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Abstract: This study aimed to identify how the psychological characteristics of college students are
reflected in understanding sustainable development goals (SDGs) by examining college students’
psychological characteristics, including attitude, interests, motivations, and self-efficacy, through
the Sustainable Development Goals Psychological Inventory (SDGPI). The relationships among
SDGs attitude, SDGs interest, SDGs motivation, and SDGs self-efficacy were analyzed by Pearson
product-moment correlation coefficients. In addition, the Mann-Whitney U test and Kruskal-Wallis
one-way analysis of variance were used to explore the differences among the college student groups
in terms of gender, grade, and major in relation to attitude and personal characteristics. Attitude
scores based on regression analysis were used to predict college students’ interest, motivation, and
self-efficacy in relation to the SDGs. According to the results, (a) the college students considered the
three most important SDGs to be good health and well-being (SDG 3) (49.72%), quality education
(SDG 4) (41.39%), and no poverty (SDG 1) (32.22%), while the three least important SDGs were decent
work and economic growth (SDG 8) (41.11%), partnerships for the goals (SDG 17) (38.06%), and
response consumption and institutions (SDG 12) (30.83%); (b) the SDGPI had a high reliability, with a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.942; (c) there was a significant positive correlation between attitude and the
variables of interest, motivation, and self-efficacy; (d) differences in attitudes, interest, and motivation
between men and women were distinct and women scored much higher in these three subscales
than men; (e) attitude could explain significant variance in interest, motivation and self-efficacy. In
addition, attitude, interest, and motivation could account for self-efficacy. This study supports the
development of sustainability education (SE) at the college level by providing new insights into
college students’ psychological characteristics in relation to the SDGs.

Keywords: sustainable development goals; attitudes toward sustainability; interest; motivation;
self-efficacy; college students; psychological inventory

1. Introduction

Sustainability has been considered a paradigm for thinking about the future in which
environmental, societal, and economic considerations are balanced in the pursuit of an
improved quality of life [1]. The ideals and principles behind this paradigm rest on the
concepts of intergenerational equity, gender equity, social tolerance, poverty alleviation,
environmental preservation and restoration, natural resource conservation, and building
just and peaceful societies. Sustainable development is perceived as a socioeconomic sys-
tem that enables human needs as well as long-term progress toward the well-being and
improvement of overall quality of life in accordance with environmental constraints [2].
The United Nations Agenda 2030 for sustainable development includes 17 sustainable
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development goals (SDGs) [3]. The SDGs were produced in 2015 with an aim to eradicate
poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity for all. The COVID-19 pandemic may
support efforts to implement the UN 2030 Agenda [4,5], as it has already influenced per-
ceptions of the SDGs and more broadly research [6] and the actions of universities [7,8].
At the same time, the COVID-19 pandemic is slowing or undoing the fruits of global
health and development [9], and it may jeopardize the process of the realization of the
SDGs [10]. Eight of the 17 SDGs address the social dimensions of sustainable develop-
ment and the relationship between them and the economic, environmental, and process
dimensions. The COVID-19 pandemic makes it difficult to achieve the next social goals of
sustainable development [11–13]: poverty reduction (SDG 1) [14,15], hunger eradication
(SDG 2) [14], the promotion of good health and well-being (SDG 3) [16,17], decent work
and economic growth (SDG 8) [18], and peace, justice, and strong institutions (SDG 16). It
is also damaging education (SDG 4) [19] and undermining gender equality (SDG 5) and
increasing inequalities (SDG 10). In addition, it impairs access to clean water and sanitation
(SDG 6) [16,20].

