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Abstract


Increasing environmental challenges are prompting sport managers to act to minimize negative ecological impacts. Educational opportunities for sport management students are critical for developing awareness and understanding of environmental sustainability across the sport industry. In 2012, Casper and Pfahl examined the personal environmental actions of sport administration and recreation students. The purpose of our current research is to expand on Casper and Pfahl’s work by assessing the predictive relationships of values, beliefs, and norms on behaviors related to environmental sustainability using the Value–Belief–Norm (VBN) framework. Sport management students (N = 510) representing 23 higher education institutions completed the online survey. Structural equation modeling showed minimal changes over ten years. Norms were the strongest predictors of pro-environmental behaviors, and results indicated that students hold sport management organizations to a higher environmental standard than traditional businesses. The authors provide discussion and recommendations on bridging the gap between academia and industry to better prepare students for their professional futures in the sport industry.






Keywords:


sport; sustainability education; environmental sustainability; sport ecology; sport management curricula; sport ecology; environmental behaviors












1. Introduction


The relationship between sport and the natural environment is codependently bi-directional [1,2]. The natural environment can impact the sport business; conversely, sport can harm the natural environment. For instance, unsafe environmental conditions, such as wildfires, have caused athletes to experience respiratory issues from inhaling smoke [3]. When it comes to golf, the maintenance of golf courses involves excessive use of chemicals, which can cause contamination of the underground water table, negatively alter and affect the local flora and fauna, and consequently reduce vegetation diversity [4]. Sport facility managers are also confronted with issues related to climate change. Dingle and colleagues [5] explored organizational responses to managing water resources, suggesting that managers should adopt strategies to harvest, store, and recycle water. Increasing challenges such as these are prompting sport managers to act, find solutions to minimize negative impacts on the environment, and use sport to bring awareness to spectators and participants.



Evidence shows that organizations within the sport industry continually increase the number of environmental initiatives in their operations [6]. This necessitates qualified and knowledgeable personnel to manage current and future challenges [7,8,9]. Along the same lines, Chalip [10] pointed out the importance of sport managers being equipped with the necessary skills to effectively address future issues that could emerge within the field of sport and sustainability. To set this direction, Mallen and Chard [11] offered a future path for environmental sustainability in sport, emphasizing the necessity of environmental education through discussions among scholars, students, and practitioners. The growth of such educational opportunities is critical for developing awareness and understanding of environmental sustainability across the sport industry [12].



In 2012, Casper and Pfahl examined the environmental awareness and personal environmental actions of undergraduate sport administration and recreation students, illustrating a relationship between students’ environmental values and level of environmental responsibility. Their work was the first to focus on sports management students’ values, beliefs, and norms (VBNs), providing an understanding of students’ environmental attitudes. Still, substantial changes in cultural attitudes and generational differences toward the environment have occurred over the past ten years. For example, there has been tremendous growth in the industry’s efforts to advance environmental sustainability into the daily operations of sport organizations (e.g., Forest Green Rovers, Philadelphia Eagles, World Athletics), including governance support from the International Olympic Committee and United Nations through the creation of the Sports for Climate Action Framework, Race to Zero, and Sports for Nature frameworks. Through this progression in the industry, the amount of literature focused on sport and the natural environment [13] has dramatically increased. Given the proliferation of industry efforts and available academic research, there is a need to re-evaluate sport management students’ awareness and knowledge of environmental sustainability. While the Value–Belief–Norm (VBN) theory is widely utilized, it is rarely applied to assess the ecological views of higher education students [14]. Instead, VBN has been more frequently employed to evaluate the perspectives of sports fans in academic settings (see McCullough), leaving a gap in understanding the ecological views of sport management students.



Therefore, this research aims to expand on Casper and Pfahl’s [15] work by reassessing and evaluating students’ awareness and the predictive relationships of values, beliefs, and norms on behaviors related to environmental sustainability. Newly designed survey items were also included in the instrument to address the curricula’s lack of environmental sustainability education. The new model shows an extension of the VBN theory used by Casper and Pfahl (Figure 1). It focuses explicitly on sport management students’ beliefs about sport organizations’ environmental sustainability behaviors. These data will provide faculty and educators with valuable information on the current environmental beliefs of sport management students to aid in designing, re-structuring, and implementing environmental sustainability modules and courses to serve the future generation of sport managers better. The paradox is that, although sport organizations are addressing sustainability and actively pursuing initiatives to minimize or mitigate the adverse effects on the environment, we as educators are lagging and not providing sufficient opportunities for students to learn and be trained to assist with these initiatives and programs. It is imperative to ensure that sport management students acquire the necessary knowledge to better serve an industry dedicated to addressing the intercept between sport and the natural environment.




