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1/ study context

The innovative products of the chemicals, plastics and life sciences industry play an 
essential role in the ongoing transition towards a better and more sustainable future for our 
children and grandchildren and for our planet. The chemical and pharmaceutical industry is, 
and will be, the solution provider to reach most of the ambitious Sustainable Development 
Goals the United Nations have put in place, and remains one of the driving forces behind 
the movement towards a circular economy. essenscia and the companies of the chemicals, 
plastics and life sciences industry in Belgium are strongly committed to play their part in 
reaching these goals. Together with governments, social partners, NGOs and civil society, 
the sector is determined to make a large contribution to a better and more sustainable 
future.

In March 2017, essenscia, the Belgian association for chemistry, plastics and life sciences, 
signed a 3-year partnership with the Louvain School of Management to support CSR 
(Corporate Social Responsibility) activities organized at UCL. 

As part of this collaboration, essenscia mandated Valérie Swaen (Professor, LSM) to carry out 
a survey to determine how the public perceives the contribution of the sector to sustainable 
development.  A special focus on young people was requested as the ageing of the sector’s 
workforce coupled with its steady growth means there is a constant need for junior talents 
with a scientifi c or technical higher-level degree. Better understanding the perception of the 
young public will thus help the sector shape its activities to raise young people’s awareness 
of the importance of choosing to study Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM subjects) and to promote the sector as an employer of choice. 

On 12th October 2017, essenscia will publish its 5th sustainable development report 
(www.essensciaforsustainability.be) on the progress and ambitions of the chemicals, 
plastics and life sciences industry regarding sustainable development. At this occasion, the 
results of this survey will be presented to a large audience.

    Corine Petry, Head of Communication, essenscia
Saskia Walraedt, Senior Advisor Sustainable development, essenscia
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2/ target group

This report is based on an online survey carried out between April and June 2017. We gathered 
963 responses coming from the three regions of Belgium, the Flemish region provided 32.9% of 
the answers, Brussels 29.9%, and Wallonia 37.2%.  

The sample is representative in terms of gender (51.5% of women and 48.5% of men), while we 
organized a slight over-representation of younger audiences, as our priority was to collect the 
views of future generations about the sector. Moreover, 53.8% of respondents have a higher 
level of education (i.e, post-graduate); 35.6% an intermediate level (upper secondary) and 10.6% 
a low level of education (i.e., none, primary, lower secondary).

The sample gives us an interesting indication of the way the sector is perceived by the Belgian 
population.
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figure 1 > Respondents’ age and education level 
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3/  Which are the industries and products associated
 with the sector?

The fi rst part of the questionnaire asked participants about the industries they consider as 
part of the chemicals, plastics and life sciences industry. Respondents could choose as many 
industries as they wanted on the list. The purpose of this question was to establish the perimeter 
of the sector studied in the minds of the participants.

Taken together, our results indicate a correct demarcation of the sector by the 
public.

As illustrated in Figure 2, the pharmaceutical industry (75.6% of respondents) and the plastics 
industry (71.4% of responses) are among the most frequently chosen industries. Next come 
the cosmetics, petrochemical and biotechnology industries with 60.5%, 60.3% and 58.2% of 
responses, respectively. 

Respondents wrongly identify industries such as telecommunications (7.3% of observations) 
and metallurgical industry (17.3% of observations) as part of the sector, which still indicates a 
certain lack of knowledge.

figure 2 >  Which industries do respondents consider as being part of the chemicals,  
plastics and life sciences industry? (in number of respondents)
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In addition, respondents were asked about the fi ve most representative products of the 
chemicals, plastics and life sciences sector. As illustrated in Figure 3, they primarily associate 
medicines (53.5%), antibiotics (47.9%), plastics (30%), pesticides (28.6%) and detergents (27.8%) 
to the sector. 

The less quoted products are photovoltaic panels (2.8%), car dashboards (3.7%), ink (4.6%), 
paper (2.1%) and mattresses (1.6%). Although these products are connected to the sector, they 
are not among the fi rst products that come to the mind of the respondents. 
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figure 3 >  Which are the fi ve most representative products of the chemicals, plastics and 
life sciences industry? (in number of respondents)
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4/ What are the perceptions about the sector?

Chemistry: Useful in daily lives and a driver of societal progress

As shown on Figures 4 and 5, a majority of respondents (50.2%) are convinced of the usefulness 
of chemistry in their daily lives and 55.3% of respondents consider that chemistry is an engine 
of progress for society. Note that this last percentage increases to 65% of the youngest 
respondents (below 25 years old).

