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The Environmental Impact of Singles’ 
Consumer Behaviour: Is the Lifestyle 
of Singles Inevitably Environmentally 
More Damaging?1

Lukáš Kala

ABSTRACT Population research in Western countries shows a rising number of singles living in one-
person households. The increase in one-person households is likely to accelerate consumption, deplete 
resources and degrade nature. Current studies show that solo-living consumes more land, energy, goods 
and materials per person than living in shared housing. However, even though these rapid demographical 
changes are having a serious effect on the environment, researchers have not examined the environmental 
aspects of singlehood in much detail. The purpose of the current study is to minutely determine the 
environmental and non-environmental aspects of single people’s lifestyles. A combination of quantitative 
and qualitative approaches was used in the analysis of data gathered mostly via in-depth interviews and 
questionnaires regarding consumption. One of the most significant findings to emerge from this study is that 
environmentally-friendly changes of lifestyle can reduce the overall environmental impact of solo living.
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Introduction
After 1989, the demographic trend in the Czech Republic began to copy Western countries, 
where there was a fundamental transformation of intimate relationships and reproductive 
behaviour of people in connection with the so-called Second Demographic Transition (van de 
Kaa  1987). Young people are postponing marriage and starting families at an older age, opt-
ing instead to concentrate on individualized values and goals. Marriage is often replaced by 
various forms of alternative relationships. The proportion of unmarried people in the popula-
tion is increasing. A significant portion of them live in separate households. Especially in rich 
post-industrial countries, we see not only an increase of single people in society, but also an 
increase in single-person households (Hooper et al. 1998). 

Especially in housing it is clear that the population in Western countries is changing 
its way of life from various forms of shared living to greater autonomy and independence. 
Although living alone is nothing new, an essential difference lies in the fact that it now relates 
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to a large part of the population. The amount of one-person households worldwide in 2006 
exceeded 200 million, which, compared to the previous decade, represents an increase of 
about 50 million (Hodgson 2007). As a result of demographic changes and changes in nor-
mative behaviour in Western societies, a dramatic increase in single-person households is 
expected within the next decade. As this is already growing at 1.6% per annum, it is esti-
mated that in 2020 there will be 253.8 million of them worldwide (ibid).

A similar development was also recorded in the Czech Republic, where currently 2.7 mil-
lion people (30% of those older than 15 years) are single according to marital status (CSO 
2011). At the same time, 1.4 million people (16% of those older than 15 years) live in single-
member households (ibid). Single-member households have seen a very dynamic, long-term 
growth trend. In recent decades, the number of single person households has seen the larg-
est growth ever, in comparison with other types of households, (according to CSO data – for 
15 years from 1995 to 2010 up to 83 %). What is especially striking is the increase in single 
person households in the younger age categories. From an environmental perspective, the 
increase in singles, especially those living in single-member households, is an important phe-
nomenon. Numerous empirical studies point to the considerable environmental impact of liv-
ing in single-member households. While population growth alone is responsible for ¼ of the 
increase in energy consumption, the increase of single-person households is responsible for 
the remaining ¾ (MacKellar et al. 1995 in Bradbury 2014 et. al). On the basis of data from 
50,000 Danish households, a strong correlation between energy consumption and household 
size was found. In single-person households almost twice as much energy is consumed by 
one person than in family households (Gram-Hanssen et al. 2009). At the same time, sin-
gles consume many more material goods per capita than family households. The increase 
in single-person households is problematic especially in younger age categories, which are, 
in terms of resource consumption, relatively the most voracious (e.g. Klinenberg 2012).

Previous studies have reported that an increase in one-person households is likely to have 
a detrimental environmental impact. Williams  (2005) demonstrated that people living on their 
own consume more energy and create more waste than individuals sharing a home, which could 
lead to an environmental crisis in the near future. Recently investigators have examined the 
impact of changing demography on the environment. Liu et al.  (2003) determined the impact 
of declining household size on biodiversity and natural resources. The research indicated that 
an increase in small households would lead to an increase in resource consumption and loss 
of biodiversity globally. Surveys such as the one conducted by Cincotta and Engelman (2000) 
have shown that there is a link between declining household size and diminishing biodiver-
sity, increasing domestic energy consumption (MacKellar et al. 1995 in Bradbury 2014 et al.; 
Noorman and Uiterkamp 1998), increasing carbon dioxide emissions (Fawcett et al  2002), 
increasing household waste and total household consumption (Røpke  1999; Sanne   2002). 