2. Review of the Literature


2.1. Environmental Sustainability in Higher Education


Today’s society faces a series of interrelated social, economic, and environmental crises. There is a pressing need to shift to a sustainable community that lives within the planet’s ecological bounds, recognizing the symbiotic relationship between nature and societal well-being [16,17]. However, such a shift requires a shift in our institutions [18], especially higher education. The importance of universities as future transformative agents for creating a sustainable society has been acknowledged and envisioned [19]. The role of universities in sustainability performance was especially emphasized during the decade-long United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Education for Sustainable Development (2005–2014) programme [20]. Sustainability became an emerging determinant, even for university rankings (e.g., UO green metric).



As higher education institutions, universities significantly impact society and can play a crucial role in sustainability provision. Higher education institutions have been identified as leaders in developing policies and solutions to advance the transition to a sustainable society [21]. As such, they are committed to preparing future professionals to be responsible citizens and create a more sustainable future [22]. Students play a critical role in advancing sustainability practices. Therefore, it is essential to provide opportunities for students to learn about environmental issues and solutions in the specific professional context in which they plan to pursue their careers post-graduation. The challenge is when educators adopt a somewhat reductive and non-substantive pedagogy, making it difficult to teach the topic effectively [23].



To address these challenges, universities worldwide increasingly engage in multi-stakeholder collaborations to co-create knowledge, tools, and experiments with social and technical systems for advancing societal sustainability. With many of these initiatives conceived primarily as faculty research projects, implications of knowledge co-creation for student sustainability learning and education are mainly under-examined [24]. This necessitates broader research interest to anticipate if and how students will take sustainable action by understanding their viewpoints on environmental sustainability. Moreover, considering the limited scholarship on curriculum development in higher education, especially for courses focused on environmental sustainability [25], it is imperative to address this gap. Students can be empowered to alter their attitudes and behaviors via education, enabling them to make more informed decisions [20]. This relationship is demonstrated by exploring students’ beliefs and attitudes about the environment and their desire to learn more about the impact of human actions on nature in general and specific professional settings. This, in turn, would not only provide them with the necessary knowledge to proactively address and solve related problems but also help them to succeed in their professional careers.




2.2. Environmental Sustainability in Sport Management Programs


Like other business industries, the sport sector is not an exception and is impacted by climate change [1]. Thus, there have been consistent and growing calls for sport management students to be prepared to address these challenges [12,26,27,28]. Despite these calls, there is a lack of dedicated classes or modules within sport management curricula focused on environmental issues [29,30]. Other scholars have examined the program descriptions, learning outcomes, and curricula of 84 sport management graduate programs across the United States and discovered that “the discipline [sport management] has coalesced around a key set of skills and content areas. This standardization may come at the expense of adaptability and responsiveness to changes in sport and society” [30], p. 1. To address this challenge, Mercado and Grady [27] suggested that students can learn sustainable concepts and see development in varying facets of sport management sectors through practical applications offered in different courses. Dingle and Mallen [28] further argued that a standalone course should be created first as a launching point, and then environmental sustainability should be added to each course in the curriculum. Of course, this comes with potential challenges, such as identifying partners or venues for practical experience and buy-in from the department, faculty, and students [27,28]. Others have noted that obstacles to creating and implementing environmental sustainability courses include the regional ecological beliefs of students, it not being deemed necessary by students, lack of available faculty and class space, it being too new of a topic, and lack of resources [29] Nevertheless, more education is needed to ensure that future sport management professionals have the knowledge and expertise to contribute to a positive environmental change [8,9,11,12,28,30,31,32].



Aleixo and colleagues [33] analyzed students’ perceptions of sustainable development, illustrating that, although students recognize the importance of sustainable development and have heard about sustainable development goals, they believe that higher education institutions should provide more training (i.e., courses) on this topic. However, these studies do not include the role of universities in curriculum development, including sustainability courses or evaluating students’ values, norms, or beliefs about the natural environment. By compiling and formulating appropriate curricula and course plans, universities and individual programs can shape students’ beliefs with specific provisions (e.g., environmental sustainability). Today’s students will be the prominent influencers and decision-makers of the future; thus, a greater understanding of students’ beliefs and attitudes toward sustainable development is needed.



