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a b s t r a c t

This study uses a grounded theory lite approach to investigate the changes in identity of planning and
liberal arts students who studied sustainability in a problem-oriented environment. It was found that
although the students expressed a moral identity in relation to the environment, that was not translated
into shifting beliefs and behaviours. The authors conceptualised an identity dissonance between aspi-
rational moral identities and implicit socialized western middle-class identities and identified an array of
coping mechanisms that enabled students to maintain these conflicting identities. Where the planning
students primarily utilized threat reduction, bargaining, and hope for technological salvation, the liberal
arts students tended towards shifting blame, fatalism, and limited engagement. The differences between
the groups were explained in terms of disciplinary orientation and the differences in the pedagogical
approach. In response, the authors recommended a more comprehensive, hands-on environmental
educational approach geared towards building environmental identities.
© 2020 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND

license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
1. Introduction

The current global university student population has grown up
amidst rising concerns about environmental issues, whether
through direct experiences or through the barrage of news reports
on ecological disasters. These concerns were recently compounded
by two major reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC, 2018) and the Intergovernmental Science-policy
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystems Services (IPBES, 2019).
These reports warned of dire consequences fromunchecked human
activities in terms of global warming and biodiversity losses that
will threaten human civilization. Both reports called for unprece-
dented transformations to economic and political systems that will
require rapid, decisive action on the part of governments, busi-
nesses and civil societies. Despite these warnings, a recent report
(Le Qu�er�e et al., 2018) documented a growth in carbon emissions
from the USA, China, the European Union and India ofþ2,7% for the
first 6e9 months of 2018, which is threatening a rise in global
e, Nieuwemarkt 1A, 3011 HP,
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temperatures beyond 2 �C. Taking other relevant environmental
metrics into consideration, including phosphorous loading, defor-
estation, air pollution and plastic contamination, a global state of
ecological decline is underway that threatens the sustainability of
living systems on Earth.

The students undertaking higher education today will bear the
consequences of these crises within their lifetime, and mitigation
efforts will largely have to come from their generation. The un-
precedented scale of these challenges leads to fundamental ques-
tions about what it means to be an individual and a member of
society in times of ecological crises: in other words, questions of
selfhood and identity.

Much of the literature on identity and sustainability focuses on
consumption. Soron (2010) noted the predominance of sustainable
consumption as an identity project (a deliberate attempt to shape
one’s identity) and lifestyle choice, in which identity choices are
communicated through commodities. He suggested that greening
identity through eco-consumption has become a refuge for wealthy
people who worry about the ecological crises but have lost faith in
humanity’s collective capacity for action. Porter (2005) added that
intractable debates about sustainability mask “colossal anxiety” in
battlegrounds for identity projections, which hamper real progress
in addressing environmental degradation. To resolve this
under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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intractable situation, Hay (2010) and Maiteny (2010) called for new
ways of life, in which identity is separated from the dual fetishism
of limitless growth and personal consumption, and moves towards
intrinsic worth, networks of relationships and personal develop-
ment in service to society.

Clayton conceptualised a new way of being-towards-nature as
“environmental identity”. She defined it as follows:

An environmental identity is one part of the way in which
people form their self-concept: a sense of connection to some
part of the non-human natural environment, based on history,
emotional attachment, and / or similarity, that affects the way in
which we perceive and act toward the world; a belief that the
environment is important to us and an important part of who
we are (Clayton, 2003, p. 46).

Such a connection to the non-human natural environment can
be difficult to grasp for urban citizens who have formed their
identities between concrete walls. However, indigenous scholars
have recently been discussing the possibilities for (re)attachment to
nature, the loss of identity and grief induced by settler destruction
of their lands, climate change, and the ensuing disruption of their
relationship with their ancestral environment (Cunsolo and Neville,
2018; Simpson, 2017). Indigenous scholarship brings to the fore
present possibilities for re-engaging with nature as an identity
project.

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) scholars claim
that identity questions can and should be tackled through Higher
Education (HE) (e.g.: Huckle, 2004; Sterling, 2001; Glasser, 2009;
Wals, 2007). To do so, environmental educators have recom-
mended a shift towards participatory (Mintz and Tal, 2018), active
(MacVaugh and Norton, 2012), and critical social learning (Souza
et al., 2019). They also recommend using problem-oriented peda-
gogies (Holgaard et al., 2016; Noordegraaf-Eelens et al., 2019). But
howand towhat extent do these active, problem-oriented practices
prepare university students to deal with the ontological impacts of
the ecological collapse? For over two decades, ESD authors have
suggested that such pedagogies would contribute to a paradigm
shift from education about sustainability to transformative educa-
tion for sustainability (Blake et al., 2013; Filho et al., 2018) in which
identity questions could become part of a self-reflection process,
but this has been largely a conceptual proposition. In practice,
environmental education has often addressed identity issues with
behavioural “oughts” rather than starting with the students’ pre-
existing identities (Payne, 2000). Payne called for education to
focus on a “socio-ontological understanding of our individual and
collective being for the environment” (p. 83), and for environ-
mental education research to look at identity issues more critically,
by taking into consideration socially conditioned, sometimes not-
fully conscious aspects of identity.

