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Executive Summary  
 

 
The Ohio State Campus Sustainability Survey represents a joint effort on the parts of 
numerous campus partners to measure current and longitudinal trends in 
undergraduate behaviors, beliefs, values, attitudes, and knowledge regarding 
sustainability at The Ohio State University. This report explores the results of that effort 
in 2019, through online survey responses from 3,276 Undergraduate students from the 
Columbus campus (out of 20,500 randomly selected students originally contacted; a 
response rate of approximately 16%). Please see the following sections for more details 
on our survey methods and student sample, as well as survey results in each of five 
major areas.  

Student interest in sustainability curriculum 

The 2019 survey contained several items developed in collaboration with the 
Sustainability Institute, the Office of Student Life, and OSU Facilities, Operations and 
Development. Some of these items provide insights on sustainability curriculum 
development for the Sustainability Education and Learning Committee (see OSU 
Sustainability goal #1). In the present report, we additionally separate this data by 
primary program of study, focusing on the 4 largest programs on campus: Arts & 
Sciences (UASC), Engineering (UENG), Business (UBUS), and Education & Human 
Ecology (UEHE), as well as two more sustainability-focused programs: Agriculture 
(UAGR) and Environment & Natural Resources (UENR). 

Most respondents indicated that they had taken no classes related to sustainability or 
the environment at Ohio State (64.2%), with the clear exception of UENR students, who 
take more sustainability courses (Figure 1.2) and have greater interest than other 
students overall (Figure 1.6).  There is a small trend of increasing interest in 
sustainability courses since 2018. In particular, Figure 1.6 suggests that when 
compared to Agriculture students, Arts & Sciences and Business students report 
more interest in general education courses with a focus on sustainability. Given 
the higher numbers of students in these programs, these students may be driving the 
increasing interest to some degree. However, students generally disagreed with the 
statement, “I actively seek sustainability-related courses when enrolling in classes,” a 
sentiment perhaps particularly driven by disagreement reported by Education & Human 
Ecology students (Figure 1.4).  

On average, students agreed that employers are interested in students with 
sustainability-related knowledge and skills, and that they were aware and informed of 
opportunities to acquire such knowledge and skills. UENR and UAGR students felt 
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particularly well-informed of these opportunities compared to other students. When 
considering the interests of students on campus outside of CFAES, predictable patterns 
emerge that could be leveraged in outreach to students in other programs. For example, 
Business students preferred topics in Sustainability in Business, while Engineering 
students favored Clean & Renewable Energy. Less predictably, the popularity of global 
literacy as an important sustainability related skill was primarily driven by Arts & 
Sciences students, while interest in behavior change was driven by Education & Human 
Ecology students. 

Recommendation: While a gap remains between interest and actual involvement in 
sustainability on campus among most students, Figure 1.8 suggests that this gap is 
particularly large among non-UENR students. Likewise, the finding that UAGR and 
UENR students feel well-informed of opportunities suggests efforts at awareness 
among these CFAES students have been effective, and either additional or alternative 
methods may be required to reach other students on campus. One approach to 
increasing interest and enrollment in sustainability-related courses might be to provide 
simple notations for courses that have officially integrated sustainability into their syllabi. 
Another may be to tailor outreach within buildings or online spaces to the unique 
interests of the students that are present and enrolled in other programs on campus. 
Sustainability contains a wide breadth of topics and points of engagement, and this 
should be leveraged to increase interest among a wider swath of students. 

 

Future plans: 

The ESS lab plans to continue using an annual survey and a panel of undergraduate 
students to measure changes in sustainability knowledge, attitudes, and values as well 
as engagement in sustainable behaviors. Such data is intended to help broadly inform 
and assess sustainability efforts taking place at Ohio State.   

https://ess.osu.edu/home


 

Page | 3 
 Environmental and Social Sustainability Lab 
     https://ess.osu.edu/home 

Methodology and Design 
 

The 2019 Campus Sustainability Survey was organized and administered by members 
of the Environmental and Social Sustainability (ESS) Lab in the School of Environment 
and Natural Resources, in collaboration with the Ohio State Sustainability Institute, 
Facilities Operations and Development, the Office of Student Life, the Center for the 
Study of Student Life, and Ohio State Energy Partners.  

Survey Design: 

Items were based on established scales where possible and were designed to capture a 
full suite of sustainability-related constructs including values, attitudes, beliefs, 
knowledge, and behaviors. Figure 1 below provides a summary of this approach and 
the types of scales used. The figure takes the shape of an inverted pyramid to represent 
the idea that behaviors at the top of the pyramid are many and varied, while values at 
the bottom are few in number and foundational. If not otherwise noted, items were self-
generated with input from ESS Faculty members and/or our campus partners. (For the 
citations noted in Figure 1 please see the “References” section at the end of the report). 

