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ABSTRACT
Encouraging environmental awareness and engagement on Marshall University’s campus is a
fundamental goal of the institution’s Sustainability Department. In working with the department,
this study sought to describe the student body’s perceptions, opinions, and rates of
environmentally friendly behaviors on campus. In addition to describing the desired population,
analysis was conducted to identify what factors influence pro-environmental behaviors within
students to produce more effective messaging and engagement strategies for the Sustainability
Department. Through the lens of the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA), individual action is
produced by behavioral intent, influenced by an individual’s values, norms, and perceived
situational control. Measures were constructed to identify the rates of pro-environmental
behaviors of students, their perceived normalcy of environmental care on campus, and their level
of personal value regarding environmental issues. While scales were lacking in reliability and a
comprehensive sample across the university population was not established, it was found that an
individual’s level of value in environmental issues did correlate with pro-environmental
behaviors as well as awareness and use of university offered environmental projects. While
further research into the beliefs and practices of students on Marshall University’s campus is
needed to expand these results, baseline data for understanding the population at hand was
produced. These data suggests that students tend to care for environmental issues, but mostly
practice on individual scales with low awareness of services offered by the university. It is
recommended that the Sustainability Department emphasize personal value and contribution to
nature in its messaging to increase future engagement.
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INTRODUCTION
Environmental stewardship is no stranger to social research nor public movements. For
decades, topics such as global climate change, deforestation, carbon emissions and renewable
energy resources have entered major news cycles and been the focus of political platforms due to
their ever-present and pressing nature (Ferguson, 2015). As a result, there have been numerous
programs and public efforts to improve environmental care, and while these efforts
have borne fruit in many ways, there is still much room for improvement and expansion. A key
aspect of advancing these causes is having clear communication regarding environmental topics
and producing effective persuasive messages rooted in an understanding of the target audience
(Corbett, 2006; Ando et al., 2019).
The focus of this study is to identify the rates of environmental care by college students
on campus and examine what leads them to participate in environmental action. The project
was created in collaboration with the Marshall University Sustainability Department. The
department strives to make sustainable living on campus achievable, where sustainability is
understood by the department as promoting energy conservation, engagement with and
preservation of nature, and reducing harmful environmental impact (Sustainability Department,
2019). While these ideations are enacted through several programs, the department reports low
general engagement. This is not to say that students do not value nature nor its stewardship, in
fact the Sustainability Department usually finds themselves consistently met with verbal support
for their mission statement by students. Rather, it is individual action that is missing by a student
body fueled by complacency. To assist in the fulfilment of the Sustainability Department’s
mission statement, this study arose to identify the causes of low environmental engagement with
students on campus and how to improve the department’s persuasive communication strategy.
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This concern is not only relevant to the larger body of sustainability research, but also crucial to
it, because all the efforts by environmental groups and institutions will be fruitless unless they
know how to mobilize the populace itself.
Research and literature regarding the ethical, as well as practical, importance of caring
for nature has a rich history in American culture. From A Sand County Almanac (Leopold, 1949)
to Silent Spring (Carson, 1962), the need for environmental communication has been present in
the nation for decades. This study advances this value, with concern towards the understanding
of how college students specifically interpret or understand what it means to be sustainable or
practice pro-environmental behaviors (Sustainability Department, 2021; Cordano et al., 2011) in
order to advocate for further action. The Marshall University Sustainability Department has
made efforts to establish trails, community gardens, and improving access to recycling and other
sustainable resources but has found themselves stonewalled by the very community they serve.
According to discussions with the department, students state they are in favor of the
department’s activities and mission but do not partake in the efforts needed to make a more
sustainable campus. This raises the question as to why such dissonance exists between the
student body’s stated values and apparent action.
To facilitate further environmental stewardship by students, research was conducted to
understand what attitudes and understandings individuals have toward environmental care.
The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) was utilized to gain insight as to how students internalize
messages about nature, stewardship, and identify how to improve persuasive messaging on
campus to increase sustainable engagement by students. As defined by Ajzen and Fishbein
(1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), TRA is a conceptual model that explains individual behavior as
the result of intention to act, as influenced by personal attitudes, perceived norms, and sense of
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social control. It, as well as the further developed Reasoned Action Approach, has been a popular
framework for understanding the effects of environmental communication and persuasion due to
its emphasis on personal attitudes, or feelings toward nature, that influence action (Lango et al.,
2019). Currently, the Sustainability Department is met with empty support by a student body that
reports a sense of value but lacks involvement. Investigating the opinions, attitudes, and social
norms of students toward environmental care using the TRA is crucial in understanding if
students truly value sustainable and to see what other factors may influence their inaction.
Through this understanding, the Sustainability Department would be able to create more apt
messaging for their target population. While this study is limited in scope to Marshall University,
the findings here could be a template for other institutions to follow in order to better understand
how individuals perceive care for natural spaces and evaluate how to improve their efforts.
The purpose of this study is to investigate the attitudes, perceived norms, and rates of
personal connection Marshall University students have towards environmentally friendly
behaviors. This study is conducted in conjunction with the Marshall University Sustainability
Department to identify not only student opinions, but to also develop recommendation on ways
the Sustainability Department can expand and improve their advertising and student outreach
based on the perspectives studied hitherto. This will be achieved by analyzing student responses
using the Theory of Reasoned Action (1980), with understandings provided by the proenvironmental reasoned action model (Nadlifatin et al., 2016) and influences from Protection
Motivation Theory (Kim et al., 2012), to decipher what personal components lead
to environmentally positive action (attitudes, norms, perceived threats or connection) and
identify what variable are lacking in the student body and need to be emboldened by the
Sustainability Department to increase student engagement.
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This study sought to gain relevant data through a mixed-methods survey investigating
engagement in environmentally friendly behaviors and identifying what attitudes and norms
enhance these behaviors. A survey instrument of 30 questions was constructed with a mixture of
Likert scales, nominal responses, demographics, and free response follow up questions to garner
a depth of understanding individual perspectives. Convergent parallel design (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2007) will be utilized for data-validation variant between quantitative and qualitative
results. By reviewing the themes presented within participant responses and aligning these
perspectives with their nominal and Likert responses provides a more in depth understand of the
attitudes, norms, and perceived control students have that are instrumental in TRA (Ajzen &
Fishbein 1980). With this gain in descriptive knowledge, the study will prescribe methods for the
university’s Sustainability Department to further encourage environmentally positive actions.
As environmental concerns grow worldwide, learning what drives individuals to practice
sustainable living habits is paramount. While this study is limited in scope and generalizability, it
can still serve not only as a suitable template for other university studies but will also produce
practical data and implications for the Sustainability Department on campus. This can contribute
to a potential cascade of environmentally positive attitudes, norms, and finally behaviors on
campus to create a culture of sustainability and environmental stewardship. In order to garner
this understanding, meaningful theoretical frameworks need to be established and the current
context of environmental perceptions of college students advanced.
TERMINOLOGY
Pro-environmental behavior - actions and activities individuals participate in that are seen to
have positive impacts on nature or are performed with intent to be environmentally conscientious
(Cordano et al., 2011).
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Sustainability/sustainable living – enacting the practices, or incorporating the habits and
activities, into one’s life that reduce waste and promote environmental health as based off the
Marshall University Sustainability Department’s mission statement (2021). This term is utilized
in place of pro-environmentally friendly behavior occasionally as they incorporate similar
primary tenants.
Environmentally friendly behavior - descriptor formed within this study to designate action
that emphasizes the benefit of nature based off the standards of the sustainability and proenvironmental behavior definitions.
Norms - social practices that are perceived as typical or acceptable within specific social
settings.
Attitudes - an individual’s feelings towards an idea, action, or concept that illicit a response of
emotion or indifference (Perloff, 2017).
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
THEORY OF REASONED ACTION
Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) research into the relationship between attitudes, norms, and
decision-making behavior created a landmark theoretical framework known as the Theory of
Reasoned Action (TRA) through the late 1970’s and has evolved since (Madden et al., 1992).
The purpose of such a perspective was to be able to predict and influence individual behavior. As
a result, this framework has developed within the realm of persuasive communication studies as
a practical tool for identifying what perceptions prevent, or cause, action and thus directing more
accurate and meaningful persuasive messages to a targeted population (Perloff, 2017).
The original model (1975) was primarily concerned with how an individual evaluates
their attitudes toward performing an action against their perceived social norms and how that
evaluation leads to a behavioral intention which resulted in planned action or inaction.
Essentially, it is an internal calculation that weighs one’s feelings about an action (whether they
should or should not act) against the normalcy of the behavior (wanting to avoid receiving
negative sanctions for not performing in a socially desired way). A theory of planned behavior
was advanced by Ajzen in 1980 to expand off this model, accommodating for an individual’s
perception that they could act in the way they desire (Madden et al., 1992). For if one wishes to
go to the store but believes they cannot make it in time, or think they lack the money needed to
buy what they want, they may not go to the store even if they intend to. Whether these
perceptions are accurate or not, they can influence resulting behavior. As a result, these