Problem-oriented pedagogies such as problem-based learning
(PBL) and problem-oriented project-based learning (also often
referred to as PBL in the literature, but to avoid confusion, will be
termed PPL here) are considered powerful means to impart sus-
tainability awareness and expertise, including building up an
environmental identity (Brundiers and Wiek, 2013; Guerra, 2017;
Thomas, 2009). Collaborative, self-directed and contextual
learning, and inter-and trans-disciplinarity are principles common
to PBL, PPL and ESD. Trans-disciplinarity has been identified as one
of the most crucial conditions for the successful integration of
sustainability into a curriculum (Tasdemir and Gazo, 2020), giving
credence to the claim that the implementation of PBL and PPL at the
curriculum level could support ESD. In Europe, PPL is most
commonly used in technical studies such as engineering, planning,
architecture etc., where sustainability is increasingly a prominent
2

concern (Guerra, 2017). PBL was originally developed in medical
education, but is increasingly popular in social sciences studies
(Servant-Miklos, 2020; Schmidt et al., 2009). Recently, PBL has been
adopted by liberal arts colleges in Europe to tackle sustainability
issues from an interdisciplinary angle with a strong influence from
the humanities (Servant et al., 2013). This makes for an interesting
point of comparison, from both a disciplinary and pedagogical
perspective. Recent studies of PPL in engineering education sug-
gested that while the approach might be beneficial for solving
current and preventing future sustainability problems, those
problems are not always addressed from a transdisciplinary
perspective and mainly look for technical solutions (Guerra, 2017;
Tejedor et al. 2018). On the other hand, PBL in the liberal arts tries to
address sustainability from a transdisciplinary perspective by
looking at underlying systemic issues (Servant-Miklos and van
Oorschot, 2020). This approach, however, has been critiqued as
passive and isolated from society (Noordergraaf-Eelens et al., 2019).
In both disciplines, the existing research on problem-oriented
pedagogies and sustainability has focused on knowledge and
competences, rather than questions of identity.

The authors of this paper therefore investigated ways in which
university students in technical and liberal arts studies experienced
the impacts of environmental crises on their identity, in the context
of problem-oriented learning. The authors used a grounded theory
lite approach and built a theoretical model grounded in the find-
ings. This approach will be fully explained in the methodology
section.

Research questions:

� What changes do students studying sustainability via problem-
oriented pedagogies experience to their identity?

� How do students from technical university studies (using PPL)
compare with students from liberal arts studies (using PBL) in
this regard?

In this paper, the authors present their empirical findings about
these two research questions, followed by a discussion on the im-
plications of the findings for ESD.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Choice of method

The aim of this paper is to explore changes in identity as sus-
tainability students learn about ecological crises using problem-
based pedagogies. Such an exploratory aim with a focus on gain-
ing new insights, as opposed to testing existing theory, warrants a
qualitative, emergent approach. The research questions are
process-oriented and concerned with change, with a view to
developing explanatory concepts for the observed changes using a
process of abduction from the data (Jaccard and Jacoby, 2010). Such
a theoretical purpose suggests the use of Grounded Theory (Braun
and Clarke, 2013; Jaccard and Jacoby, 2010). The epistemology of
such an approach is social constructivist, rather than positivist
(Bryant and Charmaz, 2007).

The approach taken in this research can be characterized as
“Grounded Theory Lite” (Boeije, 2010; Braun and Clarke, 2013). This
is a recent development in Grounded Theory for smaller scale
projects (e.g.: Alanko et al., 2019; Coleman, 2018) in which the re-
searchers use emergent data, line-by-line coding, and constant
comparison between the data and between the emergent coded
categories and the data, but do not proceed through iterative
rounds of interviews and the theoretical sampling mandated by a
fully-fledged grounded theory (Carlin and Kim, 2019). As such, the
ensuing theoretical explanations remain at the substantive level,
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rather than formal, which is appropriate for the size and scope of
this study (Urquhart, 2019).

2.2. Participants

Participants were selected following a procedure of purposive
sampling (Etikan et al., 2015; Waller et al., 2016) for which the
criteria were:

- Second- and third-year bachelor students
- Studying environmental issues using a problem-oriented
approach.

- From the field of STEM and from the field of Liberal Arts.
- From two European institutions with a reputation for peda-
gogical best practice.

The first group of participants comprised thirteen students in a
bachelor program in environmental management in Denmark, a
sub-division of planning, chosen from a university in Denmark
recently rated first in Europe for engineering education (Graham,
2018) (Table 1). The students learn through PPL, with problem-
oriented, real-world projects and obtain an engineering qualifica-
tion at the end of their studies.

