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ABSTRACT
Education is identified as the main proponent for achieving sustainability on individual, community,
national, and global scales. Education for Sustainability (EfS) (education that promotes sustainable
thought and practice) has not yet gained momentum in Australia, despite Australia’s commitment to
the United Nation’s Decade of Education for Sustainable Development and signing of the Talloires
Declaration. Primary and secondary research was conducted to explore barriers to the
implementation of EfS in Australian primary, secondary, and tertiary institutions, with a focus on
Australian public higher education. Major barriers identified were lack of government funding and
support; lack of teacher pre-service education; and lack of in-service education. This paper also
explores barriers to sustainable behaviour change on an individual level; the main barriers being
the effects of psychology on sustainable behaviour (in particular, Unconscious Thought Theory and
Confirmation Bias were discussed), cultural irrelevance, and communication language. Results were
compiled to inspire the preliminary design of a proposal for the Tertiary Education Quality
Standards Agency, an Australian Federal Government regulatory body that oversees the higher
education sector, to integrate EfS into public tertiary curricula. The proposal is guided by Doug
McKenzie-Mohr’s Community-Based Social Marketing Framework and the Social Impact Framework
developed by the Australian Centre for Social Impact. To improve the effectiveness and validity of
the proposal, further research is needed in the areas of curriculum standards, institutional barriers,
demographics, government policy and funding, and international initiatives.

Keywords: Education for Sustainability, Unconscious Thought Theory, Confirmation Bias, Australian
higher education, psychology of sustainability, sustainable behaviour, barriers to change
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1. INTRODUCTION
The Australian higher education sector is comprised of 174 government and private institutions
(TEQSA, “Snapshot”). Forty of these institutions are universities (self-accrediting providers that grant
higher education awards), of which thirty-seven are government-funded (Australian Government;
TEQSA, “Snapshot”). This paper excludes Australian private higher education institutions in its scope
due to minimal secondary research available on the subject, and due to the author’s interest in
education that is generally available and equally accessible (Human Rights Education Associates).
Sustainability has been defined as “a paradigm for thinking about a future in which environmental,
societal, and economic considerations are balanced in the pursuit of development and improved
quality of life” (McKeown). Despite increasing interest in sustainability and the pursuit for Education
for Sustainability (EfS) 1, Australian public higher education institutions offer few EfS programs and
courses (Bekessy, Burgman and Wright). EfS is crucial to inspiring sustainable behaviours and
practices, and plays a pivotal role in furthering Australia and its people as a sustainable nation
(UNESCO, “UNESCO and Sustainable Development”).
This research paper begins with a definition of EfS and why education is important to the growth
and development of communities. The history of EfS is discussed and analyses of the current EfS
options available in Australia are presented. Following this is an exploration of possible barriers 2
to adopting sustainable behaviour, the primary focus being the psychology of sustainability, in
particular the theory of Confirmation Bias and Unconscious Thought Theory (Manning). The synthesis
of secondary research suggests that another fundamental barrier is the common failure to consider
culture as the fourth dimension of sustainability (Hawkes; Higgins). Interviews with various academics
and educators in the field of sustainability were conducted to ascertain how Australian educational
organisations have succeeded in implementing EfS solutions. The results are presented within the
paper and provide a foundation for the research project—an interactive and dynamic proposal
for the Australian Federal Government Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA)
to integrate EfS into public tertiary curricula nation-wide. The paper concludes with a summary of
findings and limitations of the research.
EfS can be simply defined as education that promotes sustainable thought and practice (Tilbury, Crawley and Berry).
See the following chapter for a more thorough definition.
2 Barriers to change can be defined as environmental or internal “factors that hinder, delay and prevent change”
(Andersson and Friberg 13).
1
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2. EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY
A. Defining Education for Sustainability
Defining Education for Sustainability (EfS) first requires an understanding of
•

Education for Sustainable Development,

•

Environmental Literacy,

•

Education about Sustainability, and

•

Education for Sustainability.

Traditionally, sustainability has been defined as a paradigm of thought in which systems and
processes are analysed and acted upon through environmental, economic, and social lenses 3 in the
pursuit of improved quality of life ( Mann; McKeown; UNESCO, “Sustainable Development”).
Sustainable development refers to the methods and processes through which sustainability is
achieved, for example, research, technology, and sustainable agriculture (UNESCO, “Sustainable
Development”). Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), then, is a facet of EfS that focuses
primarily on identifying tools and methods to achieve sustainability and social change (McKeown;
UNESCO, “Sustainable Development”).
Environmental Literacy is a measure of one’s knowledge about and attitudes toward the
environment. It also refers to the ability to analyse, synthesise, and evaluate environmental
problems in a manner that is contextually relevant (Carnegie Mellon University).
Education about Sustainability involves the dissemination of content in a traditional reading and
writing manner, focused on defining and identifying relationships between human behaviour and
the economy, environment, society, and culture (McKeown; Tilbury, Crawley and Berry). EfS goes
beyond this provision of knowledge and seeks to equip students with the tools and skills to
implement sustainable solutions and achieve social change (McKeown; Tilbury, Crawley and Berry).
EfS increases creativity and systems thinking within the individual, and empowers them on their
journey to leadership by developing their capacity to design contextually relevant solutions (Fien;
Higgins; Tilbury, Crawley and Berry).
3

The author will be exploring the inclusion of the ‘cultural’ lens in chapters 2E and 2G.
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B. The importance of education
Education is a principal activity important at all stages of life and development: early childhood
education lays the foundation for the holistic development of children; primary and secondary
education are essential building blocks for ensuring lifelong learning opportunities; and higher
education is key to developing knowledge-based societies and helping individuals build, maintain,
and renew essential skills and knowledge (UNESCO, “UNESCO”). The United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) believes that education can contribute to poverty
eradication, attainment of peace and harmony, and the development of intercultural dialogue at
individual, community, and global scales (UNESCO, “UNESCO”).
Education also plays a pivotal role in individual and community development (UNESCO, “UNESCO
and Sustainable Development”). It is an instrumental process that, when executed effectively, equips
students with adequate knowledge and skills in preparation for dealing critically and creatively
with future problems (Fien). However, current mainstream education is outmoded as it fails to
recognise and mimic the constant change and evolution of social systems (Liddy). Rather than solely
teaching students how to integrate into existing social systems, educational institutions could
disseminate and implement sustainable thought and practices (Dehghanmongabadi and
Shirkhanloo; Liddy).
To ensure that individuals are adequately equipped for dealing with current and future global
issues, priorities need to shift to delivering relevant content and increasing the quality of education
(UNESCO, “UNESCO and Sustainable Development”). Only when educational content is
contextually relevant and resonates with the individual does it succeed in inspiring people to take
action (UNESCO, “UNESCO and Sustainable Development”). UNESCO considers education to be
“one of the most effective forces to bring about the changes in knowledge, values, behaviour and
lifestyles required to achieve sustainability (“UNESCO and Sustainable Development”, p.8).
This research paper focuses on higher education because tertiary institutions are responsible for
educating the majority of people who develop and manage society’s establishments that are
tipping points for change (Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future). Tertiary
institutions are often equipped with the expertise, technology, and tools necessary to develop the
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intellectual and conceptual framework needed to create and maintain a sustainable future
(Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future).

C. The history of Education for Sustainability
Globally, support for environmental education 4 began in the 1970s (Fien). Australia’s first
environmental education syllabus was issued in 1972 in Queensland (Fien). The Intergovernmental
Conference on Environmental Education of 1977 in Tbilisi led to the development of guiding goals,
aims, and objectives to implement EfS globally (Fien). Unfortunately, these objectives and principles
played little to no role in mainstream education policies in Australia (Fien). It was not until the late
1990s that the Australian Education Council developed a national curriculum for incorporating an
environmental perspective into science, technology, health, and physical education (Fien). As a
result, a new interdisciplinary area of learning called Studies of Society and the Environment
became mandatory nationally for all students up to secondary school Year 10; nothing was
discussed in regards to Years 11 and 12, or for higher education (Fien).
In 1990, the Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future created the Talloires
Declaration, a ten-point action plan and consensus statement representing commitment to promoting
EfS in higher education (Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future). The Declaration
is considered an international model that inspired other declarations, including the Kyoto
Declaration of the International Association of Universities in 1993, and the American College and
University Presidents’ Climate Commitment in 2007 (Association of University Leaders for a
Sustainable Future). Since 2012, more than 430 universities across forty countries have signed the
Talloires Declaration (Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future). For some, the
Declaration inspired a course of action towards a sustainable future, but for others it remains a
framework for steady progress (Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future).
Signatories of the Talloires Declaration agree to take the following actions:
1.

