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Abstract 

Within the recent decades, there is an emerging trend in higher education as curriculum and 

administration seek to incorporate the goals of sustainability and development. In Malaysia, a 

lot of campus-based initiatives that seek to forward the goals of sustainable development also 

took off. However, students’ involvement in these initiatives is understudied despite the 

students being the largest demographic in the university’s population. The purpose of this paper 

is to explore the extent of a public or private university student’s knowledge on sustainable 

development and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDGs). The 

objective of the study is to analyze the outcome of the perceived knowledge on sustainability 

towards student behavior. It also tries to examine the manners in which students can contribute 

towards sustainable development efforts given the challenges and obstacles they currently face. 

In this research, a qualitative method was employed to evaluate students’ attitudes and 

perspectives on sustainability in a prominent public (Universiti Malaysia Sarawak) and private 

(Swinburne University of Technology Sarawak) universities in Kuching, Sarawak. In-depth 

interviews were held with students from both universities. The selected interviewees consist of 

student leaders who possessed the authority to speak on the issue and on behalf of their peers. 

Students’ knowledge and the ability to transform the knowledge into practice are the focal 
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concern of the in-depth interview. The result of the interview shown that students are generally 

aware of the concept of sustainable development and the contemporary issues related to it. They 

were also able to articulate the inclusion of the UNSDGs in their campus life such as in their 

curricular or extracurricular activities. However, there were a few differing opinions on the 

adequacy of sustainable behaviors and the ongoing efforts done to address sustainability issues.  
 

Keywords: sustainable development, UNSDGs, higher education, student behavior, student leaders 

 

1. Introduction  

In 2018, a landmark report by the United Nations (UN) Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) stated that urgent and unprecedented changes are needed to maintain the global 

temperature between 1.5-2 degree Celsius (Watts, 2018). In the face of an ongoing global crisis, 

everyone is expected to play active roles by participating in climate actions. Governments are 

strongly advised to become signatories of the Paris Agreement in order to contribute to efforts 

maintaining the global temperature at an acceptable level. In the United States, despite 

conflicting stances on participation in the Paris Agreement, progressive politicians such as 

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez managed to introduce the Green New Deal as a grand plan for 

tackling climate change while simultaneously addressing issues such as employment and 

socioeconomic issues (Friedman, 2019). 

 Given the current circumstances faced by society (eg. climate crisis, community-

produced waste, the lack of sustainable energy sources etc.), further emphasis has been put in 

achieving sustainability over the years. Sustainability efforts indicate that society seeks to 

implement plans that allow for economic prosperity while also leaving room to remain 

ecologically viable (Ebong, 2002). The sustainable development concept, as further portrayed 

by the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has become the driving force of most 

sustainability efforts implemented by various parties today. Higher education institutions 

(HEIs) are also no stranger to the concept.  

 According to Owens and Halfacre-Hitchcock (2006), universities may be seen as 

“microcosms” of society and therefore their experiences may inform efforts for change at the 

societal level. Hence, studying sustainability efforts in HEIs could be the reflection of the status 

quo of sustainability efforts in the society at large. In Malaysia, universities are also actively 

partaking in sustainability efforts by adopting activities that contribute to the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs).  

 The research would involve two universities in the East Malaysia, Universiti Malaysia 

Sarawak (UNIMAS) and Swinburne University of Technology Sarawak (Swinburne Sarawak). 

The areas covered by the research a Despite the limited focus community, it is sufficient since 

it is intended to focus on university community especially students to provide an insight into 

the evolving issue of sustainability in Malaysian HEIs. 
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Figure 1: Map of UNIMAS  

 

 

Source: Google Maps 

 

Figure 2 : Map of Swinburne Sarawak 

 

 

Source: Google Maps 

 

This research will be exploring the knowledge and attitudes of public university students 

towards sustainability. A qualitative method approach would be utilized to assess their 

knowledge of sustainable development and the UN SDGs that are incorporated in their studies 

and campus life. In-depth interviews involving several student leaders would be held to explore 

their perspectives on the sustainability efforts they are currently undertaking and how to convert 

them into practice. The interview will also be meant for the students to voice out their opinions 

on the challenges they face in adopting sustainability.  
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1.1 Background 