Figure 1. Cognitive hierarchy  
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Overall, there were three types of survey items developed:  

1) Longitudinal items (i.e. annually recurring): These items are intended to track 
changes in sustainability behaviors (adapted from Brick et.al. 2017), 
sustainability knowledge (“ASK” scale, Zwickle and Jones 2018), and 
sustainability attitudes (“SAS” scale, Zwickle and Jones 2018) over time. Some of 
these items can be compared to survey results from 2010 - 2014.  

2) One-time items: These items address topics that are of interest to our campus 
partners, such as support for current and future sustainability initiatives and 
development of a sustainability curriculum.  

3) Faculty research items: In 2019, faculty research items explored consumer 
behavior and wisdom (Drs. Brooks and Herziger of SENR), and research that 
assessed student perceptions of food, energy, agriculture and water policy (Dr. 
Jeff Bielicki of the College of Engineering). (Faculty research results will be 
developed into scholarly publications and are not included in this report). There is 
an open call for faculty research items each year. OSU faculty have the 
opportunity to request a limited number of items to be included in the survey and 
these requests are reviewed by the ESSL leadership committee.  

Survey Implementation: 

In order to maintain a panel and assess how individuals have changed over time, our 
sampling frame for 2019 included all students that responded to the 2018 survey and 
were still enrolled at OSU in 2019 (N = 2,554). These 2018 respondents were separated 
by rank, and each total was subtracted from 5,000 to determine the number of new 
students randomly sampled from each rank for the 2019 effort. As was done in 2018, 
we oversampled 5,500 first year students to account for sample attrition over time. In 
October of 2019, survey invitations were emailed to the full sample of 20,500 non-
transfer undergraduate students from OSU’s Columbus campus via Qualtrics. In 
addition to an invitation, after one week, participants were emailed a reminder, and one 
week later they received a third and final reminder.  

Table E. Sample sizes by rank and response N 

Rank 
Respondents 

from 2018 
New contacts 

2019 
Overall 

Respondents 2019 
Recontacted 

Respondents 2019 
First year 0 5,500 1,040 0 

Second year 1,214 3,786 756 173 
Third year 695 4,305 714 238 

Fourth year 645 4,355 648 322 
Total 2,554 17,946 3,276 733 
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Of the 20,500 students contacted, 3,276 started the full survey and 2,636 completed it 
(13.0% completion rate). The final sample size used for this report (i.e. students who 
began the survey) was 3,276 students, for a final response rate of approximately 16%. 
Excluding outliers1, the average completion time for the full survey was approximately 
21 minutes (with a mode of 15 minutes).  

 
1 Outliers were identified using the box and whisker plot function in SPSS.  

https://ess.osu.edu/home
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Sample Characteristics 
 

Our sample consisted of 3,276 undergraduate students who began the survey. Where 
appropriate, we provide the Fifteenth Day Enrollment numbers for Autumn 2019. 
Respondents were more female than male (67.3% female; AU19: 51% female), with an 
average age of 19 years old (SD = 1.16). By design, participants were  skewed towards 
first-year students at Ohio State: 1,040 (32.9%; AU19: 14.2%) were first-year freshmen, 
756 (23.9%; AU19: 21.9%) were second years, 714 (22.6%; AU19: 23.3%) were third-
years, and 648 (20.5%; AU19: 40.3%) were in their fourth year since first enrolling. 
Additionally, the average (non-zero) GPA of our participants was a 3.44 (SD = 0.51).  

Figure SC.1. Distribution of respondent age and year of first enrollment. 

In terms of race and ethnicity, the majority of students in our sample identified as white 
(71.0%; AU19: 65.5%), with a minority of students identifying themselves as Asian 
(8.0%; AU19: 7.7%), Hispanic (4.7%; AU19: 4.8%), Black or African American (3.0%; 
AU19: 6.7%), Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (0.1%; AU19: 0.1%), or two or more 
races (4.2%; AU19: 3.9%).  In addition, 3.0% of our sample were international students 
studying at Ohio State (AU19: 8.4%).  

In terms of living situation and financial independence, our participants most commonly 
live in student residence halls (52%), although a substantial minority live in a house or 
apartment with other students (35%), and a minority live on their own (6.9%) or with 
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family (5.1%). Students reported that, on average, 41.4% of their living expenses came 
from personal earnings or savings (with a standard deviation of 32.4%), meaning the 
average student in our sample had roughly 59% of their living expenses financed by 
others.  

