Survey

By Aashka Patel

The survey was conducted over two months, between the last week of January and the
first week of March. Most of the organisations selected were student-led, fee-levy groups
listed under the Concordia Student Union. The survey was sent to the designated
communications contact listed on each organisation’s website or social media. In the
email, it was clearly requested that the invitation be forwarded to all working members of

the organisation.

Additionally, the Office of Sustainability and SHIFT were selected for their campus-wide
and broader visions for sustainability. These organisations publicly listed their team

members and contact details, so all members received direct invitations to participate.

Due to the nature of distribution and ethical considerations, it is difficult to determine the
exact number of individuals who received the survey. Based on estimations, around 50

to 55 people were contacted, and 13 responded within the survey period.

Participants had the option to remain anonymous. Out of the 13 responses, 8
participants chose anonymity. The survey consisted of 12 questions—11 of which were
open-ended and aimed at exploring participants’ understandings of sustainability, their

personal motivations, and their views on sustainability-related communication.
Survey Questions

1. Please describe your job role and how it relates to sustainability on campus?

2. What is the role of sustainability in your life?

3. What does sustainability mean to you? Answer in one sentence.

4. What are the easiest sustainability practices you want the public to know?

5. Do you consider sustainability a scientific or social problem? Please support your
answer with a short explanation.

6.What are your thoughts on green consumerism?

7. What do you think is the role of the media in green consumerism?



8. Do you consume any journalism about sustainability? Yes or No
9. If you answered yes to the previous question, what type/genre of journalism do you
consume about sustainability?

- Long or short form Documentary

- Tradition News

- Social Media Journalism

- Other
10. Is there one thing about sustainability you wish the journalism communicated
rigorously ?
11. In your opinion, are there any changes needed in sustainability related
communication in order for it to bring in the social transformation?
12. In your opinion, what should be the role of the media in creating a sustainable

future?

Methodology:

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive thematic analysis, which
emphasizes identifying recurring patterns within qualitative data. This approach was chosen for
its accessibility and theoretical flexibility, making it well-suited for examining the complex and
interdisciplinary nature of sustainability communication. Using their six-phase process, | first
familiarized myself with the survey responses—reading them multiple times despite my prior
experience in Concordia’s sustainability community—to gain deeper insight into participants’

language patterns, recurring ideas, and concerns.

| then generated initial codes manually, highlighting both surface-level and underlying meanings
related to sustainability, communication, empowerment, barriers, and gaps. These codes were
grouped into broader categories, from critiques of green consumerism to calls for systemic
responsibility, local relevance, representation of marginalized voices, and solution-based
journalism. Reviewing and refining the themes ensured they were distinct, well-supported, and
aligned with my research questions. Finally, | defined and named the themes so they could be
translated into actionable insights, which directly informed the structure, framing, tone, and

inclusivity of the Guide for Sustainable Journalism (see Appendix 2).



Key finding:

Responses to Q1 were excluded from publication to protect identities. They were used
solely to verify whether the participant was affiliated with Concordia’s sustainability

community. Full, anonymized responses are attached at the end of this document.

A few key themes emerged: While many participants recognized sustainability as both a
scientific and social issue, most leaned toward it being a primarily social challenge. For
instance, Sheena Swirlz shared, “Social problem. Apathy and convenience drive citizens
to make poor decisions. Communities could mobilize on every level to create ecological

systems if they were informed, empowered and networked.”

Each participant defined sustainability differently, influenced by their personal and
professional experiences. Participant D described it as “aligning our social and
institutional systems to value human and non-human life, so that everyone in our
generation and those to come are able to access what they need to live joyfully.” This
definition aligned more with a socialist interpretation of the Brundtland definition of
sustainable development. Another respondent, Participant B, said, “Sustainability is
living responsibly, in harmony with the rest of the non-human world.” Similarly, Manon
described it as “making choices that empower, not harm, vulnerable communities and
wildlife in our ever-developing, human-centric world.” These perspectives highlight a
shared belief that the planet’'s resources are not solely for human use, but should be

equally available to all living systems.

When asked about easy, accessible sustainability practices, participants frequently
mentioned reducing food waste, adopting plant-based diets, reusing items, and shopping
second-hand. While not always easy or accessible for everyone, collective action and

systemic change were also seen as vital for building a sustainable future.