To succeed the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the UN launched the SDGs in 

September 2015.  The SDGs were initiated in order to address ongoing issues such as climate 

change, renewable energy, environmental degradation, socio-economic issues and social 

justice. There are 17 SDGs which contain 169 targets, many of which are yet to be defined 

specifically. The SDGs were referent to the MDGs for the international community in order to 

further forward efforts towards sustainable development from the year 2015 to 2030 (United 

Nations General Assembly, 2015). Hence, the SDGs are aspirational goals part of an 

interconnected and integrated network of targets that are designed to guide both the developing 

and developed nations (Le Blanc, 2015). 

 In Southeast Asia, addressing the challenge of the climate crisis was made the key social 

and economic priority due to the interconnectedness economic activities such as trade have with 

problems that could arise from climate change. Malaysia pledged to cut its emission intensity 

(per unit of GDP) by up to 40% by 2020 and 45% by 2030 (Bernama, 2016). Hence, the call to 

adopt sustainability efforts were not only heed by the state but also all facets of society and that 

includes HEIs. 

 In line with Agenda 2030, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) coordinated education on sustainability development (ESD). 

Education was the fourth part of the SDGs and universities play an important role in the 

realization of the goals. However, ESD can exist beyond the standards and recommendations 

of the UN and are urged to be phased into conventional learning in order to produce praxis. 

Locally, discussions pertaining to the transformation of higher education (HE) through 

sustainability pedagogy and sustainable development (SD) related content are ongoing. These 

efforts could manifest itself, for instance, in the way the SDGs are integrated into HE in 

Malaysia. HEIs also participate in the transformation by incorporating the SDGs into 

curriculum, research, operations, and institutional goals. As Malaysia is also committed to the 

Agenda 2030, it begins to establish the SDGs into multiple layers of development such as 

education, business practices, and governance. Following that, Malaysian HEIs demonstrate 

compliance towards the agenda by integrating SDGs into their curricula and campus activities. 

However, it should be noted that most of the sustainability efforts in HEIs as of now are “top-

down” in nature as they are often initiatives implemented by the university’s governance. 

 

1.1.1 Problem Statement 

Within the recent decades, even prior to the commencement of the Agenda 2030, there is an 

emerging trend in HE as teaching and research agendas seek to incorporate the goals of 

sustainability and development (Barlett & Chase, 2004). In Malaysia, a lot of campus-based 

initiatives ingrained in forwarding sustainable development also took off. It comes as an 

intended consequence that the awareness and knowledge of sustainable development also 

increase with this.  

 As with most campus sustainability efforts, the governance structure of universities 

present a unique challenge towards the long-term goal of sustainability. Most of the initiatives 

are described to be a mix of top-down and bottom-up thus rarely identifying specific strategies 

of organizational change (Brinkhurst et al., 2011). Top-down changes are often successful as 

they are championed by administrators and are well supported by the governing structures of 

the university. Bottom-up approaches are led by the “grassroots” and refer to student-led efforts 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8I4U7W
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8I4U7W
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PzuRAh
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or campaigns. These are unlikely to occur in Malaysia due to the restrictions placed on student-

led organizations such as student unions. Hence, most student-led efforts regarding 

sustainability are limited to awareness-raising campaigns. According to Brinkhurst et al. 

(2011), a metric to a successful student-led campaign often results in building support for new 

initiatives and applying pressure for changes in university’s policy and operations. These could 

only be achieved with more political involvement from students as they are often preceded by 

lobbying, signing petitions and in some cases, protests.  

In the HE setting, students must also be made to feel included in sustainability efforts. Most 

sustainability efforts in universities are top-down in nature and often neglect the important 

stakeholders such as the staff and students (Brinkhurst et al., 2011). In a campus where the 

efforts are predominantly approached from top-down, then universities run the risk of alienating 

a large number of participants they are meant to reach such as students. This will result in low 

support for sustainable activities or lower participation from them.  