In terms of where students grew up and their political affiliations, the majority of our 
sample report growing up in a suburban setting (65.8%), 11.9% in an urban setting, 
10.4% in a small town, and 8.3% in a rural or agricultural environment. In addition, 
48.3% described themselves as Democrats, 14.5% as Republicans, 30.3% as 
independents, 3.9% as Libertarians, and 3.1% as other political affiliations.  

Lastly, in terms of academic programs and exposure to sustainability coursework, 
students most commonly reported that they had taken no classes related to 
sustainability or the environment at Ohio State (64.2%), while 27.8% reported taking just 
one or two classes; only 4.4% of our sample had taken three or more such classes (see 
Figure 11 in Section 5. Please see Table 2 for a breakdown of programs of study (in 
major categories).   

We do not associate these demographic variables with values, knowledge, or 
behavior in this report, and it remains an open opportunity for interested 
undergraduate or graduate students to ask questions and conduct analyses. We 
welcome and encourage student inquiries, which can be sent to essl@osu.edu. 

Table SC.1. Response by program of study 

Program Percent of respondents Enrollment AU19 
Arts and Sciences 37.4 37.5 
Engineering 19.9 16.9 
Business 13.0 15.2 
Education and Human Ecology 5.1 6.6 
Exploration Program (no declared major) 3.6 4.9 
Health and Rehabilitation Sciences 4.8 4.2 
Agriculture 4.0 3.3 
Environment and Natural Resources 3.6 1.7 
Nursing, Dental, and Medical 2.3 2.6 
Pharmacy 1.5 1.0 
Public Health 1.3 0.7 
Architecture 1.3 1.2 
John Glenn Public Affairs 1.0 0.7 
Social Work 0.9 0.9 
Undergraduate Non-Degree 0.03 n/a 

Total N 3,158 46,818 

https://ess.osu.edu/home
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Section 1: Sustainability 
Curriculum Development 
 

The survey included items designed to inform sustainability curriculum development at 
Ohio State. These items included having students rate their interest in different kinds of 
sustainability courses and their current and desired involvement in sustainability-related 
learning opportunities. These items were largely self-generated, and we will review 
them section-by-section in the next pages. 

To begin, students were asked: “How many courses have you taken with a focus on 
sustainability at OSU?” (N = 2,609; Figure 9). Similar to 2018, the most common 
responses to this question in 2019 was “None” (64.2%; 2018 = 72.1%) or “One or two” 
courses (27.8%; 2018 = 21.6%). Of the students that answered this question in both 
2018 and 2019 (N = 581), half had taken no sustainability courses in 2018, and reported 
the same in 2019, while 21% reported none in 2018, but reported having taken one or 
two in 2019. 

Figure 1.1. Number of courses taken with a focus on sustainability at OSU. 
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Below, we show the same question broken out by the 4 largest major programs, plus 
Agriculture (UAGR) and Environment & Natural Resources (UENR): Arts & Sciences 
(UASC), Engineering (UENG), Business (UBUS), Education & Human Ecology (UEHE; 
Figure 1.2). Unsurprisingly, UENR majors take the most sustainability classes of any 
major, but we see increases among all majors from 2018 to 2019. 

Figure 1.2. Number of courses taken with a focus on sustainability at OSU by student’s 
primary program.  

 

Students were then asked to rate their agreement with six different items related to 
sustainability education on a 1 – 5 “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” scale (N = 
1,428). See Figure 1.3 for average scores per item. Some notable trends in this data 
are how highly students agree that sustainability-related knowledge and skills are 
valued by potential employers, as well as their awareness of sustainability-related 
opportunities on campus. However, they generally do not actively seek sustainability-
related courses to enroll in. There is a generally positive trend towards awareness of 
sustainability on campus and seeking of sustainability-related courses from 2018 to 
2019.  
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Figure 1.3. Agreement with statements about beliefs and actions related to sustainability 
education. 

 
Again, we show the same 6 questions below, with the data separated by primary major 
(Figure 1.4). UENR students report the highest levels of agreement with every 
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sustainability courses, minors, majors, and other educational offerings at OSU.” 
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Figure 1.4. Agreement with statements about beliefs and actions related to sustainability 
education by student’s primary program in 2019.
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Next, students were asked to rate their interest with four different kinds of sustainability 
courses or content at Ohio State on a 1 – 5 “not at all interested” to “extremely 
interested” scale (N = 1,405 – 1,409). See Figure 1.5 below for average scores per item 
and Figure 1.6 for between program comparisons. There is a moderate amount of 
interest for general education courses and major-based courses overall, with a small 
trend of increasing interest in sustainability courses since 2018. Figure 1.6 suggests 
more interest among UASC and UBUS students in general education courses 
with a focus on sustainability, particularly when compared to UAGR students. 