Even though these rapid demographical changes are having a serious effect on the 
environment, researchers have not investigated the environmental aspects of singlehood in 
much detail. Although some research has been carried out on the environmental aspects of 
solo living, there have been few empirical investigations into the structure of consumption 
expenditure and the consumption patterns of single people. There has been little qualitative 
analysis of their way of life. So far, too little attention has been paid to the environmentally 
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favourable aspects of single people’s lifestyles2. No previous study has investigated the life-
styles of single people who identify themselves as environmentalists (hereinafter green sin-
gles). However, that research could bring valuable insights into the lifestyle adaptations of 
singles in context with environmental values. 

The major objective of this study was to investigate the environmental and non-envi-
ronmental aspects of single people’s lifestyles. The aim of this study is to investigate the 
differences between the environmental impact of green singles’ and conventional singles’ 
lifestyles. This research seeks to address the following questions: Can the lifestyle of singles 
actually be considered to be environmentally unfriendly? Which consumption patterns of sin-
gle people are the worst from an environmental perspective? Is there any difference between 
the lifestyle of green and conventional singles? Can we find inspirational environmentally-
friendly aspects in the lifestyle of green singles? 

A combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches was used in the data gather-
ing and analysis. The starting point of this text is a wider study where qualitative modes of 
enquiry were applied in an attempt to illuminate the details of consumer practice of surveyed 
singles (Kala 2014). The study was conducted in the form of a survey, with data being gath-
ered mostly via in-depth interviews (not part of this text) and questionnaires. Thus, this study 
provides an exciting opportunity to advance our knowledge of the environmental aspects of 
single people’s lifestyles.

The paper has been organised in the following way: The first part gives a brief overview 
of previous research and reviews the evidence for the environmental unfavourableness of 
singlehood and solo living. The second part is concerned with the methodology used for this 
study. The third section presents the findings of the research, focusing on the ecological and 
carbon footprint of the lifestyle of surveyed singles. Finally, the conclusion gives a brief sum-
mary and critique of the findings and includes a discussion of the implications of the findings 
for future research into this area.

References to previous research

Much of the current literature on the environmental aspects of single people’s lifestyles is 
primarily concerned with the quantitative description of energy and material flow in their 
households. Surveys such as that conducted by Williams (2003, 2005 and 2007)  have shown 
that solo living represents a risk to sustainability. Previous research supports the assump-
tion that smaller households are less efficient in terms of energy consumption, transportation 
and occupation of space per person. Data from several sources has identified that a decrease 
in household size is associated with an increase in energy consumption (Noorman and 
Uiterkamp 1997; Williams 2005 ). According to Williams’ findings, one-person households 
consume up to 77 % more electricity and up to 54 % more gas per capita than multi-person 

2 The term lifestyle has broader meaning within the article. It refers to contrasting ways of life found 
among people who live solo and people who live in couples or families. The term conceptualizes 
alternative ways of living, usually conspicuous through values and modes of consumption (see 
Marshall 1998).
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households. For example, the average three-person household consumes about 1,500 KWh 
less electricity annually and 5,000 KWh less gas per capita than a one-person household 
(cf. Williams 2003: 45).

Singlehood and especially solo living have been identified as major contributing fac-
tors for growing consumption. Surveys, such as that conducted by Hooper et al. (1998), 
have shown that a relationship exists between household size and the amount of consumption 
per person. “Reduction in household size takes a double toll on the resource user and biodi-
versity. Firstly, households mean more housing units, thus generally increasing the amount 
of land and materials needed for housing construction. Secondly, smaller households have 
a lower efficiency of resource use per capita because goods and services are shared by more 
people in larger households” Liu et al (2003). Moreover, they produce 1.49 times more waste 
per capita than two-person households, and three times more than a four-person household 
(cf. Noorman and Ulterkamp 1998: 39).

