
 

 
 

Cleaning Up Hospitals: Using Participatory Professional Development to Teach 
Environmental Sustainability Practices to Healthcare Cleaning Staff 

 

by 

CHRISTIE NAIRN 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of Social and Applied Sciences  
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

 

MASTER OF ARTS 
in 

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION AND COMMUNICATION 
 

 

Royal Roads University 
Victoria, British Columbia, Canada 

 

Supervisor: Dr. Thomas Falkenberg, Thesis Supervisor  
Faculty of Education, University of Manitoba 

 
Dr. Milt McClaren, Thesis Committee Member, Emeritus Professor 

Faculty of Education, Simon Fraser University 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 Christie Nairn, 2016 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    2 
 

COMMITTEE APPROVAL 

The members of Christie Nairn’s Thesis Committee certify that they have read the thesis titled 

Cleaning Up Hospitals: Using Participatory Professional Development to Teach Environmental 

Sustainability Practices to Healthcare Cleaning Staff and recommend that it be accepted as 

fulfilling the thesis requirements for the Degree of MASTER OF ARTS IN ENVIRONMENTAL 

EDUCATION AND COMMUNICATION: 

    

   Dr. Thomas Falkenberg ___________[signature on file] 

   Dr. Milton McClaren _____________[signature on file] 

   

 
Final approval and acceptance of this thesis is contingent upon submission of the final copy of 

the thesis to Royal Roads University. The thesis supervisor confirms to have read this thesis and 

recommends that it be accepted as fulfilling the thesis requirements: 

    Dr. Thomas Falkenberg ___________[signature on file] 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    3 
 

Creative Commons Statement 

 

 This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Non-commercial-

ShareAlike 2.5 Canada License. To view a copy of this license, visit 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/ca/. 

 Some material in this work is not being made available under the terms of this licence: 

• Third-party material that is being used under fair dealing or with permission. 

• Any photographs where individuals are easily identifiable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    4 
 

Acknowledgments 

 

Always in the big woods when you leave familiar ground and step off alone  

into a new place there will be, along with the feelings of  

curiosity and excitement, a little nagging of dread.  

It is the ancient fear of the Unknown, and it is your first bond  

with the wilderness you are going into. 

 

- Wendell Berry  

 
 Stepping into the Unknown was a challenge, but a challenge I am ever so thankful I 

accepted. I could not have done it without the endless love and support of my family, friends and 

coworkers. In particular, I would like to thank my best friend who encouraged me to push on no 

matter what life through our way. In the end we all need to take the first step and sometimes that 

step needs to be alone – it’s terrifying but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Thank you.   



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    5 
 

Abstract 
 

This thesis examines the use of participatory professional development (PPD) to teach 

environmental sustainability practices to healthcare cleaning staff, using the guidance of the 

Participatory Adult Learning Strategy (Dunst & Trivette, 2009). Two questions were answered: 

(1) What impact does the selected PPD have for cleaning staff at a healthcare facility have in 

terms attitude toward environmental sustainability and (2) What impact does it have on 

workplace practices relevant to environmental sustainability? Participants showed development 

of knowledge in regards to environmental sustainability and a shift in their willingness to change 

practice. Participants found the structure of learning helpful in allowing them to explore the 

topics of choice and develop understanding of practices related to environmental sustainability in 

their workplace. The impact of PPD is discussed along with limitations and recommendations for 

further research related to education for environmental sustainability.  

 Keywords: Participatory Professional Development, Environmental Education, 

 Environmental Sustainability, Public Institutions, Healthcare Facilities, Staff 

 Development  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

 Environmental sustainability is one of the most popular terms in current literature. With 

growing bodies of evidence geared towards human impacts on the earth’s ability to sustain life, 

environmental sustainability practices have taken a front seat in many people’s lives. There is an 

emerging body of evidence that suggests the natural environment is essential for human needs 

and overall wellbeing therefore we should all be concerned about the state of our planet 

(McFarlane, 2010). Understanding the impact humans have on our earth’s systems means 

understanding how these factors might and do affect our health and wellbeing. Factors like 

increasing levels of carbon dioxide from burning fuel for energy and transportation are 

contributors to the degradation of the air we breathe (Scovronick, 2015). Increasing atmospheric 

gases like carbon dioxide in turn increase the temperature of the earth. The earth is a giant 

interconnected network of natural systems. These natural systems can only cope with so much 

change in a short period of time, before they have to make up for the excess by altering how they 

operate (Meadows, 2008). These changes impact human beings as well as the wellbeing of 

animals and other ecological systems on our planet. Without the earth’s resources and a healthy 

environment, humans cannot survive in the way we are currently used to, therefore sustaining the 

earth’s environment, otherwise known as environmental sustainability, is extremely important.  