influences are understood as perceived behavioral control, or ability to act. It is separate from
norms and attitudes because it can directly influence either the desire to act or end behavior
alone. For even if one has a positive attitude toward an action, and social norms are also in favor,
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there can be extenuating circumstances or outside pressures that can prevent action (Madden et
al., 1992).
The influencing factors on individual attitudes and perceived norms were discussed as
well in Ajzen and Fishbein’s 1980 model (Vallerand et al., 1992). To Ajzen and Fishbein (1980),
the primary factors influencing one’s attitudes are behavioral beliefs and outcome evaluation.
Behavioral beliefs describe an individual’s internalized values about what they ought to do,
while outcome evaluation is the mental cost-reward analysis one undergoes when making a
decision. If the individual feels it is their duty to act a certain way, and the outcome seems
desirable, then there is a greater positive attitude that would have an impact on their behavioral
intention, and naturally the opposite is true as well. Individuals who feel it is their duty to act but
have a negative outcome evaluation, or vice versa, however, might have a neutral attitude and
behavioral intention would be more impacted by perceived norms (Madden et al., 1992). Due to
the influences of social perspectives and interpreted norms, it is a perspective rooted in
contextual understandings.
An individual’s subjective norms, the ones they follow, are informed by normative
beliefs and motivation to comply (Madden et al., 1992). Normative beliefs are the subjective,
individual perception of how important a certain action or decision may be to peers. Motivation
to comply, on the other hand, is the individual’s desire to meet these expectations or cost-reward
analysis of what one would gain from following them. In many ways these two factors are
mirrors of variables that influence attitude, stemming from individual perceptions of importance
and analysis of possible outcomes, and these factors can also influence one another (i.e. if one’s
personal beliefs include following social norms, or the extent to which perceived norms
influenced one’s personal beliefs) (Madden et al., 1992).
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THEORY OF REASONED ACTION AND ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES
The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) is a framework that outlines the interconnected
nature of individual attitudes and social norms to explain behavioral intent as a prelude
to decision making (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Madden et al., 1992). The theory has been utilized
for decades due to its understandable logical structure and reliability in research that seeks to
identify decision-making processes. To this extent, TRA is a powerful tool to understanding the
participation, or lack thereof, of environmentally friendly behavior along several contexts. Be it
used for the professional understanding of political support for environmental policies (Routhe et
al., 2005) or interpersonal and informal persuasion for environmental care (Ando et al., 2019),
TRA operates as a lens that shows the direct impact of communicated messages toward action or
inaction. It has been utilized in numerous articles that investigate social action regarding
environmental behavior, with social norms being a particularly strong influencing factor, and
thus rests as the primary theoretical framework for this study (Cordano et al., 2011).
Theories seldom work in isolation, however. The TRA may be a pragmatic tool that
illustrates influences on decision making pathways, but its versatility also opens it for
interdisciplinary perspectives and the incorporation of additional theoretical
perspectives. Regarding environmental studies, TRA has been implemented alongside norm
activation theory, the values-beliefs-norms theory, protection motivation theory, and even a proenvironmental reasoned action model that extends TRA’s framework (Cordano et al., 2011; Kim
et al., 2012; Nadlifatin et al., 2016). Each combination of perspectives has proven useful in their
respective studies.
The TRA (Madden et al., 1992) and its application to environmental studies has produced
results that show the importance of understanding social norms and individual value regarding
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pro-environmental behavior (Cordano et al., 2011). Pro-environmental behavior is to be
understood as individual actions, or contribution to collective action, that means to benefit the
environment in some way (be it saving power by turning off electric devices when not in use or
picking up litter) and will be the overarching ideation intended when environmentally friendly
acts are discussed (Cordano et al., 2011). When analyzing the influences on pro-environmental
behavior, both social norms (Cordano et al., 2011) and individual value (Kim et al., 2012) are
seen to be powerful determinants. Establishing a norm of environmental care, even between
countries, can contribute to higher rates of individual action through internalizing of socially
acceptable behaviors, as falling along perceived norms in the TRA (Cordano et al., 2011).
Individual value was the primary determinant in other research, however, with personal
connection or value to the environment being the leading reason for action (Kim et al., 2012).
This research shows the utility of understanding human action through TRA, as it accounts for
both individual values as well as socially inherited norms.
The pro-environmental reasoned action model (Nadlifatin et al., 2016) (PERA) differs
from the Theory of Reasoned Action (Madden et al., 1992) (TRA) in that it adds two additional
influencing factors: perceived authority support (PAS) (Nadlifatin et al., 2016) and perceived
environmental concern (PEC) (Nadlifatin et al., 2016). PAS refers to one’s understanding of not
only norms in an area, or within a culture, but also of authoritative bodies in the environment.
Just because there is not yet an established norm of environmentally friendly behavior, that does
not mean there are not bodies with perceived authority attempting to advance such action.
Perceived support from authority figures or bodies has a positive relationship with similarly held
individual attitudes and perceived norms (Nadlifatin et al., 2016). This study is concerned with
the collaboration with the University Sustainability Department which is an authoritative body
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on campus. As a result, keeping in mind perceived authority of the department, or university,
may shed light on efforts that can be made to increase PAS. PEC is one’s own understanding of
how their actions lead to environmentally beneficial results, with the understanding that the
environment is in jeopardy. To explain, an individual needs to perceive that there is not only an
issue within the environment, but also that their actions go toward alleviating the issue. Presence
of PEC is correlated positively with individual attitudes and perceived norms that favor
environmental care (Nadlifatin et al., 2016).
The model serves as a useful additional framework when considering influencing
individual action toward environmental stewardship. To advance the concepts of perceived
environmental concern (PEC), the Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) lays groundwork for
understanding the effectiveness of environmental concern (Kim et al., 2012). PMT has two
primary concerns: an individual’s perception of the severity of a threat (in this case
environmental) and the individual’s feeling that participation in preventative action is
worthwhile (Kim et al., 2012). The theory maintains that individual action has a positive
relationship with perceived threat level (the more severe, the more likely action will be desired)
and a positive relationship with feelings of effectiveness of one’s actions (if one feels their
actions make a difference, they are more likely to act). As a result, PMT can be an effective
perspective when understanding not only why individuals may, or may not, partake in
environmental action (do they see environmental concerns as a threat and do they feel their
actions have an impact) but also how to persuade further action. If individuals do not perceive
small actions such as recycling or composting as useful, they may not engage in such acts, or if
they do not see natural degradation as a threat, they may never even consider such activities
(Kim et al., 2012). PMT fits perfectly with the pro-environmental reasoned action (PERA) model
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of the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) because it can further explain what influences
individual attitudes about behaviors and perceived importance of efforts to establish
environmentally positive behaviors.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
While the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) (Madden et al., 1992) has been
demonstrated to be an effective tool for research and social action, including environmental
action, a clearer image of what environmental care and stewardship are needs to be established;
especially regarding college students. These and similar terms have been used throughout this
report to refer to actions that benefit the environment in some way, by promoting care or
reducing waste in some manner as defined prior. These ideations are understood through the
concept of pro-environmental behavior (Cordano et al., 2011) as an encompassing term for
actions with perceived positive environmental association. While these terms seem relatively
clear, they can hold a plethora of implications and understandings based on those who use
them.
A Hartman et al. (2017) study attempted to outline both an operationalization of
environmental stewardship and enact a study to measure knowledge of such a topic with college
students. Their study focused on Cornell undergraduate students and their knowledge on
environmental stewardship. Where environmental stewardship was utilized in the study as a term
to denote actions of environmental care by people (Hartman et al., 2017), it was not as readily
understood by the study participants. Concepts such as, “understanding,” what environmental
stewardship is were not utilized due to the vagueness of the term and difficulty to measure: what
one student understood as environmental stewardship may differ from others. So instead, a series
of components of environmental stewardship was devised to measure what components of the
topic students knew. These measures included recognizing the give and take between humans
and nature, the health and economic ramifications of environmental care and negligence,
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different ways to approach environmental issues, how stewardship can be integrated into daily
life and how far reaching such efforts may go (Hartman et al., 2017).
The study itself was conducted through surveys measuring general knowledge on
the topics and short responses on student’s individual attitudes. What was found was that those
who took courses in, or related to, environmental studies improved their scores as well as
reported attitudes more in favor of environmental care (Hartman et al., 2017). What this study
suggests is that increased understanding of the components and benefits of environmental
stewardship can increase environmental attitudes on a college campus. This research stands well
in the company of the TRA as discussed in this report and supports the goal of this study. The
Hartman et al., (2017) study found that information on implications of one’s actions can affect
attitudes and demonstrated how to operationalize variables and communicate these factors with
college students. As stated, students may not always share the same definitions or ideas of what
it means to be environmentally friendly. So, measures that study attitudes and knowledge of
environmental issues with an appropriate theoretical framework can be an effective means of
understanding environmental behaviors.
Knowledge of environmental issues in general is often viewed as a key determinant of
environmental action, however the directionality of increased knowledge and environmental
action among college students is not always clear (Longo et al., 2019; Janmaimool &
Khajohnmanee, 2019). While increased environmental knowledge (such as ecological awareness
or understanding the implications of climate change) can drive concern and lead to action, it can
also lead to distress and paralysis of action due to the scale of the issues college students have
grown aware of (Longo et al., 2019). When studying the effects of environmental knowledge on
college student pro-environmental behavior, Janmaimool and Khajohnmanee (2019) find that