However respondents do not forget the dangers associated with the chemicals and most of 
them do not recognize clearly that the benefi ts of chemistry counterbalance the problems it 
causes (45% of respondents chose the neutral point of the scale - 3 - on a scale going from 
1 – totally disagree to 5 – totally agree). Said differently, Belgians recognize the advantages of 
chemistry without minimizing the dangers or problems associated with it. 
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figure 4 >  Respondents’ perceptions about chemistry (on a scale going from 1 – totally 
disagree to 5 – totally agree). The numbers reported inside the graph are the 
means of answers on each item



figure 5 >  Respondents’ perceptions about chemistry 
 (on a scale going from 1 – totally disagree to 5 – totally agree)
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Belgians perceive the sector as innovative and strictly regulated, but they consider 
that it lacks transparency

We asked respondents about their perceptions of the chemicals, plastics and life sciences 
sector to collect information about the sector’s image in Belgium (see Figures 6 to 8 for more 
detailed results).

More than half of the respondents perceive the sector as strictly regulated and more importantly, 
more than two thirds of the respondents qualify the sector of innovative and creative. The sector thus 
benefi ts from a positive image in terms of its innovativeness, an important feature in the context of 
sustainable development, but also a key factor of success and attraction of young talent. 

We note moreover that the more respondents are educated, the more they consider the sector 
as innovative (MeanLowEduc = 3.23; MeanMiddleEduc = 3.51; MeanHighEduc = 3.56; p=0.001).

The sector is innovative
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figure 6 >  The perceived innovativeness of the sector (on a scale going from 1 – totally 
disagree to 5 – totally agree). The perceived innovativeness was measured 
using the following items: innovative, inventive, creative, engine of progress, 
and exciting

But the sector is also perceived as highly profi t-oriented by more than 45% of respondents, 
what could be associated to some negative traits; and 44.6% of respondents also consider the 
sector as unsafe (against 32.5% which consider it as safe). Moreover, only 30.6% of respondents 
consider the sector as trustworthy, against 28.4% who perceive it as not trustworthy (41% of 
respondents did not pronounce themselves on the trustworthiness of the sector). When it comes 
to integrity, 39.5% of the respondents are quite negative, while for 33.7% of respondents, the 
sector is demonstrating integrity. These more mitigated results concerning the level of perceived 
integrity and trustworthiness of the sector in Belgium could be partly explained by a perceived 
lack of transparency of the sector. Indeed, 47.6% of respondents consider that the sector is not 
transparent. Further research should focus on the underlying causes of this perceived lack of 
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transparency: Does this result translate a real lack of communication from the sector with the 
public? Or is it linked to the very specifi c nature of the sector, its technical and scientifi c features 
that could create a certain distance with the public per se? 

We should note that the youngest respondents (below 30 years old) are more positive in their 
evaluation of the transparency of the sector compared to other age groups (Mean<25years = 2.84; 
Mean25-29 = 2.82; Mean30-44 = 2.73; Mean45-59 = 2.56; Mean60 and more =2.40; p=0.007).

figure 7 >  The sector’s image in Belgium (on a scale going from 1 – totally disagree to 
5 – totally agree)
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figure 8 >  The sector’s image in Belgium (on a scale going from 1 – totally disagree to 
5 – totally agree). The numbers reported inside the graph are the means of 
answers on each item
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5/  What are the perceived social and environmental 
priorities of the sector?

We proposed a list of major social and environmental issues to the respondents and asked them 
whether the sector was more part of the problem or part of the solution. 

Most respondents do not offer a clear-cut answer to that question. For example, 49.2% of 
respondents cannot decide whether the sector is more part of the solution or the problem with 
respect to demographic issues. This result translates a certain lack of information from the 
respondents about the sector’s activities related to sustainable development issues.

Part of the solution with respect to human health issues, but part of the problem 
in terms of environmental issues

43% of respondents tend to view the sector as part of the solution when it comes to human health 
issues. On the other hand, respondents are more mitigated when it comes to environmental 
issues, natural resources and climate change, where only 29.1%; 28% and 29% of respondents 
consider that the sector is more part of the solution than of the problem. In other words, the 
majority of respondents currently believe that the sector creates more environmental problems 
than solutions to those environmental issues, while recognizing the sector’s contribution to 
public health.
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figure 9 >  To what extent is the sector more part of the problem than of the solution on each 
issue? (on a scale going from 1 – is very much part of the problem to 5 – is very 
much part of the solution). The numbers reported inside the graph are the means 
of answers on each item
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6/ 	Does the sector assume its responsibilities toward 
society? 

The sector is a strong and important economical actor, offering good jobs and 
respecting the law

On average, Belgians consider that the sector is relatively good in assuming its economic 
responsibilities (in terms of employment and growth in Belgium); more than two thirds of 
respondents agree that the sector assumes its economic responsibilities (see Figure 10). This is 
even more the case for men and respondents that are more educated.