 Education is proposed as a key component to move humans towards more sustainable 

practices. Specifically, providing professional development days for environmental education in 

the workplace should be top of mind for most businesses and industries in Canada. The solution 

to educating our country’s employees seems obvious, but educational courses and professional 
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development (PD) for environmental sustainability education are not readily available or found 

in every sector of our society.  

 The purpose of this research was to examine the impact of participatory professional 

development (PPD) on the attitudes and behaviors towards environmental sustainability of the 

cleaning staff at a healthcare institution using a modified version of Dunst and Trivette’s (2009), 

Participatory Adult Learning Strategy. By addressing this purpose, the study will examine the 

role of programming about environmental sustainability in public institutions, and, in particular, 

the responsibility of public healthcare institutions to support employees to participate in 

environmental practices to benefit the health and wellbeing of the patient population and 

communities they serve. The environment is integral to life on earth, and in that respect, public 

institutions should be protecting it or at the very least minimizing harm done to the environment 

in the direct interest of the communities they serve. There are some public institutions, such as 

healthcare facilities, that have an obligation to pay particular attention to the environmental 

impacts of their operations. The healthcare sector sees the impacts of environmental degradation 

first hand. Healthcare professionals are the ones that care for citizens with asthma, allergies or 

airborne diseases in result of environmental factors.  

 The research described in this thesis examined the impact of participatory professional 

development (PPD) on the attitudes and behaviors towards environmental sustainability of the 

cleaning staff at a healthcare institution using a modified version of Dunst and Trivette’s (2009), 

Participatory Adult Learning Strategy. Hospitals host a variety of professions, but few 

professions actually see or know the inner operations of the facility as well as the cleaning staff. 

These staff members are in every room, every hallway and interact directly with patients, visitors 
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and other staff. They are in a particularly important place to change hospital operations related to 

environmental sustainability as well as to encourage the involvement of other staff in these 

initiatives. In addition, cleaning staff are often trained to do their jobs with limited opportunity 

for advancement. A professional development course, such as the one conducted in this study, 

can help develop an individual’s skills and therefore, contribute to the hospital’s staff 

engagement goals. It can also benefit the healthcare facility as a whole. Education is important in 

gaining momentum for public institutions to adopt environmental sustainability practices such as 

waste reduction and energy management (Tudor, 2008). This study focuses on educating the 

participants as well as examining the challenges and opportunities within the professional 

development program to create a project based learning scenario for participants.  

 Focusing this research on public institutions such as a healthcare facility makes the 

information presented in this study relevant to all Canadian citizens, as we all contribute 

financially to the system through our taxes. Ensuring this system runs to the highest efficiency 

which minimizes its impact on the surrounding community should be of utmost importance to 

our citizens. The health and wellbeing of the community is something that needs to be included 

in public institution planning and should include components of environmental sustainability 

education for its employees. Educating employees in these institutions creates a greater 

awareness of environmental issues and impacts created hopefully resulting in a change of 

behavior in employees’ workplace practices.  

Research Questions 

 Using participatory professional development for environmental sustainability education 

has occurred in the education sector, specifically for the continuing education for teachers. This 
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method has not been used for education about environmental sustainability in healthcare and 

more specifically with cleaning staff. Therefore, this study is focused on looking at the use of the 

Participatory Adult Learning Strategy (Dunst & Trivette, 2009) and participatory professional 

development, as a method of educating health care staff about environmental sustainability. 

More specifically, this study aims to answer the following questions: What impacts does the 

selected participatory professional development approach have for cleaning staff at a healthcare 

facility have in terms of  

1. The attitudes of staff members toward environmental sustainability.  

2. The use by staff members of practices relevant to environmental sustainability in 

the workplace. 

Benefits and Limitations 

 This study was beneficial to both the participants and the researcher. The participants 

were able to engage in an eight-week professional development course related to the questions 

and comments they had regarding environmental sustainability. The course work reflected the 

participants’ interests, and therefore their learning was focused on topics that the group 

collectively thought were important. The researcher was able to benefit from the overall learning 

process of facilitating a professional development course as well as gaining information 

regarding the processes and group/department relationship dynamics within the hospital. In 

addition, the participatory adult learning strategy (PALS) design of the course, allowed the 

participants to engage in the individual learning process as well as the group learning process 

throughout the eight-week study period. Small and large group discussions allowed everyone’s 
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opinions to be heard. Participants were also able to share their personal reflections in their 

individual journals, which was an additional aspect of their learning process.  