Increase awareness of environmentally sustainable development
Use every opportunity to raise public, government, industry, foundation, and university

Environmental education is a broad term for education that increases knowledge of environmental challenges and
equips students with skills to face these challenges (United States Environmental Protection Agency).
4
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awareness by openly addressing the urgent need to move toward an environmentally
sustainable future.
2.

Create an institutional culture of sustainability
Encourage all universities to engage in education, research, policy formation, and
information exchange on population, environment, and development to move toward
global sustainability.

3.

Educate for environmentally responsible citizenship
Establish programs to produce expertise in environmental management, sustainable
economic development, population, and related fields to ensure that all university
graduates are environmentally literate and have the awareness and understanding to
be ecologically responsible citizens.

4.

Foster environmental literacy for all
Create programs to develop the capability of university faculty to teach environmental
literacy to all undergraduate, graduate, and professional students.

5.

Practice institutional ecology
Set an example of environmental responsibility by establishing institutional ecology
policies and practices of resource conservation, recycling, waste reduction, and
environmentally sound operations.

6.

Involve all stakeholders
Encourage involvement of government, foundations, and industry in supporting
interdisciplinary research, education, policy formation, and information exchange in
environmentally sustainable development. Expand work with community and
nongovernmental organizations to assist in finding solutions to environmental problems.

7.

Collaborate for interdisciplinary approaches
Convene university faculty and administrators with environmental practitioners to
develop interdisciplinary approaches to curricula, research initiatives, operations, and
outreach activities that support an environmentally sustainable future.

8.

Enhance capacity of primary and secondary schools
Establish partnerships with primary and secondary schools to help develop the capacity
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for interdisciplinary teaching about population, environment, and sustainable
development.
9.

Broaden service and outreach nationally and internationally
Work with national and international organisations to promote a worldwide university
effort toward a sustainable future.

10.

Maintain the movement
Establish a Secretariat and a steering committee to continue this momentum, and to
inform and support each other's efforts in carrying out this declaration (Association of
University Leaders for a Sustainable Future).

In December 2002, the United Nations General Assembly declared 2005-2014 the UN Decade of
Education for Sustainable Development (DESD), recognising that education is one of many pivotal
paths towards a sustainable future (UNESCO, “UN decade”). The goal of the DESD was to deliver
ESD in a manner that equipped global citizens with the ability to make informed decisions for
facing current challenges whilst attaining a sustainable future (UNESCO, “UN decade”).
Implementation of the DESD suggested:
•

promotion and improvement of current education;

•

reorienting educational programs towards a focus on sustainability;

•

building public understanding and awareness through the education and media; and,

•

the provision of practical training in all sectors of business and industry (UNESCO, “UN
decade”).

Following the UN’s lead, the Australian Federal Government launched the Australian Sustainable
Schools Initiative (AuSSI) nationwide in 2004 (Australian Government Department of the
Environment). AuSSI was a partnership between the Australian Federal and State Governments in
their support of schools and communities becoming more sustainable through the provision of a
whole-school approach to action-based learning (Australian Government Department of the
Environment). AuSSI was not designed to replace existing EfS initiatives in schools, but to
complement and improve them through additional funding, professional development and training,
resources, and tools (Australian Government Department of the Environment).
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In 2008, the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) was established to
develop a cohesive, national curriculum for primary and secondary schools (Australian Government
Department of Education). In May 2009, ACARA initiated the first phase of the curriculum,
proposing three cross-curriculum priorities5 to be integrated into existing core subjects—one of
these priorities was sustainability (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority).
Rather than being an independent subject, the curriculum was designed for sustainability to be
embedded in all learning areas (from years K to 10) so that it was relevant to each discipline and
prepared students to deal with rapid globalisation and social change (Australian Curriculum,
Assessment and Reporting Authority).
At the time, ACARA considered the cross-curriculum priorities to be contemporary issues for
Australia but did not design them to be mandatory components of the curriculum (Australian
Government Department of Education). The challenges of guidance and implementation, in addition
to insufficient funding and support for educators, led to uncertainty regarding the adoption and
integration of EfS nationwide (Australian Government Department of Education). AuSSI (Australia’s
first EfS scheme) was not a compulsory initiative for Australian schools, and despite the
development of a national curriculum, no minimum standards for EfS have been set for primary,
secondary, or higher education institutions (AESA, “The state”). A comprehensive report published in
February 2014 by the Australian Education for Sustainability Alliance (AESA) stated that eighty
percent of Australian primary and secondary school teachers are unaware of EfS initiatives or do
not understand what it is (AESA, “Education for Sustainability”). These statistics could be due to the
uncertainty regarding ACARA curriculum implementation, as only thirty percent of Australian public
and private schools adopted the AuSSI program (AESA, “The state”; Australian Government
Department of the Environment).
In 2006, the Australian Government released Caring for Our Future, a strategy outlining the
Government’s approach and commitment to EfS in response to the UN DESD (Australian Government
Department of the Environment). In 2009, the Australian Government published a National Action
Plan to “equip all Australians with the knowledge and skills required to live sustainably” through the
delivery of EfS (Australian Government Department of the Environment). Although the Federal
Government has made public commitments to sustainability and EfS, there has been limited action
The three cross-curriculum priorities are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and culture, Asia and Australia’s
engagement with Asia, and sustainability (Australian Government Department of Education).

5
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made on these commitments (AESA, “The state”; Tilbury, Crawley and Berry). The Australian
Federal Government may not yet possess the national “vision and leadership” needed to integrate
EfS into mainstream curricula and practice (AESA, “The state” 2).
In October 2014, the Australian Government published its final report on the review of the
Australian primary and secondary curricula. The review commenced in January 2014 due to
concerns that the current curriculum (as written by ACARA) is “excessive” and “overcrowded,” and
that greater breadth of content is not allowing for greater depth of learning (Australian
Government Department of Education 3). The review claims that Australia is the only country to
adopt a cross-curriculum approach for sustainability rather than incorporating it as a standalone
subject (Australian Government Department of Education). The review states that “the three
priorities are not appropriate for mathematics and science”, contributing to teacher confusion and
workload as educators attempt to develop educational material relevant to both the crosscurriculum priorities and their department’s syllabi (AESA, “Education for Sustainability”; Australian
Government Department of Education 136).
One contributor to the review, the Institute of Public Affairs, stated that “the National Curriculum is
unbalanced, biased, and fundamentally hostile to Australia’s Western Civilisation legacy” and
believes that the Federal Government should allow educational institutions to develop their own
curriculums rather than enforce a National Curriculum (Forrest and Lane 2). In their contribution to
the review, Christian Schools Australia claimed that the cross-curriculum priorities over-emphasise
dominant ideologies while effectively excluding alternative perspectives (Spencer). Christian
Schools Australia suggests that “the inclusion of an additional cross curriculum priority that ensures
the continued recognition of the “‘Western/Judeo-Christian’ influences on our society” is needed to
“re-balance” the curriculum (Spencer 2-3).
The review also included numerous submissions supporting the cross-curriculum priorities, concluding
that the priorities should be “embedded properly within particular learning areas, only where
relevant” or offered as standalone subjects (Australian Government Department of Education 247).
Although the review is only a recommendation to guide the design of a new curriculum, statements
such as “this confusing and simplistic approach to the injection of cross-curricular themes into the
curriculum...is educationally unsound, ...it has raised considerable fear that the school curriculum
Overcoming barriers to change | 11