Education plays a central role in shaping individual and social change toward sustain-
ability. In this study, we use the term sustainability education (SE) because it encompasses
all forms of education for sustainable development [21]. SE transforms the research results
of sustainability science into educational practices and guides the choice of learning objec-
tives, relevant content, and appropriate learning and teaching methods [22]. Psychological
characteristics are considered to be one of the cornerstones of effective teaching [23]; they
encapsulate a complex set of attitudes, interests, motivations and self-efficacy [24,25]. There
is currently a lack of research on the psychological characteristics of university students
with respect to the SDGs. Previous research has shown that environmental attitudes are a
powerful predictor of ecological behavior [26]. Interest in the environment has also been
shown to have a significant effect on human behavior [27]. Motivation to protect the envi-
ronment [28] and intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy also drive favorable environmental
behavior [29]. Thus, from the perspective of teaching and learning processes, it is important
to know how students’ psychological characteristics are reflected in their understanding
of the SDGs. Based on the previous ideas, we conducted a survey expecting to fill an
important research gap by investigating the attitudes, interest, motivation, and self-efficacy
of Chinese college students with regard to the 17 SDGs (Figure 1) through the Sustainable
Development Goals Psychological Inventory (SDGPI) [30].
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2. Literature Review
2.1. The Psychology of Sustainability and Sustainable Development

Health, equity, and environmental sustainability can be improved through behav-
ior and lifestyle changes [31–33], and supporting these changes is an important task
for psychologists [34]. In the psychology of sustainability and sustainable development,
sustainability is viewed both from the perspective of equity, ecological, and social environ-
ments [35,36] and from the perspective of promoting the well-being and quality of life of
individuals [37–40]. While the traditional definition of sustainable development focuses on
the preservation of natural resources, i.e., the avoidance of their exploitation, depletion, and
irreversible alteration [41] the new definition focuses on the promotion of development,
i.e., its diversification, growth, and flexible change [37–40]. Psychologists are committed to
promoting people’s welfare while focusing on the issue of sustainability, so they should
lead people to adopt a sustainable lifestyle [34]. Psychological processes are needed in
decision-making on environmental issues, in guiding sustainable behavior, and in creating,
promoting, and consolidating an environmentally sustainable culture. Psychology can be
used to guide the creation of environments that maintain both physical and mental health
and the sustainability of society [35]. Consequently, the psychology of sustainability and
sustainable development can also provide new perspectives for the development of SE
in universities.

2.2. Four Psychological Characteristics Related to SDGs

Sustainability attitudes are a form of scientific literacy [42] that strongly indicate
whether an individual will participate in scientific issues related to their personal life.
These attitudes are also an indispensable part of sustainability consciousness. Studies show
that individuals are more likely to report their own attitudes regarding direct experiences
of the attitude object, and these attitudes are predictive of their future behavior [43]. Salas-
Zapata and Cardona-Arias have studied university students’ knowledge of sustainable
development and their attitudes and practices. Their study showed that these factors
are interrelated, with higher levels of knowledge and attitudes than practices; further-
more, attitudes are related to gender and age [44]. According to Al-Naqbi and Alshannag,
United Arab Emirates University students showed a high level of understanding, moderate
positive behavior and very strong positive attitudes toward education for sustainable de-
velopment and the environment [45], and female students were more knowledgeable about
sustainable development/education for sustainable development than were male students.
Leiserowitz, Kates and Parris found empirical trends in attitudes toward such values as
freedom, democracy, equality, and globalization. They concluded that these values shape
people’s willingness and ability to adopt the sustainability values, attitudes, and behavior
needed to achieve global sustainability [46]. In addition to knowledge, interest in scientific
issues has been found to have a partial and indirect effect on individuals’ sustainability
attitudes [47].

SE in higher education is very important. Educators should consider which teaching
and learning methods appear to be most effective in promoting a change in students’
sustainability attitudes [48]. Given that college students will become decision-makers for
future sustainability issues, interdisciplinary curricula based on real-world sustainability
challenges are needed to support students’ sustainability attitudes, skills, and compe-
tences [49]. Researchers from nine Italian universities assessed awareness, knowledge, and
attitudes toward the SDGs and sustainability among first-year students. The results showed
that students’ knowledge of the SDGs and Agenda 2030 was low, but their interest in SE
and the SDGs was high in terms of both personal wisdom and the usefulness of professional
knowledge [50]. Sustainability courses are often instrumental in the goal of communicating
sustainability values and practices among university students. An example is a course on
sustainable development called Engineering Sustainable Development, which was shown
to have a positive impact on students’ beliefs, attitudes, and intentions about sustainable
development [51]. Nousheen, Yousuf Zai, Waseem, and Khan investigated the impact of
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an education for sustainable development course on students’ attitudes toward sustainable
development. Their results showed that attitudes were significantly improved as a result
of the course [52].

