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Abstract 
The intersection of psychology and sustainability within the domain of education 
represents a critical nexus for understanding and addressing pressing 
environmental challenges facing humanity. The paper embarks on a 
comprehensive journey through the interplay between psychology and 
sustainability in education, illuminating key theoretical frameworks, empirical 
insights, and practical implications for fostering sustainable mindsets and 
behaviors among individuals and communities. Central to the inquiry is the 
recognition of the urgent need for transformative approaches in education to 
mitigate climate change, biodiversity loss, and resource depletion. Through an 
interdisciplinary lens, the paper navigates the complex terrain of human 
cognition, emotion, and decision-making processes underlying attitudes and 
behaviors towards the environment. Psychological theories such as cognitive 
dissonance, environmental identity, and behavioral economics serve as 
foundational pillars for understanding the complexities of sustainable behavior 
and the barriers hindering its adoption. Moreover, the paper elucidates the 
pivotal role of education in cultivating sustainable mindsets and behaviors, 
emphasizing the significance of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 
as a catalyst for transformative learning and societal change. From curriculum 
design to campus operations, Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) emerge as key 
actors in advancing sustainability goals and nurturing a culture of environmental 
stewardship. As agents of change, teachers wield considerable influence in 
shaping the attitudes and behaviors of future generations towards sustainability, 
highlighting the importance of innovative pedagogies, experiential learning, and 
transformative teaching practices. Through the integration of psychology, 
education, and environmental stewardship, we can pave the way towards a 
brighter tomorrow grounded in principles of sustainability, resilience, and social 
justice.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Human behavior towards environmental challenges is currently perceived as not only concerning 
but also absurd, posing a significant threat to global existence. Despite mounting evidence and widespread 
awareness of environmental issues such as climate change, pollution, deforestation, and overpopulation, 
the collective response remains inadequate and often counterproductive. This discrepancy between 
knowledge and action emphasizes the complexities inherent in human behavior and its interaction with the 
environment (Callea, De Rosa, Ferri, Lipari, & Costanzi, 2019; d’Angelo, Brunstein, & Telles, 2021; Dwivedi, 2022; 
Posselt, Riemer, Sa’d, & Walsh, 2022). In response to this pressing issue, the field of Psychology of Sustainable 
Behavior has emerged as a critical area of study. Its primary objective is to dig deep into the underlying 
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mechanisms that drive individuals and societies to engage in unsustainable actions despite being cognizant 
of the adverse consequences. By examining various psychological factors such as attitudes, values, 
emotions, and decision-making processes, researchers seek to disentangle the intricate net of motivations 
behind unsustainable behaviors (Al Koni, Mahamda, & Nour, 2024; Baker-Shelley, van Zeijl-Rozema, & Martens, 

2017; Bendisch, 2018; de Matos Pedro, Leitão, & Alves, 2020; Pedro, Leitão, & Alves, 2020). One of the 
fundamental insights provided by the Psychology of Sustainable Behavior is the recognition that human 
decision-making is a multifaceted process. It involves both conscious, rational systems and unconscious, 
impulsive systems, each exerting influence in different contexts and scenarios.  

Table 1. Sustainability-Related Challenges and Solutions 

Key Points Challenges Solutions Explanations 

Cognitive Denial of 
Issues 

Many individuals actively 
resist recognizing the 
seriousness of 
sustainability issues, such 
as climate change, despite 
overwhelming evidence. 

Implement structured 
educational programs that 
highlight real-world 
examples and simulations 
of environmental 
degradation to improve 
understanding. 

Refers to studies of human 
behavior during crises to 
draw parallels between 
psychological denial and 
present-day environmental 
challenges. 

Overconsumption in 
Developed Nations 

The lifestyle of 
industrialized nations 
leads to resource 
depletion and creates an 
unsustainable demand for 
energy and materials. 

Encourage policies 
promoting minimalism, 
sustainable consumption, 
and energy-efficient 
technologies. 

Highlights the need to 
reduce resource-intensive 
lifestyles through changes in 
economic and social values. 

Overpopulation in 
Developing Nations 

Rapid population growth 
in some regions 
exacerbates resource 
scarcity and puts pressure 
on ecosystems. 

Promote family planning 
programs and sustainable 
community development to 
balance population growth 
with resource availability. 

Links the impact of 
population dynamics to 
sustainable development 
goals. 

Technological 
Optimism 

Some believe future 
technological 
advancements alone can 
solve environmental 
problems, leading to 
complacency. 

Introduce critical thinking 
curricula that emphasize 
combined solutions 
involving behavioral change 
and technology. 

Recognizes that innovation 
must be paired with 
responsible consumption 
habits. 

Global Inequality There is significant 
disparity in resource 
distribution, with a small 
percentage of the 
population consuming a 
large share of global 
resources. 

Implement economic 
reforms to promote fair 
resource distribution and 
support sustainability 
projects in underprivileged 
regions. 

Focuses on the concept of 
intragenerational justice for 
equitable resource access. 

Social and 
Environmental 
Injustice 

Marginalized 
communities often face 
the greatest 
environmental impacts 
while having limited 
means to adapt. 

Encourage local and global 
environmental justice 
initiatives to ensure that 
vulnerable communities 
have access to support and 
protection. 

Connects environmental 
degradation to social justice 
movements. 

Economic Growth vs. 
Sustainability 

Economic growth is 
often prioritized over 
environmental 
conservation, resulting in 
resource exploitation. 

Promote sustainable 
development models that 
emphasize quality of life 
over material wealth. 

Suggests redefining success 
metrics in national and 
global economies. 

Lack of Education on 
Sustainability 

Limited awareness and 
education on 
sustainability result in 
insufficient public 
engagement in 

Incorporate sustainability-
focused subjects in 
educational curricula across 
all levels. 

Calls for interdisciplinary 
education to foster a culture 
of environmental 
responsibility. 
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Key Points Challenges Solutions Explanations 

environmental 
preservation. 

Materialism and 
Consumer Culture 

The belief that material 
wealth equates to 
happiness drives 
excessive consumption 
and resource use. 

Promote values-based 
living and emotional well-
being initiatives to reduce 
reliance on material 
possessions. 

Highlights findings that 
increased consumption 
does not necessarily 
improve happiness. 

Global Environmental 
Degradation 

Deforestation, pollution, 
and biodiversity loss are 
causing long-term 
damage to the planet. 

Implement international 
conservation agreements, 
reduce emissions, and 
protect endangered 
ecosystems. 

Calls for collective action to 
mitigate environmental 
harm. 

 

While rational decision-making processes may prioritize long-term benefits and sustainability, 
impulsive reactions often prioritize immediate gratification and convenience. This inherent conflict between 
sustainable behaviors and impulsive decision-making processes lies at the heart of many environmental 
challenges (Domingues, Zimmer, Mah, & Freudenberg, 2020; Ganatsios et al., 2024; Gueldry, 2016; Tudor, Filimon 

Benea, & Bratosin, 2021; Vazquez-Marin, Cuadrado, & Lopez-Cobo, 2023). For instance, individuals may 
understand the importance of reducing carbon emissions to mitigate climate change, yet they continue to 
prioritize convenience and comfort over sustainable transportation options. Similarly, consumers may 
acknowledge the environmental consequences of single-use plastics, yet they opt for disposable products 
due to habit or convenience. Understanding the interplay between conscious and unconscious factors is 
crucial for designing effective interventions aimed at promoting sustainable behaviors (Dirzyte & Valatka, 

2023; Gibson, Short, & O’Donnell, 2023; Vieira, 2017; Lan Yang & Kathryn Cormican, 2021; L Yang & K Cormican, 

2021).  

Strategies that solely rely on disseminating information or appealing to rational arguments may fall 
short in addressing the deeply ingrained behavioral patterns that underpin unsustainable actions. Instead, 
interventions must consider the emotional, social, and cognitive dimensions of human decision-making, 
leveraging insights from psychology to foster meaningful and lasting behavior change. Real-life examples 
abound to illustrate the complexities of human behavior in the face of environmental challenges. Take, for 
instance, the phenomenon of “climate change denial,” where individuals reject scientific evidence and 
downplay the urgency of climate action despite overwhelming consensus among experts (Cheng, 2019; Dixit 

& Sehrawat, 2020; Fraijo-Sing, Tapia-Fonllem, & Corral-Verdugo, 2013; Gutiérrez-Ángel, García-Sánchez, Mercader-

Rubio, García-Martín, & Brito-Costa, 2022; Niedek, 2022). This resistance is often rooted in psychological 
defenses such as cognitive dissonance, motivated reasoning, and identity protection, which shield 
individuals from confronting uncomfortable truths about the implications of their lifestyles and 
consumption patterns. Moreover, the prevalence of unsustainable behaviors cannot be attributed solely to 
individual choices but also reflects broader systemic factors embedded within social, economic, and political 
structures. For instance, the reliance on fossil fuels as the primary source of energy is not merely a result of 
individual preferences but is perpetuated by vested interests, economic incentives, and institutional inertia 
(Cincera, Boeve-de Pauw, Goldman, & Simonova, 2019; Määttä & Uusiautti, 2020; Stanszus, 2020; Tapia-Fonllem, 

Fraijo-Sing, Corral-Verdugo, & Ortiz Valdez, 2017; Taylor, Walker, Heathcote, & Aidman, 2023). Addressing 
environmental challenges thus requires a holistic approach that encompasses individual behavior change, 
policy reform, technological innovation, and cultural transformation. Creating conditions that appeal to 
both rational and impulsive decision-making systems can serve as a powerful motivator for sustainable 
actions. Take, for example, the implementation of energy-efficient technologies in homes and workplaces. 
From a rational perspective, individuals may be motivated to adopt these technologies due to the long-term 
cost savings and environmental benefits they offer. By investing in energy-efficient appliances, insulation, 
and lighting systems, individuals can reduce their carbon footprint while lowering utility bills over time 
(Kals, Schumacher, & Montada, 1999; Lahiri, 2019; Norton, Parker, Zacher, & Ashkanasy, 2015; Ojala, 2013; Tassone, 

Dik, & van Lingen, 2017). However, the decision to invest in these technologies may also be influenced by 
impulsive factors, such as social norms, peer influence, and the desire for status or prestige. For instance, 
the growing popularity of solar panels and electric vehicles reflects not only a rational response to 
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environmental concerns but also a desire to align with emerging trends and demonstrate environmental 
stewardship to others.  