 In a study by Nusrat Afroz and Zul Ilham (2020), despite the high awareness and 

knowledge among students about the UN SDGs, there is a discrepancy between practice and 

knowledge. Student populations that demonstrate high amounts of knowledge in UN SDGs do 

not have the same level of practice. Less than 40% of the student population engage in 

sustainable behaviors that are contributing to the climate action goal of the UN (Nusrat Afroz 

& Zul Ilham, 2020). The imminence of the climate crisis requires a massive change in lifestyles 

from every member of society. Hence, it is problematic that students do not engage in 

sustainable behaviors despite knowing the importance of sustainable development. 

 Consumer behaviors affect the natural environment in unprecedented manners (Stern, 

2000). In order to create significant change in the natural environment, sustainable lifestyles 

must be adopted. However, most impactful sustainable behaviors require a radical shift in the 

way of life and these changes might not be easily accessible to university students. For instance, 

cutting meat consumption as a response to the farming and agriculture industries being one of 

the largest carbon emitters would be difficult for a university student as byproducts of meat are 

cheaper and affordable. Veganism, for example, is also an inaccessible diet in Malaysia 

especially for students as plant-based products such as plant-based meat are very expensive. In 

order to create a sustainable campus environment, one of the preliminary commitments is to 

significantly reduce paper usage or going for a paperless lifestyle. However, students might not 

necessarily be in the financial position to afford alternatives such as a laptop or a tablet. In 

conclusion, students are put in a position where they could not afford to make radical shifts in 

their lifestyle in order to adopt a more sustainable way of life. It is important to reconcile the 

students’ knowledge on sustainability with the sustainable practice they can realistically engage 

in. The barriers they face should also be taken into consideration so campus and national 

policies can be created to inculcate these behaviors better.  
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2. Body of paper  

2.1 Literature Review 

2.1.1 Sustainability & Sustainable Development 

One of the earliest definitions of sustainability was within the context a specific class of 

biological renewable resources such as fisheries and forests. The term was used to define 

extensively the physical limits of exploitations inflicted on them. Given the context, the term 

“sustainability” was loosely used to describe the usage of renewable resources in isolation such 

as not using the resources more than its increase over time thus not reducing the initial stock. 

This was criticized to be a simplistic view of sustainability as it did not consider external factors 

and events that could influence the exploitation of resources such as policies, technology, 

pollution, and social responses to changes in the resource base (Dixon & Fallon, 1989). 

The term has expanded since its inception in the 1980s and was referred to as a ‘boundary term’ 

where science meets politics and politics meet science (Gieryn, 1999). The interdisciplinary 

nature or the ‘boundary work’ of the term alludes to the establishment of epistemic communities 

of shared understanding of and the common commitment to linking economic and 

environmental concerns. In the current setting, sustainability is generally defined as the support 

for a matter and a platform to consider the future that seeks environmental, societal, and 

economic balance for an improved quality of life (Jeronen, 2013). It is a complex and 

multidimensional concept that combines efficiency, equity, and intergenerational equity on 

economic, social, and environmental grounds (Ciegis et al., 2009). A large part of what 

sustainability is, is resilience and endurance into the long-term future.  

 Humans and nature are interlinked and form a system; hence the studies of sustainability 

transcend the borders of just environmentalism. There are three interrelated dimensions 

recognized in the study of sustainability as illustrated in Figure 1. They are ecological, 

economic, and social (Robertson, 2017). Beyond environmental problems, the world faces 

many issues that are interconnected such as poverty, education inequality, health crisis, 

population problem, and resource mismanagement. It is important to view sustainable solutions 

as a multi-faceted entity to address these issues. 

