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Background: 
 
 In October of 2008, a group of several students came together to plan and 
implement a Campus Carbon Challenge at Hunter College.  The aim of the challenge was 
to gauge the perceptions of climate change and carbon footprints held by Hunter students 
and faculty, determine the current actions being taken by individuals to reduce their 
carbon footprints, and encourage participants to take a pledge and lower their carbon 
footprints for one month by making small changes in their day-to-day lives.  Due to time 
constraints and limited resources, the organizing students decided that the initial Carbon 
Challenge should serve as a trial-run for future Challenges at Hunter, and that the goal of 
the trial would be to measure willingness to participate in the challenge, get a rough idea 
of how Hunter students and faculty currently view climate change issues, and solicit 
participants for suggestions on how to make the event more successful in future 
iterations.  The Hunter College Campus Carbon Challenge was modeled off of a similar 
initiative at Oregon State University: http://oregonstate.edu/~johnsonc/.  
 The Hunter Campus Carbon Challenge was co-sponsored by the Graduate Student 
Association (GSA), Undergraduate Student Government (USG), Hunter Solar Project 
(HSP) and the CUNY Institute for Sustainable Cities (CISC).  The challenge was kicked 
off as part of the school’s student-sponsored Environmental Week, with outreach 
beginning on November 10, 2008.  Throughout the week, members of the sponsoring 
organizations tabled in the 3rd Floor West Lobby and 3rd Floor North Lobby.  Tabling for 
this event took place on Monday November 10, Tuesday November 11 and Thursday 
November 13, 2008.  Organizers distributed environmental handouts and giveaways and 
asked people to participate in the Campus Carbon Challenge.  Students and faculty 
interested in taking part in the challenge signed up to receive an email containing a link to 
the initial Challenge survey.  At the end of each day, an email was sent out to the group 
of addresses collected that day with a link to the survey and instructions for taking part in 
the Challenge.  The instructions were as follows: 
 
 Campus Carbon Challenge: Make a Pledge! 
 



Step 1: Between November 10 and 14 go to this link www.xxxxxxx.com to take the first climate 
change survey and pledge to reduce your greenhouse gas emissions for November.  Choose 5 
carbon-reducing activities to try for a month.  

 
Step 2: Throughout the month reduce your emissions! 

 
Step 3: In the first week of December we’ll send you an email with a link to the final climate 
change survey, where you’ll report back on your experiences reducing your emissions.  Complete 
the second survey by December 12.  

 
Initial Survey Summary of Responses: 
 
65 members of the Hunter Community completed the initial climate change survey, 
including 37 undergraduate students, 26 graduate students, three faculty members and 
one member of staff.  The survey included two demographic questions 
(student/faculty/staff and age), as well as nine questions meant to gauge perceptions of 
climate change. The last section of the survey presented participants with a list of 50+ 
greenhouse gas-reducing actions and asked them to pledge to reduce their personal 
carbon footprint for 30 days by choosing five actions to try from the list.  
 
The survey group spanned a broad array of academic foci, from geography, to music, to 
economics.  Participants represented the following departments and areas of study: 
 

• Childhood education 
• Urban planning  
• Geography/GIS 
• Environmental science & management 
• TESOL 
• Renewable energy 
• History 
• Anthropology/archaeology 
• Music Education 
• Literature 
• English/Creative writing 
• Environmental and occupational health science 
• Pre-med 
• Theater 
• Film 
• Special Education 
• Economics 
• Earth science education 
• Education 
• Social work 
• Sociology 
• Philosophy 
• Biology 
• Psychology 
• Nursing 
• Women’s studies 
• Studio art 
• Music 



• African studies 
• Political science 
• Computer science 

 
100% of respondents reported that they had heard of climate change/global warming.  
When asked how they would best describe their understanding of climate change science 
and its potential impacts throughout the world, 58.8% of respondents claimed to know a 
lot about climate change, while 35.3% knew a little about climate change.  80.9% of 
respondents reported believing that human activities, such as the burning of fossil fuels, 
are the leading cause of climate change, while 13.2% attributed it to natural climatic 
cycles.  Only one respondent was skeptical that climate change is occurring. 
 
As for the threat posed by climate change, 30.9% of respondents believe that climate 
change will be the most serious threat to human society in the coming century.  51.5% 
believe it is a serious threat. Moreover, 41.2% of respondents reported that they believe 
that climate change will seriously impact their daily life in the coming century.  
 
72% of respondents believe that individuals can help combat climate change by making 
changes in their everyday lives.  91% of respondents reported that they are currently 
doing something in their personal life to help combat climate change, while 50% of 
respondents reported considering climate change, energy consumption or their ecological 
footprint every day when making day-to-day decisions. 
 
