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 This thesis seeks to better understand the most pressing cultural barriers to 

progress in the sustainability movement, and to offer suggestions for overcoming 

barriers. This research includes a two-year long case study of the sustainability 

movement at OSU, where the researcher coordinated projects encouraging behavior 

change.  Despite increasing severity and knowledge of environmental problems, behavior 

on-campus continues largely unchanged. Cultural norms and values of western society 

underlie reasons why behavior is not changing on-campus.  

 The OSU case study grounds cultural barriers identified in analysis of semi-

structured interviews with campus sustainability leaders. Literature for this research looks 

at cultural norms and values which block progress in the movement and critiques current 

efforts which rely too heavily on science and technology to solve fundamentally human 

problems in pursuing sustainability. Some of the more prevalent cultural barriers 

identified in this research include: a lack of time and/or money to get involved in the 

movement or make behavior changes, reactionary thinking, a growing sense of 

entitlement, and a lack of dialogue about the sacrifices needed to create a more 

sustainable society. In examining ways to overcome cultural barriers to progress, the 

researcher suggests crafting the sustainability message to be accessible, relatable, 

valuable and manageable to the average person. The framework for crafting the 

sustainability message is guided by the notion that progress in the movement will be 

defined by a focus on creative, personal, and spiritual aspects of human life, in addition to 

scientific and technological measures. 
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Recognizing and Overcoming the Critical Cultural Barriers to Progress in the 
Sustainability Movement: From a Human Perspective 

 
Chapter One: Introduction 
 
 This research aims to understand the critical cultural barriers to progress in the 

sustainability movement, as informed by experience and leaders in the movement at 

OSU. As an applied anthropological study, I will present the cultural barriers to progress 

and suggestions for overcoming these barriers. These suggestions are rooted in the 

understanding that the human dimensions are underappreciated in current economic, 

political and technical approaches to sustainability. Considering the growing magnitude 

of the environmental crisis, such approaches are limited in creating solutions for 

institutions and communities. Solutions on these scales are often times dependent on 

sustainability being profitable, and they do not challenge the dominant cultural norms 

and values of society which underlie destruction of the environment. In crafting the 

sustainability message, appealing to self-interested rationality (i.e. cost-savings 

generated from energy-savings measures) relies on economic incentives for behavior 

change and perpetuates the cultural value of excessive individualism. However, 

recognition of interdependence and creation of harmony are core goals of the 

sustainability movement. This study will argue that current efforts are limited in making 

progress and that creative, imaginative, personal and spiritual dimensions of human life 

are crucial to focus on in overcoming cultural barriers to sustainability.  

 This study is the outcome of a two-year graduate internship with the OSU 

Sustainability Office and in-depth interviews with twelve campus sustainability leaders. 

Most barriers addressed in this thesis are relevant to the university, but as a result of 

university relationships with and dependencies on the outside world, cultural changes 

beyond the university are necessary for true institutional sustainability to be achievable. 

Therefore, this research aims to connect barriers encountered at OSU with greater 

cultural obstacles to sustainability within western society.  

 This study is also the result of very lucid and emotional experiences in graduate 

school which made me think deeply about why I care about the planet and humanity. In 

a philosophy course on ethics and climate change, I saw a professor break down in tears 

upon thinking about the lives of her grandchildren who will probably grow up in an 
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uncertain and dramatically different world than what we see today. Most students in this 

class were scientists, and the overall opinion about the future was not optimistic. In 

trying to keep an open mind, I find it necessary to wonder if doomsday scenarios 

legitimize scientific work concerning the future. However, if we are to trust the 

scientific projections, then we need to start seriously thinking about the importance of 

human connections which transcend social groups and instead pertain to our common 

humanity. 

 We are educated to believe that a great extinction of plants and animals is 

currently happening on Earth, and then we are sent out into the world to change the 

course, by doing things like recycling, biking and changing light bulbs, but otherwise 

navigating a profit-driven, individualistic society. Despite the seriousness of future 

environmental projections, many of us wonder why society is largely not changing. 

Maybe the way to promote behavior change is not to explicitly ask for it. Instead, what if 

we simply educated people about the lifestyle changes they could make, toned-down the 

crisis language, and started looking at every way imaginable to build human connections 

across social and ideological lines? This research is an early step in pursuing the theory 

that deep human connections will be the foundation of successful environmental efforts 

in years to come. 

 Informants for this research have dedicated their lives to positive change. This 

study focuses on their perceptions and opinions as active agents of change, not as 

scholars in the ivory tower. Ten out of twelve informants are under thirty-five years old. 

Their perspectives as young people are especially valuable to understanding cultural 

barriers to sustainability found in youth culture, as today’s youth will inherit a world 

with daunting environmental and social responsibilities. Additionally, I found it 

necessary to employ sociological and philosophical lenses for this research. 

Approaching this issue with ethnographic methods, participant observation and 

interdisciplinary perspectives offers a fuller picture of barriers and solutions. This study 

cannot identify all of the cultural barriers to progress, but instead looks at the most 

prevalent and persistent barriers encountered in my experience and informed by 

interviews. Solutions suggested here are not comprehensive, nor are they technical or 

political. Instead they are presented to appeal to the human mind, heart and spirit.  
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 After describing my methods of research, this thesis first offers an OSU Case 

Study to provide context and rationale for this research and to ground the barriers and 

solutions discussed in subsequent chapters. The overall objectives of this chapter are to 

illustrate the economic, bureaucratic and political barriers encountered in the movement 

at OSU, and to stress the necessity of examining the human dimensions of sustainability. 

The core theme of examining human dimensions is supported with examples from my 

experience reporting sustainability indicators and working with people on projects.  

  Then a literature review examining the theoretical and practical underpinnings 

of this research is offered. Here the parameters of the study are outlined by defining the 

terms “sustainability” “culture” and “progress”. The literature review divides cultural 

barriers to progress into those which are structural and those found in cultural norms and 

values. Structural barriers are out the sphere of the average person’s control, whereas 

barriers in cultural norms and values influence decision-making but offer more room for 

change. This review then critiques the sustainability approach within a western cultural 

framework. Finally, this review offers suggestions for overcoming barriers by citing 

creative, imaginative, and deeply personal approaches.  

 The next chapter presents the cultural barriers to progress discovered through 

interview analysis. This chapter and the following chapter use the pronoun “we” often to 

refer to society, and in the spirit of the common sustainability message, “we’re all in this 

together”. Like the literature review, this chapter divides structural barriers and those 

found in cultural norms and values. Identifying what is within the sphere of an 

individual’s control and what is not illustrates what barriers need to be recognized and 

overcome to motivate behavior change. This chapter aims to illustrate just how many 

obstacles have to be overcome for the average person to live a more sustainable life in 

western society. Lastly, the similarity between barriers to sustainable living and barriers 

to happiness is pointed out in this chapter. 

 The final chapter offers suggestions for overcoming the barriers identified. This 

chapter focuses on building the sustainability movement and crafting the sustainability 

message to reach a wider audience. Addressing structural barriers merits attention 

beyond the scope of this work. Therefore, overcoming barriers found within cultural 

norms and values are emphasized. Here it is recommended the sustainability message 
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should be presented to be accessible, relatable, valuable and manageable to the average 

person. The goals of this chapter are to illustrate that the message can be modified to 

align personal life goals with ecological health, and that human connections are  

powerful in motivating long-term environmentally and socially beneficial behaviors. 

This research concludes with the suggestion that rationality and scientific knowledge 

coupled with a strong emphasis on human connections will define progress in the 

movement.  
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Chapter Two: Methods 

 

 This chapter will discuss the methods employed in this research. First, it is 

necessary to explain why I shifted the focus of this study from campus sustainability to 

understanding the critical cultural barriers to progress in the sustainability movement. 

This justification will be followed by a description of the research questions, interview 

methods, and analysis techniques used for this research. The methods section is a good 

segue into the OSU Case Study chapter, which provides grounding for many of the 

cultural barriers identified through participant observation at the OSU Sustainability 

Office. 

 

Justification 

 

 Initially, this research was on campus sustainability exclusively, but the literature 

on this subject seemed to highlight all the wonderful things campuses are doing to “go 

green” while somewhat ignoring or downplaying the reality of just how far away 

campuses are from being “sustainable”. In addition to greening operations, sustainability 

has a conceptual component based on adhering to principles. Framing the message in 

positive light is a result of research showing positive messages receive more attention 

and support than negative doom-and-gloom imperatives to change (Bardaglio and 

Putman 2009). However, this research pursues a realistic and grounded understanding of 

the barriers to social change, as informed by people working in the field at OSU. The 

most effective mitigation and adaptive measures to major environmental problems such 

as climate change will come from the most accurate and reliable information (Crate and 

Nuttall 2009). Such information is not solely scientific, but also pertains to human 

values and cultural norms. 

 Two key books on campus sustainability, “Boldly Sustainable” and “Greening 

the Ivory Tower” both made a case for sustainability as a solid business practice. The 

former book was actually borrowed from my boss for this research. In addition to saving 

utilities costs from renewable energy and energy-efficiency measures, campuses build 
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reputation as green schools, resulting in more media attention, more attention from other 

campuses and increased private donations (Bardaglio and Putman 2009: Creighton 

1998). Stressing brand identity, connecting sustainability to “bottom-line results, 

building stakeholder trust, and reap[ing] a continual return on investment for an 

institution’s reputational endowment” is certainly one way to make progress on-campus 

(Bardaglio and Putman 2009:55). This approach however only furthers sustainability to 

extent that it is profitable to do so. These books did mention sustainability as a 

philosophy for life, and stressed that campuses will have to change sooner or later, but 

their overall westernized and rationalized language appeared to be deliberately used to 

appeal to society’s excessively individualistic, scientifically- driven dominate manner of 

thinking. 

 David Orr, campus sustainability leader at Oberlin College said something which 

made me think about shifting this study to look at cultural norms and values as 

underlying the environmental crisis. He said: 

“our overdependence on fossil energy reflects a prior disorder of thought, 
perception and values. The ecological crisis is a crisis of mind in every 
way. It is, therefore, a challenge to those institutions purporting to 
improve minds. This is a crises of education, not in education. Many of 
the problems that we face can be traced back to failures in education. But 
there are deeper explanations of why we ignore warnings that can be 
attributed to the power of denial.” (Orr 2006:3) 
 

Orr drove my interest to look for barriers to progress found in the collective mind, how 

to move past denial by discussing topics such as willingness to making sacrifices, and 

how to craft the sustainability message to appeal to deep human needs. Because of its 

focus on critical thinking, openness to creativity and emphasis on reflexive learning, 

higher education is equipped to address such important and timely issues.  

 My experience at the university also made me wonder if the barriers to 

involvement in the movement were exclusive to the university. It was disappointing to 

see irregular and typically low student, staff and faculty attendance at events we 

planned. These events mostly focused on raising awareness through lectures and 

discussions and/or celebrations to bring community together. Most attendees at most of 

our events were older (55-65) and appeared to be middle to upper class. This 
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observation led me to believe this segment of the population has expendable income and 

time, and therefore is more able to be involved in sustainability efforts. So I decided to 

research economic and time-related barriers to involvement in the movement. 

  Lastly, I wanted to formulate ways of overcoming barriers which could possibly 

be applied beyond the university. Hopefully, the idea of crafting the sustainability 

message to be accessible, relevant, manageable, and valuable to the average person will 

have further implications beyond this study. Other scholars have pointed to the necessity 

of the human dimensions of sustainability, but the challenge for those doing the on-the-

ground work is to translate abstract theories into usable approaches to accelerate the 

movement. The framework for crafting the sustainability message is an attempt to 

translate theory into practice, by connecting insights from the literature to those of 

interviewees. Some parts of this thesis may read like a text book, but this is necessary to 

create a foundation for understanding cultural barriers to progress and for thinking about 

ways to bolster the sustainability movement. 

 

Research Questions 

 

 As an anthropological study advocating social change, the point of this research 

is analyze and engage with the perspectives of those walking “North on a Southbound 

Train” as David Orr put it (Orr 2007). Research questions for this study were based on 

my passion to contribute to progress in the sustainability movement, developed over 

years of studying anthropology and contemporary human problems. These questions are 

aimed at understanding resistance to change. Initially, I wanted to explore administrative 

resistance to change at OSU, but over the course of this research, it became clear that the 

political barriers to progress in the administration required assessment by a political 

scientist, not an anthropologist. 

 Furthermore, it appeared the actions of the administration at OSU are rooted in a 

cultural system of the west which prioritizes profit over ecological concerns. While there 

is some autonomy in decision-making among those in positions of power, experience 

with the administration, both directly and in reviewing their initiatives, illustrated to me 

the influence that western culture has over the university. Therefore, some questions 
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concerning sustainability at OSU were left in the interview guide. These questions help 

provide a foundation for understanding barriers to making progress within a western 

cultural framework. 

 While OSU is making tremendous progress in greening its operations and in 

integrating sustainability in curriculum, behavior of the campus population remains 

largely unchanged. Anthropologist Barlett’s (2009) also observed this at Emory 

University, and anthropologists working at other universities have probably observed 

this as well. Therefore, “progress” in the sustainability movement must be thought of in 

terms of behavior change, in addition to political, technical, and academic measures. 

These observations helped solidify my research questions. 

 Here were my core research questions for this study: 1) What are the most 

critical cultural barriers to progress in the sustainability movement? What are the 

cultural barriers witnessed on-campus and within youth culture? 2) In light of growing 

awareness about issues such as climate change, why does unsustainable behavior remain 

largely unchanged? Especially on-campuses, were awareness of environmental problems 

is high? 3) What are the shortcomings of the sustainability movement, according to the 

opinions of leaders in the movement at OSU? 4) How can sustainability advocates 

overcome the cultural barriers to progress in the movement? What socio-cultural 

contributions to sustainability have come out of universities? Can the perspectives of 

informants at OSU help other sustainability advocates build the movement? 

 I realize these questions cannot all be addressed by one masters thesis, or by one 

person. The aim of these research questions is to contribute to a knowledge base needed 

to adapt to and hopefully inform an inevitable cultural transition in the western world. 

All informants recognize we cannot keep up this material standard of living, our 

outsourcing of pollution and labor, or the nation’s perpetual debt-premised economic 

growth. 

 This research attempts to ground cultural barriers in the literature, as many of the 

cultural barriers presented in the literature seem fairly general and not grounded (See 

Moran’s (2006) book “People and Nature”).  Lastly, these questions were developed 

with the understanding that culture is constantly changing, more rapidly than ever in 

light of globalization and exponential technological development. Therefore, current 
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insights into these research questions are needed to keep up with the pace of cultural 

change. 

 

Challenges of Participant Observation 

 

 Participant observation was a difficult method used for this research. By working 

with others on sustainability-related projects while observing their behavior I was able to 

gain some insights into an alternative micro-culture geared towards change. However, 

working with these people and sharing their passion results in a degree of bias. It is 

difficult to step away from something one deeply cares about and to attempt to look at it 

objectively. This skill takes time for anthropologists to develop (Bernard 2006). To 

discuss cultural barriers at the university and within society requires interpretation and 

critical thinking.  Studying institutional culture or cultural traits of the group working for 

sustainability at OSU would merit a different study design, in which case participant 

observation would be more utilized.  

 Sometimes I felt more integrated into the group, and other times I felt more like 

an observer. I tried writing field notes at casual outings, or during staff meetings but was 

always interrupted. Someone would say something like “oh there goes the 

anthropologist again, observing us”, jokingly. At staff meetings, I would take brief notes 

concerning the projects of other workers, most of which are largely technical. I had little 

context to the other projects going on, because they were totally removed from my 

projects, and they were mostly discussed outside of staff meetings. 

 I did ask to get caught up to speed when time permitted, but would only get a 

snapshot of the project or its phase of development. Since I was reporting sustainability 

indicators and coordinating projects and events, I was responsible for a tremendous 

amount of communication and logistics. So in my notes next to brief observations about 

the office staff, I had items like “contact Debbie from catering” or “finish proposal and 

send the Healthy Campus Initiative”. Ultimately, being employed for the Sustainability 

Office made observations difficult. Because of my close relationships with informants, 

and because of my personal interest in the sustainability problem, it was difficult to 
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study this small population. I was more curious in what they think about the cultural 

barriers to progress as experts in the field. 

 

Interviews and Analysis 

 

 Working for the Sustainability Office allowed networking with people that I 

otherwise would have never met. By working with agents of sustainability on projects, I 

was able to meet people who work across departments. I waited close to a year after 

meeting these people and getting to know them before asking them to do an interview 

with me. This helped to build trust with the people interviewed. Developing trust is not 

only instrumental for anthropologists working in the field, trust is also crucial to 

progress in the sustainability movement (as discussed in the literature review). 

Befriending informants for this study resulted in a degree of bias, but it created the trust 

necessary to receive honest and unadulterated opinions to my interview questions. As 

Bernard (2006) asserts, building rapport with informants allows anthropologists to ask 

direct questions and to usually receive direct answers. Some questions for this study 

required deep thought, and some provoked strong emotions, so it was especially 

important to befriend informants, although this happened naturally. 

 Despite knowing all informants, as work-related friends or acquaintances, IRB 

protocol was strictly followed in sending standardized emails inviting people to 

participate in this study, not incentivizing the study, and keeping informants anonymous. 

Therefore, pseudonyms are used to identify informants, although their job titles may 

make them easy to identify by those who read this thesis and work at OSU. IRB protocol 

includes specific email and phone conversation texts used to contact informants, 

informed consent form used for this research, etc. The IRB protocol form is available 

upon request. 

  In selecting informants for interviews, I was especially looking for those doing 

on-the-ground work towards sustainability at OSU. Since this narrows the size of group 

interviewed to a dozen people, in-depth interviews were conducted. These interviews are 

supplemented with experience with the Sustainability Office, and an extensive literature 

review. 
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Here is a breakdown of the people I interviewed, by job title and pseudonym used: 
 
Sustainability Coordinator and Program Assistant from the Sustainability Office (James 

and Jim) James is in his early 30s. Jim is in his late 20s and his is the only informant 

who is not white. 

Co-facilitators of the Student Sustainability Initiative (SSI) (Craig and Dan) Craig and 

Dan are both in their early 20s 

Campus Recycling Program Outreach Coordinator (Jesse) Jesse is in her late 20s 

The Coordinator of the Organic Growers Club (Don) Don is in his mid 30s 

Coordinator of the OSU Environmental Humanities Initiative (and coordinator at 

Energize Corvallis) (Cindy) Cindy is in her early 30s 

OSU College of Forestry Extension Specialist (who founded the Sustainable Living 

Project)(Carol) Carol is in her late 40s-early 50s 

Director of “The Spring Creek Project” at OSU (David) David is in his 50s 

 
 Considering the incredible amount of experience the OSU Sustainability 

Coordinator has in his field, and in making considerable progress at the University (by 

attracting millions in funding for energy savings projects, formulating high-up 

committees, etc.), I did two long interviews with this person. The first interview was 

more geared towards understanding sustainability (as the term is not adequately defined 

in common usage), and the second interview dove into the cultural barriers to progress. 

 Interviews helped get an understanding of how agents navigate the institution to 

make progress towards sustainability, and offered expert-informed content to work with. 

One person I tried to interview was the professor of Geo 300: Sustainability for the 

Common Good. This professor assigns projects for students to make a tangible 

difference (for example, we worked with students from Geo 300 in installing CFL bulbs 

in campus buildings), therefore his work is considered somewhat out of academia. I 

emailed this person, and he replied that he was leaving town for a few months. A few 

months passed, so I emailed and called and left a message, but never received a response 

from him. 

 Semi-structured interviews were conducted for this research. The interview 

process was informed by Bernard’s (2006) “Research Methods in Anthropology”. The 
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most important lesson from Bernard in conducting semi-structured interviews is to get 

informants on a topic and then get out of the way (Bernard 2006:218). So I would start 

with some basic background questions, and try to get a sense of what motivates 

sustainability agents, before inquiring into their opinions on the cultural barriers to 

progress in the movement. I was especially looking for their most thoughtful responses 

concerning cultural barriers. Therefore, waiting for them to develop their responses 

(through some stutters and some backtracking) was crucial.  Additionally, I tried not to 

get too confined by the research questions. Following a new idea that was brought-up 

yielded valuable insights. Also, I focused on probing informants to discuss their personal 

feelings around sustainability, to learn more about the importance of the human 

dimensions to progress. Probing without leading informants was indeed difficult. 

(Appendix four offers the general interview guide used for this research.) 

  Interviews were recorded with my I-pod and transcribed manually. In the future, 

a transcription pedal or assistant will be used to help transcribe interviews. In the first 

stage of interview analysis, I read through transcriptions and tracked side comments 

pointing to common themes between interviews and/or relationships to themes in the 

literature. Then interviews were color-coded for common themes. These themes 

pertained to cultural barriers which impede lifestyle changes and involvement in the 

sustainability movement, and to suggestions for building the movement and overcoming 

cultural barriers.  Barriers were divided into those which are structural (economic, 

power-based etc.) and those found in cultural norms and values. Each of the barriers 

identified in this thesis merits its own research, but a major objective of this research is 

to get a vantage point in examining the most critical barriers to progress, in order to 

identify where changes need to be made (and where it is feasible to make them). 

Methods of understanding and categorizing cultural barriers and solutions evolved 

during the course of this research. 
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Chapter Two: OSU Case Study 

 

Introduction 

 

 This research examines the cultural barriers to progress in the sustainability 

movement. Questions related to this pursuit were developed over the course of a two-

year experience working for the OSU Sustainability Office. This experience illustrates 

the economic, bureaucratic, political and value-based barriers encountered in the 

movement at OSU. Many of the barriers to making progress at the university are rooted 

in a western cultural framework the university operates within. Therefore, this chapter 

provides context to anchor my research questions pertaining to cultural barriers and 

overcoming these barriers. This context is somewhat linear, beginning with my 

background leading up to my position at Sustainability Office, followed by insights 

gained through participant participation, then a description of projects highlighting the 

importance of human connections in the sustainability movement. 

 This chapter also tries to foreshadow issues brought up in subsequent chapters. 

For example, chapter six proposes using new terms and word orders to reach a wide 

audience with the sustainability message. This proposal is foreshadowed by an analysis 

of the language of the University’s Strategic Plan.  Further, this chapter offers a 

description of the projects I have worked on. The description of my experience with 

measurement and reporting tries to stress that art and music are just as important to 

measure as gallons of water saved on-campus, as sustainability is not solely about 

conserving energy, it is also about preserving culture and creativity.  Lastly, by 

describing what it is like to coordinate student groups on projects, this chapter sheds 

light on the role of interpersonal relationships and communication in the sustainability 

movement.   

 

My Background 

 

 My interest in sustainability came through experiences as a child connecting with 

the wilderness of Southwest Colorado. My love for learning led to an interest in both the 
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natural sciences and cultural studies in high school. An interest in multiple fields made it 

difficult to focus on a major in college. Cultural anthropology appealed to me because it 

integrates knowledge from a wide-array of disciplines. But I still had a craving for 

knowledge about Earth processes so I found geography, which examines the 

atmosphere, the oceans, and the layout of the land (with emphasis on geomorphology, 

watersheds, and ecosystems). Geography also looks at the distribution of phenomena, 

both natural and cultural. These two majors contributed to my interest in human-

environment relationships. 

 Somewhere in the learning process, evidence of Western society’s violence 

against natural and human systems became ever-more convincing. My passionate side 

emerged in college, but it was not effectively focused. I continuously sought more 

evidence to illustrate our unsustainable path, but eventually realized evidence does not 

always result in solutions. Many of the solutions I found were highly technical: wind 

farms, solar arrays, policy formation, agricultural techniques, etc. The details of these 

solutions were fascinating, but I was interested in behavior change, primarily because 

the environmental consequences of modern society are largely attributed to how people 

think and behave. It seemed that educators could develop exhaustive lectures about 

social and environmental problems. It appeared to me that most students could 

understand these problems and even the relationship between their behavior and these 

problems. But despite the acquisition of knowledge over past decades, many of us 

realize the behavior changes necessary to mitigate climate change and other 

environmental problems are not happening on a significant scale. So I thought, “how can 

I contribute to cultural change, even if my contribution is a drop in the ocean of 

knowledge on this subject”? It would have been a very different path to look at carbon 

sequestration or salmon populations, but overall, working with humans gives me great 

joy.          

  Initially in the masters program at OSU, I was interested in the connection 

between spirituality and organic agriculture. I conducted a smaller study on local 

farmers and their motivations in undergrad education, and found some farmers are 

motivated by spiritual beliefs and principles. Experiences with farmers taught me their 

connection to the land may be a recurring human phenomenon despite the development 
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of modern life, the information age, and a highly specialized workforce. It appears the 

impulse to connect with nature has not been fully removed from our society. We also 

seek human connection. Because the desire for connection motivates much of our 

behavior, I became more interested in focusing on connections than specific behavior 

changes needed to make our culture more sustainable1. Eventually, I moved away from a 

focus on food and farming, and started taking courses on human-environment 

relationships. These courses helped narrow my focus. This focus took shape in studying 

the human dimensions of sustainability movement through my experience working at 

the OSU Sustainability Office for almost two years.  

 

Finding the Sustainability Office     

 

 In the course Uses of Anthropology, we were required to develop a resume and 

cover letter to send out to prospective employers in our specific field of interest. So I 

applied to the Student Sustainability Initiative (SSI) for a Program Facilitator position. 

In retrospect, it was overly ambitious to apply for a position responsible for overseeing 

the activities of the other nine student workers and being “the face” of the organization. 

While I had a decent educational background, my direct involvement in sustainability 

efforts was limited. Not surprisingly, the position was given to someone with prior 

experience with the SSI. 

 Fortunately another position was conditionally offered to me at the OSU 

Sustainability Office. This was a graduate student worker position to work on multiple 

projects. I still had another interview with the Sustainability Coordinator, James, who is 

a key player in the sustainability movement at OSU. James created his office by making 

a case to the administration that they should invest in energy-savings and other 

sustainability-related projects, initiatives and policies, as this would be financially wise. 

James oversees the SSI, plans and implements large and small-scale energy-efficiency 

and renewable energy projects, co-created the University’s Climate Plan, sits on a 

                                                           
1 Sustainable behavior changes (i.e. turning off lights, riding a bike, etc.) are motivated by many factors, 
especially cost savings. But informants for this study were largely motivated by friendships and sense of 
community in their long-term behavior changes.  



16 
 

number of committees and the list goes on. So I was quite intimated to interview with 

this person. 

 The selling-point of the interview was my experience teaching. As a GTA, I was 

responsible for administering lectures, grading papers and facilitating class discussions. 

To James, I think my experience illustrated decent interpersonal skills, the ability to 

analyze and categorize large amounts of information, and the potential to coordinate 

student activities. So I was hired in the summer of 2010. I told James I had little 

experience in project coordination, but was eager to learn. At the time, he needed a 

student to help obtain data on institutional sustainability indicators for a campus-wide 

sustainability report. If I got through this report, he told me, I could start “bottom-lining” 

other projects. He did not tell me up-front the report would take two full-time staff and 

two students six months to complete. But only a few months passed before I was 

diversifying my work load. Most student workers at the office specialize in energy-

projects and major in design and construction or electrical engineering. As a graduate 

student intern and aspiring anthropologist, I had the opportunity to work in a variety of 

areas. 

 

Scope of Work 

 

 In 2005, the Sustainability Office was formed (by James) to initially work on 

energy-savings projects for the university. Therefore, the Sustainability Office is 

institutionally situated under the department of Facilities Services, which is under the 

department of Finance and Administration2. Energy projects at the office include (but 

are not limited to): lighting retrofits, steam pipe insulation, building audits3, night 

audits4, solar hot water, photovoltaic solar, and assistance in design and construction 

                                                           
2 Other departments in Facilities Services include: Environmental Health and Safety, Campus Planning, 
Construction Design and Engineering, Side Operations, Energy Operations, and Administrative Services. 
These departments have been making contributions to the material side of sustainability prior to the 
official creation of the Sustainability Office. 
3 Building Audits are examinations of buildings to see where they are wasting heat or electricity, followed 
by recommendations to improve energy efficiency 
4 Night audits are conducted by walking around buildings at night and reporting lights and computers left 
on, and then presenting findings to building occupants with recommendations to reduce building energy 
waste.  
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projects. Most energy projects are collaborative (involving contractors, investors, 

outside companies, etc). James’s primary roles in energy projects are reviewing designs, 

attracting funding or lowering project costs by applying for state grants and tax credits, 

working with private investors, and leveraging funds internally from facilities services 

or other sources. 

 Energy projects are only one aspect of the scope of work at the office. Our team 

works in practically all areas of campus sustainability, including academics, operations, 

outreach, planning & policy and research.  Further, our office serves as a central location 

to route sustainability-related inquires to other groups, clubs, or departments. Each 

person on the team is a project coordinator or project assistant, receiving projects and 

guidance from James. Because most of us are dedicated and ambitious employees, there 

is a tendency to take on more work than we can handle. Working in sustainability means 

we see ideas in many areas interesting and worthy of our attention and time. This is 

great, but our time is limited. So it was important at staff meetings to regularly identify a 

few major projects we were each working on during the week, and to hand off projects 

or ideas to other groups or individuals with the capacity, skills, and university position to 

handle them.  

 People often ask if I work for the Student Sustainability Initiative (SSI) and 

sometimes I just say “yes” to avoid a wordy description of how the Sustainability Office 

differs from the SSI. Overall, here is how our office differs from the SSI: They are 

student-fee funded (although some of our funding also comes from student fees). They 

are a student-led, student staffed organization. They have student workers coordinate 

their respective focus areas (such as landscaping, waste, etc.), while we have students 

working in multiple areas. They have a physical building site with a garden, while we 

are situated in offices in Oak Creek Building. They coordinate work for students who 

are interested in volunteering but unsure about how to get involved, while we work with 

students, staff and faculty who have outlined project proposals. This is not always the 

case, as we sometimes outline projects and correspond with professors who want to 

provide students to help (in this sense we overlap with the SSI). We work more directly 

with the administration, in institutional planning, making data requests, conducting 

building audits and installing upgrades, and working in curriculum and research.  We 
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collaborate with the SSI (often with Campus Recycling) on marketing and event 

planning, and representatives from our office and the SSI sit on some of the same 

committees (such as the Sustainability Advisory Council). My work was geared more 

towards event planning, marketing (which entailed writing and webpage building), 

reporting, tabling at events, coordinating student groups, and administrative tasks. I 

worked closely with the SSI on some projects and events. 

 

General Insights 

  

 As the reader may sense by now, much of the paid sustainability work at OSU 

fits neatly within the bureaucratic and somewhat technical framework of the institution. 

This framework is not exclusive to OSU, but found throughout higher education and 

throughout the private business world5 (Bardaglio and Putman 2009). There are two 

issues with this framework: 1) creative approaches to sustainability are tough to get 

through the administration and 2) “working within the system” accomplishes a 

tremendous amount of progress, but it is dependent on factors far beyond the university. 

Sustainability in Higher Education requires support on the National level. Universities 

build reputation by committing to nationally-based initiatives (such as the University 

President’s Climate Commitment6), follow national trends which influence university 

agendas and priorities, and need support funds for certain projects from government 

agencies (Bardaglio and Putman 2009). State-level support is also necessary, as 

universities are state-owned. 

 Because universities are dependent on decisions outside of their control, support 

for working towards sustainability could be withdrawn, and the university itself may not 

                                                           
5 Universities model corporations in many ways. While they have the interest of generating knowledge 
and innovation, they are largely guided by profit-seeking motives (Bardaglio and Putman 2009).  
6 The American College & University Presidents’ Climate Commitment (ACUPCC) is made up of a network 
of colleges and universities which have made institutional commitments achieve zero net greenhouse 
gas emissions from campus operations. “Net emissions” are the total emissions from operations of an 
institution which include carbon-offsets. Carbon off-sets are investments into sources which absorb 
carbon (trees, algae, etc.). So an institution can achieve “net zero” status even if they continue emitting 
carbon into the air, so long as their carbon is somehow off-set. Scholars argue carbon offsetting is means 
of avoiding on-site emissions reductions and should not be the primary course of action (Oakes 2006). 
Carbon-offsets are different than Renewable Energy Credits which represent a unit of renewable energy 
which can be traded. 
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be responsible. This is why universities either need to insulate their sustainability 

departments internally, or campus populations need to make substantial efforts to keep 

these departments around, through increased fees and student votes. Such campus 

support would entail a cultural shift towards sustainability on campus, and since 

campuses are influenced by and model western culture, deeper shifts in western culture 

are needed to change campus culture. The paradox is this: universities are influenced by 

western culture, yet they generate the knowledge, innovation and cultural norms which 

in-part produce western culture (Bardaglio and Putman 2009). Universities are therefore 

in a position to catalyze cultural shift, but are reliant on the dominate culture.  

 Efforts within the confines of the status quo of the institution make substantial 

changes on many fronts, resulting in subtle changes within campus culture. Subtle 

changes at campuses around the nation are anticipated to add up to transformative 

cultural changes over time (Barlett 2008). There are two issues with this assumption: 1) 

the majority of students who attend the university and leave shortly after they are 

finished. This makes the creation of lasting sustainable trends on-campus difficult. 2) 

Western cultural norms continue to dwarf the changes which are happening, making 

these changes tough to clearly see to the average person. These observations were a 

guiding force in my research and interview questions. 