Sustainable development represents a multifaceted approach aimed at balancing technological 
advancement, economic prosperity, and ecological integrity without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs (Alvarez-Risco et al., 2021; Hamad Elneel Adow, Safeer, Ibrahim, & Alam, 

2024; Juárez-Nájera, 2015; Pezzini, 2013; Rahmania, 2024). This concept is exemplified by initiatives such as 
renewable energy projects, sustainable agriculture practices, and green urban planning. For instance, cities 
around the world are investing in public transportation infrastructure, green spaces, and energy-efficient 
buildings to create more livable and resilient urban environments. By integrating principles of sustainability 
into decision-making processes at the local, national, and global levels, policymakers and stakeholders can 
work towards achieving a harmonious balance between human well-being and environmental protection. 
The meta-centric reflexivity approach to sustainable development focuses on individual and collective 
transitions towards more sustainable lifestyles and systems (Ahmad, Alni, & Arni, 2023; Dirzyte, 2023; Jackson, 

2023; Martins et al., 2022; Schmieder, 2012). This approach emphasizes the importance of self-awareness, 
critical reflection, and collective action in addressing environmental challenges. For instance, initiatives that 
promote community-based sustainability projects, participatory decision-making processes, and cross-
sectoral collaboration reflect the principles of meta-centric reflexivity. 

By fostering a sense of interconnectedness and shared responsibility, this approach encourages 
individuals and communities to reexamine their values, beliefs, and behaviors in relation to sustainability. 
Employee and community well-being are essential components of sustainable organizational growth (Bonhi, 

Karim, Sharmin, Jahan, & Chowdhury, 2024; Canzittu, 2024; Kumari & Bhalla, 2021; Peiró, Martínez-Tur, Nagorny-

Koring, & Auch, 2021; Wood, 2010). Organizations that prioritize the health, safety, and welfare of their 
employees and communities are more likely to achieve long-term success and resilience. For instance, 
companies that invest in employee wellness programs, diversity and inclusion initiatives, and community 
engagement activities not only enhance their social license to operate but also foster a culture of trust, 
collaboration, and innovation. By aligning their business practices with principles of sustainability and 
corporate social responsibility, organizations can create shared value for stakeholders while contributing to 
the broader goal of sustainable development (Benavent et al., 2020; Kerret, Orkibi, & Ronen, 2014; Plank, 2011; 
Wang, 2024). The psychology of sustainability emphasizes the role of interventions, leadership, and 
competencies in promoting sustainable living. This approach recognizes that individual and collective 
behavior change is central to addressing environmental challenges and achieving sustainability goals. For 
instance, interventions that leverage principles of behavior change theory, social psychology, and 
environmental psychology can help individuals overcome barriers to adopting sustainable behaviors such 
as recycling, energy conservation, and alternative transportation (Bote, Rives, & BaÃ±Ã³n, 2019; Hammoud & 

Tarabay, 2019; Pham & Paillé, 2020; Stanszus, Frank, & Geiger, 2019; Uehara & Sakurai, 2021). Likewise, leadership 
development programs that cultivate sustainability-minded leaders who inspire, empower, and mobilize 
others towards collective action are essential for driving organizational and societal change. Eco-
psychologists advocate for reconnecting people with nature as a means of fostering eco-friendly behaviors 
and promoting environmental stewardship.  

This perspective highlights the intrinsic value of nature for human well-being and emphasizes the 
importance of developing a deeper sense of connection, respect, and reciprocity with the natural world. For 
example, activities such as wilderness therapy, nature-based mindfulness practices, and environmental 
education programs can help individuals develop a greater appreciation for nature while fostering a sense 
of responsibility towards its preservation. Conservation psychologists apply psychological theory and 
research methods to promote pro-environmental behaviors and attitudes. By understanding the 
psychological drivers of environmental attitudes and behaviors, conservation psychologists can design 
targeted interventions that effectively address barriers to sustainability (Böhme, 2023; Dasgupta & Pawar, 2021; 
Rupa, Alam, Sultana, & Alam, 2023; Sacchi, Molino, Dansero, Rossi, & Ghislieri, 2023). For instance, campaigns 
that leverage social norms, incentives, and communication strategies can encourage individuals to adopt 
behaviors such as water conservation, waste reduction, and habitat preservation. Environmental challenges 
pose significant threats to global health, well-being, and economic growth. From air and water pollution to 
habitat destruction and climate change, these challenges have far-reaching implications for human societies 
and ecosystems alike. For instance, rising temperatures and extreme weather events exacerbate food and 
water insecurity, displacement, and conflict, while pollution and deforestation contribute to the loss of 
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biodiversity and ecosystem services essential for human survival. Addressing these challenges requires 
urgent and coordinated action at the local, national, and international levels, informed by scientific evidence, 
ethical principles, and social justice considerations. Psychology plays a vital role in understanding human-
nature relationships and promoting sustainability.  

By examining the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions of human behavior, psychologists 
can uncover the underlying drivers of unsustainable actions and identify opportunities for intervention and 
change (Corral-Verdugo, García-Vázquez, Fraijo-Sing, & Tapia-Fonllem, 2017; Ferreira, Abrantes, Reis, & Brambilla, 

2023; Ilieva, 2022; Polz, Bartelt, & Roths, 2014; Wamsler, Osberg, Osika, Herndersson, & Mundaca, 2021). For 
instance, research on environmental attitudes, values, and beliefs can inform the design of educational 
programs, policy initiatives, and community-based interventions aimed at promoting environmental 
awareness and stewardship. Sustainability education represents a powerful tool for enhancing psychological 
attributes such as adaptability, compassion, and resilience. By integrating principles of sustainability into 
formal and informal learning environments, educators can empower individuals to become active agents of 
change in their communities and beyond. For example, curricula that emphasize systems thinking, critical 
inquiry, and social responsibility can help students develop the knowledge, skills, and values necessary to 
address complex sustainability challenges and contribute to a more equitable and sustainable world (Bellini 

et al., 2019; Cruickshank, Ainger, Fenner, Harding, & Owen, 2015; Frank, Fischer, Stanszus, Grossman, & Schrader, 

2021; Geiger, Grossman, & Schrader, 2019; Zoogah, 2022). Psychological innovations complement 
technological innovations in addressing sustainability issues. While technological solutions play a crucial 
role in mitigating environmental impacts and enhancing resource efficiency, they must be accompanied by 
psychological insights and strategies to promote behavior change and sustainable lifestyles. For instance, 
gamification, social media, and virtual reality platforms can be leveraged to engage and motivate individuals 
towards sustainable behaviors such as energy conservation, waste reduction, and sustainable transportation. 
Psychological capital and emotional intelligence are essential drivers of positive work behaviors and job 
performance in sustainable organizations.  

By fostering a supportive and inclusive work environment that values employee well-being, creativity, 
and collaboration, organizations can enhance employee engagement, satisfaction, and productivity (Birdsall 

et al., 2023; Boyacı & Karacabey, 2016; Milligan, Mankelwicz, & See, 2022; Parodi, 2014; Sulphey, AlKahtani, Senan, 

& Hamad Elneel Adow, 2023). For instance, initiatives that promote psychological safety, trust, and 
empowerment can empower employees to take ownership of sustainability goals and contribute to 
continuous improvement and innovation. Sustainability attitude serves as a key predictor of future behavior 
and is influenced by a range of factors including age, gender, education, and motivations. For instance, 
individuals who perceive environmental issues as urgent and relevant to their lives are more likely to engage 
in sustainable behaviors such as recycling, energy conservation, and advocacy. Likewise, intrinsic 
motivations such as concern for future generations, love of nature, and a sense of moral obligation can 
drive individuals to adopt environmentally friendly lifestyles and support sustainable initiatives in their 
communities and workplaces. 