 

2.1.2 United Nation Sustainable Development Goals 

The UN SDGs are a collection of a total of 17 goals and 169 targets that have been 

officially endorsed by the UN as part of their Agenda 2030. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development is a plan of action for the 3Ps: people, planet and prosperity (United Nations 

General Assembly, 2015). All member countries and all stakeholders are to act in collaborative 

partnership to implement the plan from the UN which also includes different facets of social 

issues such as eradicating poverty, empowering women, and ensuring individuals the dignity 

and equality to achieve self-actualization to fulfill their potentials (United Nations General 

Assembly, 2015). The UN SDGs will stimulate action over the next 15 years in areas that are 

of critical importance to humanity and the planet.  

 The UN SDGs, as illustrated in Figure 3, covers a wide range of issues in society such 

as poverty, climate change, gender equality, and climate change. It was an extension of the UN 

MDGs that ended in 2015 (United Nations General Assembly, 2015). 
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Figure 3: UN SDGs 

 

 

Source: United Nation 

 

2.1.3 Sustainability in HEIs 

Given the multi-faceted approach towards sustainability and the call to action from the UN 

requiring collaborative approach from all members of society, the burden on achieving 

sustainability should not be on the shoulders of policy makers and governments alone. HEIs, 

notably, should take on a leading role in pioneering sustainability in education through research 

while concurrently educating students in relation to the goals and inspiring meaningful 

engagement with communities at large (Leal Filho et al., 2017). This could be attributed to the 

fact that universities may be seen as “microcosms” of society (Owens & Halfacre-Hitchcock, 

2006). Therefore, their experiences may inform efforts for change at the societal level.  

 ESD refers to transforming students, teachers, and the school system with new 

knowledge, understanding, and resilience (Crosling et al., 2020). The relationship between 

education and the adoption of sustainable behaviors are complex, however education can shape 

individuals and mold society’s ways of thinking to include resilience and long term support for 

sustainable development efforts (UNESCO, 2013). ESD is also officially recognized as an 

intrinsic element of SDG 4 (quality education) and a key enabler of all other SDGs. UNESCO 

also coordinated the ESD for 2030 framework (refer Figure 4) at the 40th UNESCO Conference 

in Paris (UNESCO, 2019). 

Figure 4 : ESD For 2030 Framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: UNESCO 
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Following the action of embracing ESD in universities, campuses had also created a lot 

of initiatives that could contribute to the UN SDGs. Evidence suggests that universities should 

aim to contribute to sustainable development beyond what is taught in the classroom.  

 

2.2 Methods 

Currently the research is still ongoing and for the purpose of this paper, the results presented 

would be based on the preliminary data collection that has been done as of May 2022. A total 

of six student leaders from UNIMAS and Swinburne Sarawak participated in in-depth 

interviews done by the researcher. The student leaders chosen are either in their undergraduate 

or postgraduate studies in their respective universities. They are also chosen due to the 

leadership positions they hold in the university student councils, clubs, and external student 

associations. The positions held by the interviewees indicate that they have the capacity to be 

representative of their peers as well as having pre-existing knowledge on the various 

components of university administrations.  

 

2.3 Results & Discussions 

2.3.1 Students’ Knowledge on sustainable development, the UN SDGs and its issues 

The first part of the interview aimed to identify the extent of student’s knowledge on sustainable 

development and the UN SDGs. There were five items in the interview questions related to 

achieving the objective. 

 Following the interviews, a majority of the students were able to understand the gist of 

sustainable development. For instant, participants have adequate understanding of the concept 

of sustainable development despite not necessarily having the vocabularies to articulate the 

academic definitions and connotations of the concept.  

 The interviewees understanding of the concept of sustainable development can be 

classified generally into several categories. Based on their answers, they alluded to the concept 

being largely defined by words such as (but not limited to); (1) balance, (2) long-term 

development for the future, (3) resilience, (4) being relative to the UN SDGs, and (4) not limited 

to the environment. 

 Apart from that, participants also demonstrated awareness and understandings of an 

array of sustainability issues and happenings. To further understand the extent of students’ 

grasps on the concept of sustainability, a high understanding and awareness of contemporary 

issues related to the topic of discussion is paramount. The participants were able to articulate 

and comprehend sustainability issues such as climate change, green initiatives, circular 

economy, poverty, education inequality, and gender inequality. The cited issues were also 

followed up with relevant examples and case studies albeit abridged verbally. 