could easily become politicised through such an approach” (Australian Government Department of
Education 247) and “the current heavy emphasis on sustainability in this curriculum needs to be
addressed to avoid its overuse as a concept” (Australian Government Department of Education
193) suggest that sustainability may no longer be an Australian cross-curriculum priority but may be
introduced as a non-compulsory standalone subject. The review criticises the existing inquiry-based
and student-centred learning approaches used specifically in the geography, history, and science
curricula (Australian Government Department of Education). The Australian Government believes
this constructivist approach to teaching focuses on skills and competencies that may compromise the
acquisition of essential facts and knowledge, as
“[c]onstructivism is associated with so-called 21st century, life-long learning where the focus,
instead of being on essential knowledge, understanding and skills, is on generic capabilities
and skills and the process of learning and where students are described as ‘digital natives’
and teachers as ‘guides by the side’. Those advocating constructivism also criticise rote
learning as ‘drill and kill’ and argue that making children memorise and recite poems and
ballads or making them memorise their times tables is old fashioned and ineffective”
(Australian Government Department of Education, p.125).
Adopting a non-constructivist approach can lead to the compartmentalisation of topics such as
ecosystems, resource use, and biology, into separate subject areas (Fien). The result can be
fragmented information and limits on student ability to create connections and synthesise content in
a manner that is usable in the real world (Fien; Sherren). Current educational systems emphasise
rote learning of facts and formal examinations rather than equipping students with interdisciplinary
literacy and the ability to put sustainable thought into practice (Liddy). On the other hand,
integration, whole systems thinking, and a constructivist pedagogical approach will help educators
deliver EfS effectively and inspire a generation of sustainable practitioners (Fien; Liddy; UNESCO,
“Education for Sustainable Development”).
Although the Australian curriculum review focuses only on primary and secondary institutions, the
actions and disposition of the Australian Government could represent a major barrier for
implementing EfS nationwide and progressing Australia towards a sustainable future.
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D. The current situation
In 2011, the Australian Government established the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards
Agency (TEQSA)—an independent national regulatory body responsible for administering minimum
standards and promoting best practice in all Australian higher education providers (both public and
private) (TEQSA, “About”). TEQSA exists primarily for quality assurance; it does not provide
guidance regarding curriculum content (TEQSA, “About”). There are currently no suggested
frameworks for curriculum design in Australian universities as they are autonomous and selfaccrediting organisations (Australian Government).
Although fifty-seven percent of Australia’s universities have signed the Talloires Declaration,
sustainability is not yet widely integrated into tertiary curricula (Association of University Leaders
for a Sustainable Future). While the average of university sustainability subjects offered is fourteen,
some institutions offer none and others as many as fifty-eight (Sherren). Research has shown that
these subjects are clustered in one university department rather than distributed across all
departments, suggesting a lack of a unifying EfS vision (Sherren). Additionally, these subjects are
solely focussed on the environment, inconsistent with the need for EfS to be integrative and holistic
(Sherren). Ignoring the other three dimensions of sustainability—social justice, cultural diversity, and
economic equality—results in the perception of sustainability as being merely an environmental
issue (Sherren).
The current provision of environmentally focussed flagship and modular courses can minimise the
effectiveness of EfS as students may be unable to consider the implications of sustainable behaviour
within wider sociocultural contexts and therefore, unable to successfully apply the theories to their
chosen discipline (Fien; Liddy). EfS recognises that sustainability should not be a standalone theory;
rather, it should be integrative and underpin decisions and behaviours of individuals so that
effective and relevant sustainable solutions can be designed (Bekessy, Burgman and Wright; Fien).
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Figure 1: Figure 1 (Bekessy, Burgman and Wright)
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Bekessy, Burgman and Wright conducted a survey to determine the progress of sustainability
initiatives within both Australian private and public tertiary institutions. Figure 1 shows that there
have been some implementations including changes in institutional practices, the incorporation of
sustainability courses into the curriculum, and involvement of student groups and staff (Bekessy,
Burgman and Wright). However, there is limited funding and incentives for departments to
encourage students to enrol in these courses (Bekessy, Burgman and Wright). Additionally, their
studies revealed a lack of formal institutional commitment to the sustainability agenda as a whole,
and a lack of support and professional development for staff (Bekessy, Burgman and Wright).
The Australian business and industry sector has a limited number of EfS programs and courses,
which possibly explains the limited reorientation of Australian business strategies and practices
(Tilbury, Crawley and Berry). Tilbury, Crawley and Berry examined thirty-three Australian Master
of Business Administration (MBA) programs at both public and private institutions to identify the
existence of education about and for sustainability. The study found no specialised sustainability
MBA programs or core sustainability courses in Australian postgraduate business education, but
noted that environmental and social sustainability themes featured in elective subjects (Tilbury,
Crawley and Berry). The study hypothesised that the main barrier for both public and private
Australian business schools is a lack of informed staff, faculty support, and student demand (Tilbury,
Crawley and Berry).
Interestingly, the three aforementioned studies identified a lack of institutional and executive
commitment, inadequate funding, and lack of faculty support and training as major barriers to
successful implementation of EfS in Australian public and private higher education institutions. These
barriers will be explored in the following chapter.

E. Barriers to change
Teachers play an influential role in delivering EfS. However, many educators feel inadequately
equipped to deliver effective educational courses and programs due to the lack of pre-service and
in-service teacher education (Ferreira, Ryan and Davis; Fien; Liddy). Teacher education is a key
strategy that will assist in integrating EfS successfully into mainstream curricula through engagement
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in global social justice issues, enhanced knowledge, and increasing their confidence to deliver EfS
(Ferreira, Ryan and Davis; Liddy).
A survey conducted by the AESA found that ninety-two percent of Australian primary and
secondary teachers believe that sustainability is important and students would benefit from being
taught the fundamental concepts of sustainability (AESA, “Education for Sustainability”). However,
only nine percent of teachers are currently teaching EfS in primary and secondary schools in
compliance with ACARA standards (AESA, “Education for Sustainability”). Sixty-six percent of
teachers know of EfS but are unaware or unsure of how to integrate it into the curriculum due to a
lack of classroom-ready resources and time (AESA, “Education for Sustainability”). There is currently
no dedicated government funding for teacher professional development in EfS (AESA, “Education
for Sustainability”). Without government and institutional support, academic staff are ill-equipped
to deliver EfS effectively or at all (AESA, “Education for Sustainability”; Ferreira, Ryan and Davis).
Effecting change in the higher education sector is much more difficult than the primary and
secondary sectors because it requires large-scale changes within the institutional culture, not just
curriculum renewal (Tilbury, Keogh and Leighton). These changes influence management decisions,
procedures, and the research priorities of the institution (Tilbury, Keogh and Leighton). The
restructuring required is a possible explanation for the minimal uptake of EfS in the Australian
public higher education sector, with efforts focussed mostly on sustainability research rather than
practice (Tilbury, Keogh and Leighton).
To overcome the lack of sufficient higher education EfS options, a whole-system approach is
recommended—on an individual level, educators need to dedicate time to self-education and
development; on an institutional level there is a need for resources, support, and programs for
professional development; and, on a national level there is a need for government funding and
support allocated to professional development and implementation of EfS (Liddy).
Despite reports of increasing local and global interest in sustainability, there remains a significant
gap between attitude and behaviour (Manning; Sethi). Jargon and language are major
contributors to the lack of adoption and understanding of sustainable behaviour (Sherren). Terms
such as ‘sustainable development’, ‘sustainability’, and ‘ecologically sustainable’ are ill-defined and
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interchanged without universally agreed-upon definitions (Sherren). Climate change issues have a
high level of complexity that can inhibit society’s understanding of the issues (Halford; Sethi). The
barrier of complexity implies that climate change and sustainability should be communicated with
language and perspective that is audience-specific (Halford).
This lack of relevance to the individual and community suggests that ‘culture’ needs to be
considered, not only as an integral component of sustainability but also as an influencing factor
when determining effective and appropriate modes of delivery for EfS (APA Task Force).
Sustainability often requires behavioural changes and altering tradition, way of life, and belief
systems—elements of our core culture (Higgins). UNESCO defines EfS as “locally relevant and
culturally appropriate” in its content-delivery and pedagogical techniques, emphasising the need to
consider culture when communicating sustainability and delivering EfS (UNESCO, “Education for
Sustainable Development”).
Although barriers such as lack of educational programs, inadequate knowledge (for both students
and educators), and lack of cultural relevance have been identified, psychological barriers can also
impede the perception of sustainability as a social norm (APA Task Force; Manning). The interplay
between the unconscious and the conscious mind is a complex system that influences an individual’s
risk perception, ideologies, discredence 6, heuristics 7, and limited cognitions (Burke). The psychology
of sustainability must also be considered when communicating and influencing sustainable behaviour
(Manning; Pappas, Pappas and Sweeney).