 

2. DRIVERS OF SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIOR AND PSYCHOLOGICAL UNDERPINNINGS 
OF SUSTAINABLE LIFESTYLES 

Motivations for leading a sustainable lifestyle encompass a variety of factors that resonate deeply 
with individuals seeking to make a positive impact on the environment and society. One of the primary 
motivations is the desire for self-reliance and independence. This can manifest in practices such as growing 
one’s food, generating renewable energy, or reducing dependence on external resources. For example, 
individuals who embrace permaculture principles aim to design self-sustaining ecosystems that minimize 
reliance on fossil fuels and synthetic inputs while maximizing resource efficiency and resilience. Health 
considerations also play a significant role in motivating sustainable behavior. Many people are increasingly 
aware of the link between environmental degradation and public health issues such as air and water 
pollution, climate-related illnesses, and food insecurity. As a result, adopting sustainable practices such as 
active transportation, plant-based diets, and green living spaces can not only reduce personal exposure to 
harmful pollutants but also contribute to overall well-being and longevity (Alsarayreh, Al-Khasawneh, & Al 

Soub, 2022; Ayaz, Ali, & Saeed, 2023; Gracia, Torres-Porras, & Alcántara-Manzanares, 2024; Jakubowicz, França, & 

Quelhas, 2020; Kuzmina, Trimingham, & Bhamra, 2020). For instance, cities that invest in bike lanes, pedestrian-
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friendly infrastructure, and green spaces promote physical activity, social connectedness, and mental health 
among residents. Resource preservation is another key driver of sustainable living. By recognizing the finite 
nature of natural resources and the interconnectedness of ecosystems, individuals are motivated to conserve 
and protect the environment for future generations.  

Table 2. Psychology of Sustainability and Sustainable Development Framework 

Key Concept Description 
Implications for Well-

being 
Key Insights 

Sustainability 
Science 

A trans-disciplinary 
framework spanning natural, 
social, and applied sciences to 
examine human, 
environmental, and engineered 
systems. 

Enables comprehensive 
understanding and 
development of solutions 
for planetary and human 
well-being. 

Supports holistic research 
and interventions for 
addressing environmental 
and social challenges. 

Inner Psychological 
Processes 

Inner psychological processes 
influence behaviors and 
decisions related to individual 
and environmental 
interactions. 

Promotes mindfulness and 
emotional regulation for 
sustainable decisions. 

Highlights the interplay 
between personal 
experiences and 
sustainability-related 
behaviors. 

Outer Systems Focuses on well-being in 
relation to personal, social, 
organizational, community, 
and environmental systems. 

Addresses the complexity 
of human-environment 
dynamics to foster well-
being. 

Empowers individuals to 
engage in pro-
environmental behaviors 
within diverse contexts. 

Empathy and 
Intrapreneurial Self-
Capital 

Empathy mediates 
relationships between 
personality traits and 
connectedness to nature, 
enhancing environmental 
responsibility. 

Improves relationships 
within work environments 
by fostering empathy and 
creativity. 

Promotes resilience and 
adaptive responses to 
environmental challenges. 

Acceptance of 
Change 

The tendency to embrace 
rather than resist change, 
enabling positive adaptation. 

Fosters personal growth, 
resilience, and well-being in 
changing environments. 

Supports cognitive 
flexibility and proactive 
engagement with change. 

Positive Relational 
Management 

Represents respect, care, and 
connectedness in personal and 
professional relationships. 

Facilitates harmonious and 
respectful interpersonal 
interactions. 

Encourages positive 
relational behaviors that 
strengthen community 
and organizational 
harmony. 

Academic Relational 
Civility 

Relational civility in academic 
settings, promoting mutual 
respect and sensitivity among 
students and faculty. 

Enhances academic success 
and well-being through 
respectful interactions. 

Fosters inclusive and 
productive academic 
environments. 

Human Capital 
Sustainability 
Leadership 

A leadership style focused on 
ethical, sustainable, mindful, 
and servant leadership 
principles. 

Promotes organizational 
well-being through fair and 
ethical leadership. 

Balances individual and 
organizational goals to 
support long-term 
development. 

Workplace 
Relational Civility 

Relational civility at work, 
involving respect, sensitivity, 
and kindness toward 
colleagues. 

Improves workplace 
culture and reduces conflict 
through civil behaviors. 

Encourages proactive 
sensitivity and emotional 
intelligence in 
professional settings. 

 

This motivation can manifest in behaviors such as recycling, water conservation, energy efficiency, 
and habitat restoration. For example, communities that implement water conservation measures such as 
rainwater harvesting, greywater recycling, and xeriscaping can reduce strain on freshwater resources and 
mitigate the impacts of droughts and water shortages. Positive Psychology represents a paradigm shift in 
the field of psychology, focusing on enhancing human behavior and experience globally. It aligns closely 
with conservation psychology and eco-psychology by emphasizing strengths, virtues, and positive emotions 
as pathways to individual and collective well-being. One of the central goals of Positive Psychology is to 
improve the quality of life and foster positive human relations at both the individual and societal levels. 
This entails cultivating attributes such as resilience, empathy, gratitude, and compassion, which are essential 
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for building sustainable communities and institutions (Bununu, 2020; Ceulemans & Severijns, 2019; Denault et 

al., 2024; Gago-Cortés & Alló, 2020; Venkatesan, 2020). For example, initiatives that promote social cohesion, 
trust, and cooperation can enhance community resilience and adaptive capacity in the face of environmental 
challenges and disruptions. Positive Psychology also seeks to understand and promote attributes such as 
happiness, well-being, self-regulatory behavior, autonomy, and creativity, which are integral to sustainable 
living. By studying how human potential can stimulate pro-environmental, pro-social, and pro-economical 
behaviors, Positive Psychology offers insights into the psychological mechanisms underlying sustainable 
behavior change. For instance, research has shown that individuals with high levels of psychological well-
being are more likely to engage in sustainable behaviors such as recycling, conservation, and civic 
participation, reflecting a sense of purpose, meaning, and connection to larger social and ecological systems. 
Sustainable behaviors are associated with a host of positive outcomes that contribute to individual and 
collective flourishing.  

Table 3. Environmental Psychology and Sustainability Science Framework 

Theme Details Examples Remarks 

Public Policy Environmental psychology 
focuses on public involvement 
in decision-making processes 
related to sustainability. 

Layperson input in urban 
planning, traffic 
management policies. 

Ensures policies reflect 
community experiences 
and needs. 

Technology and 
Sustainability 

Mixed perspectives on 
technology’s role in 
sustainability. 

Energy-efficient devices, 
environmental noise control 
technologies. 

Policies must support the 
adoption of beneficial 
technologies. 

Interdisciplinary 
Collaboration 

Partnerships with disciplines 
like geography, architecture, 
and sociology. 

Joint research projects in 
sustainable urban 
development. 

Fosters holistic 
understanding and 
policy-making. 

Multilevel Analysis From individual behavior to 
global sustainability challenges. 

Urban greening to global 
water crisis studies. 

Encourages research on 
quality-of-life and mental 
health. 

Incorporation of 
New Theories 

Integration of theories from 
behavioral economics, 
sociology, etc. 

Goal-framing theory, 
discounting effects in 
sustainability decisions. 

Expands the scope of 
environmental 
psychology research. 

Quality of Life and 
Resource 
Management 

Focus on improving life quality 
alongside resource 
conservation. 

Policies for urban green 
spaces, pollution reduction. 

Broadens sustainability 
beyond resource metrics. 

Non-Human 
Biological World 

Concern with biodiversity, 
wildlife conservation, and 
ecological balance. 

Studies on wildlife 
encounters, conservation 
psychology. 

Addresses sustainability 
beyond human-centered 
issues. 

Challenges in 
Sustainability 
Research 

Difficulties in defining 
‘sustainability’ and creating 
impactful theories. 

Lack of attention to non-
human species in 
environmental studies. 

Encourages holistic 
approaches to resource 
use and ecosystem 
protection. 

International 
Collaboration and 
Growth 

Emerging contributions from 
global researchers in 
sustainability. 

Increase in submissions 
from Asia, Latin America, 
Europe. 

Indicates global 
engagement with 
environmental 
psychology. 

Mindlessness and 
Limited Attention 

People’s limited focus on 
sustainability due to daily 
distractions. 

Research on awareness 
campaigns, behavioral 
nudges. 

Highlights need for 
structural solutions for 
sustainability. 

Misperception and 
Self-Interest 

People often believe they 
contribute more to 
sustainability than they do. 

Studies on resource 
dilemmas, overfishing 
simulations. 

Promotes education and 
better decision-making 
frameworks. 

Optimism vs. 
Pessimism in 
Future Outcomes 

Debates between pessimistic 
and optimistic sustainability 
perspectives. 

References to Hardin’s 
‘Tragedy of the Commons’, 
Simon’s optimism. 

Highlights the 
importance of 
continuous efforts 
toward sustainability. 