 

Observations and Interpretations  

 

 This section discusses daily observations at the Sustainability Office, both from 

field notes and memory. These observations fueled my research questions. After 

working for the office for about a year, I started to wonder if the bulk of “sustainability 

work” is done on computers by writing emails, creating web pages, and making excel 

sheets to outline projects. Before working here, I imagined gardening on-campus, 

organizing rallies to protest OSU’s burning of fossil fuels or raising student tuition, or 

starting a bike share program. This type of work is happening, but it requires long-term 

bureaucratic and economic approaches. The Organic Growers Club works on an organic 

farm on OSU owned-land (by leveraging this property as a lease and adhering to specific 

regulations), the administration has made climate commitments, student tuition is 
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regulated and fees are voted on by students, and the SSI is working with Recreation 

Sports to start a bike share program. Learning about these things made me realize the 

amount of work that goes into making dreams a reality.  

 Economic and bureaucratic barriers are hurtles to progress in all the activities 

mentioned above. For instance, in discussing the bike share program with the 

Alternative Transportation Committee (ATAC), some people felt it was not a viable idea 

in such a small market. To have a cost-effective bike share program, Recreation Sports 

(likely with the help of other departments) would need to purchase a bike rack and 

computer with a device to take student ID cards and then automatically release bikes 

from the rack (overtime, on-site staff would become too expensive to pay, so to cut costs 

the program would need to be automated). Technical support service would still be 

needed and this service has annual fees. Then there are the bikes, which would need to 

be certified as safe to ride and have GPS tracking devices on them. Maintenance of bikes 

is also costly. A liability waver would need to be signed by those who checked out 

bikes. Project coordinators would have to decide if students were to pay for rentals 

directly or have this taken from their student fees, which requires voting process in 

student government. Because this project would cost over a million dollars, it is more 

feasible in a large city with a larger market for bike rentals, according to a member of 

the committee. Such a project would take commitments and funds from multiple 

departments and years to implement.  

 A pilot program is currently in the works to gauge cost effectiveness of a bike 

share program, which puts a good idea in the fate of a strong and consistent local market 

for bikes.  This project could be much simpler without bureaucratic hoops and funding 

issues. Volunteers could rent out bikes at certain times of the day, and receive service 

recognition to put on their resume, eliminating the costs of automated machines. These 

agreements could be made prior to the term, so available rental times are determined 

before-hand. Funding for bikes could be drawn from the SSI’s revolving loan fund, so 

long as bike rental fees cover the small loan and interest over time. If students provide 

their student ID, fees for bikes not returned or returned late could be applied to student 

accounts, eliminating the need for GPS tracking.  
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 To stress the point further, I talked with the landscape coordinator at the SSI 

what it would take to plant an apple tree in front of the new INTO Building on-campus. 

We discussed how we would have to contact grounds and make an agreement with them 

to maintain and prune the tree. We need to make sure the trees roots do not hit any water 

lines or disrupt any other underground lines, so we may have to get a cite map from 

campus planning to find an appropriate place for the tree. Since the tree is not in the 

original plans for the building and its adjacent land, we would certainly have to report 

the land alteration. We speculated this process could take up to three years, if approved. 

Examples like these gave me the sense that progress is sluggish because of the current 

cultural framework within which this institution is operated, which is why I became 

interested in looking at the cultural barriers to progress.  

 Referring back to the bike share example, volunteers would have to be trusted to 

show up, and students would have to be responsible to return bikes in good condition 

and pay off their account balance if they need to. In the example of the apple tree, a 

simple agreement could be made with grounds keepers to maintain the tree, and the 

administration could simply trust those putting the tree in to check for water lines and to 

let facilities know about the tree.  Ultimately, “cutting through red tape” requires trust 

along the way. Trust is mentioned by sociologists and anthropologist as a key ingredient 

to making progress towards sustainability (Bell 2012; Moran 2006). This insight is 

confirmed by my experience at OSU.  

 James works an average of fifty hours per week. He takes on the work of 

multiple people because resources for sustainability-related objectives at the university 

are limited. I recall some Friday afternoons when most staff in the building left early, 

and I stayed until five or six to wrap-up items that week, or to just offer James some 

company. During that time, I enjoyed asking James philosophical questions about where 

we are heading as a society, of course distracting him from his work. These 

conversations sometimes morphed into metaphysical or transcendental discussions about 

life. To James, these types of discussions were atypical among student workers. Our 

team was quite balanced, with James working in political engagement and oversight, 

two students working on energy projects, another staff member working on both energy 
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projects and outreach, and me working on events and communications. The team had a 

strong right-side/left-side brain, so-to-speak.  

 It was good to learn some about the technical and political aspects of 

sustainability in my experience. I would not have learned about energy distribution, 

Green Building design, efficient lighting, business energy tax credits, or transportation 

infrastructure in my academic studies. Having at least some information in these areas 

has helped tremendously in outreach, as the public I’ve encountered seems more 

interested in what is actually being done to make progress than abstract sustainability 

philosophy. But telling people about my work’s focus on cultural barriers and 

overcoming these barriers generates lots of dialogue, sometimes more than I can handle. 

However, some people would really like to see our culture shift from competition based 

to cooperation based, and I realize this process starts with open and on-going dialogue 

which entails some technical and political context. 

 Knowledge of how projects are initiated, planned, and implemented on-campus 

is indispensable to anyone who wants work in the sustainability field. This knowledge 

has been developed over years by trial and error. The process of collaborative planning 

is highly democratic, allowing multiple perspectives to be heard. Yet core leaders have 

the final say on aspects of projects or events at OSU. One good example was the 

Sustainability Festival last year. People from different departments all had ideas on what 

types of activities should be included in the festival (such as music or games), but many 

were omitted when James and Jesse (leaders in their departments) reminded us of the 

resources and time these ideas would take. James sometimes micromanages, but more 

often he makes project coordinators aware of their own limitations. From experience, he 

usually understands the availability of resources and time required for projects better 

than those working under him. At OSU, leaders are in positions of authority to leverage 

political and material resources others cannot.  

 I used to think this movement should be lateral instead of hierarchical in terms of 

decision-making (not social status), but I found two problems with this: 1) 

accountability for projects needs to come down to a single person, otherwise questions 

about projects can get diverted easily, and no one assumes responsibility for flaws in 

project design or implementation. A good example was the Building Energy Challenge. 
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This project aims to conserve energy in participating campus buildings by working with 

building occupants to save energy while at work. Since the initial coordinator of the 

project quit weeks before beforehand, I worked with the Energy Projects Coordinator at 

the SSI to keep the project going. She took responsibility of working with RA’s in the 

Residence Halls (as they were interested in the Campus Conservation Nationals 

happening at the same time). I worked with interested staff in Education and General 

buildings. The separation of the project under two coordinators caused communication 

issues. Although we tried to avoid this, an email with incorrect building energy 

consumption data was sent out without the review of our office, and the co-coordinator I 

worked with did not notify participants of the challenge about our events. So we had a 

low turn-out for events, which we were both responsible for. Determining co-

coordinators for a project requires clear communication and trust. Communication and 

trust are certainly needed to make progress in the movement, as illustrated throughout 

this thesis. 

 Our team and people from other departments went out for drinks about once a 

month, usually after an event we planned was successful or to bring together core 

planners, workers and friends. Since we do not regularly meet in-person, workers at 

Campus Recycling and the SSI often initiated gatherings over food and drinks. These 

people form a social group with characteristics of most groups. I noticed shared 

personality traits, roles in the group and different types and levels of friendship within 

the group. Group dynamics vary depending on the mood of the day or season, just like 

any other social group. More charismatic personalities seemed to set the social tone of 

the group. Some people followed this tone, others remained shy, either because they are 

naturally shy or they are intimidated by the witty and loud personalities of James, Jim, 

Craig, and John. For people working in such a demanding field aligned with their core 

values, I was surprised at how exciting and positive they all are.  

  We almost never talked about sustainability explicitly, although frustrations 

about projects were brought up. Conversations were commonly about food, television, 

dating, and trivial gossip about other people. These are standard topics in popular 

culture. However, I think they manifest differently among those acutely aware of 

environmental and social ills, and those working towards solutions. Farmers markets, 
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biking trips, and upcoming presentations at the university were also common subjects of 

conversation.   

 

Campus Sustainability Assessment  

 

 This section will briefly describe the STARS reporting tool, insights from the 

process in gathering data, and the administrative response to OSU’s first internal 

assessment of sustainability.  In an interview with the James I asked “what are the 

institutional challenges to progress”? “What suggestions do you have for improvement?” 

He cited a major challenge is in data acquisition. Because formal sustainability efforts at 

OSU are relatively new, there is a need for baseline data in order to get a true picture of 

strong and deficient areas. Additionally, project coordinators examine deficient areas to 

see those which have the largest impact on the environment, and look at areas which 

take the greatest amount of resources. For example, making progress on the University’s 

Climate Plan requires a lot of up-front capital to invest in energy efficiency or renewable 

energy developments, but a more cost-effective way to reduce emissions is through 

energy conservation. A policy enforcing campus staff to turn-off unused lights and 

computers is therefore a cheaper (but less measurable) way to reduce carbon emissions 

than monetary investments. These types of considerations are made upon assessment of 

campus sustainability indicators.  

 I knew little about measurements of sustainability prior to the job, and still know 

little about how such measurements were developed or their relative 

environmental/social impacts. But working with STARS (The Sustainability Tracking, 

Assessment and Rating System) opened my eyes to the plethora of areas an institution 

can improve upon. STARS is an internal sustainability reporting tool for colleges and 

universities. It offers a means of reporting baseline data (to get a picture of the 

institution’s strong areas and deficiencies), updating annual data, and tracking progress. 

The tool was developed by the Association for Advancement in Sustainability in Higher 

Education AASHE, an organization comprised of representatives from colleges and 

universities throughout the nation. STARS covers a wide array of areas from 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions (GHGs), to purchasing practices, to sustainability in 
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curriculum and research. Areas of the report therefore are both quantitative and 

qualitative.  

 STARS is meant to allow for comparisons across institutions over time using a 

common set of measurements, create incentives for continued progress and encourage 

information sharing. The reporting tool cost around $1100 for initial use (it costs $450 

annually), but this cost is worth the expert evaluation of peer-reviewed sustainability 

indicators, along with the support the report leverages from the administration in moving 

forward. This support comes from both personal interests in sustainability, and from 

hopes that our STARS score will build the reputation of OSU as a “green school” by 

attracting media attention, state attention and generating new partnerships or 

investments from the private sector. 

 The reporting tool has four major sections: Education and Research, Operations, 

Planning/Administration/ Engagement, and Innovation. Each section has multiple fields, 

within which are “credits” of different point values. Differential point values were 

derived through a peer-reviewed process of evaluating the degree to which a credit leads 

to improved environmental, social, and/or economic performance. For example, under 

the section “Operations”, the field “Water” represents a credit worth seven points while 

the credit for “weather-informed irrigation” is only worth .25 points, as the impact of 

irrigation is far less than reductions in total water consumption. To illustrate further, in 

the section “Planning and Engagement” there is a field titled “Human Resources” 

(pertaining to social sustainability). Under this field is a credit for “Sustainable 

Compensation” (based on the local living wage). This credit is worth eight points while 

“childcare services” is worth only .25 points. For some of these indicators it seems 

impossible to understand how they came up with different point values. 

 Quantitative sections usually compare progress made in areas since a 2005 

baseline. This baseline year is the result of most institutions not tracking this type of data 

before 2005. Using the water consumption example, the report asks for water 

consumption in 2005 (the baseline year) and that of 2010 (the performance year). Even 

if OSU consumes a tremendous amount of water, reduction in consumption from the 

baseline year is what counts. Just to understand the scale of the data our office was 

collecting, 267,228,984 gallons of water was consumed in 2005 and 231,465,608 gallons 
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was consumed in 2010. Because criteria to earn full points for this credit requires “a 30 

percent or larger reduction in total water consumption per weighted campus user 

compared to a 2005 baseline” (STARS report 2010) the reduction of 35,763,376 gallons 

of water between the baseline and performance years allowed us to receive 5.19 points 

out of 7. While OSU significantly decreased its water consumption over these years, it 

was not enough to earn full points in STARS. The system raises the bar so high because 

its developers understand the capabilities of campuses as innovative institutions. 

Multiple factors play into campus water consumption, such as needs of laboratories for 

water, irrigation, water for steam pipes, water for domestic use, etc. Reducing water 

consumption therefore takes administrative support for use of rainwater catchment 

systems and low-flow faucets coupled with behavior changes, such as on-campus 

residents taking shorter showers. For the sake of brevity, I will not even touch on water 

quality issues.   

 STARS developers are more interested in action (performance credits) than in 

process or intention (strategy credits). As stated in the STARS 1.0 Technical Manual:   

 Performance credits are based on measurements of sustainability 
performance, typically quantitative, such as the percentage of employees 
who use alternative modes of transportation to get to and from campus. 
Strategy credits focus on approaches or processes that can help improve 
an institution's performance, such as offering transit passes or operating a 
campus shuttle service. There are often different strategies or approaches 
an institution can take to achieve the same outcome. While both types of 
credits provide useful information, the primary goal of the system is to 
catalyze tangible improvements, not simply to encourage adoption of 
more strategies.(2010:9) 

 
 OSU received a gold rating in STARS, achieving just over 65 points. National 

recognition on the surface however masks deficiencies of the institution. For example, 

credits for modal-split (the ratio of people who drive to OSU, walk and bike) and native 

plants on-campus are very low in point value, compared to on-site energy use. An 

observer of OSU may ask, how is this university considered one of the most sustainable 

campuses in the nation when parking lots are full of cars and hundreds people are 

driving around campus every day? There is no organic food growing on campus 

grounds, which are covered mostly by water-intensive grass, and dining services offer 

few local food opinions. Computers and lights in campus buildings uselessly left on 
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throughout the day, and in some places throughout the night. On the surface, OSU does 

not look that sustainable. But large investments made into energy efficiency and 

renewable energy, cutting-edge research, student group efforts, recycling services and 

community partnerships are behind-the-scenes efforts towards our goals. How much 

these efforts will influence campus culture, and in what amount of time, is another 

question. 

 There is certainly a need for an action-based reporting tool like STARS in higher 

education and throughout businesses and institutions. Having a way to track 

sustainability is absolutely necessary, but as White (2009) suggests, efforts to put 

parameters around environmental destruction do not necessarily lead to more concern 

about environmental problems. Making investments into campus infrastructure or 

curriculum does not ensure behavior change.  I hope the reader notices the technical 

language used to describe STARS. It is an incredibly technical system which uses 

language similar to the standard professional language in western society. This language 

makes STARS fit neatly into society’s rational scientific framework and dominate 

manner of thinking, in attempts to make sustainability normative. Making sustainability 

normative is great so long as the motivations and values underlying sustainability also 

become normative (i.e. garden programs are not successful unless gardeners respect the 

Earth). This is a common observation in my work. Some may ask, what happened to the 

movement’s premises of empathy and harmony? These terms are found nowhere in 

STARS, probably because they cannot be measured. In efforts to quantify and qualify 

benevolence towards and nature and other humans, it is important the virtues driving 

sustainability are not forgotten.  

 Maybe it is important to be regularly reminded of these virtues with language 

use. The vision statement of ASSHE merits analysis here: 

AASHE envisions a prosperous, equitable, and ecologically healthy 
world. In such a world, higher education plays a vital role in ensuring that 
people have an understanding of the interdependencies between 
environmental, social, and economic forces and the skills and abilities to 
meet sustainability challenges. (ASSHE 2012)  
 

 This type of statement is common in sustainability discourse. If we are 

discussing prosperity and equity, either these terms are standardized and tangibly 
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defined (i.e. by asking what level of income creates the conditions for “prospering”, or if 

prosperity a sole matter of income) or individuals should define these terms for 

themselves, as Wilk (2006) suggests. If we make definitions of these terms relative to 

the individual and their circumstances, then we ought to trust peoples’ judgment. Good 

judgment comes through moral character development, which is nurtured by love, the 

capacity to empathize and an upbringing in a reasonably harmonious environment. As 

one informant suggested, the overly rational language of the movement does not 

resonate with everyone. If the sustainability movement in higher education employed 

terms conveying the importance of empathy and harmony this may increase the human 

value of carbon footprint calculators and green building design to average person.    

 STARS does not look at the subjective dimensions of the self or society, which 

Fricker (2010) contends are absolutely necessary in making progress. There are no 

questions about poetry events, music events, art shows or personal development 

programs in STARS because these types of things are seemingly unrelated to 

sustainability. But as I will argue in chapter five, these areas merit attention because how 

we value culture and personal development indicates our desire to sustain our society. 

The manner in which the institution is operated represents cultural values (i.e. 

investments into certain programs mean they are of value to some people). STARS is a 

technical way of looking at what the value, but technical language and cost-benefit 

analyses are not always the most appropriate means of identifying and discussing human 

values. These were my overall thoughts from working with the STARS reporting tool. 

 

Gathering Data 

 

  The adoption of the report was the result of a discussion between James and 

OSU’s Provost. Considering the amount of staff time the report required and its annual 

$450 price tag, approval needed to come from above the Director of Facility Services. It 

was critical that the report was sanctioned by the university Provost and President. This 

high-up sanction gave our office credibility to retrieve data from departments and hold 

staff accountable for responding to our requests. This indicated to me that leadership is 

an important vehicle of progress. Leaders at this institution (and beyond) have the ability 
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to leverage resources and enforce (and reinforce) sustainability-related agendas. 

However, leaders can impede progress by perpetuating the status quo and business-as-

usual (Bardaglio and Putman 2009).  

 Responsibility for completing data sections within STARS was divided amongst 

our team based on each person’s area of expertise, their university connections and 

interest. The other student worker at the time had connections to OSU staff at University 

Housing and Dining, so he was able to easily retrieve data in areas such as food 

purchasing practices and sustainable living at the Residence Halls. Because of James’s 

experience and connections with staff throughout the University, he was responsible for 

a large portion of our STARS report. Jim worked in areas of building energy use and 

climate and therefore reported on those areas. At the time, I had few university 

connections and barely understood the political structure of the university. So for areas 

given to me, I needed to research which department or person to contact to retrieve the 

data we needed, or ask James who I needed to contact. Data collection was sometimes 

simple and other times arduous. Most people responded to my request quickly, while 

others took months to respond or provide data, despite multiple emails and phone calls. 

Certain types of data took longer to gather than others. For instance it took Campus 

Recycling a month to calculate institutional tons of waste diverted from the landfill.   

  James and Jim (the other full-time worker at the office) provided guidance with 

initially contacting people and making data requests. Our approach was to first send a 

direct email explaining who we are, what STARS is, what specific data is needed and 

why it is needed. Here is the email template we created:  

Dear (Personalized Mr./Mrs.), 

 I’m working for the OSU Sustainability Office on completing 
OSU’s assessment for the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment & Rating 
System (STARS), a self-reporting framework for colleges and 
universities to gauge relative progress toward sustainability. 
 STARS measures a wide array of areas, from building operations 
to educational programs and innovative ideas.  At the directive of Provost 
Randhawa our objective is to compile data and complete a report later 
this calendar year.  
 I would greatly appreciate your help with gathering information 
on (area of report, such as landscaping, waste, etc.) at OSU. Could you 
provide information on (specific request, such as number of electric 
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vehicles in the institution’s fleet, pounds of material diverted from the 
landfill, etc.) 
  Your assistance is vital and will result in a more comprehensive 
understanding of sustainability at OSU. Again, we appreciate your time 
and consideration. We hope to hear back from you within the next two 
weeks.  Please let me know if any of the above questions need 
clarification, or if there is any way I can assist in gathering this 
information. 
 

 This email is prefaced with a brief background of our report with a link provided, 

followed by OSU’s participation in STARS as sanctioned by its Provost. Then the 

specific request is stated, followed by “your assistance is vital” to stress importance of 

receiving data. For us, data is needed to learn what areas the institution can improve 

upon. Others may truly care to make contributions, or may just be curious what the 

report turns up. The end of the email offers a timeframe for responding. While data 

sometimes took more than two weeks to find, hearing back from people ensures the 

request is in kept in mind. Our approach was to insist that providing the information we 

need should be seen as a priority to OSU staff, as mandated by the Provost, and as 

something valuable to the campus community.  

 The methods used in requesting data come from years of experience. For most 

requests, we would usually wait two weeks for a response before emailing again. After 

two emails our approach was to call the office or department we needed data from. In 

some cases, a simple short phone call went much further than a series of emails. Some 

staff members overlook emails which have a generic sounding subject line because some 

may assume these emails are sent out to lists of campus employees (as opposed to more 

personal emails). In obtaining a brake-down of the types of cleaning products the 

university uses to see which products are “Eco” or “Green” certified, I called the 

custodial manager at GCA cleaning and he was happy to provide data (he even 

calculated the percent of dollars spent on green cleaning products out of the total). Some 

people are more responsive to phone calls possibly because calls are more personal than 

emails. This speaks to the importance of more direct human connections in the 

sustainability movement. 

 Working on STARS taught me organizational skills I never learned in college. 

We created excel sheets to keep track of our focus areas of the report, contacts, and 
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progress made in each area. These sheets had tabs titled “credit type”, “credit status” (as 

incomplete or pursuing, to use STARS language) “contact person”, “date of last 

contact”, “type of last contact” (phone, email or in-person), “date of next contact”, and 

“notes”. These sheets were not only useful in tracking the process, but they could save 

work for people in the future. James was very particular about organization. He 

expressed to me that sustainability-related groups (on-campus and in the community) 

often illustrate disorganization, probably because they are ran by volunteers or receive 

small amounts of funding7.  

 The most time-consuming aspect of STARS was doing a course review to 

determine on-campus courses which are sustainability-focused or sustainability-related8. 

Curriculum was one of the primary sections I worked on (in addition to smaller sections 

such as research, purchasing, grounds, and construction waste). While STARS offers 

some guidance here, institutions are responsible for determining an internal definition of 

sustainability and criteria used to categorize courses. We used the definition created by 

the Institute of Natural Resources (INR). INR based their definition on the 2001 Oregon 

Sustainability Act:   

Sustainability’ means using, developing and protecting resources in a 
manner that enables people to meet current needs and provides that future 
generations can also meet future needs, from the joint perspective of 
environmental, economic and community objectives. 
 

 This definition will be discussed more in a later section, but it is helpful to 

mention here. This definition merits context and extensive background research. I had a 

decent amount of sustainability knowledge from college, or so I believed. Ultimately the 

sustainability field tries to address every aspect of society: how we run our economic, 

political and social structures, how we interact with our communities, our modes of 

transportation and communication, and ways of procuring our food and energy. 

Needless to say, I did not feel competent enough to evaluate courses at OSU based on 

my understanding of sustainability. But that was ok, as this was our first STARS report. 
                                                           
7 A theme throughout interviews was the high cost of good deeds, because such deeds in the university 
require highly skilled professionals to coordinate. 
8 Definition STARS provides: “Sustainability related courses incorporate sustainability as a distinct course 
component or module, or concentrate on a single sustainability principle or issue. Sustainability focused 
courses concentrate on the concept of sustainability, including connections between environmental, 
social, and economic dimensions, or examine an issue or topic using sustainability as a lens.” (2010) 
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This report was used not only to get baseline data, but to create a methodology to build 

from. Further, James developed a criteria sheet to evaluate courses based on the INR 

definition and consensus of a course review faculty committee he assembled. So I 

followed this criteria sheet the best I could, but in looking at hundreds of course 

descriptions and syllabi over the course of two months, my level of analysis was limited.  

 We determined courses related or focused which covered the intersection 

between at least two dimensions of sustainability (i.e. economic and social, social and 

environmental, environmental and economic). For example, if research was 

investigating fish populations in the Columbia River without looking at related social or 

economic impacts, this research was considered unrelated9. It did not matter what the 

two dimensions were, and this was somewhat problematic. According to many 

researchers, environmental problems facing society are the most urgent problems to face 

and deal with (beyond social or economic issues). As explained in the literature review, 

a healthy society and economy are predicated on a healthy environment. In evaluating 

research proposals for STARS, our faculty committee agreed with one member’s idea of 

“environment plus one”. That is, research related to sustainability must focus on the 

environment and one other dimension. I told James we should apply this same rule to 

courses, but he said course evaluation was different from research evaluation. I still do 

not understand why. Further, we never fully discussed how “the economy” or “society” 

or “the environment” are defined. What are the parameters of society for example? Are 

we talking about the community? For our review, general understandings were 

sufficient, but in sustainability education, each one of these dimensions merits a full 

definition if we are to look at the intersection between them.   

 Other faculty members at INR and the College of Forestry have conducted 

course reviews, but these were incomplete and lack an on-going analysis of methods. 

There were some notable issues in our method, but it was a good starting-off point, and 

we had to be expedient. The most difficult challenge was a lack of centralized, updated 

syllabi to review. Such a list would have saved time calling and emailing colleges and 
                                                           
9 This points to the anthropocentric (human-based) foundation of sustainability.  
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departments. Furthermore, the Curriculum Council does not mandate posting updated 

syllabi online or specify the level of detail a syllabus should provide about a course. 

Therefore, courses could emphasize sustainability issues which may not be apparent by 

looking at the course syllabus. Obtaining a truly accurate representation of sustainability 

in curriculum demands more than what a syllabi review can offer. If we had the labor 

resources, we could conduct interviews with professors and students or distribute student 

surveys for a better understanding10. 

 STARS also awards universities offering incentives to integrate sustainability 

into courses across disciplines.  Such incentives include faculty stipends, release time, or 

professional development trainings. Higher education tends towards increased 

specialization, but courses across disciplines can feasibly incorporate systems thinking, 

environmental education, or social issues into their curriculum (Sterling 2001). Started 

by anthropologist Peggy Barlett, the Piedmont Project at Emory University offers a good 

model for this integration by hosting faculty workshops to integrate sustainability in 

curriculum and expanding “pedagogical creativity” across disciplines (Barlett 2010:5). 

Because incentives (such as workshops) are not always recurring, lasting integration and 

modification throughout such diverse curriculum is premised on faculty deeply valuing 

sustainability. This is why Dr. Barlett focuses workshops on helping faculty develop of a 

sense of place on-campus, encouraging connections to nature and facilitating 

camaraderie across disciplines11. Instilling value to motivate long-term behavior change 

is discussed further in chapter six.  

 Funding sources for incentives at OSU are tight at the moment. Few funding 

entities are interested in sustainability in curriculum, but we may look at E-campus, as 

the Vice Provost for Academic Affairs told us they have surplus funds without a 

destination. I put a proposal together to request funding for incentives based on the work 

of Dr. Barlett’s work, but unfortunately I will not have the opportunity to see where 

James takes this proposal.  

                                                           
10 Considering knowledge of the environmental crisis in higher education and the amount of money 
which flows through OSU, it is surprising how little funding there is for sustainability relative to other 
departments. 
11Breaks during workshops are intended for walks on-campus, exploring natural features, and reporting 
perceptions back to the faculty group. At group lunches, faculty converse with others in different 
departments (people they may otherwise rarely or never see). 
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Outcomes of STARS 

 

 Months after our report was submitted my boss and I met with the President’s 

Council and Provost’s Cabinet to discuss STARS findings and recommendations for 

improvement. Two-full time staff and three part-time students worked on this report for 

six months, and we were allowed twenty minutes to speak at the meeting. Our intention 

of the meeting was to garner support from the administration in continuing the annual 

STARS reports, to assist in making data tracking easier, and to request financial support 

for projects based on our findings. We mainly focused the group’s attention to 

sustainability in curriculum and in operations. These areas had notable highlights and 

deficiencies. With respect to some items, data acquisition and tracking was the key 

issue. For example, in discussing community service hours, James said “I know our 

students are doing more community service, I just can’t prove it.”  This is a result of 

lacking a centralized system to track student hours, which James is currently working 

with a member of the council on creating. We received relatively low scores on 

sustainability in curriculum. The OSU President was surprised to hear this considering 

OSU’s status as a Carnegie Research Institution with renowned programs in Agricultural 

Science and Oceanic and Atmospheric science. As explained previously, this is an issue 

of methods and tracking the data. It was suggested to us by the Academic Affairs office 

that we interview department chairs throughout campus to identify which courses they 

see as sustainability-related, but we simply do not have the resources for such an 

undertaking.  

 Some members of the cabinet and council had their own agendas prior to our 

visit. Some were more interested in our findings in research and curriculum, while 

others asked operations-specific questions. The OSU President was especially concerned 

about our GHG targets. He stated that despite OSU’s ambitious climate goals, student 

enrollment (and therefore building square footage and energy) continues to increase. 

While this increase in enrollment and campus energy use could be supplied with 

renewable energy, capacity for renewable energy is limited. From conservations with 

James, OSU does not receive an adequate and consistent amount of wind for turbines 

on-campus, and there are only a few on-campus locations which are viable for solar 
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energy (in terms of places which face south, are not blocked by trees, or have drastic 

structural or administrative barriers). The OSU President recognizes the relationship 

between student growth, energy use and climate impacts. Yet student growth offers 

economic growth at institution, and economic growth remains a priority for the 

administration (2010 Administrative Leadership Next Steps). There are motivations to 

“moderate growth to a 2-3% increase per year” (meaning the school is just growing at 

less of rate), but despite the institution’s Climate Plan and recognition as a charter 

participant in the American College & University Presidents’ Climate Commitment 

(ACUPCC12), on-site carbon emissions have increased since 2005.   

 The greatest outcome of the meeting may or may not have been a result of the 

President’s comment, but that afternoon my boss received an email from Provost 

Randhawa approving $480,000 in Renewable Energy Credits13 for the school. This 

approval was in response to a request months prior, and it came weeks before the end of 

the fiscal budget cycle. Our office gleefully went about the rest of that afternoon, but I 

had questions in my mind about the investment later. This was months into the job, and I 

began realizing that a large amount of sustainability work at OSU was related to 

renewable energy or energy efficiency. These are great efforts, but they entail direct 

cost-savings to the university, unlike other related efforts such as integrating 

sustainability into curriculum or expanding bike paths. When Renewable Energy Credits 

are purchased, the University spends money without receiving returns, or so I thought. 

RECs actually further OSU’s reputation as a “green-school”, thereby resulting in more 

money coming in (from endowments, grants, and student enrollment).  

                                                           
12 OSU is a recent charter participant of ACUPCC, but this university has more ambitious climate goals 
than other schools. For example, by 2012 OSU intends to achieve net greenhouse gas emissions at least 
10 percent below 1990 levels, and by 2025 the institution’s goal is climate neutrality (Trelstad and Smith 
2009).   
13 Renewable Energy Credits (RECs) represent tradable representations of energy produced by renewable 
sources (wind, solar, hydroelectric, geothermal, and wood). If an institution wants to lower its net carbon 
emissions, it can do so by purchasing RECs, but RECs can mask true emissions. The cost of RECs and 
amount of renewable energy they represent varies by state (Oakes 190).  See how much renewable 
energy is actually produced in the state and where it is produced to get a better understanding of why 
RECs are often more feasible options than on-site renewable energy  
http://www.oregon.gov/ENERGY/Oregons_Electric_Power_Mix.shtml 
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 In our interview, Craig, the SSI Program Facilitator, was candid in his opinion 

concerning the RECs purchase: 

One thing at the university, purchasing renewable energy certificates at 
the end of this last fiscal year and offsetting the university’s energy 
consumption through RECs. That’s awesome…it brings a lot of publicity 
to the university as far as our sustainability efforts, but it’s the easiest 
thing, its one of those things where we have some money left over, its 
one of those things where they could have just as easily not had the extra 
money to throw around. And had it been more difficult to find those 
funds to purchase the RECs it wouldn’t have happened…another thing 
is…I don’t know how much they spent on it, how much would that be, 
say $400 thousand maybe, that was kind of the easy way out. You off-set 
your energy consumption  through RECs. You’re investing in renewable 
energy development, somewhere offsite, not at OSU, and you’re not 
doing anything to actually decrease your energy consumption at OSU. Its 
nice, and they know it gets them a lot of positive recognition from the 
university…but in the grand scheme of things, you realized you could 
have spent the same amount of money and you could have actually 
decreased energy consumption. You could have found additional funds, 
and made tangible changes on campus. So they [the administration] are 
very supportive of sustainability when its something easy to do and 
makes them look good. When you ask them to take that next step they’re 
not comfortable with that and they’re not longer supportive. 
 