In addition to attitude, motivation, interest, and self-efficacy have been studied in
relation to sustainability. Previous environmental motivation studies have discussed the
reasons why people who do not behave in an environmentally friendly way want to
move to a more sustainable lifestyle. The motivation component relates to the behavior
when actors consider reaction options for environmental change [53]. The results have
shown that the main motivations for a more sustainable lifestyle are the desire to become
more self-reliant, a desire for a healthier lifestyle, and the desire to avoid running out of
resources [54].

Teachers’ didactic interest and self-efficacy predict their teaching practices, while
students’ teaching interest and self-efficacy are significantly related to teachers’ interest in
education and management goals [55]. It has been reported that self-efficacy significantly
affects students’ sustainability behavior [56]. In a study of individuals’ sustainability aware-
ness, knowledge, and responsibility in relation to the difficulty of the task and the efforts
required, it was found that self-efficacy explained sustainability attitudes, knowledge,
and the attitude-behavior gap [57]. A study of students’ motivation and attitudes showed
that in addition to self-efficacy, threats to sustainable action are important predictors of
behavioral intention [58]. Motivation and self-efficacy affect an individual’s action and
performance, so they are of great importance in achieving the 17 SDGs. Another study [59]
described a model that focused on the role of self-efficacy and belief in the variability of
behavior in motivating environmentally sustainable behavior. The results showed that
participants who had higher self-efficacy for sustainability behavior and a high belief in
their variability of sustainability behavior had a higher motivation to attempt sustainability
behavior, and they also reported more of this actual behavior.

In our study, we used the SDGPI measure developed by Di Fabio and Rosen [30],
to find data for SE development, as the data obtained through the SDGPI provide an
opportunity for universities to support sustainable development in their operations. We
examined college students’ attitude, interest, motivation, and self-efficacy with regard to
17 SDGs, and further identified through SDGPI how the psychological characteristics of
college students are reflected in understanding next SDGs: environmental sustainability,
health, and equity. First, to better understand college students’ self-perceptions of the SDGs,
the ranking of importance of SDGs will be identified. Second, whether and how attitude,
interest, motivation, and self-efficacy are correlated will be examined and investigated
carefully. Third, the intercorrelations among attitude, interest, motivation, and self-efficacy
across demographic groups (gender, grade, and major) will be examined (File S1); Fourth,
whether attitude accounts for a proportion of the variance of interest, motivation, and self-
efficacy will be investigated thoroughly; Fifth, whether attitude, interest, and motivation
account for a proportion of the variance in self-efficacy will be explored.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Participants

All the participants were college students at a university in eastern China. Participants
were recruited using convenience sampling procedures on campus (e.g., library, study
room, and dormitory). A total of 368 students participated in the research, with an effective
sample of 360 students (244 females, 116 males) and an invalid sample of 8 students with
missing data. Among these 360 students, 20.6% (74) were freshmen, 29.7% (107) were
sophomores, 34.7% (125) were juniors, 4.7% (17) were seniors, and 10.3% (37) were graduate
students (Table 1).
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Table 1. Summary of the demographic statistics (N = 360).

Measure Frequency %

Gender
male students 116 32.2

female students 244 67.8

Grade
freshmen 74 20.6

sophomores 107 29.7
juniors 125 34.8
seniors 17 4.7

graduate students 37 10.2

Major
humanities 168 46.7

science 104 28.9
engineering 88 24.4

3.2. The Sustainable Development Goals Psychological Inventory

Based on the SDGPI of Di Fabio and Rosen [30], our SDGPI is composed of 68 items.
Each of the four subscales has 17 items, and the 17 items for each subscale correspond to
the 17 SDGs (File S2). The participants were asked to rank (1) their attitude toward each
SDG, (2) their interest in each SDG, (3) their motivation toward achieving each of the SDGs,
and (4) their self-efficacy toward taking practical action to achieve the SDGs. The college
students used a five-point Likert scale to rate the 68 SDGPI items (1 = not at all, 2 = a little,
3 = somewhat, 4 = quite a lot, and 5 = very much).