 

Material self-sufficiency, satisfaction, autonomy, and psychological well-being are among the many 
benefits that accrue from adopting sustainable practices (Hubscher-Davidson, 2020; Hunecke, 2022a; Ronen & 

Kerret, 2020; Voltmer & von Salisch, 2023; Wei, Yu, Peng, & Zhong, 2023). For example, individuals who pursue 



 

Mohanty et al. (2025) Psychology of sustainability: Education for sustainable… 

 

101  

 

Journal of Research in Environmental and Science Education, Vol. 2, No. 2, pp. 94–119  

minimalist lifestyles report higher levels of contentment, fulfillment, and freedom from consumerist 
pressures, leading to greater psychological resilience and life satisfaction. Similarly, communities that 
prioritize local self-reliance, cooperative ownership, and ecological stewardship foster a sense of belonging, 
purpose, and collective empowerment among residents. Empirical research has identified several barriers 
to adopting sustainability, encompassing physical, social, and psychological dimensions. Physical barriers 
include inadequate infrastructure, rising material costs, and logistical challenges that impede the adoption 
of sustainable technologies and practices. For example, the lack of access to public transportation options 
or recycling facilities can limit individuals’ ability to engage in sustainable behaviors, particularly in rural or 
underserved areas. Social barriers encompass consumerist media signals, societal norms, and cultural values 
that perpetuate unsustainable lifestyles and consumption patterns. For instance, advertising messages that 
equate happiness and success with material wealth and conspicuous consumption reinforce patterns of 
overconsumption and resource depletion, undermining efforts to promote more sustainable alternatives. 
Likewise, social norms that prioritize individualism, competition, and status-seeking behavior can create 
barriers to collective action and cooperation around sustainability goals. Psychological barriers represent 
internal obstacles that individuals may face in embracing sustainable behaviors (Di Fabio & Cooper, 2024; 
Guan, Meng, Liu, & Xue, 2019; Stanko, 2024; Tsani, 2021; Wagner & Gibberd, 2022). These include incomplete 
knowledge or awareness of environmental issues, fear of change or uncertainty, and negative emotional 
responses towards conservation practices. For example, individuals may feel overwhelmed or 
disempowered by the scale and complexity of environmental problems, leading to feelings of apathy, 
resignation, or denial. Similarly, fear of social disapproval or ostracism may deter individuals from 
expressing environmental values or advocating for sustainable policies in their communities. 

 Environmental psychologists study the therapeutic effects of nature in coping with stress, trauma, 
and disasters. Research has shown that exposure to natural environments can reduce physiological arousal, 
improve mood and cognitive functioning, and enhance overall well-being. For example, parks, gardens, and 
green spaces provide opportunities for relaxation, recreation, and social interaction, promoting physical and 
mental health among urban residents. Similarly, wilderness experiences such as hiking, camping, and nature 
immersion retreats offer opportunities for spiritual renewal, personal growth, and ecological awareness. 
Eco-psychologists advocate for reconnecting with nature as a means of alleviating psychological stress and 
promoting holistic well-being. This perspective emphasizes the inherent interconnectedness between 
humans and the natural world and recognizes nature as a source of healing, inspiration, and wisdom. For 
example, practices such as forest bathing, wildlife observation, and nature-based rituals can help individuals 
cultivate a deeper sense of connection, belonging, and reverence for the Earth, fostering a more harmonious 
relationship with the environment and oneself. Conservation psychologists focus on understanding the 
interactive relationships between humans and nature and promoting resource conservation and biodiversity 
preservation. By applying psychological theory and research methods, conservation psychologists seek to 
identify effective strategies for mitigating human impacts on the environment and promoting sustainable 
behaviors (Al Koni & Mahamda, 2023; Broman et al., 2017; Hunecke, 2022b; Pico-Saltos, Carrión-Mero, Montalván-

Burbano, Garzás, & Redchuk, 2021; Wamsler, Osberg, Janss, & Stephan, 2024). For example, research on 
environmental attitudes, values, and beliefs can inform the design of conservation education programs, 
policy interventions, and community-based initiatives aimed at fostering environmental stewardship and 
ecological resilience. 

 

3. ROLE OF PSYCHOLOGY IN ENVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION AND 
SUSTAINABILITY 

Human behavioral problems play a significant role in contributing to environmental issues such as 
deforestation and resource exploitation. For example, unsustainable logging practices driven by profit 
motives often result in the clearing of vast forested areas, leading to habitat destruction, biodiversity loss, 
and soil erosion. Similarly, overfishing and unsustainable agricultural practices deplete natural resources and 
disrupt delicate ecosystems, threatening the long-term sustainability of food systems and livelihoods. These 
human behaviors are fueled by a complex interplay of economic, social, and cultural factors that prioritize 
short-term gains over long-term environmental stewardship. Environmental degradation has profound 
implications for human health and well-being across the globe. Pollution from industrial activities, vehicle 
emissions, and waste disposal contaminates air, water, and soil, leading to a range of health problems 
including respiratory illnesses, cardiovascular diseases, and neurological disorders. For example, 
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communities living near industrial sites or polluted waterways are disproportionately exposed to harmful 
chemicals and toxins, resulting in elevated rates of cancer, birth defects, and other health issues. Moreover, 
deforestation and habitat destruction increase the risk of zoonotic diseases and vector-borne illnesses, as 
human populations encroach upon wildlife habitats and disrupt natural ecosystems.  

Table 4. Sustainability and Social Psychology in the Context of the SDGs 

 

Promoting sustainable practices has the potential to improve various aspects of human development, 
subjective well-being, and eco-friendly behaviors (Al-Mulla, Ari, & Koç, 2022; De Young, 1996; Kim & Pae, 

2018; Klaperski-van der Wal, 2022; Westra, 2022). For instance, research has shown that children who are 
exposed to nature and engaged in outdoor activities exhibit higher levels of cognitive functioning, emotional 
regulation, and social competence. By incorporating environmental education into school curricula and 
extracurricular activities, educators can instill values of environmental stewardship, empathy, and 
responsibility in young learners, fostering a lifelong commitment to sustainability. Similarly, initiatives that 
promote sustainable living practices such as recycling, energy conservation, and community gardening can 
enhance individual and collective well-being by fostering a sense of connection, purpose, and belonging. 
Psychologists advocate for integrating sustainability education into behavioral science curricula to equip 
students with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary for addressing environmental challenges. By 
integrating sustainability concepts across diverse disciplines such as psychology, sociology, economics, and 
political science, educators can foster interdisciplinary thinking and collaborative problem-solving skills 
essential for navigating complex sustainability issues. For example, courses that explore the psychological 
underpinnings of human behavior towards the environment can empower students to critically analyze 
societal norms, values, and belief systems that perpetuate unsustainable practices and advocate for 
transformative change.  

Incorporating sustainability concepts from primary education onward can foster positive mindsets 
and behaviors that contribute to environmental conservation and social justice (F.-H. Chen, Tsai, Chung, & 

Lo, 2022; Fajardo & Nájera, 2015; Gamage & Boyle, 2008; Husamah, Suwono, Nur, & Dharmawan, 2022; Leal Filho 

et al., 2020). For instance, interactive learning experiences that engage students in hands-on activities such 
as composting, gardening, and recycling empower them to take ownership of their environmental footprint 
and become agents of change in their communities. Similarly, service-learning projects that connect 
classroom learning with real-world environmental issues enable students to apply theoretical knowledge to 
practical solutions, fostering a sense of efficacy, empowerment, and social responsibility. Research in 

Aspect Details Implications 

Sustainability 
Framework 

Agenda 2030 SDGs emphasize the three 
pillars: environmental, social, and economic 

Holistic understanding required for 
policy and research 

Role of Social 
Psychology 

Bridges individual and societal dynamics, 
promotes interdisciplinary solutions 

Encourages participatory and 
collective approaches 

Defining Sustainability 
Defined as meeting present needs without 
compromising future generations 

Need for operational clarity in 
practical applications 

SDGs Categorization 
17 SDGs divided into social, economic, and 
environmental goals 

Facilitates targeted research and 
interventions 

Social Pillar Focus 
Includes poverty, gender equality, education, 
and sustainable cities 

Addresses inequality and social 
justice issues 

Scientific Contributions 
Social psychology helps explain group 
behaviors and belief systems 

Can inform policy to address social 
dynamics 

Interdisciplinary 
Challenges 

Conceptual overlap between social and 
economic goals 

Demands integrated approaches to 
sustainable development 

Sustainability Research 
Focuses on environmental conservation, 
quality of life, and socio-economic equity 

Requires evidence-based, 
participatory methods 

Behavioral Change 
Research 

Studies examine factors influencing pro-
environmental behavior 

Crucial for sustainable 
consumption and policy adoption 

SDG-Linked Studies 
Social psychology contributions span SDG 3, 
5, 12, and 13 

Enables understanding of 
education, health, and resilience 

Community and Equity 
Focus 

Highlights the importance of inclusivity and 
social justice 

Aims for participatory and 
inclusive sustainable practices 

Collaborative Innovation 
Emphasizes cross-sector partnerships for 
sustainable change 

Fosters innovative practices 
through collective action 



 

Mohanty et al. (2025) Psychology of sustainability: Education for sustainable… 

 

103  

 

Journal of Research in Environmental and Science Education, Vol. 2, No. 2, pp. 94–119  

psychology contributes significantly to understanding and addressing environmental challenges by 
examining the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions of human-nature relationships. For 
example, studies have explored the psychological factors that influence pro-environmental behaviors such 
as attitudes, beliefs, values, norms, and social identity. By identifying barriers to sustainable behavior change 
and effective intervention strategies, psychologists can inform the design of educational programs, policy 
initiatives, and community-based interventions aimed at promoting environmental awareness and action. 
Moreover, psychological research contributes to the development of theoretical frameworks and empirical 
methods for assessing the impact of environmental interventions and evaluating individual and collective 
outcomes. Psychological insights are crucial for promoting sustainable lifestyles and environmental 
conservation by addressing the underlying motivations, attitudes, and behaviors that drive human 
interactions with the environment. For example, interventions that leverage principles of behavior change 
theory, social psychology, and environmental psychology can encourage individuals to adopt sustainable 
behaviors such as energy conservation, waste reduction, and alternative transportation.  