The emergence of complex global challenges demands that our students be prepared for a world threatened by unstable climate change and inequity. The role of universities is critical in helping society to identify and solve both local and global problems regarding sustainable development. Interest must grow among higher education institutions and faculties in regard to offering opportunities for environmental education and better understanding what students want to learn about sustainability both in general and, more specifically, in regard to sport. There are rich resources for students, faculty, departments, and industry members to their expand knowledge on the subject that are easily accessible [7,8,32,34]. These textbooks and case studies can assist educators in overcoming some of the prevalent obstacles in integrating environmental sustainability into sport management programs [8,28]. Lastly, the Sport Ecology Group has played a significant role in promoting and teaching sustainability in sport. The group offers resources such as course syllabi, teaching slides, and a list of readings (all publicly available free of charge) for students and educators alike to increase awareness and knowledge of environmental sustainability issues.




2.3. Value–Belief–Norm Theory of Environmentalism


This research utilized the Value–Belief–Norm theory (VBN) [35] to evaluate individual environmentally significant behaviors. VBN was conceived, adapted, and formed using the following three standalone theories and paradigms: value theory [36], the new ecological paradigms (NEPs) [37], and norm activation theory (NAT) [38]. Simply stated, the theory suggests that personal environmental values influence beliefs about the state of the natural environment, which form personal pro-environmental norms and, ultimately, lead to pro-environmental actions and behaviors (Figure 1). Each variable in the chain directly affects the next and may also influence variables further down the chain [35]. Whitley and colleagues (2018) examined higher education students’ environmental sustainability habits using VBN and found that their values significantly influenced ecological behaviors. They noted that, although VBN is frequently used in research, it is rarely used to evaluate the environmental perspectives of students in higher education.



Considering the proliferation of environmental efforts and awareness around such issues, we propose that the causal relationship between values, beliefs, and norms and behavior has increased since Casper and Pfahl’s original study [7]. Additionally, beyond Casper and Pfahl’s study, we anticipate that sport management students’ values, beliefs, and norms significantly influence their expectations of sport organizations in regard to engaging in environmentally sustainable practices.




2.4. Personal Values


Values are circumstances transcending convictions about what is crucial in one’s life [39]. Concerning the natural environment, ecological values orient a person, influencing their inclination to endorse environmental actions [7,40]. Stern and colleagues drew on the value measures developed by Schwartz and colleagues [36,41] and used them and amendments to establish the VBN theory. An overview of the Schwartz theory of basic human values [39] addresses the essence of values, describes the characteristics common to all values, and explains what separates one value from another. Schwartz [39] explains that values can describe people, cultures, and groups within a culture, track changes over time, and explain the motivational foundations of attitudes and behavior.




2.5. Beliefs


VBN suggests that people’s worldviews or beliefs about how the planet and humans interact drive their environmental behavior [7,42]. Stern and colleagues [43] utilized the NEPs to assess individuals’ ecological beliefs. The original NEP [37] was revised in response to criticisms to be focused on 15 statements measuring environmental beliefs, values, and attitudes [44,45]. The revised NEP [35] is highly used in research and is the most popular and widely used measurement of environmental beliefs worldwide [44,45].



Harraway and colleagues [46] used the revised NEP to monitor the development of New Zealand students’ ecological worldviews. Higher education institutions are interested in its impact and the life experiences that shape students’ ecological views but lack the processes to track the changes over time. The revised NEP was delivered twice a semester, and the results indicate changes in the students’ ecological views. While standard assessment methods can easily measure subject matter knowledge, the authors contend that they may not accurately assess values, attitudes, and behaviors. The NEP can help educators regularly evaluate the extent to which their curricula have changed the affective ecological characteristics of cohorts of students.




2.6. Norms


To understand the influences of more common movement support, Stern and colleagues looked to Schwartz’s [38] moral norm-activation theory of altruism (NAT), which suggests that norms are the most significant predictor of environmental behaviors. Schwartz’s theory of altruism indicates that people are more willing to embrace behaviors (including pro-environmental) if the individual is aware of harmful consequences (ACs) to others and when that individual ascribes responsibility (AR) to themselves for altering the offending environmental situation or condition [47]. Personal norms are used to gauge how personally accountable an individual is to the environment and natural resources [7,48]. Actions and behaviors are activated when individuals feel impending harm to other people, species, and the biosphere due to an ecological condition [43]. This is when knowledge becomes essential in bridging the gap between norms and behaviors or awareness and action.