Table 1: Comparison of consumption and waste production in different sized households per person 
per year (in %)

one-person household two-person household four-person household
product consumption 100 75 62.5
consumption 
of packaging materials

100 75 58

water consumption 100 100 75
indirect energy 
consumption 
(production 
and services)

100 63 42

consumption 
of electricity

100 68.5 45

consumption of gas 100 64.5 39
production of waste 100 88.5 75.5

Source: Noorman and Uiterkamp (1998: 39)

Single people are an important part of the consumer market and significant contribu-
tors to its growth (Röpke 1999; Sanne 2002). Singles invest a large portion of their income 
to self-development, education and entertainment (Hawk  2011, Klinenberg 2012). Usually, 
they have a higher income, which implies higher consumption. As singles (particularly sin-
gle males aged 35-44) tend to have above average disposable income, they consume more 
resources (Williams 2003: 195). 

It has conclusively been shown that solo living is the highest contributor of great con-
sumption of single people (Holmans 1997 ; Hogson  2007). Hooper et al. (1998) investigated 
housing preferences amongst singles. In general they reported that singles tend to prefer 
owner occupation, spacious accommodation (at least 2 bedrooms3), housing rather than flats, 
self-contained dwellings, parking and exterior space, and low maintenance accommodation 

3 According to an Australian study, singles mostly prefer three-bedroom detached houses (Wulff 
et al. 2004).
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with basic appliances (Hooper et al. 1998). According to Williams, they acquire their own 
apartments mostly in order to rent rooms to supplement their income, for home offices, for 
hobbies and entertaining guests, to allow for household growth without moving and “because 
more spacious dwellings are perceived as being a better investment” (2003: 89). Singles in 
the Czech Republic also prefer larger apartments or detached houses. While in 2001 Czech 
singles living alone inhabited mostly two-room apartments with an average floor space of 
47 m2, now they live in three rooms with an average floor space of 68 m2 (Habartová  2014; 
Škrabal, Morávková  2003: 232). Williams found that one-person households occupy an aver-
age of 30.7 m2 floor space more per capita than a two-person household and even 43.9 m2 
more than a four-person household (Williams 2003: 46). Therefore, as a number of authors 
mentioned above have reported, singles prefer similar housing as couples or families,  and 
when they begin to live independently, they are not willing to share their home with others 
(i.e. Williams 2003). 

Some authors point out that the growing number of one-person households has contrib-
uted to the increasing demand for energy, goods, services and infrastructure; at the same time 
they produce more waste and occupy a larger area than in the past (cf. Kušková  2009). Some 
studies have revealed that one-person households have a considerable ecological impact 
measurable through their ecological footprint. Within research on the ecological footprint of 
households, Roy and Caird  have noted that there has been a decline in the total ecological 
footprint per person as households have got larger, and especially as size has grown from sin-
gle- and two-person to 3-, 4- or more person households (2002: 277-279). This finding rein-
forces other works that have shown the highly negative effect on the environment, especially 
concerning energy consumption, personal transport and land for housing, of the shift to ever-
smaller ho useholds. 

Figure 1: The average ecological footprint of households

Source: Roy and Caird (2002)
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Methods

This study is part of wider research within which various methods have been adopted or 
developed in order to investigate the complexity of lifestyle of a sample of Czech singles4 
chosen both from the general population and among environmentalists5 (Kala 2014). The 
following article is partially based upon qualitative research concerning the lifestyle of sin-
gles and solo-living people. The qualitative research is based upon in-depth interviews coded 
mostly by an “in-vivo” system (see Glaser, Strauss 1967). The analysis of the data was based 
on interpretative sociology (see Berger and Luckmann  1967). Hence, epistemologically, this 
work is based on social constructivism. I have adopted the grounded theory method in order 
to understand how researched singles interpret specific aspects of their lifestyle (Strauss, 
Corbin , 1997). The presentation of all results of the qualitative analysis is beyond the scope 
of this article (see Kala 2014). Within this article I will focus only on the aspect of environ-
mental friendliness. Although researched singles have a different way of life, they usually 
interpret their lifestyle as being environmentally friendly. 

The analysis of testimonies of researched singles did not bring deeper understanding of 
the environmental aspects of their lifestyle6. On that basis it was not possible to answer the 
research question of whether the lifestyle of singles who live alone is inevitably environmen-
tally more damaging than the lifestyles of couples or families and which aspects of their life-
style have the greatest environmental impact. Therefore it was decided that the interview was 
to be supplemented by the questionnaire. The aim of the questionnaire was to find specific 
information about consumption and the environmental aspects of lifestyle. Data collected by 
the questionnaire was used to calculate individual ecological and carbon footprints. A calcu-
lation of the ecological (or carbon) footprint was chosen as the best instrument for allowing 
us to compare our researched groups and the general population. It allows us to understand 
the environmental pressures associated with particular aspects of their lifestyle.