 

Figure 1.5. Average student interest in sustainability courses at OSU 
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Figure 1.6. Average student interest in sustainability courses at OSU by student’s 
primary program in 2019.
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Additionally, students indicated their agreement with four items related to the amount of 
current and desired involvement in the academic (i.e. through taking sustainability 
courses and pursuing sustainability-related research opportunities) and professional 
sides of sustainability (i.e. pursuing sustainability-related internships, volunteer 
opportunities, and student organization involvement or leadership) on a 7-point scale of 
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” (N = 1,410). See Figure 1.7 for average scores 
per item.  

Figure 1.7. Current and desired involvement in academic and professional aspects of 
sustainability. 
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Figure 1.8. Current and desired involvement in academic and professional aspects of 
sustainability by student’s primary program in 2019.
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Students were also asked to choose three topics they would like to learn more about 
through taking sustainability-related courses at Ohio State (N = 1,410). As seen in 
Figure 1.9, Climate Change, Health & Well-being, and Clean & Renewable Energy are 
the most popular topics overall.  

Figure 1.9. Total number of students that chose each preferred topic in sustainability 
related coursework. 
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Figure 1.10. Percent of students in each program choosing each preferred topic in sustainability-related coursework. 
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Lastly, students were asked about sustainability-related skills they would be most 
interested in gaining by the time they graduate as part of their professional development 
(N = 1,410; Figure 1.11). They could choose up to three topics or indicate they weren’t 
interested in any of the topics. The majority of students were interested in global 
literacy, followed by fluency in a second language, behavior change, and environmental 
justice. When separated by program below (Figure 1.12) the preference for global 
literacy appears driven by greater numbers of UASC students, while interest in behavior 
change is likely driven by UEHE students. 

Figure 1.11. Number of students that chose each preferred sustainability-related skill for 
professional development  

393

379

292

280

246

246

193

190

186

174

166

144

136

136

134

124

80

54

3

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450 500

Global literacy

Fluency in a 2nd language

Behavior change

Environmental justice

Project management

Data analytics

Social media marketing

Community development

Communication

Sustainability management for a business or organization

Technical knowledge of renewable energy systems

Green building certification systems

Systems thinking

Product life cycle analysis

Environmental and energy policies and regulations

Carbon accounting

Adaptive management of ecosystems or other natural…

Not interested

Other

Number of individuals

https://ess.osu.edu/home


 

Page | 19 
 Environmental and Social Sustainability Lab 
     https://ess.osu.edu/home 

Figure 1.12. Percent of students in each program choosing each preferred sustainability-related skill for professional 
development. 
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Next Steps and 
Acknowledgements  
 

 

Next steps: Currently plans are in place repeat the campus sustainability survey in 
2020 and proceeding years, with the understanding that some adjustments may be 
necessary due to COVID-19. We plan to again replicate longitudinal items with a panel 
sample of Undergraduate students and adapt new sections for Faculty research and 
campus partner objectives.   

The Environmental and Social Sustainability Lab continues to work with diverse campus 
partners to inform progress towards sustainability goals, and assess the results of 
related efforts on campus. Our goal is that this survey will continue to provide high-
quality social scientific data of use to both academic researchers and the broader 
campus sustainability community for years to come.  

 

Acknowledgements: We would like to thank the Sustainability Institute and the Office 
of Student Life for helping to fund this initiative through staff resources and survey 
incentives. We would also like to thank these and our other campus partners in 
Facilities Operations and Development, the Center for the Study of Student Life, and 
Ohio State Energy Partners for their consultation and participation in this survey effort.  

 

Contact us: If you are interested in becoming involved in this effort at Ohio State, or are 
interested in using our data for educational or research purposes please contact us at 
ESSL@osu.edu. A report on these findings can be found on our website: 
https://ess.osu.edu/campus-sustainability-survey/reports. 
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Environmental and Social Sustainability (ESS) Lab 

School of Environment and Natural Resources 

210 Kottman Hall 

2021 Coffey Road 

Columbus, OH 43210 

 
Phone: 614.247-6128 

Email: essl@osu.edu 
 
 
 
CFAES provides research and related educational programs to clientele on a nondiscriminatory basis.  
For more information: http://go.osu.edu/cfaesdiversity. 
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