2.7. Behaviors


VBN proposes that personal values, beliefs, and norms form a causal chain to predict personal environmental behaviors and beliefs about the organization’s environmental behaviors. Stern [35] defined environmental behaviors as those that create an impact through direct (e.g., clearing a forest, landfill waste, car emissions) or indirect (e.g., tax policies, legislature, world markets) change to the environment. However, since the environment has become part of humans’ decision-making process with environmentalism, a second definition of environmental behavior has surfaced. The second definition is “behavior that is undertaken with the intention to change (normally, to benefit) the environment” [35], p. 408. Both definitions are important to research. However, using the impact-oriented definition to recognize and target behaviors with the most significant environmental impact is essential [35,42].



For example, regarding personal behaviors, most behavioral studies in the sport sector focus on fan behaviors [6]. Casper and colleagues [49] found that fans expected athletic departments to engage in environmentally friendly behaviors and that departments implementing sustainable initiatives increased home game pro-environmental behaviors. Additionally, McCullough and Cunningham [50] explained that social and internal pressures from stakeholders could encourage sport organizations to adopt ecologically friendly practices. To this point, sport management students represent current fans and future sport management professionals who may be able to influence sustainable change within the sport industry.




2.8. Awareness


The VBN theory considers awareness a significant variable and theorizes that it is an essential predictor of environmental behaviors and an important explanatory component. The term “awareness” refers to a person’s comprehension of the fundamental parts of a problem, not simply being aware that one exists. Although there is a link between environmental awareness and action, research indicates that knowledge is a crucial link between the two factors (see [7]). Knowledge creates a deeper awareness of the significant components of an issue and strengthens the individual’s desire to act.





3. Method


3.1. Participants and Data Collection Process


Data were collected from 510 undergraduates (n = 352) and graduates (n = 157) enrolled in sport management programs at higher education institutions in North America (NA). Demographic data included college level, age (range), gender, and state of institution attended (see Table 1). We utilized an online self-administered survey as the method of data collection. Various faculty in sport management programs in NA were contacted via professional e-mail addresses and invited to assist in distributing surveys to the students in their classes. Students were contacted through their institution’s e-mail account, and a link was provided to the Qualtrics survey, Internal Review Board (IRB) approval, and information about the study. Additionally, the public listserv from the North American Society for Sport Management (NASSM) was utilized to ask the NASSM community to distribute the survey in their classrooms after explaining the research’s purpose and importance. The corresponding author’s institution granted IRB approval.




3.2. Measurement Variables


We adopted 29 questions across five constructs from Casper and Pfahl’s study [7] (see Table 2, Table 3 and Table 4). Participants were asked to respond using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Personal biospheric values (i.e., pollution prevention, protecting the environment and preserving nature, respecting the Earth, unity with nature) were assessed using four items from Schwartz [36]. The participant’s ecological beliefs were assessed using six items from the revised NEP (i.e., balance of nature, limits to growth, humans over nature) from Dunlap [37,44]. Norms were assessed using six items related to the participant’s connection to environmental conservation, preserving natural resources, and personal responsibility regarding leadership and personal consumption from Casper and Pfahl [7]. Nine items assessing personal behaviors in two categories (e.g., environmentally responsible purchasing resource reduction) were adopted from Scherbaum [48]. Four items were evaluated, and the beliefs were adopted from Casper and Pfahl [7]. This includes the businesses’ strategic planning, operations, and influence on employee behavior. Three new items were added to consider other constructs (i.e., fan identification emotions related to sport). The items specific to beliefs on environmental sport organization behavior were adapted and modified from Stern [43] for a sport context. Four items assessed student awareness of sport organization sustainable behaviors, which were adapted and modified from Casper [7]. Eight new items assessed students’ awareness of sport sustainability in higher education curricula, and three items evaluated the student’s interest in the topic (see Table 3 and Table 4). The items were trichotomous (i.e., yes–no–unsure).




3.3. Analysis


A total of 523 survey responses were collected, with 510 of them being viable and included in the data analysis. Participants represented higher education institutions in 23 states and resided in 42 states in North America. Table 1 illustrates the demographic profiles of the participants. Scores for the responses within each sub-scale of the six measurement variables (three input and three output variables) were averaged. The sub-scale averages were used in the analysis. The Cronbach Alpha test assessed each sub-scale of Likert-style questions within the six constructs for reliability. Five of the six scales tested had a Cronbach Alpha of over 0.8. Only beliefs (0.737) fell below 0.8, which is still above the 0.6 acceptable level in social sciences [51]. Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviation, percentages, frequencies, skewness, and kurtosis) were calculated for all data using SPSS 27. Table 2 provides the survey questions and descriptive statistical results. Pearson r correlations were moderate to moderate/high and all significant (p < 0.01). All analyses were set at a 0.05 alpha level. Lastly, data were run in AMOS 28 to test the structural model (structural equation modeling) and determine the current relationships between the input and output variables.