 The research design posed some limitations in regards to the data being collected. First, 

the data collected was specific to one healthcare facility in Manitoba; therefore the results of this 

study are applicable to the facility or the region in which the information was collected. Second, 

written data was collected in the participant’s personal journals. This approach is more difficult 

to follow up on in comparison to, for instance, a one-on-one interview where immediate follow-

up is possible. In addition, the information collected was based on self-reporting of behaviours as 

opposed to ‘in action’ or observational data of the participants’ actual workplace practices. This 

factor may have skewed the results as there was a heavy reliance of self-reports versus the 

reporting or observation of actual behaviour of the participants. Lastly, the free flowing or loose 

structure of the PPD course may make the duplication of the project difficult for others wishing 

to replicate a similar course. 

 The participants provided data during the PPD sessions in individualized written formats 

in small groups (written and verbal) and in a large group (verbal) format. Collecting data in this 

way permitted comparison among the different data formats an approach that was later helpful in 

data analysis. This triangulation of data provided greater credibility in the interpretation of data. 

In addition, because the participants spent a significant time with the researcher during the 

course of the eight-week study period the relationship between the facilitator and the participants 

was honest and open. 
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Significance 

 Environmental sustainability entails conserving the earth and its resources so that future 

generations can also enjoy and employ them (World Commission on Environment and 

Development, 1987). By burning fossil fuels, producing excessive waste and polluting the 

atmosphere, we are slowly creating an earth system that cannot keep a balance with humans’ 

excess. Environmental educators have been focusing on teaching people about this excess since 

the mid-1970s after the release of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (Carson, 1962), which focused 

on the environmental degradation resulting from pesticide use. The importance of environmental 

education cannot be over emphasized. The earth can stand up for itself through self-regulating 

and evolving systems, but as responsible, compassionate tenants of this planet, we must do the 

best we can to reduce our impact on the planet.  

 Government and public institutions should be the front-runners in education about 

sustainable development and the environment, at least to set a good example to the human 

inhabitants of this earth. Healthcare institutions should pay particular attention to this fact as they 

generally see the results of environmental degradation on human health. By promoting and 

educating staff on environmental sustainability these workers stand a chance at reducing their 

overall impacts on the environment as a sector. Within healthcare, there is also limited 

opportunity to take professional development courses that are not clinical or focused on frontline 

professional staff (physicians, nurses, direct care-givers). 

 For the purpose of this study, participatory research is a collective examination of the 

challenges with active community participation, an analysis of the underlying causes of the issue 

at hand, and the action by the community aimed at short-term and long-term solutions (Joyappa 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    14 
 
& Martin, 1996). Essentially, participatory research puts those affected by the research at the 

centre as the experts of their own lives, actions and processes associated with the project. They 

are then in charge of what is researched, how it is researched and how the research impacts their 

community. The Participatory Adult Learning Strategy (Dunst & Trivette, 2009) is based on a 

meta-analysis of other strategies currently in use which were then amalgamated into one strategy. 

Much like PPD, PALS involves the trainee or the participants in all phases of the learning 

process or the research. Where the two differ is in the level of facilitation within the process. In 

PALS, the facilitator is involved in a research process which encourages the trainees’ use of their 

knowledge or practice by providing continuous suggestions and guidance to elicit the trainees’ 

feedback and evaluation of their experiences in the process (Dunst & Trivette, 2009). This study 

takes the concepts of participatory research, professional development and PALS to create a 

form of participatory professional development where the participants are the resident experts 

and guide the flow of the professional development sessions. 

  The use of Participatory Adult Learning Strategy (PALS) (Dunst & Trivette, 2009) 

method or participatory professional development (PPD) in the context of healthcare and 

education for environmental sustainability has not been studied. Using the PPD model, 

healthcare employees can address specific environmental issues related to hospital operations 

like reducing waste and energy conservation initiatives. Therefore this research project explored 

a new domain, a fact that both presented and enabled uncertainty towards the outcome of the 

study. The design of the professional development course was not limited to cleaning staff in 

hospitals but was broad enough that it could be used with other employees and professions 

within the healthcare sector. This method is a relatively flexible approach to addressing 
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efficiency issues, environmental sustainability processes and challenges within the workplace 

related to environmental operations of the hospital. It is important to note that this study was 

conducted at a specific healthcare centre in Manitoba; therefore some results may be specific to 

that region and centre.  

Researcher’s Perspective 

 I started my post-secondary journey in Education at the University of Winnipeg. I soon 

realized that being a teacher in the traditional sense was not for me. I looked over what the 

university offered and what I thought would give me the best prospects of a job when I 

graduated. Soon after, I transferred into a Bachelor of Sciences program in Environmental 

Studies in the Global Environmental Systems Stream. This is where my passion for the 

environment really developed. During this time, I was exposed to a variety of courses such as 

environmental law, natural disasters, climatology, soil science, meteorology and water resources. 