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students in environmental courses do have increased rates of participation in passive proenvironmental behaviors due to more environmentally favorable attitudes opposed to those not
enrolled, but there was not a difference regarding direct pro-environmental behavior. Where
passive behaviors include claiming support for environmentally beneficial legislation or
companies and direct engagement are actions that directly contribute to the health of the
environment (such as energy saving practices) (Janmaimool & Khajohnmanee, 2019). These
findings suggest that while knowledge can drive support and positive attitudes, it is not a direct
contributing factor to participation in environmentally friendly behavior. This perspective
considers that individual values or norm of behavior may be other major contributors to proenvironmental attitudes that influence behaviors for college students and need to be understood.
Measuring attitudes (personal feelings) of college students is a major component of this
study. Student attitudes toward pro-environmental behavior are strong influencing factors in
behavioral intention which influences outcome behaviors (Levine & Strube, 2012). Despite this
trend, college students are seen to relatively support environmental practices but not always
initiate in pro-environmental behaviors (Levine & Strube, 2012; Janmaimool & Khajohnmanee,
2019). A partial explanation of this discrepancy may belong to the services available to students
and their levels of awareness and engagement with these services. For students who attend
universities with programs such as composting, for instance, rates of positive attitudes and
engagement with the affiliated programs increase (Waliczek et al., 2016). Suggesting that student
attitudes toward pro-environmental behavior may be positive, but their connection to the ability
to perform said actions are limited.
The social norms of a campus, the culture of the student body and faculty, are also
important for understanding how students perceive the environment and how they engage with it
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and understand its benefits. According to a 2014 study at Cornell University, environmental
stewardship by students was correlated to higher wellbeing as well (Krasny & Delia, 2014). In
this study, environmental stewardship’s health-related benefits were mostly understood through
psychological measures of higher rates of communication with faculty and staff in the events of
tragedy. What seemed to increase environmental care by students in the first place was shared
action, or group/community efforts (Krasny & Delia, 2014). The study suggests that organized
efforts to engage students with environmental stewardship would be more effective than general
advertisement, creating a culture of care rather than emphasizing individual need to act.
While social engagement can correlate to higher rates of environmental action by
students, the ways norms of action are established need to be addressed. One method is general
awareness and support from the university itself (Wright, 2002). While occasionally university
declarations on efforts for sustainability are seen as mere attempts to keep a positive façade, a
multi-state study found that they are not fruitless. In fact, universities that establish clear and
present support for sustainable efforts, even without mandating such activities, there is an
increased sense of positivity towards such projects on campus by students (Wright, 2002). To
this extent having a measure of student awareness of Marshall’s sustainability department,
associated policies, and mission statements are valuable to investigate. If there is a lack of sense
of perceived normalcy to engage in environmental efforts, perhaps identifying a need for clear
university support could be useful.
Community influences can also affect student perceived norms of care and attitudes
towards pro-environmental behaviors as well (Robina-Ramírez & Medina-Merodio, 2019).
When students are invited to partake in experiential learning of environmental care within a
community, their consideration for adopting environmentally positive attitudes increases
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(Robina-Ramírez & Medina-Merodio, 2019). While a study that emphasizes the influence of
local community opportunities on students, it demonstrates the impact experiential, or direct
engagement, can have on student environmental ideation. Measuring the level of engagement the
Sustainability Department receives compared to individual values may suggest that direct
engagement can correlate to higher environmental value.
Even if there needs to be more awareness of university policies, the method of
disseminating that information is also vital. Not only in the sense of how to make such awareness
public (through social media, fliers, seminars, etc.), but also through phrasing and understanding
how to effectively communicate such needs. It was found in Cox’s book Environmental
communication and the public sphere (2006) that, “sociocultural influence... informational
bases… and strategic action concerns,” were the major factors that influence an individual’s
reception of a message. Sociocultural influence refers to one’s values and norms based on past
experiences, what they are used to doing or thinking, while information bases are where one
receives their information, and strategic action concerns are how relevant or practical one finds
the message (in this case, sense of connection to the environment) (Cox, 2006). These major
factors heavily resemble the pro-environmental reasoned action (PERA) model, emphasizing
one’s preconceived attitudes, awareness, and sense of connection, or agency, when it comes to
environmental concerns. Where attitudes are personal feelings, awareness is knowledge of
available resources, and a sense of connection and agency to nature is how we feel dependent (or
connected) to natural resources and an individual’s ability to influence the state of those
resources (Cox, 2006). Cox’s work complements the theoretical framework presented and assists
in operationalization of its tenets. Questions pertaining to perceived closeness to the
environment, prevalence of natural concerns, and ability to influence those concerns are
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important when forming persuasive communication towards a recipient of the message. While
not college-oriented, these results provide implications of environmental persuasion. Such prior
dispositions could impede communication if the recipient of the message has alternate
interpretations of natural importance or concern than the messenger.
Drawing from these factors can be valuable to understanding how to gauge a population’s
interest or values, but when it comes to specific actions a department can take, methods can vary.
In 2012’s Citizen science: Public participation in environmental research, authors Dickinson
and Bonney describe the value of community-based engagement with scientific programs,
including those of environmental concern. When addressing how to encourage community
participation, it was found that appealing to individual altruism, as well as a sense of personal
reward, were highly effective (p. 69). This research demonstrates the effectiveness of perceived
benefit within the TRA. A program needs to seem open to a varied population with potential
reward for each participant (Dickenson & Bonney, 2012). That reward could vary from a sense
of helping the community, to personal growth, or gaining new knowledge, but a volunteer or
participant-based organization needs to illustrate its importance and practicality in broad strokes
to the population. Dickinson and Bonney (2012) go on to describe this participant-based
approach based on a NestWatch program looking for participants to record bird nest visitation
over time. The program looked to recruit individuals who already had a hobby in the field,
belonged to similar organizations, and sought recruits new to the field by focusing its message
through the arts, gardening, or desire to contribute to scientific pursuits (p. 70-71). These efforts
were successful because it did not make it seem like there was only one type of person who can
help, or just one way to.
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These considerations are paramount in the spread of environmental messaging. For the
Sustainability Department to effectively communicate with the student body at hand, it is
important to consider that all environmental messages are communicative events that challenge a
standard paradigm (Corbett, 2006). While ideations of environmental care have been observed in
American society for decades (Leopold, 1949; Carson, 1962), the fact remains that
environmental advocation is just that: advocating for a change in practice. Persuasive messaging
is rooted in the understandings of the message recipients, in this case college students at Marshall
University, and understanding that the normative perceptions and ideals presented on campus
allow for the crafting of more effective pro-environmental communication (Perloff, 2017;
Corbett, 2006). Understanding how individuals may perceive the department’s programs and
identifying the values the student body holds allows the department to craft more inclusive
messaging strategies.
Currently, there is little knowledge as to the perceptions, values, and practices of students
on Marshall University’s campus. This study seeks to address this gap in knowledge while
simultaneously utilizing the TRA to advance means to increase environmental engagement from
students. Whereby understanding how effective messages can be crafted to increase positive
attitudes or make aware environmentally-sound social norms, groups such as the Sustainability
Department can craft more conductive engagement once they understand their target audience.
HYPOTHESES
In the application of the TRA (Madden et al., 1992) with influence from the proenvironmental reasoned action model (PERA) (Nedlifatin et al, 1992), influences on
environmental action can be predicted. Participation in pro-environmental behavior (Cordano et
al., 2011) is seen as individual action to be influenced by an individual’s environmental values
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(Kim et al., 2012) and perceived norm of environmental behavior (Cordano et al., 2011). In
addition, due to the impact of messaging on awareness and engagement, there is suspected to be
a correlation between awareness of Sustainability Department projects on campus and their use
(Dickson & Bonney, 2012).
H11: There is a correlation between the environmental values of students and their participation
in environmentally-friendly activities.
H12: There is a correlation between perceived campus norms of environmental care and
participation in environmentally-friendly activities.
H2: There is a correlation between Sustainability Department project awareness and respective
use.
RESEARCH QUESTION
While the results of hypothesis testing may have practical considerations, they are
anticipated to be lacking the contextual perspectives of students that may inform further
understanding. As such, there is a strong descriptive element at play within this research as well,
not only to correlate variables but to understand the ideations and perspectives of the student
body at hand. Through these understandings, a more meaningful awareness can be produced for
the Marshall University Sustainability Department to assist in future planning and student
engagement. The free response prompts within the survey serve to answer the following research
questions:
RQ1: What are the reasons students participate in environmentally friendly behaviors?
RQ2: What effects do students believe environmental actions, or programs such as those offered
by the Sustainability Department, produce?
RQ3: What values do students have regarding natural spaces?
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METHODS
PARTICIPANTS
Students at Marshall University in the spring semester of 2021 were selected to
participate in this study. There were 277 total responses and after cleaning the data there were
246 analyzed (N = 246). In terms of demographics, the sample at hand was relatively uniform.
Racially, most respondents identified as Caucasian/White (n = 198, 81.5%) with the next largest
portion of respondents identifying as black (n = 20, 8.2%). Respondents were primarily female
(n = 144, 59.0%) or male (n = 94, 38.5%). In terms of grade level by credit hour, the greatest
proportion of respondents were freshmen (n = 132, 54.1%), followed by sophomores (n = 63,
25.8%). The mean age of the respondents was 20 years old, with a standard deviation of 3.27
years.
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Level
Gender Identity

