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Abstract: This study investigates the foundational causes of unsustainability that obstruct efforts to
address global challenges such as climate change, environmental degradation, water crises, and
public health deterioration. Using qualitative research with in-depth expert interviews from
education, environmental studies, and business, it finds that these global challenges, while visible on
the surface, are deeply rooted in worldviews that shape human behavior, societal structures, and
policies. Building on this insight, the thematic analysis then manifests three interrelated systemic
paradigms as the fundamental drivers of unsustainability: a crisis of meaning, reflected in
fragmented identities and collective disorientation; a disconnection from nature, shaped by human-
centered perspectives; and the influence of global political-economic systems which prioritize growth
logics over ecological and social concerns. These paradigms underlie both structural and cognitive
barriers to systemic transformation, influencing how education for sustainability is designed and
implemented. By clarifying a systemic and holistic body of knowledge regarding unsustainability,
this paper contributes to the discourse on entrepreneurial competences and challenges the
foundational insights of sustainability education that are rooted in critical consciousness, ecological
empathy, and systems understanding toward a more sustainable future.

Keywords: ecological integration; environmental issues; global challenges; sustainable education;
sustainable transition; unsustainability paradigms

1. Introduction

The global community today faces an unprecedented convergence of environmental, economic,
and social crises, underscoring the urgent need for transformative action. In response, the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development sets forth an ambitious vision to reshape our world; however,
despite this framework, progress toward achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has
been slow [1]. Progress towards health-related SDG targets and universal health coverage (UHC)
remains insufficient to meet the 2025 goals. On a global scale, in 2000, a person aged 30 years had a
22.7% chance of dying from one of the four leading chronic diseases (heart disease, cancer, lung
disease, or diabetes) before reaching the age of 70 [2]. Adding to this challenge is the growing burden
of malnutrition, with over one billion people living with obesity, alongside hundreds of millions of
children under five who suffer from stunting, wasting, or being overweight [2]. As of 2024, 1.1 billion
of the 6.3 billion people worldwide live in acute multidimensional poverty, with over half of them
being children [3]. Between 713 and 757 million people faced hunger in 2023, or one out of every
eleven people globally, far from achieving SDG 2, Zero Hunger [4]. Moreover, acute hunger has
continued to rise in 2024 for the sixth consecutive year, with around 295 million people now
experiencing high levels of acute food insecurity [5].
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Central to these interconnected crises is environmental degradation and biodiversity loss,
primarily driven by human activities. Human actions threaten around 25% of assessed animal and
plant species, placing about 1 million species at risk of extinction within decades, with current rates
far exceeding the average of the past 10 million years [6]. Simultaneously, the average size of wildlife
populations has fallen by an alarming 73% between 1970 and 2020 [7]. The world’s food system is the
primary driver of biodiversity loss, with agriculture identified as a threat to 24,000 of the 28,000
species at risk of extinction [8]. Despite this massive degradation, humanity continues to demand
more from the Earth, utilizing the equivalent of 1.6 Earths to maintain the current way of life,
outstripping the planet's ability to regenerate [9].

This unsustainable pressure on natural resources is, in large part, driven by the rapid pace of
economic growth [10-12]. Over the last decade (2010-2019), global net anthropogenic Greenhouse
Gas (GHG) emissions reached unprecedented levels, driven by rising GDP per capita and population
growth, which have been the strongest contributors to CO2 emissions from fossil fuel combustion
[13]. Correspondingly, economic growth measured by GDP per capita (GDPPC) shows a positive
correlation with ecological footprint, since expanding economies typically result in increased energy
consumption, industrial production, and overall consumption [12]. The significant surge in economic
growth has transformed people's lifestyles and elevated their consumption of natural resources
beyond basic necessities [14]. Such patterns of consumerism, which have been criticized by Ref [15],
are closely linked to market-driven business practices that prioritizing short-term gains and
neglecting environmental responsibility [16,17]. These behaviors are deeply embedded within
prevailing worldviews and political-economic structures, suggesting that the roots of
unsustainability go beyond technical or policy challenges.

Recent research has therefore defended the idea that the epistemological and paradigmatic bases
of the unsustainability crisis need to be explored. As Ref [18] notes, global environmental change is
not only about material systems but also involves value systems and patterns of thought. Ref [19,20]
likewise argued that environmental problems are rooted in human consciousness and cultural
narratives, a sentiment echoed by thinkers such as Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, who believed that “a
polluted environment is a symptom of a polluted mind” [21]. Understanding these deep-seated
paradigms is thus central to envisioning and enabling a transition toward a sustainable future.

The strategic importance of education to spearhead this shift has long been acknowledged.
However, traditional models of education, especially in business schools have been criticized for
aligning with dominant economic paradigms and failing to address the deeper ethical and ecological
challenges of sustainability [10,22,23]. Rather than producing attention, empathy, systemic thinking,
such models often reinforce extractive logics and narrow professional rationalities. Although
sustainability-centric education model has achieved much in including for the sustainability in the
curricula, it has been criticized for being too economic-oriented and neglect of the changing of the
worldviews and values [24].

There is, therefore, an increasing demand for transformative dimensions of education that go
beyond knowledge transmission toward developing critical consciousness, ecological empathy, and
the capacity for systemic change. Education, as Ref [25] discussed, is not only a process of transferring
environmental knowledge, but also to shape moral perception and behavioral intention toward
sustainability. This will require re-imagining education as not only a means to solve environmental
problems but as a source of deep inquiry into meaning, identity and our relationship to the world.

This article seeks to contribute to this vital and transformative trajectory by discerning deep-
seated paradigms of unsustainability which inform the conceptualizations and practices of
sustainability. This study provides conceptual insights for educational practice, by emphasizing the
importance of developing new leaders who are critical, ecological, and systemic thinkers. Through
specifying the underlying paradigms that maintain unsustainability, and relating these to the
transformative potential of education, this research contributes to a growing body of literature that
seeks to move beyond surface-level reform and toward paradigm-level change.
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2. Materials and Methods

This study follows a qualitative exploratory methodology, particularly suited for capturing the
complex and abstract concepts underlying deeply embedded paradigms of unsustainability [26]. The
research integrates both primary data collected through semi-structured interviews and secondary
data from relevant literature, journals, scientific articles, and other supporting documents that
provide theoretical foundations. This involves creating or expanding existing theories by adding new
propositions or clarifying the relationships between existing constructs [27]. In addition, this process
of inferring, based on the assumption that knowledge comes from known thing, need that the reasons
of the inferences are clearly stated [28], thereby contributing to the conceptual development of the
understanding of the root causes of unsustainability.

