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G20 forum that will be held in Brisbane, Australia in November 2014; and linked to 
the Leadership and Leadership Development Conference theme considering the role 
of business schools in supporting economic and social development. In particular, 
this paper is based on original research that empirically examines students’ 
perceptions and energy literacy at the secondary and tertiary levels, concurrently. 
The paper has implications for the kind of innovative pedagogies and interventions 
that may be required of both secondary and tertiary education institutions in teaching 
future leaders to creatively address the economic and social aspects of alternative 
energy development. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This developmental paper reports on the first of two stages results of a research study that is the first 
of its kind.  It empirically examines factors influencing both secondary and tertiary students’ 
perceptions of the future potential and role of alternative energy. This study aims to understand:  

• the key challenges that societies might face in promoting alternative energy to replace fossil 
fuels, and  

• how students perceive whether or not a combination of energy sources will be vital to 
sustainable development.  

The study has been developed by Griffith University's Business School in partnership with five 
Brisbane, Australia based high schools.  The tertiary and secondary students participating in this 
study will undertake a structured, informed discussion and debate format on energy-related issues.  
In particular, the rising energy demand in Australia, as well as the emerging BRIIC (Brazil, Russia, 
India, Indonesia and China) countries, brings into focus the following topics of inquiry:   

• Energy and transportation (modes and cost) 
• Energy and food security (imported and locally produced) 
• Energy and water security (shared use between households, agriculture, industry and 

environment) 
• Lifestyle and energy use (housing, dish & clothes washing, heating & cooling, natural & 

artificial lighting, source of domestically used water) 
• Energy production (cost/benefit of traditional and renewable sources) 

 
Perceptions about and choice of environmentally friendly decisions in each of these topics are 
influenced by a range of factors (Park & Ohm, 2014). The study demonstrates the necessity of 
informed debate and discussion on what students perceive the future holds for alternative and 
renewable energy, such as solar, wind, geothermal, tidal, and bio-fuels. The study has meaningful 
pedagogical implications for university and high school educators who are developing the next 
generation of leaders to address growing sustainability challenges around the globe. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Young people today are living at the cusp of a transition from using traditional forms of energy 
such as fossil fuels to renewable forms of alternative energy (De Waters & Powers, 2011; Kagawa, 
2007). The perceptions they have as to whether or not it is ‘worth it’ to make the changes necessary 
for this gradual transition will shape the future.  A limited number of studies have begun to explore 
how young people behave as energy consumers.  Factors affecting their decisions include: 

• Knowledge, skill level, and ability to persuade others (De Waters & Powers, 2011); 
• Familiarity with how their lifestyles relate to sustainable development goals (Zsoka et al, 

2013); 
• Perceptions about economic and social costs of environmentally friendly choices (Kagawa, 

2007); 
• Availability of supportive dialogue about environmentally friendly choices both at school 

and at home (Fell & Chiu, 2014; Heijne, 2003), and   
• Strength of belief/conviction that their actions can make a difference (Garabuau-Moussaoui 

et al, 2009). 
 
CONTEXT 
 
The G20 meets in Brisbane, Australia in November 2014.  A major theme of this forum is green 
energy.  Inspired by the G20’s efforts to engage future leaders on forum topics, Griffith University 
sponsored an original research study into factors influencing energy-related decisions made by: 
undergraduates, postgraduate students, and grade 11-12 level high school students.  These decisions 
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concern challenges that Australia is likely to face in the next two decades in regard to transitioning 
to a green energy future.  
 
Australia is unique in the world. It is the largest nation state in the world bordered entirely by ocean.  
It is also among the most richly endowed with fossil fuels:  petroleum, coal, coal seam gas, and 
liquid natural gas (LNG) (Future Directions International, 2010). Australia depends on fossil fuels 
for 95% of its energy needs but is still able to export over half of its energy products overseas as a 
major source of export revenue (World Bank, 2013). Among its trading partners are the BRIIC 
nations, Japan and South Korea all of which depend on these mineral and petroleum resources for 
energy.   
 
Domestically, Australia is able to distribute necessary energy-related assets inter and intra state via 
electricity networks, transmission and distributions pipelines, rails and trucking systems (Australian 
Energy Regulator, 2013; Dopita & Williamson, 2009).  However, internationally, Australia relies 
exclusively on shipping.   In contrast, European and North American consumers, who share 
contiguous borders, have more potential to use land-based networks to share energy-related assets 
across international borders. 
 
The future of fossil fuel supply, however, is in question both in Australia as well as around the 
world.  Experts suggest that peak coal and peak oil have been or are soon to be reached 
(Allmendinger, 2007; Rhodes, 2014).  This means that it will become increasingly expensive to 
extract these minerals both because (1) the ore body and petroleum reserves are decreasing in 
quality and (2) the energy needed to extract and take to market product from these reserves 
continues to increase both in quantity and expense.  Because of these factors, there will come a time 
where it is no longer economically feasible to do so. 
 