Count

Male

244

0.385

144

244

0.590

Transgender

1

244

0.004

Prefer Not to Disclose

5

244

0.020

Asian

7

243

0.029

Black

20

243

0.082

198

243

0.815

Hispanic

6

243

0.025

Hawaiian or Other Pacific
Islander

1

243

0.004

Native American

2

243

0.008

Self Response

9

243

0.037

132

244

0.541

Sophomore

63

244

0.258

Junior

29

244

0.119

Senior

17

244

0.070

3

244

0.012

Caucasian/White

Year by College
Credit

Proportion

94

Female

Racial Identity

Total

Freshman

Graduate

Table 1. Demographics
The total counts and proportions of respondent demographics from the study.
Students were also asked to identify their major at Marshall University. While a free
response prompt, written in answers were recorded as belonging to one of the colleges hosted at
Marshall University. Most respondents did include their major field of study here at Marshall
University; only eight individuals (3.25%) did not respond. Student majors were categorized into
their corresponding colleges on campus. The largest percent of respondents belonged to the
College of Health Professions (n = 53, 21.54%), followed by the Lewis College of Business (n =
38, 15.45%).
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Lewis College of Business

Count
38

Proportion
0.15

College of Arts and Media

10

0.04

College of Health Professions

53

0.22

College of Engineering and
Computer Science

25

0.10

College of Science

35

0.14

College of Liberal Arts

34

0.14

College of Education and
Professional Development

20

0.08

Undecided/Undeclared Major

23

0.09

No Response

8

0.03

Table 2. Respondent College of Study
The total count and proportion of student reported college affiliations at Marshall University.
PROCEDURES
A thirty-question survey instrument was approved by the Marshall University
Institutional Review Board and sent out to 277 students respondents enrolled in the Marshall
University required Communications 103 course in the spring semester of 2021. The survey was
active from February 19th to March 18th. The survey was administered via a convenience sample
where an invitation to participate in the survey was provided to students by their instructors. This
email invitation outlined the purpose of the study and invited qualified respondents to follow a
Qualtrics link embedded in the email. The link directed the students to the instrument where they
were greeted with a survey consent page and made aware that their responses were anonymous
and that no rewards (outside of those potentially offered by individual instructors) were promised
to them for their participation.
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The instrument then advanced students through the survey offering them prompts
regarding their environmental awareness, activities, awareness of services offered on the
university, and opinions thereof. These inquires served as a means of identifying general
perceptions, beliefs, and norms of college students regarding environmentally friendly activities.
In addition, free response prompts were included for respondents to have the opportunity to
voice their specific perspectives to gain a more detailed account of their positions and to
understand the reasoning of their actions. Both measures serve to identify how individuals on
campus could be more productively engaged in pro-environmental behavior in the future by
groups such as the Sustainability Department on campus. At the end of the survey respondents
were thanked for their time and given a non-identifying page they could capture to share with
their instructor as evidence of survey completion (in case instructors offered any form of benefit
for participation).
To examine the student responses, the complete data set of 277 responses was extracted
from Qualtrics online and cleaned to remove 31 respondents from the data pool. There were four
qualifying factors invoked for removing student responses based on the ability of false or
inaccurate responses to harm a data set’s reliability (Barge & Gehlbach, 2012). First, if a
respondent failed to respond to any prompt, they were removed from the data pool to only
analyze those who partook in the survey; 27 respondents were removed from the study as a
result. Second, straight-lining the survey was determined to be cause for removal due to high
chance of data that did not reflect real action or perception; no respondents practiced straightlining, and none were removed for this reason (Barge & Gehlbach, 2012). Third, if student time
to complete the survey was under sixty-seconds their responses were removed as rushed
instruments may experience faulty data reporting (Barge & Gehlbach, 2012). While time to
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complete varied extensively throughout the sample, it was determined that completing the 30question instrument in under a minute was rushed and provided little confidence in responses;
one respondent was removed due to this limitation. Fourth, if the student’s progress through the
survey was equal to, or less than, 50% they were removed from the data set. The average rate of
completion by respondents was 98% according to Qualtrics tracking measures and a 50%
completion rate was seen to correlate with low response rates and the majority of the survey
unfinished, resulting in lack of confidence in those responses (Barge & Gehlbach, 2012). In
order to study a more robust and meaningful pool of data, these responses were removed; three
respondents were removed due to this requirement. The final sample size for analysis was 246
respondents as a result.
Once cleaned, each set of responses was assigned a Case ID for ease of tracking data. The
qualitative responses (13 in total) were cut out of the original data set and moved into their own
Excel document for analysis. Each question was given its own sheet with the question number in
row one and question prompt in row two. The student responses were then listed beneath the
prompt, with each response hosting its own row (in the same order as the qualitative responses).
In the adjacent column Case IDs were listed for further clarity of tracking responses, and in the
next column response codes were listed.
The quantitative responses remained in Excel for recoding. Only two prompts had to be
recoded for clear directionality for analysis within a Likert scale measuring environmentallyfriendly participation. Each row within the Excel file corresponded to a specific student
identified by their case ID and the top of each column identified each question’s prompt. The
data was then extracted into an SPSS file to measure reliability of measures as well as to identify
any statistically significant relationships in the data. Due to limited access of this software due to
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the influences of COVID-19, data was also exported to Jamovi, a data analysis software, for
correlation testing, descriptive analysis, and data visualization.
INSTRUMENTATION
The instrument hosted both predetermined questions along response scales as well as free
response prompts to allow for statistical analysis as well as in depth qualitative review. This was
achieved using Likert scales as well as individual nominal, and ordinal questions with free
response prompts to develop meaningful descriptive statistics as to the perceptions and actions of
those who attend at the university and to understand the ideations behind those results. This
model was selected due to the uncertain characteristics of the Marshall University student
population regarding their environmental awareness and perceptions.
Environmental Participation
Environmental Participation, or rate of practicing environmentally friendly behavior, was
measured using a 5-point Likert scale. The scale was crated with intent to capture a generalized
cross section of potential student action on campus and was created in house. The prompt asked
the student to identify how often they participated in a specific form of pro-environmental
behavior where a 1 is equivalent to never participating in the action and a 5 was always.
Examples included, “I check if water is dripping after use of a personal sink,” and, “I recycle.”
Two prompts were reverse coded as they asked about rate of participation in environmentally
harmful acts, where a lower score would be indicative of higher rates of environmental
participation. The scale was found to have poor reliability (M = 3.07, SD = 0.49, α = 0.49)
(Wrench et al., 2019).
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Environmental Value
Environmental Value was measured with a 5-point Likert scale offering a slew of
environmentally relevant issues or ideas that the respondents were asked to identify as important
or not. Prompts included environmental threats such as, “Global Warming,” or, “Deforestation,”
as well as concepts such as, “access to parks and natural spaces,” or, “having a personal
connection to nature.” Students then had to measure their individual value regarding the prompt
along a scale of 1 being not at all important and 5 being very important. The scale was found to
have good reliability (M = 4.06, SD = 0.65, α = 0.88) (Wrench et al., 2019).
Campus Project Awareness
Student Project Awareness on campus was measured by utilizing a 2-point Likert scale.
Along this scale, each publicly accessible service offered by the University Sustainability
Department was listed. These services included the university bike share, recycling, campus
gardens, and green houses as well as others. Respondents were asked to record if they were
aware of the listed service or not, where a 1 indicated they were aware of the project, and a 2
indicated they were not. One listed project, the university bird feeders, was listed but not an
actual service offered by the university. It was meant to be a measure of attention within the
survey or conformity but was not readily listed by respondents and thus not utilized. The scale
was found to have questionable reliability (M = 1.78, SD = 0.20, α = 0.69) (Wrench et al., 2019).
Campus Project Participation
Student participation in the projects offered by the Sustainability Department on campus
was measured along a 5-point Likert scale. Each service offered by the department was listed and
asked students to identify how often they utilized the respective service. Services included those
such as the university bike share, recycling, campus gardens, and green houses as well as others.