2.1. Sampling and Participant Selection

This study employed purposive sampling to select eight experts with extensive experience and
fathom understanding and concepts of unsustainability. Sampling was carefully planned to enable
selected participants to accurately reflect on the research goals by contributing valuable, informed
perspectives. According to Ref [29], the competence of interviewed experts significantly influences
the quality of data obtained; therefore, participants were selected for their relevant knowledge and
experience. In this research, all experts have more than 10 years of professional experience in the
field, ensuring deep expertise and understanding of the subject matter.

To ensure a well-rounded and multi-faceted exploration of unsustainability, participants were
purposively recruited from various sectors of society (education, environmental sustainability and
business). This multidisciplinary approach was designed to capture a broad range of perspectives
and strategies. Ref [30] supports this approach by asserting that expert knowledge is sui generis, as
it integrates explicit and tacit elements, is socially embedded and institutionalized, and that the
selection of interviewees must consider their social and functional contexts as well as their alignment
with the research goals. Including experts from various roles, such as representatives from NGOs,
international agencies, and policy-making institutions, further add the richness of addressing the
complexity and multi-sided nature of the sustainability challenges.

Table 1 provides a detailed summary of practice of each expert, concerning academia and
education, business operations, environmental and sustainability, and NGOs, international
organizations, and policy. This diversity of expertise enhances the study by bringing into focus a
range of critical perspectives around the question of unsustainability and the potential of education
to challenge these paradigms.

Table 1. Area of Expertise of Participants.

Area of Expertise

Academia/ . Environmental/ NGOs .
No Experts . Business 4 . Policy
Educational R Sustainability /International )
L. Practice . Making

Institution Issues Agencies

1  Expertl v v v

2 Expert2 v v v v

3  Expert3 v/ v v v

4  Expert4 v v v v

5  Expertb 4 v/ v

6  Expert6 v/ 4 v

7  Expert7 4 v v

8  Expert8 v v v v
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2.2. Data Collection Procedures

Data collection in this study relied on both primary and secondary sources to build a
comprehensive understanding of unsustainability and its impacts. The semi-structured interviews
served as the primary avenue for collecting primary data, a common qualitative technique that
allows for depth and flexibility while also ensuring that all informants are covered on central themes.
In terms of epistemological objectives, these interviews are exploratory and are meant to open up
new or less clear research territory [30].

The interview guidelines in this study were derived from the research questions, but some extra
questions were added in order to allow the interviewees to provide free comments on related
subjects. The semi-structured nature facilitated in-depth exploration of the unsustainability concept
with interviewers able to probe for and respond to emerging themes. This design reflects the nature
of semi-structured interviews in expert contexts, which combine openness and structure by using a
topic guide to steer discussions toward important themes [31]. This approach aligns with the
conception of ‘problem-centered, semi-structured interviews,” where ‘problem-cantered’ refers to the
focus and communication of interviews on socially relevant problems [32].

The in-depth interview was developed around three primary research questions:

RQ1: Sustainability: How do participants conceptualize and identify sustainability? From this
theme, the study aimed to uncover the systemic factors contributing to unsustainability from the
perspectives of each expert in their respective fields.

RQ2: Business-Sustainability: How do experts conceptualize and assess business-sustainability?
This theme explored the experts' views on how current business models and policies contribute to
unsustainability and the potential for transformation.

RQ3: Education: What contribution does education provide to unsustainability and to moving
towards sustainability? This theme gathered insights into the fundamental aspects of education that
need to be reformed or targeted to challenge unsustainability and promote sustainability.

In addition to the primary data obtained in interviews, secondary data were collected
systematically from a wide range of academic literature, policy documents, and reports. These
secondary sources played a crucial role in supporting the primary data and situating the study’s
findings within the broader context of existing research on sustainability, business practices, and
education for sustainability. Secondary data, including relevant literature, journals, scientific articles,
and other supporting documents, serve as essential theoretical foundations for advancing knowledge
[27,28].

Consistent with this, Ref [33] highlights that literature reviews are key to knowledge building
and readying an expert interview study. By providing an overview of important issues and guiding
interview schedules, literature reviews are helpful in the preparation of an adequate scope of
interview topics and a reasonably good grasp of underlying theories, assumptions, and contextual
considerations. Toward that end, this approach enables the creation of precise and topical questions.
In addition, articles and policy documents from academia give access to theoretical and
methodological perspective for interpreting interview data.

Sources of secondary data included were peer-reviewed scholarly articles and books on the topic
of sustainability and environmental concerns; and policy reports on sustainable development,
business, and environmental; and documents issued by international organizations and NGOs
specifically addressing sustainability problems and conceptions about sustainability. These sources
also helped identify gaps in the literature and guided the development of the study’s theoretical
framework.

2.3. Data Analysis: Thematic Analysis

The data from semi-structured interview were analyzed with inductive thematic analysis, which
is a method often used in qualitative research to interpret and present patterns and themes in the
data [34]. Initial codes were abstracted and organized into more complex categories and themes,
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allowing for deeper insight and coherence. Themes were categorized according to their relevance to
unsustainability and the transformative role of education in shifting these paradigms. The analysis
followed the seven-step procedure proposed by Kuckartz [34], as illustrated in Figure 1, and was
grounded in the construction of interpretative categories using a structured coding system, as
outlined by [26,35,36].

7. Category—based
analysis and
n of results

6. Second coding
rocess: Code all of the
ata using the elaborate
category system 1. Initial work with th
text: Highlight
important passages,
compose memos

5. Determine sub-
categories

Research 2. Develop main

Questions topical categories

4. Compile all of the
passages assigned to
each of the main
categories

3. First coding process:
Code the available data
using the main
categories

Figure 1. The process of thematic qualitative text analysis, adapted from Kuckartz [34].

The coding process was conducted in two cycles, following the approach introduced by Miles
et.al [26]:

First cycle (exploratory coding): Open coded to identify initial themes and concepts. Where
possible, in vivo coding in participants’ own words was used in order to be as true to the
participants’ experience in this stage of analysis as possible. This cycle aimed to identify common
patterns from interviews such as system-level forces driving unsustainable performance in business,
policy and education.

Second cycle (focused coding): Coding became more focused and structured. Initial codes were
abstracted and organized into more complex categories and themes, allowing for deeper insight and
coherence. Themes were categorized according to their relevance to unsustainability and the
transformative role of education in shifting these paradigms.