In response to this looming challenge, Australia has been at the forefront of developing 
unconventional gas resources (e.g. coal seam and shale gas).  This activity has attracted a great deal 
of media coverage and public debate about the dangers, real or imagined, that unconventional gas 
development poses to air and water quality (Williams, 2013).  Australia has also seen an increase in 
renewable energy development (Geoscience Australia, 2013; Zahedi, 2010).  This includes large 
scale wind/turbine farms, wave energy, geothermal energy, biofuels, and solar arrays.  However, it 
also includes investment by individual households into solar hot water heaters and solar panels 
generating up to a retail value of $2 million/daily.  The success of home-based solar power allows 
homeowners to sell any excess back into the grid representing a net negative energy balance. 
 
Australia’s creativity in responding to energy challenges is not only related to electricity production.  
Australia is committed to finding alternative fuels for transportation.  For example, many of the 
nations’ public transportation systems have fleets of buses that run entirely on hydrogen fuel cells, 
with minimum greenhouse gas emission.  Additionally, cars and light vehicles are increasingly 
being retrofitted or produced with LNG tanks and electric fuel cells. 
 
Despite these trends in fossil fuel availability and growth in alternative fuel sources, future leaders 
in Australia and elsewhere – today’s students – are not well-informed the range of factors 
surrounding the transition to alternative energy (Karatepe et al, 2012).  The study by Zsoka et al. 
(2013, p. 126) explored “the importance of understanding the attitudes and behaviour of students 
towards the environment and finding effective ways to influence this behaviour through education”.  
Inspired by but not replicating their research, this study therefore explores the influence of 
education and informed debate on students’ perception of energy-related issues.  The study will 
identify factors that may influence their current and future consumption habits.   
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METHODS 
 
The developmental paper presents the first stage research findings of the study.  The following 
methods were used. 
 
Research Design 
The project is conducted through two undergraduate level courses offered at Griffith University. 
Both the graduate (7013IBA: Politics of the Global Economy, in Semester 1) and undergraduate 
(3028IBA: Energy and Environmental Security, in Semester 2) courses focus on energy security and 
political economy of resources. The courses are interdisciplinary in nature, and students from a 
range of disciplines within Griffith take part (e.g. business and government, law, engineering and 
IT, and environment, planning and architecture).  A debate component is already included in 
7013IBA, and a similar approach will be taken for 3028IBA in 2014 (Semester 2), to coincide with 
the G20 summit in Brisbane.  
 
Two groups of students are engaged as participants and research subjects in this study.  A total of 
eight groups (four in each group, totalling 32 tertiary students) are selected from 7013IBA and 
3028IBA courses. Similarly, a total of ten groups (five in each group, totalling 50 high school 
students) are selected from five Brisbane high schools (four public and one private school located in 
Brisbane city).   
 
Both groups of students attended sessions of each 12 week class.  The tertiary students were 
enrolled for the full 12 weeks; whereas the high school students attended the last six weeks of the 
Semester 1 course and the first six weeks of the Semester 2 course.  All students were allocated 
topics for debate and discussion.  During the weeks of joint classroom time, students made group 
presentations on their allocated topics.  Presentation groups included both tertiary and high school 
students.  Collectively, they debated and discussed the case for and against a proposition on their 
topics.  To finish, they had an opportunity to express their own opinion take part in a Q&A session.   
 
Mixed-method approach 
 
Qualitative: 
Participant observation was used as the method used to collect qualitative data from the debates.  As 
well open ended responses embedded in the surveys provided further qualitative data. 
 
Quantitative: 
All participants took part in an online survey in Week 2 of each course.  Topics were canvassed 
using multiple choice questions designed to measure students’ level of understanding on alternative 
energy and related issues (Karabulut et al, 2011; Olander and Thogerson, 1995). In the final week, 
the students took part in a post-debate survey to measure their perceptions about the topics. The 
constructed responses were measured using a 5-point Likert scale anchored by Strongly Disagree - 
1 to Strongly Agree - 5. 
 
Using both constructed and open ended responses, these two surveys plus the debate transcripts 
provided both qualitative and quantitative data towards examining the role of informed debates and 
discussion in enhancing individual perceptions of the pathways and challenges of moving towards a 
more sustainable energy future. 
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OUTCOMES 
 
The study makes two important contributions to how business schools approach leadership and 
leadership development in creatively addressing the economic and social aspects of alternative 
energy advances (Schweizer-Ries, 2008; Wustenhagen et al, 2007). First, the study enhances 
awareness, among tertiary academics along with current and future tertiary students, about the role 
that G20 countries (Australia in particular) can play in assisting energy transition.  Second, the 
results of the study contribute to knowledge of the role that informed, open debate and discussion 
can play in shaping future leaders to promote socially and environmentally desirable policy 
outcomes (Owens & Driffill, 2008). The implications of these outcomes are significant to business 
schools shaping the next generation of leaders to engage sustainability issues around energy, in 
particular. 
 

PROPOSED WORKPLAN  
 
Activities  2014 

F M A M J J A S O N D 
Commencement of the 
study 

√           

Data collection on students 
of 
(Semester 1, 2014) 

 √ √         

Data analysis     √        
Paper writing and 
submission of final version 
by 30 June 2014  

   √ √       

Continue Data collection 
on students of 
(Semester 2, 2014) 

     √ √     

Additional Data Analysis 
and Revision of paper  

      √     

Presentation at BAM 2014        √    
Further revision and 
Submission for publication 
in BAM Journal  

        √ √ √ 
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