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For each service, students were asked to mark their rate of use where a 1 is equivalent to almost
daily use and a 5 is equivalent to never using the listed service. One listed project, the university
bird feeders, was listed but not an actual service offered by the university. It was meant to be a
measure of attention within the survey or conformity but was not readily listed by respondents
and thus not utilized. The scale was found to have excellent reliability (M = 4.30, SD = 0.88, α =
0.95) (Wrench et al., 2019).
Perceived Campus Environmental Support
Perceived Campus Environmental Support was meant to measure how students perceive
the norm of environmental care produced by Marshall University itself along a 5-point Likert
scale. Essentially, it asked students to identify how strongly they agree, or disagree, with
statements on the efforts the university makes toward being environmentally conscientious or
sustainable. Prompts along this scale included, “Marshall University prioritizes environmental
care,” and, “Marshall University makes recycling easy to practice.” Students then recorded their
corresponding level of agreement with these statements where a 1 was strongly disagree and 5
was strongly agree. This scale was created in house as a means of understanding how students
interpret the norm of environmental care produced on Marshall University’s campus specifically.
The scale was found to have good reliability (M = 3.27, SD = 0.57, α = 0.84) (Wrench et al.,
2019).
Nominal Responses
A battery of nominal response prompts were provided for students to respond to so that a
more comprehensive image of student perceptions and values on campus could be analyzed.
Each prompt stands as an individual measure of respondent perceptions. These prompts included,
“Were you aware that Marshall University had a Sustainability Department?” and, “Do you think
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partaking in environmentally friendly habits, such as those listed prior, make a difference?” for
instance. These prompts were not correlated meaningfully with other measures as they are
descriptive in nature, to ascertain the ideations of students on campus for future reference for the
Sustainability Department. Frequencies were recorded and follow-up open-response prompts
were utilized to tease out more in-depth perspectives.
Qualitative Responses
The qualitative questions posed to the respondents were primarily follow-up questions to
ordinal or nominal scales. Using concepts of convergent parallel design, specifically the datavalidation variant, free responses were utilized to contextualize and understand the reasons
behind responses students presented in their qualitative answers (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007).
For instance, a Likert scale questioning their rates of practicing certain environmentally friendly
habits would be followed up by asking what other environmentally friendly acts the student
partakes in. As a result, most prompts were descriptive in nature, probing for details to provide
background for their quantifiable responses. While environmental action is seen as an end within
the scope of this study, influenced by individual values and perception of norms or social control
as understood by TRA (1992), one of the primary goals of this study is to understand the
population at hand. Due to a lack of baseline data on environmental perceptions and practice on
campus, a more explorative and descriptive emphasis for this study emerged. Qualitative
responses were extracted from the general data pool and placed within their own Excel file.
Within this file, each question was given a page titled after the question itself and responses were
listed along with their case IDs for tracking purposes. Alongside each page was an additional
sheet that allowed for taking notes on repeated ideas and or concepts presented within the
responses.
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The questions posed to respondents were created with the intention of answering the
proposed research questions by allowing students to voice their perspectives on environmental
care and ideation. While the questions were crafted in a way to address the core research
questions of the study, their coding was inductive in nature. As in line with the tenets of
convergent parallel design, the free responses were meant to be a place of description in which
students could present their ideas openly (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). By reading through
each response to a question multiple times, categories, or themes, were extrapolated to capture
the full range of respondent perspectives for each question. These themes were drafted within a
question’s corresponding sheet for notes and refined through additional read throughs of student
responses, looking for key phrases or distinct themes in ideation (such as emphasizing personal
benefit as a reason for environmental action opposed to more extrinsic reasoning). Every
question had a unique set of categorical interpretation as each were individually analyzed. Once
themes were identified, they were assigned color coding and student responses were revisited
and highlighted to identify the themes presented within each response for ease of identification.
Each category constructed was assigned a coding value that was listed along-side the student
responses. These values were used to easily quantify rates of each type of response and provide a
numeric identification for tabulation and any prospective cross analysis with the quantitative
data.
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DATA AND FINDINGS
QUANTITATIVE RESULTS
The quantitative findings of this project were primarily comprised of correlated Likert
scales to identify influences on student environmental action, exploratory descriptors of student
perceptions, and demographic frequencies.
When correlation matrixes were formulated, a few statistically significant relationships
did emerge. There was a correlation between reported environmental practices and the
environmental value measure, significant at p < 0.001, supporting H11. Despite this support for
H11, H12 was not supported as there was not a statistically significant relationship between
perceived campus environmental care and individual action, r(245) = 0.09, p = 0.18. H2 was not
supported either as there was not a statistically significant relationship between campus project
awareness and use, r(245) = 0.13, p = 0.04. Two other statistically significant results were found
as well, both pertaining to measures of environmental value. There was a statistically significant
relationship between an individual’s perceived environmental value and their awareness of
campus projects (r(245) = -0.24, p < 0.001) and the individual’s value with their participation
with campus services (r(245) = -0.265, p < 0.001).
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Env.
Participation
Env.
Participation

Env. Value

Campus
Project
Awareness

Pearson's
r

—

p-value

—

Perceived
Campus
Env. Care

Campus
Project
Awareness

Use of
Campus
Projects

Perceived
Campus
Env. Care

Pearson's
r

0.358

—

p-value

< .001

—

Pearson's
r

-0.186

0.244

—

0.003

< .001

—

-0.188

0.265

0.133

—

p-value

0.003

< .001

0.038

—

Pearson's
r

0.086

0.102

-0.093

-0.048

—

p-value

0.181

0.111

0.149

0.457

—

p-value
Use of
Campus
Projects

Env.
Value

Pearson's
r

Table 3. Correlation Matrix of Environmental Perceptions and Action
The correlations tested between each of the major variables for hypothesis testing.
Nominal data was utilized to provide descriptors of the sample for analysis against the
posited research questions and expanded by free responses described below for convergent
parallel design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). When respondents were asked if they believed
environmental actions from the Likert scale (such as turning off lights, car-pooling, turning off
running water, etc.) made a difference or not, most students (n = 168, 68.9%) said yes,
addressing RQ1. Most respondents do not practice environmental care any differently on campus
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than they do at home (n = 108, 44.3%). When prompted to identify if they believed there were
obstacles to environmentally-friendly activities on campus, most were unsure (n = 106, 43.8%),
followed by those believing there were not obstacles (n = 60, 24.8%), used to describe RQ2.
When it came to engagement with the Sustainability Department, most respondents were not
aware of the department (n = 212, 86.5%) and even fewer ever directly interacted with them (n =
226, 92.2%), further addressing student-department interaction sought in RQ2. Respondents also
had a near uniform split in their perceived access to recycling in their home areas and were not
utilized in analysis (Refer to Appendix E for full reports).
QUALITATIVE RESULTS
Free response questions were posed primarily as follow-up questions for clarity of
opinion to provide a depth of understanding Marshall’s student perceptions and actions regarding
environmental engagement on campus in line with convergent parallel design methods (Creswell
& Plano Clark, 2007). Students were asked about what other environmentally friendly action
they participate in, what natural spaces meant to them, if they believe individual actions made a
difference environmentally, and about their perceptions of Sustainability projects on campus.
From these responses, four major themes emerged.
When students were asked to identify the kinds of additional environmental activities
they participate in, most did not respond, but those who dud respond reported very habitual
forms of action. Next to no responses discussed belonging to organizations or participating in
group actions. Most sustainable practices listed were small scale routines or daily practices, such
as picking up liter or using the eco mode on devices. This suggests a very independent and
personal habituation of environmentally-friendly activity with a hint of personal focus or benefit.
For instance, purchasing habits or use of products were a major trend:
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“[I] Try to buy sustainable products when they are offered. Toiletries like razors,
toothbrush, etc… Buy paper towels made from recycled paper or minimize use of them.
Never buy plastic single use water bottles unless desperate for thirst with no other option.
Turn down straws when dining out. My phone case is compostable.”