The course work was enjoyable, but I never really saw how I could personally make a difference 

in changing people’s behaviors to be more sustainable. I originally thought Environmental Law 

was a great place to start because policy creation and amendments could make a substantial 

difference in the way our society functions. I considered this for some time then realized that the 

majority of my family and friends really did not understand what I had been learning about and 

that was, in my eyes, the root of the problem. There was a significant lack of education around 

environmental sustainability, at least in Saskatchewan and Manitoba. Creating or changing 

policies can only work for so long. These policies are irrelevant if people are not informed or 

educated about how they impact our people and our planet. Environmental education is one of 

the only ways to make people aware of the issues and hopefully trigger action.  
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 At this point in my university journey, I began working as a summer student at the largest 

healthcare facility in Manitoba. My interaction with the health system was limited prior to this 

job so I had never really thought about the amount of waste and resources that go into the system 

that millions of Canadians depend on. I soon realized that the hospital itself was not taking 

responsibility for its impacts on the environment and had only limited environmental 

sustainability initiatives. My second summer at the hospital, I asked if I could create an 

environmental strategic plan for the organization. It was the hardest paper, next to this thesis, that 

I have ever written because there was so much potential. Yes, I included all the basic initiatives 

like increasing recycling, reducing energy and waste from the facility and procurement policies, 

but I soon I came to the same realization as in I my undergraduate program. The issues were 

rooted in the staff and visitors’ lack of knowledge about the environment and what we were 

doing as an organization. Again, environmental education proved to be the focus of where I 

needed to go. My time at the hospital has really showed me the importance of linking hospital 

operations with the environmental wellbeing and health of the community. This is what has led 

me to where I am today. I believe that healthcare needs to do more than just fix people. They 

need to be proactive and stimulate healthy and sustainable communities.  

 The data collected in this study is a qualitative representation of the participants’ 

perspectives about environmental education and the effectiveness of PPD for environmental 

sustainability education in healthcare. Therefore, some of the findings are representative of my 

personal feelings toward environmental education and have left me room to make subjective 

interpretations of the data. As previously stated, I hold a professional position at the hospital in 

which the study was conducted, therefore the direction and outcome of the PPD sessions may 
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have been influenced by my prior knowledge of the hospitals environmental programming and 

daily operations.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Environmental Sustainability 

 The state of the environment is something all humans should be concerned with. Every 

breath taken or sip of water swallowed is contaminated by human-made pollution being 

expended into and onto the earth. According the latest IPCC report,  

 

Continued emission of greenhouse gases will cause further warming and long-lasting 

changes in all components of the climate system, increasing the likelihood of severe, 

pervasive and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems. Limiting climate change 

would require substantial and sustained reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, which 

together with adaptation can limit climate change risks. (IPCC, 2014, p. 1) 

 

Examining and understanding the meaning of environmental sustainability is one step in starting 

to minimize human impact on the planet.  

 Sustainability or environmental sustainability is concerned with a series of processes and 

systems that can operate on their own for extended periods of time (Meadows, 2008). A 

sustainable system does not produce waste rather it exchanges energy, chemicals and products 

with other interconnected systems so it can operate in a state of dynamic equilibrium (Robertson, 

2014). When a system, like the earth, is thrown out of equilibrium, it is difficult for it to return to 

normal. Instead, the system adjusts to the addition or subtraction of material and starts operating 
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at a new normal. This new normal, in terms of the earth may be a situation that is less supportive 

of human living on the planet.  

 The concept of sustainability has historical roots in the Brundtland Report, which defines 

sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on 

Environment and Development, 1987, p. 1). In addition, the first principle of the preamble of the 

United Nations Rio Declaration on the Environment and Development states, “human beings are 

at the centre of concern for sustainable development. They are entitled to a healthy and 

productive life in harmony with nature” (Hens, 1992, p. 6). As seen in the most recent 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report,  

 

Adaptation and mitigation are complementary strategies for reducing and managing the 

risks of climate change. Substantial emissions reductions over the next few decades can 

reduce climate risks in the 21st century and beyond, increase prospects for effective 

adaptation, reduce the costs and challenges of mitigation in the longer term, and 

contribute to climate-resilient pathways for sustainable development (IPCC, 2014, p. 2). 

 

Considering the state of our planet and the need for sustainable development, environmental 

sustainability is a concept that should be included in all business models focused on economic 

growth. To do just that, the concept of “triple bottom line” or the “three E’s”, sometimes referred 

to as the three pillars of sustainability, was suggested by the sustainability consultant John 

Elkington (Robertson, 2014). The triple bottom line takes into account people, planet and profit 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    20 
 
or the three E’s environment, economics and equity. The triple bottom line of sustainability as 

discussed by Robertson (2014) recognizes the need to create a community that is healthy, safe 

with economic opportunity while conserving and preserving with the earth has to offer.  