F. The Psychology of Sustainability
Achieving sustainability first requires the individual to take action. The psychology of sustainability
is one explanation as to how individuals perceive sustainability and why they are (or are not)
motivated to engage in sustainable thought or behaviour, despite the increasing abundance of
sustainability initiatives in their immediate community, workplace, and marketplace (Burke).
Understanding the psychology of sustainability could possibly explain the gap between sustainable
thought and sustainable behaviour.

6
7

A general sense of disbelieving
‘Rules of thumb’ or stereotypes used repetitively in decision making
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There are numerous psychological lenses through which the psychology of sustainability can be
explored; however, this thesis paper discusses only Unconscious Thought Theory and Confirmation
Bias as the author considers these theories most applicable to the topic of sustainable (in)action due
to: their theories of behaviour being heavily influenced by sociocultural contexts (an underlying
theme of this paper); the broadness of the theories and hence, ease of application to this topic;
and, their relevance to contemporary psychology theories.
Social change can only be achieved on a global scale through the recognition of the
“interconnectedness of all global geo-biological and social systems, and our appropriate place
within them” (Pappas, Pappas and Sweeney 2). The alignment of sustainable values and
behaviours within the individual creates the foundation for collective action on social and global
scales (Pappas, Pappas and Sweeney). Education is identified as one key strategy for facilitating
the necessary thinking and behavioural shift required, but individual sustainability can also be
hindered by relationships, personal limitations, and psychological issues (Pappas, Pappas and
Sweeney).
Unconscious Thought Theory (UTT) posits that there are two modes of thought—Conscious Thought
(CT) and Unconscious Thought (UT) (Dijksterhuis and Nordgren). CT describes object- or taskrelevant cognitive processes that occur while the object or task is the focus of one’s conscious
attention (Dijksterhuis and Nordgren). UT describes cognitive processes that occur while CT or
attention is directed elsewhere (Dijksterhuis and Nordgren). CT and UT are not separate modes of
thought; they work in tandem and cannot take place without the other being active (Dijksterhuis and
Nordgren). UT is the amalgamation of emotions, expectations, and desires over the course of an
individual’s life (Subliminal: the new unconscious). The conscious mind receives and processes data
whilst the unconscious mind works instantaneously without our knowing to influence CT in the
construction of perception and behaviour (Subliminal: the new unconscious).
The Sustainable Personality, also known as Individual Sustainability, is the manifestation of attitudes
and behaviours that acknowledge the importance and complexity of sustainability around and
within oneself (Pappas, Pappas and Sweeney). The Sustainable Personality is characterised by:
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•

The understanding and controlling of internal systems to enhance individual well-being
and increase the chance of advancing collective-well-being, whilst recognising that
neither can exist without the other (Pappas, Pappas and Sweeney);

•

The understanding that how humans treat the natural environment is a possible reflection
of how they treat their inner biological systems (Pappas, Pappas and Sweeney); and,

•

The alignment of inner values (UT) with behaviour (CT) (Jedlička; Manning; Pappas,
Pappas and Sweeney).

Figure 2: Fig. 1 (Juarez-Najera, River-Martinez and Hafkamp)

Behaviour is influenced by the information stored in the unconscious and the information processing
occurring between UT and CT (Juarez-Najera, River-Martinez and Hafkamp). Figure 2 is one
possible model for explaining sustainable behaviour and the interplay of psychological and
situational factors. The four core values on the left (self-enhancement, self-transcendence,
conservation, and openness to change) are motivational goals that discern a personally or socially
preferable way of life (Juarez-Najera, River-Martinez and Hafkamp). These values feed into the
individual’s ‘awareness of consequence’s, and when partnered with ‘ascription of responsibility’,
determine whether an individual performs sustainable actions (Juarez-Najera, River-Martinez and
Hafkamp). The author’s believe that ‘inter-personal’ and ‘intra-personal intelligences’ are two key
personal skills concerned with the ability to understand the intentions, motivations, and desires of
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both others and oneself (Juarez-Najera, River-Martinez and Hafkamp). These two skills are sifted
through the five psychological dimensions—effectiveness, austerity, solidarity, anticipation, and
deliberation (Figure 2)—and interplay with demographic variables and ‘situational factors’ to
determine the individual’s preference for sustainable behaviour (Juarez-Najera, River-Martinez
and Hafkamp).
Although numerous variables are mentioned, the model lists ‘openness to change’ as a core value
influencing the practice of sustainable behaviour. One possible psychological theory that can
explain the lack of ‘openness to change’—unwillingness or inability to recognise the need to
practice sustainable behaviour—is Confirmation Bias (Manning). Confirmation Bias is the inclination
to seek out information that confirms ones beliefs or attitudes and to ignore contradictory
information (Moss). When individuals experience a form of threat, their Confirmation Bias magnifies
because they need to connect themselves to an enduring cause or worldview that they believe is
right (Moss). During periods of threat, disregard for conflicting information is heightened and
individuals rely heavily on heuristics (Moss).
Several factors contribute to the onset and magnitude of Confirmation Bias, including:
•

Social, cultural, and psychological processes. When partnered with an individual’s
worldview these processes can influence the way in which risks are perceived (APA Task
Force);

•

The current abundance of scientific data and threat of global warming—a possible
explanation for increased Confirmation Bias and sustainable inaction (Newell and
Pitman); and,

•

An individual’s community and subcultural affiliations—their culture is influential in
determining which way the Confirmation Bias leans (APA Task Force).

As a result, perceptions of environmental issues can be socially constructed (APA Task Force).
Sociocultural factors influence and determine specific patterns of human behaviour; therefore,
cultural considerations in the future will allow for greater understanding of points to intervene to
promote sustainable behaviour (APA Task Force).
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As shown in Figure 2, internal psychology goes hand-in-hand with ‘situational factors’ and culture
when determining what messages will be retained or discarded by the individual (Juarez-Najera,
River-Martinez and Hafkamp). As human perception is governed by context, there is a potential
disconnection between global issues and the individual because the concepts of sustainability “do
not resonate” with people and are not directly “tangible” (Sethi). Simran Sethi, an environmental
journalist and educator, states that “sustainability issues need to be expressed as close to us
emotionally and/or physically within contexts that we understand”, implying that culturally-specific
information will enhance adoption of sustainable attitudes and behaviours (Sethi).
Understanding UTT and Confirmation Bias provides greater insight into the psychology of
sustainability and what motivates or hinders individuals to practice sustainable behaviour.
Recognising the significance of UTT and Confirmation Bias has the potential to increase the
effectiveness of the thesis project and influence the delivery of the project so that it appeals to the
audience’s needs and interests.