To ensure methodological rigor, all data were fully coded following established quality criteria
and organized into a comprehensive codebook. The coding process was supported by NVivo 12
software, which facilitated the systematic organization of nodes and parent nodes, tracking of
emerging themes, and documentation of patterns [37]. Each node represents an idea, theme, or
category emerging from the data and serves as a repository for all relevant data references [26,37].
Categorization then organizes these nodes into broader categories based on similarities or patterns,
enabling a coherent and structured understanding that supports deeper interpretation [38]. Prior to
coding analysis, all audio recordings from interviews were transcribed verbatim.

2.4. Triangulation and Data Validation

To enhance the trustworthiness and credibility of the findings, triangulation and validation
methods common in qualitative research were applied [39]. Triangulation strengthened results by
integrating multiple sources, methods, and perspectives, enabling cross-validation and broadening
the analysis [26,39,40]. Building on this, trustworthiness was further ensured through a series of
interconnected validation procedures [41].

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202506.0537.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 6 June 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202506.0537.v1

6 of 23

Firstly, data source triangulation compared and cross-validated interview data with information
obtained from literature reviews and document analysis. This comparison verified the reliability of
the data and enriched the depth of understanding the topic. Secondly, perspective triangulation
involved deliberately exploring various viewpoints to capture the complexity of the phenomena,
enabling the inclusion of complementary as well as contradictory insights. Parallel coding
comparisons were performed to examine the levels of shared meaning or themes between
participants. This approach enhanced the internal validity and strengthened the findings.
Ultimately, triangulation methods utilized interviews with literature review to minimize
methodological moderator and achieve wider data coverage [40].

Validity, considered one of the strengths of qualitative research, involves assessing whether the
findings accurately represent the perspectives of the researchers, the participants, and the intended
audience [42]. At first, communicative validation was achieved by the participants of interviews
when experts were verifying the information in their statements to make it clear and coherent
according to their intentions. This was a way for participants to give feedback, clarification, or
confirmation about the researcher’s interpretations which helped to reduce the risk of subjective bias.
This process also fostered shared understanding between the interviewer and participants,
promoting standardized interpretation. Subsequently, member checking was carried out by sharing
preliminary analyses with the research team and selected participants to obtain feedback. This
process also acted to reduce the potential for researcher bias in interpretation of the data.

Following Ref [35], all interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim with time
stamps to ensure transcript accuracy and precise referencing. Audio recordings enhance
transparency and validity by making the analysis auditable and increasing confidence in the findings.
Every word, intonation, and nuance are captured, providing richer data and minimizing distortion
from memory lapses or recording errors. Transcriptions were done manually and assisted by
software such as listening.oi to ensure completeness and accuracy.

3. Results

3.1. Overview of Coding and Thematic Categorization

Qualitative data analysis followed a strict two-stage coding method, in line with recognized
qualitative approaches [26,34]. Beginning with a thorough reading of the interview transcripts, initial
codes were developed deductively based on the study’s guiding research questions and theoretical
foundations. This first cycle of open coding prioritized in vivo codes to preserve the authenticity of
expert expressions, allowing for the emergence of broad thematic constructs relevant to
unsustainability.

Following the initial coding, the dataset was revisited in a focused second cycle to refine and
deepen the coding framework. Codes were inductively derived to capture nuance and complexity,
leading to the final set of 27 distinct constructs. Figure 2 visually represents the hierarchical coding
structure, illustrating how the initial open codes were synthesized into these 27 constructs across.
Each construct reflects a unique facet of the unsustainability crisis as perceived by the expert
participants, ranging from observable phenomena such as climate change and disaster events to
deeper systemic issues including ideological dominance and disconnect from nature.

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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Figure 2. Capture of the code list panel in Nvivol2 software.

3.2. Rationale of Thematic Categorization

The 27 codes identified through thematic coding were organized into four main categories:
Events, Behavior, Underlying Factors, and Systemic Paradigm, as illustrated in Figure 2. Each
category groups related codes that share common characteristics, simplifying the complexity of
qualitative data and highlighting key patterns [34,38]. These categories serve as conceptual
frameworks that deepen the understanding of unsustainability. This clustering is supported by
existing literature, providing theoretical justification for code inclusion within each category.
Grounding the classification in prior research strengthens validity and clarifies the rationale,
ensuring categories reflect recognized dimensions of unsustainability.

Events are defined by the Oxford English Dictionary (OED, 2023) as “something that happens
or takes place, especially something significant or noteworthy; an incident, an occurrence.” In
sustainability and climate studies, ‘events’ commonly denote notable natural and socio-
environmental phenomena that signal disruptions to ecological and societal stability. For example,
Ref [43] explicitly links ‘events’ to climate-related phenomena such as droughts, storms, and
hurricanes, which serve as direct manifestations of environmental perturbations. Similarly, Ref [44]
interprets ‘events’ as critical changes affecting natural resource dynamics and human-environment
relationships. Ref [45] conceptualizes events as a constellation of intensifying ecological crises
(wildfires, floods, and droughts) that collectively reveal systemic environmental instability caused
by anthropogenic actions. Moreover, Ref [46] highlights that such events disproportionately impact
vulnerable populations, exacerbating social inequalities and resource conflicts, a view supported by
Ref [47] that document significant socio-economic effects on local communities. Accordingly, codes
including social inequity, pollution and waste accumulation, overshooting planetary limits, natural
resource depletion, geopolitical tension, economic instability, disaster, and climate change are
grouped under Events. This grouping reflects an understanding of these codes as interconnected
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phenomena that collectively represent the accelerating crisis of planetary instability and social
vulnerability [48-50].

Behavior, in contrast, refers to the observable actions of individuals or groups that directly
influence ecological and social outcomes. Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behavior defines behavior as
any measurable action, shaped by intentions, attitudes, and perceived social norms [48]. In
sustainability research, behavior encompasses individual and collective patterns that either promote
or undermine sustainable development. Ref [49] elaborates that behavior is shaped by complex
psychological factors, including motivation, beliefs, and social pressures, and is reflected in habitual
lifestyles and consumption patterns. Ref [50] employs self-determination theory to explain how
motivation influences sustainable resource use. Ref [51] critiques unsustainable behavior as rooted in
consumerism, materialism, and narrow self-interest, which drive excessive consumption and social
fragmentation. In line with Ref [52] which highlights how strong emotional attachment to material
possessions (materialism) can provoke feelings of loss, thereby reinforcing unsustainable
consumption habits. Accordingly, codes such as unsatisfaction, unemphatic, materialism, lifestyle,
individualism, consumerism, consume the future, and competitiveness are classified under Behavior,
representing critical drivers and expressions of unsustainability supported by psychological and
sociological evidence [49].