4. Results


4.1. Structural Modeling of Variables


The structural equation modeling analyzed the relationship between the input and output variables (see Figure 1). Like Casper and Pfahl [7], in addition to looking at the direct relationship between the constructs (values, beliefs, norms, and behaviors), the relationship between beliefs and the three behavior constructs was also analyzed. The overall chi-square statistic for the model was significant x2 (7.510) = 417.468, p < 0.000. All relationships (paths) were significant, except for the belief–personal behavior path, including the new constructs of sport organization environmental behaviors (Figure 2). Regarding the new output variable, beliefs and norms were significant predictors of students’ beliefs on the sustainable behaviors of sport organizations. Norms strongly predicted environmental behaviors (personal, business, sport organizations).




4.2. Environmental Sustainability Awareness and Interest


Students were asked about their awareness and participation in environmental sustainability initiatives at sporting events. In total, 72.9% of the participants noticed environmental sustainability promotions at events, while 83.7% participated in sustainable initiatives. Furthermore, 71.4% indicated they want to work for a sport organization that promotes and practices environmental sustainability. However, only 22% of the students reported a willingness to pay more for a sport ticket to support environmental sustainability programs (see Table 3).



From an educational perspective, 8.2% of all students reported that their institution had a standalone environmental sustainability course when asked about environmental sustainability education opportunities in their sport management programs. Similarly, 12.2% of students reported that they had taken a class related to environmental sustainability. However, when asked if a professor or guest lecturer had spoken about the topic in a sport management class, the percentage of affirmative responses increased to 19.6%. Participants were asked three questions regarding their interest in environmental sustainability curricula (see Table 3). Regarding interest, 45.4% (n = 232) of the students believed an environmental sustainability course should be offered. When asked about a class offering, 47.1% of students (n = 240) responded that they would take the course if offered because they (52.3%, n = 267) believe it is essential for their future professional careers (see Table 4).





5. Discussion


We proposed that the strength of the relationship between the VBN constructs would increase based on two factors. First, over the past ten years, climate change and environmental awareness have become topics of discussion in political arenas and higher education classrooms [52]. Therefore, one can expect that institutions have developed curricula and coursework that would expose students to these topics. Second, Casper and Pfahl [7] evaluated students’ values, beliefs, and norms in relation to the environment, utilizing a sample of undergraduates. Our study expanded the scope of Casper and Pfahl’s work by including undergraduate and graduate students across North America. Recent findings from Pelcher and colleagues [53] indicated that sport management graduate students have stronger environmental values, beliefs, norms, and behaviors than undergraduate students. Consequently, it was logical to expect the ecological beliefs of students to have become stronger over the past ten years. Furthermore, data from this study indicated that sport management students expect even higher environmental stewardship from sport organizations than traditional business entities. They want to work for an environmentally conscious organization and feel sustainable knowledge is important to their futures. Nevertheless, the results of this study showed that the strengths of the relationships were similar (and in some cases lower) than Casper and Pfahl’s earlier work (2012), thus presenting the question as to why values, beliefs, and norms of sport management students would remain the same over ten years despite the proliferation of environmental efforts within the sport industry. This study implies that, despite the sport industry’s rapid advancement in adopting environmental sustainability practices, new professionals entering the field may lack sufficient preparation to effectively address the sector’s increasingly complex environmental challenges [6]. Consequently, faculty in sport management must push for curriculum improvements and develop closer relationships with the industry. A possible explanation may be that the relationship between values–beliefs and then beliefs-norms was significant but not as strong as the results in 2012, while beliefs–business behaviors, beliefs–personal behaviors, and personal norm–business behaviors were significant. The one distinct difference between the findings of both studies (2012 and this one) is that the relationship between belief-business behaviors is significant, suggesting that students have higher expectations about the environmental behaviors of businesses. Also, as research has indicated, there is a lack of environmental sustainability classes in sport management programs [27,29]. Not much progress may have occurred over the last ten years in regard to curriculum improvements to ensure that students are exposed to sustainability topics through standalone courses or modules being incorporated into various classes (e.g., finance, ethics, marketing, event management, facility management).