G. Culture as the fourth dimension
The previous chapter notes that an individual’s worldview and situational factors play an integral
role in determining sustainable behaviour and practice. An individual’s worldview is often
determined by situational factors such as demographic variables, traditions, and spirituality—
otherwise referred to as an individual’s culture (APA Task Force; Higgins). This chapter explores the
lack of sustainable action despite global commitments and pledges to reducing environmental
impact, and the influence culture and language can have on sustainable behaviour and practice.
The UN Conference on the Human Environment of 1972 marked the beginning of the environmental
revolution, and was proposed to discuss the environmental degradation of the Earth (Runnalls). 109
resolutions were passed at the Conference, influencing the establishment of the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP)—an agency committed to global sustainable development
(Runnalls). In the decades following the Conference, numerous pivotal global events occurred to
enhance the call for sustainable action, including: The World Conservation Strategy in 1980; the
Brundtland Commission in 1984 (responsible for developing one of the most influential sustainability
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documents, ‘Our Common Future’); the Rio Earth Summit of 1992; and, the World Summit on
Sustainable Development in 2002 (Runnalls).
More than five hundred international treaties and agreements related to environmental impact
reduction and preservation have been created (Runnalls). However, the majority of these treaties
have inadequate funding, small economies of scale, and lack of accountability—signatories are not
obliged or inclined to honour those agreements due to lack of penalties or sanctions (Runnalls).
Despite ongoing efforts to firmly place sustainable development on the global agenda, there are
limited instrumental ongoing sustainability efforts that can effectively reduce human impact on the
biosphere (Runnalls). David Runnalls, president of the International Institute for Sustainable
Development, claims that sustainable inaction in the global arena is due to insufficient funding, lack
of vision, the enormity of the behavioural changes required, and the lack of political leaders and
governments dedicated to a global sustainable future (Runnalls).
Previously, sustainability has been defined within the three dimensions of environment, society, and
economy (Mann; McKeown). Research suggests that sustainability may also require a major cultural
transformation of society, thereby resulting in the necessary inclusion of culture as the fourth
dimension (APA Task Force; Dehghanmongabadi and Shirkhanloo; Hawkes; Higgins). Culture refers
to the traditional value systems, connection to the land and context, and the intangible phenomena
that is passed through generations (Hawkes; Higgins). Behavioural and social changes will only be
sustainable when harmony is achieved between the four dimensions of sustainability—cultural
vitality, social equity, environmental sustainability, and economic prosperity (see Figure 3)
(Hawkes). The four dimensions of Figure 3 are defined in terms of community goals rather than
individual goals. The figure suggests that if all four dimensions/goals are achieved in a balanced
manner, then community wellbeing will ensue.
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Figure 3: Community Well-Being Diagram (City of Norwood Payneham & St Peters)

Community wellbeing can be described as the quality of public services and the conditions of the
local environment (both built and natural) that influence an individual’s health, welfare, and quality
of life—it is a commitment to creating prosperous and healthy communities (Hawkes). Community
wellbeing is built upon a shared sense of purpose whereby values inform action (Hawkes). Cultural
action is one way for individuals to incorporate their existence into their environment, finding
commonality through values, aspirations and needs (Hawkes). Jon Hawkes, from the Cultural
Development Network, claims that a healthy society is dependent upon “lively and influential
cultural activity amongst its communities”; concluding that sustainability can only be achieved once it
becomes entwined with a community’s innate culture (25).
In order to attract and retain interest in sustainability, information needs to appeal to the values,
lifestyles, and emotions of the community (Dehghanmongabadi and Shirkhanloo). The disconnection
that currently exists between sustainable information and sustainable behaviour may be due to
both the psychology of sustainability and a lack of specificity and context (Higgins). In order for EfS
to be implemented successfully, it may need to consider the diverse needs of various cultural
contexts and demographics so that curricula are deemed relevant and beneficial to the local
community (UNESCO, “UNESCO and Sustainable Development”). Sustainability will gain traction
once it gains cultural and contextual relevance (Higgins; UNESCO, “UNESCO and Sustainable
Development”).
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Frank Sesno, director of George Washington University’s School of Media and Public Affairs, claims
that one major barrier to engaging public discussion and influencing sustainable behaviour is the
science itself (Sesno). Science operates in an opposite manner to politics and the media—major
influencers of social behaviour and understanding (Sesno). Sesno believes that people are not
inherently scientific when processing information to craft opinions and belief—rather, their
worldview is heavily influenced by family and community groups, personal experiences, and media,
political, and educational institution bias (Sesno). Scientific knowledge may not be easily accessible,
and although media has the power to inspire the public and determine critical issues, it has failed to
communicate sustainability in a compelling, understandable, and relevant manner, affirming the
need for communicators (both scientists and the media) to create culturally sensitive and audiencespecific messages (Sesno).
Lack of culturally relevant communication and language is one possible explanation for why global
leaders have not yet bridged the gap between sustainable thought and sustainable behaviour,
despite committing to pledges and developing national policies (Jones and Lukic). It is possible that
sustainability is not yet considered imminent to address, tangible, relevant, or beneficial to resolve
(Sethi). Communicating with language appealing to the political and business agenda of
government bodies could possibly increase sustainable behaviour adoption (Jones and Lukic). The
recognition of culture as the fourth dimension of sustainability will influence the language and
design of the thesis project so that it is delivered in a contextually and culturally relevant manner,
and will influence the content of the project so that it appeals to the Australian Government’s
cultural needs and aspirations.

Overcoming barriers to change | 24

3. METHODOLOGY
This chapter presents the findings of primary research undertaken by the author in the area of EfS.
The results of these findings were compiled and contributed to the research project—an interactive
and dynamic proposal for the Australian Federal Government agency, TEQSA, to integrate EfS into
tertiary curricula nation-wide. The project was also inspired by existing models and frameworks for
EfS and social change, including the Social Impact Framework and Community-Based Social
Marketing, and organisations committed to integrating EfS into mainstream education including the
AESA and UNESCO.
Numerous interviews were conducted with sustainability educators and facilitators in various
Australian organisations. Participants were chosen according to their role within an organisation and
because they were considered pioneers of EfS in their respective organisations. Participants were
asked specific questions pertaining to their organisations and what methods and tools were
employed to instigate behavioural change, what barriers or difficulties they experienced when
trying to implement EfS initiatives, and their general thoughts on social change and the role of
education.

A. Sustainability education: Australia
Sandra Nichols has had twenty years experience working as a secondary social science teacher in
both Australian private and public schools (Education for Sustainability). In recent years she has
worked as an advisor for integrating EfS into the Australian curriculum and designing whole-school
sustainability implementation plans (Education for Sustainability). Nichols also contributes
extensively to EfS research projects and works closely with notable Australian EfS institutions
including the Australian Education for Sustainability Alliance (AESA), and the Australian Research
Institute for Environment and Sustainability (ARIES) (Education for Sustainability).
When asked about the current state of EfS in private and public schools, Nichols agreed that there
exists extensive research on EfS but there are various barriers limiting school efforts, a major
barrier being lack of government funding—“what’s pretty obvious is that there’s no funding for EfS
in schools; no Federal Government money to promote funding for EfS” (Nichols).
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Recently, Nichols contributed to an AESA research project and her scope involved looking at what
was happening nationally for EfS in primary and secondary schools, as well as exploring preservice teacher education in EfS (Nichols). Through the research, she found that another major
barrier to EfS implementation is the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (an
annual assessment program for students in school years 3, 5, 7, and 9) because teachers prioritise
literacy and numeracy over sustainability and contemporary issues (Nichols). Through her research,
Nichols was able to confirm that teachers view sustainability as important but require assistance in
terms of professional development and the provision of classroom-ready resources due to the
enormity of their existing workload (Nichols).
The AESA research project was commissioned by the Federal Labor Government (previously in
power). The research findings were presented to the current Liberal Government earlier in 2014
during their review of the Australian national curriculum (Nichols). With the recent release of the
Australian Government’s report, it is not clear whether the AESA’s recommendations and concerns
contributed to the proposed curriculum redesign.
Geoff Rose is Professor of Education for Sustainability at Monash University and spends fifty
percent of his time working within the Monash Sustainability Institute (MSI) to determine how the
university could embed sustainability more systemically in the form of new and revised academic
programs, and sustainability curriculum renewal and support (Rose). Rose was responsible for
developing the EfS Strategic Framework that proposes methods of implementing and integrating
EfS into each department (Monash University). The result was an online information portal for
students and staff to access that provided course-relevant resources on sustainability (Rose). There
were two factors which Rose attributes the success of the curriculum renewal to: first, as the
academic staff were provided with resources, tools and professional support, there was minimal
resistance and it overcame a major barrier of time-poor staff; secondly, the content was delivered
in manageable steps so the transition was gradual rather than instant (Rose).
Rose believes that the reason MSI gained momentum within the University was because it appealed
to the business aspect—it strengthened what Monash was doing in the research arena while
simultaneously enhancing teaching and learning through building the professional capacity of
academic staff (Rose). When asked whether he believed education was a key point of intervention
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in making sustainability common practice, Rose stated that higher education has a fantastic
opportunity to achieve this with the interplay of three elements—campus operations, research, and
teaching—and “it’s when those three come together that I think we’ve got the best potential to be
able to deliver the biggest changes in the context of sustainability” (Rose).
Kate Greer is the Manager of Education and Litter 8 at Sustainability Victoria, a Victorian
Government statutory authority delivering programs on integrated waste management and
resource efficiency state-wide (State Government of Victoria). Greer is also involved with
ResourceSmart, the Victorian equivalent of AuSSI that provides educational programs and services
to primary and secondary schools to enable integration of sustainability into their infrastructure and
operations (Greer; Sustainability Victoria). When asked about the difficulty of getting schools
interested in the program, Greer stated that the number of initiatives made available to schools has
helped the program gain momentum—nearly fifty percent of Victorian schools are currently
involved with the program (Greer).
As ResourceSmart is a Government-funded initiative, it must present a strong foundation of
curriculum support, quality assurance, professional development, data analytics, and varied,
adaptable business models in order to maintain interest and funding from the Government (Greer).
Greer mentions that the success of ResourceSmart is due to its ability to communicate and perceive
through different lenses (Greer). Strategies for engaging schools are designed according to the
school’s priorities and who the audience is, acknowledging that “there is no one approach” (Greer).
When Greer is appealing to business managers, the strategies generally provide evidence of high
cost savings; when appealing to independent schools, the strategies are more focussed on values
education (Greer).
ResourceSmart operates via a place-based model whereby sustainability support is provided from
local community experts (Greer). The result is a well-received program that is culturally relevant,
culturally sensitive, and supportive, rather than metro-centric or top-down (Greer). The
consideration of culture during communication and program design has been highly effective in
achieving sustainable behaviour change in Victorian schools (Greer).