Meanwhile, Underlying Factors capture fundamental psychological, cultural, and structural
drivers that implicitly influence behavior and institutional decision-making. Ref [16,53] defines short-
termism as a cognitive bias favoring immediate gratification over long-term outcomes, coupled with
a tendency to underestimate future consequences, which can lead to the neglect of environmental
sustainability and the needs of future generations [54]. Similarly, myopia, described by Ref [17,55] as
the propensity to act in a ‘short-sighted’ manner by prioritizing immediate rewards while
disregarding long-term impacts, exemplifies such cognitive constraints. Ref [56,57] identifies denial
as a psychological defense mechanism that hinders recognition of and response to environmental
degradation. Socio-cultural drivers include growthism, an ideological commitment to perpetual
economic growth regardless of ecological limits [58-60], and greed, reflecting cultural norms that
valorize accumulation [60,61]. Collective trauma refers to shared historical psychological wounds
that shape short-term, survival-oriented behaviors, as articulated by Ref [62]. At the structural level,
weak legal enforcement, as noted by Ref [63,64], denotes institutional failures in effectively regulating
environmental harm, while trade-off thinking frames sustainability as an inevitable conflict between
economic growth and environmental protection. Collectively, these codes represent Underlying
Factors, encapsulating deeply entrenched cognitive, cultural, and systemic barriers to sustainability
[59,62].

Finally, Systemic Paradigm refers to the deep-seated worldviews and ideological frameworks
that shape societal organization, values, and relationships with nature. Ref [15] explains that limited
human consciousness reflects constrained ecological awareness, which impedes recognition of
planetary boundaries and interconnectedness. Meanwhile, Ref [65,66] describes the disconnection
from nature paradigm arising from anthropocentric views that instrumentalize nature and deny its
intrinsic non-human values. The ideological-based political economy, as discussed by Ref [58,60,67],
refers to dominant economic systems, particularly capitalism and growthism, an economic-political
framework prioritizing economic growth as the primary goal, often justifying environmental
externalities as acceptable trade-offs. These systemic paradigms serve as foundational drivers
perpetuating unsustainability by embedding specific values, institutional arrangements, and
collective consciousness that resist transformative change. Such conceptualizations align with
scholarly assertions that global environmental challenges are inseparable from prevailing value
systems and patterns of thought [18-21]. Addressing these paradigms is therefore essential for
fostering the deep transformations required for sustainable education [68,69]. This systemic
paradigm and its implications will be examined in detail in Chapter 4.

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202506.0537.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 6 June 2025

3.3. Cross-Referencing Expert Views and Literature

Triangulation in this study involved integrating multiple perspectives from experts with diverse
backgrounds to verify data and findings. The frequency data presented in Table 2 reveals how often
each code was referenced, helping to identify the most commonly discussed factors across different
domains. However, the significance of these codes lies not only in their frequency but in their
contextual relevance to the systemic nature of unsustainability. Triangulation was further
strengthened by existing literature, providing theoretical grounding, external validation [34], and
enhancing sensitivity to nuanced data aspects [40].

Table 2. Frequency of occurrence of each construct across the eight experts.

INF= INF= INF= INF= INF= INF= INF= INF=

Experts INF1 INF2 INF3 INF4 INF5 INF6 INF7 INFS8 T:)St)a :
(1) (1) (1) (1) (1) (1) (1) (1)
UNSUSTAINABILITY 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1. EVENTS 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1 Social Inequity 0 0 0 0 0 3
Pollution and
2 Waste 0 4
Accumulation
Overshooting
o 0 5
Planetary Limits
Natural Resource
. 0 4
Depletion
5 Geopol‘itical 0 4
Tension
Econo‘n‘uc 0 3
Instability
7 Disaster 0 4
8  Climate Change 0 0 0 5
2. BEHAVIOUR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
9 Unsatisfaction 0 0 0 0 0 0 2
10 Unemphatic 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
11 Materialism o 01 0 o0 o0 - 4
12 LIFESTYLE 0 0 0 0 0 2
13 Individualism 0 0 0 0 0 0 2
14  Consumerism 0 0 0 0 - 4
15 Consume the future 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
16 Competitiveness o o0 0o 0o o0 0o [1 2
3. UNERLYING
FACTORS 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
7 WeakLegal o 0 0 0 - 0 - 0o 2
Enforcement
18 Trade-off Thinking 0 0 0 0 0 3
19 Short-termism 0 0 - 0 - 3
20 Myopia 0 0 0 0 2
21 Growthism 0 0 6
22 Greedy 0 0 0 5
23 Denial 0 0 0 2
24 Collective Trauma 0 0 0 2
4. SYSTEMIC
PARADIGM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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g5 LimitedHuman BRI 0 T 1 1 s
Consciousness
Ideological-Based
Political Economy
Disconnected from

27 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 6
Nature

Total (unique) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8

In the Events category, codes such as overshooting planetary boundaries and climate change
emerged as the most frequently cited, each referenced by five experts. As Expert 1 noted, “Disrupting
the ecological balance either,” highlighting the critical need to address the overshooting of planetary
boundaries. Expert 6 further emphasized, “Six out of nine planetary boundaries have already been
surpassed,” pointing to the urgency of recognizing and respecting the Earth’s finite resources. In line
with these concerns, Expert 2 shared, “Landslides are nature’s own way of seeking balance,”
illustrating how environmental disasters can be seen as nature’s response to the imbalance created
by human actions. These comments collectively highlight the feedback loop between human-induced
unsustainability and ecological events, where disruptions to the Earth’s balance create immediate,
visible consequences. These findings underscore the recognition of these phenomena as urgent and
visible manifestations of environmental crises with global implications and the critical need for the
maintenance of the Earth system [70,71].

Materialism and consumerism were most commonly referred to from the Behavior category,
especially by the Business Practice and Environmental/Sustainability experts. These codes
underscore how societal and individual behaviors, shaped by cultural norms and economic
incentives, significantly contribute to unsustainable practices. Expert 1 remarked, “When we have a
culture which is about consumerism, materialism, and individualism, this is also a factor of
unsustainability”. This underscores the cultural aspects of unsustainability wherein social norms of
consumption and personal enrichment undermine sustainability initiatives. Expert 8 added,
“Overconsumption and the unwillingness to reduce our comfortable lifestyle contribute to the
unsustainability crisis,” emphasizing how deeply ingrained cultural expectations of comfort and
excess perpetuate unsustainable consumption patterns. This commentary is supported by Ref [51]
and Ref [49] which both argue that these behaviors are key drivers of unsustainability, particularly
in consumer-driven societies.