The questionnaire was created in order to quantify the respondents’ statements. It was 
filled out by respondents online. There were four question circles: sociodemographic indica-
tors, questions regarding consumption of food and other stuff, questions regarding energy 
consumption and finally, questions regarding transport habits. The reference period was 

4 The average age of the respondents was 35 years; most of them had a college education (88 %), and 
the majority of them were employed (80 %) – mostly in education and the non-profi t sector. Their 
monthly net income mostly ranged from 20 001 to 25 000 CZK (non-green singles) and 15,001-
20,000 CZK (green singles). Their average monthly housing costs were 9,392 CZK (non-green 
singles) and 4,588 CZK (green singles). While more than half of non-green singles lived in their 
own houses, green singles mostly lived in rented accommodation. 

5 The criteria for selecting respondents were as follows: adulthood, non-cohabitation (living with-
out a partner), childlessness, independent household economy. Respondents were selected in two 
research groups: non-green singles (15) and green singles (21) – those who are perceived as single 
environmentalists by their social surroundings and those who identifi ed themselves with the des-
ignation “green single”. The selection of respondents was carried out by the targeted sampling, 
allowing me to address hidden populations of these researched singles (cf. Watters and Biernacki  
1989).

6 Within this article testimonies have rather illustrative purpose.
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the year 2014. Questions were both closed and open, derived from calculators of ecologi-
cal footprint and from past research (Calla 2014; Zelený kruh 2014; Roy and Caird 2002).  
Respondents were asked to respond at the base of their own measurement and self-evalua-
tion. The questionnaire was sent six months after the research interviews. 12 non-green sin-
gles and 18 green singles7 responded. 

Results

Work is a key aspect of the lifestyle of surveyed singles. A strong work ethic can be seen in 
our respondents, regardless of how and where they work. In the life of the singles surveyed, 
work represents not only a means of taking care of themselves, but also holds value in the 
areas of identity, social contact, and sense of purpose. Among the surveyed singles, and espe-
cially for those for which their work was also their calling, it was common to work overtime, 
from home, and on vacation. In such cases, work then very easily becomes a dominant fea-
ture of their lives (see Kala 2014).

The hypertrophy of working hours has some environmental consequences. On the one 
hand, work itself can contribute to environmental destruction (cf. Schütz 1989; Fraňková 
2007), and on the other hand, the money it generates poses a risk of overconsumption and 
entanglement in the vicious circle of overwork and over consumption (Robinson 2006). The 
fact that singles earn relatively more money is documented by many studies (cf. Klinenberg 
2012b; Hawk 2011). The respondents in my research earn more per person than is common 
in multi-member Czech households (cf. CSO 2013). The net monthly income of the singles 
surveyed mostly ranged between 15,001- 20,000 CZK (green singles) and 20,001 to 25,000 
CZK (non-green) per month.

The relatively higher incomes enable singles to live independently. Of the 36 respon-
dents in this research, 23 live alone. In addition, older singles tend to live in single-person 
households, often privately owned. Even green singles do not expect life in a shared hous-
ing to be long term. Besides the economic rationale and environmental friendliness, the need 
for privacy and control over their housing is also to be found in the respondents’ answers. 
Pravdomila, a green single, illustrates this in her testimony:

That’s how it is when you are pushing thirty. And I had a relatively large savings account, and 
I knew that the money wouldn’t increase just sitting in the account. And rents are quite expensive, 
so I didn’t like it from an economic point of view (...) In addition, when I lived in lodgings, there 
was always a landlady, and some other people with whom we took turns in the bathroom, and in 
my own apartment all this falls to the wayside, which also played a role... 