3.3. Data Analysis

To explore ways to develop SE to support students’ understanding of health, equity,
and environmental sustainability, we examined East Chinese college students’ psychologi-
cal characteristics including attitude, interests, motivations, and self-efficacy, in relation
to the SDGs by using the SDGPI. First, we investigated college students’ current self-
perception of the SDGs by asking them to rank the importance of the SDGs. Second, we
estimated the reliability of the Chinese version of the SDGPI. Third, we accounted for the
relationships of four psychological characteristics using the Mann-Whitney U test, Kruskal-
Wallis one-way analysis, and regression analysis. Simple regression analysis was used to
determine the proportion of variability between attitude, interest, motivation, and self-
efficacy. This measure allows the researcher to identify which of the independent variables
correlates with the dependent variable and to what degree. Multiple regression analysis
was used for self-efficacy as there is more than one independent variable (e.g., attitude,
interest, and motivation). All data were analyzed using the statistics software package
SPSS version 26 (IBM Corp, Armonk, NY, USA).

3.4. Ethics Statement

According to the guidelines and regulations of Zhejiang Agriculture and Forestry
University, this research did not require ethics approval. However, an ethical approach is to
be expected. For this research, oral consent of the participants was obtained in accordance
with the principles expressed in the Declaration of Helsinki. The names of the participants
were not used to avoid their identification and the data were analyzed anonymously.

4. Results
4.1. The Most and Least Important SDGs

To investigate the importance of the SDGs, college students at Zhejiang A & F Univer-
sity in Zhejiang Province in eastern China were asked the following questions: (1) Which
of the 17 SDGs do you think is the most important? (2) Which of the 17 SDGs do you think
is the least important?



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 8217 6 of 16

The top three most important SDGs based on the students’ answers were SDG 3
(good health and well-being) (49.72%), SDG 4 (quality education) (41.39%), and SDG 1 (no
poverty) (32.22%) (Table 2). The top three least important SDGs were SDG 8 (decent work
and economic growth) (41.11%), SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals) (38.06%), and SDG 12
(response consumption and institutions) (30.83%) (Table 3).

Table 2. The most important SDGs.

Selected Items (%) Rank

Which of the 17 SDGs do you think is the most important?
(Choose three items)

1. No poverty 32.22 3
2. Zero hunger 30.00 4
3. Good health and well-being 49.72 1
4. Quality education 41.39 2
5. Gender equality 28.33 5
6. Clean water and sanitation 15.00 8
7. Affordable and clean energy 13.61 9
8. Decent work and economic growth 10.00 12
9. Industry, innovation, and infrastructure 12.78 10
10. Reduced inequalities 16.39 6
11. Sustainable cities and communities 15.56 7
12. Response consumption and institutions 4.44 15
13. Climate action 8.33 13
14. Life below water 3.06 16
15. Life on land 1.67 17
16. Peace, justice, and strong institutions 11.67 11
17. Partnerships for the goals 5.83 14

Note: N = 360.

Table 3. The least important SDGs.

Selected Items (%) Rank

Which of the 17 SDGs do you think is the least important?
(Choose three items)

1. No poverty 26.11 4
2. Zero hunger 23.06 5
3. Good health and well-being 6.67 16
4. Quality education 7.22 15
5. Gender equality 9.44 14
6. Clean water and sanitation 4.17 17
7. Affordable and clean energy 11.67 11
8. Decent work and economic growth 41.11 1
9. Industry, innovation, and infrastructure 13.61 9
10. Reduced inequalities 11.11 12
11. Sustainable cities and communities 12.22 10
12. Response consumption and institutions 30.83 3
13. Climate action 11.11 12
14. Life below water 17.5 7
15. Life on land 14.17 8
16. Peace, justice, and strong institutions 21.94 6
17. Partnerships for the goals 38.06 2

Note: N = 360.