The Underlying Factors domain was also an important category with growthism being the most
frequently referenced code, mentioned six times. Experts underscored that the cultural obsession
with perpetual growth is a major barrier to sustainability. Expert 1 and Expert 2 both observed, “We
suffer from a very big issue: we have this culture of never having enough,” thus illustrating the
unsustainability of a growth driven culture. Expert 8 suggested, “We need to promote “‘you know

1

when to stop,”” advocating for a shift in societal values away from continuous growth to create
sustainable futures. These insights highlight how cultural values around consumption and growth
form systemic barriers to sustainability, as echoed by Ref [56,58,61,72], which describe growthism as
a key ideological driver of unsustainable economic practices.

Finally, in the Systemic Paradigm, ideological-based political economy was universally
referenced by all eight experts, reinforcing its foundational role in shaping unsustainability
narratives. This highlights the inextricable link between political and economic ideologies and
unsustainable practices. As Expert 4 emphasized, “Our political and economic systems are
ideologically structured to prioritize growth over sustainability, which must be abandoned.” Expert
7 further added, “When we talk about sustainability, it is inseparable from the current political
economy system,” emphasizing that the current political economy framework must undergo a
fundamental transformation to support long-term sustainability. This sentiment was echoed by
Expert 8, who stated, “Capitalism must be challenged; if it is not, we will not be able to achieve
sustainability. The ideology must change.” These concerns reflect a broader recognition that the
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current growth-based economic model, particularly capitalism, is inherently at odds with
sustainability goals [58,59,73].

This cross-referencing of expert views and literature validates the multi-layered nature of
unsustainability, showing that it is not only the visible symptoms, such as pollution, climate change,
and resource depletion, that require attention, but also the deeply ingrained systemic structures,
behaviors, and ideologies that sustain unsustainable practices. The findings underscore the
interconnectedness of environmental, social, and economic challenges, highlighting the need for a
comprehensive, holistic approach. Sustainable transformation, as the data suggests, necessitates
addressing these root causes by restructuring systemic paradigms, ranging from individual
behaviors and cultural norms to global political and economic frameworks. Thus, the insights from
this study emphasize the crucial role of transformative reform in reshaping worldviews and systems
to foster sustainability at all levels.

3.4. The Relationship Between Unsustainability Factors and the Role of Education

The relationship between unsustainability factors and the role of education, as identified
through Research Question 3 (RQ3]. As seen in Table 3, experts emphasize that education must
evolve to confront deep-seated issues within current systems, addressing both cognitive and
structural barriers.

Table 3. Expert insights on the role of education.

Expert RQ3: The Role of Education
Education must shift from reinforcing outdated economic paradigms like
competition and growth. It should integrate systemic thinking, ecological
Expert1 awareness, and personal responsibility, helping students understand their
impact on the environment and society. Most education today, however,
continues to teach the same thinking that has created the problem.

Education should instil values and ethics that encourage students to engage
with sustainability at every level. It must educate students in the way that
sustainability intersects every dimension of life from social justice to
ecological equilibrium, and encourage in them the ability to critique
practices that are not sustainable. But education tends to divorce values
from science and technology, deepening the crisis of meaning.

Expert 2

Education must be focused on behavioural change and values development,
encouraging students to not only understand sustainability but to live by its
principles. It needs to cater for personal attitudes, values and long-term
environmental responsibility in the context of both academic and personal
development. For environmental education is a point of entry to the
perception that we are part of the environment.

Expert 3

Education should be a reflection of real-life sustainable action, a practice
that promotes not only student understanding but also student efforts in
Expert4 sustainable action. This includes promoting behaviours that are consistent
with ecological and other kinds of social values, both individually and
organizationally.

Education should not just be an academic exercise. It should be practical,
hands-on experiences that make sustainability real. Field trips and hands-

Expert on-approaches to sustainability give students a better sense of how their
place in the world is impacted by what they do.
Education should be reformed to integrate sustainability across all business
sectors. It must challenge students to rethink business practices, with a
Expert 6

focus on social equity, ecological responsibility, and sustainable
consumption, preparing them to address systemic issues in business.
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Current education, however, often hides the truth, leading to false
consciousness about sustainability.

Education should foster values and critical thinking, helping students move
beyond knowledge to behaviour change. It must prepare them for the

Expert7 complex, interconnected challenges of sustainability, emphasizing real-
world applications that align social, environmental, and economic goals.
Education should be all about behavioural change; giving students the
skills they need to be able to live sustainably, teaching respect for the
natural environment and consequences of their actions in the long run. It
Expert 8

includes to encourage moderation, daily sustainability and
intergenerational justice as well as wisdom and knowledge in recognizing
borders.

The expert insights suggest that there are certain important realms to work on for education
that take aim beneath the surface of the problematic paradigms that are keeping people and places
locked into unsustainable situations. First, educational models need to break free of obsolete
economic models ruled by competition and growth. Expert 1 stresses that these paradigms are key
drivers of unsustainable consumption and inequality. The current education model continues to
perpetuate the same thinking that has created these problems. As indicated by the expert insights,
current education related to sustainability often fails to address the root causes of environmental
problems by continuing to emphasize economic growth as a solution [10]. The growth-based
political-economic system remains entrenched in educational systems, reinforcing the mindset that
has led to the current state of unsustainability. These models focus solely on economic growth may
give low priority to ecological and social costs associated with them [74].

Expert 6 also notes that the current educational system often creates a false consciousness. As
Karl Marx introduced the term, false consciousness refers to a condition where individuals or groups
fail to recognize or misunderstand their true social, political, or economic conditions. In line with the
expert insight, education restricts critical understanding and maintains political and social
dominance by elites, through the transmission of values and ideologies that preserve the status quo
[75]. This process perpetuates a form of social control, further entrenching the false consciousness
that prevents students from questioning or challenging the systems of power that govern them,
causing them to act as if there is nothing wrong simply because they do not know an alternative path
[60].

An equally crucial area identified in the expert insights is the disconnection from nature. This
disconnection, deeply rooted in modern economic and cultural systems, helps explain why education
often fails to produce individuals who act responsibly toward the environment. Education related to
sustainability has been criticized for its anthropocentric approach, prioritizing human needs over
ecological concerns and often overlooking the trade-offs between environmental, social, and
economic sustainability [24]. Highlighting this issue, but in relation to business education [10], is the
fact that economic growth is often taught to the exclusion of ecological balance.