Although most of the surveyed singles had experience with roommates (95 %), only 
some could imagine living like that long term. Room sharing was viewed by many respon-
dents as a temporary, immature form of housing, which does not provide sought after future 
security. For many of the surveyed singles independent living means a definitive detachment 

7 The missing data about energy consumption from the rest of the sample I get additionally by phone. 
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from their parents. The existence of one’s own household serves as a visible symbol of their 
maturity. An important motive for buying an apartment is the need to have some control over 
one’s destiny. The acquisition of property (including independent renting) is thus primarily 
a symbolic act within the social environment. An important incentive, especially for male 
singles, for the construction or reconstruction of a house is the “reconstruction of the per-
sonal biography”, fulfilling their wishes about themselves (cf. Galčanová, Vacková 2014). 
Although singles do not currently need property for a family, they often buy it with the pros-
pect of family housing. Therefore they prefer housing similar to multi-person households, in 
which, however, they often live alone.8 The average habitable floor area of the surveyed sin-
gles’ homes is 60 m2 (green) and 65 m2 (non-green) per capita. After adjusting for roommates9 
it is 30.7 m2 (green) and 49.1 m2 (non-green), which is more than the national average.10 

An obstacle to room sharing, which in the case of singles represents a more environ-
mentally friendly form of housing11, can according to the analysis of the respondents be 
“squeamish individualism”12. The sharing of objects considered to be intimate is problem-
atic. Rooms associated with hygiene and food preparation, especially the bathroom and the 
kitchen, pose a problem for room sharing (cf. Williams  2003: 92; Gregson  2007: 43). In the 
context of singles, squeamish individualism leads to an increase in consumption. An iconic 
object that singles buy for themselves is the washing machine. A strong desire for the own-
ership of a washing machine is not even alleviated by the significant socializing potential 
of public laundries. Respondents maintained that the washing machine is an element which 
represents a separate independence from the original family, from home (cf. Watson 2014). 

Although singles use houses differently than families (e.g. few cook, they don’t spend 
free time at home), they often equip households like them. However, many amenities typi-
cal of family households were absent for the surveyed singles. A surprising finding of our 
research was the absence of a television in most of the surveyed households. But this is not 
only about television. Figure 2 shows that both of the monitored populations own signifi-
cantly fewer electronic devices (television, satellite, DVD players, etc.) than a representative 
sample of the Czech population. While the absence kitchenware probably indicates a differ-
ent culture of eating and food storage, the absence of home electronics reflects a different 
way of spending leisure time. Because the surveyed singles spend much of their time outside 

8 According to British research, 90 % of singles crave the same housing as families (cf. Williams 
2003). The current Czech one-member household has an average of 3 rooms covering an area of 
68 m2 (Habartová 2014). An increasing number of single-member households have higher and 
higher demands on energy, goods, services and infrastructure (cf. Kušková 2009).

9 On average, the inhabitants of the Czech Republic have 32.5 m2 of living space (CSO 2011b).
10 While 10 (out of 21) green singles live in shared apartments, just 3 (out of 15) non-greens have 

a room-mate.
11 Thanks to room sharing, they save, on average, 31 % of the space, 57 % on electricity and 8 % 

on the purchase of goods. In particular, the need for the individual ownership of larger appliances 
(washing machines, freezers) falls, within the community of room sharing, on average by 25 % 
(Williams 2005: 165). 

12 With increasing individualization, the willingness to share is reduced. This phenomenon is called 
squeamish individualism (Librová 2003: 277). 
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the home, eating and enjoying the outdoors, they do not have as great a need to own home 
electronics compared to conventional households.

Figure 2: The number of certain appliances in the surveyed households13

* Source: Household Budget Survey14 CSO (2013)

In order to determine the characteristics of the material consumption of the surveyed 
singles I chose two indicators. The first is the frequency of changing the wardrobe, or buying 
new clothes15. While green singles visit clothing stores once or twice a year, non-greens buy 
new clothes every quarter. In addition, as far as the consumption of electronics goes, non-
green singles consume more. Mobile phones16, which are currently owned by the majority 
of the population, were also chosen as an indicator. Respondents were asked how much they 
have used their phone in the last five years and how old their device is. While non-greens 

13 The amount of appliances were studied in 21 households of green and in 15 households of 
non-green singles.

14 For ilustration, I present the results of an investigation of household amenities performed on 
a quota selection of the population of the Czech Republic. The missing column means that the data 
is not tracked by the statistics. In the framework of this investigation, the number of household 
appliances was taken into consideration, and, therefore, some values exceed 100 %.