The outcomes of both studies indicated that personal norms were more significant predictors of environmental behaviors than beliefs. Values can be compared to awareness, and there was a strong to moderate awareness of the importance of environmental sustainability. The moderate to strong connection continued from values into beliefs that action should be taken to protect the natural environment. Beliefs transitioned to norms and behaviors. These results agree with Schwartz’s [38] moral norm-activation theory, which suggests that norms are the most significant predictor of environmental behaviors. This is when knowledge becomes essential to bridge the gap between norms and behaviors. Higher education institutions can shape students’ beliefs and values through leadership, examples, and curricula offered. Suppose current course offerings or certifications limit special topic courses and that sustainability is not being addressed in the classroom. In that case, it should not be surprising that the results from Casper and Pfahl’s work and this study are not different.



5.1. Awareness and Interest


The development of environmental awareness is part of the professional socialization process for sport management students [7]. Faculty must assess students’ environmental awareness before designing curricula to help students develop appropriate knowledge and skills before entering the professional sport arena [27]. The literature shows a connection between awareness, knowledge, and action [14], but there is limited research regarding sport management students. According to Casper and Pfahl [7], awareness of an issue does not necessarily equate to knowledge. In conjunction with knowledge, the issue’s importance to the individual determines action. Therefore, although a student may be aware of the environmental issues in sport, without a connection between education, context, perspective, and knowledge, action may not be undertaken [53]. This is evident in this study, as less than 25% of the respondents indicated they would pay a higher price for tickets to support environmental sustainability programs.



Although students reported a high awareness of environmental sustainability initiatives at sporting events, responses were vastly different regarding awareness of sustainability curricula in their higher education institutions. Only 42 students reported that their institution had a standalone environmental sustainability course or that they had taken a class related to environmental sustainability. However, positive responses increased when asked if a professor or guest lecturer had spoken about the topic in a sport management class. These results support Graham and colleagues’ [29] findings, whose research exhibited the gap between environmental sustainability and sport management education. The findings illustrated that sport management programs offer few standalone environmental sustainability courses. However, instructors are finding ways to incorporate environmental sustainability modules into existing classes, which could explain the students’ responses.



Students are aware of environmental initiatives at sport events but unaware of educational opportunities for sustainable education in their institutions. Moreover, they are interested in sustainable education and believe it is vital to their professional futures. Therefore, the pressing question is whether academia is missing a golden opportunity to prepare future sport industry leaders by not shaping the environmental values, beliefs, and norms of the next generation of sport managers.




5.2. Recommendations


Communication and knowledge exchange will be needed to bridge the gap between higher education and the sport industry for enhanced environmental education. Feedback and suggestions from the sport industry that can be shared with educators and students may stimulate a greater desire to learn more about the topic. While there are known barriers to implementing environmental sustainability education in sport management programs (see [27,28,29]), such as lack of expertise on the subject, human and educational resources relating to environmental sustainability are available today. However, what seems to be most disconcerting is the juxtaposition of organizational effort to engage in environmental sustainability, the desires of students, and the courses that sport management programs offer focused on environmental sustainability [29]. The sport management academia must consider its offerings and curriculum modifications and development. It may behoove the field to offer classes in environmental sustainability or other topics that are most pressing and influential on the business of sport. Much like the proliferation of diversity, equity, and inclusion courses in sport management, environmental sustainability and related topics need to be more broadly discussed and incorporated into the classroom if we are to prepare students not only for the careers they will be entering upon graduation but for the pressing issues that they will be inheriting in the immediate and near future.



The instigation of incorporating lessons and dedicated classes on new, emerging, and pressing sport industry topics will not emerge from the student body alone—the professoriate must recognize its place to drive this interest by pushing such topics into the curriculum. Our students may not want to take specific courses for various reasons, but topics must be broached, whether uncomfortable or exploratory. Such pushes will advance our field to grow and, in the instance of diversity, equity, and inclusion, be more socially just, as well as, in the case of environmental sustainability, help our industry avoid endangerment or extinction [11,54].




5.3. Limitations and Future Research


Due to the ecological subject matter, it is possible that social desirability bias could have impacted responses by answering questions in a manner that they believe would be viewed favorably by others. Even though the survey was online and anonymous, participants may have over-reported their environmental beliefs and behaviors, which could have resulted in higher value inputs. Similarly, acquiescence (yea-saying) and extreme response bias must be considered, as should the tendency to use extreme options on a Likert Scale [55]. Additionally, students were asked about personal sustainable behaviors and future behaviors; therefore, subjectivity based on their level of sustainable knowledge must be considered. Due to the limited amount of research using VBN to evaluate students in higher education, the findings of this research are essential in establishing a basis for future research. Scholars can evaluate changes over time as more educational and professional opportunities related to environmental sustainability become available to students. This means that recurring research will need to be conducted to evaluate if more educational opportunities in sport management curricula are becoming available to students and how this is impacting their environmental knowledge and beliefs. Comparative studies can also be conducted across various geographic regions or within different educational contexts. Future longitudinal studies could assess if additional expertise on environmental sustainability promotes pro-environmental behaviors. This could be achieved by including more open-ended, qualitative questions asking students to elaborate on specific responses, which may identify the best predictors and catalysts for environmental actions. Lastly, it would be beneficial to examine the specific skills and training potential employers (in the sport industry) are looking for and the suggestions they may have as to what actions are necessary to address the gap between environmental knowledge and the expectations of the industry.