Key insights from Expert 1 highlight how this disconnection from nature in education
perpetuates the mindset that humans are separate from the environment. This perception, in turn,
sustains unsustainable practices by disregarding the reality that humans are intricately connected to
the environment. Expert 8 emphasizes that education should address this disconnection by
promoting respect for nature and fostering behavioral change. Similarly, Expert 3 stresses the
importance of environmental education as a means to help students recognize their role as part of
nature. This approach would offer students a more accurate and holistic understanding of
environmental issues. In addition, education is needed to underline that in order to have humans’
well-being, it is necessary to have a healthy planet, to overcome anthropocentrism and develop a
holistic view that includes an awareness of the interdependence with the rest of the ecosystems [76].

In addition to reconnecting with nature, addressing disconnection from self-awareness is
equally important. Expert 1 highlights this disconnection from reality and self as a key factor in
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sustaining unsustainable behaviors. Education must foster wholeness, guiding students to recognize
their role in the broader ecological system. Wholeness refers to a holistic, integrated understanding
of both the self and the world, emphasizing the need for students to develop competencies that not
only address sustainability from a knowledge-based perspective but also involve deeper,
transformative thinking and holistic thinking [21]. When students develop a sense of self-
consciousness, they are more likely to adopt sustainable behaviors that align with their personal
values and ecological responsibility [77].

4, Discussion

4.1. Unravelling Root Causes of Unsustainability

The issue of unsustainability is often perceived as a collection of isolated global challenges, such
as climate change, food insecurity, economic inequality, and health disparities. While these crises are
interconnected, current global policies typically focus on responding to these events rather than
addressing the systemic issues that fuel them. For instance, Ref [44] mentioned the neo-classical
approach to climate change promotes market-based solutions like carbon taxes and cap-and-trade
policies, which treat the atmosphere as a tradable commodity. This approach frames climate change
as a straightforward problem caused by the failure to charge greenhouse gas (GHG) emitters for the
full cost of their emissions [78]. The proposed remedy is to place a price on carbon [79]. Similarly,
the Paris Agreement also emphasizes market-based mechanisms, such as carbon trading, aiming to
limit global temperature rise by encouraging countries to reduce their carbon emissions. However,
whilst it is the case that many companies have adopted such methods, the solutions generated
through these instruments are still insufficient when it comes to dealing with the underlying
complexity, irreversibility, and uncertainties in the issue [80]. The Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), moreover, have been criticized for focusing on issues rooted in the prevailing development
paradigm, which may undermine their capacity to confront the climate emergency and the deep
inequalities it intensifies [81]. While the SDGs are a call for sustainable development that integrates
the goals of economic growth, social equality, and environmental protection, it may also serve as an
intermediary mediator to consolidate, rather than disrupt, unsustainable structures [72].

Expanding on this criticism, the current study highlights that the real, sustainable solutions to
these global challenges should and must be healing so much more than the immediate signs. At their
core lie cognitive and systemic barriers, deep-rooted beliefs and structures that sustain harmful
practices. Cognitive biases often prioritize short-term gains, while dominant economic models
emphasize growth at the expense of environmental and social well-being. Therefore, tackling
interconnected issues such as poverty, inequality, and climate change demands a fundamental
paradigm shift that transforms the underlying systems perpetuating these problems, rather than
merely mitigating their effects. The following subsections explore three critical paradigms identified
through this study as the root causes of unsustainability.

4.1.1. Wholeness-Lessness / Existential Crisis Paradigm

Wholeness, as a concept, suggests the recognition of oneself as an integrated whole, where
identity is shaped not only by internal aspects such as body and mind but also by one’s relationship
with the external world [52]. It involves a holistic acceptance of one’s entire being, acknowledging
both intrinsic value and meaning, and transforming these insights into existential strength to lead a
more fulfilled and purposeful life [82]. In the context of positive psychology, human existentialism
tackles the core questions about human existence, such as: What constitutes the "good life"? What
makes life meaningful? And how can individuals achieve true happiness? These fundamental
inquiries not only foster a deeper understanding of human potential but also guide individuals
toward achieving a sense of wholeness [83].

The wholeness-lessness paradigm, or existential crisis, indicates a deep disconnection from
deeper values that offer meaning and direction. In materialistic and individualistic and consumerist
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societies, there are constant attempts to being involved in seeking validation from the things, power,
status, consumer goods, career success, retaining status or social status which results in serious
existential emptiness [15]. This crisis of meaning manifests in unsustainable behaviors, such as
excessive consumption and greed, which drive global challenges such as climate change, resource
depletion, environmental degradation, and economic inequality while exacerbating poverty. It is
important to note that greed is not an inherent aspect of human nature; rather, it is a by-product of
modern socio-economic behaviors, which are unsustainable and have led to humanity’s alienation
from more harmonious ways of living with nature [84]. Likewise, overconsumption becomes a coping
mechanism to fill the existential void created by disconnection from deeper spiritual and ethical
values. When overconsumption is magnified on a global scale, it intensifies environmental
destruction and deepens societal divides, amplifying the challenges of sustainability. Research
indicates that shifts in consumption patterns often occur in response to economic prosperity, where
increasing income and the availability of secular alternatives to traditional spiritual fulfilment further
fuel these unsustainable behaviors [85]. This deepened consumption culture only exacerbates global
challenges, including unsustainable economic growth, resource depletion, and ecological collapse.

To address this existential crisis, it is essential to reconnect individuals with a sense of wholeness,
helping them realize their interconnectedness with society and the natural world. This vision allows
people to transcend superficial materialism and realize spiritual and moral values through the
realization of community welfare and health of the ecology. The education system has a significant
role to play in giving values of knowledge, humanity, ethics to enable them to get rid of their
unhealthy consumption practices [21].

4.1.2. Disconnection from Nature and Anthropocentric Perspective

The disconnection from nature, rooted in anthropocentrism, is, thus, one among the main
paradigm causing the global challenges. Anthropocentrism places humans at the center of the
universe, viewing nature solely as a resource to be exploited for human benefit, often disregarding
its intrinsic value and ecological role [65]. As Ref [86] points out, human-centeredness, per se, is not
a problem; it is the arbitrary primacy granted humans when non-human interests are sidelined that
becomes problematic. This becomes particularly dangerous when anthropocentrism is seen as an
explicit or arbitrary bias, focusing only on human interests while neglecting those of other species.
This perspective reflects a form of "hubris" or arrogance, where nature is regarded merely as a
resource for human use, without moral consideration or respect for non-human life [87]. These types
of attitudes have been associated to the acceleration of environmental destruction and species loss,
as they tend to disregard the intrinsic value of non-human entities [87].