The second group comprised nine second and third year stu-
dents in a bachelor program in liberal arts and sciences in the
Netherlands (Table 1). This is one of the only programs in Europe
with a sustainability major taught through PBL and received the
“top rated programme” award from the Keuzegids (the Dutch
reference for pedagogical excellence) several years running,
including 2020 (Keuzegids, 2020). All nine participants had fol-
lowed the humanities course “The Climate Crisis” at the time of the
data collection. As a result of the focus on pedagogical best practice
and problem-oriented education, the two chosen institutions were
in different countries. However, the researchers did not focus on
the cultural differences between Denmark and the Netherlands in
interpreting the data. Though such a difference does exist, the focus
in this study was rather on the similarity of socio-economic back-
grounds: middle-class, mobile, urban, cosmopolitan, English-
speaking, technologically connected students. It should be noted
that the students from the Dutch university were more interna-
tionally diverse than the students from the Danish university,
though this did not seem to significantly impact the findings.

2.3. Interviews

The interviews followed a semi-structured interview schedule,
split in two parts between questions of identity, and questions of
Table 1
List of research participants in planning and liberal arts and sciences (pseudonyms).

Planning

Name Age Nationality

Anette 22 Danish
Bente 22 Danish
Henning 21 Danish
Peter 27 Danish
Ritte 25 Danish
Lone 22 Danish
Jesper 23 Danish
Claus 25 Danish
Mikkel 24 Danish
Soren 22 Danish
Mona 22 Danish
Mia 22 Danish
Jette 23 Danish

3

world-view in relation to the ecological crises. Table 2 lists the
themes covered in the interviews. As with all semi-structured in-
terviews, the order of the themes might be switched around if a
participant broached a particular topic first, the questions were not
asked identically for each participant, and if a participant said
something particularly interesting, there would be follow-up
questions (Waller et al., 2016). An example of a question for the
environment and world-view themes, related to sub-theme (d),
would be: “do you think the sustainability crises are going to have
an impact on you personally, and your family?“. The interviews
weremore conversational, and less formal, which is appropriate for
an exploratory study that does not purport to test hypotheses.

The interviews were done in English as this was the first lan-
guage of the interviewer, all the students were fluent in English,
and it allowed for easier comparisons between the groups. The
interviews were recorded, with the recorded oral consent of the
participants, and transcribed verbatim. Using the coding software
Atlas.ti, the transcripts were first freely coded line-by-line, then
coded axially into emergent conceptual categories (Belgrave and
Seide, 2019). These categories were compared again with the
original transcripts, the codes, and the transcripts were compared
amongst each other in a process of “constant comparison” (Bryant
and Charmaz, 2007). The conceptual categories were then
compared with similar concepts from the literature, to form the
“core concepts” that build up the emergent theoretical explanation.

3. Results

3.1. Environmental concern as moral identity

The main finding of this section is that learning about sustain-
ability issues through problem-oriented pedagogies was found to
embed concern for the environment within the students’ identity.
The second finding is that this embedding within the self-concept
corresponded to a moral obligation rather than an intrinsic
valuing of nature.

3.1.1. Learning about sustainability imbedded environmental
concerns in identity

For most students, the problem-oriented approach of their
study played a role in critically examining and revising their
perspective on sustainability.

Some of the students of the planning groupwere used to project
work from high-school, but they appreciated the problem-oriented
nature of university projects because it helped them to encounter
perspectives on certain problems from the outside world. Other
planning students enjoyed confronting themselves with the
Liberal Arts & Sciences

Name Age Nationality

Daniel 21 German
Emma 20 Dutch
Jan 20 Dutch
Sterre 20 Dutch
Myrthe 20 Dutch
Eleonora 21 Italian
Isabella 20 Spanish
Vladimir 22 Bulgarian
Fieke 21 Dutch



Table 2
Semi-structured interview themes for this research.

Identity and self-perception Environment and world-view

a. Short personal history
b. Important values
c. Professional and personal aspirations
d. How the participant wished to be seen
e. How the participants viewed themselves within their field of study
f. How the participants viewed the role of their chosen study in society
g. Perceptions of own identity
h. How the participants dealt with existential questions (anxiety, death)

a. Thoughts and feelings about the ecological crises, their causes and consequences
b. Thoughts about the trajectory of human civilization
c. Thoughts about the impact of the ecological crises on human civilization
d. Impact of ecological crises on the participant and close personal circle
e. Personal role and responsibility in the ecological crisis and its solutions
f. Thoughts about solutions to the ecological crises
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differing opinions of their team-mates. They felt that PPL helped
them to find better solutions to problems.

The liberal arts students felt that PBL helped them to understand
the world systemically. They cited discussing and critically ques-
tioning current issues as transformative of their world-view and
identity. Some liberal arts students, though, put this down to the
curriculum content rather than the pedagogical approach, crediting
PBL more with skills acquisition and getting excited about certain
topics than changing their perspective.

In sum, the planning students saw a transformative role for PPL
in incorporating more perspectives on certain sustainability prob-
lems, while the liberal arts and science students acknowledged the
transformative role of their PBL courses in shaping a systemic view
of sustainability issues e though found it hard to say how much of
that was method, content or both together.

Learning about sustainability also prompted some behavioural
changes, particularly regarding garbage disposal habits among the
planning group, and adopting a vegetarian diet among the liberal
arts group, where eight out the nine were vegetarian at least for
some time after the Climate Crisis course. It could be argued that
some students attempted to solidify the changes to their sense of
self by expressing their concern and encouraging behavioural
changes in others (friends and family), sometimes with the zeal of
the newly converted (see Table 3).