By promoting intrinsic motivations such as environmental values, social norms, and personal 
identity, psychologists can cultivate a sense of connection, purpose, and responsibility towards the natural 
world, fostering a more harmonious relationship between humans and the environment (Ferradás, Freire, 

García-Bértoa, Núñez, & Rodríguez, 2019; Höller, Urbschat, & Bathke, 2024; Inman & Inman, 2023; Kailay & Paposa, 

2024; Manfredi, Stokoe, Kelly, & Lee, 2021). Integrating psychology into sustainability studies enhances 
awareness and promotes positive behavioral change by illuminating the complex interplay of individual, 
social, and systemic factors that shape human responses to environmental challenges. For example, research 
on eco-psychology explores the therapeutic benefits of nature-based interventions for promoting mental 
health and well-being. By reconnecting people with the natural world through practices such as forest 
bathing, wilderness therapy, and nature-based mindfulness, psychologists can help individuals cultivate a 
deeper sense of connection, awe, and reverence for the Earth, fostering a more sustainable and 
compassionate relationship with the environment and all living beings. 

 

4. ALIGNING LEARNING OBJECTIVES WITH POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY-BASED 
EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

Learning outcomes in sustainability education encompass a broad spectrum of sub-skills, 
competences, attitudes, and behaviors that contribute to fostering sustainable behavior and lifestyles. For 
instance, students may develop critical thinking skills to evaluate complex environmental issues, 
interdisciplinary analysis to understand the interconnectedness of social, economic, and ecological systems, 
systems thinking to recognize feedback loops and unintended consequences, collaboration skills to work 
effectively in diverse teams, and problem-solving abilities to address real-world sustainability challenges. By 
integrating these competences into the curriculum, educators can empower students to become active 
agents of change in their communities and beyond. Mindfulness and sustainable competences serve as core 
instructional objectives in the proposed model for sustainability education. Mindfulness practices such as 
meditation, reflection, and deep listening can help students cultivate awareness, empathy, and compassion 
towards themselves, others, and the natural world.  

Table 5. Environmental Psychology 

Key Themes Description Significance 
Examples or 
Implications 

Environment as a 
Social Construct 

Criticisms emerged around 
the neglect of space as a 
social and cultural construct 
in environmental psychology 
theories. 

Called for the integration 
of theories by Lefebvre 
and Bourdieu into 
environmental 
psychology. 

Encouraged focus on 
lived experiences and 
socio-cultural impacts on 
spatial behavior. 

Conservation 
Psychology 

This emerging field focuses 
on fostering pro-
environmental behavior and 
encouraging conservation. 

Attempts to change urban 
populations’ views and 
behaviors toward nature. 

Incorporates education in 
zoos, wildlife centers, and 
public outreach programs. 

Transformative 
Environmental 
Psychology 

Advocates critical 
assessment of social 

Challenges conventional 
views and aims to 

Focuses on socio-
economic and political 
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Key Themes Description Significance 
Examples or 
Implications 

structures shaping people-
environment relationships. 

empower groups to create 
sustainable environments. 

contexts influencing 
behavior. 

Behavior and Social 
Context 

Behavior is shaped not only 
by individual attitudes but 
also by social, cultural, and 
economic influences. 

Recognizes that values 
and norms are embedded 
within social structures 
such as class and gender. 

Suggests targeted 
interventions considering 
group identity, advertising, 
and societal norms. 

Consumption and 
Production 

Highlights the relationship 
between consumer behavior 
and production practices. 

Advocates a shift from 
consumer-focused policies 
to addressing production 
systems. 

Encourages sustainable 
production processes and 
questions profit-oriented 
goals. 

Weak vs Strong 
Sustainability 

Weak sustainability focuses 
on substituting resources, 
whereas strong sustainability 
emphasizes preserving 
natural systems. 

Strong sustainability 
challenges free-market 
policies and advocates for 
participatory governance. 

Promotes the 
transformation of 
production relations and 
resource conservation. 

Political Relations and 
Participation 

Addresses the role of 
political institutions in 
shaping sustainable policies 
and social norms. 

Demands true 
participatory processes 
rather than top-down 
mandates. 

Encourages public 
involvement in defining 
environmental policies 
and practices. 

Workplace and 
Identity 

Investigates the impact of 
work environments on 
individual identity and 
behavior. 

Suggests that work 
experiences influence 
sustainable or 
unsustainable lifestyles. 

Explores how work-
related identities affect 
consumption patterns and 
ecological impact. 

Corporate 
Responsibility 

Questions corporate 
influence in shaping 
consumer desires and 
identities through marketing. 

Analyzes how 
corporations drive 
demand for unsustainable 
products. 

Proposes stronger 
regulations and corporate 
accountability for 
sustainable practices. 

Empowerment and 
Democratic Processes 

Calls for greater public 
influence over production 
and policy decisions. 

Challenges passive 
consumer roles and 
encourages active civic 
engagement. 

Aims to foster self-
determination and 
collective action for 
sustainable development. 

 

By incorporating mindfulness into sustainability education, educators can foster a deeper sense of 
connection, responsibility, and stewardship among students, motivating them to adopt more sustainable 
attitudes and behaviors in their personal and professional lives. Sustainability competences encompass a 
wide range of cognitive, affective, and behavioral skills that are essential for addressing complex 
sustainability challenges (M. Chen, Jeronen, & Wang, 2021; Kerret, Orkibi, & Ronen, 2016; Lemmetty & Collin, 

2020; Moganadas, Corral-Verdugo, & Ramanathan, 2013; Ranjbari et al., 2021). These competences include critical 
thinking to analyze and evaluate environmental issues, interdisciplinary analysis to integrate knowledge from 
multiple disciplines, systems thinking to understand the interconnectedness of social, economic, and 
ecological systems, collaboration to work effectively in diverse teams, and problem-solving to develop 
innovative solutions to sustainability problems.  

By cultivating these competences, educators can empower students to become lifelong learners and 
change agents committed to advancing sustainability goals in their communities and society at large. 
Pedagogical approaches for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) encompass a variety of 
methods and techniques designed to engage students in meaningful learning experiences that promote 
sustainability. These approaches may include traditional lecturing to convey key concepts and principles, 
case studies to explore real-world sustainability challenges and solutions, project-based learning to 
encourage hands-on experimentation and problem-solving, and community-based interventions to foster 
civic engagement and social responsibility. By employing a diverse range of pedagogical strategies, educators 
can cater to different learning styles and preferences while promoting deep understanding and meaningful 
engagement with sustainability issues. UNESCO advocates for the development of new competences in 
education for sustainable development, including implementation competence to translate knowledge into 
action, integration competence to connect diverse perspectives and disciplines, and intra-personal 
competence to cultivate self-awareness, empathy, and ethical responsibility. These competences are 



 

Mohanty et al. (2025) Psychology of sustainability: Education for sustainable… 

 

105  

 

Journal of Research in Environmental and Science Education, Vol. 2, No. 2, pp. 94–119  

essential for empowering students to become effective agents of change in their personal and professional 
lives, capable of addressing complex sustainability challenges with creativity, resilience, and integrity. 
Interpersonal competence development is often overlooked in sustainability courses, despite its importance 
for fostering collaboration, communication, and teamwork skills essential for addressing sustainability 
challenges effectively.  

By incorporating activities and exercises that promote interpersonal competence development, 
educators can create learning environments that emphasize cooperation, empathy, and mutual respect, 
preparing students to engage constructively with diverse stakeholders and perspectives in the pursuit of 
sustainability goals. Learning objectives should align with course pedagogies to develop sustainability 
competences effectively. By clearly articulating desired learning outcomes and selecting appropriate 
instructional strategies and assessments, educators can create cohesive and integrated learning experiences 
that promote deep understanding, critical thinking, and transformative learning in sustainability education. 
Proper assessment of students’ learning outcomes is crucial for evaluating the effectiveness of sustainability 
education programs and identifying areas for improvement. Formative assessment methods such as quizzes, 
discussions, and peer feedback can provide ongoing feedback and support student learning and 
development, while summative assessments such as exams, projects, and portfolios can measure students’ 
mastery of key concepts and competences. Some researchers propose an educational framework called 
“Sustainable Wellbeing” that integrates aspects of individual and environmental wellbeing to promote 
holistic sustainability. By recognizing the interconnectedness between human health and environmental 
health, the Sustainable  

Wellbeing framework emphasizes the importance of fostering symbiotic relationships between 
people and the planet, cultivating lifestyles and behaviors that promote personal and planetary flourishing. 
Integrating aspects of individual and environmental wellbeing into educational frameworks can contribute 
to sustainable development by promoting holistic approaches to health, happiness, and prosperity (Al-

Mansoori & Koç, 2019; Frank & Stanszus, 2019; Khalf, 2023; Şeker & Aydinli, 2023). By addressing the complex 
interplay between human well-being and environmental sustainability, educators can empower students to 
make informed choices and take meaningful action towards creating a more equitable, resilient, and 
sustainable world for future generations. Sustainability education and education for sustainable 
development aim to facilitate a paradigm shift towards sustainable behavior and lifestyles by fostering 
awareness, knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes that promote environmental stewardship, social equity, 
and economic prosperity. By integrating sustainability principles and practices into formal and informal 
learning environments, educators can empower students to become informed citizens and change agents 
capable of addressing the pressing sustainability challenges facing humanity and the planet. The global 
community faces a multitude of interconnected challenges, including ecological degradation, economic 
inequality, cultural diversity, and public health crises such as pandemics. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted the fragility and interconnectedness of global systems, underscoring the need for transformative 
approaches to education that prepare students to navigate and respond to complex, interconnected 
challenges in a rapidly changing world. Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) should create 
multidisciplinary platforms for sustainable pedagogy that engage students in critical inquiry, reflective 
dialogue, and collaborative action to address real-world sustainability problems. By adopting a 
transformative learning approach grounded in constructivist principles, educators can empower students 
to become active participants in their own learning process, fostering a deeper understanding of 
sustainability issues and a greater sense of agency and responsibility for creating positive change in their 
communities and society at large.  