 Bold administrative decisions are necessary in creating more sustainable 

universities. Such decisions prioritize on-site renewable energy over purchasing RECs, 

as illustrated by schools such as ASU (Bardaglio and Putman 2009). Craig’s comments 

above reflect frustrations of other informants with the administration at OSU. From 

interviews and experience, I gather that informants feel that administrative leaders have 

the resources and ability to make bold decisions to move OSU forward. Yet Craig’s 

insights infer that administrative leaders prioritize the bottom-line, except when positive 

changes offer cost-savings, require little or no sacrifice, or build the university’s 

reputation. This assumption probably has exceptions, but is useful for thinking about 

cultural barriers to progress.  Fortunately, some informants for this study have found 

ways to circumvent or overcome administrative barriers, as discussed in the proceeding 

section. 
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Navigating the Institution 

 

 This section looks at the barriers key agents in the University encounter in 

attempts to make progress. These barriers are all essentially “cultural”, but more 

specifically they are economic, political, normative and value-based. Most barriers could 

be attributed to western cultural systems beyond the university. In learning about how 

the institution functions, I realized it is interdependent with federal and state 

governments, the private sector and economic conditions on all levels of society. In 

other words, the university does not operate in a vacuum, which makes achieving a 

sustainable university difficult, especially when looking at inputs and outputs of material 

energy (where resources come from, where the campus population travels from, etc.). 

However, internal action is being taken to reduce impacts, restore ecosystems and foster 

a culture of sustainability at the OSU. Before looking at how agents navigate the 

institution to make progress, I will offer some brief context.  

 There are three principle organizations working for environmental sustainability 

at OSU: the Student Sustainability Initiative (SSI), the Sustainability Office, and 

Campus Recycling. The major organization working towards social sustainability is the 

Center for Civic Engagement. Other sustainability-related entities at OSU include: the 

Sustainable Energy Initiative, the Environmental Humanities Initiative, the Spring Creek 

Project, the Organic Growers Club, and Extension Services (comprised of agents from 

the College of Oceanic and Atmospheric Sciences, College of Forestry, and Agricultural 

extensions).  These groups make considerable contributions mostly pertaining to 

advancing knowledge of Earth ecosystems and human/environment interactions. Both 

principle organizations and “other” groups work towards generating dialogue around 

sustainability issues, but the latter is more focused on tangible on-campus 

improvements. There are also academic courses and programs which offer students to 

assist principle organizations in their goals, such as the Sustainable Business Initiative 

and the geosciences course “Sustainability for the Common Good”. 

 This case study focuses mainly on the work of the SSI and the Sustainability 

Office. The SSI is managed and run by students, and housed under the department of 

Student Leadership & Involvement. A fee board of both voting and non-voting advisory 
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members makes decisions on funding for potential projects and initiatives. And funding 

for projects is quite large (close to $700,000 this past fiscal year) which creates 

opportunities for the SSI to have seven paid student positions in different areas of 

sustainability. The SSI is paid for by student fees voted on by students, which ensures 

the organization’s continuation despite budget cuts at the university. By being funded 

and operated by students, the SSI insulates itself from administrative funding cuts 

(which could affect other departments).  The $8.50 per-term student “green-fee” 

supports “green” efforts (related to energy, landscape, transportation, water, and waste) 

and the continuation of the SSI (SSI Budget). Because lack of funding is a common 

barrier to sustainability-related projects and initiatives at OSU (particularly in terms of 

funding for paid time towards such projects), I asked Craig, the SSI Facilitator, if he is 

ever worried about the SSI’s funding availability:  

I: How do you get funding?  Are you ever worried about the organization 
losing funding?  
R: We are student fee funded, so we receive 8.50 per student per 
term…which funds different renewable energy and energy-efficiency 
projects per year. That equates to about 492,000 per year. We also have 
another fee, which is more operational which is 2.07 per student per term, 
that equates to more than 100,000 per year. So that’s where we get our 
money. 
R: Are those funds guaranteed? 
I: Nothing is guaranteed but, I think every year the SSI continues, as long 
as we can maintain the work and quality of work we are doing and our 
impact, the closer we are to having that 100% [assurance]...if there was 
widespread student opposition, yea, that would be a difficult fight. That 
would come down to just as many students out there to keep the fee. To 
put it crassly, the SSI has the ability to crush any opposition. We have a 
lot of support and that would outweigh any opposition.  
R: What processes beyond the institution, beyond your control, what if 
those change?  
I: Like I said, we are student fee funded. Unless politicians in Salem 
create legislation that bans student fees or fees in sustainability, that’s 
really the only way. Even if they slashed funding work the sustainability 
office, that doesn’t impact our budget, we are student fee funded. They 
passed a student fee for renewable energy, no one has the authority to re-
appropriate that. That proposal wouldn’t have enough momentum behind 
it. 
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 Craig went on to discuss the importance of realizing the power students 
have to influence decision-making at OSU. This power is both political and 
economic: 
 

One of the biggest things, simply being a student carries a level of 
influence…That’s one thing about OSU, the realize students have the 
ultimate say. I think a lot of the time they could realize that it shouldn’t 
take 10,000 students saying the same thing for them to change something, 
but I do think they realize when they have enough students saying the 
same thing, they better change.                                                                                  
 

The SSI facilitator did express some worry about the possibility of students voting to 

lower their Green Fee to reduce tuition costs, but also recognized an $8.50 fee is 

negligible compared to the overall incidental and building fees. 

 The power of students to support the SSI depends on their value of sustainability. 

This value is driven by cultural norms, values, and priorities. Unfortunately, the Student 

Sustainability Center (SSC), where the SSI is housed, is being threatened by demolition 

plans in the future. Although the organization is ran by students and supported by 

student fees, their location lies on university-owned land. Since the administration is 

more interested in student-housing (building upward developments with rent charged per 

unit) than allowing the SSC to remain there, the SSI is having a difficult time making a 

counter-argument for their site location. The SSC will most likely be moved to a more 

central campus location (the MU or an adjacent building) which will create more 

visibility to the campus population. Although the organic garden at its original site is a 

symbol for the SSI, being located in an office will make the SSI look more formal. 

Leaders of the organization told me they will find a way to make the move benefit their 

overall mission14.  

 It is important to remember that state funding for energy-efficiency and 

renewable energy projects for the university is relatively new. State tax credits and 

grants for energy-saving construction projects have become more available over the last 

decade, but in the before that they largely did not exist.  There are periods of more or 

less state support dependent on the state budget and legislation, which James has learned 

to take advantage of. For example, state tax incentives for commercial solar are 

                                                           
14 The SSI’s mission is “advancing student efforts in creating a culture of sustainability at OSU through 
action, education, and opportunity”(SSI Mission 2011) 
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decreasing by 50% for projects in 2012. Therefore, sustainability coordinators at 

universities in Oregon have been scrambling to coordinate renewable energy projects 

before the 2012 fiscal year. Accordingly, James is coordinating a megawatt solar power 

project, which will support 1-2% of school’s energy needs.  

I asked James about the amount of funding he attracts for renewable energy and energy-

efficiency projects. Here was his response: 

So Energy Trust business energy tax credit…On a good year I brought in almost 
$200,000, in a peak year of incentive money. But those days are over because the 
business energy tax credit is gone, so now a good year is $50,000, but depending 
on what projects we’re doing I bring in different amounts of incentives. 
 

 The amount of money agents can leverage for projects depends on the type of 

project, but those with a financial pay-back are most often prioritized. This is evident 

through my experience at the Sustainability Office, by examination of the SSI’s 

Revolving Loan Fund and in encounters with administrative personnel and committees. 

In addition to receiving state support, the university saves in utilities costs overtime as a 

result of renewable energy and energy-efficiency, which is wonderful but it makes 

“sustainability” notoriously equated with energy-efficiency and renewable energy. After 

our STARS presentation to the President’s Cabinet, energy issues were the most 

discussed among the group. Indeed these issues merit concern, especially in the context 

of resource depletion and climate change, but most other areas from STARS were 

overlooked or underappreciated. After the council meeting I asked myself, why is no 

one on this council especially interested in growing food on-campus? What about OSU’s 

engagement with the community? Why does it appear these ideas on such a low-tier 

compared to energy-efficient lights and solar hot water? 

One reason that funding for lower priority projects is unavailable is the complicated 

mess of funding in the first place:   

I: So our funding sources are all over the map, and that’s why that’s not a 
simple answer. Generally funding for [the Sustainability Office] comes 
from…primarily 4 sources, and that is facilities operating budget [which 
is] part of the general fund and so facilities services as a whole 
organization, the Director gets a certain budget every year to do certain 
things, and that pays our salaries, not ours, but the big “our” and it pays 
general operating cost, repair and maintenance stuff.  
R: And his budget comes from? 
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I: Finance and administration general fund. So that’s a mixture of state 
revenue, through taxes, tuition, and then overhead on research primarily 
and grants and other things. The general fund then funds things like the 
utilities budget so were paid from that, technically, Jim and I and you and 
Sam, as a part of energy operations, which is the general fund. –James 
 

 One would think with hundreds of millions of dollars passing through the 

university, OSU would have the money to make sustainability, in all aspects, a reality. 

“It is just not that simple” is the common response from those I have asked about this. 

Most of this money has a pre-determined destination, which is usually not sustainability-

related. And because of complex departmental and budget divisions, few have the 

authority to divert money from departments, and those who could try would be met with 

resistance. Funding from some program or department would have to be less for funding 

for sustainability to increase (unless such a funding diversion increased pay-back value 

to the university). And staff in the administration in a position to divert funds 

(particularly the President and those who sit on high-up committees) do not see 

sustainability as a high priority, or do not have the time to dedicate to it, as Jim 

expressed. As discussed in chapter five, lack of available time and money to create a 

sustainable institution are not necessarily barriers to progress. The barrier is 

misappropriation of time and money. In response to the notion that all hierarchical levels 

of the institution are responsible for how time and money are allocated, informants stress 

the importance of bottom-up and top-down change: 

“hopefully it will be a blend of people on the action level will take it, so a 
top down and bottom up approach I guess, but if those type of things 
were to be said and done, creating this culture where sustainability is a 
value, I would envision that the number of times a head electrician acts as 
a roadblock to a project…would start to decrease. Just because whether 
or not they believe in it, maybe they start to believe in it more because 
there is clearly defined leadership on it, and also, at this point it becomes 
this is how it is instead of I am asking you for this.  And your important 
part of this, your input is needed, and if you’re not giving your input 
you’re not doing your job.” -Jim 

 
 Bardaglio (2009) asserts “building a consensus between internal stakeholders is 

key” to sustainability in higher education (53). On the surface, such a consensus at OSU 

has been generated between the student body and the administration, but with only a few 

key people as intermediaries in-between. Agents who are proposing new projects, 
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obtaining funding to keep their operations going, and leveraging administrators to 

support new programs or policies mostly sit in mid-level positions in the university. 

While supported by some top level administrators, they are limited across social and 

departmental lines, yet they still take gradual steps towards institutional change. Their 

mid-level, big-change approach is impressive. Economically sound energy projects, 

campaigns to save energy or recycle, alternative transportation options, and events to 

spread consciousness and build community are all means of institutional shift. Yet such 

activities depend on agents in the middle to initiate such activities and retain support 

from students and the administration. This puts a disproportionate amount of work for 

few people who do the bulk of the leg-work to spend the campus “green-fee” and who 

must satisfy the administration by working towards a “green”, but not “too green” 

campus. 

 A cultural barrier to progress is political stratification resulting in social 

stratification. Being in the middle politically means one only has so much leverage 

socially, which is why coalescence of groups in the middle (partnerships between 

departments) bolsters ability to spark lateral change15 (Bardaglio and Putman 2009). In 

light of the administration’s focus on profit and growth, and to garner support for his 

activities, James put together the Sustainability Advisory Council. This council is 

comprised of members across departments, many of which have a notable reputation 

among those at the top. To have their needs met, the council is formulating sub-

committees to work in respective areas of sustainability. And to have James’s needs met, 

the committee is expected to support him in agendas/projects/initiatives he proposes to 

OSU’s President or Provost.  

 Being a profit-orientated university is the result of participating in a profit-

oriented society, which is why this thesis looks at cultural barriers on the societal level, 

using the university as a general representation. However, the Sustainability Coordinator 

was able to use this fact to his advantage. In creating his position, he argued that energy-

saving projects would save the university money. Over time the administration was so 

delighted by the savings he generated, they allowed allocation of his time to other 

projects without a direct financial payback. These “other” projects pertain to 

                                                           
15 This is discussed further in the section “Building Core Groups” to build the movement in chapter six. 
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consciousness-raising through involvement, education, campus community building, and 

behavior-focused projects (such as the Building Energy Challenge, Carbon Challenge, 

and alternative transportation projects). Throughout this time (the past five years), other 

campuses were contributing more energy to “going green” than ever, particularly as 

more researched emerged from campuses about the necessity for change (AASHE 

2010). So over time attention to sustainability has become a proxy for the quality of a 

university. I asked James how his work in areas beyond energy and cost saving is 

funded, and about the evolution of his position. Here are his responses: 

R: So work we do in curriculum and other areas comes from money that 
was for utilities and cost savings? 
I: Yes, I mean that’s the thing with budgeting, when you have a group 
like us that provides support to the whole campus, there needs to be an 
understanding between me and my director that we do provide support to 
campus that is in ways not just around operations, and he’s been 
supportive of that. I would say the majority of our time (if you combine 
our two positions) is still energy operations, especially [the Program 
Assistant’s position]. That’s probably 75% operations and I am probably 
50% or a little more even.  
R: Would you say that is the priority from those above, the cost savings?  
I: Well that’s a different question…let me answer that by saying we have 
been able to direct our own work and pick what we’re going to work on 
and identify the best ways of spending our time and what money we can 
bring in. So that is not a directive from above other than they trust me to 
say “here are the priorities, here is what we need to spend money on”. 
We’re not micromanaged, especially from a monetary standpoint.  
R: Oh…my idea was that there was tier one work, which justifies much 
of the positions in this office, which is related to cost savings, energy 
efficiency, renewables.  And then tier two work seems to curriculum, 
event planning, reporting. What are your thoughts on this?  
I: That has changed over time. When I started this position in 2005, part 
of the compelling evidence that I needed to provide was that I could bring 
in money and save money. And I did both of those things, and we’re still 
doing that. Now the institution has seen more of a benefit from “other 
things” that don’t have direct and quantifiable savings. Because they have 
benefits, we just can’t quantify them. So for example, when we talk to 
prospective students, or new students, or current students…depending on 
who they are, they chose to come here, they chose to stay here, that is 
benefiting the institution financially. Now we can’t quantify it but we 
know it happens…back to your initial question just to close that our 
briefly, I wouldn’t call it tier one, tier two, I think that’s something that 
has changed over time. We still need to pay attention to, and I wouldn’t 
use these terms, but just for simplicity now the tier one stuff, the stuff that 
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brings in the money or saves money, we still need to pay attention to that, 
but our jobs are no longer dependent on it.  
R: So saving-money opened the door so-to-speak? 
I:  Right, and we want to maintain that, so much as I can go after external 
money and cost savings here, were still doing that, its just we’re doing a 
lot of stuff on top of that.  
 

 James pointed to the idea that practically every aspect of sustainability at OSU 

saves the university money, whether it is directly through energy projects, or indirectly 

through campus recognition. This is both an advantage and detriment of the 

sustainability movement. The advantage is that within in an economic system of 

efficiency, making energy-savings a wise economic choice. The disadvantage of this 

approach is that it makes energy savings dependent on profit, not on our genuine 

concern for the planet. Therefore, if energy were more abundant and cheap, there would 

be less incentive to invest in energy-savings measures. 

 Another way agents navigate the institution is through positive language use. In 

our STARS report, we tended to highlight terminology in OSU’s Strategic Plan to give 

the appearance that the administration puts sustainability at the top of its priority list. 

When we received a Gold Rating after submitting the report, the Provost was quite 

pleased from the national recognition the rating generated, which led to approval of a 

large RECs purchase. In this sense, we slightly framed the report (in the qualitative areas 

we could) to receive a higher rating. This rating however led to more recognition for 

OSU, thereby making the administration happy to support our activities more. “Framing 

the situation” in a positive light increases support, which not only works at the 

institutional level, but it also encourages greater  individual involvement. As an outreach 

coordinator for years, Jesse stressed this point to me.   

 In examining the administrative effort to strategically address the environmental, 

social, and economic dimensions of sustainability, I had to write in a manner that 

somewhat embellishes certain realities. Here is a description of how OSU’s Strategic 

Plan is related to sustainability submitted in our STARS report (words in bold indicate 

terms which have varied and loaded meanings): 

OSU's Strategic Plan has two phases. In phase two, the plan focuses on 
three Signature Areas of Distinction. One is these areas involves creating 
academic programs with emphasis on "Advancing the Science of 
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Sustainable Earth Ecosystems". More specifically, phase two aims at 
"improving the understanding of the earth ecosystems upon which all life 
depends, and promoting their sustainability through high-impact public 
policy involvement with issues such as climate change, food security 
and safety, renewable energy production, and economically viable 
natural resource management"... OSU recognizes the degree of global 
environmental problems caused by an increase in human population 
and in the consumption of fossil fuels. Therefore, the institution's 
strategic plan focuses on addressing "key future challenges [which] 
include linking the drivers of climate and ecosystem change to their 
impacts on natural and human systems; assessing strategies to mitigate 
the human “footprint,” [such as carbon sequestration, consumption 
moderation, and resource conservation]; and formulating strategies that 
balance sustainable environmental, energy, and economic systems. 
(Online Strategic Plan 2009) 
 

 Hopefully, the reader can get a sense of how this terminology sounds amazing, 

but likely does not represent the reality of OSU’s environmental impact (or it downplays 

the institution’s negative impact). Fortunately, this terminology supports the work of on-

campus groups such as the Sustainability Advisory Council, which could propose the 

creation of an on-campus garden that produces food to be sold on-campus, as this 

furthers the Strategic Plan’s goal of “economically viable natural resource 

management”. This discussion segues into the following section, which address issues 

of consistency and definition with terminology used at OSU. 

 

Making Sense of Sustainability 

 

 The above quotes from the Strategic Plan pay lip service to key phrases, such as 

“public policy involvement” and “sustainable Earth ecosystems”, as plans towards these 

goals are vague and general. It is up to those like James, Craig, and Jesse to fill in the 

details, but making a handful of people in charge of the details to transform campus puts 

too much work on too few, causes inconsistencies in vision and implementation, and 

distorts responsibility. Further, these phrases mean different things to different people. A 

great example of issues with interpretation comes from forest conservation research in 

Honduras, where anthropologists looked at the environmental values of those living 

within or adjacent to protected forest areas. The authors of this study show how these 
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values are influenced by global environmental discourse and specific context. Villagers 

in this area valued the beauty of the forest, trees for religious reasons, trees for retaining 

water, and trees as “the lungs of the Earth”. The authors of this study contend these 

values are based on what residents of the area have heard through global environmental 

discourse (conservation groups and media), religious missionaries, and elders in the 

village. Additionally, economic forces play a role in environmental values. The 

Honduras example illustrates how terms like those in the OSU Strategic Plan trigger 

certain values (known as “cultural models”) as they are informed by global discourse 

and specific contexts, and therefore are compartmentalized (Schelhas and Pfeffer 

2009:15-18).    

 Use of terms like “sustainability” is inherently biased and contextual (although 

the term is used hundreds of times in this thesis). Conversations around sustainability in 

higher education often refer to “wise investment” and “energy conservation” and “social 

equity”, but they always seem to dodge the question: do we care to make major 

sacrifices to protect the environment and to help the poor can raise their material 

standards? As noted by Jesse, 

I feel like sustainability is pretty-much always affiliated with natural 
resources and the environment, whereas I see it as being more holistic. 
Obviously economic and social sustainability are usually left out of most 
people’s definitions…its not just lets live this way its lets expand it and 
look how everyone else is living and we can be sure everyone has equal 
access to live the way we are advising them to live in. 

 
OSU has yet to come up with a formal definition for sustainability, specific to the 

institution. But our office commonly defers to the definition from Institute of Natural 

Resources (INR). INR based their definition on the 2001 Oregon Sustainability Act:   

Sustainability’ means using, developing and protecting resources in a 
manner that enables people to meet current needs and provides that future 
generations can also meet future needs, from the joint perspective of 
environmental, economic and community objectives.”  One common 
framework separates sustainability into three aspects: 
Environmental: addresses Earth’s physical and biological processes and 
the interaction between them, including the relationship and interaction of 
humans and ecosystems 
Economic: addresses systems of production and consumption, finance, 
and economic viability.  
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Social: addresses societal processes and institutions, governance, values, 
and enhancement of human and community well-being. Within the 
sustainability movement, it is often the human-influenced intersection 
between these sustainability aspects that is critical in teaching the concept 
of sustainability. A further refined definition might be: Sustainability is 
the point where human endeavors reflect social equity, political stability, 
and economic development that is balanced with the capacity of 
ecosystems to absorb impacts without declining ecosystem structure and 
function16. 
 

 Considering how macro-scale and abstract this definition is, maybe a more 

important question is what does a sustainable institution look like? I asked James this 

question, here was his response: 

A truly sustainable institution would be one that from a systems point of 
view, you could monitor inputs and outputs. I guess we mean not in the 
products we produce necessarily including students, or in a operational 
sense.  Because I would separate those two things. I think to call 
ourselves a sustainable institution the highest bar, well I guess a higher 
bar would be a restorative institution, in that we’re actually producing 
more energy than were producing on-site. Actually cleaning our waste 
water, so its cleaner when it comes from campus. When you say a 
“sustainable institution is the goal” you separate it into a couple of 
different categories, at least two. One of those is the system, the 
boundary, what does the boundary of the system and our inputs and 
outputs. Our purchasing too, all of the inputs and outputs, and the raw 
inputs and outputs. Like energy, water, and natural gas, and food. So we 
have to ensure that we are producing as much of that as possible on site, 
and that where ever it is produced, preferably locally, its produced in a 
sustainable way. And that goes for all the products we consume and that 
is why it is difficult, if you include all of those products. It would be 
difficult to call ourselves a sustainable institution without the whole 
cultural shift taking place because of the reliance on our global economy. 
 

 The last sentence of this excerpt drove my motivation to look at the cultural 

barriers to progress. In light of varying definitions, the STARS tool created an effort to 

alleviate subjective biases, and they have done a tremendous job17. Here is a more 

succinct set of indicators, obtained from Hart’s Guide to sustainable community 

indicators:  

                                                           
16 This definition was used in our most recent STARS report, but it cannot be found on INR’s most current 
webpage.  
17 To look at the hundreds of sustainability indicators STARS uses, go to OSU’s complete 2010 STARS 
Report cited in the bibliography. 
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1. Multidimensional, linking two or more categories (i.e. economy and 
environment) 

2. Forward looking (range 20-50 plus years) 
3. Emphasis on local wealth, local resources, local needs 
4. Emphasis on appropriate levels and types of consumption 
5. Measures that are easy to understand and display changes 
6. Reliable, accurate, frequently reported data that are readily available; and  
7. Reflects local sustainability and enhances global sustainability (Fricker 

2010:198) 
 
 Considering this research is particularly concerned with behavior change, it is 

crucial to identify needs and wants18. Additionally, most of these indicators concern the 

human dimensions of sustainability, as they ultimately pertain to human values and 

morals. Craig’s definition drives this point home: 

The text book definition is satisfying the needs to current without compromising 
the ability of the future generation to meet its needs. I think that does a good job 
summing it up. But personally, so much of my philosophy and personal choices 
boil down to something a little bit more simplistic, trying to have a positive 
impact on the world. Just making an active effort, trying your hardest to make 
the world a better place. Its tricky because…the text book definition…how do 
you operationalize what’s positive, or actions that you can do to make the world 
a better place. It sounds simplistic, sometimes people may not be as educated or 
aware of the full repercussions of their actions as they could be…I think a lot of 
times, people know when they are doing something that’s wrong. We should ask, 
is what they’re doing is really making the world a better place or not, or whether 
they are contributing to the greater good. 

 
The quote above is a good segue into the next section, which offers a few examples to 

show why the human dimensions of sustainability are so important to recognize, yet are 

overlooked and undervalued in current efforts, at least at OSU. 

 

Human Dimensions 

 

 A major project I worked on was the Campus Carbon Challenge, which 

encourages students, faculty, and staff to make pledges to reduce their carbon emissions 

through lifestyle choices. Pledges were made via an online survey created by Cindy and 

colleagues at Energize Corvallis (which is supported by a grant from the EPA). This 

survey included a list of 70 behaviors, such as eating vegetarian, taking shorter showers, 
                                                           
18 A discussion on needs and wants is offered in chapter five, in the section “Making Sacrifices…” 
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buying CFL lights, volunteering with a climate change group, and contacting political 

representatives to voice concerns. Individuals picked three behaviors to try for one 

month. Behaviors for the survey were grouped by living situation, time availability, and 

income level. For instance, if someone lives on campus, behaviors listed are specific to 

that situation (as on-campus residents are limited in making adjustments to the building 

structure). So most on-campus residents opted for shorter showers or increased bike 

riding, while those who own or rent a home were more likely to try installing low-flow 

faucets, adjustable thermostats, or buy more efficient appliances. At the end of the 

challenge month a second survey was administered to see how participants did, what 

their experience was like, and if they intend to make additional changes in the future19. 

 After James, Cindy and I met to discuss the project, I felt coordinating the 

challenge would be overwhelming given time constraints. Thankfully Cindy provided 

documents from the prior carbon challenge for guidance. In addition, a staff member at 

the SSI connected me with a College of Business professor interested in giving his 

students projects for a senior project management course. He provided a team of four 

students to help with logistics, marketing, and visiting classes to announce the challenge, 

and approaching other professors in the College of Business to discuss the challenge as 

an extra credit opportunity. 

 The project had some pitfalls. First, we did not complete an IRB until late in the 

planning stage. Since the project did involve OSU student interns and “human subjects” 

(through the survey), we needed an IRB. We found this out just before holiday break 

and the business professor we worked with went on vacation, as did Cindy. I was also 

went on vacation but was able to finish the IRB in Arizona, somewhat frustrated, as we 

planned to kick-off the project during the coming February. Second, we could not 

incentivize the project with any form of cash or material rewards, as only extra credit as 

outlined in the IRB requirements. Encouraging people to take the survey “based on the 

goodness of their heart” was seen as poor use of time according the business professor I 

worked with. I think the common assumption is that people do not care to reduce energy 

in their lives unless they have a tangible incentive to do so. But most my interviewees 

                                                           
19A discussion on the Campus Carbon Challenge is returned to in chapter six, in the section “Making the 
Message Accessible”. 
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care about helping the planet because it makes them feel good. Whether they feel 

accomplished, compassionate, recognized or excited to make human connections under 

the umbrella of positive change, intangible incentives outweigh tangible rewards to 

them. On the other hand, 400 or so out of the 650 total participants took the challenge 

because it was offered as extra credit, mostly through the College of Business. Clearly, 

there is a disjuncture between the values of some key agents at the university and their 

approach to appealing self-interest.   

 I was under the impression students would carry-out the project with minimal 

guidance, as they had documents from the last project to guide them. Considering the 

survey was already developed, their main tasks were: event planning, developing 

content for a webpage, flier and poster content and graphics, listserve announcements, 

barometer advertising, MU TV ads, visiting cultural centers, Greek System engagement, 

crafting emails to professors and staff to participate, and working with Housing and 

Dining to promote the challenge in the Resident Halls. They were all bright and 

committed students, but the group did not have much background information on 

climate change or training necessary to craft original, OSU specific and powerful 

outreach materials. Of course, this is difficult for anyone. Ultimately, I wanted this to be 

their project, but it may have felt more like a chore for them. However, it was free labor 

for our office and useful experience for the students, a win-win relationship, or so it may 

seem. 

 In the recommendations report to Cindy and their professor, I addressed the need 

for an interdisciplinary team, more advance notice of IRB requirements, and the need for 

someone exclusively working on outreach (See appendix two for report). As James 

noted in our interview, volunteer work or work done for a grade usually lacks careful 

attention to detail, organization, and commitment. Because these traits are expected by 

employers, employees are more likely to produce higher quality work, as their job 

depends on it. But the institution does not wish to allocate funding to a full-time 

sustainability outreach coordinator when students who are paid less or not at all can do 

sufficient job. I asked James about such a position, and he said he saw a need for it, but 

the office is currently in more need of a technical engineer, as this is seen as more 

“legitimate” to those above James than an outreach coordinator. I want to avoid creating 
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a false dichotomy with engineers on one side and human researchers on the other, 

because both are needed to create a sustainable institution. It just appears one side is 

more valued than the other.  

 In February, OSU hosted the second Oregon University System (OUS) 

Sustainability Conference. The conference brought together students, faculty, and staff 

from OUS universities, along with members of the State Board of Higher Education. 

The conference was comprised of sessions on different areas of interest among 

sustainability coordinators at OUS schools. Sessions focused on STARS results and 

further dialogue, intercampus student networks, analysis of embodied emissions in 

purchased materials, purchasing policies, student projects, waste reduction, civic 

engagement, financing sustainability, and marketing and outreach.    

 Attendees indicated in their post-conference survey they were most interested in 

financing sustainability (which is no surprise given current the state’s financial 

situation), embodied emissions, and the keynote speeches. Few people participated in 

post-conference conversations or groups, and few indicated a desire to do so, although in 

many survey responses participants wanted to see “tangible outcomes”. This was 

confusing to me. What sorts of tangible outcomes were people expecting, and why did 

the planning team neglect these objectives? The answer rests in the greater objective of 

the conference: having high-up administrators listen, engage, and potentially support 

future plans. In higher education, the top players hold the keys to large measures of 

progress. I have not heard if any large-scale plans were the result of the conference. But 

dialogue about the issues was not sustained long after the conference. People may be too 

busy, or indifferent, or focused on their own sphere of influence to engage in on-going 

dialogue with others around the state. Whatever the reason may be, these types of issues 

merit insight into culture. Most issues with projects and events that I encountered at the 

Sustainability Office were fundamentally human issues. Overcoming these issues 

requires more than a “Human Resources Office”. It requires insights into cultural 

barriers and strategies to adequately address these barriers.   
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Conclusion 

 

 This chapter has made effort to both offer a context to this study and to ground 

some of the issues brought up in subsequent chapters. For example, bureaucratic hurtles 

are mentioned as a barrier to progress because they block good ideas from going through 

and because they make seemingly simple projects incredibly sluggish. These hurtles 

could be removed if we had promoted culture of trust, not excessive checks and 

oversight. The importance of trust in the push towards sustainability is discussed further 

in the literature review.  

  Another important discussion in this chapter was on STARS (the Sustainability 

Tracking, Assessment and Rating System). While this system provides a fairly 

comprehensive set of sustainability indicators, it works within an entirely scientific and 

western cultural framework. Of particular interest is how virtuous language is mostly 

left of efforts to qualify and quantify benevolence towards the environment. The 

sustainability movement grew out of serious concerns about the environment and 

society, but terms such as “compassion” or “empathy” are missing from the mission and 

vision statement of ASSHE, the organization which created STARS. These terms or 

concepts were rarely brought up in interviews. More often, “moral obligation” was 

brought up as a motivator for informants. As the literature review will try to illustrate, a 

moral imperative to care about sustainability is largely ineffective in motivating 

behavior change or involvement. Measuring sustainability indicators may make the 

argument for change valuable to high-up decision-makers by quantifying potential 

energy-savings or environmental harm, but such measurements limit the size of the 

public audience to those who are interested in the scientific knowledge about 

environmental harm or protection efforts.  

 Chapter six discusses the importance of making the sustainability message 

relatable to the average person, by using language pertaining to quality of life, human 

connections, creativity, and harmony. These concepts are argued to compliment, not 

detract from, the importance of strictly rational, science-based goals. The following 

literature review will employ the reasoning and perspectives other thinkers and scholars 
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to substantiate some of points made throughout this chapter and to present some new 

ideas. 
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Chapter Four: Theoretical and Practical Underpinnings 

 

Introduction  

 

  This study examines the cultural barriers to progress in the sustainability 

movement, as informed by experience and interviews at OSU. Initially, I focused on 

campus culture, but over the course of this research it became apparent that campus 

culture shares many cultural norms and values with western culture. Literature 

discussing cultural barriers at the level of society was therefore selected for this review. 

Considering volumes could be written on western cultural barriers to sustainability, I 

chose to select barriers which were the most prevalent in my experience and from 

interviews.  Many of these barriers appear to be recurring themes in the literature, and 

therefore merit continued insight and discussion. This review will proceed to outline the 

parameters of this research, offer historical context, discuss barriers in the literature, and 

offer suggestions to overcoming barriers by highlighting the role of deeply personal 

approaches to motivating social change.  

  

Parameters of this Research   

 

 The terms “sustainability” and “culture” merit consistent definitions, as these 

terms are defined in many ways. Sustainability is most commonly defined with 

reference to the Brundtland Report’s definition of sustainable development: “meeting 

the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs”. The writers of the Brundtland report recognize the issues with 

defining “needs”. They are specifically referring the poor meeting their basic needs and 

limitations on the development of technology and excessive consumption in the western 

world (Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our 

Common Future 1983). The Oregon Sustainability Act (2001) expands upon the popular 

definition: 

“Sustainability is the point where human endeavors reflect social equity, 
political stability, and economic development that is balanced with the 
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capacity of ecosystems to absorb impacts without declining ecosystem 
structure and function.” 
 

For this research, the definition offered above is adequate. As illustrated, sustainability 

is inherently anthropocentric (it is a human-based goal). The drive to promote healthy 

ecosystems is to serve human ends (Moran 2006). The creation of sustainable 

communities, institutions or businesses is the focus for most people working on the 

ground.  However, many of these micro-scale solutions depend on macro-scale 

adjustments. Inputs and outputs of material energy, international and inter-state 

exchange networks, and federal and state policy all carry influence on the creation of 

sustainable human systems.  