Environmental Sustainability in Public Institutions.  

 Public institutions play a role in environmental sustainability as they often follow the 

triple bottom line concept of social, environmental and financial considerations. The 

environment is integral to life on earth, as we know it. In that respect, public institutions should 

be protecting it or at the very least minimizing harm done to the environment in the interest of 

the citizens they serve. The business case of sustainability suggests organizations can be 

profitable and sustainable, making environmental sustainability a positive public relations piece 

for any institution.  

 There are some institutions, such as hospitals or healthcare facilities that should be 

paying particular attention to the environmental impacts of their operations. The healthcare 

sector sees the impacts of environmental degradation first hand. They are the professions that 

care for citizens with asthma, allergies or airborne diseases in result of environmental factors. It 

is estimated that 500 metric tons of waste is sent to landfill from hospitals every day making up 

one per cent of Canada’s solid waste per year (Dale, 2010). In addition, hospitals are twenty-

four-hour, seven-day-a-week operation, making the healthcare sector one of the largest energy 

consuming and carbon dioxide emitting sectors (Hancock, 2001). The health care sector’s impact 

on the environment could be attributed to ailments like asthma and other illness in result of 

environmental degradation. Anaker and Elf (2014) claim that with the development of health 

issues related to climate change, the healthcare sector must meet new demands and prepare its 
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professionals to contribute to sustainable development in the healthcare sector. Janet Brown 

(2009) of Practice Greenhealth (https://practicegreenhealth.org/) also emphasizes this point 

stating, “We can’t ignore or deny our collective responsibility for the negative impact of 

healthcare on human health and the environment” (p. 107). She goes on to say that improving the 

healthcare sectors impact on human health and the environment will take extreme modifications 

in building methods, material selection, energy and water systems and program implementation 

(Brown, 2009, p. 107).  

Education for Environmental Sustainability.  

 Education has been a fundamental part of society for the last century, helping people 

develop their knowledge about a variety of topics. Environmental education has been gaining in 

popularity since the 1970s after Rachel Carson’s book, Silent Spring (1962) caught the attention 

of people around the world. Tilbury (1995) explores the complexities of environmental education 

and how it has changed over time. Up to the 1970s environmental education was not accepted as 

an individual concept, but instead was fragmented throughout a variety of disciplines that use the 

environment as an avenue for teaching (Tilbury, 1993). The first official form of environmental 

education was focused on naturalist and scientific work related to the environment (Tilbury, 

1995). This was further developed in the 1990s when the focus of environmental education 

shifted to an approach of environmental education for sustainability. Tilbury (1995) suggests an 

increasing concern for the environment has meant a greater support of education which focuses 

on environmental improvement and also addresses education for long term sustainability. 

Essentially environmental education for sustainability considers education about the 

environment, in the environment and for the environment (Tilbury, 1995). By approaching 
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environmental education through this lens, environmental education for sustainability creates a 

holistic outlook on problems which requires a deeper integration between the study of the 

environment and the associated development problems.  

 Action-oriented environmental education for sustainability looks at augmenting 

awareness and holistic knowledge with exploration of problems and the creation tangible actions 

or solutions. It is not merely about discussing solutions in order to enhance awareness. It is about 

active exploration of issues, about identifying potential solutions and acting upon them (Oulton 

& Scott, 1992, p. 42). Tilbury (1995) describes action-oriented learners, or active learning, as a 

form of learning that empowers students to exercise responsibility for their own lives and for the 

environment. Participatory learning in environmental education for sustainability is also an 

important part for student.  

 Participatory learning [in environmental education for sustainability] creates a climate 

within the classroom that explicitly values and affirms each individual and encourages that pupil 

to take responsibility for their own learning. It promotes the dynamic readiness to accept 

responsibility and the creativity required for constructing a sustainable environment. (Tilbury, 

1995, p. 204) 

Professional Development for Environmental Sustainability Education in 

Healthcare 

 Staff education and development is an important step in successfully implementing a 

project. Developing programming that meets health goals as well as institutional goals can be 

difficult. Ulhøi and Ulhøi (2009) state healthcare workers are professionals with little training in 

preventative perspectives of medicine like environmental sustainability or sustainable 
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development; therefore there is a need for more education around the subject. Linking healthcare 

operations to their effects on human health is extremely important for moving forward in terms 

of sustainable development.  

 Dunphy (2014) outlines the need for professional development (PD) opportunities within 

healthcare facilities in regards to environmental sustainability. Showing that the hospital 

leadership is mindful of the environment encourages its employees to also align with this vision. 