Positive psychology-based ESD pedagogy aims to facilitate knowledge creation and motivate learners 
to act for environmental care by cultivating positive emotions, strengths, and virtues that promote 
individual and collective well-being and resilience. By fostering a sense of purpose, hope, and optimism, 
positive psychology-based ESD pedagogy can inspire students to overcome challenges and embrace 
opportunities for personal growth and social transformation in pursuit of sustainability goals. ESD 
promotes transformative learning for individual change and social upliftment through problem-solving and 
reflective thinking, empowering students to challenge conventional wisdom, question existing power 
structures, and envision alternative futures grounded in sustainability principles and values (Cripps, 2023; 
Eloff & Dittrich, 2021; Margaça, Hernández Sánchez, & Sánchez-García, 2022; ŞEKER & AYDINLI, 2021). By 
developing critical thinking skills, contemplative learning practices, and innovative solutions, ESD prepares 
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students to address complex, systemic challenges and contribute to the creation of a more just, equitable, 
and sustainable world for all. ESD should develop critical thinking, contemplative learning, and innovative 
solutions for a sustainable future by fostering a deep sense of connection, responsibility, and stewardship 
towards oneself, others, and the natural world. By cultivating a culture of inquiry, curiosity, and creativity, 
ESD can empower students to explore diverse perspectives, challenge assumptions, and generate novel 
ideas and solutions to address sustainability challenges at local, regional, and global scales. Positive 
psychology-based ESD should be taught through four pathways from primary to higher education levels, 
including personal development, interpersonal skills, community engagement, and global citizenship. By 
integrating positive psychology principles and practices into the curriculum, educators can create learning 
environments that foster resilience, empathy, collaboration, and leadership skills essential for promoting 
sustainability and well-being in individuals, communities, and societies worldwide. 

 

5. CULTIVATING AWARENESS AND AGENCY FOR POSITIVE CHANGE 

Sustainable wellbeing represents an integrated approach to individual, societal, and environmental 
health and prosperity, aiming to ensure the well-being of present and future generations while safeguarding 
the planet’s ecosystems. In practice, this entails promoting a balance between personal fulfillment, social 
cohesion, and environmental stewardship. For instance, initiatives that prioritize access to clean air and 
water, promote equitable healthcare and education, and foster social inclusion and community resilience 
contribute to sustainable wellbeing by addressing the interconnected dimensions of human flourishing and 
environmental sustainability. Positive education and environmental education play complementary roles in 
promoting sustainable wellbeing by fostering a sense of purpose, meaning, and connection to nature. By 
integrating principles of positive psychology into environmental education curricula, educators can 
empower students to develop positive attitudes, values, and behaviors towards sustainability while 
enhancing their psychological well-being and resilience (Appleton, 2014; Khan & Khan, 2024; Neaman et al., 

2023; Sefotho, 2021). For example, programs that incorporate elements of gratitude, mindfulness, and 
character strengths into environmental education activities can inspire students to cultivate a deeper 
appreciation for the natural world and become proactive stewards of the environment. Promoting wellbeing 
is not only a desirable outcome of sustainable development but also a crucial objective in its own right.  

Table 6. Psychology of Sustainability and Sustainable Development in Organizations 

Concept Description 
Implication for Well-

being 
Key Insights 

Sustainable 
Development 
Goals (SDGs) 

The UN’s 17 SDGs focus on 
poverty elimination, quality 
education, gender equality, 
climate action, and more for 
sustainable global progress. 

Promotes holistic 
development that integrates 
economic growth, 
environmental preservation, 
and social equity. 

Aligning organizational 
policies with SDGs can 
enhance employee 
motivation and foster a 
shared vision. 

Positive Psychology 
in Organizations 

Positive psychology focuses 
on strengths, resilience, and 
well-being rather than 
correcting negative aspects. 

Creates a supportive work 
environment that nurtures 
well-being and promotes 
growth. 

Integrating positive 
reinforcement and 
employee strengths 
improves job satisfaction 
and organizational 
performance. 

Primary Prevention 
Approach 

Primary prevention aims to 
prevent problems before 
they arise and enhance 
psychological well-being. 

Strengthens individual and 
group resilience, reduces 
stress, and improves health 
outcomes. 

Focuses on creating 
proactive interventions at 
all organizational levels. 

Job Crafting and 
Design 

Job crafting allows 
employees to modify their 
roles to align with their skills 
and preferences. 

Enhances job satisfaction, 
engagement, and 
performance by increasing 
task relevance. 

Encourages employee 
autonomy and personal 
growth through 
meaningful work 
modifications. 

Sustainable 
Leadership Styles 

Includes leadership 
approaches like authentic, 
ethical, and servant 
leadership to foster trust and 
collaboration. 

Promotes a culture of 
transparency, empathy, and 
mutual respect in 
organizations. 

Encourages leaders to 
model sustainable practices 
that prioritize employee 
well-being. 
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Concept Description 
Implication for Well-

being 
Key Insights 

Work-Life 
Sustainability 

Ensures a balance between 
professional responsibilities 
and personal well-being. 

Reduces burnout and 
increases productivity by 
fostering flexible work 
environments. 

Work-life balance policies 
can increase retention and 
support organizational 
resilience. 

Relational Theory 
of Work 

Focuses on the importance 
of relationships in the 
workplace for social 
connection and 
collaboration. 

Improves teamwork, 
communication, and overall 
work satisfaction. 

Strengthens employee 
engagement through 
supportive work 
relationships. 

Organizational 
Reflexivity 

Involves critical reflection on 
organizational goals, values, 
and practices to align with 
sustainable principles. 

Promotes continuous 
improvement and adaptive 
strategies. 

Increases organizational 
awareness of sustainability 
challenges and strengths. 

Meta-Centric 
Reflexivity 

Transitions employees and 
organizations from an 
individual-centric to a 
collective-focused approach. 

Encourages shared goals 
and collaborative efforts for 
sustainable outcomes. 

Fosters an interconnected 
perspective that values 
mutual gains and global 
well-being. 

Decent Leadership Combines sustainable, 
servant, ethical, and mindful 
leadership practices. 

Addresses employee needs 
holistically, considering 
professional and personal 
aspects. 

Promotes fairness, respect, 
and empathy in 
organizational decision-
making. 

Sustainable 
Organizational 
Narratives 

Narratives that emphasize 
hope, resilience, and positive 
change help reshape 
organizational culture. 

Reduces negative 
perceptions and increases 
motivation during 
transitions and challenges. 

Storytelling can strengthen 
shared identity and drive 
sustainable development. 

 

By prioritizing human well-being and happiness as central indicators of progress, policymakers and 
practitioners can create policies and programs that promote equitable access to essential services, foster 
social inclusion and cohesion, and protect the planet’s natural resources. For instance, initiatives that invest 
in education, healthcare, social protection, and environmental conservation contribute to enhancing overall 
quality of life and building resilient and thriving communities. Educational leaders play a pivotal role in 
preparing students for the 21st century job market by equipping them with the knowledge, skills, and 
competences needed to navigate complex and rapidly changing global challenges. This includes fostering 
critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, communication, and problem-solving skills, as well as cultivating 
a strong sense of social responsibility and ethical leadership. For example, educational programs that 
integrate sustainability principles and practices into the curriculum prepare students to address real-world 
sustainability challenges and contribute to positive social and environmental change in their communities 
and beyond. A holistic approach to positive wellbeing and sustainability education is recommended to 
ensure that students develop the knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed to address interconnected social, 
economic, and environmental challenges effectively.  

By integrating positive psychology, environmental education, and sustainability principles into the 
curriculum, educators can create learning experiences that foster holistic development and empower 
students to become agents of positive change in their personal lives, communities, and society at large. 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) empowers learners to address global challenges such as 
climate change, biodiversity loss, poverty, and inequality by fostering knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes 
that promote sustainability and social justice. Through ESD, learners gain a deeper understanding of the 
interconnectedness of social, economic, and environmental systems and develop the critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and collaborative skills needed to navigate complex sustainability challenges and 
contribute to positive social and environmental change. ESD prepares global citizens to find solutions for 
current and future challenges by equipping them with the knowledge, skills, and values needed to create a 
more sustainable and equitable world. By fostering a sense of global citizenship and shared responsibility, 
ESD empowers individuals to take action to address pressing sustainability issues and contribute to the 
achievement of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030.  
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Positive psychology and the psychology of sustainability play integral roles in ESD by providing 
insights into human behavior, motivation, and decision-making processes related to sustainability. By 
integrating principles of positive psychology and sustainability psychology into ESD curricula, educators 
can empower learners to develop the attitudes, values, and behaviors needed to promote environmental 
stewardship, social equity, and economic prosperity. Personal and collective transformations are necessary 
for fostering sustainable behavior and decision-making at individual, community, and societal levels. 
Mindfulness-based teaching and transformative learning practices can promote socio-ecological awareness, 
empathy, and agency among learners, empowering them to become active participants in creating a more 
sustainable and just world. For example, mindfulness practices such as meditation, reflection, and deep 
listening can help individuals cultivate a deeper connection to themselves, others, and the natural world, 
fostering a sense of responsibility and stewardship towards the planet. India’s education system must adopt 
a Positive-ESD-based curriculum to achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and create a more 
sustainable and equitable society. By integrating positive psychology principles, environmental education, 
and sustainability principles into the curriculum, India can empower learners to become agents of positive 
change and contribute to building a more resilient, inclusive, and sustainable future for all.  