8

Litter: waste that is disposed of improperly.
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B. Frameworks and Strategies: Literature
The integration of EfS into the Australian public tertiary curricula requires a multi-disciplinary
solution that engenders worldviews and adopts holistic values-based thinking (Sherren). The current
structure of tertiary institutions does not allow for the kind of interdisciplinary restructuring needed
to achieve holistic integration of EfS (AASHE). The existing structure provides a narrow
understanding of segregated and disciplinary-specific facts and figures (AASHE; Sherren).
Integrating EfS will require more than a curriculum reform; it will require a whole-of-system
restructuring and renewal at national, institutional, and community levels—a whole-of-government
commitment to sustainable development action is needed, rather than the existing isolated efforts
by local councils and organisations (AASHE; Fien). The Federal Government and educational
institutions need to support the academic staff through professional development and nurture their
confidence in delivering EfS (Fien). Staff must be equipped with adequate knowledge, resources,
and dispositions to change what and how they teach if Australia hopes to foster socially-aware
students with a disposition for sustainable action (AASHE; Fien).
In general terms, future EfS policies and curricula should:
•

Have a preference for active and participatory learning and development so that
students are able to pursue practical solutions to global issues (Liddy);

•

Develop skills for social engagement (Liddy);

•

Prioritise the education of teachers in both pre-service and in-service training and
development (Fien);

•

Conduct revision of existing educational content so that sustainability is integrated across
all disciplines in a relevant and contextual manner (Fien);

•

Employ a variety of pedagogical techniques that promote participatory learning with a
problem-solving and outcomes-oriented focus (Fien; UNESCO, “Education for
Sustainable Development”); and,

•

Be accompanied by sustainable institutional operations including campus planning and
design, effective monitoring and reporting, and partnerships with local organisations
(Bekessy, Burgman and Wright).
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The thesis project will use Doug McKenzie-Mohr’s Community-Based Social Marketing (CBSM)
framework and the Social Impact Framework developed by the Centre for Social Impact (CSI) to
guide the design of a strategy to integrate EfS holistically into the Australian public tertiary
curricula and institutional operations. The CBSM framework was chosen for its broad and
“pragmatic” approach to social change (McKenzie-Mohr, “Fostering sustainable behaviour”). CBSM
involves four specific steps to achieve social change but leaves adequate room for flexibility and
interpretation according to context. The author believes that the adaptability of the CBSM
framework makes it suitable for determining an effective approach to implementing EfS. However,
the author believes that the CBSM framework does not address fundamental elements of
sustainable design as outlined by the Social Impact Framework, such as systems thinking, measuring
outcomes, and collaboration. When partnered together, the Social Impact Framework proposes
design methods and tools of innovation that influence the EfS deliverable, while the CBSM
framework provides a timeline for implementing and maintaining the deliverable.

C. Frameworks and Strategies: Community-Based Social Marketing
CBSM is an approach to achieving behaviour change through the interplay of psychological
commitment strategies and social marketing expertise (McKenzie-Mohr, “Promoting sustainable
behavior”). It was designed as an alternative to mass-media and information campaigns to
promote sustainable behaviour and practice (McKenzie-Mohr, “Promoting sustainable behavior”).
CBSM recognises that the failure of mass-media campaigns can be partly attributed to their
underestimation of the rich interplay of cultural practices, social interactions, and human feelings
that influence behaviours on individual, community, and institutional levels (McKenzie-Mohr,
“Promoting sustainable behavior”). CBSM is an approach that seeks to change behaviour
systemically through barrier identification and complex, iterative solutions (McKenzie-Mohr,
“Promoting sustainable behavior”).
The CBSM framework involves four steps that will be used to facilitate the delivery of the research
project. The steps are:
1. Uncovering barriers and selecting behaviours: This step involves determining which
behaviour(s) to promote to achieve the greatest amount of change. Consider firstly (1a),
what the potential impact of the behaviour to determine if it is the right behaviour to
promote; secondly (1b), analyse what barriers exist to engaging in this behaviour and what
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resources are needed (or exist) to overcome these barriers; and lastly, note whether the
behaviour is a one-time or repetitive action because that will influence the final strategy.
Steps 1a and 1b have been explored in chapter 2 of the thesis paper. The behaviour to be
promoted is sustainable behaviour, and the primary barriers have been identified as the
psychology of sustainability (through the UTT and Confirmation Bias lenses), cultural
irrelevance, communication language, and a lack of EfS initiatives for both students and
educators.
2. Designing strategies: This step requires the designer to explore and understand
psychological commitment strategies and employ them in the design of a social marketing
strategy that effectively removes barriers to the chosen behaviour.
The strategy proposed is the establishment of a national body to oversee and implement
standards for EfS in tertiary institutions. It is suggested that the national body design an online
platform for the delivery of EfS resources and materials for educators.
3. Piloting: The strategy must be piloted before being broadly implemented, similar to design
prototyping. Pilots are repeated and tested until a desired level of behavioural change is
achieved amongst participants.
As this is only a proposal for implementation, it is suggested that the program be piloted in one
university department similar to the approach adopted by Monash University.
4. Evaluation: The final step occurs after the strategy is broadly implemented and is an
ongoing process that involves frequent evaluation of the effectiveness of the strategy to
ensure that it remains effective and contextually-relevant. Evaluation must be through direct
methods of measurement, not self-reporting (McKenzie-Mohr, “Promoting sustainable
behavior”).
It is recommended that both the tertiary institutions and the national body regularly evaluate
and adapt the program to ensure that it is achieving the goal of increasing sustainable
behaviour.

D. Frameworks and Strategies: Social Impact Framework
CSI is a collaborative organisation of four Australian public universities that partners with valuable
organisations and government bodies, and uses holistic systems thinking to design sustainable and
scalable solutions for the greatest amount of social impact (Centre for Social Impact).
Overcoming barriers to change | 30

The Social Impact Framework is constructed of six interdependent elements that govern the Centre’s
approach to achieving social change (Centre for Social Impact). The CBSM framework outlines
specific steps and phases of the project, whereas the CSI elements will be incorporated at all levels
of this project. The elements are:
•

Systems Thinking: Employ a holistic approach that recognises the complexity and
interdependence of system elements; identify leverage and tipping points in order to
achieve incremental but significant changes.
The project recognises that social and behavioural change is a complex process and that
there is no one solution. It also recognises that change implemented at one element or
process will effect change throughout the system.