Lastly, students and faculty pledged to undertake a wide range of carbon-footprint 
reducing activities for 30 days.  Some of the most popular pledges included the 
following: 
  

• Take the bus or train instead of driving (at least 1 day a week) – 39 people 
• Consolidate errands instead of making multiple trips (at least twice this month) – 

29 people 
• Turn off lights when not in use – 49 people 
• Unplug 90% of electronics when not in use (e.g., printer, TV, stereo, computer) – 

32 people 
• Stop junk mail – 35 people 
• Replace meat meals with vegetarian fare (at least 1 meal per week) – 34 people 
• Don't let it rot (reduce the amount of food you throw away by 1 pound a week) – 

35 people 
• Reduce your shower to 5 minutes (at least 2 times per week) – 32 people 
• Have a waste-free lunch (use reusable containers at least 1 time per week) – 37 

people  
• Reuse instead of recycle (at least 1 item per week) – 33 people  
• Bring your own bag (use cloth instead of plastic or paper at least once a week) – 

40 people  
• Power down your computer when not in use (install free "Local Cooling" 

program) – 32 people 
• Switch to online bills (at least 3 companies this month) – 29 people 



• Spread the word (get at least 2 people to take 2 carbon-reduction actions) – 24 
people 

 
Overall, Hunter students and faculty made 400 pledges to reduce their carbon footprints 
when traveling; while at home, in the kitchen, in the bathroom, in the office and while 
shopping; through better waste management practices; and by spreading the word about 
climate change.  
 
Follow-Up Survey Summary of Responses:  
 
Of the 65 initial respondents, 23 people completed the follow-up survey, which was 
emailed on both December 9th and 13th to everyone who completed the initial survey.  
Respondents were asked to provide feedback on the pledges they attempted during the 
previous month.  The first question asked how successful people felt they had been at 
putting their pledges into action. 30.4% of respondents felt they were very successful at 
implementing their pledges, while 60.9% felt they were somewhat successful. Over 90% 
of respondents reported that the Campus Carbon Challenge had inspired them to think 
more consciously about the impacts of their actions.  
 
Pledges that respondents reported were easy to implement included: 
 

• Taking public transportation and/or walking more 
• Unplugging unused electronics/appliances 
• Turning off the lights when leaving a room 
• Recycling 
• Reducing food waste 
• Reducing shower time (2 respondents) 
• Powering down computers when not in use 
• Switching to online bills/stopping junk mail 
• Turning down the heat 
• Replacing meat meals with vegetarian 
• Using reusable containers 
• Bringing your own bag 
• Consolidating errands 

 
**Several respondents noted that they were already taking many of these actions before 
participating in the Carbon Challenge. 
 
Respondents reported that the following pledges were difficult to implement: 
 

• Avoiding purchasing coffee in paper cups 
• Avoiding purchasing plastic water bottles 
• Buying eco-friendly light bulbs 
• Conserving water/taking shorter showers (8 respondents) 
• Bringing your own bag 



• Unplugging electronics 
• Having a waste-free lunch 
• Stopping junk mail 
• Turning off the TV 
• Not letting fruits and vegetables rot 

 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly for the purposes of this initial Campus Carbon 
Challenge, participants were asked to provide suggestions on how we could make this 
event more successful in the future.  There responses were as follows: 
 
“To be honest, I forgot what pledges I made. An email reminder with my pledges would have been 
helpful.” 
 
“Possibly the creation of a blog, with information about reducing carbon footprints, with vegetarian recipes 
(as well as links to natural food stores and eco-friendly restaurants), and a listing of projects and activities. I 
wouldn't mind joining an email group that provided similar information either.” 
“Keep it up, persevere” 
 
“It was great, I think to make it better just get more people to do it and keep more track on them, maybe 
like every 2 weeks.” 
 
“Advertise it more!” 
 
“By giving people prizes” 
 
“Workshops in the west lobby: vegetarian cooking, what is a switchable power socket, how to have a 
waste-free lunch ...” 
 
“Condition faculty, staff and students so that it becomes second nature to follow the pledges” 
 
“Reminders during the process, checking in with participants” 
 
“The end of the first survey could give an option to send email reminding you what you pledged. I couldn't 
really remember the next day what I had committed to!” 
 
“The survey and poster were awesome! Next year, organizers could promote the carbon challenge in their 
classes, and give out slips with the survey's web address and info- this will increase the number of people 
the campaign reaches, and engage more students in discussion and action on environmental issues.” 
 
Conclusion:  
 
The data and feedback from the initial trial is encouraging. When organizing the 
Challenge, several goals were outlined: (1) gauge willingness to participate in this type of 
event; (2) determine a baseline for Hunter student and faculty perceptions of climate 
change; and (3) solicit participants for suggestions for future iterations.  All three goals 
were met in this trial survey.  
 
As a result of participant suggestions, following Challenges may include: a website for 
participant interaction, greater outreach and follow-up, and more educational 
opportunities, such as workshops.  In addition, the sponsors should solicit Hunter 
Administration for greater support, so that this student-led initiative may gain more 



validity, and consequently be more effective and beneficial to the greater Hunter 
community.   
 


