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Understanding undergraduate students’ perceptions about 
sustainability and how best to communicate sustainability 
messaging to them is critically important if society is to truly meet 
current needs without leaving future generations unable to meet 
their needs. �is pair of studies assessed students’ sustainability 
knowledge and applied the extended parallel process model 
(EPPM) to determine e�ective ways of encouraging 
sustainability-oriented behaviors. Analysis revealed the need for 
interdisciplinary collaboration, multidimensional approaches, 
improvements in messaging, and increasing learning opportunities 
inside and outside the classroom. �e EPPM results highlighted the 
importance of balancing fear-inducing messaging with messages 
that increase self-e�cacy and response e�cacy. 
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ABSTRACT
Despite the increasing awareness that sustainability is an issue needing ongoing attention, and despite millions of dollars
spent yearly at universities to promote sustainable behaviors, previous research has found college students have primarily a
unidimensional understanding of what sustainability encompasses. The current research sought to understand the depth of
students’ sustainability knowledge at one of the nation’s ‘‘greenest’’ campuses and what implications this finding may have on
future educational efforts. A representative sample of 779 students at a public liberal arts university were asked to define the
term ‘‘sustainability’’ via an open-ended survey question. The survey also assessed students’ knowledge of a dedicated on-
campus sustainability office and preferred information sources and message channels. Definitions encompassing maintaining
the status quo were the most prevalent, followed by definitions stating that sustainability had an environmental component.
The least mentioned concepts were those encompassing the social or economic factors of sustainability—despite these factors
being often-cited key components of sustainability. About one-third did not know their university had a Student Office of
Sustainability. In addition, about 81% did not know that student fees had been supporting that office’s $200,000 annual
budget since its inception in 2011. Students’ preferred source and message channels for receiving sustainability information
(i.e., a mix of interpersonal sources and mass media channels) highlight the need for interdisciplinary collaboration and a
multidimensional approach in sustainability education. Improvements in message branding and an increase in learning
opportunities both inside and outside the classroom are recommended for advancing sustainability education on college
campuses. � 2017 National Association of Geoscience Teachers. [DOI: 10.5408/16-156.1]
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INTRODUCTION
Sustainability has become an almost ubiquitous term at

colleges and universities across the United States and world.
According to a 2015 report by the Association for the
Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education
(AASHE, 2015) 76% of institutions had at least one office
or center with the word ‘‘sustainability’’ in its name, an
increase from 71% in 2012.

The topic of sustainability is also receiving increasing
international endorsements. As of January 2016, 499 colleges
and universities from around the globe have documented
their commitment to sustainability by signing onto the
Talloires Declaration of 1990 (University Leaders for a
Sustainable Future, 2016). Nationally, more than 600 schools
have signed the American College and University Presidents
Climate Commitment (ACUPCC, 2016), and even state-level
compacts exist, like the Illinois Campus Sustainability
Compact (2011) to which more than 50 schools are
signatories.

Money has been increasingly pouring into sustainability
efforts. As the AASHE reports, funding through sustainabil-
ity fees, or ‘‘green funds’’ paid by students, has more than
doubled from 4% in 2012 to 9% in 2015 (AASHE, 2015).
Securing highly public endorsements and increasing funding

for sustainability initiatives on college campuses are indic-
ative of significant commitments by universities and colleges
across the globe. However, despite the growing trend of
sustainability initiatives on university campuses over the last
decade, a review of the research on this topic reveals that
students’ awareness and knowledge regarding the concept
of sustainability appear to have become somewhat stagnant.
This finding is somewhat surprising given that a primary
purpose of investing in new initiatives on college campuses
is to improve students’ education on important topics.
Therefore, the purpose of this research is to understand how
current college students conceptualize sustainability at a
midwestern public liberal arts university that is known for its
dedication to sustainability and how future educational
initiatives may be reframed to offer greater potential returns
on investment. A comprehensive review of the literature
detailing students’ problems conceptualizing the concept of
sustainability will first be articulated, which will lead into the
research questions that guided this study. Results will be
followed by key recommendations for educators that
emerged from the data.

Sustainability Operationalized
We can never expect students to have a unified

understanding of sustainability if we, as academics, cannot
come to a mutual understanding of what it entails. A search
of the literature finds countless conceptualizations regarding
what sustainability is, as well as repeated frustration
surrounding the inability to find common ground on what
an operational definition of sustainability should encompass
(e.g., Brown et al., 1987; National Research Council, 1999;
Lozano, 2008) and the use of fuzzy techniques to evaluate its
impact on societies (Phillis and Andriantiatsaholiniaina,
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Abstract
Purpose – A planet that can no longer sustain life is a frightening thought– and one that is often present in
mass media messages. Therefore, this study aims to test the components of a classic fear appeal theory, the
extended parallel process model (EPPM) and to determine how well its constructs predict sustainability
behavioral intentions. This study also strove to uncover students’ motivations and attitudes that are not
present in the EPPM.
Design/methodology/approach – An online survey of 779 college students was conducted.
Findings – Results reveal that both threat and efficacy are significant predictors of behavioral intention,
consistent with the EPPM. However, an analysis of open-ended comments reveals that subjective normative
influence and incentives also play a key role in students performing future sustainable behaviors.
Practical implications – These findings provide a framework to educators and message designers of
sustainability groups on college campuses highlighting the importance o�ncluding multiple constructs in
their messages to students. Threatening messages will not be enough to increase behavioral intentions. Fear
inducingmessages must be combined with messages to increase self- and response efficacy. Education is also
not the only piece of the puzzle. Students state difficulty in performing some sustainable behaviors as a key
barrier, indicating a need to incorporate infrastructure changes at campuses to facilitate greater ease among
students to act sustainably.
Originality value – This study tests the EPPM ’s utility in helping tofind the most e�ective ways to
influence college students’ future behavioral intentions toward acting sustainably.
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A person only has to read news headlines of the past few years to know that our planet is
potentially headed for a point of no return [e.g.“Earth headed for catastrophic collapse,
researchers warn” (Pappas, 2012); “Earth ’s sixth mass extinction has just been triggered”
(Willis, 2015); “Earth is (likely) doomed” (O’Neill, 2016)]. Even the Pope has injected himself
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