3.1.2. Environmental concern as a moral imperative
In both groups, students discussed the importance of environ-

mental concerns within their identity in ethical terms. The students
Table 3
Illustrative quotes on impact of learning about sustainability on identity.

Issue Illustrative quotes from Planning Students

PPL and PBL transforming
sustainability
perspectives

Henning: I really think the sustainability paradigm had a lot
my identity. For most of us planners here at [this] Universit
you’re always supposed to think about the bigger picture an
parts of sustainability, the economic, the social and the envi
parts.
Mona. At the start of the study period here, I was more like “

problem, but oh, there is a good solution”. But when we ha
working in a project, I saw that it actually wasn’t a good solu
I’ve learned. Starting with a problem, I don’t think about the
until the end.Where you have analyzed and processed the w
lot harder, but also you come to a solution that is a much be
the problem.

Sustainability education
shaping identity-
affirming behaviours

Jette: Before this study I was like… “I cannot live without eat
I didn’t know the effect it had on everything, the animals, t
environment… it’s likemy boyfriend said: “next project, don
I don’t know, water! … then I can’t use water because you’r
or something!"
Mona: I really see some of my values andmy life has changed
I started studying here two years ago. Now I’m sorting my ga
thinking about how much meat I eat and thinking much mo
the environment.

4

did not disclose a particular attachment to the non-humanworld in
the sense of environmental identity (Table 4), but did talk about
how the sustainability crises have helped them to clarify their
notions of right and wrong behavior. It seems that the moral
properties associated with environmental care became an essential
part of these how these students established a positive sense of self.
The way the students talked about the environment suggested that
they integrated environmental care as a feature of what it means to
be a good person. Seven of the planning and seven of the liberal arts
students presented environmental concern as a core value,
speaking of environmental care as a duty of altruism, a duty to-
wards future generations, and a duty towards the Earth itself.

3.2. Identity dissonance and coping strategies

The predominance of moral environmental concern in the stu-
dents’ identity, triggered by their study experiences, could lead one
to assume that they would champion environmental causes and be
willing to overhaul their lives to diminish their ecological impacts.
However, this was not what emerged from the data. In this section,
the concept of “identity dissonance” is introduced to describe a
situation of conflict between avowed environmental concern and
aspirational moral identity, and implicit socially conditioned
identity. This section further describes the strategies that the par-
ticipants utilized to resolve the identity dissonance.

3.2.1. Identity dissonance
In both groups, a conflict appeared between the students
Illustrative quotes from Liberal Arts Students

to do with
y, because
d all three
ronmental

We have a
ve been
tion… So,
solutions

hole, it is a
tter fit for

Fieke: [There] are some insights that really opened me up, like for
example that John Stuart Mill, the founder of capitalism, said that there
was an end to capitalism and that there’s an end to growth and those
are things that I did not know before and that really changed my view
of life.
Myrthe: I think some courses at this university got me to think about
the world that I live in. Or the world that I want to be part of, or what I
want to do. The Climate Crisis, for example, did that to me. I think to
some extent that changed my identity, and motivated me to make
different decisions.
Sterre: I have a twin sister doing liberal arts sciences as well. And she
doesn’t have the PBL approach and when I describe it to her, she goes
“wow, you know, you’re really thinking out the box the whole time.
You’re actually questioning issues that are happening right now”.

ing meat”.
he
’t study…
e after me

a lot since
rbage, and
re about

Sterre: I was sort of vegetarian-ish before but now I’m firmly strongly
vegetarian after the course solidified it for me. […]
I try and spread the word a little bit. I will say ‘well, do you know how
much this and this, how much CO2 for all of that, how many gallons of
water goes in the one beef burger?‘ … Which, I know, sounds like I’m
preaching the gospel or something but, I think it’s important.
Eleonora: I told my family all of the benefits of doing this, and about
recycling, and all these things that I learned at the university.



Table 4
Illustrative quotes on environmental concern as a moral issue.

Issue Illustrative quotes from Planning Students Illustrative quotes from Liberal Arts Students

Expressing environmental concern as
a moral issue (care, altruism,
intergenerational solidarity)

Anette: Of course, you think about what you eat, and all that stuff…
some will live after us and they also need to be having the same
opportunities.
Jette: You gotta live so future generations have the same options
that you do now. So if you treat it bad now, they won’t have green
spaces.
Ritte: Even though floods and earthquakes won’t affect me
personally, I will still be affected because of the effect on some other
place, and kind of feel bad for the people that are affected.