15 I chose textiles as an indicator because its consumption (particularly cotton) carries both a consid-
erable ecological and water footprint (cf. Chapagain 2006).

16 I chose mobile phones as an indicator because their production is very demanding on energy and 
resources from the environmental perspective (Frey 2008). At the same time, the ownership of 
a mobile phone is not purely utilitarian and its frequent replacement occurs on account of fashion.
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change mobile phones as often as the average of the Czech population17, greens use their 
mobile phones much longer. The age of mobile phones for non-green respondents is about 
22.8 months, compared to the mobiles of green singles which serve their users on an average 
of 42.6 months. 

Given that the examined singles mostly do not own a car, almost none of them shop 
in supermarkets and shopping malls. Roughly half of both groups buy most of their food 
in smaller supermarkets. The popularity of small supermarkets is startling, while ethical or 
environmental reasons are practically unheard. Václav shops in them because it’s on the way 
home from work, Filip again because it is close, Jana and Lilly, because they are open late, 
Hynek because he is too “lazy to go anywhere else,” and Anna, because they know her in 
the store. 

A heavy workload, a lack of cars and only occasional shopping can have an unintended 
positive effect on reducing the impact of consumption on the environment. Respondents who 
buy food in small amounts and only occasionally, more often take into account the ethical 
and political aspects of the products when shopping - e.g. buying local products and support-
ing local small shops (cf. Jamieson, Simpson 2013 : 126). The offer of retail chains is rated 
as poor quality by the surveyed singles. Not only green singles look for a strategy on how to 
buy healthy and environmentally friendly foods. A significant proportion of respondents (26 
of them) usually buy some products with a high ideological value. Apart from goods from 
the market they include vegetables directly from farmers, items from food banks, cultivars 
obtained under LETS or certified products (fair trade, bio etc.).

It is not surprising that green singles buy certified food and products. Interestingly, non-
green singles also buy many certified products. They are not trying to lead an ascetic life, but 
rather they deliberately decide on what they spend their money on and what they support. In 
both groups we see a significant shift towards post-materialist values manifesting in smaller 
and more selective consumption. 

Finding similar products (e.g. fair trade coffee) in the households of green and non-
green singles illustrates the similar cultural milieu of both groups (academic circles). The 
consumption of certified products and goods with great ideological value  points out the cul-
tural importance of objects as holders of meaning. The assemblage of these things gives vis-
ibility to the hierarchy of values and attitudes of their owner, thereby creating a clear picture 
of them to others and confirming certain cultural patterns and categories (Douglas 1978: 67). 

The singles surveyed have, almost without exception, emotional attachments to the 
things which surround them. Generally, in the households of singles mainly, memorabilia 
relating to their relationships with absent loved ones appear. Such objects are only rarely 
disposed of. Throwing out things which are tied to memories is a problematic activity for 
the surveyed singles. Memorabilia18 are important and difficult to get rid of. The emotional 

17 According to a Reuters poll, Czechs change mobile phones every two years (ČTK 2014).
18 In most households, there is a critical distinction between the things of daily consumption and the 

things that previously could serve for normal daily consumption, but today are regarded as sacred, 
because they embody certain memories that are bound to them (Gregson  2007: 19). 
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attachment to things can dampen consumption, which can be taken as environmentally 
friendly (see Kala 2014).

Rather surprisingly, both groups are interchangeable in terms of waste sorting. In par-
ticular, paper, plastic and glass are sorted by the vast majority of respondents in both groups. 
There are, however, slight differences between the two groups. Greens are the most thorough 
in sorting waste. Compared with non-green singles they also sort metals and bio waste more 
often19, even in cases where the city does not ensure their collection. Non-green singles, on 
the other hand, are more likely to recycle clothing (3.3 times more often), which however 
may be due to the fact that they buy more of it and do not get rid of it through secondhand 
stores like greens. 

Energy consumption20 

A surprising finding was that both groups have lower energy consumption per household and 
per capita than the national average21. In the households surveyed, green singles recorded an 
annual average consumption of 1665 kWh (771 kWh per capita) and in non-green singles 
households even 1264 kWh (896 kWh per capita). It is surprising that a similar deviation 
from the national average is also seen with the consumption of other forms of energy such as 
gas and district heating. While the national average gas consumption, according to the statis-
tics of the Energy Regulatory Authority, is around 25 thousand kWh per year (per household 
consuming gas), among the green singles surveyed, the average consumption was estimated 
at 5,604 kWh and for non-greens at 10,860 kWh. 