 From the interviews, it ought to be concluded that essentially interviewees are aware of 

the concepts of sustainability and the UN SDGs despite not having extensive knowledge on 

them. The surface level understandings could be attributed to the preliminary exposure students 

get from the inclusion of the UN SDGs in university administrations and syllabi. 

 Both UNIMAS and Swinburne Sarawak are known to apply the UN SDGs into their 

administrations. This could be observed in the campuses through the existence of promotional 

materials such as informational posters and the existence of sustainability offices. Student 
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societies related to upholding the UN SDGs are also in existence. The universities also allowed 

students to organize and partake in activities that are related to sustainability inside and outside 

of campus such as collaborating with non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Universities 

also participate in sustainable practices such as adopting a paperless policy in its administration.  

 Despite the exposure from the university administration however, the level of 

knowledge varies among students. For instance, students who work directly with the university 

management ie. the members of student councils, possessed a higher level of knowledge about 

sustainability in comparison with their peers.  

 From an academic standpoint, the UN SDGs are integrated into core courses in the 

syllabi. However, some are only heavily implied and were not taught explicitly to the students. 

Thus, the only students who are aware of the UN SDGs being integrated into the syllabi are 

those who have closer ties to the university management and the university senate ie, the student 

council. This further alienate the student populations who are not privy to the information 

afforded to the members of the student council.  

 The asymmetry of information is also exacerbated by the inaccessibility or inexistence 

of dedicated courses for sustainability. In the case of Swinburne Sarawak, sustainability is 

offered as a general subject for students hence demonstrating the lack of emphasis towards the 

subject. In UNIMAS however, participants are not aware of the existence of such subject. The 

varying level of knowledge about the existence and integration of sustainability in the syllabi 

was also observed following the interviews. 

 In conclusion, students demonstrated high level of understanding of the concept of 

sustainability and its offshoots, the UN SDGs and contemporary issues. However, there is a 

disparity in understanding in the degree of executions of such concepts in HEIs.  
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2.3.2 Knowledge Translation: How does the perceived knowledge translate into practice 

or behaviours? 

Following the high level of understanding about sustainability and the urgency of its issues, 

students were asked about how their knowledge translated into everyday practice. The aim of 

the second component of the interview was to analyse the outcome of students’ perceived 

knowledge on their behaviours and practice.  

 Essentially, students tried to practice sustainable behaviours in their campus lives on the 

daily. Table 1 shows the examples of sustainable behaviours they claimed to practice 

 

Table 1: Sustainable behaviours practiced by students 

Student(s) Practiced Sustainable Behaviours 

A i. Not using cars in campus. 

ii. Walking. 

iii. Supporting independent businesses over large corporations. 

B i. Not using single-use plastic by bringing their own metal straws and food 

containers. 

ii. Going paperless by switching to digital notetaking and using digital textbooks. 

C i. Reducing consumption by no longer buying new clothes or unnecessary items. 

ii. Refusing to buy from fast fashion companies. 

iii. Thrifting and buying second-hand items. 

D i. Recycling. 

ii. Not using single-use plastic by bringing their own metal straws and food 

containers.  

iii. Reducing overseas purchase to reduce carbon footprint. 

E i. Buying products known for longevity to prevent from contributing to e-waste. 

ii. Buying from local businesses. 

F i. Recycling. 

ii. Not using cars in campus. 
 

 

 Table 1 indicates a high level of awareness and practice among participants. This could 

be attributed to the general upward trend of the move towards sustainability in general. 

Furthermore, the general trend also contributed to the level of awareness and knowledge 

possessed by students on top of the integration of sustainability in universities. For instance, 

participants were able to name sustainability practices and efforts that are encouraged by the 

local governments and universities such as “No Plastic Bag Saturday” and the phasing out of 

polystyrene packaging in campus. 