Themes of motivation for environmental action emerged as well, with conflicting
ideations of personal or environmental benefit describing the sample. Most respondents who
answered the prompt claimed they practiced their actions out of personal desires, such as to,
“[have] fun & save money,” or because it, “makes me feel good.” While these responses made
up the bulk of the data, there were several who emphasized the need for contributing to the
planet or protecting wildlife, expressing, “…interest in keeping our forests and land as natural
and healthy as possible for a better planet.” It appears that two polar ideations compete among
students as to why they participate in environmental care, between desire of personal benefit and
natural benefit.
When describing how environmental practices make a difference, more concrete themes
of belief emerged. The most popular rational for small scale action making a difference was that
of cumulative actions, that, “Everything you do makes a difference,” and, “I think it makes a
difference because everyone can do their part to help. Even if it is small.” Further, when asked as
to the impact sustainability projects on campus can offer, students responded primarily that they
could drive awareness and encourage further action while benefiting students:
“I feel these services have a huge impact on the University for one of the main reasons
that some students may be far away from home and given these services will give these
students an opportunity to do projects that may take their mind off of home or not feel as
home sick, while also meeting new people, and finding new opportunities of finding
something they like to do that they have never experienced before.”

Themes of community and collective action primarily represented the effects students believed
environmental projects, and actions, produce.
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Finally, themes of environmental value emerged. Most responding participants
emphasized that natural spaces are valuable but frame this value primarily through human
benefits. For instance, students would state that, “I believe trails and parks are valuable for adults
as an area of relaxation,” or, “I believe the forests are valuable as an area for exploration for
communities.” Natural spaces were valued, but mostly with the understanding that humans
benefit from them. Even when more extrinsic reasoning was presented, humans were a key
component of their value. “Park[s] are valuable because it gives people the chance to get out in
nature and away from electronics. They can also learn more about taking care of the
environment.” Where the end goal is further environmental care, it still relates to human
consumption or participation in natural spaces.
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DISCUSSION
While substantive data was found in both the quantitative and qualitative measures, the
majority of materials in need of deeper analysis were those of the qualitative field. Most
quantitative measures were straightforward in their implications and relations to one another,
primarily describing the sample of the population at hand. The statistically significant results
hosted are worth noting, they reveal the importance of environmental values toward both action
and awareness, but otherwise the numbers paint a still frame of general value on campus without
action. A valuable image to have and useful for review with the Sustainability Department, but
what is needed is a capture of intent in motion within this still frame.
RQ1 addressed why students partake in environmentally friendly behaviors on campus.
While most respondents had average rates of environmental action, it was found that having
higher rates of environmental value influences such behavior (as seen in H11’s support). While
the Likert scale measuring environmentally-friendly behaviors had poor reliability, the
correlation was still significant. The awareness of and participation in Sustainability Department
projects was also significantly correlated with environmental value. While environmental value
appears to be a significant factor in environmental action, the actual participation of students
with pro-environmental behavior is low, aligning with the results of similar studies (Levine &
Strube, 2012; Janmaimool & Khajohnmanee, 2019). H12 was not supported however, where
perception of campus norms of care was not a significant factor in environmental behavior.
While this finding clashes with some existing literature (Krasny & Delia, 2014; Wright, 2002),
though there was little reliability in the correlation. While it appears that students’ value toward
environmental issues correlates with action, the actions themselves appear to be grounded in selfbenefit. Students often describe saving money or practicing daily routines that count as pro-
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environmental behavior, things they can readily affect and change. Reward systems are
associated with higher rates of sustainability (Dickenson & Bonney, 2012), but a potential
further connection to environmental values may be at play and are further discussed in RQ3.
RQ2 sought to identify what outcomes students believed their environmental actions, or
those of the Sustainability Department, may have. Paradoxical to the observed practices and
described ideations of students on campus (who tended to practice individualistic behaviors and
emphasized self-benefit for action), most students believed that such actions add to a collective
of community environmental behavior. While the idea of doing one’s part and contributing to
environmental stewardship is a part of an environmental paradigm for action (Corbett, 2006),
students rarely express interest in participating in community engagement or group
environmental activities. Literature shows that community participation with pro-environmental
behavior can increase individual attitudes and perceptions of sustainability (Robina-Ramírez &
Medina-Merodio, 2019), so it is possible that students recognize such benefits but lack the drive
or availability to participate. In fact, many students studied were not even aware of the projects
hosted by the Sustainability Department and even fewer participated according to the Likert
scales implemented. So, there is the possibility that students may recognize the value of
participation but are simply unaware of the opportunities they have to participate as a collective
which is reflected in the literature (Waliczek et al., 2016).
RQ3 sought to understand how students on campus value natural spaces in general. While
the environmental value scale implemented was of good reliability and students did report
believing natural spaces had value, the reasoning here mimics the rational for environmental
action. Students care about the environment but contextualize that care through human
consequences. Respondents described the utility of nature more than its beauty or intrinsic value,
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describing how it helps humans relax or give people spaces to explore. Despite the position that
environmental action adds to a collective of change, that change is desired to benefit people more
so than nature as an outside entity.
While other studies cannot be spoken for, within the scope of this sample a potential
explanation may exist in the form of value students possess regarding natural spaces. Students
tended to value the environment, but in their free responses, students tend to focus on humanistic
interest. Rather than wanting to assist nature for nature’s sake, students help nature to assist
themselves, as seen in RQ1. The primary form of environmental care described by participants
was that of habitual action, saving money or picking up litter that is unattractive to them. As a
result, it makes sense that the same respondents’ environmental actions are primarily limited to
immediate issues. A potential influence is student awareness or knowledge of environmental
issues that can advance positive attitudes regarding environmental care (Hartman et al., 2017;
Janmaimool & Khajohnmanee, 2019), but the ability to test that connection is not within this
study’s data set.
No prompt had uniform responses, and most required several categories by which the
data could be sorted. This speaks to the varied population of students at Marshall University,
responding from eight different colleges and each bringing in unique life perspectives. While a
unified identity of Marshall student environmental perception cannot be identified, this cross
section does provide meaningful trends in response rates and content that illustrate some of the
general perspectives those on campus. For instance, it is clear that respondents, when answering,
do tend to value the environment and support environmentally friendly projects. Two hundred of
the 246 responses analyzed claimed that they find some value in natural spaces, even if primarily
for described self-benefits, and 228 claimed that they believe environmentally friendly activities
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do make a difference, be it for themselves, directly helping nature, or by “doing their part.” An
interesting case of response overlap, where 168 individuals answered they believed their actions
do make a difference on the nominal scale with 70 being unsure. Suggesting that even those who
are unsure of the effects of their actions can justify partaking through some logical channels. So,
while environmental care does seem to be a value for those studied, the way this value manifests
appears to have unique limitations.
Throughout the survey, there were several instances of high rates of nonresponses. These
very denials of data can assist in expanding these described perspectives, however. Several
questions had low response rates due to the nature of the question being an extension of the
previous, where they would be asked to answer only if they responded to the prior question in a
certain way. Such as the prompt asking how individuals became aware of the Sustainability
Department. Most were not familiar, and so most would not respond to that prompt.
It is interesting to note, however, how the majority of students gave feedback on what
they believe sustainable projects provide for a campus after demonstrating little engagement with
said projects. Similarly, when prompted what motivates environmentally friendly action, 128
respondents did not reply despite several showing some form of action in the Likert scale. It
could be that students are not sure exactly what drives them, or that they simply perform what is
taught to them or perceived as normal. As Hartman et al., (2017) noted in their study, students do
not always have the same ideas of what it means to be sustainable. It is possible that respondents
may have been confused by direct prompts asking about sustainable practices and may not have
felt comfortable offering reports. In addition, it was discussed how students may proclaim value
for environmental issues without engaging with pro-environmental behaviors (Levine & Strube,
2012; Janmaimool & Khajohnmanee, 2019). So, there is the possibility that students report
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environmental care and discuss perceived benefit as a way of giving desired results without
being able to expand on their personal experiences. While insufficient data exists to fill in these
gaps, these blank spaces in the data also speak to an overarching narrative of individual activity
and value. Where individuals do not think to themselves that they are planning to be