Moreover, 45.6% and 46.6% of respondents consider that the sector assumes its legal 
responsibilities and its responsibilities toward employees, respectively.

For other types of responsibilities (towards the environment and ethical responsibilities), the 
results are quite close to the neutral point of the scale. In particular, 45.8% of respondents give 
a neutral answer when questioned about the ethical responsibilities of the sector, against 27.4% 
considering that the sector respects high ethical standards. 

The sector is taking steps to reduce its impact on the environment 

Those who expressed an opinion about the environmental responsibilities reported that the 
sector is taking steps to reduce its impact on the environment and natural resources. For nearly 
half of the respondents (49.4%), the assessment of the sector’s actions towards the natural 
environment is positive, although the mean of answer remains close to the middle point of the 
scale (3.14), which indicates that a large margin of progression remains possible. 

The sector is thus perceived as part of the environmental problems, but as a contributing actor 
to get out of this situation, with most respondents acknowledging the efforts made by the sector 
to limit its impact on natural resources and the environment. For example, 35.5% of respondents 
consider that the sector is taking action to reduce pollution from its operations and 36.3% of 
respondents agree that the sector seeks to reduce its consumption of raw materials and energy 
see Figure 11).



figure 10  >  Does the sector assume its responsibilities toward society? 
  (on a scale going from 1 – totally disagree to 5 – totally agree). 
  The numbers reported inside the graph are the means of answers 
  on each item
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figure 11 > Does the sector assume its environmental responsibilities? (on a scale 
 going from 1 – totally disagree to 5 – totally agree)



7/  importance of communication

The sector should communicate more with the public

figure 12 > Perceptions about the sector’s communication? (on a scale going from 1 – 
totally disagree to 5 – totally agree)

As illustrated in Figure 12, a majority of respondents adopt a neutral position on the questions 
related to the communication of the sector (1). Consequently, the perceived level of information 
about the sector is quite low (see Figure 13): 50% of respondents consider to be lowly or not 
at all informed about the sector, while only 11.3% of respondents consider they are very well 
informed. We can also note that the average degree of information is higher for respondents 
aged between 25 and 44 years old (μ=2.57).
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(1)  We observed that youngest respondents (below 29 years old) consider more than others that the sector provides 
suffi cient information on risks (μ = 3.13).
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figure 13 > Level of perceived information about the sector

The more respondents feel informed, the more positive they are with respect to 
the sector’s contribution to sustainable development

We observe a positive link between the level of information about the sector and the perceived 
contributions of the sector to sustainable development (see Figure 14). It is thus essential to 
better inform the Belgian population about the sector’s activities in order to develop its image 
of a responsible actor in society.



figure 14 > The more respondents feel informed, the more positive they are with respect 
to the sector (The numbers reported in the graphs are the respective means 
of answers per level of information)
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Internet and packaging remains the preferred communication tools used to get 
information about sustainability activities

A majority of respondents (58.2%) claimed to use internet for information search on sustainable 
development. The second most commonly used channel to look for information about 
sustainability is the product packaging quoted by 47.1% of respondents. TV programs appear in 
the third position quoted by 29.3% of respondents.

Conversely, few respondents claim to refer specifi cally to the corporate sustainability reports 
(10.2%) or annual reports (7.8%), although these are the tools companies widely use to inform 
stakeholders about their sustainability activities.

Using social networks can also be a recommendable option to inform about sustainability 
activities, particularly if the target of the communication is the youngest part of the population. 
Indeed, social networks are quoted by 19.1% of respondents, 39.7% of them being less than 25 
years old; 21.2% between 25-29 years old.
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figure 15 > Preferred communication tools used to get information about sustainability 
activities of companies (in number of respondents)



8/ Key takeaways
 

Belgians consider that the chemicals, plastics and life sciences sector is a strictly regulated 
sector and an important economic pillar of the Belgian economy. In particular, they describe 
the sector as a quality employer, which ensures quality jobs, pays its employees well and 
provides them with secure jobs.

Moreover, Belgians are aware of the sector investments to develop solutions to major global 
challenges, in particular those related to health issues. Even if, up to now, Belgians still 
consider the sector as more part of the environmental problems than of the solution, they 
acknowledge that the sector tries not only to reduce its negative impacts on the environment, 
but also to develop solutions to meet environmental challenges.

The sector is perceived as highly innovative and oriented toward the future, but not transparent 
enough. Informing Belgians about the sector’s activities related to sustainability should be one 
of the top priority of the sector. Indeed, the more informed the public is the more positive its 
perceptions about the sector are. It is thus very important to reinforce the communication to 
the public about the strengths of the sector and its contribution to sustainable development, 
especially for a younger target, particularly interested in how companies take their impact on 
society into account.
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