4.2. Reliability of Measurement Method

Data were collected using the SDGPI, which is classified into four subscales, named,
as Attitude, Interest, Motivation, and Self-efficacy. In this work, Cronbach’s alpha [60]
was used to evaluate the reliability of the SDGPI. Table 4 shows that Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients were 0.831 for SDGs attitude, 0.860 for SDGs interest, 0.890 for SDGs motivation,
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and 0.829 for SDGs self-efficacy. The coefficient of the general method was 0.942. The
reliability coefficients of all the SDGs dimensions exceeded 0.800; therefore, the dimensions
can be considered very reliable.

Table 4. Reliability estimates for SDGPI.

Factors Items Cronbach’s Alpha

SDGs Attitude 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17 0.831
SDGs Interest 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34 0.860

SDGs Motivation 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51 0.890
SDGs Self-efficacy 52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64, 65, 66, 67, 68 0.829

Note: N = 360.

4.3. Sustainable Development Goals Psychological Inventory

The mean scores and standard deviations (SD) of the SDGPI are shown in Table 5. The
results suggested that these means are homogenous.

Table 5. Means and standard deviations for each dimension.

Measure M SD Minimum Maximum

SDGs Attitude 69.67 9.21 30 85
SDGs Interest 61.86 8.82 30 85

SDGs Motivation 63.50 9.56 32 85
SDGs Self-efficacy 55.40 7.86 26 85

Note: N = 360. Scale ranged from 1–5.

4.4. Statistical Analysis
4.4.1. Intercorrelations among SDGs Attitude, Interest, Motivation and Self-Efficacy

To examine whether there were significant correlations among all the variables of atti-
tude, interest, motivation, and self-efficacy in the college student sample when examining
sustainability behavior, Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients were computed
to assess the relationships between the variables, as reported through the SDGs Attitude,
SDGs Interest, SDGs Motivation, and SDGs Self-efficacy scores. The intercorrelations
among factors can be seen in Table 6. The results show that attitude, interest, motivation,
and self-efficacy were correlated with one another in relation to the college students.

Table 6. Matrix of intercorrelations among factors.

Factor SDGs Attitude SDGs Interest SDGs Motivation SDGs
Self-Efficacy

SDGs Attitude _
SDGs Interest 0.635 ** _

SDGs Motivation 0.655 ** 0.774 ** _
SDGs Self-efficacy 0.254 ** 0.517 ** 0.565 ** _

Note: N = 360 ** = p < 0.01.

4.4.2. Mann-Whitney U Test and Kruskal-Wallis One-Way Test

The Mann-Whitney U test [61] was used to analyze participants’ gender differences,
and the Kruskal-Wallis one-way [62] for grade and major differences.

Table 7 shows that there were significant differences between men and women with
respect to attitude, interest, and motivation, and women scored much higher on these three
subscales than men. In contrast, there was no statistically significant difference in self-
efficacy. Table 8 shows that there were no significant differences in grade with respect to
attitude, interest, motivation, and self-efficacy. Table 9 shows that there were no significant
differences in major with respect to attitude, interest, motivation, and self-efficacy.
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Table 7. Mann-Whitney U test for gender differences.

Variable SDGs Attitude SDGs Interest SDGs Motivation SDGs Self-Efficacy

Mann-Whitney U 18,793.500 16,695.500 17,185.500 13,411.500
Wilcoxon W 48,683.500 46,585.500 47,075.500 43,301.500

Z 5.003 2.579 3.290 −0.804
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.006 0.001 0.421

Table 8. Kruskal-Wallis test for grade differences.

Variable SDGs Attitude SDGs Interest SDGs Motivation SDGs Self-Efficacy

Chi-Square 8.738 6.796 8.437 9.259
Df 4 4 4 4

Asymp. Sig. 0.068 0.137 0.080 0.055

Table 9. Kruskal-Wallis test for major differences.