6. Conclusions


Future sport management professionals will need to learn about the environment in order to be successful in the sport sector. The findings of this study suggest that educators and facilitators at higher education institutions may be missing a significant opportunity to educate the next generation of sport managers on the importance of implementing and promoting environmental sustainability in sport. As educators in sports management, we have a unique opportunity and responsibility to shape the future of our industry by integrating environmental sustainability into our curricula. The increasing awareness and importance of sustainability require us to equip the next generation of sports managers with the knowledge and skills necessary to lead environmentally responsible organizations [9]. While we acknowledge that not every sport management program may have the resources to develop and implement a specific course on environmental sustainability, other approaches could be implemented. For example, sustainability experts could be invited as guest speakers, and courses such as sport marketing or event and facility management can easily incorporate a module on sustainability and connect it to the specific course content [12,29]. Higher education settings must find a way to incorporate environmental educational opportunities in the curricula and address the disconnect between higher education and industry [27,53]. Evaluating sport management students’ awareness of environmental sustainability in sport may aid higher education institutions in developing more effective curricula by increasing human and educational resources.
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Figure 1. Extended VBN framework for the current study. Arrows show hypothetical direct consequences, though effects from a causal variable may be seen on other variables down the chain. The gray boxes are the constructs used in the 2012 and current study. The dark gray box is the new construct for this study. 
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Figure 2. Results from Structural Model testing in 2022, with 2012 results in parentheses. 
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Table 1. Demographic Information of Participants (N = 510).
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Demographic Category

	




	

	
n

	
%






	
College Level

	

	




	
Undergraduate (n = 352)

	

	
69%




	
First Year

	
105

	
29.8%




	
Sophomore

	
86

	
24.4%




	
Junior

	
69

	
19.6%




	
Senior

	
92

	
26.1%




	
Graduate (n = 157)

	

	
31%




	
Master’s Student

	
124

	
79.0%




	
Doctoral Student

	
33

	
21.0%




	
Gender

	

	




	
Male

	
331

	
64.9%




	
Female

	
174

	
34.1%




	
Undisclosed

	
5

	
1%




	
Age

	

	




	
<25 years old

	
436

	
85.5%




	
26–41 years old

	
62

	
12.2%




	
42–76 years old

	
9

	
1.8%




	
Undisclosed

	
3

	
0.5%











 





Table 2. VBN Survey Questions, Constructs, and Statistics (N = 508).
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	α
	M
	SD





	Environmental Values
	0.849
	4.18
	0.670



	It is important for me to prevent environmental pollution
	
	4.20
	0.856



	It is important to me to protect the environment and preserve nature
	
	4.33
	0.746



	It is important to me to respect the Earth, nature, and all its species
	
	4.47
	0.725



	It is important for me to be in unity with nature
	
	3.72
	0.887



	Environmental Beliefs
	0.737
	3.50
	0.692



	Humans have the right to modify the natural environment to suit their needs
	
	2.91
	1.055



	Humans are severely abusing the environment
	
	4.08
	0.878



	The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with the impacts of modern industrial nations
	
	3.24
	1.097



	The Earth is like a spaceship with very limited room and resources
	
	3.67
	1.060



	The so-called “ecological crisis” facing humankind has been greatly exaggerated
	
	3.33
	1.133



	If things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major ecological catastrophe
	
	3.79
	1.074



	Environmental Personal Norms
	0.858
	3.45
	0.670



	Conserving natural resources is important to me
	
	3.85
	0.872



	I have a responsibility and should help to conserve natural resources
	
	3.96
	0.790



	I would be willing to accept cuts in my standard of living to protect the environment
	
	3.16
	1.102



	I would be willing to pay much higher prices in order to protect the environment
	
	2.85
	1.162



	I am willing to lead environmental change efforts in organizations of which I am a member
	
	3.07
	1.027



	I would encourage others to change their behaviors to become more environmentally friendly
	
	3.77
	0.945



	Environmental Personal Behaviors
	0.845
	2.85
	0.793



	How often do you make a special effort to buy fruits and vegetables grown without pesticides or chemicals, also known as organic fruits and vegetables?
	
