FROM LEARNING VALUE TO SUSTAINABLE ACTION: MOTIVATIONAL PATHWAYS IN THE CONTEXT OF HIGHER EDUCATION AND ORGANISATIONAL ETHICS
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Abstract
How does perceiving one’s studies as meaningful translate into sustainable action? Building on self‑determination and moral motivation literatures, we test a serial mediation model linking perceived learning value to sustainable behaviour through competence/autonomy and moral orientation. Cross‑sectional data from higher‑education students (N = 417) were analysed using standardised composites and a PROCESS‑style path framework with 1,000 bootstrap resamples. Perceived learning value strongly predicted competence/autonomy (β = .71, p < .001; R² = .51), which in turn predicted moral orientation (β = .49, p < .001; model R² = .54). In the outcome equation, competence/autonomy remained a significant predictor of sustainable behaviour (β = .28, p < .001; model R² = .18), whereas moral orientation did not (β = .08, n.s.). The indirect effect of learning value on sustainable behaviour via competence/autonomy was robust (β = .20, 95% CI [.11, .29]); the serial path via competence → moral orientation was small and non‑significant. The total effect of learning value on sustainable behaviour was moderate (β = .36), with the total indirect (β = .25, 95% CI [.16, .34]) accounting for most of it. These findings suggest that capability and perceived control are the primary bridge from meaningful learning to sustainable action. Practically, universities and organisations seeking ethics‑aligned outcomes should prioritise competence‑building (tools, practice, feedback) alongside values education to convert intentions into behaviours at scale.
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Brief Introduction

Organisations increasingly expect graduates to enact sustainability in day‑to‑day decisions, yet converting values learned in higher education into consistent pro‑environmental behaviour remains a persistent challenge (Ones & Dilchert, 2012). Motivational theories suggest that learning experiences perceived as valuable can be internalised and translated into action when learners feel capable, autonomous, and morally oriented toward contributing to others (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). Building on this premise, our study examines whether the perceived value and meaning of learning predict sustainable behaviour through two motivational pathways: (a) competence/autonomy and (b) moral orientation. Using a large student sample, we test a serial mediation model relevant to both education and organisational ethics, with implications for capability‑building interventions that help turn values into behaviours.

Summery of  Literature Review

Expectancy–value theory posits that subjective task value (e.g., perceived importance, utility, interest) is a key driver of choice, persistence, and effort (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). In educational and work settings, perceiving learning as valuable increases engagement and the likelihood that knowledge is enacted in practice, especially when tasks feel significant and socially meaningful (Grant, 2008). Self‑determination theory adds that competence and autonomy are fundamental needs; when satisfied, they foster internalisation of values and promote self‑regulated behaviour (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Classroom and training contexts that support these needs are consistently associated with higher motivation and performance (Jang et al., 2010).
For sustainable behaviour, the Theory of Planned Behavior highlights perceived behavioural control/competence as a proximal determinant of action (Ajzen, 1991), a finding reinforced by meta‑analyses showing strong roles for control beliefs alongside intentions and norms (Bamberg & Möser, 2007; Klöckner, 2013). Moral‑psychological perspectives emphasise moral orientation, including moral identity, personal norms, and environmental self‑identity, as an additional driver of pro‑social and pro‑environmental choices (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Stern, 2000; van der Werff et al., 2013). Reviews integrating these traditions suggest that while moral motives matter, capability and perceived control often dominate for frequent, lower‑cost environmental actions, with moral factors exerting stronger influence on high‑cost or identity‑relevant domains (Gifford & Nilsson, 2014). Taken together, theory and evidence motivate our serial pathway in which learning value enhances competence/autonomy, which strengthens moral orientation, culminating in sustainable behaviour—an architecture that aligns educational design with organisational ethics and sustainability outcomes (Ones & Dilchert, 2012).
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