 In theory sustainability looks at social, economic, and environmental dimensions, 

but in practice sustainability is more like environmentalism with economic and social 

elements. This is clearly seen within institutions and businesses and in symbolic 

representation (Clark 2010: Creighton 1998: Fischer et. al. 2010).  Sustainability can be 

divided into two major categories: the material and the conceptual. The material refers to 

physical infrastructure of society, its roads, buildings, etc. and physical commodities 

(food, water, material goods) which humans use.  The conceptual pertains to how we 

think about “sustainability”, or more specifically, the health of the planet, its 

ecosystems, and the human population. In the conceptual domain, sustainability can be 

seen as a “collective state of grace” or harmony within human society and between 

humans and nature (Fricker 2009:191). This concept may be spiritual or at least deeply 

moral for most people.      

 As a culture, we will not fully employ material measures or make the behavior 

changes necessary to create a sustainable society without a shift in collective thinking in 

the western world (Orr 2007). This thesis focuses more on the conceptual domain 

because a plethora of technological, scientific and behavioral solutions already exist to 

make swifter progress, but dominate political and social arrangements, values, and 

norms block the widespread adoption of solutions (Orr 2006: Orr 2007: Shiva 2000). 

Simply put, many understand what we need to do but we are just are not doing it. I had 

such observations working in the university setting, and realized they are not exclusive 

to the university, but instead part of a cultural framework the university operates within.   
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 An entire thesis could be dedicated to understanding culture. For sake of 

relevance, here are two of the more broad definitions of “culture” commonly referred to 

by anthropologists:  

[the] complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, 

custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 

member of society (Tyler 1871:28) 

[a] code of meaning that is acted out publically (Geertz 1973:511) 

Other common definitions of culture are accredited to anthropologists such as Franz 

Boas, Roy Rappaport and Levi Strauss but these definitions are somewhat related to 

disciplinary focuses or theoretical camps (i.e. linguistics, structuralism, functionalism, 

etc.).  Since this research is mainly concerned with behaviors, values and beliefs which 

impede progress, the following definition of “culture” is preferred:  

Each person may be described in three ways: the universal characteristics 

of the species, the sets of characteristics that define that person as a 

member of a series of groups, and a person’s idiosyncratic characteristics 

[those unique to the individual]. When [discussing] traits which are 

neither universal nor idiosyncratic we often use the term “culture” to 

describe the collection of such traits, behaviors, values and 

beliefs…Therefore each person participates in many cultures…in this 

way culture represents what is shared within a group and simultaneously 

not shared outside of it (Wallerstein 1990:31) 

 Within this definition of culture, cultural values and norms which impede 

progress are specifically examined. Because of different definitions of “western society” 

I am using this term to refer to North America, and considering the perceptions and 

opinions of informants especially pertain to young people, youth culture is emphasized 

in this work. Within western culture and youth culture in the west, there is a tremendous 

amount of diversity and micro-cultures. This work however is particularly focused on 

the segment of the population who does not believe in the principles of sustainability or 

does not espouse to sustainable living.  

  This research looks at cultural barriers to “progress”, which is based on support 

of ecological and social health and living sustainably. Sustainable living practices can be 
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quantitatively defined through a carbon footprint analysis, energy consumption indices 

and other measures (Wilk 2006). It is tough to define “sustainable living” this way 

because each person or family has different life circumstances. Because of issues with 

quantitative analysis, I prefer to use the definition crafted by founders of the Sustainable 

Living Project (based at the OSU College of Forestry). They define Sustainable Living 

as:  

A thoughtful approach to leading fulfilling, productive and environmentally responsible 
lives by balancing our economic, cultural and environmental needs” (Sustainable Living 
2012) 
 
 In this definition, a “thoughtful approach” is emphasized over specific 

behaviors20.  Living sustainably depends on structural conditions21 (economic, political, 

and infrastructural) and on human values, paradigms and norms. For instance, when 

someone considers installing solar panels on their home they think about their income, 

tax credits from the state, the location of their home (which is usually based on job 

location), social response from others to the solar panels, their knowledge of how solar 

energy is beneficial for the environment and their value of the environment. They may 

also think about how humans ultimately depend on the environment and therefore 

purchase solar panels to contribute to human welfare.  

 This research divides cultural barriers into those which are structural and those 

found in cultural norms and values. Structural barriers are a product of culture, but they 

are largely outside an individual’s sphere control. Prioritization of profit over ecological 

concerns is listed as a structural barrier because most individuals cannot affect profit-

seeking throughout society. More importantly, most people have little influence over 

issues of economic disparity which divert attention away from the sustainability 

problem. Cultural norms and values on the other hand are a sphere in which most people 

have some degree of influence and autonomy. For example, excessive individualism is 

listed as a cultural value impeding progress. While this impediment is not well 

understood, it is certainly not deterministic of human values.   

                                                           
20 This definition also has a quality of life component. The founder of the Sustainable Living Project told 
me in her interview that thoughtfulness and quality of life were not commonly focused on in current 
sustainability efforts.  
21 Most importantly, it is difficult to be thoughtful about one’s environmental impact when they have not 
met their basic needs. This is discussed further in chapter five. 
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 This thesis is but a small introduction to the cultural barriers to progress in the 

sustainability movement. The literature selection intends to further the discussion (as 

opposed to finding gaps in the current discussion) and offer a basis of my research. First, 

a brief history of the sustainability movement is needed, followed by a discussion the 

major cultural barriers that informed this work, a critique of current efforts and finally a 

section discussing strategies and suggestions to overcoming cultural barriers and 

motivating behavior change.  

  

Historical Contexts 

 

 The history of concerted efforts to create “sustainable cultures” dates back to 

early state societies. This thesis examines the contemporary sustainability movement, 

therefore a review of the major and political and social events giving rise to this 

movement in the past fifty years will suffice here22. In the U.S., the creation of the 

National Environmental Policy Act in 1969 was the first political act with the stated 

purpose of “fostering general welfare, creating and maintaining conditions under which 

man and nature can exist in productive harmony, and fulfilling the social, economic and 

other requirements of present and future generations" (EPA Report, 2011). Shorty after, 

in 1970, the Environmental Protection Agency was created and the Clean Air and Water 

Acts were developed and implemented. These acts continue to serve as federal standards 

regulating air and water pollution today, but amendments have since been made in light 

of changing circumstances and scientific knowledge. Early on, environmental policy 

was mostly divorced from social policy, until the notion of sustainable development (as 

an effort to reconcile environmental, social and economic health) was created.   

 In Europe at around the same time the Stockholm Conference creation of the 

United National Environmental Programme (UNEP) with similar goals to the United 

States, but with an additional focus on social equity. UNEP and other international 

organizations came together in the early 1980s in Norway to develop the Brundtland 

Report, and subsequently the colloquial definition of sustainable development (and by 

                                                           
22 As most scholars know, the past fifty years have produced unprecedented exponential growth in the 
human population, resource exploitation, and pollution. 
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association sustainability) emerged as “meeting the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”(EPA Report 

2011).  In 1990, the UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) held 

two years of preparatory meetings leading up to the 1992 Rio Earth Summit. The 

summit brought together 178 nations which sent delegates to convene on strategies and 

policies (global, national, and local) for sustainable development in the context of 

growth imperatives, human needs, and ecosystem services. Out of the Rio Earth Summit 

came Agenda 21 which is a global partnership on sustainable development with the goal 

of assisting developing nations in the economic and social transition into the global 

economy. This entails assigning the burden of responsibility to developed nations (such 

as the U.S.) to contribute financial and human resources to the developing countries of 

the world experiencing economic, cultural, and ecological disturbance on their trajectory 

towards modernization (UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2010).  

The sustainability movement emerged out of the counter-cultural movement, a 

culmination of environmental research, and political and social concerns about growing 

disparity and resource limitations.  Social sustainability (a dimension founded on the 

principles of equity, equality, and justice) has been advocated for through the civil rights 

movement, women’s movement, and hundreds of other collective efforts in the past 

century. More recently, protests of the World Trade Organization in Seattle signified a 

global outcry of the injustices corporate and governmental regimes have created in many 

areas around the world (Global Issues 2012). Even more recently, the Occupy 

Movement has been gaining momentum in western society. The movement focuses on 

“transformative structural change, not temporary fixes or single-issue reforms… [which] 

is the movement’s sustaining power”(Gelder 2011:13).  

 The sustainability movement now is made up of thousands of organizations and 

groups working for environmental and social issues around the world. It has no single 

unifying force, nor a central location, but is made up of millions of people with a shared 

vision. This vision does not pertain to one specific issue, but instead advocates true 

democracy, equity, and ecological stability on both the community and global level 

(Hawken 2007). Universities are key players in this collective movement, and their 

position as contributors to the global knowledge economy (along with their billions in 
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funding) puts them at the forefront of social and political change (Crow 2010). For this 

study, leaders in the movement at OSU inform cultural barriers to progress, how to build 

the movement and how to craft the message to reach a wider audience.  

  

Structural Barriers to Progress 

 

 This section discusses structural barriers to progress. The point of discussing 

structural barriers is to educate the reader to differentiate what is more or less within in 

the sphere of their control. For example, it is difficult for most of us to change the 

economic system based on perpetual growth. A major structural barrier is the collective 

prioritization of profit over ecological concerns, supported by those in positions of 

power. This barrier limits opportunities to affect change in the professional realm, 

mostly to activities which generate profit. Therefore, this section offers a brief 

discussion on the pros and cons of “greening” capitalism. On the individual level, 

prioritization of profit over ecological concerns is either a result of the desire for surplus 

wealth or for economic security. The latter is more of a structural problem, rooted in 

systemic disparity. The former is discussed further in next section on cultural values and 

norms.  In pursuit of economic security, and ultimately happiness, society is crunched 

for time. The time crunch is structural barrier which especially applies to college 

students, those inheriting the massive environmental and social problems. Prioritization 

of profit and the time crunch were the most directly encountered structural barriers in 

my experience at OSU.    

 The economic system in the U.S. is built upon the principle of efficiency, not 

sufficiency (Princen 2005). This can be applied to lifestyles, in the sense people are 

striving to achieve more with less work (cell phone technology being a good example), 

and to the production process. Industries must become more and more efficient in 

production (producing more with less energy and/or costs) to compete and survive in the 

market (Bell 2012: Shiva 2000). In a competitive capitalist system, there is the looming 

fear an industry will become more efficient, so efforts to increase efficiency are never-

ending. This concept is known as the Production Treadmill, characterized by perpetual 

efficiency and profitability to sustain participation in the market (Bell 2012).  In efforts 
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to always grow just to stay in business, social and environmental consequences are 

sidelined or underappreciated (Bell 2012).  

 The Production Treadmill is similar to the Consumption Treadmill, except the 

goal of the former is profit at the level of the business, while the latter is perpetual 

consumption in the aim of individual happiness (Bell 2012). Production growth requires 

consumption growth and vice-versa. A driver of the treadmills is the ethic of hard work, 

as hard work is often used to legitimize disparity, profit and social status (Bell 2012). 

This ethic is not new, it actually was presented at the beginning of 20th century by Max 

Weber (in his work on the Protestant Ethic in Europe).  

 Production and consumption treadmills limit opportunities to affect change in the 

professional realm. In looking at online sources, I found most jobs in the private sector 

labeled as “sustainability jobs” or “green jobs” often entail profit, retained through 

energy-efficiency and renewable energy measures, green building design, and sales or 

marketing of green products or green technologies23. This is the result of a cultural 

system that prioritizes economic gains over environmental concerns24. A common 

sustainability message is greening business and industry is profitable, but this allows 

behavior change to be overlooked.  

 The “greening” of capitalism was directly encountered in my experience at OSU. 

Universities are not exempt from the economic growth mentality guiding western 

society25. Despite tangible and intellectual contributions to sustainability, universities 

notoriously prioritize the “bottom line” of profit over other concerns (Bardaglio and 

Putman 2009). Higher education institutions are seeing the financial benefits of making 

their operations more efficient and investing in renewable energy. By integrating 

sustainability-related concepts into their curriculum, universities are building reputation 

as leaders of the greening campus movement. They are producing innovators of 

technology which reduces energy consumption and waste, reduces greenhouse gas 

emissions, creates drought-resistant crops, etc. (Bardaglio and Putman 2009; Creighton 

                                                           
23 See http://www.greenjobs.net/ or http://www.careerbuilder.com/ or 
http://www.sustainablebusiness.com/  
24 Not all sustainability-related jobs entail profit. For example, the university pays for campus recycling 
services which do not have a tangible payback value. 
25 One could argue economic growth is truly a mentality or cultural construct, not an innate aspect of 
reality, as informed by Bell (2011).  
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1998). These activities garner recognition, thereby leading to increased endowments and 

grant money. 

 This speaks to the commonly promoted approach of greening capitalism, in 

which the growth economy is used to the advance sustainability, with greener products, 

calculated approaches to sustaining natural resource stocks, and cost-savings generated 

from efficient building design26 and electric or hybrid vehicles. This approach is 

certainly making progress in protecting and restoring the environment, to the extent it is 

profitable to do so. But to assume the market will naturally correct the destructive 

relationship between humans and nature is dangerous. Additionally, relying on profit to 

further sustainability efforts would not be such an issue if community outreach, 

Permaculture, and Earth celebrations were more profitable, generally speaking. 

 Prioritizing economic gains over ecological concerns, or equally valuing these 

goals, causes problems. Global level indicators such as climate change and biodiversity 

illustrate western society is moving away from sustainability rather than towards it 

(Fischer et. al 2007). Creating a sustainable society, community or institution is 

premised in reconciling environmental, social, and economic health and stability, which 

continues to be a struggle considering contradictions that arise between these areas on 

global and local levels. A ubiquitous contradiction is between economic growth and 

resource conservation or ecosystem protection (Kingsolver 2010). However, Fischer (et. 

al 2007) suggests thinking of biophysical limits as the ultimate consideration within 

which social and economic goals are met. In contrast to the “triple bottom line” that 

looks at these goals in parallel, it is important to recognize a functioning life-support 

system enables functioning social systems and institutions which enable stable 

economies27. Therefore, assigning equal value to economic and environmental 

dimensions of sustainability impedes progress (Fischer et. al 2007).   

  Economic investments into all dimensions of sustainability, not just those with a 

payback value, are needed to make substantial progress. Reducing overall consumption 

entails curbing economic growth. This may be especially difficult for young adults to 

                                                           
26 For more information go to http://www.usgbc.org/ 
27 This was recognized by one of my informants. In addition, chapter three discusses how OSU’s Strategic 
Plan emphasizes environmental sustainability and economic growth as if they are equally important 
goals. 
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hear, those inheriting a world of debt and job insecurity.  Paul Hawken (2007), activist 

and campus speaker, recognizes it will take a tremendous amount of effort, time and 

money to transform culture. He finds it interesting that humans are the “only species on 

the planet with an unemployment rate” when the there is plenty of Earth-work to be 

done (Hawken 2007:3). Unfortunately, in light of the national debt crisis the priority for 

almost everyone, students included, is economic security (Crotty 2009). A Linda Sax 

survey which shows college students are more interested in being well-off financially 

than developing a meaningful philosophy of life (Orr 2006). Accordingly, national 

student debt has now exceeded one trillion dollars (Shader 2011).  One could argue the 

current generation of young adults is shifting focus from succeeding in the market to 

escaping the grip of debt or poverty (White 2009). College students are in a bind that 

involves accruing debt to pursue meaningful and secure work but in receiving and 

education and paying for school, few are afforded substantial time to voluntarily get 

involved in efforts towards sustainable solutions.  

 In pursuing financial security, many do not have the time necessary to contribute 

to sustainable solutions or live sustainable lifestyles (Simon-Brown 2010). Americans 

work an average of 47.5 hours a week at their paid jobs, and forty percent of the 

workforce reports their work is very or extremely stressful (Simon-Brown 2010). It is 

important to mention the time crunch is not solely the result of work obligations, but 

also of family and social obligations. Time with friends and family is integral for human 

happiness. For many, forty plus hour work weeks create happiness to the extent that they 

afford time to be with family and friends. 

  

Barriers Rooted in Cultural Values and Norms 

 

 This section looks at cultural values and norms that impede progress in the 

sustainability movement. These barriers are arguably more within the sphere of the 

average person’s control than structural barriers (while both types of barriers are a 

product of culture). Barriers found in cultural values and norms include: spatial and 

temporal disconnections from environmental problems, excessive individualism, 

dualistic thinking, lack of awareness or excessive complexity of environmental 



64 
 

information, faith in science and technology to alleviate environmental problems, and a 

spiritual disconnect from nature. These barriers will be discussed in order. Some of these 

barriers are not entirely understood, such as excessive individualism. Therefore, such 

barriers are not deterministic, but instead lay the groundwork for further discussion.   

 Environmental values can be seen as contextual, or based on exposure to 

environmental problems and impacts of these problems on daily life (Tilt 2010). Citing 

Grossman and Krueger (1995), Tilt (2010) pointed out the pattern of economic 

development and environmental problems. In the initial economic development stages of 

a country, environmental problems increase, but in later stages of industrialization, they 

decrease as a result of “technological innovation, increased environmental awareness 

and regulation, and externalization of pollution sources to poorer countries or regions” 

(Tilt 2010:84). It may not be as powerful to hear about landfills in Africa as it is to hear 

about them in U.S., particularly near one’s community. This speaks to the popular topic 

of “NIMBY” or “not in my back yard”.  

 Environmental wastes and pollution are displaced to other parts of the world, 

causing a spatial disconnect from these problems, but there is also a temporal disconnect 

from environmental damage in our society and between societies. It was stated by an 

informant for this study that long-term thinking is not natural to humans. This is 

confirmed by historical anthropologists. In reference to historical human-environment 

relationships, Hassan (2010) asserts that societies “tend to cling to the paradigms, 

values, and institutions that have proved to be successful in their own past…[and they] 

are reluctant to undertake collective actions that go against their social grain” (41-42). It 

is argued major human-caused environmental ills escape our collective memory (which 

does not go beyond a few hundred years). Therefore, it is argued our society is less 

likely to make dramatic changes to prevent future cataclysmic events as a result of 

human activity. A counter-argument would be the unprecedented spread of information 

in the modern world, which could possibly allow modern society to transcend trends of 

the past.  

 With the amount of information we have today about climate change and other 

pressing issues, avoiding precautionary measures may be a result of deliberately not 

accepting collective responsibility. David Orr, founder of the Green Campus Initiative at 
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Oberlin College, contends that the public has a hard time accepting the truth of the 

situation, especially the urgency for behavior change. He believes that we probably 

cannot tackle our greatest environmental and social problems without addressing the 

human and ecological violence much of the world has endured as a result of lifestyle 

choices in the west (Orr 2007). Some have boldly claimed the western world lacks moral 

courage (Bardaglio and Putman 2009; Moore 2010). In response, there is an effort to 

challenge the ethical premises of society which focus on the rights of individual at the 

expense of the greater community and the environment (Bell 2012; Bateson 2010; 

Hawken 2007). It is impossible to discern whether society is truly disconnected from 

future consequences or just deliberately avoiding problems and procrastinating on 

solutions.  

 Moving on, excessive individualism in western society is a recurring theme in 

the literature that merits further interpretation. Merchant (1992) categorizes 

environmental ethics into three types: egocentric or “maximizing self-interest”, 

homocentric or “maximization of outcomes from the greatest number of people”, and 

ecocentric, or referring to “the stability, diversity, and harmony of an ecosystem”(54). 

These categorizations are relevant to all societies, but especially the western world 

characterized by a culture of excessive individualism. In philosophy and anthropology 

graduate courses on environmental values, the theory of Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” 

was critiqued. This theory postulates that maximizing self-interest maximizes the well-

being of all. More specifically, in seeking profit a business owner must produce a quality 

product or service, as the theory goes. This good or service is intended to be useful to 

the public and create employment. If the good or service is unfairly priced or useless, it 

will not enter the market. This is intended to keep useless commodities and 

underemployment in check. However, plenty of goods and services do not benefit 

society, and labor is exponentially being replaced with technology, creating 

unemployment (Bell 2012). This theory continues to be critiqued with countless 

examples cited of individual economic gain damaging society.    

 Values related to excessive individualism, such as materialism and entitlement, 

are presented throughout the literature in reference to sustainability (Moore 2009; Wilk 

2006). These discussions can actually block progress because they are often presented 
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without much on-the-ground context, can induce guilt and subsequent resistance to 

change (Wilk 2006). In general, values and morals should not be generalized nor are 

they absolutes. Instead they are created and recreated based on experience and 

perception (Fricker 2006). Furthermore, scale presents problems in understanding values 

because humans interact with their environment on local levels, not national or global 

levels (Tilt 2010). Values in western society are quite complex, therefore focusing on 

experience and perception (the roots of values) could help sustainability advocates better 

understand the concept of excessive individualism. Certainly most people are not totally 

selfish or selfless, but probably somewhere in between, which ties into a discussion on 

dualistic thinking.  

 Dualistic thinking is product of assumptions about people, often based on social 

influences and education. Assumptions about the nature of people as motivated by greed 

and self-interest deters progress. Such assumptions create a cultural separation between 

“us” (those who care about the environment and are into action) and “them” (those who 

assumed to be apathetic, selfish, and lethargic) (Hickman 2005). This type of dualistic 

thinking creates the fatalistic notion that some people are predisposed to excessive 

selfishness (White 2009). This type of dualistic thinking also creates incorrect 

associations (i.e. someone who cares about the environment must love tofu and road 

bikes while someone who does not care must drive a large truck and watch a lot of 

television).  

 Dualistic thinking is a cultural barrier that can be scaled-up to blame solely 

corporations and politicians for our present situation, and assume scientists and 

environmental organizations are directly combating these “tyrannical” entities. 

However, many corporations and politicians work towards positive ends, and plenty of 

scientists and environmental groups support the status quo. According to Curtis White, 

dualistic thinking at this level forces us to “think in cartoons” (ex. Sierra Club versus 

Exxon Mobile), and neglect the behavior changes we need to make in our own lives (54-

58). In sum, dualistic thinking defeats the aim of inclusiveness in the sustainability 

movement.  

 The politicizing of issues such as climate change perpetuates dualistic thinking 

and can account for resistance to change (Moran 2006). Anthony Giddens, Sociologist at 
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the National Policy Network in the UK, contends climate change becomes fragmented in 

policy debates because the issue is used to further a party’s greater agenda (Giddens 

2008). A cross party consensus on the reality or severity of climate change has yet to be 

reached, halting long-term policy plans to adopt and commit to climate agreements. This 

results in the public missing the full picture. Further, party polarization induces public 

polarization. One who cares about the environment is assumed to be a member of the 

Democratic Party, advocating pro-choice and welfare benefits in addition to 

environmental protection (Giddens 2008). Politicizing the welfare of the Earth and the 

future of humanity is a major impediment to progress. 

 Moving on, lack of awareness of environmental issues is difficult to measure. 

The scientific language of environmental problems (such as climate change) renders 

knowledge of such problems less accessible, as phrases like “parts per million” do not 

hold much meaning in the public eye (Orr 2006). In a college setting, lack of awareness 

about the state of “the environment” (put in quotations here as this term means different 

things to different people) was cited as a cultural barrier to progress by some informants. 

Others believe awareness is largely shared in among those with a college education.  

 Despite the integration of sustainability principles in a large amount of academic 

disciplines, behavior among campus populations around the nation remains largely 

unchanged (AASHE; Bardaglio and Putman 2009: Barlett 2008). As more information 

emerges from academia, awareness is expected to continue to grow rapidly but the 

extent to which behavior change follows depends a multitude of other factors. In 

addition to education, other factors that inform behavior change include family, income 

and social factors, connection to place and personal history (Camerer 2003). Certainly 

practical, emotional and economic barriers are placed at the individual level when 

attempting to make behavior changes, but these are specific to certain individuals and 

groups (Lettero 2009).  

 Rapport (1979) and Moran (2006) point out that as human systems become more 

complex, information becomes increasingly distorted as it has to pass through many 

nodes and scales from global to local. Information about global environmental problems 

therefore enters the mind as an incomplete picture or abstraction, distant and removed 

from immediate reality. The complexity of information transfer can result in inaction or 
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inappropriate action on community, institutional, and individual levels. Therefore, 

resistance to changing behavior may or may not concern awareness per se, but about 

how information is being delivered and the relevance of that information to everyday 

life. Lastly, perceptions of terms like “sustainability” differ among individuals and 

groups, as they depend on exposure to global environmental discourse and local context 

(Schelhas and Pfeffer 2009).  

 My experience with the Sustainability Office led to the observation that the 

public often equates sustainability with renewable energy, energy efficiency, 

transportation, and other material measures of progress. However, I did not encounter 

many conversations about the problem of western consumerism and lack of civic 

responsibility to help the environment or the poor. Sustainability agents work towards 

environmental and social health, which entails service, sacrifice, and an understanding 

of interdependence. These elements are overlooked in scientific and technical 

approaches to sustainability.   

 Objective science has a long history of legitimizing manipulative and 

reductionist approaches to the environmental phenomena (Shiva 2000). The present 

dominate rational scientific paradigm owes its roots to Greek philosophy. Democritean 

atomism explained nature in divisible atoms or mechanistic parts which could be 

mathematically understood. Aristotle’s picture of the world as taxonomical and 

hierarchical contributed to the perception of natural phenomenal as concretely 

explainable and malleable by man. Later during the Enlightenment Period, Newtonian 

physics and the ideas Francis Bacon further solidified the reductionist scientific 

approach to nature (Callicott 1997).   

 Depending solely on scientific, technological and economic measures to create a 

sustainable society puts the fate of the planet, humanity and our communities in the 

hands of economists, scientists and engineers, those who greatly contributed to the 

environmental crisis in the first place (Orr 2006: White 2009). Steadfast faith in science 

allows “experts [to be] projected as the only legitimate knowledge seekers and justifiers” 

(Shiva 2006). The most pressing issues related to sustainability include curbing 

commodity consumption, population growth, energy and water use, and greenhouse gas 

emissions. This entails developing a physical infrastructure (green buildings, condense 
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communities, alternative transportation, etc.) and economic adjustments (taxes on oil, 

local economies, cooperatives etc.) to accommodate these goals. Scientists, economists 

and technicians are certainly needed in these areas.  However, behavior changes are 

needed to make progress in all of these areas. Such behavior changes are fundamentally 

rooted in human values and priorities. 

 Science has indeed contributed to quality of life (especially in human health and 

agricultural production), has allowed humans to measure their environmental damage, 

and has created effective mitigation efforts and less harmful and restorative 

technologies. But despite scientific knowledge presented to policy-makers and the 

public, resistance to change remains a problem. This could be the result of a deep 

disconnection from nature. The spiritual disconnect to nature experienced in our society 

is arguably a product of modernization, and the result of the adopted view that objective 

science is the only way to explain natural phenomena (Simon-Brown 2010: Shiva 2000).  

 

Issues with the Current Approach 

 

 This section critiques the current sustainability approach to cultural change. This 

section continues the discussion of steadfast faith in science and technology to create 

solutions, adding context to the importance of looking at human dimensions in 

sustainability. I then proceed to explain why insisting society has a moral imperative to 

change behavior has largely been ineffective. Lastly, a discussion of the classic approach 

to environmentalism is offered. This section must be premised with the fact that current 

efforts are making dramatic progress around the nation, and around the world. 

Thousands of groups are working on sustainable projects and initiatives in the nation, 

and this is indeed a very large movement (Hawken 2009). However, this section is 

offered to present some general issues with the current movement which are important 

to consider.   

 The current buzz around sustainability involves plenty of conversation about 

green purchasing, from buying LED lights to energy efficient appliances, but 

encouragement of just buying less in general or repairing items is less common (Orr 

2007). Quantifying sustainability and creating indicators for measurement is a step in 
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right direction, as we need to understand baseline metrics and create tangible goals 

(AASHE). However, it is also argued that relying too heavily on this approach puts 

parameters around environmental destruction (ex. we make it ok to pollute the 

atmosphere so long as it does not exceed 350 parts per million). White (2009) contends 

that sustainability efforts within a western cultural framework allow business-as-usual 

capitalism to continue running its course, so long as mitigation efforts continue. Many 

environmental organizations are found to illustrate similar traits as other capitalistic 

organizations: rational decision-making, willfulness and a strong desire to get ahead.  

 White (2009) contends that if environmentalists were to humbly “make a case for 

beauty” of the Earth in legitimizing their efforts this would be met with apprehension as 

this approach is considered non-rational, subjective and unrealistic (43). Making a case 

for beauty and appealing to the heart may be worth a try, especially because there are too 

many examples of institutions and policies employing one scientific or technological fix 

after another to temporarily alleviate the environmental problems, create social or 

economic problems as a result, or to remain slow to change (Bardaglio and Putman 

2009: Heinrich 2003). But how do we appeal to the heart?    

 The issue with a stressing a moral imperative to change is that such an approach 

can actually invokes resistance to change. The moral message of sustainability stresses 

that we ought to think more carefully about our environmental impact and about how 

our lifestyles cause suffering in underdeveloped parts of the world. There are two major 

issues with this message: first, people can immediately become defensive and cut 

themselves off from the idea entirely and second, how does this message become 

situated in our everyday lives? Does it (or can it) integrate into an ideological belief 

system, or does “carefully think about my impact” get put on the to-do list next to “essay 

for history” and “gym”? These issues are addressed in Leo Hickman’s (2005) book 

appropriately titled “A Life Stripped Bare: Tiptoeing through an Ethical Minefield”. The 

book chronicles the emotions of a middle-class educated family in attempting to 

transform their lives as the result of an “ethical audit” (2005:15). Auditors point out 

where the family is excessively wasteful, what cleaning chemicals the use, their energy 

consumption, their diet, and their forms of unintentional consumption, and then auditors 

provide recommendations to reduce impacts and guidance in creating solutions.  
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 After a few months of working with the auditors, the author struggles to feel 

accomplished, as if his contributions to alleviating major problems (such as climate 

change and poverty) are marginal. Hickman to points to “inertia and apathy” as the main 

cultural barriers society is facing. Cultural inertia can be partly explained by the 

treadmills of production and consumption, but cultural values guide these treadmills. 

Apathy is derived from the perception of sacrifice, a lack of social cues to change 

behavior and the message that people have a moral imperative to change (Barlett 2008: 

Moran 2006: Moore 2010: Thomashow 2002). Apathy (or feelings of indifference) is a 

recurring theme in the literature as a barrier to progress.  

 The classic approach to environmental sustainability has not worked over the 

past 30 years because it has not made a concerted effort to challenge root causes nor the 

complex human dimensions. This classic approach typically employs the following 

methodology, from Harich (2010:5-6):   

Step 1) find the problem, find the cause, find the proper practices to change. 

Step 2) Educate people (appeal to logic) 

Step 3) Appeal to emotion 

Step 4) exhort, inspire and bargain with people to get them to support the proper 

practices. 

 Steps one and two were the most commonly encountered in my experience at the 

Sustainability Office. In my experience, identifying the problem (ex. the university emits 

literally tons of green house gas emissions) has resulted in subsequent climate 

commitments. One informant felt the administration is willing to make steps towards 

climate goals, but not sufficient enough to achieve these goals28.  Therefore, just 

knowing the problem and the solution is not enough. Step three goes further by 

appealing to human emotion. Human harmony and compassion seem to be lost in the 

current approach that disproportionately emphasizes one’s carbon footprint, diet, 

transportation, etc. Lastly, step four is somewhat dependent on charismatic leaders in the 

movement and making compromises. However, the sustainability movement is innately 

                                                           
28 Chapter three discussed how the administration at OSU recognizes the enormous challenge of meeting 
the university’s climate targets. The President of OSU recognizes growth in student enrollment would 
seriously have to be curbed to reach climate neutrality in 2025. This goal is unlikely considering growth in 
the student population will be modestly curbed but not stabilized.  
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grassroots, and the more compromises the movement makes, the longer it will take to 

make serious progress.  

 

Overcoming Barriers 

 

 This section discusses overcoming barriers by examining the personal and 

spiritual dimensions of human life. Since structural barriers merit attention beyond the 

scope of this work, this section examines some of the personal and spiritual (or 

transcendental) approaches which have the potential to create social change by 

motivating long-term behavior change. These approaches largely point the integration of 

reason and deeply personal experiences in making progress in the sustainability 

movement.   

 Sustainability could be seen as a harmonic relationship between human culture 

and the biotic world. This definition may be more meaningful to some than the abstract 

reconciliation between our environment, society and economy (Hawken 2010). Of the 

World Religions, Buddhism is the most adamant about promoting harmony on Earth, in 

the present. Buddhists feel once one finds harmony within one’s self, they become more 

effective at creating harmony in society (Sivaraksa 1992). There is a tendency to believe 

inner development is seemingly unrelated to changing light bulbs or driving less. 

However, the aim of finding harmony, as opposed to averting crisis, may be more 

affective at influencing long-term behavior change.    