Jan: we should treat the earth, not as something we can use,
but something we should take care of.
Myrthe: Yeah, I want other people’s lives to be, like, good as
well, and that doesn’t mean I’m saving the world. I just find it
sad that I would only live for myself.
Fieke: My pure interest really goes out to sustainability and
climate and earth systems. […]
The standpoint, the real identity that I have, is that I want to do
good.
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aspirational environmental ethics, and their desire for personal
comforts and exotic experiences. Some of the students justified
their environmentally incongruent actions in terms of individual
cost-benefit calculations weighing their abstract duty towards the
environment against their immediate personal fulfillment e the
latter winning in each case (see Table 5). However, even though the
students were prepared to prioritize themselves in these cost-
benefit analyses, they did not do so with a clear conscience. The
moral dilemma experienced by Jette (planning) was particularly
illustrative (see Table 5). She was torn between her desire to
experience disappearing natural wonders e icebergs and corals e

and the knowledge that if everyone did so, it would accelerate the
demise of these natural environments. Her comments show some
hesitation, more so than most of the other students. Most students
categorically embraced polluting behaviours, albeit with a guilty
conscience, if their ability to experience the world and maintain
their lifestyle depended on it (see Table 5).

The data suggest that the students’ conflicting position could be
interpreted as a product of their upbringing in the socio-economic
context of Western affluence. Some of the students described their
expectations of a “good life” that resembled the American dream e

home ownership, nuclear family, high paying, rewarding work, and
extensive travel. For instance, the life described by Bente (planning)
as “basic human life” (see Table 5) reflected the implicit socializ-
ation of middle-class Western students raised with high expecta-
tions of material comforts. Fieke (liberal arts) described reducing
one’s environmental footprint to truly sustainable levels within the
current system as “ecorexia” e a play on “anorexia” that implies a
pathological obsession with sustainability. Travel was a particular
aspect of these middle-class Western expectations that came up in
Table 5
Illustrative quotes on identity dissonance and implicit socially conditioned identity.

Issue Illustrative quotes from Planning Students

Identity Dissonance and
moral conflict

Mia: I’m aware of my own global footprint … My consciousn
feel bad when I have to travel by plane, but I know I have to
concert in this country to give myself some sort of cultural va
know, you have to balance. What you want to be overall as
person and … what you want to achieve in your life, that m
can’t achieve by bike.
Jette: A lot of people are saying I need to go look at the iceber
Greenland, because in 20 years, they’re not gonna be there
[…] The great barrier reef is dying because of the environme
so people travel more to see this stuff […] I don’t know, I w
the great barrier reef, corals too and the icebergs and … I do
I’m afraid that they could be gone and I didn’t make it.

Underlying middle class
beliefs, behaviours and
expectations.

Bente: [I want] a middle-to-above middle paygrade and have
that has the same amount of money, income. I’ll end up livi
decent life, with a house and a car and a dog, whatever. So
Basic human life, with all my … as I said I like to live good.
Mia: Oh my God, I have to make holiday plans, because wha
doing anything and then I’ll be wasting, you know, one of th
summers in Denmark in 10 years!

5

half of the interviews, across both groups, and which students were
not prepared to give up on e reflecting a shift in the consumption
patterns that form part of the western middle-class identity from
material goods to exotic experiences.
3.2.2. Coping strategies
It was observed that the students in both groups deployed a

range of cognitive strategies to cope with the dissonance between
their aspirational moral identity and the behaviours, beliefs and
expectations resulting from their implicit socialized identity
(Table 6). However, while the students from both groups experi-
enced identity dissonance in a similar way, a large difference was
noted in the preferred coping strategies, with the majority of
planning students tending towards threat reduction, bargaining
and faith in technological salvation, while the majority of the liberal
arts students used blaming, fatalism, faith in socio-political salva-
tion and to a lesser extent, engagement.

The threat reduction strategy observed in this study can be
described as a propensity to downplay the severity and urgency of
the crises. In particular, eight of the planning students and one of
the liberal arts students believed that climate change and other
threats would spare their country and their generation. By shifting
the threats outside of their boundaries of space and time, the stu-
dents rendered the problem abstract and eased the cognitive
burden of moral responsibility, thereby reducing the identity
dissonance.

The most widespread coping strategy among planning students
could be described as a form of bargaining. Here, bargaining means
making cognitive deals with oneself to ease one’s conscience, and
was found prominently among the eight planning students who
Illustrative quotes from Liberal Arts Students

ess is … I
go to this
lue, so you
a good
aybe you

gs now in
anymore.
ntal crises,
ant to see
n’t know.

Myrthe: I’m always in conflict, because I realize that when I fly, it’s bad
for the environment, but I also, like I just make this… in very economic
terms, like this cost-benefit for myself… I also just want to like live my
life and be happy and do the things that I like doing.
Eleonora: I was vegetarian for most of my second year, and now I’m not
anymore, but that’s not important. […] I could recycle and I could do all
these things, but I don’t. Because sometimes I’m like “oh whatever, I
just don’t want to do it”.

a husband
ng a good,
I’ll be …

t if I’m not
e best

Myrthe: This summer, I went to Namibia on vacation. I also still do that.
I think you can radically change your ways, but I just don’t know if that
would be for me.
Fieke: I understand I’m part of the system … if I wanted to go home, I
have to take the train or metro, and if I want to eat, I need to buy plastic
from the supermarket. If there were better possibilities, I would go for
it, but I’m not heading towards ecorexia!



Table 6
Illustrative quotes on coping strategies for dealing with identity dissonance.