	2.59
	1.289



	How often do you avoid buying products from a company that you know may be harming the environment?
	
	2.37
	1.166



	How often do you make a special effort to buy household chemicals such as detergent and cleaning solutions that are environmentally friendly?
	
	2.36
	1.230



	How often do you make a special effort to buy paper and plastic products that are made from recycled materials?
	
	2.56
	1.143



	How often do you consider your personal impact on the environment when planning outdoor activities?
	
	2.46
	1.219



	How often do you turn off lights when they are not in use?
	
	4.08
	0.975



	How often do you try to reduce water consumption?
	
	2.83
	1.272



	How often do you try to use less paper products?
	
	2.82
	1.215



	How often do you recycle plastic or cans?
	
	3.61
	1.135



	Environmental Business Behaviors
	0.826
	3.51
	0.850



	Businesses have a responsibility to add environmental issues into their operation
	
	3.84
	0.969



	Businesses have a responsibility to add environmental issues in employee’s daily tasks
	
	3.43
	1.039



	Businesses have a responsibility to facilitate change to employee’s non-work activities
	
	2.92
	1.198



	Businesses should have a responsibility to integrate environmental issues into strategic planning processes
	
	3.84
	0.966



	Sport Organization Business Behaviors
	0.897
	3.67
	0.812



	Sport organizations have a responsibility to include environmental issues into their operations
	
	3.80
	0.992



	Sport organizations have a responsibility to add environmental issues in employee’s daily tasks
	
	3.37
	1.107



	Sport organizations have a responsibility to facilitate change to employee’s non-work activities
	
	2.93
	1.223



	Sport organizations should have a responsibility to integrate environmental issues into strategic planning processes
	
	3.80
	0.994



	Sport organizations should conserve and protect natural resources.
	
	4.03
	0.894



	Sport organizations should publicly address environmental issues
	
	3.66
	1.082



	Sport organizations should encourage fans to participate in their environmental sustainability practices at the venue during games
	
	4.09
	0.899










 





Table 3. Environmental Awareness Questions and Results.
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Yes

	
Unsure

	
No




	
Awareness of Environmental Sustainability in Sport

	
N

	
%

	
N

	
%

	
N

	
%






	
I have noticed sustainable initiatives (e.g., recycling) at a sporting event I have attended

	
372

	
72.9

	
96

	
18.8

	
42

	
8.2




	
I have recycled my waste at a sporting event

	
427

	
83.7

	
40

	
7.8

	
43

	
8.4




	
I would be willing to pay a higher price for sport tickets to support sustainability programs

	
112

	
22.0

	
191

	
37.5

	
207

	
40.6




	
I would want to work for a sport organization that promotes and practices environmental sustainability

	
364

	
71.4

	
136

	
26.7

	
10

	
2.0




	
Awareness of Environmental Education

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Does the department or college your major is housed in offer any environmental sustainability classes?

	
42

	
8.2

	
379

	
74.3

	
89

	
17.5




	
Have you taken any classes related to environmental sustainability?

	
62

	
12.2

	
73

	
14.3

	
375

	
73.5




	
Have you had a guest lecturer in any of your classes on environmental sustainability?

	
100

	
19.6

	
51

	
10.0

	
359

	
70.4




	
Have your professors ever spoken about or included a module on environmental sustainability in sport in their class?

	
80

	
15.7

	
154

	
30.2

	
276

	
54.1











 





Table 4. Environmental Interest Questions and Results.
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Environmental Sustainability Education Interest

	
n

	
%






	
Do you believe your curriculum should include an ES class?

	




	
Definitely Yes

	
66

	
12.9%




	
Probably Yes

	
166

	
32.5%




	
Might or Might Not

	
153

	
30%




	
Probably Not

	
100

	
19.6%




	
Definitely Not

	
23

	
4.5%




	
Would you take an ES course if offered?

	




	
Definitely Yes

	
81

	
15.9%




	
Probably Yes

	
159

	
31.2%




	
Might or Might Not

	
139

	
27.3%




	
Probably Not

	
103

	
20.2%




	
Definitely Not

	
26

	
5.1%




	
Do you believe ES knowledge will be important for your future professional sports career?




	
Definitely Yes

	
95

	
18.6%




	
Probably Yes

	
172

	
33.7%




	
Might or Might Not

	
152

	
29.8%




	
Probably Not

	
78

	
15.3%




	
Definitely Not

	
12

	
2.4%
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