In many cases, hospital employees are participating in environmentally responsible behaviours at 

home but not at work. Dunphy (2014) reported that PD is needed to allow healthcare workers to 

better support the natural environment in the professional context, as they have only been 

exposed to environmental sustainability concepts in their home life. As stated previously, 

healthcare workers are trained to care for the sick with little to no tendencies to think about 

environmental impacts. Ulhøi and Ulhøi (2009) outline some bureaucratic struggles for change 

within a healthcare organization stating there are a large number of peer processes that are 

influenced by social norms rather than traditional efficiencies. The authors also point out that 

these relationships and social norms can be influenced through environmental factors and staff 

education (Ulhøi & Ulhøi, 2009). This study focuses on using a form of professional 

development in healthcare as a vehicle for environmental education for sustainability.  

Adult Education and Learning 

There are several descriptions of adult learners, but the most notable is Malcom Knowles’s 

(1973) definition of andragogy. He states that adult learning is a continual process of informal 

learning throughout our lives once we reach adulthood. Knowles (1973) goes on to explain the 

five assumptions of the adult learner as someone who 1) has an independent self-concept and 
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who can direct his or her own learning, 2) has accumulated life experiences that act as a rich 

resource for learning, 3) has learning needs closely related to changing social roles, 4) is 

problem-centered and interested in immediate use of knowledge, and 5) is motivated to learn by 

internal rather than external factors (Knowles, 1973). Petty and Thomas (2014) consider these 

assumptions and discuss that adult education should have creative-ways to provide services to 

students that will lead to a significant level of retention. The assumptions Knowles (1973) put 

forward have not been without criticism (see for instance Griffin, 1991), but for the purpose of 

this study, Knowles’s practical approach to adult education was found to be very suitable.  

 The role of the teacher plays an important part in adult education. Rogers (1969) defines 

the role of a teacher in adult education as more of a facilitator of learning rather than a teacher. 

This person must possess three qualities; realness, trust and respect and empathetic 

understanding and accurate listening (Rogers, 1969). In addition to the teachers’ role, the 

learning environment plays an important role in the success of adult learners which Knowles 

(1971) says are 1) respect for personality; 2) participation in decision making; 3) freedom of 

expression, and availability of information; and 4) responsibility in defining goals, planning, 

conducting activities, and evaluating. Knowles (1971) goes on to say that one of the distinct 

differences between conventional education and adult education is that the students’ experiences 

count just as much as the teachers’ knowledge. Beavers (2009) acknowledged this point and 

expressed the importance of a facilitated group dynamic in the professional development setting. 

By providing an environment for participants, who have shared experiences, to brainstorm and 

problem solve not only creates solutions but it also builds a community atmosphere of trust and 

appreciation (Beavers, 2009). This experience lets the peer learning process continue after the 
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professional development activities are over. All of these points are pertinent to the method of 

participatory professional development used in this study.  

Participatory Professional Development  

Participatory research has been developing since the 1970s when traditional research 

methods were not seen to be bringing about meaningful change in those involved in the research 

(Joyappa & Martin, 1996). Typically, the researcher has control over the way the research is 

conducted and the end result of this said research. Joyappa and Marin (1996) outline that this 

style of research contradicted the philosophy of adult educators who believed adults and those 

being researched were more than capable of generating knowledge about a subject. Hall (1992) 

suggests participatory research evolved in the Tanzanian context in the early 1970s as a practice, 

which attempts to put less powerful people at the centre of the knowledge creation process. 

Joyappa and Martin (1996) summarized The Society of Participatory Research in Asia definition 

of the participatory research processes as (a) a collective examination of the challenges with 

active community participation, (b) a collective analysis of the underlying causes of the issue at 

hand, and (c) a collective action by the community aimed at short-term and long-term solutions. 

Essentially, participatory research puts those affected by the research at the centre as the experts 

of their own lives, actions and processes associated with the project. They are then in charge of 

what is researched, how it is researched and how the research impacts their community. 

 This study takes the concept of participatory research and combines it with professional 

development to create a form of participatory professional development. The participants in this 

study were involved in guiding where the research went, what they wanted to do with the 

information and how they were going to (or not going to) affect change in their organization. The 
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power of the researcher was shared with the participants to create a modified participatory 

research study.  

Participatory Adult Learning Strategy for Professional Development 

 Professional development in the workplace is one way of engaging the employee base 

within an organization. For the purpose of this study, participatory PD is being examined. Adult 

learners make up the entirety of the healthcare workforce; therefore catering to adult learners is 

crucial. Traditional professional development courses also often follow a traditional classroom 

model of a teacher or instructor talking to the students about a given topic. For this research 

project a version of participatory learning or participatory professional development was used in 

hopes of engaging the participants to deepen their learning and knowledge of environmental 

sustainability specifically in the healthcare workplace setting. The basis of this research was to 

involve the participants in deciding what they would like to learn, at what pace including what 

actions or projects they would like to complete in result of the professional development 

sessions.  