•

Measuring Outcomes: Define the purpose of the task and align this with measured
outcomes to ensure that energy is being distributed appropriately.
The project has been designed to ensure that outcomes are being measured to determine
whether the original goal is being achieved.

•

Funding Outcomes: Use contextually appropriate financial models to reward the most
beneficial solutions; use limited resources to their maximum potential.
The proposal suggests that the national body provide incentives for institutions to
implement EfS initiatives, and to channel funding to beneficial tipping points.

•

Scaling Innovation: Design scalable and measurable solutions that will provide the
greatest amount of social impact and benefit.
It is suggested that the program be piloted in different university departments in various
institutions to ensure that scalable programs are designed.

•

Collaboration: Employ a multi-faceted approach to innovation and recognise the
interplay of culture and context.
Collaboration between academic staff and institutions is encouraged within the proposal.

•

Leadership: Cultivate leaders of social change that possess the vision for a sustainable
Australia (Centre for Social Impact).
The proposal identifies Australia’s sustainable future as dependent upon political leaders
and academic leaders that can adequately equip students with the knowledge to achieve
social change.
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4. RESULTS
This chapter presents the thesis project—the foundation of an interactive and dynamic proposal to
integrate EfS into public tertiary curricula nation-wide—designed for an Australian Federal
Government audience, in particular, the TEQSA. The proposal identifies the various barriers to
integrating EfS (as summarised from the research findings) and uses Doug McKenzie-Mohr’s
Community-Based Social Impact framework to provide actionable steps for implementing EfS in
Australian public higher education. Principles of the Social Impact Framework have also been
considered and contribute to the design of a holistic proposal that addresses the four dimensions of
sustainability (cultural vitality, social equity, environmental sustainability, and economic prosperity)
(Hawkes).

A. Proposal to implement EfS in Australia
The aim of this proposal is to identify barriers to sustainable behaviour amongst the Australian
populace and provide solutions for overcoming these barriers, specifically through the delivery of
Government funding and tertiary curriculum renewal. Using the CBSM and Social Impact
Frameworks, the author has designed a holistic solution to integrate EfS into Australian public higher
education whilst considering all stakeholders and the four pillars of sustainability.

CBSM Framework
Problem being explored: The slow adoption of sustainable behaviour (Runnalls)
1a – Uncover barriers to behaviours
Through extensive primary and secondary research, results have shown that the barriers to
sustainable behaviour are complex and interrelated. On an individual level the main
barrier is the ‘psychology of sustainability’—an umbrella term that the author is using to
describe UT and CT theories and Confirmation Bias (Juarez-Najera, River-Martinez and
Hafkamp; Manning; Pappas, Pappas and Sweeney).
On a sociocultural level the main barrier is the lack of cultural relevance and specificity
making it difficult for individuals to understand and connect with the concept of
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sustainability (Higgins; Sethi; Sherren). Another sociocultural barrier is language and
communication – the language of sustainability is too complex, ill-defined, and inconsistent
that it is often misunderstood or ignored (Halford; Sesno; Sherren).
At the institutional level, the main barrier is the lack of or inadequate delivery of EfS
options at the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels for both students and educators
(AESA, “Education for Sustainability; UNESCO, “Education for Sustainable Development”).
There is a tendency for institutions to include environmentally-focussed education in the
form of flagship courses or optional modules, thus perpetuating the premise of

Figure 4: Barriers to Change (Author)
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sustainability being only an environmental problem and ignoring the need for systemic
institutional renewal (Sherren; Tilbury, Keogh and Leighton; Tilbury, Crawley and Berry).
Figure 4 illustrates the complex interplay between system elements and the barriers to
change 9. Within the local community there exists three main players—students, teachers,
and educational institutions. Educational institutions are responsible for providing
professional development to teachers so that they can deliver skills and knowledge to
students. These skills and knowledge are dictated by the educational curricula enforced by
the institutions. The institution’s ability to provide adequate professional development and
an effective curriculum is determined largely by the funding and support from the
Australian Government.
Research presented within this paper has shown that EfS has not yet been adopted by the
Australian Government due to three primary barriers: 1) the psychology of sustainability
(as explored through UTT and Confirmation Bias), 2) cultural irrelevance, and 3)
communication language. Figure 4 suggests that once all three barriers are recognised
and addressed, the Australian Government could be more likely to integrate EfS into
tertiary curricula. This will result in greater funding and support for institutions to integrate
EfS, teachers will gain relevant professional development and support, and students will
be more readily equipped to effect social and sustainable change.
1b – Select which behaviour to promote
Research conducted has shown that the most effective point of intervention is increasing
education and awareness in order to foster both sustainable attitudes and practices
(UNESCO, “Education for Sustainable Development”). Therefore, the behaviour (or method,
in this case) to promote will be the integration of EfS into Australian public tertiary
curricula.

Social Impact Framework – Systems Thinking: the recognition that social and behaviour change is a complex web of
interdependent elements with ideal leverage points for achieving change
9
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2 – Design a program to overcome the barriers to the selected behaviour
This phase could be accomplished in two steps as inspired by the AESA—first, reorient the
operations and agenda of the Federal Government TEQSA. The TEQSA could establish a
subsidiary department (for example, Australia’s Institute for Sustainable Futures) to
oversee best practice and set standards for EfS in tertiary institutions, and provide
additional support through funding for educational institutions to undergo campus and
operations renewal 10.
The second step of this phase proposes that Australia’s Institute for Sustainable Futures
provide support to academic staff through a comprehensive EfS website and learning
platform 11. The website will provide access to downloadable and interactive EfS tools and
resources that can be used for educating staff as well as integrating into their curricula;
ongoing educational support through online learning modules and a calendar of local
workshops to see sustainability in practice; and, enhance socialisation of teachers through
forums and local support groups.
Figure 5 is an example of the possible design and navigation of the website’s homepage
(see Appendix 1 for larger image). The proposed website has been designed with
interactivity and ease of navigation in mind. The majority of the website's content is made
publicly available so that students can utilise it for further information regarding EfS.
However, the main audience of the website is educators and educational institution staff.
The top right corner provides login links for educators to access private message boards
and forums, and could possibly include a scoreboard that ranks the implementation of
sustainable practices within each institution.
The home page will feature a scrolling slideshow that links to the most recent articles
relevant to EfS. It will also feature an interactive calendar and map for users to input their
location and find EfS events in their area.

10 Social Impact Framework – Funding Outcomes; Leadership: Government funding will be channelled to the
appropriate system processes and elements to ensure the greatest outcomes are achieved; Australia requires political
leaders to inspire and advance us towards a sustainable future
11 Social Impact Framework – Leadership: Nurture the confidence of academic staff so they are equipped to educate
and inspire a nation of socially-aware students
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About Us provides a summary of the Government department, its mission, and goals so
that educators are aware of its role in their professional development and support. The
Toolkit is a downloadable resource that is explained in further detail below. The Curricula
page will provide examples of successful EfS curricula as well as a guide for designing
and restructuring EfS curricula. The Calendar page is similar to the calendar on the home
page but is more extensive—it is linked with the private access component so that
educators can save events to their personal calendars. The Links section is a page for
extra resources and helpful tools for further understanding and implementing EfS.

Figure 5: Institute for Sustainable Futures Website (Author); map (Google); pinwheel icon (Ninova)

One critical component of the website will be the provision of a downloadable ‘Getting
Started’ toolkit for both educators and administrators to access. The toolkit will include a
definition and diagram of sustainability; a definition of EfS and why it is important; how
and where to integrate sustainability on a curriculum level but also an operational level,
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with an emphasis on holistic integration; methods and tools for delivering EfS; examples of
Australian and international sustainable institutions; a list of contacts and community
organisations to partner with for support and collaboration 12; and, a link to the national
EfS website for further information.
The toolkit will be designed with the four pillars of sustainability in mind—cultural vitality,
social equity, environmental sustainability, and economic prosperity—as well as three
critical elements chosen for their significance and relevance to tertiary institutions—
campus operations, teacher support, and student support (Rose). Figure 6 is a table of how
sustainability can be incorporated into the institution through various approaches and
points of intervention 13.
In this context, the author has used 'intervention' to describe leverage points or tipping
points for change. Leverage points are identified as places within a complex system where
small efforts can be directed and can lead to significant systemic change (Meadows).
The author chose these specific points of intervention as they are concepts that underpin
sustainability and are relevant specifically to EfS (Bekessy, Burgman and Wright; Fien).
The attainment of a sustainable future for Australia relies not only on EfS content delivery,
but also sustainable behaviours and practices at individual, community, and institutional
levels. Figure 6 lists numerous actions/interventions that can be addressed in order to
further the systemic sustainability of the educational institution whilst meeting the needs of
the students, teachers, and institutional leaders.