environmentally conscientious, but heuristically these practices have developed in line with their
values.
These implications coalesce into practical considerations for how the Sustainability
Department on campus may wish to expand their environmental communication strategies.
Returning to the framework of TRA (1980), individual behavior is understood to be influenced
by behavioral intentions constructed by personal attitudes, perceived norms, and directed by
social control (Madden et al., 1992). Students audibly communicate support for proenvironmental behaviors, but their modes of interaction translate to a seeming lack of
environmental concern.
Perceived environmental concern (PEC) is a major factor in the expanded proenvironmental reasoned action model that seeks to understand sustainability practices of
individuals through TRA’s framework. PEC is understood to be a primary influencing factor in
individual attitudes toward positive environmental care (Nadlifatin et al., 2016). So, while
students do seem to value natural settings, and these values are correlated with action, students
may lack a form of environmental concern. They tend to act in ways that are pragmatic and not
so much nature-oriented. The Sustainability Department could orient their messaging to inform
the student body more on the benefits of natural spaces and the need for action on a larger scale.
Where knowledge may be a double-edged sword in some cases (Longo et al., 2019), it is still
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correlated with positive environmental attitudes and may complement the existing
predispositions observed in this study.
In addition, creating a norm of care on campus and illustrating that students make a
difference could further enhance action. Students are currently unaware of the Sustainability
Department and its services. Normative action can indorse behavioral intent along the TRA
(1980) and as of now students do not observe a norm of environmental care on campus. Yet, in
their responses, they communicate a desire for community and engagement where individual
action swirls together to create change. These goals are more than compatible with those of the
Sustainability Department, but the channels of communicating these desires have yet to be
established. By providing further availability of sustainable projects on campus and making their
presence more known, a norm of engagement and awareness may take hold while simultaneously
increasing perceived behavioral control, that students can make the difference they want.
Persuasion is an inherently communicative event rooted in the understandings of goals,
attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions of separate parties (Perloff, 2017). Until now a meaningful
understanding between the Marshall University Sustainability Department and the students it
serves has not been established. But with the data presented here and the utilization of the TRA
(1980) communication channels can immerge. Environmental values on campus are present, but
they may not have been the same values the department may have operationalized in the past.
Advancing their mission statement, to make a more sustainable and environmentally
conscientious campus, was limited by these potential misunderstandings and a more effective
means of university to student-body communication can exist. All environmental programs and
advocation are persuasive by their very nature, challenging the norms of practice that may harm
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the environment (Corbett, 2006), and for them to succeed a firm understanding of who they wish
to persuade is always in need of expansion.
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CONCLUSION
While the findings of this study appear to fall in line with the perceptions of the
Sustainability Department on campus, that students appear to support them socially but fail to
support them with action, they also reveal that the expected forms of value presented may differ
from what was expected. Students tend to value the environment and may practice habitual
environmentally-friendly activities, but they tend to be highly personal and resilient to
expansion. That said, individual values seem to drive action and engagement when present. To
this extent, hypothesis 11 was supported suggesting a relationship between environmental action
and individual values. Hypotheses 12 and 2 were not supported, suggesting there is a lack of
correlation between perceived campus value and action as well as project awareness and use.
Though reliability and correlation strength of the measures at hand are lacking, the results of
hypothesis 11 presents a potential cognitive pathway that may be effective in boosting future
action or advancing further research of the campus population.
Research Questions 1, 2 and 3 were explored by the themes analyzed within student free
responses in the context of the gathered quantitative data. RQ1 found that students practice
environmentalism through a lens of practicality as RQ2 and 3 show that while students value the
idea of community engagement and creating change, their current values toward natural spaces
are limited to human oriented contexts. Breaking these findings apart suggests that the
Sustainability Department could further inform the student body of their services and the positive
effects they create. This would serve to inform new perspectives about the ability to perform
environmental action for extrinsic reasons and deepen the attitudes and values held by students
on campus.
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To boost meaningful engagement on campus, the Sustainability Department should keep
in mind these perspectives. It should advertise and make the department’s presence on campus
known and their values clear. Students do care for the environment, but they need a clear and
concise channel by which they can interact with the department. This heightened awareness
would contribute to a new sense of normalcy on campus, one in which actively working with
others and the university to protect or care for the environment is commonplace. The
Sustainability Department should also continue to emphasize the differences it can make in the
environment and community. Understanding the student body through the Theory of Reasoned
Action (TRA), the group in question has the values in line with wanting to protect the
environment. But the group’s perceived norm of care is individualistic and routine rather than
engaged and social, and while these practices are not to be denounced, they can be expanded for
more comprehensive action.
While projects such as the Bike Share or campus gardens are enjoyed through their
current perspective, other, more prospective projects may not receive the support they need to
succeed. In addition, increasing the sense of situational control, or influence, students have over
helping the environment may also increase engagement. As of now, most of those studied feel
they make small contributions that cumulate which, while positive, but are limited in how much
they are willing to do in addition. If they already feel they are doing their part, it may be difficult
to increase action. While there was not a statistically significant relationship between perceived
control or awareness of norms and action, the data at present is limited both in scale and context
and in need of future exploration. The seeds of change and engagement are present on the ground
of Marshall University, they simply need to be cared for and cultivated into further
environmental action and understanding.
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
There were several limiting factors in the conducting of this study due to temporal and
external factors during its inception and implementation. While planning of the study began in
the Fall semester of 2020, the university and student body were beginning to adapt to a mixedmodel of learning both in-person and at-home due to the influences of COVID-19. As such,
preliminary data collection and planning with the Sustainability Department on campus was
limited. In addition, several prompts discussed engagement with the Sustainability Department
on campus or asked for evaluation of their projects. Due to social distancing and limited events,
there may have been fewer opportunities to engage with the department or observe their
contributions over the past year. This limitation is especially relevant for this sample as it
primarily consists of freshman who may not have had prior experiences in more standard
semesters that could have introduced them to such services.
Future studies need to gather a more comprehensive cross section of the university at a
point in which engagement may be more possible. In addition, questions pertaining to length of
time on campus could be correlated with sustainability project awareness and engagement to test
if time present at the university influences either factor. In addition, measures of environmental
awareness and knowledge of different environmental issues could be gathered as well as they are
seen to have an impact on individual attitudes and actions.
The measures within the survey were not readily externally validated due to lack of
literature within this specific scope of study. As a result, in future analyses, the data reported
here can help in identifying more valid question formulation to measure student engagement
with environmentally friendly activities on campus. Data collection methods were limited to
students enrolled in the Communications 103 course at Marshall University. Originally a
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university-wide email list was planned to be acquired, but due to communication difficulties in
acquiring the list the practical survey selection method was implemented in order to get the
survey into the field within a reasonable time frame. In the future, a simple random sample of the
university’s population, or full university survey, would work as a more effective means of
describing the population at large and garnering a larger response rate. As stated previously,
access to the data analysis software SPSS was limited due to its accessibility on campus only,
resulting in the use of additional software for reliable access.
This study is relatively limited in scope and applicability. It was conducted for the
specific purpose of understanding how to further engage students on Marshall University’s
campus with sustainable living practices and the Sustainability Department in particular. While
not generalizable, and in need of expansion in the future with more refined measures and a
random sampling methodology, it still provides and important foundational data for future
research and engagement on campus.
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APPENDIX A: LETTER FROM INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
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APPENDIX B: SOLICITATION MESSAGE
Dear Student,

You are invited to participate in a research project entitled Environmental Participation and
Evaluation on Marshall University’s Campus, designed to analyze how students on Marshall’s
campus feel about, and act toward, environmentally friendly activities. The study is being
conducted by Dr. Snyder-Yuly and Noah Smentkowski from the Marshall University
Communications Department and has been approved by the Marshall University Institutional
Review Board (IRB). This research is being conducted as part of the Thesis course work for
Noah Smentkowski.