Issue Illustrative quotes from Planning Students Illustrative quotes from Liberal Arts Students

Threat reduction Henning: I don’t doubt it’s something that’s going to happen, it’s just not
something that we’re going to experience ourselves during our
lifetimes.
Søren: I also have a feeling, if it’s not affecting me… If it’s affecting a few
generations after me, and I’m already dead, why should I care?”

Vladimir: I feel like personally, I won’t really be affected. Maybe my
future children, or their children. But I think personally I won’t be
affected by it.

Blame Peter: You can see them, they’re having the COP meeting, they’re having
the blablabla climate, Paris Climate Agreement and stuff. And you can
just… some of the changes have happened but then again you know it’s
… <sigh of disgust > I don’t feel they’re ambitious enough.
Jette: I think for a lot of people, it’s … they look on … what they are …

one boy driving in a BMW or … It’s cool and they don’t want to change
because … f*** the environment and I don’t know. I don’t know if you
change the way people look at themselves

Sterre: there are so many academic articles that are just being rejected
because they don’t… em, they don’t say what these big companies want
them to say e basically you need to stop using single use plastic. You
need to stop using this really bad pesticide, because it’s going to …

<loud sigh> I get very frustrated and I just want to… I want to change it.
Eleonora: I think with all the technology we have and all the information
we have, we could do so much more, but, yeah it’s power and em …

money, and em … being selfish, so I think in that sense it makes me
really frustrated.

Bargaining Peter: you know, do the small things. Sort your trash. Take the bike
instead of the car. All those like small practical stuff that in the end will
be a bigger change if everybody does it.
Ritte: all of it, in small steps and maybe, em, that we will build houses
more sustainable and kind of do the same things that we have always
done but turning more and more sustainable.

/

Fatalism Henning: I also realize that I, myself, am just a tiny drop of water in the
big ocean, so … You realize it’s hard to make a difference yourself, but
<silence>.

Daniel: We kind of already know that we’re going to overshoot two
degrees, and things like that. It’s pretty likely and, yeah, probably a lot of
people are going to die and … the world is going to look completely
different. […]
I think the question is … ‘Are you going to survive or are you going to
die?’
Fieke: if [my actions] make an impact, I don’t know … don’t know how
much I’m going to change.
Jan: We’re already, well, doomed, so to say […]
I think in 100 years we will be at a point where we will definitely blame
this and previous generations for what we have done.

Faith in salvation from
external forces
(technology/social)

Mikkel: I really have trust in technology and the development, and all of
the stuff that I have a faith in, or trust in humans or humanity that we
can somehow turn it back, (…) or make sure the pollution and all of that
doesn’t destroy the Earth that we live on.

Emma: I needed some time, and then I started seeing it all around me. In
how many friends of mine became vegetarian and how much … How
open people are to this. […] I feel like at some point people will
collectively decide this is not the way it should be anymore and will
slowly start changing things.

Postponing
responsibility into
future professional
life

Mikkel:When I come out to the market and join the work force I will be
able to contribute with my abilities to the society and give something
back to the society.

Isabella: Once I’ve acquired enough understanding of more of the
technicalities of the crisis, then I can have a professional role that can
ensure that I’m part of the solution as well.

Engagement / Emma: I’m in the university council and […] I will chair the
sustainability committee.
Isabella: We created the sustainability committee at the university with
four friends that were part of the climate crisis course.
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also utilized the threat reduction strategy. The most typical
example of bargaining was the students’ belief that sorting their
trash (particularly plastic) and using their bicycle more oftenwould
preclude the need for more fundamental lifestyle changes or
environmental engagement. Bargaining was often expressed as a
belief that “doing the small things” was enough, and could even
buy the students the right to pollute through air travel. As such,
bargaining was simply a coping mechanism to avoid considering
the extent of changes needed.

Students in both groups displayed a tendency to blame external
factors for the unfolding environmental catastrophe. This blame
was accompanied by sentiments of frustration, anger and disgust
directed against the perceived culprits. While students in both
groups expressed these feelings, they were most prominent within
the liberal arts group where six students engaged in this strategy,
and a sub-group of four students within the planning group that
was less inclined to threat reduction. The liberal arts students took
aim at large corporations and opaque financial interests. The sub-
group of planning students blamed ineffective politicians and
egotistical human nature. Blaming others can be interpreted as
another means to reduce moral responsibility and dissonance.

The fourth observed coping strategy was fatalism, the expressed
belief that it’s too late to avert environmental collapse, and
6

therefore personal actions and engagement are meaningless. This
sentiment, often accompanied by depressive or despairing state-
ments, was expressed prominently amongst six students of the
liberal arts group, and amongst the four planning students who
utilized the least threat reduction and bargaining. Fatalism was
accompanied by pessimism about the future, in some cases com-
pounded by collective guilt. For instance, Jan (liberal arts) projected
future collective guilt for what “we” as humankind are about to do
to future generations, as though that fate is sealed, while Myrthe
(liberal arts), Fieke (liberal arts) and Henning (planning) questioned
the relevance of their own actions.