In history, with the development of industrialization, globalization and urbanization, human
society has become increasingly alienated from nature and heavily dependent on technology and
system, which may weaken the direct relationship with the natural environment [88]. This vision has
resulted in an extreme dichotomy between humans in one sphere, and nature in another [89].

The dichotomy from nature weakens humans’ sense of attachment, empathy, and responsibility
toward the natural world. When people perceive themselves as separate from nature, they tend to
view it merely as a resource to be exploited without limits. This detachment facilitates the rise of
human greed, the drive to maximize short-term benefits and material gains from natural resources,
without regard for long-term ecological consequences [84]. As a result, ethical and ecological values
that might restrain excessive exploitation diminish, leading to more aggressive depletion and
environmental harm. This creates a vicious cycle: the deeper the disconnect from nature, the stronger
the greed and exploitation become, further damaging ecosystems and reinforcing the sense of
separation.

To address these interconnected issues, a shift towards non-anthropocentric frameworks is
essential. These frameworks emphasize equal consideration for all beings, fostering a more
sustainable and balanced relationship with the environment [90]. By extending moral consideration
to non-human entities and recognizing their intrinsic value and ecological roles, we can build a more
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ethical relationship with nature. Such a paradigm shift acknowledges the interconnectedness of all
life forms, emphasizing that human well-being is intrinsically tied to the health of ecosystems.
Psychological interventions, such as promoting superordinate identities that include both humans
and nonhumans, could help mitigate the biases inherent in anthropocentrism [90]. This approach
would encourage a more inclusive, harmonious worldview that respects and values all living beings.

Building upon this, moving beyond anthropocentrism is therefore not merely a philosophical
shift but an urgent necessity for a sustainable future. Adopting an eco-centric perspective would not
only support sustainable health systems but also directly address the root causes of global challenges
like environmental degradation and biodiversity loss, fostering a deeper respect for nature and
ecological balance [91].

4.1.3. Ideological-Based Political Economy System

Well-being is currently embedded within a societal growth model institutionalized within the
ideological-based political economy system, which heavily emphasizes capitalist structures that
prioritize economic expansion [92]. Growth-oriented political economics, such as capitalism, plays a
critical role in driving many global challenges, including climate change, economic inequality, social
injustice, and pressure on natural resources [10-12]. Capitalism, with its focus on continuous
economic growth, profit maximization, and market expansion, incentivizes behaviors that exploit
natural resources, deepen poverty, and exacerbate social disparities [58-60,67]. The system’s
emphasis on short-term profits and quantitative growth results in unsustainable consumption
patterns, pollution, and the overexploitation of ecosystems [59,67]. As Ref [89,93] argues, capitalism’s
political economy is rooted in an aggressive accumulation strategy: Cheap Nature. For capitalism,
nature is “cheap” in two senses: it is made “cheap” in price, and simultaneously degraded in an
ethical-political sense, which facilitates its exploitation. These two elements are intertwined in every
major capitalist transformation over the past five centuries.

Given these systemic challenges, this study highlights the critical need to promote alternative
paths within political-economic systems and to move beyond the dominant economic model. As
emphasized by Ref [94], fostering diversity in economic thought and social values is crucial for
effectively addressing complex issues such as climate change. Despite capitalism's dominant role,
there remains insufficient exploration of alternatives to this growth-based economic system, such as
steady-state economics [95], the doughnut economy [96], ecological economics [97] or degrowth
paradigm [98] all of which emphasize well-being over infinite growth. Just as biodiversity loss
undermines the stability and adaptability of ecosystems, the absence of diverse political-economic
systems limits our capacity to effectively address complex global challenges including climate
change, social inequality, and ecological degradation [94]. Therefore, moving beyond the prevailing
growth-oriented model is essential. A continued focus on growth alone no longer adequately
addresses the ecological justice issues confronting the world today, highlighting the urgent need to
explore and adopt alternative economic frameworks [99].

The reliance on growth-oriented economics limits the broader goal of achieving well-being for
all, as it perpetuates ecological degradation and social inequality. According to Ref [92], well-being
must be redefined beyond growth metrics and should focus on a more equitable, sustainable
distribution of resources. This shift is particularly critical in the context of postgrowth, a concept that
rejects the reliance on economic growth as the primary goal of development and well-being.
Postgrowth challenges the assumption that perpetual growth is the solution to societal and economic
problems, proposing instead a model focused on sustainability and the flourishing of human and
ecological systems [92]. Ref [100] suggests that a post-growth approach to education could help
prepare students for a future no longer reliant on infinite economic expansion, focusing on the
development of their ecological literacy.
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4.2. Current Sustainability-Centric Education

The phenomenon of unsustainability is deeply rooted in systemic factors that continue to shape
and exacerbate global challenges. In this context, education emerges as a critical force in addressing
these foundational issues. Yet the critique of mainstream education remains in terms of sustainability
education that is often at best a superficial approach to these difficult matters. The results of this
study illuminate central deficiencies in the current education system's addressing of
unsustainability. Education remains anchored in outdated economic models focused on growth,
which perpetuate unsustainable consumption and inequality. Additionally, it fosters a "false
consciousness," limiting critical thinking and reinforcing existing power structures. Traditional
educational approaches, including sustainability education, are still grounded in capitalist principles,
for the most part, designed to sustain the status quo [101]. For this reason, much of current education
continues to propagate the same mindset that has contributed to the sustainability crisis.

Several educational models have emerged to promote sustainability, including Environmental
Education (EE), Education for Sustainability (EfS), Education for Sustainable Development (ESD),
and Education for Sustainable Development Goals (ESDG). While effective in raising awareness,
these models often focus on knowledge transmission rather than fostering the deeper value-based
and ethical transformations necessary to address the root causes of unsustainability. Notably, ESDG
emphasizes “inclusive and sustainable economic growth” but frequently overlooks long-term
ecological impacts and systemic environmental challenges [24]. ESD has also moved further from
what constituted traditional Environmental Education, which was concentrated on the preservation
of nature and nature protection areas, to a broader picture of human well-being, social justice and
fair distribution of resources. Such a focus allows for the attenuation of the emphasis on ecological
issues, and ecological justice, and side-lines a more anthropocentric lens that values nature only in
so far as human interests and economic profits can be protected over nature’s inherent worth [74].
EfS has also faced criticism for emphasizing systemic reforms without adequately promoting
individual behavioral change, which limits its practical effectiveness [102,103]. Furthermore, most of
these models are also an extension of anthropocentrism that does not instill an eco-centric
perspective which acknowledges the inter-relatedness of all life [104].