 Peggy Barlett (2008), anthropologist and sustainability campus leader at Emory 

University has witnessed apocalyptic messages of environmental collapse induce 

hopelessness among students, resulting in apathy and lack of attention to the issues. So 

she is taking a new approach in student and faculty engagement in sustainability: 

integrating reason and reenchantment. In Barlett’s (2008) words, “separate from the 

rational, but not incompatible with it, [reenchantment] involves a sensory, affective 

engagement that includes dimensions of wonder and delight and embraces an identity 

that includes connections to other species and the Earth’s living systems (1077)”.  

 As a result of modernization, the natural world has become disenchanted. Being 

insulated from natural environments has created mental and physical illnesses in society, 
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and has created a feeling of detachment from nature. This feeling could be the root cause 

of our culture’s lack of concern about the environmental crisis. Contrary to the dominate 

scientific paradigm that the environment should be perceived in the sole material sense, 

as totally knowable and predictable by humans, some environmentalists believe science 

should serve to generate wonder about nature, not used to control it (Vucetich 2011). 

Anthropologists have noticed the sustainability of life ways of smaller indigenous 

groups which are reinforced by environmental feedbacks and a reverence for nature 

(Berkes 2008). Despite lengthy scholarly discussions on whether these groups where 

truly “sustainable” or what factors played into this, the consequences of our way of life 

behoove us to learn from such groups (Callicott 1994; Ember and Ember 2003).  

 The theory of reenchantment as motivating long-term behavior change was 

tested by Dr. Barlett in the Piedmont Project, a two-day workshop with the goal of 

facilitating pedagogical creativity across disciplines to incorporate sustainability and 

environmental issues into curriculum (Barlett 2008). The Piedmont Project also 

encourages faculty engagement with place during nature walks at Emory followed by 

discussions among faculty on perceptions of nature. These discussions were said to build 

camaraderie, intellectual stimulation, and enhance or alter worldviews for some 

participants.  

 Goals of the Piedmont Project were to foster imagination, playfulness, and joyful 

irreverence “needed to detach us from old consumption habits and self-definition” 

(Barlett 2008: 1079). Ultimately, the project seeks to bring about the awe inspired child 

in all of us. To illustrate multiple dimension of thinking about sustainability, faculty 

feedback after the project was grouped into the following themes: expanded systems 

thinking and connection to personal and community action, intellectual curiosity, 

moments of sensory expansion, lost in wonder or awe, peace and serenity, connection to 

childhood experiences, connection to religious, moral, or ethical commitments and 

deepened sense of care (Barlett 2008). The point of encouraging reenchantment is 

developing “stereoscopic vision” which allows us to see more of the world, thereby 

expanding our capacity to respond to sustainability challenges (Barlett 2008:1078). This 

parallels findings from positive psychology, which posit that positive thinking broadens 
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“thought-action repertoires” or the ranges of thoughts and actions a person can have 

(Carter 2011:66).  

 Reenchantment is grounded in a theory of social change in which individual 

awakening will manifest into individual action, leading to political and collective action 

which is the foundation of social change (Princen 2008). This “awakening” can be 

grounded in empirical knowledge, emotion, and/or transcendental experience. Appealing 

to all of these dimensions of humanity attracts scientists, artists, and humanities thinkers 

to a common cause (Barlett 2008; Berman 1981). It is important to recognize the role of 

the arts, music, and poetry in sustainability. Contributions in these areas can divert 

attention away from the anxiety that couples a sense of urgency and the guilt induced by 

a moral imperative.  

 Moving on, trust is needed at all levels of society to adapt to coming changes and 

cultural transition. A common commitment to principles and norms requires trust (Bell 

2012). A common commitment to union can hold a marriage together despite 

disagreements, and similarly society can be held together (and in-fact has been) through 

means of shared commitment to a set of principles or virtues. But such a commitment to 

the greater good requires trust that others will stick to their end of the deal. It also 

requires trust in decision-makers to act in accordance with a set of shared principles, not 

out of political or economic interests. As illustrated in chapter four , trust is also needed 

to remove the bureaucratic hurdles to getting good ideas through in institutions and 

communities.  

 Throughout the past, sentimental ties and shared interests have fueled 

community solidarity needed to collectively handle situations that put communities at 

risk (Bell 2012). Hopefully, we can learn from groups in the past in which trust was a 

key element of long-term group survival. Despite our level of technology, we are still 

facing a great extinction. The effectiveness of adaptive and mitigation measures to 

climate change will be contingent on trust.  Researchers, activists, and leaders learn to 

trust each other to adapt to the changes expected to come (Crate and Nuttall 2009).    

 Spiritual practices interestingly can have a role in adaptation and trust. Religion 

has a history of breaking individuals from patterns of behavior guided by self-interest in 

order to exercise charity and concern for their community. Religion has allowed 
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communities to overcome difficulties beyond rational explanation by maintaining social 

solidarity and trust (Moran 2006). A spiritual movement or modification of current 

spiritual belief systems could certainly be a means of achieving sustainability, but trust 

and solidarity need not be based in spiritual bases (consider the humanist movement).  

 Engaged citizenship is also necessary. Becoming an engaged citizen means 

uncovering the underlying reasons of political decision-making and challenging norms. 

The flow of energy in society is guided by an incredibly complex series of economic and 

social arrangements. It is therefore become a public responsibility to investigate the 

historical contexts of decision-making in order question certain policies and processes, 

and to institute changes. Simply put, becoming an engaged citizens means “asking 

questions”, knowing one’s role in the community and stepping into a dialogue with other 

citizens and leaders (Bell 2010).  

 This ties into fully understanding our interdependence as humans, as not separate 

from relationships, but instead created by them. We ultimately depend on each other, 

social systems and ecosystems for survival. And none of these parts are entirely 

autonomous, but instead working in harmony to create the conditions for life to thrive 

(Bateson 2010). An acknowledgement of interdependence may induce a great sense of 

humility, empathy and gratitude, thereby overcoming excessive individualism 

(Bardaglio and Putman 2009). Paradoxically, notions of entitlement and independence 

perpetuate dissatisfaction as they are illusory and cause the mind to struggle with 

insatiability and alienation29. Gratitude however, “has the power to dissolve alienation” 

by creating sufficiency, and indeed freedom (Orr 2007).   

 Much of the literature on climate change promotes hope.  Orr (2007) feels hope 

is different from optimism, in that it requires honesty and self-reflection. Hope without 

action however can lead a fixed state of consciousness, vulnerability, and 

disempowerment. Nelson (2010) therefore argues hope be replaced “the resolve to do 

work” as this statement is motivated by commitment to integrity (461). In a deeper sense 

integrity is developing a connection to the earth and to each other that transcends the 

success or failure of our efforts (Lentfer 2010). Those working for positive change 

                                                           
29 In chapter five, the cultural barrier of entitlement is discussed.  
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should deeply consider these ideas, as it is important to be reminded why hope and 

integrity are crucial elements of the sustainability movement.  

 A major advantage the sustainability movement has over prior social movements 

is that it does not embody a worldview or ideology. It certainly can (with regard to the 

Gaia Hypothesis or deep ecology), but it is predominantly viewed as an awareness of 

pressing problems and subsequent desire to practically ameliorate the current situation 

(Fricker 2006; Hawken 2007). So while perceived as a challenge to identity, 

involvement in sustainability does not have to radically challenge one’s particular 

political, moral, or spiritual platform. The key to progress as informed by the literature 

and informants is inclusiveness into the movement. Many people are not well-versed in 

sustainability discourse. Therefore, encouraging involvement regardless of one’s 

knowledge base should be seen as a core strategy in building the movement. 

 

 Conclusion  

 

 Understanding the cultural barriers to progress in the sustainability movement 

represents a lifetime’s worth of research, observation and interpretation. This chapter 

shows how prioritization of economic growth over ecological concerns is a structural 

barrier which limits opportunities for involvement in the movement. By focusing on 

profitable activities and technological and scientific solutions, our culture dodges the 

responsibility of making behavior changes. However, behavior changes are difficult on 

practical and emotional levels. Asking someone who works 40-50 hours per week to live 

sustainably or volunteer their time to the movement is challenging. The prioritization of 

economic security over ecological health could be seen as both a structural barrier and a 

product of cultural values.  This is because each person lives within a different set of 

circumstances.  

 In examining cultural values and norms which block progress, it is important to 

recognize the complexity of human values. As scholars point out, values should not be 

generalized nor are they absolutes. Instead they are created and recreated based on 

experience and perception. Further, assumptions about people as by nature driven by 

self-interest blocks progress in the movement. Seeing “people” characteristically as a 
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“certain way” is a form of dualistic thinking which causes cultural separation, 

generalizations and a misunderstanding of the complexity of human beings. Dualistic 

thinking creates the imagination that the environmental movement is a script, with of 

protagonists fighting antagonists, when in reality “the fight” is a complex series of 

agreements and disagreements laden with a political process and incremental steps 

forward and backward. Dualistic thinking is rampant in politics and among interest 

groups, which in-part explains the politicization of environmental and social issues.  

  In looking at some of the shortcomings of current approach, it is clear our 

understanding of sustainability still needs to evolve to include creative, imaginative, and 

deeply personal dimensions. In efforts to reconcile ecological stability with quality of 

life more dialogue is needed on the meaning of life (Fricker 2008).  Peggy Barlett’s 

work in promoting playfulness, joy and mysticism in relating to the natural world has 

shown results in motivating long term-behavior change. Barlett’s findings are the large 

step in anthropological efforts to motivate social change.  

 Many of the barriers identified in this literature review are elaborated on in the 

following chapter, which looks at what informants for this study had to say about the 

cultural barriers to progress. Like the literature review, this next chapter divides barriers 

into those which are structural and those which are found in norms and values. The 

ultimate goal of this next chapter is identify barriers to making behavior changes, and to 

shed light on topics which seem to be typically avoided in academia (such as making 

sacrifices and being willing to endure discomfort for the greater good). These topics 

were brought up as barriers to progress by informants working in the sustainability field, 

and therefore merit attention and dialogue in the academic community.   
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Chapter Five: Critical Cultural Barriers to progress 

 

Introduction 

 

 This chapter examines what agents in the sustainability movement at OSU have 

to say about the cultural barriers to progress observed within one university, in hopes to 

shed light on the deeper changes that need to occur in western culture. This chapter 

offers a snapshot of cultural barriers, some of which have already been presented in the 

literature. The objective of this chapter is to try and understand the most pressing 

barriers, not to offer an exhaustive list of them. These barriers are found to impede 

progress at practically all levels of society. In this chapter, the perspectives of 

informants add needed context and color to otherwise abstract or ungrounded cultural 

barriers. 

 This chapter is divided into two major sections titled “Structural Barriers” and 

“Cultural Norms and Values which Impede Progress”. Structural barriers are important 

to mention in an overall discussion on behavior change. While they are a product of 

culture, structural barriers are largely not within the sphere of an average individual’s 

control. Structural barriers block progress at the university, but they also make it 

difficult for individuals to afford to make behavior changes and to get involved in the 

movement. Therefore, the university is mentioned throughout, as an example to ground 

structural barriers which affect practically all of society. The second half of the chapter 

arranges barriers found within cultural norms and values into an order, from barriers 

which are more prevalent and obvious to barriers which merit more interpretation. For 

example, “awareness” is placed before “making sacrifices and addressing willingness to 

change”, as the latter is a less obvious barrier which merits more interpretation and 

discussion. The point of arranging barriers this way is to guide the reader through some 

more familiar topics and into less academically chartered territory.  
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Structural Barriers  

 

 This section looks at barriers as a result of our economic system, misuse of 

power, and social inequality. These barriers limit progress at levels of the university and 

society. In opening with a discussion on economic barriers, this section offers 

informants’ opinions concerning the relationship between the capitalist economy and 

sustainability, continuing the discussion in the literature review on the greening of 

capitalism. This section proceeds to discuss cost externalities, which are the social and 

environmental costs of a good not reflected in the good’s price. Cost externalities are a 

major reason why the university cannot make progress in purchasing practices, and why 

individuals have a hard time affording local and environmentally sensitive products. 

Cost externalities are allowed by people in positions of power who do not enforce more 

responsible practices. Therefore, misuse of power is identified as structural barrier to 

progress. Additionally, informants addressed issues with social inequity and inequality 

which undermines social sustainability and serves to limit involvement in the movement 

(at OSU and in other places) to those with a privileged socio-economic status.  

 

Economic and Power-Based Barriers 

 

 Most interviews revealed available funding as a barrier to implementing of 

sustainability-related projects. In the State of Oregon, the scope of campus sustainability 

projects has only recently (within the past decade) expanded beyond recycling programs 

and alternative transportation to include energy efficiency and renewable energy 

projects. This is the result of the increased environmental awareness and concern on 

federal and state levels, and subsequent creation of subsidies and tax credits for 

commercial energy-saving projects. Another incentive for institutions (and businesses) 

to reduce energy is the cost savings generated after up-front investments are made into 

energy efficiency and renewable energy measures.  

 Most informants addressed available money as a cultural barrier because how 

money is spent is means of indicating value. Higher education institutions are publically 

and privately funded, and decisions on what activities receive funding involve numerous 
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stakeholders. Big decisions, such as the creation of departments or programs, are 

ultimately decided by high-up committees and those in positions of power. The types of 

activities institutions fund indicates their values and priorities. Investing money into 

sustainability-related activities illustrates the institution’s value of sustainability 

principles, as recognized by Jesse: 

R: What are the cultural barriers to progress?  
I: Well money, but that’s part of culture because we’re not putting 
enough value on what we need to achieve.  That seems to be a really 
common barrier for a lot of things, ha. A lot of things in sustainability 
will take work and put it back into the hands of people, like its more labor 
intensive, which is awesome because it creates jobs but it costs money to 
pay people, at least from a recycling perspective. 

 
 Campus recycling needs human labor for most projects which mechanical 

processes cannot accomplish. As a staff member for Campus Recycling, Jesse knows 

how labor intensive recycling can be. It took twenty volunteers to sort recycling and 

compost out of trash bags after one Beaver football game.  In addition to sorting and 

transporting waste and recycled materials, Campus Recycling employs student workers 

to pick up used office furniture and supplies from campus buildings and items left in the 

dorms after students move out. These items are all sorted in the Surplus Property 

warehouse where they are later sold. These activities require considerable costs to the 

recycling department and university, and expansion of these activities depends on 

available funding, which is ultimately a product of human values. Millions of dollars 

flow through the university annually, therefore funding for expansion of recycling 

services is available, it would just need to be diverted from a different destination (or 

department). This diversion is complicated, but it can in-fact be tracked down to the 

values of people in positions of power.    

 Bardaglio and Putman (2009) dedicate a chapter to insisting sustainability builds 

the university’s value (47-62). Such value is realized through intangible assets such as 

intellectual property and brand recognition. A commitment to environmental and social 

responsibility increases value further by building reputation among universities. 

However, not all sustainability-related activities necessarily build value resulting in 

profit. Informants recognize economic sacrifices will have to be made to achieve a more 

sustainable institution. A good example is cutting energy use at the university. Student 
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enrollment continues to increase, leading to more profits, yet students require more 

building space and therefore more energy. 

 The university puts profit first because of the capitalist cultural framework it 

operates within. Considering all informants were well-educated and most had a 

background in environmental science, I assumed they had perspectives concerning the 

relationship between the current form of capitalism and environmental (and perhaps 

social) problems. So I asked a few informants if they thought their understanding of 

sustainability is achievable in the current form of capitalism. I was careful to use ask 

them about the current form of capitalism, as this system has not always been like it is 

today. In light of varying definitions of capitalism, the expression “current economic 

system” should have been used. In retrospect, this question is bit leading, but the 

literature on the subject is fairly dualistic: one side claiming the greening of capitalism is 

possible and desirable, and the other calling for a total revamping of the system 

(Bardaglio and Putman 2009: Oates 2006). I realized informants did not have all the 

answers, but could still offer their opinions on this divide. 

James’s perspective adds context to the concept of achieving sustainability in the current 

economic system:   

Money is tool, as we’ve talked about before is misapplied right now, and 
capitalism is a tool that is missaplied right now. Capitalism as a concept 
works ok, but capitalism in practice has some problems…The market 
economy is something that is fine, just not in its current form, it doesn’t 
work. –James 
 

  Informants expressed how capitalism as method of exchange is being used to 

create injustice and environmental ills. Some mentioned the need to limit economic 

growth, reinstitute trade barriers and create or reinforce bold environmental regulations. 

Elements of the system and/or human values may need to be adjusted to accommodate 

sustainability goals. An interview with Cindy, coordinator at Energize Corvallis and 

founder of the OSU Environmental Humanities Initiative, revealed more on this topic. 

Cindy believes sustainability is a way of living which allows “everything else, animate 

and inanimate, to thrive now and into the future”. She also feels humans are just one 

organism among all other organisms, and that humans should be assigned an equal value 

to every living thing. I asked her if markets could possibly be adjusted to make her 
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vision more feasible, and ultimately if a sustainable society could be created within the 

current capitalist economy, being aware she is influential thinker, not an economist: 

From what I’ve seen, in my short time on this planet. I don’t think so. 
What we are doing right now is not working and is harming things in a 
horrible way. And I don’t see how we can use that same system to fix 
things. I also believe anything is possible, and maybe there is a way to do 
it, and that’s not my work to figure that piece of the puzzle out. It’s the 
work of an economist, or someone who understands the markets and I 
don’t in that way. But can we live in a way that we continue to think we 
have the right to consume everything and to always grow our cities and 
homes and lifestyles and desires, no. And if that is what capitalism is 
based on I don’t think its possible. -Cindy 

 
 Asking if we can create a sustainable society within a capitalist economy is 

beyond the scope of informants’ daily work, but the end of this statement offers valuable 

logic. Cindy insists the U.S. illustrates a culture of perpetual growth, both in the material 

sense and in its desires. In the context of a culture of growth sustainability is 

unattainable. The relationship between capitalism and growth culture is involves a 

complex history. But our political system is believed to promote this relationship, as 

expressed by Carol:     

We have a society based on a growth economy, and our growth economy 
is going to do us in. And as long as government regulations, and 
government meaning all the way from the local level to the feds, as long 
as government regulations tie into the concept of the growth economy, 
we just have little bits and pieces thrown out to the sustainability people. 

 
On the macro-level, government agencies and politicians have a vested interest in 

promoting (and often subsidizing) the growth economy in return for campaign finance 

contributions and political support (Bell 2012). And as mentioned in chapter four , 

industries and firms must continually grow to survive in the market. The same process 

applies to higher education institutions, which have a similar structure as corporations 

(Bardaglio and Putman 2009). Therefore it is not surprising informants working for the 

university had such perspectives. Because of its emphasis on profit first and foremost, 

the growth economy is a significant barrier to progress. Investment into energy-

efficiency and renewable forms of energy has little impact when production and 

consumption continue to grow beyond the environment’s capacity to support this 

growth. As David elaborates: 
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I can’t believe that industrial capitalism, the way it is now functioning, is 
still going. I thought that it was absolutely going to eat itself up a long 
time ago. I am astounded by its, its…nimbleness and creativity. That it 
keeps coming up with the next generation of products, and more all the 
time.  

 
 A consequence of the current manifestation of capitalism is cost externalities, 

which are defined as environmental and social consequences of the life-cycle of good 

which are not reflected in the price of a good (Oates 2006). Such costs result from lifting 

international tariffs and social and environmental regulations, allowing companies to 

exploit low production costs and provide cheap products. This is why making progress 

in purchasing practices at OSU is much more difficult than installing solar panels (which 

saves the university utilities costs).     

 James stressed the point that externalities remove consumers from the 

consequences of their consumption: “if they were drilling petroleum in my back yard, if 

I needed to supply my own gasoline, I’d be a lot more likely to ride my bike, if I am the 

average person”. He cited global capitalism as responsible for masking true costs, for 

reasons already mentioned, and because “the costs of measuring costs are so much 

higher in a global economy than a local economy”.  Measuring of most goods must 

examine costs from extraction processes, production processes and distribution. Such 

measurement must look at costs along the commodity chain and the costs of post-

consumption (costs related to waste). Informants recognize conservation and renewable 

energy measures continue to be sluggish because social and environmental costs are not 

internalized.   

 As mentioned, government agencies and politicians often encourage the growth 

economy in return for campaign finance contributions and political support. Since 

externalities allow the growth economy to continue growing (at the expense of social 

and economic systems in other countries) politicians avoid enforcement of true cost 

accounting. The cost of growth is not solely the present-day status of other cultures and 

groups, growth entails costs to the future. Informants cited those in power lack attention 

to a critical sustainability principle: intergenerational equity (fairness to future 

generations). An incentive to regulate carbon emissions is the costs they generate to 

society in the future. But future costs and needs are notoriously discounted (Oakes 
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2006). This macro-level examination of barriers permeates into higher education 

institutions, where those in positions of power allow purchasing of products with 

externalized and discounted costs.  

 An important question is whether or not people in positions of power are aware 

of the destruction their actions cause.  I asked Craig, Co-Facilitator of the Student 

Sustainability Initiative if he believed people in positions of power were aware of the 

ramifications of their activities. This question was not in my interview guide, but posed 

as a follow-up question to his frustration with those in power at OSU. Here is his 

unreserved response:      

I think a lot of people can do a pretty good job rationalizing their 
behaviors, on a daily basis… lets say a CEO of a multinational 
corporation that damn well knows what they’re doing. Like lets say 
kicking indigenous peoples off of lands they have lived off of for 
thousands of years just so you can extract resources from their area. You 
damn well know what your doing isn’t right. At the end of the day I think 
there are a lot of people who know what they are doing is wrong and do it 
anyway. I don’t think they necessarily feel good or bad about it. They just 
don’t change. 
 

In discussing how people in positions of power impede progress, informants did not 

attempt to disguise their opinions. Craig emphasized how those who perpetuate systems 

of inequality and environmental degradation merit more moral criticism than average 

Americans. He articulates this moral divide well:  

I envision two types of people. The people that are much more on the 
systemic side that actively create these systems that exploit people and 
take advantage of natural resources, and those people are in my book are 
contributing more of a negative impact on the world. [for] a lot of other 
people, the things that they purchase or the amount they drive their cars, 
its certainly not a positive impact, but I don’t think its as selfish or 
malicious as some other people. 
 

As stated here, misuse of power perpetuates structural barriers to progress. This quote 

merits interpretation. Who exactly is perpetuating systems that exploit people and 

natural resources? Politicians? CEOs? It appears we normally point our finger at these 

sources for creating and recreating systems of destruction, but the public elects 

politicians and the public purchases the commodities produced by corporations with 

unethical practices. Still, I shop at the local grocery cooperative and I realize half the 

http://thesaurus.com/browse/disguise
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food there is packaged in plastics (made from petroleum based sources) and shipped 

from areas with warmer climates. Shopping totally local remains impossible because of 

structural causes. 

 

Issues with Equity and Inclusiveness 

 

 This section discusses how inequity limits the opportunity to live a more 

sustainable lifestyle. Informants felt that those who are trying to meet their basic needs 

are too busy worrying about supporting themselves or their families to make lifestyle 

changes. Furthermore, this section discusses how socio-economic class divisions limit 

involvement in the sustainability movement in higher education to those who are 

predominately white and middle to upper class. 

 In defining sustainability, informants made sure to address social equity. James 

referred to the “four system conditions” by which Natural Step30 defines sustainability. 

In paraphrasing the four system conditions James offers a description for the layman:    

The first one is that you can’t extract stuff out of the Earth faster than its 
re-deposited, and the second one is about exploitation of nature, so you 
can’t take stuff out of nature faster than it re-grows. The third one is 
persistent toxic chemicals, we can’t be as a society making all these 
things that never break down and have a sustainable society, and the 
fourth one is about equity so you can’t meet the first three conditions at 
the cost of another society, so basically, if we say we’re not going to 
mine any petroleum in the United States because its bad, but we do it in 
other cultures, other countries, your kind of cheating the system so that’s 
one of the reasons for the fourth system condition, to make sure your not 
cleaning up your act at the cost of somebody else. 
 

 To put it another way: to meet the four system conditions, harvesting of 

renewable materials and extraction of non-renewable materials must be curbed, wastes 

reduced and treated, and the environmental and social costs of production and 

consumption have to be internalized and reduced. Scholars argue technology has 

limitations in efficiency of extraction, ensuring long-term viability of natural resource 

stocks (fisheries, forests, etc.), and in reducing pollution and toxic waste (Heinrich 2003; 

                                                           
30 Natural Step is science-based not-for-profit organization involved in education and research efforts in 
sustainable development throughout the world. 
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McEvoy 2009).  Therefore, to keep consumption at its high rate and growing, social 

equity is compromised, by perceived necessity. This is the difficult reality encountered 

in pursuing sustainability. As James expressed, “its impossible to ignore that even if we 

reduced global warming, there is a toxic waste dump somewhere and people have to 

deal with that”.    

 The concentration of wealth in western society is not solely a product of 

controlling the means of production. It also is a product of displacing environmental 

costs and risks to the poor. According to Marx, fierce competition in capitalist societies 

concentrates wealth and the means of production into the hands of the few through 

gradual elimination of small independent businesses by factory-based corporations. The 

growth economy has a disproportionate affect: the rich grow at a faster rate than the 

middle-class and poor.  Coupled with on-going mistreatment of ethnic minorities 

economic growth economies perpetuate social disparity. Marx projected such disparity 

will eventually result in social unrest (McGee 2008).  

  Environmental risks such as toxic pollution are a deliberate burden on the poor 

and non-white ethnic groups. The environmental justice movement has responded by 

working to remove sources of pollution and waste from poor areas and areas of color. 

This movement has received notable attention from the public in recent years, but 

appropriation of environmental risks to the poor remains a barrier to social sustainability 

(Bullard).  

 Informants understand involvement in the sustainability movement at OSU is 

limited to those with a privileged socio-economic status. Theoretically, the 

“postmaterialism assumption” proposes those with their economic needs met have the 

luxury to care about environmental issues. The poor on other hand are believed to be so 

focused on economic needs they are unable to expand their compass of concern to 

environmental problems. In his research in China, Dr. Tilt challenges this theory by 

recognizing environmental concerns are contextual. For the poor, these concerns depend 

on exposure to environmental problems and their direct impacts on one’s health and 

livelihood (Tilt 2009:83-84). The example in China represents more severe poverty and 

high exposure to pollution, but the postmaterial assumption and Dr. Tilt’s work are 

useful in conceptualizing issues of inclusiveness in the U.S.  
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 In this country there is significant difference in priorities and abilities between 

those who are college-educated and/or middle-class and those who are poor and barely 

meeting their needs. The university represents a relatively privileged sample of the 

population. Jesse stressed the role of class difference in environmental values, let alone 

participation in sustainability efforts: 

 you can’t get somebody who is worried about putting a meal on the table 
to care about the polar bears in the arctic. That is so outside the bounds of 
what they need to focus on in their life. Not everyone has access to 
healthy food that has been grown sustainably. I look at as being…its not 
just lets just live this way its lets expand it and look how everyone else is 
living and we can be sure everyone has equal access to live the way we 
are advising them to live in. 
 

  Here Jesse sheds light on the postmaterial assumption and the critical issue of 

access to sustainable activities and lifestyles.  But the divide between those with and 

without the economic resources necessary to participate is not entirely dualistic, or 

simple to understand. Informants offered specific examples of people who are not 

abjectly poor, but those who are trying to support families and navigate a modern 

consumerist, fast-paced culture:  

A working class blue-collar family, they have an income of 60,000k. 
They have four kids they are trying to raise, they are incredibly busy 
between their career. They don’t have the kind of resources to purchase 
as many of the local resources, organic foods, or fair trade items. They 
don’t have as much time to educate themselves on all the things that go 
into that…they are living within a system that doesn’t allow them to 
make better choices  
-Craig 
 

 It is important to note that middle-class people without families still confront 

barriers to reducing their environmental impact. They may have more opportunities than 

others, but still must be financial capable of taking advantage of economic incentives 

which are unpredictably available:    

I mean there are financial constraints, with limited finances I can’t put as 
much solar on my house as I want to right now, I am actually considering 
that for this summer while the tax credits are there. And so its like well, 
I’d like to do more, I can’t really afford to do more. Its already super 
expensive just to do what I want to do. Because I have to re-roof, 
and…so there are some financial constraints.-James 
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 In the eyes of informants, an understanding of barriers to access and involvement 

among the poor and middle-class is missing from sustainability efforts. Dan, Co-

Director of the Student Sustainability Initiative, insists the sustainability message is not 

presented as necessarily relevant or feasible to many people: 

if you are a single mother with four kids on a low income, how can we 
get you to accept, A the idea of sustainability, and value that idea, and B 
do what you can to change your lifestyle-which needs to depend on what 
this person values and the world they live in. Saying buy local, buy 
organic, ride the bus, all of these things, buy less stuff, don’t buy toys, the 
options that this person has may not allow them to do all those things. 
And by advertising, oh just a few easy things you can do. Not everyone 
can do those things. 

 
 All interviewees represent a white middle-class segment of the population. They 

are acutely aware of their privileged status. In light of these observations, I asked Carol, 

OSU Extension Specialist and Sustainable Living Program founder, if she was ever 

derailed off her life path as a result of financial concerns, and she responded: 

I have the best job in the world, I can do what I want, I can travel and 
somebody else pays for it, I have people who ask my opinion, oh my 
God. What more can you ask for, and I get paid extremely well. In the 
real scheme of things we get paid really well, benefits and all that. So no, 
never really been derailed by money. I have always had enough.  
 

Carol’s status and position does not represent that of other informants, but the degree of 

difference in socio-economic status among informants is relatively small. This 

observation does not make a causal case for privileged individuals as the sole agents of 

sustainability. But socio-economic status does influence the potential to make behavior 

changes. In light of unequal access to sustainable activities or lifestyles, chapter six 

dedicates attention to the importance of inclusiveness in the movement31. Now I will 

shift focus from systemic barriers to a discussion on cultural norms and values. 

 

Cultural Norms and Values which Impede Progress 

 

 This section looks at critical cultural barriers found within cultural norms and 

values. The barriers in this section (as identified in interview analysis) include: cultural 

                                                           
31 See the section, “Making the Message Relatable: Educational Approaches” in chapter six 
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momentum, the “timecrunch”, issues with awareness, cultural procrastination, the notion 

of entitlement, a misunderstanding of rights and responsibilities, and unwillingness to 

make sacrifices. These barriers are premised on a whole set of assumptions and opinions 

about the nature of people living in western society. They are presented to further 

dialogue in these areas, in efforts to understand what may need to change culturally to 

make swifter progress in the sustainability movement.  

 

Cultural Momentum 

 

I couldn’t sleep last night for some reason, I got up a four and never went 
back to sleep, and some of the things I was thinking about were my 
childhood, and part of this was inspired by the Beatles Anthology. And I 
came to reflect on experiences brought on by this music and am like, you 
know, things seemed better then. You look at the state of things and life 
started to get less interesting I think in the 90s when everything is 
manufactured, electronic, superficial. –James 
 

 Sustainability advocates understand our materially-driven lives are culturally 

embedded. In analyzing interviews, the idea of cultural momentum was the only way I 

could describe how sustainability efforts are dwarfed by a culture heading in the 

opposite direction. Upon reflection, this barrier to progress can actually be thought of as 

an entire domain in which all other barriers could be placed into.  

 Modernization has resulted in an unprecedented standard of living. In the process 

authenticity of human culture has suffered. Over a few decades, we have seen 

globalization of western culture cover the globe. We have grown up in commodified 

“me” not “we” culture. The rate of technological innovation bombards our attempts to 

arrange the world around us. And society is speeding up on almost all fronts. The rates 

of information transfer, production and consumption are increasing (Bell 2012). Few are 

slowing down to look at the cultural, ecological and social consequences of the way we 

live. The pace of change is considerably prevalent within the university. Within a short 

amount of time new buildings are going-up, student enrollment is increasing 

exponentially and research funding is skyrocketing. The growth culture clearly 

manifests in the immediate reality of informants, those warning us to slow down. But to 
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participate in western culture and potentially make changes from within, one must keep 

up with the pace:  

Everybody is implicated, I drive a car, I have a house, but I live relatively 
low. I drive a car because we don’t have very good public transport, and 
it is hard to get around. And the whole society goes at a certain pace. I 
would be happy to see the whole society slow down, and I would happily 
slow down with it, and go even a little slower.-David 
 

 Our current standard of living is structural and normative. Decisions, events and 

wars over the past century shaped forms of energy we use, types of homes we live in, 

modes of transportation, and consumer choices. But the notion that our lifestyles are 

“normal” is a cultural construct. To our knowledge, no society in the past has lived this 

way32. The amount of material energy dedicated to the average person today is 

profoundly different than ever before. Those who understand sustainability know this 

era of energy abundance is coming to an end. They are bewildered by the pervasiveness 

and normalization of this way of life:    

It is so hard when you think about everything we need to keep our current 
lifestyles going, when we think about automobiles and everything that 
goes into making them and powering them, and when we think about all 
the consumer goods that we’ve gotten used to.-Cindy  
 
We need to go back to a more fundamental level of living that is not so 
busy. People are not happy overall I think, they are stressed, financially 
underwater and we are degrading the environment.-James 
 

 Normalization of current lifestyles fuels cultural momentum. In addition to the 

material bases of life, relationships humans have constructed with non-human life are 

normalized. These relationships have philosophical roots stemming back to Greek 

society. They are characterized by human dominance over nature, human separateness 

from other life forms and hierarchical organization of life (Callicott 1994). The 

normalization of current life ways makes it difficult to propose necessary transformative 

cultural changes. 