Many of the students held a belief in salvation brought by
external forces. This sentiment was mostly expressed in the plan-
ning group as a strong faith in technological fixes. By believing that
the consequences of environmentally destructive behaviours
would be “fixed” posthoc through technological innovation, the
planning students reduced their moral responsibility for their be-
haviours that were incongruent with environmental care. Four
liberal arts and three of the planning students expressed a loose
hope that large-scale catastrophes would eventually occur and
force radical social, political and economic shifts.

Students from both groups also put off moral responsibility for
their immediate actions in the belief that they could compensate
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for this through future involvement as sustainability professionals.
This sentiment was almost unanimous in the planning group who
took great pride in their future professional contributions. It was
not as prominent in the liberal arts group where students were a
little fuzzier on their career options.

Though the majority of liberal arts students also sought to
postpone their action potential on sustainability issues, four stu-
dents adopted a different strategy, namely some engagement in
sustainability initiatives at the university and municipal level. This
coping strategy came closest to resolving the identity dissonance by
challenging their socialized identity, but with the exception of
Emma, at the time of the interviews, the others still adopted be-
haviours and beliefs that they explicitly recognized as incompatible
with their environmental aspirations. This could be linked back to a
clash with their fatalistic view of the situation. One might suggest
that the benefits of engagement were trumped by the students’
beliefs that it did not really make enough of a difference to justify
challenging their way of living.

4. Discussion

4.1. Moral identity, western middle-class identity and identity
dissonance

There is ample discussion in the literature on the role of mo-
rality and values in creating a positive sense of self. Moral proper-
ties have been considered the most essential part of establishing a
positive identity (Stets and Carter, 2011; Strominger and Nichols,
2014). Accordingly, it can be argued that students express moral
beliefs about the environment “to think well of themselves in
relation to their peers, and to provide order in their worldviews”
(Porter, 2005, p. 9). The key moral value in the students’ moral
identity is environmental care, which is very different to the
environmental identity envisaged by Clayton (2003). The students
did not express attachment to nature. In fact, most of them seemed
to have little first-hand experience of nature. This is not surprising,
given their socio-economic backgrounds as urban middle-class
students. The planning students might be a little less inter-
nationalised than the liberal arts students but shared near-identical
aspirations to international travel and material comforts.

It may be useful to read the students’ socialized, western
middle-class identity through the sociological concept of habitus
(Bourdieu, 1991). This can be defined as a set of likely thought and
behavioural strategies produced by an individual’s socialization
within one or more “fields” (Bourdieu, 1990). Fields are arenas of
conflict in the social space where individuals vie for economic,
social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1991). As a result of these
conflicts, individuals are liable to group themselves into “classes” in
practice (rather than by definition, as would be the case in aMarxist
analysis). Thus, while the habitusmay be socializedwithin a “class”,
there remains the possibility of individuals becoming reflexively
aware of their own socialization. The educated western middle-
classes of today are widely socialized within a neoliberal moral
framework which manifests as an individualistic, market-driven
approach to all aspects of society. The vocabulary used by the
participants, speaking of “cost-benefit analyses” and personal
choices reflects a view of humans as self-interested rational actors
who make decisions according to personal preferences.

The concept of “identity dissonance” was suggested to describe
the explicit conflict between the students’ aspirational moral
identity and habitus. From a sociological standpoint, Bourdieu
conceptualised unresolved conflicts between past and new iden-
tities as hysteresis. Individuals experiencing hysteresis are capable
of holding two conflicting identities that “co-exist within a hybrid
temporality” (Strand and Lizardo, 2016, p. 175). Strand and Lizardo
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(2016) explain that in hysteretic situations, the past identity “mis-
fires” in the new situation, with negative practical and psychogical
consequences for the individual. The concept of “identity disso-
nance” adds to this by dwelling on the students’ self-reflexive ca-
pabilities e the conflict of identity is more or less explicit, and the
students are able to reflect on it and feel emotions such as guilt
connected to it. Adams (2003, 2006) and Atkinson (2016) recog-
nized that a situation of crisis could yield a real self-reflexive pro-
cess that challenges the individual to see their habitus for what it is,
though it might not necessarily provide themwith the means to do
anything about it. Identity dissonance adds to this by revealing the
strategies used by those experiencing it to deal with it e though
without resolving it.

4.2. The impact of the educational approach on identity dissonance

Having posited the existence of identity dissonance in both
groups, the differences in coping strategies need to be explained. It
can be argued that these are produced by differences of disciplinary
and pedagogical approach.

The planning students had some introduction to social sciences
and less focus on complex technical competences than the civil or
mechanical engineers, but their problem-oriented projects
remained essentially disciplinary, relatively technical and practice-
oriented (Guerra, 2017). Although almost all of the students
expressed confidence in their technical and professional abilities,
few seemed to reflect systemically on the crises.

It is possible that the combination of the technical disciplinary
approach and the practice-based interpretation of problem-
orientation led students to eschew systemic reflections and focus
instead on their own immediate environment ewhich is presently,
to the urban dweller at least, not too visibly affected by environ-
mental collapse e and on narrow technological solutions. They
replicated problem-solving attitudes learned in their PPL studies
through bargaining practices and the belief in techno-fixes, hereby
confirming some of the limits to PPL for sustainability education as
it is practiced in technical studies, as identified by Guerra (2017).