Traditional educational approaches, including those centered on sustainability, often fall short
in driving urgent transformation because they avoid confronting entrenched political power
structures and vested interests that maintain unsustainable systems [101]. The above research
highlights the role of value-based education that goes beyond cognitive knowledge to challenge the
fundamental values, ethics, and worldviews sustaining unsustainable behaviors, directly addressing
issues such as fragmentation, anthropocentrism, and growth-driven economic systems.

4.3. Moving Forward: Education for Sustainable Futures

To effectively address the pressing global challenges such as climate change, environmental
degradation, and the deterioration of public health, education must extend beyond traditional
models that focus solely on technical solutions and knowledge transfer. The study’s findings indicate
that these challenges are deeply rooted in underlying worldviews, which shape human behavior,
societal structures, and policy decisions. Therefore, educational approaches must engage with these
deep-seated paradigms, including materialism, individualism, and anthropocentrism, which
perpetuate unsustainable behaviors. By shifting educational practices to address these core issues,
we can foster a more transformative and holistic approach to sustainability.

This research offers several critical recommendations based on the systemic paradigms
identified in the study. These recommendations emphasize the importance of incorporating value-
driven, holistic approaches into education, aimed at addressing the root causes of unsustainability.

Addressing Wholeness-lessness through Value-Based Education: A key finding of the study is
the importance of addressing wholeness-lessness, which is linked to fragmented identities and
collective disorientation. This crisis of meaning often leads individuals to seek fulfilment through
materialism and consumerism, exacerbating environmental degradation and social inequality. To

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202506.0537.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 6 June 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202506.0537.v1

17 of 23

address this, education systems must integrate value-based education that emphasizes human
dignity, relationships, and a connection to the natural world. Educators should guide students to
recognize the intrinsic value of nature and humanity, focusing on well-being that stems from
connection to self, community, and the environment, rather than external possessions. Ref [105]
emphasizes the importance of values-based and ethics-driven education to guide integrity and
responsibility in decision-making. By fostering ethics and empathy, education can encourage
sustainable lifestyles that promote long-term ecological and social harmony [21,106].

Moving Beyond Anthropocentrism: Embracing Eco-Centric Worldviews: Another significant
driver of unsustainability identified in the study is anthropocentrism, the human-centered
worldview that places humanity above nature. This perspective contributes to exploitation and
unsustainable environmental practices. Education must shift towards eco-centric approaches,
emphasizing the interconnectedness of all life forms and ecosystems. Sustainability education should
teach students that sustainability is not only about human survival but about maintaining the balance
of the entire ecosystem. Ref [104] argues for a shift from human-centered to earth-centered thinking,
where the health of the planet is prioritized alongside human needs. Building on this, Ref [107] also
argues that education should internalize eco-centric and eco-pedagogical principles, creating a
transformative paradigm in sustainability education to address environmental and social crises.
Furthermore, Ref [108] highlights that the inclusion of biocentric ethics within education fosters
respect for all life forms and nurtures ecological empathy.

Moving Beyond Dominant Political-Economic Systems: Exploring Post-Growth Models: Finally,
the study identifies global political-economic systems, particularly capitalism with its emphasis on
perpetual growth, as a primary driver of unsustainability. This system encourages the exploitation
of natural resources and increases social inequality. Education must help students explore alternative
economic models that prioritize sustainability, equity, and long-term well-being over unchecked
growth. Ref [10,100,104] advocate for critically assessing capitalist paradigms and exploring post-
growth models, such as steady state de-growth, which focus on restoring ecosystems and creating
sustainable livelihoods. Given this perspective, it becomes increasingly crucial for education to
integrate various disciplines and learning methods in order to enhance environmental literacy,
fostering a comprehensive understanding of ecological issues and solutions [109].

5. Conclusion

This study provides a comprehensive understanding of the underlying causes of
unsustainability, revealing how systemic structures, behaviors, and worldviews perpetuate global
crises. A key finding is the identification of a four-layer hierarchy of unsustainability: Events —
Behavior — Underlying Factors — Systemic Paradigm. The study shows that crises such as climate
change, resource depletion, and socio-economic inequality are not isolated issues but symptoms of
deeper, more pervasive systemic problems. To act on these crises, it's necessary to look beyond
surface fixes and grapple with the deeper layer of systems that support them. These superficial
matters are symptomatic of the root level worldviews and value systems that condition how people
think and act, how societies function and how institutions operationalize.

The study identifies three fundamental systemic paradigms driving unsustainability: the
Wholeness-lessness/Existential ~ Crisis Paradigm, the Disconnection from Nature and
Anthropocentric Perspective, and the Ideological-Based Political Economy System. The Wholeness-
lessness Paradigm is based on a crisis of meaning that drives people to find fulfilment through
materialism and consumerism, exacerbating environmental degradation and social inequality. The
Disconnection from Nature paradigm highlights the anthropocentric worldview, which treats nature
as a resource to be exploited for human benefit, leading to environmental harm. The Ideological-
Based Political Economy System, particularly capitalism, has as its main goal never ending economic
growth, maximization of profit and market growth, and at all costs, at the expense of ecology and
social justice.
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Addressing such cultural norms, the research highlights the importance of education in
catalyzing change. ESD needs to move beyond knowledge transfer and deal squarely with the root
causes of unsustainability. It should help to develop critical awareness, eco-empathy, and systemic
thought, that is, the capability to criticize and change the worldviews, practices, and policies that
support unsustainable practices. Education needs to call attention to the underlying ideologies of
prevailing economic systems and for alternative models, such as steady-state economics, the
doughnut economy, ecological economics, or degrowth paradigm, which favor ecological balance
and social equity over unfettered growth. Additionally, education should reconnect individuals with
nature, instilling a deeper understanding of humanity’s interdependence with the environment and
fostering sustainable behaviors at both individual and societal levels.

In the end, the results of this study demand a radical shift in education to eliminate the primary
causes of unsustainability. To truly make a difference, education should go beyond sustainability
literacies and focus on questioning the underlying paradigms that hinder sustainable futures.
Education must nurture a generation of critical thinkers, environmental caretakers, and systems
thought leaders who can serve as a powerful force for change to address global challenges such as
health pandemics, climate change, resource depletion, and social equity, ensuring that a sustainable
future is possible for all.
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