Variable SDGs Attitude SDGs Interest SDGs Motivation SDGs Self-Efficacy

Chi-Square 0.014 0.484 0.486 0.893
Df 2 2 2 2

Asymp. Sig. 0.993 0.785 0.784 0.640

To further understand the gender differences among the four subscales of the SDGPI,
independent-sample t-tests were used and the results are listed in Table 10. The table shows
the mean, SD, Levene’s test of equality of variance, and results of SDGs by gender, which
indicates significant differences in both SDGs attitude and SDGs interest between men and
women (p < 0.001) and significant differences in SDGs motivation (p < 0.01).

Table 10. Differences among the four subscales of SDGPI by gender.

Variable
Men Women

Sig of Levene’s Test t
M SD M SD

SDGs Attitude 66.46 9.01 71.20 8.92 0.842 −4.70 ***
SDGs Interest 60.07 9.05 62.71 8.59 0.434 −2.68 **

SDGs Motivation 61.28 9.82 64.56 9.26 0.352 −3.07 **
SDGs Self-efficacy 55.76 7.95 55.23 7.82 0.928 0.592

Note: N = 360 ** = p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

4.4.3. Regression Analysis for SDGs Attitude Predicting SDGs Interest, Motivation and
Self-Efficacy

The research used three simple regressions. The results revealed that attitude ex-
plained significant variance in interest, motivation, and self-efficacy. Table 11 shows the
statistical significance for the regression of attitude on interest. The results for the regres-
sion of attitude on motivation are shown in Table 12. Table 13 indicates significance for the
regression of attitude on self-efficacy.

Table 11. Summary of regression analysis for SDGs attitude predicting SDGs interest.

Variable B SE B B Sig

(Constant) 19.499 2.749 0.000
SDGs Attitude 0.608 0.039 0.635 0.000

R2 0.403
Sig. of regression 0.635
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Table 12. Summary of regression analysis for SDGs attitude predicting SDGs motivation.

Variable B SE B B Sig

(Constant) 16.178 2.914 0.000
SDGs Attitude 0.679 0.041 0.655 0.000

R2 0.403
Sig. of regression 0.655

Table 13. Summary of regression analysis for SDGs attitude predicting SDGs self-efficacy.

Variable B SE B B Sig

(Constant) 40.285 3.064 0.000
SDGs Attitude 0.217 0.044 0.254 0.000

R2 0.065
Sig. of regression 0.254

4.4.4. Regression Analysis for SDGs Attitude, Interest, and Motivation Predicting
Self-Efficacy

Multiple regression was used to determine the influence of attitude, interest, and
motivation on self-efficacy. Table 14 indicates the significance of the regression of attitude,
interest, and motivation on self-efficacy.

Table 14. Summary of regression analysis for SDGs attitude, interest, and motivation predicting
self-efficacy.

Variable B SE B B Sig

(Constant) 28.458 2.696 0.000
SDGs Attitude −0.226 0.049 −0.265 0.000
SDGs Interest 0.252 0.061 0.283 0.000

SDGs Motivation 0.427 0.058 0.519 0.000
R2 0.372

Sig. of regression 0.000

5. Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the attitude, interest, motivation, and self-efficacy
of Chinese college students with regard to the 17 SDGs. Demographic variables (gender,
grade, and major) were also examined.

5.1. Status Quo of College Students’ Self-Perceptions of the SDGs in Zhejiang Province in China

With respect to the question, “Which of the 17 SDGs do you think is the most im-
portant?” (Table 1), the college students particularly stressed SDG 3, “good health and
well-being” (49.72%); SDG 4, “quality education” (41.39%); and SDG 1, “no poverty”
(32.22%). Consistent with previous research [30], SDG 3, SDG 4, and SDG 1 were the top
three most important SDGs. SDG 3 is dedicated to health and well-being for everyone
at all ages [63,64], and it is also recognized as critical for achieving the other SDGs [65].
The results in the present work indicate that the realization of SDG 3 is very important to
other SDGs, and the realization of other SDGs can be interpreted as contributing to the
SDG 3. Because we analyzed a sample of college students from Zhejiang A & F Univer-
sity in Zhejiang Province in eastern China, our conclusions may not be extrapolated to
other situations. However, health is a common interest of all of people worldwide and
is given particular attention because of the severe threats from serious pandemics, such
as COVID-19. Global warming caused by climate change can also accelerate the spread
of some infectious diseases; thus, SDG 13 is linked to SDG 3. SDG 3 was also consid-
ered to be most important in the Eastern Mediterranean region, Africa, and Southeast
Asia [66]. With respect to the question, “Which of the 17 SDGs do you think is the least
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important?” (Table 2), the college students identified SDG 8, “decent work and economic
growth (41.11%); SDG 17, “partnerships for the goals” (38.06%); and SDG 12 “responsible
consumption and institutions” (30.83%). The result supports a previous study [30] on SDG
17, but differs in that the other least important in that study were SDG 14 and SDG 0
(all important). Some SDGs (e.g., SDG 8 and SDG 17) may not be directly related to the
lives of college students and were therefore ranked as least important. In addition, to
establish stronger conclusions, it would be necessary to increase the sample size in the
future, including a large number of college students from several Chinese universities.