Collaboration with UNESCO and UN regional offices is essential for implementing ESD initiatives 
and promoting sustainability education at national and global levels. By leveraging international partnerships 
and sharing best practices, India can strengthen its capacity to deliver quality education for sustainable 
development and achieve its sustainability goals. India’s New Education Policy (2020) emphasizes holistic 
development, creativity, and ethics in education, aligning with the principles of ESD and positive education. 
By prioritizing the integration of sustainability principles and practices into the curriculum, the policy aims 
to empower learners to become responsible global citizens capable of addressing complex sustainability 
challenges and contributing to positive social and environmental change. ESD advocates for collaboration 
across environmental, economic, and socio-cultural dimensions to address sustainability challenges 
holistically. By fostering interdisciplinary dialogue and cooperation, ESD can promote integrated 
approaches to sustainable development that balance environmental integrity, economic prosperity, and 
social equity (Cheng, 2018; Hüppauff, Hunecke, & Richter, 2023; White & McCallum, 2021). ESD empowers 
individuals to make informed decisions for environmental integrity and economic success by fostering 
critical thinking, ethical reasoning, and responsible citizenship. By equipping learners with the knowledge, 
skills, and values needed to address sustainability challenges, ESD enables them to become active 
participants in shaping a more sustainable and just future for themselves and future generations.  

Reflective thinking, critical analysis, and sustainable actions are critical components of ESD that 
empower learners to understand the complex interconnections between human societies and the natural 
world and take meaningful action to address sustainability challenges. Transformational learning content, 
pedagogy, learning outcomes, and societal transformations are pillars of ESD that guide the design and 
implementation of sustainability education programs. By integrating transformative learning principles into 
the curriculum, educators can create learning experiences that empower learners to critically examine their 
assumptions, beliefs, and values and develop new ways of thinking and acting that promote sustainability 
and social justice. ESD should be embedded in the curriculum at all levels of formal, non-formal, and 
informal education to ensure that learners develop the knowledge, skills, and values needed to address 
sustainability challenges effectively. By integrating ESD into diverse educational settings, India can 
empower learners to become informed and engaged citizens capable of contributing to positive social and 
environmental change in their communities and beyond. 

 

6. GRASSROOTS ACTIVISM FOR SUSTAINABLE CHANGE THROUGH ACTIVIST 
LEARNING IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Activist learning stands as a potent avenue for fostering sustainability competencies among students 
through community activities and engagements. Consider a university situated in an urban area where 
students collaborate with local environmental groups to organize tree planting campaigns in depleted urban 
landscapes. This hands-on experience not only cultivates awareness about ecological issues but also instills 
a sense of responsibility and agency among students, empowering them to take action for positive change 
in their communities. Through such activist learning experiences, students develop critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and leadership skills essential for addressing complex sustainability challenges beyond the 
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confines of the classroom. Research substantiates the notion that achieving sustainability necessitates 
activism that goes beyond mere climate-related slogans or advocacy. For instance, studies examining 
grassroots movements for environmental justice reveal how community-based activism can challenge 
systemic inequalities and advocate for policies that promote social and environmental well-being. By 
engaging in activism, students not only deepen their understanding of sustainability issues but also develop 
advocacy skills and a commitment to social justice that are integral to fostering sustainable societies (Grund 

& Brock, 2019; Joireman, Van Lange, & Van Vugt, 2004; Vasconcelos & Ribeiro, 2022). Traditional knowledge-
based education often falls short in providing students with practical application and action-taking 
experiences necessary for addressing real-world sustainability challenges. Contrastingly, Outcome-Based 
Education (OBE) empowers students to develop both academic and employability skills by focusing on 
program educational objectives (PEOs), program outcomes (POs), and course outcomes (COs) that 
emphasize practical application and skill development. For example, a course on sustainable development 
might incorporate project-based learning activities where students collaborate with local organizations to 
design and implement sustainability initiatives in their communities, thus bridging the gap between theory 
and practice. Skills cultivated under the OBE framework encompass a spectrum of abilities crucial for 
personal and professional success in a rapidly changing world. These include effective communication, 
critical thinking, foundational knowledge, self-initiative, motivation, teamwork, and integrity.  

Table 7. Psychological Lens toward Harmonization 

Key Concept Description 
Implication for Harmony 

and Well-being 
Key Insights 

Roots of 
Harmony 

The concept of harmony traces 
back to both Eastern and 
Western philosophies, 
emphasizing balance, 
proportionality, and unity amidst 
diversity. 

Encourages an 
understanding of harmony 
as a dynamic equilibrium, 
integrating tensions to 
create balance in individual 
and collective contexts. 

Historical perspectives 
highlight that harmony 
involves the synthesis of 
contrasting elements rather 
than uniformity. 

Western 
Perspective 

Western views focus on harmony 
as a pre-set order, exemplified by 
Pythagorean mathematical 
harmony and Platonic justice 
within the soul and state. 

Promotes structured and 
hierarchical harmony within 
systems such as 
organizations and societies. 

Views harmony as a state 
achieved through 
adherence to rational 
principles and virtues. 

Eastern 
Perspective 

Eastern philosophies, particularly 
Confucianism and Daoism, view 
harmony as an emergent, dynamic 
process involving interconnected 
relationships. 

Emphasizes harmonization 
as an ongoing relational 
process rather than a fixed 
state. 

Encourages flexible 
adaptation to maintain 
harmony amidst constant 
change. 

Relationality Relationality in harmony involves 
inner harmony within oneself, 
harmony with others, and 
harmony with nature and the 
universe. 

Strengthens relationships 
through self-awareness, 
empathy, and mutual 
respect across various 
contexts. 

Highlights the importance 
of both internal and 
external relational contexts 
in sustaining well-being. 

Intrapersonal 
Harmony 

Involves balancing different parts 
of the self, such as mind, heart, 
and purpose, to form an 
integrated and authentic identity. 

Supports personal growth, 
resilience, and flourishing 
through self-attunement 
and reflection. 

Encourages the 
development of internal 
coherence to foster 
external relational 
harmony. 

Interpersonal 
Harmony 

Focuses on fostering positive, 
respectful relationships in 
families, communities, and 
organizations. 

Improves communication, 
collaboration, and mutual 
understanding in social and 
work environments. 

Relational civility 
promotes harmony 
through respect, care, and 
connectedness. 

Harmony with 
Nature 

Emphasizes the 
interconnectedness between 
humans and the natural world, 
advocating for sustainable living 
practices. 

Fosters a sense of 
belonging to the natural 
environment and 
encourages ecological 
stewardship. 

Connectedness to nature is 
linked to greater empathy, 
well-being, and pro-
environmental behavior. 

Psychology of 
Harmonization 

Harmonization is viewed as a 
proactive process involving 

Promotes well-being 
through balance between 

Encourages innovation 
and creativity by 
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Key Concept Description 
Implication for Harmony 

and Well-being 
Key Insights 

tuning and balancing dynamic 
elements. 

subjective identity forms 
and relational contexts. 

integrating different 
perspectives and contexts. 

Primary 
Prevention 
Perspective 

Aims to build strengths and 
prevent imbalances before they 
arise, focusing on positive 
psychological assets. 

Reduces stress and 
increases resilience by 
strengthening proactive 
coping mechanisms. 

Facilitates adaptive 
responses to changes and 
challenges in personal and 
organizational contexts. 

Reflexivity 
Processes 

Reflexivity involves critical 
reflection on past experiences and 
prospective planning for future 
actions. 

Enhances self-awareness 
and goal alignment by 
integrating reflection and 
forward-thinking strategies. 

Enables individuals and 
communities to reframe 
challenges and build 
sustainable futures. 

Leadership for 
Harmonization 

Involves leadership styles such as 
ethical, sustainable, mindful, and 
servant leadership to foster a 
harmonious work environment. 

Promotes organizational 
well-being by balancing 
individual and collective 
needs. 

Leadership practices that 
emphasize empathy and 
connectedness contribute 
to sustainable 
organizational growth. 