There are three main characteristics of adult learning methods that Dunst and Trivette 

(2009) said should be used in PD; planning, application and deep understanding. These three 

characteristics are outlined in their participatory adult learning strategy (PALS), which involves 

the trainee or active learner in all phases of the learning process. Using PALS, the facilitator 

encourages the trainee’s use of their knowledge or practice by providing continuous suggestions 

and guidance to elicit the trainee’s feedback and evaluation of their experiences in the process 

(Dunst & Trivette, 2009). Trainees are also engaged in a self-assessment process (e.g. 

performance checklists, journaling, etc.) and together with the other participants and the 
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facilitator they reflect on their experience. This process is then repeated as many times and in as 

many ways as possible to continue developing the skills and knowledge of the trainees (Dunst & 

Trivette). 

 Reilly and Literat (2012) discuss participatory learning or PD as exploring information 

within a group of learners who all work together in discussion to learn and explore a subject or 

address an issue. Together the group, facilitators and trainees, assess and reflect on the process to 

identify the next steps in the process (Dunst & Trivette, 2009). Creating a participatory learning 

environment allows the learners to be part of a community where they are able to explore 

concepts in a non-threatening social context and apply them to situations that hold personal 

relevance (Reilly & Literat, 2012). This learning process is repeated several times and in 

different ways to further the learner’s knowledge, skills and create a practical solution or 

approach (Dunst & Trivette, 2009). 

 There are three factors Dunst and Trivette (2009) outline, which make participatory 

learning different than other methods of learning or facilitation. The first is that the learners do 

not need to fully understand prior to starting the process. Meaning, each participant will start at a 

different level of knowledge about the subject, but over time their knowledge will be broadened 

through group discussions and learning. Each participant is an expert in his or her own 

experiences, therefore has equal and open rights within the group, much like the basis of 

participatory as stated by Joyappa and Martin (1996). The second is that there are multiple 

learning opportunities within the cyclical nature of the participatory process. Participants can 

revisit a concept until they understand the problem or concept. The third and final factor, which 

slightly differs from traditional participatory research, is the role the facilitator and learner play 
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in sessions. Facilitators and learners neither direct learning nor encourage only independent or 

discovery learning. Rather, learning is guided based on observations of the trainees’ experiences 

and evaluation of the practice they already know against pre-set standards (Dunst & Trivette, 

2009).  

Extensive literature is available regarding PD for teachers or adult learners, but there are 

limited sources related to participatory PD in education especially in other disciplines like 

healthcare. There are limited resources available on professional development specifically using 

participatory methods in healthcare. The majority of information available addresses clinical 

healthcare professionals and clinical (front-line) practices rather than non-clinical practices or 

initiatives like environmental sustainability activities. There is a need to develop more 

knowledge regarding the use of participatory PD for environmental education in the non-

educational institution such as a healthcare facility.   
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

Research Design 

 In this study, Dunst and Trivette’s (2009) Participatory Adult Learning Strategy (PALS) 

was the framework to create a participatory professional development course for healthcare 

cleaning staff. PALS is a four phase process which includes the introduction to the subject, 

application of knowledge regarding the subject, evaluation of the trainees personal experience 

and reflection on the knowledge learned throughout the process (Dunst & Trivette, 2009). The 

process is repeated in a cyclical nature until the trainees develop a deep understanding of the 

subject (Dunst & Trivette, 2009). The process used in this study is a modified version of PALS 

in that due to time restraints the cycle as a whole was not repeated. Participants could, however, 

because the participants could jump between phases at any point the process was not linear 

(Table 1). This study inquired into the impact of a participatory professional development course 

on staff’s attitudes and practices as specified in the research questions (see Chapter 1). In 

addition, the facilitator was knowledgeable of the specific tasks involved in their workplace, 

which helped in making the PPD sessions focus on the environmental sustainability knowledge 

relevant to the participants’ specific workplace. 

Site and Participants 

 This study was conducted at a large urban 750 bed healthcare facility which employees 

over 6,000 people. The facility is the provinces largest hospital and designated trauma centre 

with special focus on emergency services, neurosurgery, transplants, burns, pediatrics and 
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several other programs. Approximately 350 cleaning staff are employed at this facility and work 

throughout the hospital in a variety of clinical and non-clinical areas. Day, evening and night 

shift staff are employed by the Housekeeping Department making it one of the busiest 

departments in the hospital. Cleaning staff report to their supervisors, which report up to several 

different managers (depending on the staffs area assignment) and ultimately everyone reports up 

to the director of the department.    