 The awareness from the general trend against the backdrop of widespread social media 

information sharing and the continuous calls to action as response to the climate crisis made 

students want to adopt a more sustainable lifestyle. Participants also see sustainability partially 

as a personal responsibility that could be attributed to being a global citizen. 
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2.3.3 Challenges and student contributions 

The third and final part of the interview was aimed to examine the manners in which students 

can contribute towards sustainable development efforts given the challenges and obstacles they 

face. Despite the high level of knowledge and adequate level of practice demonstrated by 

participants, the students do not feel like they have adequately contributed to sustainable 

development efforts. The challenges they faced are twofold as shown in Table 2. Following the 

identification of challenges, participants proposed solutions of their own. 

 

Table 2: Student challenges 

Political  i. University and University Colleges Act 

1971 (AUKU) 

ii. Bureaucracy 

Financial  i. High financial barriers 

ii. Inaccessibility 

 

 The first challenge faced by students are political challenges that manifested in the 

forms of AUKU and bureaucracy. The existence of AUKU has led to several limitations on 

student governance. As a result, students are prevented from participating in politics and 

forming student unions. Hence, monetary allocations for student activities and welfare are not 

entirely at the hands of student representatives. This led to several difficulties in organizing 

activities that are political in nature or with higher impacts. Hence, most student activities 

related to sustainability are relegated to raising awareness as opposed to challenging a 

hegemony and action-based. 

 Students are also often self-censoring themselves from voicing out concerns that are 

deemed politically charged. They realized that sustainability issues are often political and could 

result from policy failures. For example, the climate crisis is a collective issue that affects 

everyone and the nature of the crisis is systemic at its roots.  

 Bureaucracy is also a challenge cited by students due to the limitations it grants most 

student-led projects. In order to carry out an activity or to establish a new society in campus, 

red tapes and bureaucracy take up most of the process and making each effort more lengthy and 

excruciating than the last. The aforementioned bureaucracy coupled with the lack of autonomy 

granted to student bodies also debilitate student-led sustainability efforts even further. 

 In order to overcome the political challenges in status quo, students needed to take a 

more laissez-faire approach in aspects the university has few authorities over. For example, 

students can still participate in projects outside of the universities with external parties provided 

they still work within the rules and regulations of the country. The internet as a fairly 

ungoverned space could also be utilized by students to spread information with their peers. For 

instance, one of the interviewees involved themselves in creating eye-catching infographics 

about COVID-19 SOPs to be disseminated via social media.  

 Universities could also foster a space where students are allowed to organize within the 

framework allowed by AUKU. The first step in addressing the challenge is by creating a 

decentralisation model where student bodies would be given more autonomy in their 

governance. This could include a more inclusive and transparent budget allocation especially 

for student-led activities from the grassroots. 
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 The second challenges faced by students are financial in nature. This is the most 

intuitive challenge faced by students as university students are not as financially mobile as the 

working populations. Hence, financial barriers are common in preventing them from adoptng a 

more sustainable lifestyle. 

 Adopting meaningful lifestyle changes are often expensive and inaccessible. The 

mitigating solution to tackle this challenge is to buy local and from small businesses. 

Universities should also create meaningful change in order to encourage students to adopt a 

more sustainable lifestyle. For example, providing student discounts in campus. Students also 

acknowledge the importance of a consumer-driven approach to consuming and purchasing 

products as creating a higher demand for sustainable products would lead to competitive pricing 

and increased demand fulfilment in the future.  

 

3. Conclusion  

Students are indeed knowledgeable about the concepts of sustainability, sustainable 

development and its contemporary issues. However, the study shows that the level of 

knowledge they possessed vary greatly and could be observed in the asymmetry of 

understanding about the existence and integration of sustainability in their syllabi and 

management. Universities should have effective dissemination strategies about how they 

incorporate sustainability in their day-to-day affairs.  

 Student expressed great interests in adopting sustainable behaviours in their daily lives 

if they are not hindered by numerous systemic barriers. The challenges students faced are 

systemic in nature and they perceived an ideal sustainable life to have a higher barrier of entry. 

Hence, in order to address the barrier of entry, most proposed solutions from students involved 

decentralisation and bottom-up approach.  
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