 

Imagine a scenario where students participate in a collaborative research project investigating the 
environmental impacts of a local industry. Through this experience, they not only acquire technical skills in 
data analysis and research methodology but also develop teamwork and communication skills essential for 
navigating complex sustainability challenges in the workplace. Project-based and problem-based learning 
methodologies embedded within the OBE framework provide students with opportunities to apply 
theoretical knowledge to real-world situations and develop practical solutions to sustainability issues. For 
example, students enrolled in a course on sustainable urban planning might engage in a semester-long 
project where they work with local stakeholders to design and propose sustainable infrastructure solutions 
for a community in need. This hands-on experience not only deepens students’ understanding of sustainable 
development principles but also equips them with valuable practical skills and insights that are transferrable 
to future endeavors. Values play a pivotal role in shaping students’ personal and professional lives and 
contributing to societal well-being. By incorporating values such as empathy, social responsibility, and 
environmental stewardship into the curriculum and campus culture, HEIs can foster a culture of 
sustainability and ethical leadership among students. For instance, service-learning programs that encourage 
students to volunteer with local community organizations provide opportunities for students to develop 
empathy, compassion, and a sense of civic duty while contributing to meaningful social and environmental 
projects.  

Incorporating research-based approaches into the curriculum enables students to develop a scientific 
temper and real-life problem-solving skills essential for addressing sustainability challenges. For example, 
students engaged in a research methods course might design and conduct a study investigating the impact 
of climate change on local ecosystems. Through this process, they not only gain practical experience in 
research methodology but also develop critical thinking skills and a deeper understanding of the complex 
interrelationships between human activities and the environment. Outcome-Based Education (OBE) 
evaluates students’ skill development and progress by focusing on measurable learning outcomes aligned 
with program objectives. By employing assessment strategies such as rubrics, portfolios, and performance-
based assessments, educators can gauge students’ proficiency in key competencies and provide targeted 
feedback for improvement. For example, a capstone project in a sustainability program might require 
students to develop and present a comprehensive sustainability plan for a local business, allowing faculty 
to assess students’ ability to integrate knowledge, analyze complex problems, and communicate solutions 
effectively. UNESCO recommends setting pragmatic, achievable, and measurable goals for universities to 
promote sustainability education and contribute to global sustainability efforts. By aligning learning 
objectives with Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education), HEIs can ensure that students 
develop the knowledge, skills, and values needed to address sustainability challenges and contribute to 
positive social and environmental change. For example, a course on environmental ethics might include 
learning objectives focused on understanding ethical principles, analyzing case studies, and applying ethical 
frameworks to real-world environmental dilemmas.  
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Involving stakeholders in the process of preparing Program Educational Objectives (PEOs) and 
Program Outcomes (POs) enhances engagement and ensures that educational programs meet the needs of 
diverse stakeholders. For instance, faculty, students, employers, and community members may participate 
in curriculum development committees or advisory boards to provide input on program goals, learning 
outcomes, and assessment methods. This collaborative approach promotes transparency, accountability, 
and relevance in higher education and fosters a sense of ownership and shared responsibility for achieving 
educational objectives. The practical significance of Outcome-Based Education (OBE) and Student 
Learning Outcomes (SLOs) serves as a motivating factor for learners by providing clear expectations and 
tangible markers of progress. By clearly articulating learning outcomes and demonstrating their relevance 
to students’ academic and professional goals, educators can inspire students to actively engage in the 
learning process and take ownership of their educational journey. For example, a course syllabus that 
outlines specific learning objectives and performance criteria empowers students to track their progress, 
seek feedback, and take initiative in achieving their educational objectives. Mapping Program Outcomes 
(POs) or Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs) with Program Educational Objectives (PEOs) using suitable 
rubrics facilitates assessment and ensures alignment between curriculum goals and student learning 
outcomes. By establishing clear criteria for evaluating student performance and providing constructive 
feedback, educators can promote continuous improvement and accountability in higher education. For 
example, rubrics that outline performance expectations for written assignments, presentations, and projects 
enable faculty to assess students’ mastery of course content, critical thinking skills, and communication 
abilities in a consistent and transparent manner.  

Active participation in policy-making and educational policy revision is essential for promoting 
sustainability in higher education and advancing the goals of Outcome-Based Education (OBE). By 
engaging faculty, students, administrators, and external stakeholders in the process of curriculum 
development, assessment, and quality assurance, HEIs can ensure that educational programs remain 
responsive to changing societal needs and global challenges. For example, sustainability task forces or 
committees may be established to review and revise institutional policies, procedures, and practices to 
promote sustainability across campus. The Outcome-Based Education (OBE) framework serves as a crucial 
tool for achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education), with a particular focus on 
Technical and Vocational Education (4.4) and Global Citizenship Education (4.7). By integrating 
sustainability principles, values, and practices into educational programs and learning experiences, HEIs 
can empower students to become responsible global citizens capable of addressing complex sustainability 
challenges and contributing to positive social and environmental change. For example, a sustainability-
focused curriculum might incorporate interdisciplinary courses, service-learning projects, and research 
opportunities that cultivate students’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes for sustainable development. Strategies 
to enhance students’ learning outcomes include formulating clear vision and mission statements that are 
shared with stakeholders for feedback and input. By articulating a compelling vision for sustainability 
education and defining concrete goals and objectives, HEIs can mobilize support, build consensus, and 
inspire collective action towards achieving educational excellence and sustainability. For example, a 
university may develop a strategic plan that outlines priorities, strategies, and performance indicators for 
advancing sustainability across campus and integrating sustainability principles into all aspects of university 
life.  

Program Educational Objectives (PEOs) should be specific, measurable, achievable, result-oriented, 
and time-bound (SMART) to guide curriculum development and assessment practices effectively. By setting 
clear and attainable goals for student learning and development, HEIs can ensure that educational programs 
are aligned with institutional mission and values and responsive to evolving societal needs and industry 
demands. For example, a program in sustainable business management might establish PEOs focused on 
developing leadership skills, fostering ethical decision-making, and promoting social responsibility among 
graduates. Mapping results between Program Outcomes (POs) and Program Educational Objectives 
(PEOs) requires the development and implementation of metrics and rubrics for accurate measurement 
and evaluation. By establishing clear criteria and performance standards for assessing student achievement 
of learning outcomes, HEIs can ensure consistency, fairness, and validity in the assessment process. For 
example, rubrics that outline performance expectations for critical thinking, problem-solving, and 
teamwork skills enable faculty to assess students’ proficiency in key competencies and provide targeted 
feedback for improvement. Research and industry interaction are essential for developing students’ job 
market skills and ensuring that educational programs remain relevant and responsive to changing industry 
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trends and demands. By fostering partnerships with employers, professional organizations, and industry 
leaders, HEIs can provide students with opportunities for internships, co-op programs, and experiential 
learning that enhance their employability and career readiness. For example, a university may collaborate 
with local businesses to offer internship placements, mentorship programs, and networking events that 
connect students with industry professionals and provide them with valuable insights and experiences 
relevant to their field of study.  

Inclusion of independent studies and special projects in the curriculum fosters reflective thinking 
and experiential learning by allowing students to explore topics of personal interest and relevance in greater 
depth. For example, students interested in environmental sustainability might design an independent 
research project investigating local biodiversity conservation strategies or participate in a community-based 
service-learning project focused on environmental advocacy and activism. Through these self-directed 
learning experiences, students not only deepen their understanding of sustainability issues but also develop 
critical thinking, research, and communication skills essential for addressing complex environmental 
challenges in their personal and professional lives. 

 

7. CONCLUSION 

In the pursuit of understanding the intricate interplay between psychology and sustainability within 
the educational context, this research paper has embarked on a multifaceted exploration spanning 
theoretical frameworks, empirical studies, and practical applications. Grounded in the recognition of 
pressing environmental challenges and the imperative for transformative education, our inquiry has 
traversed diverse terrain to unravel the complexities and potentials inherent in the psychology of 
sustainability in education. From the outset, our examination has underscored the urgency of addressing 
global environmental crises, ranging from climate change and biodiversity loss to resource depletion and 
environmental degradation. These challenges pose profound threats to ecological systems, human well-
being, and future generations, necessitating concerted efforts to cultivate sustainable mindsets and 
behaviors among individuals and communities. Central to our exploration has been the recognition of 
psychology as a powerful lens through which to understand human cognition, behavior, and motivation in 
the context of sustainability. Drawing on insights from cognitive psychology, social psychology, and 
environmental psychology, the researchers have elucidated the myriad factors shaping attitudes, beliefs, and 
actions towards the environment. From the influence of social norms and group dynamics to the role of 
emotions and identity, our inquiry has unveiled the intricate web of psychological processes underpinning 
sustainable behavior. At the heart of our examination lies the burgeoning field of the Psychology of 
Sustainable Behavior—a dynamic domain that seeks to unravel the complexities of human decision-making 
and behavior in the context of environmental sustainability.  

Through empirical research and theoretical inquiry, the researchers have illuminated the multifaceted 
dimensions of sustainable behavior, from pro-environmental attitudes and intentions to actual behavioral 
change. By probing the influence of cognitive biases, motivational factors, and social dynamics, the 
researchers have deepened our understanding of the barriers and facilitators shaping sustainable action. 
Moreover, our exploration has extended beyond individual behavior to encompass the role of education in 
fostering sustainability consciousness and action. As we navigate the complexities of the 21st century, let 
us heed the call to action embedded within the psychology of sustainability in education. Let us embrace a 
vision of education that empowers individuals, nurtures ecological consciousness, and fosters a profound 
sense of interconnectedness with the natural world. In doing so, we can pave the way for a more just, 
resilient, and sustainable society—one in which the principles of environmental stewardship and social 
justice guide our collective journey towards a brighter tomorrow. 
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