In support of university students’ holistic understanding of the SDGs, the focus on
education for sustainable development goals (ESDG) has become a debate in social, envi-
ronmental, and ecological justice [67]. According to Chaleta et al. [68], when the students
were asked to profoundly rethink the three pillars of sustainable development and to link
these pillars to ecological justice or biospheric egalitarianism, the most mentioned objectives
were those related to SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 5 (gender equality), SDG 10 (reduced
inequalities), SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth), and SDG 16 (peace, justice, and
strong institutions). García-González et al. in their part have shown that significant changes
were found in the students’ knowledge of the SDGs after participation in a training process
on education for sustainability [69]. Consequently, education can be regarded as a necessary
pillar for social transformation toward sustainable development in the current unsustainable
environment [70] (Figure 2). In Figure 2, the black arrow indicates that SDGs attitude is a
significant predictor of interest, motivation, and self-efficacy. The green arrow indicates that
SDGs attitude, interest, and motivation can be used to predict self-efficacy.
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5.2. SDGs Attitude, Interest, Motivation and Self-Efficacy Are All Significantly Positively Correlated

Consistent with the existing literature on the variables of attitude, interest, motivation
and self-efficacy, the results of this study revealed that these variables were all significantly
positively correlated. Previous research has found significant positive correlations among
interest, motivation, and self-efficacy [30]. Attitudes predict behavior and are considered
the crown jewel of social psychology [71,72]. Research findings have also indicated that
there is a significant relationship among interest, motivation, and a collaborative attitude
toward academic performance [73]. Attitude toward mathematics is the most important
factor explaining individual students’ academic achievement, which can be explained by
the difference between students’ achievement motivation and perceived self-efficacy [74].
The findings in this work based on Bandura’s [75] theory of self-efficacy and Fabio’s [30]
SDGPI also emphasized the benefits of using the psychology of sustainability to examine
psychological issues that have been traditionally viewed through a deficit lens. Because
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sustainability development demands changes in human behavior [76], to an extent, the
analysis of individual motives and values can be critical to providing a solution to unsus-
tainability problems [77].

There is a relationship between motivation and interest in entrepreneurship [78], and
self-motivation through proximal goal setting acts as an effective mechanism to cultivate
competencies, self-efficacy, and intrinsic interest [75]. Biocentric nature values, human-
centered values, pro-environmental and pro-social attitudes, interests, and motivations
were found to be interrelated. Attitudes, interests, and motivations are negatively cor-
related with dismissive human and utilitarian nature values [79]. Researchers in China
have explored how the public comprehends and forms supportive attitudes toward the
SDGs [80]. The results indicated that there is an interaction effect between value orienta-
tions and knowledge in the public with regard to support for the SDGs (Figure 2), and the
Chinese public regards the implementation of the SDGs as a part of development policy
rather than environmental policy.

5.3. Significant Differences between Men and Women with Respect to Attitude, Interest, and Motivation

One of the most notable findings within this study was the difference in attitude,
interest, and motivation levels between male and female college students. The findings
were consistent with previous findings [45,81] that revealed that the scores of motivation
and attitude of female students were evidently higher than those of male students. This
difference may be related to the stronger sense of social responsibility among females
than among males, while social responsibility positively influences pro-environmental
behavior [82]. Similarly, the countries with higher femininity orientation provided a higher
quantity of sustainability reports [83]. Additionally, it was found that students’ tech-
nological self-efficacy is related to their attitude toward technology-based self-directed
learning [84].