Participants generally viewed green consumerism as a step in the right direction but also
voiced concerns about its limitations. Duha Elmradi noted, “/ think it is a good alternative

for sure. But | think that it is still consumerism, and unless we tackle the problem of



capitalism, which consumerism is an inherent part of, green consumerism can be

inadequate. Sometimes, it is also inaccessible to many people.”

Regarding the media's role in green consumerism, participants agreed that while
journalism may not be directly responsible for greenwashing, it often fails to critically
examine the sustainability claims of products and services. Participant F noted, “Ads are
the primary vehicle through which greenwashing occurs. Social media platforms house
influencers who perpetuate the popularization of 'natural’, ‘'organic’ lifestyles through
consumption of specific products. Journalism may or may not question the sustainability
claims of 'green’ companies.” Meanwhile, Participant D commented, “/Media’s role is] to

convince us all that we need to keep buying more things, when we do not.”

All participants agreed that journalism must evolve to support a sustainable future. Many
stressed the need for a shift in narrative—moving away from individual responsibility and
toward actionable, collective, and systemic solutions. Sheena Swirlz emphasized, “Many
sustainability messages focus on raising awareness, but awareness alone doesn't
always lead to action. Communication should emphasize tangible actions that individuals
and communities can take.” She also highlighted the importance of crafting culturally
relevant, non-judgmental, and accessible messaging: “People engage more when they
see themselves reflected in sustainability stories.” This aligns with findings from scholars
in sustainability communication (Briggemann, 2017; Das et al., 2009; Fischer et al.,
2022; Spradlin & Givens, 2022).

All respondents consumed some form of sustainability-related journalism. One
participant reported listening to podcasts, while two others mentioned reading
magazines and following nonprofit, independent media sources. A chart summarizing

these responses is provided below.



Types of Sustainability Journalismm Consumed

Long or short form Documentary

Traditional News 92%

Social Media Journalism
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Figure A - Source: Qultratics - Graph showing the percentage of people using different form of media

Refined and Reviewed Key Themes
1. Critical Change in Media Narrative of Sustainability
e Critique of green consumerism

e Critique of shifting the media narrative from individual responsibility to
systemic issues

e Underreporting of the root causes of unsustainable systems and practices

e Reframing sustainability as a social issue rather than solely a scientific
one

2. Inclusive and Community-Led Storytelling for Sustainable Change

e The need for representation of marginalized and diverse voices in media

e The need for representation of locally relevant, solution-oriented initiatives

e The need for collective action for sustainable change

3. Unlearning, Learning, and Relearning for a Sustainable Future

e The need to educate the public about non-human life and the ecological
impacts of current systems for a sustainable transition

e The need to educate the public on unlearning unsustainable practices

and equip them with the skills to adapt to sustainable practices

4. Need for Systemic Change and a Shift in Power



e The need to move away from extractive and exploitative systems for a
sustainable future

e The need to amplify the voices of those most affected by unsustainable
systems

e The need to involve the public in making sustainable transitions

5. Accountability and Impact in Reporting
e The need to encourage journalists to report on the environmental and

social impacts of products, current systems, and services
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Questions relavent to the study
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This survey highlights the urgent need to shift the narrative around sustainability and to
recognize communication as a powerful tool for equipping and empowering the public to
participate in systemic change. Participants emphasized the importance of redefining
sustainability beyond individual behavior, advocating for collective, pragmatic, and
culturally relevant communication strategies. The insights gathered reflect a growing
recognition that sustainability is as much a social issue as it is an environmental or

scientific one—and that journalism has a critical role to play in shaping this discourse.

Limitations of the Study

One limitation of this study is the small sample size, which was confined to Concordia
University’s sustainability community. For future research, it would be valuable to expand
the survey to include sustainable communities at other universities, as well as scholars

and practitioners in the field of sustainability.

Participatory Action Research emphasizes collaboration and co-creation of knowledge to
address real-world problems. This collective approach is especially relevant to
sustainability, given its inherently interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral nature. Expanding
the participant base would allow for more diverse perspectives and richer insights into how

communication can support transformative change.

There is an urgent need for more research at the intersection of communication,
journalism, and sustainability. Communication experts must be involved in developing
accessible, engaging, and action-oriented narratives that empower communities and

support long-term sustainable futures
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