  The size, pace and culturally embedded paradigms of the dominate culture are 

cultural barriers to progress at any level of society, from the individuals to institutions. 

                                                           
32 The current level of our material life is unprecedented. This should be common knowledge to 
anthropologists. 
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However, as mentioned in the literature review, dualistic thinking situates sustainability 

on one end of an ideological spectrum, and a culture of rampant consumerism and 

growth on the other end of the spectrum. Therefore, ideas of the “dominate culture” and 

the “alternative sustainability culture” should be critically considered and not placed into 

a false conceptual dichotomy. It is still necessary to recognize the sustainability 

movement as a micro-culture which is dwarfed by a greater culture, but both cultures 

overlap and interact. 

 

There is Not Enough Time to Make a Difference 

 

The following quote from Michael Greenburg offers some terms to describe the 

influence of cultural momentum on our lives: 

Speed of light culture, rush-rush and go-go society, cranked up and 
compressed lives, everydayathon, monoculture of speed, and crisis-living 
mentality describe the way many of us live our lives. We feel stuck in 
high gear in work and at home, and life seems like a never-ending list of 
uninvigorating things to do at an accelerating pace over which we have 
little control. Greenberg (2012:28) 
 

 The time crunch is a product of the collective paradigm that the fast-paced life of 

the modern world is fulfilling. In her work with the Sustainable Living Project, Carol 

identified the “timecrunch” (or time poverty) as a crucial barrier to progress in making 

sustainable behavior changes (Simon-Brown et.al 2010:5). We experience a timecrunch 

when attempting fit too many activities into the time we have throughout the day, week 

and year. In essence we have the same amount of time, yet experience time deprivation 

as a result work lives, family lives, lifestyle choices, and future planning. The 

timecrunch is pronounced in higher education with school obligations, extracurricular 

activities and social life. But the timecrunch is mostly of result of keeping up with the 

pace of modern life, not a result of engaging in activities which offer deep fulfillment. 

Importantly, the barriers Carol and her colleagues identified to sustainable living were 

also barriers to doing what people personally love to do. These barriers are all related to 

cultural momentum: too much stuff, the timecrunch, and disconnections from nature and 

spirituality (which could be argued as a product of the time crunch). Carol promotes 
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raised consciousness of how we spend our time and realizing when we are consuming to 

improve our emotional state, which declines as a result of time poverty and feeling 

disconnected.  

  Time availability impedes lifestyle changes and institutional changes. In their 

experiences working with the OSU community, informants recognized a fast-paced 

time-limited work environment. Time availability is commonly cited as a reason why 

volunteers do not consistently adhere to their commitments. When our office makes data 

requests from other departments (for information on the institution’s purchasing 

practices, a building’s energy use, etc.) we experience lags in response time. Part of the 

reason for these lags however is not the additional time it takes campus employees to 

find the data we need, but that the request for some employees is new, as described by 

Jim: 

Some part of my job, its requesting data from people, and they probably 
got this request every year for 20 years from me or someone else. Rarely 
will I ever have issues with that person, because they are used to it, 
they’re doing an amount of work to give me this information, its not 
something new. Whereas I go to someone else and ask for a piece of data 
that would take the same amount of time to work on, there is just that 
initial feeling I think overall people feel overworked and under-
appreciated, these additional tasks have the response, of oh, this is more 
work, I am already busy33. 
 

 The university exemplifies a sample of the population that allocates a 

tremendous amount of time to activities that perpetuate an unsustainable society, often 

unknowingly. Many of these activities, athletics programs and research projects are 

needed to maintain the structural and functional integrity the institution. The point is: 

time availability is not a barrier, time misappropriation is. For example, OSU could run 

athletics programs without flying teams around the nation, but the choice is made to 

appropriate time (and energy) to flying.  

 The collective idea that we do not have enough time to change is partially a 

result of considering our modern life as normal. It is a result of the realistic fear of 

economic insecurity. It is the result of time squandered in overly engaging in activities 

that don’t make us happy. We have not learned to reconcile economic security and the 
                                                           
33 The concept of resisting change on the sole basis that change is new will be revisited later in the 
chapter. 



93 
 

activities we see as valuable in the pursuit of sustainability. When I asked Jesse, “what 

are the barriers to progress at the institutional level?” she responded “I think a lot of 

people are super busy and don’t have the bandwidth to think about issues like this”. This 

illustrates how we are still working on just allocating time to think about sustainability. 

 

Awareness 

 

But they don’t know what to do differently. What can I do? I bought a 
Prius, I changed my light bulbs. I understand, I believe, I send my money 
to various things. And I don’t know that’s enough, but that’s all I can 
figure out to do. –David 
  

 Literature sources emphasized awareness as a cultural barrier to progress. This 

section expands on the conversation. Even the most conscious consumers need more 

information about what they can do. The choices are not always obvious. Furthermore, 

necessary information we need to make wiser choices is not always presented to us. So 

James suggested labeling the pounds of carbon emissions that are emitted in the 

production and distribution process of what we purchase: 

I think that even as a super conscious consumer I am lacking information 
about the…for example look at just one metric, CO2. Embodied CO2 in 
the food or the goods we purchase, I don’t know if one that I am buying 
is better than another, and as a consumer I would kinda like to know that.  
If I see a number, X number of pounds of CO2 used to make this, box of 
whatever I am buying, I would chose a lower number probably. 

 
 Unfortunately, these embodied emissions numbers do not resonate with 

everyone. The scientific language of environmental problems renders them less 

accessible.  As Carol humorously expressed, “I talk to somebody, who isn’t into this 

stuff, I might as well start saying and little green men came down to my front yard. Its 

right in that same level because its so foreign.” 

 The need to come up with exhaustive scientific data to illustrate how the national 

consumption rate severely damages the environment frustrates sustainability advocates, 

as James expressed: “If we need to quantify it, if we need to hold everybody’s hand and 

say a number of consumption, or have a new unit of consumption created by the 

government [then we will].”  
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 James went on to qualify his statement: “But we need to have some base, maybe 

it’s the dollar, but we need to understand what an appropriate level of consumption is”. 

This statement gets at the heart of the sustainability dilemma: identifying needs and 

wants. And people are not necessarily aware of the changes they can feasibly make 

which are the greatest contributions to sustainability, which is discussed further near the 

end of this chapter.  

 The general theme in interviews is that most people are aware of major issues 

and not adequately concerned, but it is important to recognize the different motivations 

for educating one’s self. Not everyone has the same motivations for coming to college, 

and their choice of study is shaped by their motivations (although such motivations may 

change in college). Through working at the Student Sustainability Initiative and reaching 

out to students of all walks of life, Dan recognizes these diverse motivations: 

OSU has a strange combination and balance of people dedicated to 
learning more, dedicated to the future, and people not concerned at all 
about how the world is doing and where the world is going. Because you 
bring both types, you bring in people who are here because they want to 
learn, people who are here because they want to make a the world a better 
place. There are people who are here because it is just what you do, 
because its expected, because it will give them a better job, they will 
make more money, in their minds a better life. There are people who are 
here because of social or familial obligations, you have a really wide 
range of reasons for coming and a wide range of reasons for staying. 
 

Motivations are shaped by our values, which are shaped by our experiences, influences 

and culture we live in. Despite awareness, deeply embedded cultural constructs underlie 

resistance to change. This is the focus of the following section. 

 

Cultural Procrastination: Inability to Change in Time 

 

 Some informants believe hardwired aspects of the human mind deter society 

from thinking and acting with precautionary motives, and therefore they feel cultural 

shift will have to catalyzed by a catastrophic event. Historically, state societies have all 

collapsed as a result of conquest or occupation, a natural disaster, or from exhausting 

their resource base (Moran 2006). Current threats of economic collapse and reaching a 

tipping point in climate change (in which methane is released from the northern ice 
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sheets) abound (IPCC 2007). But despite warnings to curb consumption, large-scale 

behavior change is not happening. Sustainability advocates realize the warning signals 

are not working:  

R: How do you see culture shift coming about? 
I: “it is not going to happen by guilt and shame, its going to happen 
by…well many ways, by catastrophes, by political fiat, dictatorships. 
 -David 
 
As far as there are going to be situations, that we don’t have the option to 
limit our resources, its going to be, we are going to be forced. Its going to 
be ok, if you don’t stop reducing your consumption, your not going to be 
able to live or these other people aren’t going to be able to live, and even 
though that is true today, it is going to be on a much larger scale than we 
have seen. Its going to be much more real to people, and the impacts of 
their consumption is going to be much more tangible.-Craig 
 

 The people I interviewed and millions more continue to do the leg-work 

necessary to hopefully prevent a catastrophe, help institutions and groups become more 

adaptive and educate people. James said he experienced a time where he was very 

depressed about the seemingly hopeless situation, but that time passed when he realized 

he could still do something good, by virtue, even if he could not achieve what he hoped 

to. But like David and Craig, James believes we are culturally programmed or hardwired 

to be a reactionary, not precautionary culture: 

R: We talked about your desire to prevent a mess, not clean up a mess. 
Do you think our political system is this way? That is, one that tries to 
prevent potential consequences of our culture? 
I: Well I think it’s just human nature, and then our political system is just 
a reflection of human nature. Long term thinking is not what comes 
naturally to humans right? So if we see a short-term benefit, even if there 
is a long-term cost, I think we just not programmed that way. And for 
better or worse our political system is a reflection of our culture and 
population. And then there is feedback loops there, but overall if we have 
a messed up political system we have a messed up culture too. 

 
 James and I did not get to discuss if such programming is cultural or biological, 

but it seems to influence predictable patterns of behavior which do not include much 

consideration of greater environmental or social impacts or the aggregate effects of such 

behavior. Anthropological studies of religious and tribal groups represent numerous 

examples of self-sacrifice for the well-being of the group, in both the group’s present 
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state and into the future (Moran 2006). But environmental protection is obscured in the 

sense of its contribution to humanity. For example, one may deeply consider their family 

or community in decision-making, but not realize how driving less could mitigate 

climate change or how climate change could potentially threaten one’s family or 

community. This discussion ties into informants’ feelings on how individualism, 

entitlement and notions of rights block progress in the sustainability movement.  

 

 The Issue of Entitlement 

 

 Based on personality surveys spanning six decades psychologist Jean M. Twenge 

coined the phrase “Generation Me” to apply to those born in the 1970s, 1980s, and 

1990s. This segment of the population is described as open-minded, tolerant and 

confident but also cynical, entitled and deeply lonely. In contrast to generations such as 

the Baby Boomers, “GenMe-ers” put themselves before the responsibility of civic duty 

(Twenge 2006:18-21).  Their narcissism is influenced by common phrases like "be 

yourself," "believe in yourself", "follow your dreams" and “pursue your happiness above 

all else” throughout childhood, adolescence and college (Twenge 2006:20). But these 

phrases have no caveats or disclaimers attached. They offer no context of how to 

navigate the modern world. They are guided by notion that “there is no single right way 

to live”(Twenge 2006:19). In generations prior to GenMe, duties, responsibilities and 

principles were adhered to before personal desires were satisfied. The cultural 

framework of the past was believed to offer guidance, stability and social inclusiveness 

(the feeling of connection to a group, institution or community) to peoples’ lives. 

Ironically, the culturally embedded beliefs of GenMe result in identity disorientation. 

They result in unrealistic expectations of society when leaving college and looking for 

work in a highly competitive job market, potentially leading to feelings of 

disappointment or personal failure (Twenge 2006).  

 The popular definition of entitlement “refers to a notion or belief that one is 

deserving of some particular reward or benefit” (Wiki 2011).  Aside from potentially 

setting one’s self up for disappointment, the notion of entitlement justifies 

overconsumption and waste and serves to remove individuals from genuine participation 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=rdr_ext_aut?_encoding=UTF8&index=books&field-author=Jean%20M.%20Twenge
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in collective activities. Entitlement blocks consideration of the well-being of society, of 

humanity. Cindy thought entitlement was a powerful cultural norm which stymies 

progress: 

W: What are the culture barriers to progress in sustainability? 
I:Our sense of entitlement…on a lot of levels. Of the kinds of houses we 
can live in or the kinds of cars we can drive, how far and fast we can 
travel, what kinds of foods we can eat, any time of year we want, how hot 
and cold we keep our homes, it just goes on and on. Entitlement makes it 
sound like we’re really mean, like we can take this from everyone, but I 
think it has been this really slow progression that most of us have been 
born into. That’s what it is, a cultural barrier, and these are cultural 
problems. 

 
As Cindy expressed, the notion of entitlement is culturally embedded. It was interesting 

that she said “it makes us sound like we are really mean”. From my short experience in 

the sustainability movement, I gather the message is not “you shouldn’t think you are 

entitled to what you receive in life” but instead “consider the greater good more”. These 

are very different messages. In higher education, it seems like movement has had 

difficulty in opening dialogue about developing a healthy relationship between 

individual autonomy and community well-being.  

 Informants recognized we are heading in the wrong direction culturally, and even 

more so than before. Our direction seems to be inversely proportional to increased 

research and common knowledge of environmental problems. I will draw on another 

academic study referenced in numerous news sources to validate informants’ 

observations34.  Academic review of surveys spanning forty years found young 

Americans are less interested in the environmental causes and in conserving resources 

and in civic duties than their elders were when they were young. This study 

delegitimizes the popular reputation of young people as “green” or active in the 

movement. These personality studies use surveys, interviews and statistical analysis. 

They merit more qualitative research. Further, one informant emphasized caution with 

false value dichotomies, often presented in surveys. He made clear the fact that people 

are never totally entitled or selfless. As noted in the literature review, morals and values 

are not absolutes. They are situated on a continuum and are recreated by experience.  

                                                           
34 See Washington Post and New York Daily News citations in bibliography 
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 The argument has been made before that humans are inherently selfish and given 

the appropriate material life, will predictably exploit the natural world. As James put it: 

“human hardwiring is inherently selfish and self-preserving, I believe, but that’s just the 

pessimist in me.” Maybe there is merit to this assumption, but modern youth culture 

exemplifies outstanding selfishness relative to cultures before it. Anthropologist Mary 

Bateson believes western culture affirms the notion that we are separate from the 

relationships we engage in. She believes western culture illustrates a profound failure to 

recognize interdependency, or the ability to define ourselves in terms of relationships 

(Bateson 2010:213). David stresses this point as well: 

…we are so conditioned by our culture, and it turns out that probably 
humans are hardwired with particular kind of patterns which are partly 
true and partly delusional and necessary and never-endingly. The illusion 
of the separate self seems to be something which we kind of, are born 
with and reinforced with and probably kind of need, but almost certainly 
an illusion-we live, we die, we are all part of the same true process, but 
that’s really hard to live up to isn’t it? 

 

Carol expands on David’s point with her own observation. Here she cites modern 

technology as influencing removal from our relationships: 

There are some really, really cool people of all ages in this university, 
and there are some people who ignore the world around them. Like using 
earphones rather than listening to the geese. I am going “look at that”…or 
walking in a group and all talking on phones rather than talking to each 
other. Using a technology, it sounds so Luddite, when there are people 
there to interact with. I use the stuff because it is part of my job, but I 
don’t embrace it, and I really feel, for the first time in my life, a 
separation between the students on-campus and the people I work with.  
 

As Carol exclaims, technology has distorted our sense of connection. This is not new 

information to anthropologists. My prior research on food systems revealed food sold at 

farmers markets connects seller and buyer on a deeper level than food purchased at a 

grocery store. Meaningful direct contact between humans, via exchange or not, solidifies 

connection and dissolves individualism. But modern society abstracts human 

connections through commodity chains, prices and technology. Again this is common 

knowledge of anthropologists. The point is, connections to community reaffirm 

obligations and accountability. Connections make clear our rights and responsibilities. 
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Considering Rights with Responsibilities 

 

 The relationships that promote our survival and growth entail privileges in our 

standard of living, but they also entail responsibilities. In the following interview 

excerpt, Dan discusses the shared inability to recognize rights entail responsibilities, 

with an example of smoking and gun control policy at OSU. 

R: What are the major cultural barriers to progress? 
I: Rights, hands down. The idea that people have rights, and those rights 
just exists. The idea that you have the right to prosperity, to liberty. I 
know I said I value that, but there is in our culture a tragic 
misunderstanding of how rights work. Rights do not meaningfully exist 
without responsibility, and that’s not something I think our culture has 
accepted.  
R: Can you think of any specific observations that have led you to make 
this claim? 
I: I think a contemporary example, not directly related to sustainability. 
Two examples we have seen in the OSU community are related to 
smoking and gun control. Setting aside procedural justice issues to how 
to proposals to ban smoking and guns from campus were put forth, one of 
the major criticisms of those efforts are that they impinge on people’s 
rights. I have the right to bear arms, as guaranteed by the U.S. 
constitution. But you have the right to safety. And I have therefore a 
responsibility to not take away your safety. I think people do understand 
that rights are at conflict sometimes. But I think they don’t give enough 
emphasis to how my rights create responsibilities for you. So if I smoke, 
and I have a right to smoke, you have a right to your own health. Because 
I am smoking I am endangering that. Therefore I have the responsibility 
to do what I can to protect your health, particularly as it relates to my 
actions. In the cases of a smoking or gun ban, the complaint that by 
banning these things you’re taking away my rights, you’re also protecting 
the rights of others. 

 

The obligation to protect the well-being of others is implicitly and explicitly conveyed in 

western culture. However, this obligation is obscured by questions such as “do we have 

an obligation to protect the environment, the support system of human life?” or “how 

much of the environment is needed to be healthy and how healthy does it need to be to 

support human life?” and “do we have an obligation to future generations?”. I followed 

up with Dan’s example, asking a more difficult and abstract (but important) question: 
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R: Do people have the responsibility to consume less because 
consumption causes environmental problems that affect the health of 
others? It becomes a bit abstracted when we talk about things like climate 
change.  
I: I would say that people have a responsibility, that if future generations 
have the right to exist that current generations have the responsibility to 
make sure they have the capability to exist. If that means that by…I think 
it gets fuzzy though when you start saying “do I have a responsibility to 
consume less”, not necessarily. As a generation we probably do, but do I 
as an individual, to a certain extent yes…I think that ties into what people 
value. That is one thing that makes it really difficult to suggest you have 
a responsibility to consume less to make sure future generations can live 
as we live. Because if you don’t value future generations at all, then why 
in your worldview should you do anything? I am telling you from my 
perspective, based off of my values. I believe that future generations do 
have the right to exists and we have the right to protect that. If you have a 
completely different set of values, that argument may mean nothing.  

 
Dan makes a salient point here: that our obligation to the future is dependent on our 

value of the future. A critical hindrance of the sustainability movement is the inability to 

translate its values to be meaningful in the context of individual values and life goals35. 

The role of this translation is under the purview of higher education, the primary 

institution generating knowledge about sustainability issues (Bardaglio and Putman 

2009).  

 

Making Sacrifices: Addressing Willingness to Change 

 

Everyone has the experience where you see something at your house and 
are like, oh, I need to take care of that, and every time you see it you’ll be 
like I need to take care of that and then all of the sudden I need to take 
care of that right now because I don’t have any time left. And we’re not 
getting to the point yet where people feel like they need to take action 
right away, they are seeing the problem, and they’re like later, later, they 
put it off. –Jesse 
 

 As discussed in a previous section, informants feel there is a hardwired aspect of 

culture which arrests thinking and acting with precautionary motives, from changing 

until it is too late. The quote above suggests cultural procrastination as the barrier to 

                                                           
35 This discussion is returned to in chapter six in sections “Making the Message Relatable” and “Making 
the Message Valuable”.  
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progress, but in essence it addresses a lack of willingness to change. In other words, 

society may be more stubborn than “programmed to be reactionary” as a culture, as 

James put it. David Orr (2006) asserts we need to develop moral courage in becoming 

willing to make sacrifices for the well-being of the human community. Such moral 

courage is necessary to shift culture in the right direction. Promoting moral courage may 

especially resonate with the “GenMe” culture (described earlier), as this generation is 

pluralistic in identity yet confident. Presumably they are courageous yet lack shared 

moral foundations.  

 In her Sustainable Living Handbook, Simon Brown (et. al. 2010) asks the reader 

to think carefully about what they value and what their moral foundations are. The 

questions in the handbook suggests many people neglect thinking about (or have a tough 

time understanding) what their values and morals actually are. In such an exercise we 

may realize we have more shared values and morals than we think. Dan emphasized this 

point, in discussing his efforts to reach out to people with seemingly different values.  

  Identifying our values may yield the willingness necessary to make sacrifices. 

But what do such sacrifices look like? Sacrifices with the greatest advantage to 

sustainability are not common knowledge. And people (especially on-campus) are not 

seeing others around them make sacrifices or engage in different behavior, so we lack 

models to follow by example. But let’s start with the big picture of sacrifices, as David 

suggests:   

I am pretty radical about what it is going to take….so there it is not going 
to be enough to be energy neutral at this point. We really have to 
withdraw some of the energy we’re using and re-appropriate it to other 
species.  I am feeling like we are in-debt. It is not enough just to plateau 
out at a slightly more modest level of consumption. I feel like we have a 
lot of ground to make up. 

 
David believes that as a culture we can no longer be “energy neutral”. This means we 

cannot off-set (or counter-balance) energy we consume from one source (say oil) by 

producing energy with another source (say nuclear power). This is different than carbon 

neutral36. Every day the average person in North America consumes 30 to 50 times more 

                                                           
36 Carbon Neutrality is defined as “having no net greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions” by the American 
College and University Presidents Climate Commitment (ACUPCC). Net emissions are “the calculated sum 
of GHGs emitted minus renewable energy certificates” (Trelstad and Smith 2009:6-10).  
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energy and materials than a person living in a low-income country (like Honduras). 

Carbon Dioxide emissions are five tons per capita in this country (Wilk 2006:420-21). 

David’s prediction of what it will take aligns with that of many other researchers.  

 But questions about reducing consumption are plagued with complexity. What 

types of consumption have the most damaging impact and take the most energy? (many 

are not aware driving actually is one of the most carbon-intensive actions we engage in 

on the individual level, far surpassing carbon emissions from lighting and heating our 

homes37). Most importantly, what cultural aspirations are legitimate? Are rock concerts 

worth the carbon emitted in getting there? Do we drink coffee only twice a week? It is 

important to discuss what aspects of our consumer culture are worth preserving amidst a 

cultural transition toward sustainability (Wilk 2006; McFague 2010). In social groups 

and within institutions, these questions will eventually need to be addressed. But we 

keep putting them off. Most questions above are rhetorical, they are intended to spark 

critical thinking and dialogue. As James insisted, “we’ll never agree on what our needs 

are, that’s not the goal, the goal is pretty much, in this country, a lot of people need to 

ratchet back to some level”.   

  Because policy cannot enforce behavior change, people must voluntarily 

change. In addition to barriers discussed throughout the chapter, other barriers to 

voluntary change include: 1) many do not know what changes have the biggest impact 

2) many are have not developed or identified their values and moral foundations 3) we 

lack social cues to model the behavior 4) we have not agreed on what constitutes as 

“suffering” and as “sacrifice”.  

 As Jesse expressed, “some people feel like to move forward we just need to 

sacrifice. It doesn’t feel like a sacrifice if it is truly part of your personal ethic, or 

spiritual ethic.” Jesse’s feelings about sacrifice tie back into developing and identifying 

our moral foundations. Personal ethics and spiritual teachings entail relative degrees of 

sacrifice for the greater good, but unfortunately not all personal and spiritual moral-

systems outline how sacrifices made for the environment are in the best interest of the 

greater good. 
                                                                                                                                                                           
 
37 I found this out through experience working the Energize Corvallis on their campaign to encourage 
behavior change on campus and in the community. If desired, figures can be provided in the appendices. 
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 James offers a good example of minimal imposition of suffering in the following 

passage. He feels the individual sacrifices needed to move toward a sustainable society 

are minimal and reasonable, at least among the campus population where he works. 

Many scholars agree that small behavior changes could result have a big effect on 

environmental protection and climate change mitigation (Moran 2006; Wilk 2006).  

James uses the example of riding his bike in the rain to save energy, while experiencing 

a small amount of suffering or inconvenience:    

I think on a societal scale though our threshold for quote-end-quote 
suffering [is low], which I don’t think is really suffering. Ya know riding 
my bike to work in the rain, it may be uncomfortable for a few hours a 
year, its not what I would say truly suffering. So just to differentiate 
between that.  But to impose some more reasonable level of cost I think 
our threshold as a society is very low. I think if we just got a little bit 
tougher we’d ride our bikes in the rain, and we’d do things that would 
really make a big difference without imposing any more suffering. 

 
Not everyone has the same range of options (based on school, work and familial 

obligations) to ride a bike. Some have health problems which make bicycling difficult or 

impossible. But this quote speaks to James’s point about willingness to change. He feels 

the majority of the OSU campus population is unwilling to make small changes in their 

lives, changes which could have a tremendous accumulative impact.  

 Sustainability advocates understand how a high material status is engrained in 

our culture. They have learned over time to be cautious and considerate in addressing 

behavior change. Many emotional, personal and practical concerns go into shifting to a 

vegetarian organic diet or getting rid of the car (Lettero 2008). As Cindy put it:   

 I don’t like to shake my finger at somebody and say you should do this 
differently, I understand that there is a lot of emotion that goes with that, a lot of 
fear, and there is a lot of financial concerns that are tied up in those decisions, 
There is a lot wanting to give our families as much as we can, there is so much 
tied-up in our lifestyle, so it’s a great challenge to not only think about how to 
live differently, but actually move toward that. 

 

Cindy’s programs encourage people in the community and on-campus to cut their 

energy use through lifestyle changes. She has a tremendous amount of experience 

dealing with people one-on-one.  
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 Sometimes people are not willing to change just because it is change. It is 

irrelevant whether the change is positive or negative. I feel this way sometimes, so I can 

relate. Informants experience frustration with resistance to change without justification. 

The resistance they encounter may be a result of reasons mentioned, but they are 

perplexed: 

Usually its because they’ve done things a certain way and they don’t want 
to change it, and some of them, they really have a serious issue changing, 
like on psychological level… I can’t figure out the best way to do it, cuz 
there must be a best practices [guide] for approaching people who are 
resistant to change. -Jesse 

 
I don’t know what the issue is..it feels like when we propose projects its 
undercutting their authority or making them look bad, when its like, we 
realize maybe you just didn’t have time to do that, or that you just didn’t 
think of that, which is totally fine. Just because your prominent person in 
a trade, doesn’t mean you know everything. Sometimes its like that 
defensiveness almost acts like a break on the entire system. Instead of 
them being like that’s a good idea, yea how can I help you with this, they 
kind of turn off and dig in their heels even though they may personally be 
into sustainability in general. -Jim 

 
Here Jim is referring to proposing energy-savings projects at the university. He finds 

certain OSU personnel feel new proposals undercut their authority, assuming their work 

or approach prior to the new idea was totally inadequate. Proposing changes can be met 

with the assumption that the old way of doing things is incorrect and can be inferred as a 

character assault. The underpinning message of the sustainability movement in popular 

culture is: “we are all in this together”. Such a message ought to make some feel it is ok 

to be unwilling to make changes, at least big ones. One step at a time is the work ethic 

and approach of sustainability agents. They recognize culture shift will not come 

overnight.  

 In a discussion of making sacrifices it is important to identify boundaries to 

one’s own personal happiness. Informants conveyed the importance of balancing their 

own happiness with strenuous efforts for the greater good, both in the present and in the 

future: 

I feel like I need to balance putting a two hours a day into living slightly 
more sustainable, I need to put two more hours into…having fun, and 
enjoying life while I am here.  So there is a flip side. We certainly as a 
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society are compromising the needs of the future so we can live better 
today and I don’t want to be so extreme that I am compromising my life 
today for the needs of future generations that I’ll never know. -James 
 
And I have lived on the extremes, like where John and I were living on 
the 2 acres and trying to produce all of our own energy and water and 
food and everything, I know what that lifestyle is. So yes, I have lived 
that ecological footprint idea, I don’t know that’s necessarily the end all 
goal. But we recently went to Sierra Leone to install Solar on a school, in 
a refugee camp, and for refugees from the war and its like, we flew, so far 
to Sierra Leone to install solar on this school. When I am there I feel like, 
this is totally worth it to give these students the opportunity to be in 
school and to have some sort of electricity to help power basic things like 
phones so they can communicate because its hard for them to get around.  
But if I am only judging my life by my carbon footprint then the balance 
is off, so I struggle with that all the time. I wrote my thesis with this idea 
of having a fair share, that we all would have this fair share of carbon, 
that we’d have this allotment. I still think we need to work on this idea of 
a fair share but I think that there is like anything, it’s a really hard thing 
to do…so for me I have to make those personal decisions like everybody 
does, everybody’s trying to make the best decisions we can given what 
we know. –Cindy 
 

 This section has tried to illustrate that putting tangible boundaries around 

personal energy consumption or around the sacrifices for the well-being of the planet 

bring up important questions. For example, what factors (such as work or family 

obligations) get in the way of making sacrifices? Which sacrifices have the biggest 

impact on protecting the environment? How are sacrifices perceived by different 

groups? Some informants feel sacrifices are liberating and train a person to be adaptive 

to changing circumstances. Certainly other people may feel a discussion of sacrifices is 

an assault on individual freedom. The point to take away is that discussing sacrifices in 

an institution or community may be difficult and messy, but likely necessary in light of 

changing environmental and cultural circumstances.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 This chapter offers a snapshot of the most pressing cultural barriers to progress 

in the sustainability movement. These barriers are arranged in order of “strongly 

impeding and fairly obvious” to “presumably less impeding and more interpretative”. 
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For example, if someone is striving to meet their basic needs, making sustainable 

behavior changes can be difficult. If they have their needs met, then barriers found in 

cultural norms and values, such as the collective notion of entitlement or lack of 

awareness, can get in the way of making behavior changes. The university is mentioned 

in this chapter to illustrate how economic and time-related barriers not only block 

progress within the institution, but they create barriers to change in our lives.   

 Most of the barriers to progress in the sustainability movement are also barriers 

to happiness. For example, being crunched for time deprives us of time spent in 

activities which can offer deep fulfillment. As pointed out by informants (and in the 

literature) overworking and over-consuming are illusory pursuits to happiness, and 

alleviating time spent in these activities can increase time spent making or strengthening 

human connections, or doing the things one loves to do. Of course, a caveat is needed 

here. What if someone loves to drive SUVs all over the place? As Duane Elgin (2010) 

asserts, the point of sustainable living is living and consuming with intention, not 

quantifying every purchase and activity. This idea points leads us back to the David Orr 

(2006) quote in the justification section of this thesis: “The ecological crisis is a crisis of 

mind”(3). Therefore, sustainable living is not so much about how we behave as it is 

about how we think about our behavior.    

 How could the message that creating a sustainable society can also create a 

happy society be conveyed to people? Chapter six offers suggestions for crafting the 

sustainability message to resonate with our deep values, in addition to making the 

message easy to understand, relatable, and something we can feasibly integrate into our 

lives. But first, the following chapter will present a discussion of the sustainability 

movement as a real social movement with the potential to overcome the barriers 

discussed in this chapter if the movement was more unified.     
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Chapter Six: Overcoming Cultural Barriers 

 

Introduction  

 

 This chapter presents potential and practical ways to overcome the cultural 

barriers identified in chapter five. This chapter opens with a discussion on the potential 

of a unified social movement to disrupt the barrier of cultural momentum. Currently, the 

sustainability movement is split-up into multiple factions with specific interests (food 

systems, transportation, equity, etc.). Unification of the movement may challenge the 

cultural norms and values underlying sluggishness of cultural change in light of growing 

environmental and social ills. This chapter proceeds to discuss how the movement is 

being built at OSU, with intended further application for those striving to build the 

movement in other institutions or communities.  

 The second half of this chapter offers suggestions for crafting the sustainability 

message. This half of the chapter argues that the message (or messages) should be 

presented in a manner which is accessible, relatable, valuable and manageable to the 

average person. Making the message especially valuable and relatable may appeal to the 

creative, imaginative, personal, and spiritual aspects of human life, in a manner that 

highlights our common humanity, not rational self-interest. This chapter will argue that 

messages appealing to rational self-interest are limited in motivating long-term behavior 

change or getting people involved in the movement, in an effort to support my suggested 

framework for crafting the sustainability message.    

 

Disrupting Cultural Momentum  

 

 This section discusses the potential of a unified social movement to overcome 

the cultural barriers identified in chapter five. Although some barriers to progress are 

structural, all barriers are arguably a product of cultural norms and values (which are 

products are history, among many other factors). This section will lead into a section on 

current efforts to build the sustainability movement.   
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 A unified social movement may be more effective at creating sustainability than 

other approaches which do not challenge cultural values and norms. Currently, the 

sustainability movement is split into multiple factions, many of which are 

disproportionately focused on the environment (while working less towards social and 

economic stability). Cultural values and norms underlie continual economic and material 

growth, displacement of environmental problems to the poor, and the collective notion 

of entitlement. These aspects of modern life fuel a dominate culture which dwarfs 

sustainability efforts. Current approaches within the confines of the status quo may 

create a more sustainable culture in hundreds of years, but the scientific community 

suggests we do not have that amount of time to work on mitigating the most serious 

environmental problems, such as climate change38.  A full-fledged social movement may 

influence cultural shift on an adequate scale to avoid major environmental problems.  