5.4. Attitude Accounts for a Significant Proportion of the Variance of Interest, Motivation, and
Self-Efficacy

The results of this study revealed that attitude accounted for a significant proportion
of the variance of interest, motivation, and self-efficacy (Figure 2). There is a negative
significant correlation between students’ motivation for instrumental education, their
instrumental performance self-efficacy beliefs, attitudes, and burnout [85]. Teachers’ at-
titudes, motivation, and self-efficacy are aspects of professional competence that affect
students’ motivation and learning via instructional behavior [86]. Sociability, shyness, atti-
tudes, motivation, and self-efficacy can predict social networking site (SNS) use. Sociability,
attitudes, entertainment motivation, social interaction motivation, and self-efficacy are
significant predictors of the social function of SNSs [87].

5.5. Significance of the Regression of Attitude, Interest, and Motivation on Self-Efficacy

Finally, in an attempt to identify variables that account for a significant proportion
of variance in self-efficacy, a multiple regression analysis was conducted. The results
indicated that attitude, interest, and motivation could all account for self-efficacy. Declines
in interest/motivation/attitude were related to many variables, including self-efficacy [88].
Self-efficacy had a direct influence on intentions, and self-efficacy theory can be presented
as a probable general model of attitude change [89].

6. Conclusions

To support sustainable development in higher education and foster college students’
understanding of the SDGs, in Zhejiang Province in eastern China, students’ psychological
characteristics (attitudes, interest, motivation, and self-efficacy) in relation to the SDGs
were identified and analyzed using the SDGPI. The results indicated that the top three
most important SDGs for college students in China are SDG 3 (good health and well-being),
SDG 4 (quality education), and SDG 1 (no poverty). In addition, there are significant
relationships between attitude, interest, motivation, and self-efficacy with regard to the
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SDGs. Attitude was a significant predictor of interest, motivation, and self-efficacy, while
attitude, interest and motivation accounted for self-efficacy.

Education, research, innovation, and funding are key factors in achieving the SDGs [66].
Meanwhile, public health is not only the enabler, but also the major outcome of sustainable
development [63]. Health (SDG 3) is a common goal for people around the world, and
climate action (SDG 13), e.g., preventing human-caused global warming, can reduce the
spread of some infectious diseases. Moreover, self-efficacy is associated with better satis-
faction with life [90], and it also plays an important role in maintaining the psychological
state of the people under stress [91] and directing health-related interventions [92]. In
general, the analysis we conducted is a step on the journey toward raising college students’
awareness of the SDGs and protection of the environment, which will also improve public
health by reconnecting people with nature to promote sustainability.

Since the COVID-19 pandemic has interrupted the UN’s flagship plan to end poverty
and protect the environment [93], it is necessary to end the crisis and to return to a
pathway to environmental sustainability, health, and equity. This study shows that much
remains to be done to promote SDGs at the university level. University education for
sustainable development can increase students’ awareness of sustainable development in
the following ways:

(a) By promoting college students’ self-perceptions of the SDGs and the importance
of sustainability;

(b) By supporting the positive attitude of college students towards the SDGs e.g., through
projected-based learning, case teaching, and collaborative learning;

(c) By stimulating college students’ SDGs interest and SDGs motivation by means of
games and other group learning activities, and considering their needs when design-
ing projects;

(d) By enhancing college students’ SDGs self-efficacy, and then stimulating their environ-
mentally sustainable behavior and pro-environmental behavior.

This study provides a contribution to the psychology of sustainability with respect
to the identification of college students on matters related to the SDGs. It is believed
that the implementation of education for sustainability in higher education could support
environmental sustainability. In the future, it would seem sensible to establish sustainable
development curricula and training programs on the SDGs for college students so that they
can take advantage of university resources on matters related to the SDGs. The promotion
of college students’ sustainability consciousness affects environmental sustainability and
further affects public health.
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