This survey is comprised of approximately 30 questions and is estimated to take about 20
minutes to complete. Your replies will be anonymous, so do not type your name anywhere on
the form. There are no known risks involved with this study. Participation is completely
voluntary and there will be no penalty or loss of benefits if you choose to not participate in this
research study or to withdraw. If you choose not to participate you can leave the survey
site. You may choose to not answer any question by simply leaving it blank. Once you
complete the survey you can delete your browsing history for added security. Completing the
on-line survey indicates your consent for use of the answers you supply. If you have any
questions about the study you may contact Dr. Snyder-Yuly at 304-696-2808, Noah
Smentkowski at 304-696-6786.
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If you have any questions concerning your rights as a research participant, you may contact the
Marshall University Office of Research Integrity at (304) 696-4303.

By completing this survey, you are also confirming that you are 18 years of age or older.
Please print this page for your records.

If you choose to participate in the study, you will find the survey at:
https://marshall.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_7ZFxGvXRJQJqBtI
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM
You are invited to participate in a research project entitled Environmental Participation and
Evaluation on Marshall University’s Campus, designed to analyze how students on Marshall’s
campus feel about, and act toward, environmentally friendly activities. The study is being
conducted by Dr. Snyder-Yuly and Noah Smentkowski from the Marshall University
Communications Department and has been approved by the Marshall University Institutional
Review Board (IRB). This research is being conducted as part of the Thesis course work for
Noah Smentkowski.

This survey is comprised of approximately 30 questions and is estimated to take about 20minutes
to complete. Your replies will be anonymous, so do not type your name anywhere on the
form. There are no known risks involved with this study. Participation is completely voluntary
and there will be no penalty or loss of benefits if you choose to not participate in this research
study or to withdraw. If you choose not to participate you can leave the survey site. You may
choose to not answer any question by simply leaving it blank. Once you complete the survey
you can delete your browsing history for added security. Completing the on-line survey indicates
your consent for use of the answers you supply. If you have any questions about the study you
may contact Dr. Snyder-Yuly at 304-696-2808, Noah Smentkowski at 304-696-6786.

If you have any questions concerning your rights as a research participant you may contact the
Marshall University Office of Research Integrity at (304) 696-4303.

By completing this survey you are also confirming that you are 18 years of age or older.

53

Please print this page for your records.

If you choose to participate in the study, please proceed by clicking the next button on the
bottom right of the page.
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APPENDIX D: QUESTIONNAIRE TRANSCRIPT
For this survey, “sustainable living” and “practicing environmental care” will be defined as daily
routines or conscious actions people enact to reduce waste or environmental degradation.
Examples of this include turning water off after use, turning unused lights off, recycling, etc.
“Natural Spaces” refer to areas that have been relatively untouched by human development.

How often do you partake in the following activities? Please select your corresponding answer
Never

Rarely

Sometimes

Often

Always

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

I recycle

o

o

o

o

o

I visit local

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

I leave lights
on when I
leave a room
I check if
water is
dripping after
use of a
personal sink

parks
I visit Natural
areas (trails,
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woods, lakes,
etc.)
I compost

o

o

o

o

o

I use single-

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

use plastics
I carpool
(when
traveling with
a group)

What other environmentally friendly activities do you partake in? If none, please write that in.

If you practice environmentally friendly activities, what motivates you to practice them? If you
don't practice such activities, you may skip this question

Do you think partaking in environmentally friendly habits, such as those listed prior, make a
difference?

o Yes
o No
o Unsure
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Why do you, or don't you, think partaking in environmentally friendly habits makes a difference?
If you selected "unsure" in the previous question, you may skip this question.

Do you practice environmentally friendly living differently when on campus as opposed to at
home?

o Yes
o No
o Unsure
o I do not practice environmentally friendly living
If you selected "yes" to the prior question, how do you practice environmentally friendly living
on campus as opposed to at home? Why? If you did not select "yes" to the prior question, you
may skip this question.

If you practice environmentally friendly activities on campus, do you think there are some
obstacles that hinder sustainable living on campus?

o Yes
o No
o Unsure
o I do not practice environmentally friendly activities on campus
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If you selected "yes" to the prior question, Please describe these obstacles. If you did not select
"yes", you may skip this question.

Were you aware that Marshall University had a Sustainability Department?

o Yes
o No
o Unsure
If you selected "yes" to the last question, how did you become aware of the Sustainability
Department? If you did not select "yes", you may skip this question.

During your time at Marshall, have you interacted with the University Sustainability department?

o Yes
o No
o Unsure
If you selected "yes" to the last question, How did you interact with them? If you did not select
"yes", you may skip this question.
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The following is a list of Marshall University Sustainability Department projects. For each
project, please select if you were aware of the corresponding projects or not.
I was aware of this project

I was not aware of this
project

The Green Trail

o

o

On Campus Bike Share

o

o

Student Garden

o

o

Butterfly Oasis

o

o

Monarch Waystation

o

o

Science Green Roof

o

o

John Marshall Bird Feeders

o

o

University Green House

o

o

Community Rain Garden

o

o

On Campus Composting

o

o

Services

59

On Campus Shredding

o

o

Services

The following is a list of Marshall University Sustainability Department projects. For each
project, please select how much you would use or visit it during an average semester.

The Green

Almost once

About once a

About once a

About once a

a day

week

month

semester

Never

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Trail
On Campus
Bike Share
Student
Garden
Butterfly
Oasis
Monarch
Waystation
Science
Green Roof
John Marshall
Bird Feeders
University
Green House
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Community

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Rain Garden
On Campus
Composting
Services
On Campus
Shredding
Services

Of the resources listed above, which one have you used the most? How were your experiences
there? If you have used none, you may skip this question

In your opinion, what impact do you think services like those listed above have on a university?

Please select the response that best describes your perceptions of Marshall University.
Strongly

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Disagree
Marshall

o

Strongly
Agree

o

o

University
makes
recycling easy
to practice
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o

o

Marshall

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

University
makes
composting
easy to
practice
Marshall
University
makes energy
conservation
easy to
practice
Marshall
University
prioritizes
environmental
care
Students at
Marshall
University
tend to
practice
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environmental
care
Students at

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Marshall
University
care about the
environment
Environmental
care is a core
value at
Marshall
University

Please select the response that best describes your opinion on how important the following topics
are.

Global

Not at all

Slightly

Neutral

Important

Very

important

important

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

Important

Warming
Having a
personal
connection to
nature
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Deforestation

o

o

o

o

o

Access to

o

o

o

o

o

Soil erosion

o

o

o

o

o

Environmental

o

o

o

o

o

Air quality

o

o

o

o

o

Wild life

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

parks and
natural spaces

education

diversity
Environmental
stewardship
Growth of
landfills and
waste sites

What kind of value do you believe natural spaces hold? (i.e. “I believe parks are valuable as an
area of play for the community”)
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This final set of questions is meant to identify demographic factors to establish a background for
statistical purposes only.

Please write in your age.

How do you identify your gender?

o Male
o Female
o Transgender
o Other (please write in): ________________________________________________
o Prefer not to disclose
Please select your race/ethnicity,

o Asian
o Black
o Caucasian/white
o Hispanic
o Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
o Native American
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o If not listed, write in here: ________________________________________________
By credit hours, what year of student are you?

o Freshman
o Sophomore
o Junior
o Senior
o Graduate
In your home area, is there a community recycling program?

o Yes
o No
o Unsure
Please write in your current major at Marshall University.

Thank you once again for participating in the "Environmental Perceptions and Practices on
Marshall University's Campus" survey. If your instructor offered you any form of extra credit for
its completion, please screen-shot this page and share it with them.
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APPENDIX E: NOMINAL DATA
Level
Env. Actions Make a Difference

Count

Total

168

244

0.689

6

244

0.025

Unsure

70

244

0.287

Yes

54

244

0.221

No

108

244

0.443

Unsure

70

244

0.287

Does Not
Participate

12

244

0.049

Yes

43

242

0.178

No

60

242

0.248

106

242

0.438

Does Not
Participate

33

242

0.136

Yes

21

245

0.086

No

212

245

0.865

12

245

0.049

3

245

0.012

226

245

0.922

Unsure

16

245

0.065

Yes

81

244

0.332

No

82

244

0.336

Unsure

81

244

0.332

Yes
No

Difference in Practice on Campus

Perceived Obstacles on Campus

Unsure

Aware of Sustainability Department

Unsure
Interaction With Sustainability
Department

Yes
No

Recycling Offered at Home

Proportion

Table 4. Rates of Environmental Perceptions and Awareness
Nominal level variables and their response rates, used to describe the study sample and their
environmental awareness, participation, and perspectives, are listed.
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