 A unified social movement has the potential to disrupt the momentum of the 

dominate culture. Such a disruption allows needed interpretation, clarification and 

reformulation of the dominate culture’s fundamental norms, values and paradigms. In 

other words, disruption allows a culture to internally reflect (White 2010). Currently, the 

sustainability movement can be seen as an internal reflection mechanism to cultural 

systems (economic/political/social). Those working on world peace and environmental 

protection have even been metaphorically described as humanity’s immune system 

(Hawken 2007). But progress remains sluggish because the movement employs similar 

terms and approaches that exist within our current cultural framework (Orr 2007).  

 I learned through interviews that the current sustainability movement is not 

reaching people in a way that resonates with their core values, and Carol’s work taught 

me many are not certain of or explicit with their values. Dan felt our values related to 

sustainability are too often expressed in the economic sense. He stressed our obsession 

with economic efficiency and our inability to take a firm stance on valuing future 

generations. He felt the movement is “challenging paradigms, not creating them”.  These 

observations led me to believe a unified social movement may be the most powerful 

                                                           
38 Climate scientists are saying the next two decades of action are critical. These decades could allow us 
to get CO2 levels back down to 350 parts per million, a safe number for all life to flourish (IPCC).   
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means of catalyzing efforts to generate new paradigms and to reach a reasonable 

consensus on our core values.  

 Disrupting culture is analogous to disruption thought patterns. When engaged in 

repetitive thought, it is difficult to see things which may seem obvious when such 

repetition is disrupted.  Curtis White’s book “The Barbaric Heart” offers perspectives on 

the usefulness of disrupting cultural norms to achieve sustainability. White (2009) 

contends modern Americans are unable to internally reflect as culture. He feels North 

American society lacks the ability to see and confront our culture as excessively 

prideful, willful, violent and reliant on scientific rationality. Although conveyed by the 

book’s title, these traits are not barbaric in the colloquial sense. Instead, they have roots 

in ancient Greek society where violence and dominance were aspects of daily life. The 

ancient Greeks had an unprecedented knowledge base and standard of living during their 

time. Such aspects of Greek life were largely created by engineers and mathematicians, 

and political power ensured these positions in society. Our culture is more removed than 

the ancient Greeks from violence over nature and other groups. We all enjoy our internal 

peace relative to other nations. Some of us realize such peace is a product of externally 

displaced violence, yet we do not collectively confront this immoral situation39. Our 

reluctance to confront consequences of our society is a result of not making a concerted 

effort to identify our values, which requires internal reflection.   

 In offering a criticism of pursuing sustainability within a western cultural 

framework, this thesis does not argue that science, engineering and economics are 

unnecessary in making progress. Indeed, we owe our privileged standard of living 

largely to the work of scientists, engineers and economists. But we cannot successfully 

achieve a sustainable society without learning to internally reflect as a culture. 

Developing the capability to internally reflect likely entails an on-going democratic 

conversation to examine and question the foundations of our values and paradigms. 

                                                           
39 In chapter five, the exploitation of the developing world was discussed. Exploitation and of nature and 
other groups is removed from our daily lives, but such exploitation fuels our energy and material 
abundance. Compared to warring states throughout history, our society is relatively peaceful. However, 
peace can pose an inherent contradiction to sustainability amidst a growing consumption base. Social 
equity is compromised (somewhere in the world) to fuel growing consumption. This relationship is 
abstracted by the free market economy, which explains disparity in terms of its necessity for economic 
stability and internal freedom from menial labor.   
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Having this deep democratic conversation at all levels of society may require a 

fundamental cultural disruption (which could be a social movement, or environment 

catastrophe, or even something more subtle, like the current debt crisis).  

 Some informants referred to current scientific, technological and economic 

efforts as “quick-fix” or “band-aid” solutions to sustainability (i.e. carbon trading, 

hybrid vehicles, and CLF lights). Others felt these are tangible paths to progress which 

signal a commitment to sustainability. But whenever the profit-driven motivations of 

these efforts are challenged, “at least we are doing something” is a common response. 

We are doing quite a lot actually, especially at the university, but scientific and 

technological approaches are limited in their contribution to environmental and social 

progress (Puntenney 2010).    

 Ultimately, thinking informs our paradigms which create and perpetuate cultural 

norms, policy and economic activities (which all inform our thinking as well). At the 

Oregon University System Sustainability Conference, President of ASU, Michael Crow, 

closed his speech with the message, “cause disruptions”. He was specifically referring to 

the student population at universities, as the administration can only be disrupted to a 

degree by Campus Sustainability Coordinators. Crow was not specific about the level of 

severity of such disruptions. But in making bold decisions to foster a culture of 

sustainability at ASU, he has needed to disrupt fundamental processes at the university 

(during his speech, Crow discussed the contentious reactions from the administration to 

some of his initiatives). Similarly, interviews did not dive deep enough to discuss what 

needed disruptions would look like, but informants acknowledged something needs to 

fundamentally change both within our cultural framework and how sustainability is 

pursued.   

 A social movement which encompasses a broad range of issues can open our 

minds to what we value as individuals and collectively. In exploring of the sustainability 

movement at OSU, I noticed the movement had a disproportionate emphasis on 

environmental issues (energy conservation and efficiency, waste, transportation etc.). 

Indeed, the current state of the environment merits immediate concern (Bell 2010; Crate 

and Nuttall 2009; Fisher et. al 2006). Sustainability is notoriously equated with 

environmental protection, which follows reasonable logic, as a healthy environment 
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enables social and economic systems to thrive (Fischer et. al 2007). Despite truth to this 

logic, the movement can easily fall into the trap of being issue-specific, thereby reducing 

its power in spheres of thought and policy. In addition, a healthy environment alone does 

not ensure social and economic health40. 

 Many sustainability efforts and projects are notable but most focus on single 

communities and institutions, largely neglecting greater economic processes and 

political activities which communities and institutions depend upon for survival. These 

efforts focus on a manageable scale thereby ensuring empowerment and achievability, 

but can detract from mobilization on a greater scale41.  David Orr argues the current 

movement to “preserve the habitability of Earth” is failing because it is broken into so 

many different factions and groups (Orr 2008:2). This movement has no formal title, and 

is characterized by disparate approaches to ecological and social well-being (Hawken 

2007). Considering Anthropologists have turned their emphasis of social movement 

studies to focus on the local level, a more detailed discussion of the advantages of a 

localization movement will be offered later in the chapter. 

 In contrast to being issue and scale specific, strength of the Occupy Wall Street 

movement is the result of lacking an issue-specific approach and focusing on 

“transformative structural change, not temporary fixes or single-issue reforms… [this] is 

the movement’s sustaining power”(Gelder 2011:13). The movement seeks to mobilize 

people at all scales of society. But as primarily a social justice movement, Occupy lacks 

an environmental lens needed to recognizing the urgency of protecting the environment. 

The sustainability movement offers this lens, and like Occupy, is rooted the goal of 

improving the human condition. The point of sustaining the environment is so it can 

meet human ends.  

 In my interview with Carol, I asked her about the idea of a broad-based social 

movement, premised on the continued survival and happiness of the human family42 (I 

                                                           
40 The health of our society and economy is predicated on historical processes, cultural norms, law, rules 
of exchange, access to healthcare and education etc. The “New Ecological Anthropology” is a theoretical 
camp which insists the environment influences culture, but it does not predictably mold it.   
41 Some higher education institutions, such as OSU, network with other institutions on sustainability 
efforts, but these goals are within the confines of the Oregon University System agenda and status quo.   
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did not use these exact terms, but conveyed this idea). After all, this appears to be the 

ultimate goal of sustainability efforts, a goal which can get buried under a heap of 

energy project payback calculators, carbon footprint analyses, organic vegan dietary 

charts, etc. Here is how Carol responded to my proposal: 

what are the key factors that need to be in place, based on these 
interviews from these supposed people who know what they are talking 
about. What are the key factors that need to be in place? Then start 
plugging them in…if you are gonna go through all this trouble to do this 
project, you might as well have it mean something besides go on a shelf. 
Your social movement idea is absolutely right on, addressing people’s 
humanity. As far as I know the other approaches have not worked. 
Because what we’ve been doing isn’t working, at least not in the time we 
have. 

 
As Carol points out, new approaches are necessary. They need immediate attention. 

Chapter five emphasized why they are necessary, this chapter looks at what agents are 

doing (“the key factors [they] are putting in place”) to build the sustainability 

movement.   

 

Building the Movement  

 

 This section highlights the importance of human connections, by examining how 

the current sustainability movement is being built from the insights of informants. 

Specifically, this section looks at the process and objectives of making connections 

between core agents and individuals interested in involvement in sustainability. Then a 

discussion on core groups as key entities in building the movement is offered. These 

groups serve as connection points to a large amount of people and disseminate 

knowledge through different social spheres. In forming core groups, agents seek to avoid 

contentious interactions and identify their allies, thereby ensuring the strength of core 

groups.  

                                                                                                                                                                           
42 In her piece titled “Voluntary Simplicity and the New Global Challenge” (in the Environment in 
Anthropology) Duane Elgin discusses Living Simply (discussed later in this chapter) as integral to 
sustaining the Human Family (Elgin 2006). Her emphasis on the “human family” stood out to me. This 
term is rarely used when discussing institutional or community-based sustainability. It invokes a notion 
of inclusiveness and consideration beyond terms we normally use to discuss sustainability.  
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 In building the movement, the goal is to gradually build a network of strong 

connections and work out from the center. Initial connections should be the easiest to 

develop. “The center” of the movement is comprised of individuals who are highly 

invested in sustainability, mainly project coordinators and organizers. Beyond 

connections between core individuals, project coordinators seek to reach out to those 

who are interested in involvement but are unsure how they can contribute. Cindy for 

example, seeks to primarily connect with people who are already somewhat interested in 

sustainability, who care about it, or who are the verge of caring. I asked her how she 

responds to those who are unconcerned:  

If someone doesn’t care, I can’t let them take my energy because I need 
so much energy to do the work I am interested in doing. I more interested 
in talking to the people that are on the verge of caring. My sense is that as 
we do that, which is a hopeful outlook, but as we begin to engage more 
and more people and sort of build the momentum of this movement then 
the people who right now don’t care at all, they slowly might begin to 
care. 

 
Jesse focuses her energy on those who care or are on the verge of caring as well: 

I am big fan of low hanging fruit. I feel like finding those people who are 
already interested and basically giving them what they need to create 
change in their part of the world, they are the little firestarters that help us 
spread it. 

 
 Informants feel the most effective way to build the movement is to first connect 

with those with the potential to lead or be involved. Organizers make substantial efforts 

to train leaders, as they realize leaders are difficult to find and retain. Organizers hope 

the movement will gain enough momentum over time to pressure those who are 

unconcerned to change or get involved. From my experience it seems such momentum is 

signaled by the quality and dedication of leaders, amount of adherents, clarity in purpose 

and ability to leverage political and economic resources. But maybe the movement does 

not need this type of momentum. As major sustainability issues become more morally 

concerning and immediately urgent in the public consciousness, those were initially 

unconcerned may shift their thinking without social pressure. Cindy illustrates this 

process using the example of women fighting for the right to vote:   

when you think about the right to vote where you could have talked to 
somebody who didn’t care at all about women’s rights to vote, like they 
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had no interest in it. You could have talked to them about it for two 
months, and it wouldn’t have mattered to them at the end of that two 
month conversation but you would have been extremely frustrated.  But 
maybe if you talked to them three years later, maybe it could only be a 
five minute conversation. So that’s what I am interested in, using my time 
as wisely as I can. 

 
 By waiting for growing public concern about environmental issues and finding 

those who already care about sustainability, agents depend on the movement to 

organically form. This approach certainly has pros and cons. All social movements in 

American history were in response to social ills, but how long do we need to wait for 

environmental problems to become a serious social ill before challenging the 

fundamental values of the dominate culture43? The U.S. has largely found ways to 

remove its people from major environmental problems (by outsourcing them, cleaning 

up industry, and through environmental mitigation), but sooner or later problems like 

climate change will directly impede on all of our lives. This thesis argues swifter 

cultural change may be necessary in light of growing concerns.  

 

The Importance of Core Groups in Sparking Change 

 

 According to Anthropologist Peggy Barlett, lasting cultural influence emerges 

from “nodes of awareness and consensus” which serve as base for connections (Barlett 

2008:1078). In other words, norms emerge from core groups (bases) of similar thought 

and action. On campus, such core groups of faculty, staff and students are experimenting 

with behavioral changes have the potential to “lay the foundation for deeper 

transformation” (Barlett 2008:1078). This foundation depends on the social integrity of 

such core groups (the enduring strength of their internal connections), and on the amount 

and type of connections to people outside the group. This foundation is also contingent 

on acceptability of new changes within the group. These small groups of committed 

                                                           
43 The section on making the sustainability message valuable advocates appealing to the pre-existing 
values of the dominate culture (liberty, health, happiness, etc.). It is likely the movement will grow by 
both challenging current values and working with current values.  
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individuals are believed to eventually form political coalitions resulting in structural 

change (Barlett 2008).  

 The approach of informants to building the movement is to avoid confrontation 

and identify their allies. This is how organizers and initiators create core groups of 

change. They build primary connections within the group and to other involved groups, 

and secondary connections to individuals and groups somewhat interested in 

sustainability. Groups support each other through sponsorship of initiatives, projects and 

events. Name recognition within the community and the university is crucial to 

garnering public support: 

I’ve been really excited to see so many different organizations coming 
together, the coalition, the city, the Environmental Center, the Resource 
Efficiency group, OSU, all of these people come together and we’re 
committed to this thing and we’re going to work together to make it 
happen. -Cindy  

 
  Additionally, because sustainability is so broad and holistic, different interest 

groups can unite under a common umbrella. The Corvallis Sustainability Coalition 

serves as the major umbrella in the community, coalescing hundreds of businesses and 

organizations to work together towards “sustainability” (which merits quotes here, as 

these coalition partners have different visions and agendas related to sustainability.)      

 Core groups on-campus are created from the bottom and top. They are often 

student, staff or faculty groups, created at the bottom or the middle, or higher-up 

committees appointed or created at the top (these committees often create smaller 

volunteer task forces). Interestingly, these higher committees are usually composed of 

members who used to participate in smaller groups. There seems to be continuous small-

to-big and big-to-small pattern of group formation as groups dissolve and emerge.  

 A core group at OSU is the Sustainability Advisory Council (which is also a 

political coalition). This is a committee formulated by the University’s Provost and 

James and composed of staff and faculty across departments, including a student 

representative from the Student Sustainability Initiative. The group’s primary purpose is 

to give James leverage when he proposes new projects or initiatives to the 

administration. Members of the group also have the opportunity to propose suggestions 

to others with more ability to act on such suggestions. The advisory committee will soon 
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create sub-committees (or task forces) focused on different areas of sustainability. 

Groups like this illustrate multifaceted objectives which can result in structural and 

cultural change at the institution and potentially beyond. 

 Core sustainability groups like the Advisory Council serve three major purposes: 

1) offer a support-network, thereby backing agents in proposing changes to the 

administration 2) represent larger segments of the campus population and 3) they harbor 

“trendsetters” who have a large amount of influence over their respective network 

(department, friend group, etc.) (Barlett 2008:1078). This group also serves to implicitly 

reinforce connections between people, thereby fueling continuous motivation. Agents 

can get burned out when attempting to challenge the status quo, even though they doing 

so subtly44. Core groups promote personal dedication and keep energy for the cause high 

(or prevent energy from dropping too low). Here Jesse emphasizes the support she needs 

to motivate her work: 

I am energized by other people who are trying to achieve similar things. 
So if I was working at a university where there wasn’t a sub-set of people 
pushing in that direction, or I was the only person working towards it, I 
wouldn’t last very long, haha. I would be so tired of fighting all the time. 
I like that there is that support structure out there, and that there are 
people who share similar your values. I am very collaborative person, I 
like to do things in groups and bounce ideas… and there is all these 
people on campus we’re not connected with yet, who are really interested 
in these things, and could really help us move forward and help energize 
us in our actions…I feel like they’re really important because we can 
never reach everyone, but if we can find those people who are in a broad 
array of areas that share our values, and then provide them with the 
knowledge and the tools and the tips and whatever they need to 
implement change in their own areas, then we’re actually going to be able 
to spark things. More so than us just sitting in our offices, trying to make 
connections with as many people as possible and knowing that there is 
more than 20,000 people, ain’t gonna happen. 

 
 Carol affirms Jesse’s opinion on the importance of core groups. She has spent 

much of her time and energy creating a National network of sustainability advocates in 

academia, a core group that cuts across institutional boundaries. Carol identifies core 

groups or networks as necessary for progress, because unlike prior movements this 

                                                           
44 Those working in paid positions in sustainability have to balance efforts to “push the envelope” with 
keeping their position.  
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movement has no figureheads. Additionally, she points to the importance of human 

connections in core groups of change: 

 Its about people connection. One of the things about the sustainability 
revolution, and it truly is a revolution, there are no big leaders, its not like 
there is a Ghandi or a MLK, there are millions of leaders all around the 
world. So we are not alone in this, a lot of people are having these 
conversations…I always have this quote in my head from Milleny Colly 
who was here last year: “there is no one who is not my colleague”. So 
just have that mindset with sustainability-everybody is got something to 
contribute. 

 
Informants hope that building connections and developing more core groups will result 

in a tipping point in the sustainability movement, which I will briefly discuss.   

 

The Trajectory of the Movement 

 

  At the university, building the movement entails a very gradual recruitment 

method, beginning with small conversations and volunteer sign-up sheets, low-level 

commitments, and eventually sustained interest and friendships. Hopefully after enough 

people enter into networks and commit to building them further, larger roadblocks will 

be challenged and possibly toppled. This would be the “tipping point” stage of the 

movement within the institution. But because students’ stay at OSU is short, the greatest 

efforts of such a movement would need to occur over the span of a few years, unless 

faculty and staff were primary initiators. Therefore, it may be useful to think of a tipping 

point on the scale of society.    

 To create a sustainable society, some informants feel we must reach a social 

tipping point or critical mass, characterized by a certain percentage of the population 

who embrace and act on the principles of sustainability. Once this tipping point is 

reached a full-fledged social movement is predicted to follow. Reaching a tipping point 

motivates those making incremental changes and working on developing connections:   

We have approx. 20% of the Earth’s population that participates in 
sustainable living, frugality, whatever you want. 20% is a key figure 
because when you have 20% you start changing laws. When 20% of the 
American public said, smoking is really not cool, we started getting smoke 
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free sections in restaurants, and it tipped. But I think that is the only way 
we are going to do it45. -Carol  
 

“The more inclusive we can be in getting everyone engaged, the more likely we’ll hit 
that tipping point.” Jesse 
 
  Dan disagreed with the concept of a tipping point when I mentioned other 

informants had brought it up. He cited the Civil Rights movement, where social change 

was large in scale and scope for a short period of time, but moderate and less influential 

in certain areas as time passed. This is partly because after reaching its peak in social 

change, the movement split into different factions based on specific interests. As 

mentioned earlier, the strength of the Occupy movement is its broad-based objectives, 

but this could also lead to the movement’s fragmentation overtime. 

 The sustainability movement has yet to officially be recognized as movement. 

Yet millions of people are making contributions to a more sustainable society. Most of 

the work is being done within the parameters of the status quo. At this point the 

movement’s trajectory is unpredictable. It may manifest into a movement that pushes 

certain goals ahead farther than others (i.e. equity further than climate mitigation). It 

may also reach a tipping point and congeal factions as a result of immediate need to do 

so. This discussion ties into approaches to sustainability which attempt to resonate with 

a wide audience. 

 

Reaching a Wide Audience   

 

 This section looks at ways to make sustainability more appealing to a wider 

audience. Reaching a wider audience can build the movement further and recreate or 

modify cultural norms to align with ecological and social health. A unified social 

movement could change cultural norms by disrupting cultural momentum, but a full-

fledged movement is not the only means of changing how people think about their 

relationship with the planet. The approaches discussed here focus on the human 

                                                           
45 There is probably a much higher percentage of the planet’s population participating in frugality or low-
impact living. Most of these people are probably not doing so voluntarily (consider Africa’s continued  
poverty despite investment into urbanization and cash crops). 
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dimensions of sustainability, by making the sustainability message accessible, relatable, 

valuable and manageable to the average person.  

 By the “sustainability message” I am referring to outreach and public 

engagement messages (messages which encourage behavior change, invite people to 

events, recruit volunteers, etc.). These messages could be in any area of sustainability 

(food, transportation, waste, etc.), but messages related to energy conservation are 

especially emphasized in this section. In my experience, current energy messages are 

often created to appeal to rational self-interest, reuse the similar terminology, and 

assume a particular knowledge base about energy issues. However, many of the 

messages I encountered in my work already illustrate characteristics of the framework 

presented in this section, as this framework is informed by outreach coordinators and 

other informants at the university.  

 

Making the Message Accessible: Using the Right Language  

 

 Long-term behavior change is motivated by a shift in norms, and therefore a shift 

in thinking, or in aspects of thought (Barlett 2008). If the “ecological crisis is [indeed] a 

crisis of the mind” we need to start by looking at mind (Orr 2006:3). As language allows 

the mind to formulate, interpret and compartmentalize information, we need first 

examine the language used to convey sustainability-related messages.   

 Language largely defines and reflects culture (Strauss 1952). Therefore, to 

influence a sustainable culture, we need to make the language of sustainability more 

accessible to the current culture. Some informants felt our culture would not change 

until we saw major consequences of our lifestyles46, but we indeed can and are changing 

culture slowly.  To accelerate cultural change, the sustainability approach needs to shift 

from “challenging old paradigms [to] creating new ones”, as Dan expressed. As 

language allows us to build paradigms, new language can help express new paradigms. I 

am not suggesting we leave the English language. Instead, I am suggesting using 

different terms, word orders and concepts in crafting the sustainability message. 
                                                           
46 Recall the discussion on culture as hardwired to be reactionary in chapter five. This is a contentious 
claim which merits interpretation, collective long-term thinking is a pressing topic to think about with 
respect to sustainability.    
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Crafting the new language of sustainability is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, 

new terminology used to convey the message would likely not contain all the scientific 

jargon and breadth of knowledge presented in current speeches, projects and outreach 

efforts. The current language of sustainability can arouse feelings of incompetency, 

making the movement less inclusive.  

 For example, I recently helped coordinate a campus-wide project to encourage 

small behavior changes to reduce energy use47. Participants for the project indicate their 

energy-saving actions using an online survey, which is later analyzed to better 

understand the barriers to behavior change. In designing posters for the project, the 

project coordinator and intern team insisted we illustrate carbon savings in pounds for 

each energy-saving action. Because shorter showers are an easy way to save energy and 

cut carbon, our team designed a poster trying to convey this message. In one of the drops 

coming out of the shower, the poster reads “by cutting your shower time by 5 minutes 

you can save 12.7 lbs. of carbon per month!” This number is of little importance to those 

who have not extensively studied climate change, those who disbelieve in it, and those 

who are indifferent. I argued water savings may be more relevant to people, but this idea 

still falls within the parameters of the conventional language.     

  The relationship between shorter showers and carbon savings is complex. But 

simply put, hot showers require thermal energy, provided by a water heater powered 

either by gas on-site or by electricity. Electricity in Corvallis is provided via a power 

grid which transports electricity from locations which store energy and convert it into a 

useable form. The energy at such storage locations is procured from one or more 

sources. Sources of energy for the Northwest power grid primarily include hydropower, 

coal and natural gas. Coal and natural gas go through a combustion process to generate 

energy. The combustion process creates wastes, which are emitted into the atmosphere 

in the form of various gases and solid wastes. These greenhouse gases48 (which are 

usually different forms of carbon, not just CO2) are absorbed and re-emitted solar 

                                                           
47 Recall the discussion of the Campus Carbon Challenge in the OSU Case Study chapter, in the section 
“Human Dimensions”. This project is now called “Campuses Take Charge” to convey the message of 
empowerment.  
48 “A greenhouse gas (GHG) is any gas that contributes to anthropogenic global warming including, but 
not limited to, carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, hydrofluorocarbons, perfluorocarbons, and 
sulfur hexafluoride.” (Trelstad and Smith 2009:6) 
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radiation into the air, thereby warming the atmosphere (Trelstad and Smith 2009). To 

see the poster discussed in section, see appendix three. 

 This is a simple explanation to illustrate the relationship between shorter showers 

and their impact on climate change, a relationship which should not be assumed as 

common knowledge. This example tries to illustrate why it is important to “dumb down” 

the situation and call for action, as Jesse put it, to make the movement more inclusive. 

 Use of inadequate language is also an issue in trying to convince those in power 

to prioritize sustainability. David Orr (2008) feels the difficulty of influencing decision-

makers is the result making a case for sustainability using preferred scientific and 

economic terminology: 

For twenty years or longer, we have tried to be reasonable on their terms, 
in the belief that we could persuade the powerful if we only offered 
enough reason, data, evidence, and logic. We have quantified the decline 
of species, ecosystems, and now planetary systems in exhaustive 
detail…we accommodate the style and intellectual predilections for those 
whom the economy is far more important than the environment in the 
belief that politeness and good evidence stated in their terms would win 
the day. Accordingly, we put the case for the Earth and coming 
generations in the language of economics, science, and law. (Orr 2008:3)  

 
 Orr is inferring in this quote that the movement has not made substantial 

progress because it does not challenge the premises and values of those in positions of 

power, and it does not employ terms outside of the current cultural framework. To make 

a case for the health of the planet, we need to put the argument in different terms. 

Currently, our culturally-rooted terms, interpretations, and approaches are inadequate.  

  Different mediums of expression such as poetry, the fine arts and music are 

powerful conduits to make the sustainability message more accessible. Music, as a 

creative and inspiring element of culture, can potentially act as an impermeable conduit 

for human expression because of its enduring resonance with human emotion. Music has 

the potential to make the pursuit of sustainability fun, inclusive and fundamentally 

human. This is evident in the Campus Consciousness tour created by the non-profit 

group, Reverb. The goal of the tour is to inspire concert attendees to take environmental 

and social action. Reverb focuses on empowering students to create a dialogue with their 
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respective administrators at the university, something the Sustainability Coordinator at 

Oregon State has invested a lot of energy into (Reverb 2010). 

 Story-telling is also a creative form of expression that can put sustainability in 

different terms, as David explains: 

I understand everywhere, that scientists, particularly those who are 
involved in studying the evidence of climate disruption or species loss or 
decline of habitat are saying “HEY everybody, we have a huge problem 
here! And here it is, well documented, why isn’t anybody doing anything? 
And they increasingly come to places like the SCP and say “help us”, and 
we can say “well there are some reasons why nobody is doing anything.” 
The main reason is that facts alone don’t motivate people. Facts need to be 
married with values. You need to know if the facts are consistent with 
your values or whether they conflict with your values and people are 
generally not very insightful about articulating their own values… if you 
couple the first premise of objective facts with a normative premise of 
values then you can make a considered judgment. Then that judgment has 
to be embedded in a story-that gives guidance.  
I: Why a story, why that as the medium? 
R:  I don’t know if I ever tried to articulate that…Neither the facts or the 
values can…create a… It has to be embodied, in our breathing daily life, 
personally, and in our communities. It has to be walked, the talk has to be 
walked…the talk has to happen in several different ways, both the factual 
and the normative. And it has to be walked. So know how to walk and 
where to walk, in other words were to shop and garden and take care of 
your kids. That is so multi-dimensional and so subtle, that only story is 
multifaceted enough to do it. 
 

 As David states, “facts alone do not motivate people”. Story-telling is 

emphasized by the Spring Creek Project because stories embody morals concerning how 

one ought to live. Found throughout pre-history and within folklore, oral stories firmly 

root values and morals. In our interview, David also expressed that stories can channel 

fundamental human emotions, such as envy, towards positive ends. David believes he 

can tell a good story about his rewarding experience not going on vacation, but instead 

staying home and gardening, making his peers who do travel away on vacation envious 

of his experience.   

 As expressed by David, the language of science is not enough to catalyze social 

change premised on a moral imperative. There are two primary perspectives concerning 

the relationship between scientific knowledge and morality. Dr. Moore (2010) argues 
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science alone does not tell us how we ought to live49. Science offers no moral guidelines 

for appropriate behavior. In light of this argument, I asked Craig, “do you think with the 

right amount of education, a sense of right and wrong becomes intuitive?” In retrospect 

this is a fairly abstract question, but here is his response:  

Say you mug someone, you are impacting not just that person, but other 
people in their life. Knowing the impact of an action doesn’t end there, 
there is a ripple or a butterfly effect. It is so complex and infinite in the 
number of things that action touches and impacts. 
  

 As Craig suggests, being educated in the science of environmental problems 

allows one to see the series of consequences their actions generate. This can get very 

complicated when we think about the life-cycle consequences of a good generated by its 

extraction, production, distribution, consumption and waste. Having the ability to even 

vaguely understand all the consequences of our choices and having the resources to 

make better choices (i.e. sufficient income to buy local food) are assets of a privileged 

socio-economic class50. Dr. Moore’s position is that we cannot assume that good 

education alone can generate a moral compass needed for sustainable living. Therefore, 

the development of such a moral compass depends on how education is delivered.  

  

Making the Message Relatable: Educational approaches  

 

 This section discusses how to make the sustainability message more relatable to 

people. This section argues that developing a language of care in sustainability discourse 

has great potential to compliment a language of science. Additionally, this section 

stresses the importance of relating to young people, by connecting with them as peers, 

and by facilitating human connections within the in the educational delivery of 

environmental problems.   

 New terminology of sustainability should not only be accessible, it should 

convey a deeper message with themes that more people can relate to.  As Curtis White 

puts it, “we need a language of care” that resonates with an audience beyond those who 

already “get it” (White 2009:58). Genuine sentiments are needed to develop a language 

                                                           
49 Dr. Moore’s argument is returned to in a discussion in the conclusion to this thesis.  
50 Recall the section on equity and inclusiveness in chapter five. 
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of care which can compliment a language of science (Bell 2010; White 2009). Contrary 

to the popular notion modern society is driven by rationality, sentiment continues to be a 

primary driver of human behavior (Bell 2010). I asked Jesse about overcoming 

resistance to change, and she articulated an approach which employs powerful 

sentimental language:  

We need to be good listeners not just tellers. We need to recognize that 
everyone is different in the way that they incorporate some of these 
changes we might be asking in their own lives is very dependent on them. 
It is going to be different ways of doing things for different people…we 
need to do it a way that’s really welcoming and demonstrating that were 
not doing it for our own interest, that we’re doing it because we wanna 
support them.- Jesse 

 
Jesse is specifically referring to supporting people in making changes in their lives. If 

these types of messages were explicitly stated, people may feel less threatened or 

intimidated to join the movement or make behavior changes. As mentioned in chapter 

five, making personal changes can be difficult on personal and practical levels. 

Developing a language of care therefore requires nuances in approach to reach out to 

specific people. As Jesse emphasizes, “we need to meet them where they are at”.  

 To return to the discussion on the Campus Carbon Challenge, I found most 

students who take the online survey pledging to make behavior changes were motivated 

by extra credit in their courses. Thankfully the team worked hard arranging this 

opportunity with professors. Receiving gift certificates after taking the survey was 

another motivator. And those who are already involved in sustainability efforts at OSU 

comprise most participants not incentivized in other ways. This information was 

obtained by reviewing aggregate survey data. While five hundred people sign-up to take 

the challenge survey, most were driven by rational self-interest. By employing a 

language of care to compliment our approach these numbers may have increased greatly. 

Such a language would have to be honest, and convey ideas like “compassion” and 

“harmony” and even “happiness” which appear to be the true motivations of many of us 

working towards sustainability. My hypothesis is that these terms will resonate with a 

wider audience than “CO2 pounds saved” or “money saved”, so the next step after this 

thesis is to try out this hypothesis.   
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 It is important to be able to ground sustainability. To many, the future 

consequences of our civilization are not relatable to our frame of reference in everyday 

life. Unlike most tribal groups, our state society has a difficult time relating to the past 

and the future. This may be a consequence of our rush-and-go normalized lifestyles51. 

But ways the message is delivered can move sustainability from a daunting task against 

terrific odds to a fundamentally human pursuit that we can all relate to. I will briefly first 

critique the former delivery method and then discuss the latter.  

  The projected environmental scenarios presented to children, adolescents and 

young adults could be less emphasized or presented more sensitively throughout public 

education. It takes a certain level of maturity to not feel overwhelmed by the “Sixth 

Extinction”. Having the ability to “tentatively put different pieces of information in [an] 

always evolving understanding”, as David said, is a skill that requires maturity. When 

this maturity is developed is unknown, but educators should exercise caution in 

informing children about major problems and projected scenarios:  

there [are] different things that are appropriate for different audiences, I 
don’t think its useful to tell kids about big problems. I not very informed 
about that I am just cautious, I guess. At what different developmental 
stages can kids handle different things, so I think it would be easy to scare 
kids. So I would prefer not to do that. 