The liberal arts students were invited to reflect on the crises
from an interdisciplinary perspective that considered technical
solutions from the angle of philosophical reflection. The students
were exposed to different ways of thinking about the self and were
therefore able to reflect explicitly on the conflict between the
system in which they were socialized and their aspirational moral
identity (see Fig. 1). However, the PBL approach, despite what the
name suggests, was not focused on solving problems or taking
action. It focused instead on helping students to build “mental
models” of the world (Schmidt et al., 2009). While this worked to
promote reflection, the identity dissonance was not discussed or
dealt with in the pedagogical setting, and the students were not
provided with avenues to deal with their identity dissonance
outside of the classroom. Some of them did engage in sustainability
actions to some extent, but did not hold much faith in their own
capacity for transformative action.

4.3. From moral identity to environmental identity

Two ways of resolving the dissonance can be identified: either
the students drop their environmental commitment and revert to
their habitus, or the students challenge their habitus and develop
modes of being that are compatible with environmental care in
practice. Given the changes needed to avert environmental catas-
trophe (IPBES, 2019; IPCC, 2018), the latter is a preferable outcome
for ESD. From the perspective of the programmes analyzed in this
study, achieving such an outcome requires a rethink of the imple-
mentation of problem-oriented pedagogies, as neither PPL as



Fig. 1. The emergence of identity dissonance as a result of problem-oriented sustainability education.
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practiced in planning nor PBL as practiced in liberal arts seem to be
fully transformative in the sense understood by ESD scholars (Blake
et al., 2013; Filho et al., 2018).

One possible way to trigger such a transformative shift in
habitus is to move away from a moral discourse on the environ-
ment and focus instead on challenging existing identities (Payne,
2000) by building environmental identities instead (Clayton,
2003). Such identities would not motivate students to act because
it is the right thing to do, but because they feel a fundamental
attachment to the nonhuman natural environment. Such an
attachment would be harder to override with pre-existing social-
ized practices than an abstract moral commitment that can easily
be cast aside with some of the cognitive strategies for diminishing
moral responsibility outlined in this paper.

4.4. Implications for practice

Neither PPL nor PBL induced students to feel a closer connection
with the environment. This could be explained by the fact that the
problems used in these programs, whether reflective (liberal arts)
or action-oriented (planning), still transmitted an abstract view of
nature as something other. However, it may be possible to re-orient
the focus and scope of learning problems, either in projects or case
scenarios, towards embodied ontological environmental issues.
This means using first-hand physical and emotional experiences of
environmental collapse as a challenge to the student’s sense of self,
anchoring the learning process in the fray of the ecological chal-
lenges present and future. Instead of abstract doom-on-paper
scenarios that so easily invite bargaining and fatalism, the crises
could materialize into lived experiences of struggling ecosystems.
The experience of ecological destruction could pave the way to
hopelessness if not properly processed, so the challenge would be
to problematize despair as a moment of ontological reframing for
students in which they come to see themselves as part of, rather
than apart from the natural world. As a case in point, indigenous
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groups, who arguably have the strongest environmental identity
and also face the worst effects of environmental destruction
(Simpson, 2017), are also at the forefront of the global fight for
environmental protections. Direct connection with nature enables
the threat to become tangible and localized rather than over-
whelming and apocalyptic. As such, tangible and localized actions
can be taken in practice, and through practice the modified habitus
can be strengthened.

5. Conclusions

This study found that students approaching the ecological crises
through problem-oriented pedagogies did experience real trans-
formations to their identity. However this change resulted in un-
resolved identity dissonance, rather than in meaningful
engagement and transformative practice. The central role of the
Western middle-class habitus in defining student identity and
behavior was discussed and ontological reframing through envi-
ronmental education interventions to build environmental identi-
ties was suggested. This approach does not require surrendering
specific disciplinary knowledge and skills, but rather re-orienting
them towards the specific project of conceptualizing the self in
ways that meaningfully reckon with ecological collapse.

The authors acknowledge that this study was focused on a
limited sample of Western middle-class students. While Western
countries have the largest environmental footprint per capita and
therefore, the most urgent need for change, it would be interesting
to understand how these identity and sustainability questions play
out in other learning contexts. The findings of this qualitative study
might also be strengthened by a follow up quantitative study to test
the wider applicability of the findings.

For further research, it might also be interesting to investigate
the impact of environmental education through PPL and PBL at the
primary and secondary school levels, where field trips and out-
doors activities are more common. On a final note, one of the



V.F.C. Servant-Miklos and G. Noordzij Journal of Cleaner Production 280 (2021) 124846
participants from the liberal arts group informally contacted the
researchers some months after her interview, keen to explain that
she had now changed her practice entirely, ceased flying, and,
having graduated, was engaged in sustainability activism in her
personal and professional life. It may therefore be worth exploring
the impact of sustainability education through PPL and PBL over a
longer period of time.
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