12 Social Impact Framework – Collaboration: Recognise the collaboration and support needed by academic staff that
is both locally- and discipline-relevant
13 Social Impact Framework – Systems Thinking: Acknowledge that there is no ‘one’ solution and that system
restructuring is a complex process that can achieve significant change
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Figure 6: Places to Intervene (Author); leaf icon (Delgado); book icon (Furneaux); pencil icon (Naive)

3 – Pilot the program
It is proposed that the integration of EfS be piloted in one university department in three
different tertiary institutions across three different subject areas. Figure 7 details one
possibility of how this could be implemented14.
Similar to Monash University’s current approach, the institution and educators will devote
their efforts to curriculum renewal in one department so that the pilot can be monitored
and tweaked on a small, manageable scale prior to whole-institution implementation
(Rose). The method of piloting across different subject areas and different geographic
locations will force institutions to design culturally—and contextually—relevant solutions
that consider the most effective approach to delivery and student learning, rather than
mimicking another institution’s efforts (Greer).

Social Impact Framework – Scaling Innovation: A pilot program ensures that efforts are channelled to the
appropriate elements and tipping points within one department, prior to scaling up to whole-institution renewal
14
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Figure 7: Piloting the Program (Author)

4 – Evaluate it once it’s broadly implemented
This phase will require longitudinal studies to assess whether the EfS solutions are inspiring
sustainable behavioural changes; these studies could be conducted by both institutions and
the national body. A recommendation is that the Government department be responsible
for ensuring that an interdisciplinary and holistic approach has been adopted at each
institution on both a curriculum and operations level; channelling funding to programs or
departments that require radical renewal; and, for providing ongoing comprehensive and
valuable support to both administrative and academic staff 15.
This proposal is a comprehensive strategy that begins with the integration of EfS into Australian
public tertiary curricula, and could result in significant, sustainable behavioural changes. The UN
declared 2005-2014 the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development and the end of the
Decade is upon us (UNESCO, “UN decade”). Australia has experienced a long period of
sustainable inaction despite having the facilities and the need to engage in sustainable
development (AESA, “The state”; Tilbury, Crawley and Berry).

15 Social Impact Framework – Measuring Outcomes; Funding Outcomes: This phase aligns with the need to assess
whether the original goal of inciting sustainable behavioural change has been achieved, and if efforts are being
distributed appropriately; incentives can inspire institutions to be more proactive in their curriculum renewal or campus
operations, but is also a method of ensuring that all tertiary institutions are contributing to Australia’s sustainable future
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Global sustainability will be achieved when individuals and communities are empowered with the
knowledge and skills to lead us to a sustainable future (UNESCO, “UNESCO and sustainable
development”). It is the Government’s duty to serve the Australian people and ensure longevity of
living standards, and this is achieved most effectively through EfS (AESA, “The state of education”).
EfS plays a fundamental role in human, social, and economic development and has positive impacts
on individual, community, national, and global scales (UNESCO, “UNESCO”). Reorienting EfS does
not require substantial funding; it requires the political will of governments to model holistic and
systemic approaches to sustainability (Fien). It is a continual process that cannot be solved by
technological fixes or edicts; it requires nation-wide commitment and leadership from the Australian
Government (Fien).
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5. CONCLUSION
Despite global and local interest in sustainability and 2005-2014 being declared the UN Decade
for Education for Sustainable Development, Australian public higher education institutions offer few
EfS programs for students and teachers. Primary and secondary research was conducted to explore
the possible barriers that exist in preventing sustainable social and behavioural change, specifically
in the realm of EfS at primary, secondary, and tertiary levels.
Sustainability is a complex and dynamic process that, when considered in the context of the
Australian nation, has a lot of barriers to integration. Sustainable behaviour is restricted primarily
by specific factors including the psychology of sustainability (Unconscious Thought Theory and
Confirmation Bias), the interplay of culture with individual behaviour, and communication barriers.
The history of EfS in Australian primary, secondary, and tertiary institutions was explored. Although
the Australian Government has made commitments to integrate EfS, research showed that
educational institutions require further support from government bodies to ensure teachers are wellequipped to effectively deliver EfS programs and courses.
The paper concluded with the foundations of a proposal for the Australian Federal Government
body, the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA), to integrate EfS into public
tertiary curricula. The final proposal would be much more comprehensive and include example
curricula, a live website, and statistical data to support the proposal and illustrate benefits for the
Government. The proposal is guided by the Doug McKenzie-Mohr Community-Based Social
Marketing framework and the Social Impact Framework developed by the Australian Centre for
Social Impact. The frameworks were chosen for their applicability and relevance to the topic of
sustainable behavioural change and due to their holistic and systemic approaches.
Further primary and secondary research is needed to ensure the success and effectiveness of both
the proposal and the strategy for implementation. Recommendations are outlined in the following
chapter.
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A. Next steps
This thesis’ author believes that in order for EfS to enter the Australian public tertiary education
realm, the Australian political climate requires a significant shift. The current ruling party of
Australia could be inclined to bring sustainability back onto the agenda if its necessity and value
was communicated using non sustainability-centred language that appeals to, and is understood by,
individuals, communities, and institutions in private and public sectors (Halford; Sherren). To
overcome the myth of a trade-off existing between economic progress and sustainability, businessrelevant metrics should be presented to support findings that investing in sustainability can result in
long term job and income growth (UNEP, “Towards a green economy”). An economy devoted to
sustainable development has the potential to “stimulate new markets, create more jobs, generate
higher rates of GDP growth in the medium term, improve returns on investments, and reduce
individual and collective risk” (UNEP, “The business case” 3). Translating sustainability into political
and business centred terminology—‘risk reduction’, ‘productivity gains’, and ‘return on investment’—
is a culturally appropriate approach that could enhance the business case for EfS and aid in
Australia’s progression to a sustainable future (Jones and Lukic).
Due to time restrictions, the author was unable to conduct a more holistic exploration of Australia’s
political climate and EfS initiatives (both locally and abroad). In furthering the design of the
proposal, it is suggested that additional primary and secondary research be conducted in the
realm of curriculum standards, institutional barriers, demographics, and government policy and
funding. It is also highly recommended that future research explores international EfS initiatives,
and case studies that illustrate actions on primary, secondary, community, tertiary, and
organisational levels are conducted. Additionally, the author suggests a more thorough exploration
of psychology theories relevant to understanding the psychology of sustainable behaviour and
change.
It is assumed that future research, using the information documented in this thesis as the foundation,
will aid in the design of an effective, compelling, and comprehensive presentation-ready proposal
and strategy for the Australian Federal Government to integrate EfS into public tertiary curricula.
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Due to the barriers and difficulties associated with achieving Federal policy change, a possible
alternative approach is to use this thesis’ findings as inspiration for implementing a pilot EfS
program at a local level. This could be at a primary or secondary school, within a community
organisation, or at a higher education institution. Ninety-two percent of Australian primary and
secondary educators believe that sustainability is important and that students would benefit from
being taught the fundamental concepts of sustainability (AESA, “Education for Sustainability”). Of
the educators surveyed, sixty-six percent are unsure of how to integrate EfS into the curriculum due
to a lack of professional development and support, and lack of classroom-ready resources (AESA,
“Education for Sustainability”). As there is evidence of minimal resistance from educators, the simple
act of providing culturally relevant EfS resources and professional support has the potential to
inspire significant sustainable behavioural changes at the community level. Adopting a grassroots
approach and starting from the bottom-up whilst simultaneously working to effect change from the
top-down, is a multi-faceted approach that could result in substantial social change at the
individual, community, and national levels.
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