 
 Projected environmental scenarios (especially climate change) should be 

articulated in a sensitive manner, not only avoid the terror they can invoke, but also to 

avoid a disproportionate feeling of responsibility. If delivered incorrectly climate change 

education can be perceived as an “assault on individual agency” because the 

responsibility of mitigation rests on current generations (Barlett and Stewart 2010:210). 

This responsibility can be differentially internalized in the minds of individuals. Since 

students receive and process information uniquely, some may feel more responsible for 

environmental problems than others, causing undue stress.  

 A standard approach of higher education is to deliver information of climate 

change, ocean acidification, or growing disparity to students as individuals who are 

encouraged to individually tackle these issues by making behavior changes. This can 

help explain the need for a social sphere among sustainability advocates to motivate 

                                                           
51 This was mentioned in the section “There is not enough time…” in chapter five. 
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their work. It can also help explain why many students feel like their efforts are marginal 

in the grand scheme of things.  

  All informants have a reasonably strong background (with a Bachelors degree or 

higher). Yet the majority of them cited social connections as a key motivator in their 

work. Here Craig stresses the desire of social connections in learning about and getting 

involved in sustainability: 

R: Would you say education played a major role in your interests? 

I: “On that note I think it was a synergistic relationship between trying to 

learn more about the world and understand it better, but I was a freshmen 

here I was new to campus and a lot of it too was the social aspect. It was 

also a really good way to connect with new individuals, particularly 

individuals that were interested in doing more than just the class and party 

scene in college. 

 The insights of informants coupled with my experience in this movement 

illustrated to me that human connections largely drive youth behavior. Certainly other 

factors, such as family influences and struggling find work in today’s economic 

environment motivate behavior among college students. We can only speculate whether 

or not social connections are a more fundamental aspect of modern life than in times 

past. Some say the advent of social media has enhanced connections, while others feel 

we now have more friends but less deeply personal friends than ever. A common theme 

in literature on modernization points to the sense of alienation many experience in the 

modern world. In higher education, alienation is pronounced. Sustainability advocates 

could see this as an opportunity to get people involved while plugging them into a social 

network. Also, people do not need to feel alienated to want to increase connections and 

extend their network of friends. The point is that most people interviewed had somewhat 

of an interest in a specific area of sustainability (such as waste reduction or policy), but 

over time connections with others in the field broadened their perspective. So in addition 

to sustaining energy for the cause, human connections facilitate more holistic thinking.       

 Therefore, educators should strive to facilitate human connections within the 

presentation of scientific knowledge connecting behaviors to their planetary 

consequences. For example, what if information about climate change was presented in 
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a lecture, and immediately afterwards, groups were assembled with the goal of learning 

more about each other, not discussing climate change? Facilitating human connections 

across social and ideological lines may serve to help students see a common humanity 

among each other. Human connections may have the power to ground abstract large 

environmental problems in care for each other, here and now, not across the world and 

in the future.   

 The task of situating human connections in sustainability discourse certainly 

merits anthropological insights, as anthropologists are trained and experienced in 

connecting to people with a variety of personality types and backgrounds. This task 

could also be informed by people working on the ground in the university. Their insights 

in connecting with young people could be especially valuable to educators.  

 

More on Relating to Young People  

 

 Some justification to explain why integrating young people into the movement is 

so critical. Because of their relatively large amount of free time to socialize (and high 

level of engagement with online social media networks52), younger people may be 

perpetuating and generating cultural norms at a faster rate than the rest of the population. 

As discussed in chapter five, younger people are less environmentally and civically 

active than generations preceding them. However, they will experience more 

environmental consequences of western society (especially those related to climate 

change) than adults do currently. They will carry a greater burden of responsibility to 

ameliorate environmental and social problems. In light of these realities, Carol proposes 

it is our responsibility to create and refine cultural norms so younger people 

automatically engage in more sustainable behaviors, without thinking about it:  

So when the time is right they will either get that tipping point where they 
get involved or at least they will have the connection. They are the late 
majority. They’re not the early adopters, they’re not the late invaders, they 
are the late majority. How do we get them involved so they just 
automatically do the right thing, because that’s the norm. That’s just the 
way we do stuff. 

                                                           
52 Facebook has 750 million users and is steadily growing.  The largest percentage of this number is under 
25 (See Facebook Stats Page in the bibliography). 
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Automatic environmentalism is analogous to “virtual environmentalism”, in which 

infrastructural changes are made to accommodate environmentally beneficial behavior 

(Bell 2012) (the details of infrastructural changes, such as creating bike paths, are for a 

separate thesis.) 

 Integrating youth into the movement is achieved by grounding sustainability with 

experiential learning, de-emphasizing serious global problems, and making a strong and 

persistent effort to connect with young people53. In observing the make-up of attendees 

at our events over time, most people are consistent in their attendance, some periodically 

attend and very few are “newcomers”. This observation illustrates that personal 

connections go further in retaining the interests of young people than internet, signage, 

newspaper, TV, and radio marketing efforts combined.  

 However, online social media is a great place to spark initial connection, offer 

updates, and create a forum for on-going dialogue. In her outreach efforts, Jesse employs 

social media as a powerful tool, as she expresses: 

One it means if they’re online go get them online, if that’s where people 
are going. If one and thirteen people in the entire world have a facebook 
account, get your ass on facebook and start using that as a way to find 
people. Also meeting them where they’re at means if you working on 
something you should have opportunities for people to jump in and they 
should be at all different levels -Jesse 

 
In essence, sustainability agents should strive to as connect with as many people as they 

possibly have time for. Personal connections serve to share ideas, inspire efforts, build 

the network and offer a sense of community. As presented in chapter five, a sense of 

entitlement characterizes modern youth culture. Ironically, the collective notion that 

youth are entitled to their material standard largely creates dissatisfaction and alienation 

(Twenge 2006). In contrast, genuine connections can help better realize their potentials 

and personalities by contrasting the dimensions of themselves with others they connect 

with. Therefore, human connections could be argued to replace the insatiability of 

consumption and create happiness simultaneously.    
                                                           
53 See appendix one for a poster advertising last year’s Sustainability Festival. The message on this poster 
was crafted to relate to young people. This was one of our most successful events, with a turn-out of 300 
or so students. At the festival music was played and friendships were developed, pointing to the strength 
of human connections in the sustainability movement.  



129 
 

 Informants’ motivation is largely reinforced by friendships of like-minded 

people working towards positive ends. Generally speaking, relationships between 

members of value-based, ideological and religious groups are powerful and enduring.  

Relationships in any community which are premised in common causes and interests 

ensure community solidarity (Moran 2006). This ties into a discussion on framing 

sustainability to appeal to dominant cultural norms and values.   

 

Making it Valuable: Framing Sustainability 

 

 In his article, “Framing Sustainability” David Orr (2010) explains how Abraham 

Lincoln framed the abolishment of slavery by employing language from core culturally 

guiding documents at the time: the Bible, the Declaration of Independence, and the 

Constitution. Using these documents and persuasive language, Lincoln made a clear 

argument that the nation was already morally against slavery. At least the documents 

which most people adhered to conveyed this message. Since “all men are created equal” 

it logically follows that “no human had the right to hold property in another human 

being” (Orr 2010:5). Lincoln’s stance against slavery was solely a moral stance. He left 

out the entire conservation of slavery’s economic efficiency or lack-there-of. We can use 

this same logic to describe our current predicament. Since no human has the right to 

diminish the life and well-being of another human, logic follows that a nation or 

generation does not have the right to diminish the rights of other nations or future 

generations54. However, the reality is economic incentives drive most sustainability-

related work55, and a moral imperative is not likely to motivate long-term behavior 

change (Barlett 2008).  

  We need to therefore present the message in a matter that resonates with core 

values (Simon-Brown 2010). The error of the current approach is assuming the receiver 

of sustainability-related information has a similar value base as the presenter of such 

information. Camerer (2003) found a host of factors including family, income, social 

factors, place, personal history, and knowledge available factor into value creation. 

                                                           
54 Recall the discussion of rights and responsibilities in chapter five 
55 This was discussed in the Structural Barriers section of chapter five  
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Looking at so many factors complicates understanding human values. This approach 

situates values on a continuum and insists they vary on case-by-case basis, which is 

probably the most accurate understanding of values. Unfortunately, outreach efforts 

need to convey a message that reaches a wide audience. Advocates therefore need to 

understand fundamental values that are largely shared. Once these values are better 

understood by advocates in the field, we can begin developing new terms and word 

orders to better convey the message.  

 Values are too often generalized and misrepresented in surveys. Surveys using a 

Likert scale can illustrate basic trends. Other survey types limit available options and 

create a reductionist dichotomy (one either values X or Y). Surveys show we value 

economic security above environmental issues (Moran 2006). Subsequently, the 

standard approach to encourage sustainable behaviors presents them in terms of cost-

savings. If cost- savings in the future no longer motivate behavior change, the message 

will have to be framed to resonate with our deepest values.  

 Sustainable living can be framed as the pursuit of happiness. Scholars have 

argued for some time that excessive consumerism, stressful work, and lack of available 

time underlie much of the unhappiness found in modern western society. They observe 

how rush-and-go lifestyles are perpetuated. They observe how most many live their lives 

without intention and clarity of purpose, racing to the next task, letting their lives pass 

them by. In describing their hopes for society, most interviewees advocate 

thoughtfulness. It would please advocates if people were generally more thoughtful, not 

necessarily thinking about getting rid of their car or eating local, but just taking time to 

think more. Being thoughtful is analogous to living with intention. Living with intention 

is reflecting upon a choice before making it. Intentional consumption is the personal 

empowerment to consume what is needed to serve the greater purposes of life. Such 

purposes are usually simple, yet deeply rewarding and mostly experiential. Living with 

intention is with living simplicity, purpose and grace (Elgin 2010). Carol has worked on 

encouraging sustainable living for most of her life. She acutely understands the 

relationship between living with intention and happiness: 

I thought that my job was help people understand what kind of light bulbs 
they should have , what kind of best low-flow shower heads there are, and 
I found out that didn’t work because I was answering questions that could 
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be answered out there already.  I wanted to get people before that time, so 
for me, it was kind of “what are the reasons why people might want to 
change their lives”? And I so I started putting programs together that 
weren’t about sustainability, or even intelligent consumption, they were 
about “do you feel like you have enough time to spend with your kids or 
your grandkids? Do you feel like you’re working all day? Are holidays 
materialistic? So I slid into it that way and just didn’t mention the S word 
because it is not something people are interested in. They are interested in 
how to give themselves more time, so they can live the life they want to 
lead 

 
Here Carol brings up a core value in American culture: spending time with family. By 

encouraging making connections with one’s family, Carol is implicitly also promoting 

less consumerism and less work. If we literally worked less as a society, there would be 

less production and consumption, and therefore less environmental harm (Bell 2010).  

Carol went on to offer her description of sustainable living as:  

…a thoughtful approach living a life that is fulfilling, appealing and 
productive. And then added later, because it is environmentally, 
economically, and socially responsible. But I don’t even think that really 
needs to be there. I think it’s the thoughtful approach that really is the key. 

 
Dan emphasized living with intention or thoughtfulness as well. Here he discusses 

aspects of the intentional community he grew up in: 

An intentional community is a community that is not created 
unintentionally. For example…Corvallis as a community was not created 
intentionally, people didn’t come together and say “we want to create a 
community for this purpose with these values” it was happenstance. A 
small example could even be a community say of any student organization 
on campus. But even though they are brought together by common values, 
common goals, they are not brought together with the expressed purpose 
of creating a community. Intentional community is a community wherein 
people have opted to do that. Often there will be some aspect of social 
support for other within the community, common features include, a 
decision-making body similar to village elders. Profit or income sharing is 
one root, based on a family model wherein, even though they come from 
different families, the community operates as a family. 

 
As Dan expressed, the premise of creating such a community is the fulfilling experience 

of successful co-habitation, resource sharing, and harmony with nature. Sustainability in 

this manner can be framed as the bi-product of happiness. In efforts to objectify 

sustainability, we look past personal and spiritual life goals (Fricker 2010). In addition 
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to spending less time consuming and working, focusing on our deeper life goals can 

enhance overall appreciation for life, thereby increasing our desire to sustain life.  

 Another way to frame sustainability is to highlight positive efforts and downplay 

deficiencies. Sustainability efforts in Corvallis and at OSU are powerful because they 

highlight achievements instead of emphasizing major problems and barriers56. As Jesse 

expresses, the goal is to: 

Focus on the positive so that when you’re working on an issue that’s negative 
your framing in such a way that’s positive-whether you’re focusing on where we 
achieved stuff,  you’re highlighting people who done things in their own lives. 

 
David feels it is important to edit the content of the message, emphasizing certain points 

that are more relatable and omitting others: 

There is a demographic study about how people respond to news about 
climate disruption compared to their politics, and their socio-economic 
status. And they roughly divide in 6 camps, so if you know their political 
affiliation and income level and something about their religious affiliation 
you know how they are going to answer that, with a high degree. So if you 
want to have that conversation you have it in a different frame, you have 
to frame it in different way. That is also relevant to how you talk about 
any of these issues. You can bring up things about conservation. You 
don’t have to bring up big stories about climate disruption in order to have 
a conversation about things you both care about. So you find things you 
both care about. 
 

James also frames efforts in a positive light by sending information about university 

accomplishments to the marketing department and the Gazette Times, which make press 

releases about OSU’s accomplishments. In reporting the administration, James mostly 

announces good news (such as the new mega-watt of solar power OSU will soon 

receive). But framing the issues as entirely positive has flaws. By solely noting OSU’s 

accomplishments, our deficiencies are masked, as James expressed. Being one the 

greenest campuses in the nation can result in complacency by OSU’s student body, 

because they are not seriously concerned about OSU’s deficiencies: 

The other thing is that we don’t really have a vocal student population 
here.  There a complacent positive group, they already pay their fees, 
many students know that already. OSU is a sustainability leader-there is 

                                                           
56 The presentation of cultural barriers in chapter five makes it seem like many of them are impossible to 
overcome. But on-the-ground efforts paint a very different picture with many victories. Paul Hawken 
made a similar observation in looking at the sustainability movement around the world (Hawken 2010). 
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complacency in success and that is across the institution. So now the 
Princeton Review said we are the best of best, what more needs to be 
done? For example, as with STARS there are no platinum schools, 
everyone is gold. Why do we need to spend 100 grand more to be the very 
best. There is risk in that too, financial risk.    

 
 Complacency may also be a result of feeling like the changes individuals can 

make are insignificant in the grand-scheme of global problems. The next section will 

now offer a brief discussion presenting solutions on an achievable and manageable 

scale, where impacts of our actions are immediately realized. 

 

Making it Manageable: Think Local, Act Local, Be Local   

 

“There are an endless number of good things to do, so everybody should pick a few and 

do what they can”. -David  

 Learning to perceive sustainability on a manageable scale promotes 

empowerment. I found this out in an interesting way. After studying global and national 

problems for some time, I felt like so many are out of the sphere of my control. I became 

curious if actors at the university felt the same way, or if they were anticipating the 

looming apocalypse and working to prevent it. So I asked them if they think about 

preventing catastrophic events in their efforts. All informants felt such thinking is fairly 

useless. Such thinking does not drive their motivation, but detracts from it. There was a 

period in their professional development however where most informants realized the 

severity of the situation and felt depressed and powerless. These feelings seemed to pass 

upon realizing their sphere of influence and ability to create change within this sphere. 

Depression transformed into empowerment by making positive changes locally and/or at 

the university. James felt everyone who reaches a point of global awareness experiences 

a grieving process, but can move pass this stage to making relatively small yet 

instrumental changes:   

I have plenty of things to worry about, I try to limit my worry about things 
outside of my control. And Jim once asked me, how do you not get really 
depressed and bogged down? How do you stay positive, feel like you’re 
making a difference when almost every tide is against you?  And so for 
me, the answer is time, it just takes time to get into a pattern to know what 
to worry about and what not to…and it is easy to get discouraged like, the 
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globe is going to hell in a hand basket. But if you ratchet back a few 
layers, how can I help that in my own little way, and that sounds very 
simplistic, and maybe very campy, but I just can’t worry about it 
anymore…I think each person who comes into this global sustainability 
awareness, if they’re thoughtful, you almost need to go through process of 
things suck, a grieving process, and finding ways out to deal with it. I 
definitively had a time where hope was harder to find. 

 
James is employed as the OSU Sustainability Coordinator. He also sits on a 

Transportation Committees for the University and City, advises design and construction 

and other administrative departments, runs a sustainability advocates program for OSU 

staff, and is on the Corvallis Sustainability Coalition’s Steering Committee and Energy 

Action Team. And he is probably involved in other activities I am unaware of. He 

certainly is “helping in his own little way”.  By working on a manageable scale (within 

the institution and community) James is able to accomplish more in his mind than 

working as a state or national level politician, stymied by bureaucratic sluggishness and 

political interests. Like other informants, his locally bases efforts give him challenging 

work and fulfillment.   

 Thinking locally makes sustainability manageable and relatable to our everyday 

life. Earlier this chapter discussed the potential impact of a full-fledged social 

movement. Indeed a movement on a large-scale is needed for some of the major 

structural adjustments towards sustainability57. Local communities ultimately depend on 

processes and decisions out of their control. The need for outside energy and is a great 

example. Because of structural reasons, it is nearly impossible for communities to 

achieve true energy independence. However, localism as a political perspective and 

social movement challenges many of the same structural barriers as larger movements. 

More tangible change is realized by actions at the local level than passive protests at the 

national level. Localism conveys messages of anti-neoliberalism, anti-globalization, 

internal currency circulation, and pro-democracy. The movement is against GMO foods, 

subsidies for industrial agriculture and for local food economies. The movement seeks 

energy-independence through energy-efficiency and renewable energy. It promotes a 

                                                           
57 Such adjustments would certainly involve changes in policies related to export tariffs, import 
regulations, removal of factory farm and oil subsidies, tougher carbon emissions regulations, labor union 
support, ending campaign finance reform, and a laundry list of other changes at the top.    
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condensed city design with natural features and convenient transportation. Ultimately it 

strives towards a thriving community life with minimal impact on ecosystems (Hess 

2009). One must recognize sustainability is inherently more manageable on local levels.  

 Making the message manageable really means: is the message physical capable 

and is it psychologically manageable? In a discussion on climate change, David offers a 

refreshing perspective on the importance of thinking locally:    

I have mixed feelings about whether evoking the scariest 
scenarios…philosophically I have a bit of a problem with it, but it’s a 
scale problem. That’s the scale in which we can see things happening that 
are not immediately accessible to us as local individuals. I have no interest 
in directly experiencing recession of the glaciers and the melting of ice in 
Antarctica. But I trust that as a informed skeptic who tries to evaluate my 
sources, I believe that is happening. I do think it does impact me. There 
was just a story on OSU’s homepage about a recent study on the impact of 
more winter storms on the west coast… So, that’s my coast. Now its 
getting a little closer to home. The weather we have had the past couple of 
days…a record wet day yesterday. All time record for July 13, 7th of an 
inch of rain. Usually mid-July has the driest days of the season. Record 
wet day. Well I am not going to jump in say that must be climate change, 
but I will say that’s consistent with the kind of perturbations in weather 
patterns that scientists are warning we are going to see from climate 
change along with record heat waves in the mid-west…now I am a 
gardener, I don’t like rain in July, but we if are going to have rain in July, I 
need to be prepared I need to cover my crops.  

 
 David tries to think about climate change in terms of its local impacts and in 

terms of his garden.  By covering his crops during summer as a result of rain, the affects 

of climate change are situated more within the sphere of his control. Regions of the 

planet which still immediately depend on weather patterns for their crops (both 

subsistence and market-intended crops) must think of locally adaptive measures to 

climate change. They cannot afford to be inactive and see this phenomenon as abstract 

and distant (Crate and Nutall 2010). The majority of public in the U.S. does not perceive 

climate change as such an immediate threat because we are removed from immediate 

dependence on the land for basic needs, and because we are largely preoccupied with the 

state of the economy (Moran 2006). Therefore, thinking locally requires actions which 

connect humans to the land, such as gardening or supporting farmers markets58. 

                                                           
58 Thinking locally also requires local investment into community-based economic support structures.          
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Thinking locally alleviates the feeling of powerlessness invoked by learning about 

global environmental problems.  

  Not all major sustainability issues lend themselves to manageable, local 

solutions. So I asked Jesse a more specific question about responding to situations out of 

her control: 

R: Do you ever get scared that one day we will get up and oil is cut off, or 
that something happened compromises our basic needs? 
I: Even to me that feels like that’s really far away. Even though it might 
not be. At least in my own life I’ve been trying to localize things and 
support different farms not only doing production of your veggies but your 
beans and grains and things like that that can sustain us…I feel like if 
something crashes, its gonna be a lot of other people that are going to be 
hurting a lot more than me, and that’s disturbing. I am fortunate at my 
economic level. If prices of food went up, we probably afford it but other 
people couldn’t. I don’t think a whole lot about doomsday scenarios. I 
personally try to focus on being proactive.-Jesse 

 
Jesse’s response to this question is empowering, realistic, grounded and energetic. 

Global-scale issues are abstract and beyond our sphere of control. In this sense, thinking 

locally not only creates more tangible benefits, it is psychologically beneficial for those 

who have a global-scale awareness of the problems and would like to contribute to 

solutions.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 This chapter offered suggestions to overcoming the cultural barriers to progress 

in the sustainability movement. Some of these suggestions are more theoretical or 

philosophical, while others are more practical. For example, proposing a unified social 

movement is a theoretical approach to sustainability. However, discussing how the 

movement is built may have practical application for sustainability advocates in other 

institutions or communities.  

 This chapter suggested a framework to craft the sustainability message. Making 

the message accessible by simplifying the language of sustainability, by using new terms 

and word orders, and by employing music, poetry and the arts as forms of expression 

may serve to reach a wider audience. It is also important to make the message relatable, 
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by toning-down (instead of up) crisis language that speaks in abstractions in time and 

space, removed from the daily lives of college students in America. Instead, it is 

suggested that educators could try making the sustainability message more relatable by 

facilitating human connections within the presentation of scientific knowledge about 

global environmental problems. Making the message valuable entails framing it to fit 

with our current morals and values. Approaches to make the message valuable should 

examine at the intersection between life goals with ecological health (this intersection 

merits a separate thesis.) The standard approach is to offer a laundry list of behaviors 

one can do to make a difference, but focusing on people’s deep life goals may produce 

the behaviors sustainability advocates are trying to encourage, as a bi-product of the 

pursuit of happiness. Lastly, making the message manageable allows people to make 

changes within the sphere of their control, and to feel empowered in making such 

changes.  
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

 

 The conclusion of this thesis presents the core arguments made throughout and 

offers some questions brought about by this study. This research made an effort to 

identify the most prevalent and persistent cultural barriers to progress in the 

sustainability movement. Some of these barriers, such as structural barriers, are fairly 

obvious and greatly impede making lifestyle changes. Barriers found in cultural norms 

and values, such as the notion of entitlement, certainly merit further interpretation and 

dialogue. Barriers rooted in cultural norms and values are in the domain of change that is 

individually possible, but are difficult to overcome as many people are socialized to 

follow cultural trends and to have particular cultural values. This socialization is a 

looming impediment on social change, but it is certainly not deterministic. Greater 

awareness of the cultural barriers to progress opens the door to change.   

 This study has attempted to show that human connections are powerful in 

motivating long-term behaviors with environmentally and socially beneficial outcomes. 

Rational decision-making has its limitations in motivating long-term behavior change. 

The modern world guided by scientific, economic, and technological progress looks at 

sustainability from an outwardly perspective. This movement works to restore the 

environment by cleaning up our streams and air, promotes equal treatment of minority 

groups, and strives to provide basic material standards for all. This movement works 

towards a cleaner, healthier and more peaceful world. Outwardly efforts do indeed 

define progress, but inner development and genuine human connections can make our 

outwardly efforts more powerful.  The most effective approach to sustainability may be 

to align materially-based, quantitative goals with the sentimental, colorful, and 

transcendental life goals. In essence, society may strive to sustain life upon coming to 

appreciate life more. Such appreciation is the product of identifying and appealing to our 

deeper values, not our superficial wants. 

  By making the sustainability message relevant to people’s everyday life, 

accessible to them, valuable in terms of pertaining to their life goals, and manageable in 

terms of physically capable and psychologically sensitive, we may be able to make 

swifter progress in the sustainability movement. This framework for the message will 
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hopefully be critiqued by other scholars and expanded upon. The ultimate goal in 

developing this framework is to test it in public engagement, in a variety of ways 

specific to the goals and approaches of outreach coordinators. Current outreach efforts 

already employ aspects of this framework in working with people, as illustrated by the 

informants of this study. Hopefully, an analysis of their combined approaches to change 

will be useful to them.     

 A few terms ago, I took a philosophy course on ethics and climate change. This 

course was first mentioned in the introduction to this thesis. The professor of the course 

taught us how to make a logical argument for why people should change their behavior 

in light of knowledge about climate change. Her approach was to couple a fact with a 

moral premise, thereby creating a “should” or “ought to” statement. For example, if one 

knows their car emits carbon dioxide, they know about the basics of climate change, 

they know climate change causes people to be displaced from their homes and they feel 

displacing people is wrong, they should not drive their car. There are some issues with 

this approach to behavior change. First, people may know the facts about climate change 

and do not believe it’s a serious problem or believe their driving has an incredibly small 

impact. Second, in practice sustainability advocates (especially paid employees at a 

university) cannot tell people they have a moral imperative to change, based on any 

amount of logic. So the approach I encountered was quite passive. With respect to 

motivating behavior change, on informant said, “people just want to have fun, they don’t 

want to be told what they should do”. As a leader of the Organic Growers Club over the 

years, this informant saw his volunteer turn-out increase dramatically after he took 

pressure off of volunteers to consistently show up to the student garden. However, turn-

out did not continually increase, but instead remains irregular, probably because people 

feel no pressure to participate and therefore come when it is convenient.  

 Therefore, making sustainability fun and necessary seems to be the goal. But 

how is this accomplished? And what type of “fun” is the most enduring human 

motivator? This is why I reflected upon the potential importance of deeply personal or 

spiritual activities to help the environment and humanity. In an age of high pluralism in 

identity and beliefs, making such activities as open to all types would have to be the 

goal. But many people who would participate may need to get more than a fun time out 
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of it. What if, instead of “recycling events” or “energy efficiency” events, there were 

“human connection events” with recycling and energy activities as part of the event? 

Offering a sense of real connection in the modern world may cast a wider net in which 

people who are just interested in positive change can participate, and it may remind us of 

exactly what we are trying to sustain. These are some of the things I was thinking about 

upon concluding this study.   
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Appendix One 

 
   Poster Design highlighting a more accessible and relatable 

sustainability message 
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Appendix Two 
 
Campus Carbon Challenge-Debrief of project 
Bo Bestvina 
OSU Sustainability Office 
  
This document is intended to serve as a guide for future coordinators, planners, and 
volunteers working on this project in the future. The April 2011 Campus Carbon 
Challenge was supported by our office, the Corvallis Environmental Center, the Student 
Sustainability Initiative (SSI), and the College of Business. The coordinator of the 
project worked with four students from a upper level Project Management course to 
carry out logistical elements, including marketing, class presentations, and events. 
Additionally, the SSI visibility coordinator contributed graphics and layout to fliers, 
posters, MU TV ads, barometer ads, and the webpage. The coordinator of the project 
created content for marketing materials, drafted and send out campus wide-emails, and 
facilitated planning meetings. An IRB application was submitted for this project two and 
a half months prior to the project. Erik Larson with the College of Business was the 
Principle Investigator for the project and responsible for the IRB. The planning process 
began in December 2010, but actual planning meetings did not begin until mid-January. 
Bi-weekly meetings were held at the Java Stop in the MU until three weeks prior to the 
challenge (meetings were then held weekly).  
Strengths of Project 
-We presented at 15 classes total (5 of them being business courses and arranged 
through internal dialogue in the college). We asked 50 class professors for a presentation 
via email and 10 accepted so the response rate was 20%.   
-Most of the courses that offered extra credit were in the college of business. It was a 
strength to work with Erik Larson, as he arranged many of these opportunities. 
-Class Presentation/cultural presentation structure was strait to the point, yet genuine. 
The incentives for the challenge were described simply as “cleaner air, healthier planet, 
and sometimes improved quality of life”. While we did not speak at many classes total, 
some sign-up sheets came back with 20 participants out of a 50 person class. 
Presentations followed this sequence: a description of what the challenge is, what the 
data is being used for, benefits of participation (the “why”), information on upcoming 
events, and thanks to both the class and professor for their time and involvement. 
-Students working on the project were highly organized, dependable, and enthusiastic  
-Facebook and webpage content were fairly developed at least a month prior to the first 
survey opening. Facebook invitations contributed a lot to support 
-Graphics were professionally created and cost for printing color graphics (for fliers and 
posters) was low because our office did it in-house.  
-Feedback from both the Carbon Challenge organizer last time and from the OSU 
Sustainability Coordinator was offered throughout the project.  
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-Logistical elements (posting fliers, sending emails, etc.) were all completed on time in 
line with deadlines created a month prior.  
-Cultural centers were highly supportive of the project. Presenting at their staff meetings 
received significant additional participants (even after the center had fliers and 
handouts). 
-Online links from the OSU Ecologue and Powered By Orange to the Carbon Challenge 
Page were effective. Online marketing was comprehensive. 
Weaknesses 
-Late IRB submission pushed the project back. This could be inferred as a strength 
however as the project corresponded with the beginning of Spring Term and an 
emphasis on sustainability in April.  
-The timing of emails inviting staff and faculty was not the most appropriate (during 
finals week of winter term). This was constrained by the IRB. 
-Students were effective in carrying out logistics, but the responsibility of content 
development rested mainly on the coordinator. I would recommend more experienced 
students to work on content with an editor before overseen by the project coordinator. 
More diverse backgrounds could improve the content aspect of the project.   
-Event attendance was low. Try to consolidate events into 1 or two and put more 
marketing into them. Maybe join with other events which already have campus-wide 
support.  
-Communication between the PI, coordinator (co-PI), and outside stakeholder (rep. from 
the last CCC) was not entirely effective during the first stages of the project. This could 
be resolved by a better definition of roles and responsibilities early on.  
-The coordinator did not recruit enough staff support from the SSI. After two SSI staff 
dropped out the project, the coordinator found two replacements, but two more (for a 
total of 4) would have been ideal. 
-A well-known speaker presenting to a wide audience could have attracted additional 
support. 
-Events should have been solidified a few weeks earlier when they were to improve 
attendance. This could also be improved with signs or chalk to signal the event the day 
of.  
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Appendix Three 

 
 A poster used to promote Campuses Take Charge to portray inaccessibility of the 

sustainability message (in the water drop).   
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Appendix Four 

1. What sparked your interest in sustainability? 
-What role did education play in creating your interest in sustainability? 
-Have experiences in nature played a role in your value systems? If so, how so? What 
types of feelings do you get when you are in nature? 

1. What in your mind is the popular definition of sustainability? How do you 
define it? Do you define it differently? 

-Does the concept of sustainability invoke deeper feelings in you? 
2. Please explain the progression of events which brought you to this position or 

role at the university. How did you get to where you are today? 
3. Why are you concerned about the future state of planet?  
4. What do you enjoy about being a part of the sustainability movement at OSU?  
5. What motivates you? What gets you out of bed in the morning the morning to 

do the work you do? 
6. For Students: Do you think you may pursue a future career in a sustainability 

related field? Why or why not? 
7. For Staff: Do you intend to continue working for sustainability at OSU?  Do 

you intend to ever work in a different sector or different field? Why or why not? 
8. How do you perceive the future state of the planet in the next 50 years? Would 

you consider yourself an optimist, pessimist, or realist? 
9. What are your opinions about the economic approach to sustainability?  
10. What do you think about businesses and institutions using sustainability to 

market themselves? 
11. What do you see as the main cultural barriers to progress in the sustainability 

movement? Please take your time on this question. 
-What do you see as cultural barriers to progress within the university? Are there aspects 
of university culture that you see as distinct from culture outside the university? 
-Do you think current approaches are working to motivate behavior change? If yes, 
explain. If no, why not? 

12. Do you encounter barriers to exercising the concept of sustainability in your 
own personal life? 

-Are these barriers cultural, economic, practical, or something else? 
-Do you believe that your idea of sustainability is a popular one? 
-Do you ever feel like you are in a minority culture? 

13. How has the sustainability movement made recent progress at OSU?  
-What were the major events, initiatives, and people that contributed? 
-In what areas do you think we are strong? 
-In what areas do you feel we need improvement? 
-What specific strategies and steps would you take to improve sustainability at OSU? 

14. What could be done to increase support for this movement?   
-What are your suggestions for overcoming the barriers you mentioned? 
-How can sustainability advocates reach a wider audience?  
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