These low levels of energy consumption reveal a certain thriftiness of green singles on 
the one hand, and on the other hand they point to their alternative way of life. The average 
is decreased, for example, by Radka, who lives in a garden shed heated by wood, or Fabián 
who lives in a small room without heating in an old industrial area. Low power consumption, 
however, is also achieved by those who bet on environmentally friendly technologies, like 
Cyril. His insulated house, heated with wood and solar water heating, with the manual drive 
of most systems and a cellar in the place of a refrigerator. It consumes 888 kWh of electricity 
per year and 5 m3 of wood (= about 15,200 kWh of energy).

In particular, green singles have a profound knowledge regarding their consumption. 
They are able to identify what is behind their energy consumption. They do not overlook 
“systems in the background”, which operate passively, but more continuously - heating, 
refrigerator etc. They actively try to reduce their consumption of energy. Although they live 
alone they have lower energy consumption per capita than multi-person households.

19 The majority of green singles sort metals (15) and nearly half of them sort bio-waste (11), while 
just 4 of the non-green singles sort metals and two of them bio-waste.

20 Data from the respondents own reading of measurement devices or invoices.
21 According to the statistics of the Energy Regulatory Authority, the average annual electricity con-

sumption of the common 2.5 member Czech household is around 3500 kWh.
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The ecological and carbon footprint

Although the lifestyles of both groups appeared to be similar during the field investiga-
tion, the calculation of the ecological and carbon footprints showed that they differ in cer-
tain respects after all. Interesting is not just the size of the ecological and carbon footprints, 
but also the proportion of their components. While the consumption of food had the greatest 
impact on the ecological and carbon footprint for green singles, the categories of goods and 
services are the most dominant with non-greens . In the case of green singles, however, this 
does not mean that their ecological and carbon footprint associated with food consumption 
was particularly high. Rather, it is that their impact in other areas is low.

Figure 3: The average ecological and carbon footprints of researched households

According to the data of EUREAPA (2004), the ecological footprint of a Czech citi-
zen should correspond to 4.77 global hectares (gha) and 13.8 tons of carbon eq. CO2. While 
non-green singles are slightly above average in both categories and would need 3.3 planets 
to meet their needs, green singles are significantly below average and 1.2 times the planet 
would be sufficient for them22. 

22 I emphasize that it was not a precise determination of the ecological and carbon footprints, which is 
not even possible, but a capturing of certain aspects of lifestyle and the specifi cs of non-green and 
green singles.
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Figure 4: The average ecological and carbon footprints of Czech households

Source: Zelený kruh 2014, EUREAPA 2004

How is it that the green singles surveyed have significantly lower ecological and carbon 
footprints, even though they mostly live the same as non-greens? The key factor seems to be 
roommates. The more people that share a particular living space and equipment, the lower 
each one’s ecological footprint is. If we look at housing in terms of the ecological footprint, 
we realize that every square meter of built-up area is responsible for the occupation of 6.2 
to 9.4 m2 of biologically productive land, which in the case of an average household in the 
group of non-green singles corresponds to an area of some 461 m2 (or 0.04 global hectares)23. 
That in itself is not much, but if we add the energy and materials required for construction, 
furnishings and energy necessary for its operation, we get up to 2 gha/year for singles living 
in one-member households.24 

In addition, transportation is a key element which raises the ecological and carbon foot-
print of non-green singles. Although the two groups basically do not differ in their modes of 
everyday transportation, even as far as the amount of mileage25, they basically have a double 
ecological footprint in this category - they also produce four times more greenhouse gases. 
The difference between the two groups lies in air transport. While the surveyed green singles 
spend about 4.3 hours a year in aircraft (approximately 3,500 km flown), non-greens spend 

23 The calculation is derived from the research of the investigator Bastianoni et. al (2006) who cal-
culated that the construction of a four-storey condominium and a detached house determines the 
annual bio-productive area requirement of 6,290 and 9,465 gm2 respectively.

24 The most prominent component of the ecological footprint is household electricity consumption 
and energy for heating, which in the case of the single-member households is higher per capita 
(EUREAPA 2004).

25 On average, green singles travel 24.5 km a week by car (including as passengers) and 111 km by 
public transport. Non-green singles travel 36.6 km a week by car (including as passengers) and 
113 km by public transport. 
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25.7 hours (about 20,500 km flown)26. The more kilometers traveled is then responsible for 
their larger environmental footprint.

In the case of food, the lower consumption of animal protein is undoubtedly responsible 
for the lower ecological and carbon footprint of the green singles surveyed. I found a sig-
nificant difference between the green and non-green groups of singles in eating. Non-green 
singles more often eat food which contains animal proteins than green singles27. While for 
the group of green singles, almost half (8 of them) do not eat meat, and three of them are 
even vegans, for non-greens I came across only two vegetarians. In addition, the effort of 
green singles to eat local food and to be self-sufficient also reduces the ecological and carbon 
footprint. 

Although both groups are in many respects interchangeable (e.g. sorting waste, focus-
ing on non-material consumption) and where they differ from the average Czech household, 
I identified a significant difference in their carbon and ecological footprint. The main distin-
guishing factors are the independent housing and frequent foreign flights of the non-green 
singles.

Conclusions

The purpose of the current study was to investigate the environmental and non-environmental 
aspects of single people’s lifestyles. Returning to the question posed at the beginning of this 
study, it is now possible to state that the lifestyles of singles cannot be automatically consid-
ered to be environmentally unfriendly. This study has shown that environmentally-friendly 
changes in lifestyle can reduce the overall environmental impact of solo living. 

This study has found that generally solo living is more environmentally damaging than 
flat-sharing. This study supports previous research findings that smaller households are less 
efficient in terms of energy consumption, transportation and occupation of space per person. 
The purpose of the current study was to determine particular environmentally unfriendly 
aspects and consumption patterns of single people’s lifestyles. These findings suggest that 
long-distance travel, overconsumption and a carnivorous diet (especially based on imported 
goods) represent in general the greatest environmental burden. From an environmental per-
spective, overwork and individualism are also problematic. However, these lifestyle aspects 
are not typical just for singles; in their case the environmental harm is most evident.

The results of this investigation show that certain aspects of singles’ lifestyles (high 
workload, city centre living, absence of car) can have environmentally-friendly effects such 
as reduction in consumption (of both goods and energy). Because the surveyed singles spend 
much of their time outside the home (eating and having fun outdoors), they do not need a lot 

26 This roughly corresponds to the ratio of 0.7 t compared to the 4.4 tonnes of emissions eq. of CO2. 
Also interesting is the ratio of those who fl y a lot and those who still hadn’t fl own in 2014. While 14 
of the green singles did not fl y at all, 10 of the non-green singles fl ew more than 10 thousand miles. 

27 Non-green singles marked in the questionnaire that they eat animal proteins occasionally (2), quite 
often (7) and daily (3), while green-singles eat them occasionally (6), quite often (7), daily (2) and 
never (3). 
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of electronic appliances in comparison to conventional households. However, they sometimes 
equip their households similarly to families and occupy excessively large housing. 

One of the most significant findings to emerge from this study is that there exist measur-
able differences between the environmental impact of the lifestyles of green and conventional 
singles. While the researched group of conventional singles has an ecological and carbon 
footprint slightly higher than the national average (6.5 gha and 14.3 t CO2 per year), green sin-
gles have both footprints significantly lower (2.1 gha and 5.9 t CO2 per year). The researched 
green singles use 1.2 times of the bio productive land as we have on the Earth, whereas 
the researched conventional singles will use 3.3 times more of our planet. My research has 
shown that the deliberate attempts of green singles to reduce their impact on the environment 
(declared in their testimonies) are relatively significant. Although the current study is based 
on a small sample of participants, the findings suggest that pro-environmental behaviour mat-
ters. Conclusively, singlehood and solo living cannot be automatically considered as environ-
mentally unfriendly. My research may contribute to a more diversified view of the environ-
mental impact of lifestyle of singles and it may be beneficial to consider the expected growth 
in singles, with which our society will have to deal. More research is needed, however, to 
determine the environmental impact of consumption patterns amongst singles and one-person 
households. The growing number of people living alone still potentially represents an envi-
ronmental risk.
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