 Ten healthcare cleaning staff volunteered to be enrolled in the study with nine 

participants completing the entire eight-week study. A study volunteer poster was posted on the 

Housekeeping Department staff communication board for all staff to see. Participants contacted 

the researcher directly if they were interested in participating in the study. After two weeks of 

being posted, the researcher forwarded the names of those who contacted her for the study to be 

approved by the Department Director. The agreed upon criteria for the volunteers’ participation 

by the researcher and the Department were as follows: a) each participant was required to be 

employed at the site where the study took place and b) have a good working record in which 

participating in this study did not affect the quality of their day-to-day work and c) the 

participant also had to show an interest in professional development, have a keen interest in 

leadership among peers and lastly d) be fluent in written and verbal English. 

 At an initial meeting with all potential participants, the researcher’s role as both the 

researcher/facilitator and employee of the organization was outlined for the participants. The 

researcher did not have a supervisory role to the participants and informed participants that their 

decision to participate in the study would not affect their work records or evaluations. 

Participants were given the option to exit the study at any point in time and return to their regular 
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work assignment. If this occurred, participants did not need to provide a reason for leaving but 

were assured their exit from the study would also not affect their work records or evaluations at 

the hospital.  

The Participatory Professional Development Course  

 Throughout the eight-week study period, cleaning staff were asked to attend one full day 

and three half-day professional development sessions. The sessions were based on the schedule 

outlined in Table 1. 

Table 1: Participatory professional development sessions with healthcare cleaning staff 

Day 
(Week) 

Duration PALS Stage Trainer Roles Trainee Roles 

1 (1) 7 hours Introduction ES general  
ES in context of 
healthcare  
Develop key 
responsibility of 
employees 

Warm up exercises  
Journal assignment  
Small group discussions 
regarding topics  
Large group discussions 
regarding topics  
Take home journal assignment 

2 (2) 3 hours Application Facilitate discussion 
of ES application in 
healthcare  
Provide feedback/ 
guidance 

Provide examples of application  
Evaluate knowledge in small 
groups  
Discuss knowledge in large group  
Take home journal assignment 

3 (5) 3 hours Informed 
Understanding 

Facilitate discussion  
Provide feedback/ 
guidance  
Engage learners in 

Evaluate knowledge in small 
groups  
Discuss knowledge in large group  
Take home journal assignment 
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self-assessment  

4 (8) 3 hours Repeat 
Process 

Facilitate discussion  
Provide feedback/ 
guidance  
Joint planning 
moving forward 

Joint planning in small groups  
Discuss in large group  
Self-assessment of entire process 
in journal 

 

 Using the PALS model helped the cleaning staff develop an understanding of the subject 

and apply that acquired knowledge in their own context (within the hospital and their jobs). The 

first part of the study (Day One) focused on developing the participants’ understandings of 

environmental sustainability and the roles they play in the workplace as leaders of environmental 

sustainability practices. Environmental sustainability concepts with specific examples of how 

these concepts are connected to healthcare operations and the current practices of the participants 

were discussed. A personal journal was provided to each participant with take home questions at 

the end of each session. Participants were asked to reflect on the questions (Table 2) throughout 

the study period, which helped identify the “before” data indicators for research questions one 

and two. In addition to the take home questions, participants engaged in small group discussions 

to answer the remaining indicator questions for research question one.  During the small group 

sessions central ideas were recorded on paper by a member of each group and shared with the 

larger group and discussed. 

 The second part of the study (Days two to four) focused on how the staff could apply 

their environmental knowledge to their specific roles or practices within the hospital. Practices of 

the participants were disclosed through a self-reporting process in their take home journals. 

Journal questions were provided to the participants to unveil indicators for research questions 
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one and two. These questions were decided upon by the facilitator based on the most recent PPD 

session as review questions and also based on the topic interests of the participants. For example, 

following the first day of discussions, the conversations were often steered towards the 

challenges the participants faced. Therefore the first day journal and review questions were 1) 

What challenges do you face which prohibit you from doing ES tasks in your job? 2) Which of 

these two challenges annoy you the most and how would you fix them?    

 As in the first part of the study, small group discussions occurred and a member of each 

group recorded the central ideas of these discussions on paper. To conclude each session, a group 

discussion with all 9 participants took place based on the written findings of each group from the 

small group discussions conducted earlier in the session. The points discussed in the large group 

session formed the discussion topics for the next development session. The larger group 

discussions were recorded with an audio recording device to ensure information was easy to 

review during the analysis process. Throughout the large group sessions, key points were 

recorded on a flipchart to ensure participants could review and understand the information being 

discussed.  

 Participants were also asked to keep a free form personal journal during the eight-week 

study period. The purpose of the journal was to collect personal reflections regarding the 

professional development sessions and the participants’ activities in the workplace in relation to 

environmental sustainability. The participants’ free form journal reflections were also used to 

compare the knowledge and understanding of the participants before and after the group 

discussions in each session. 
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Data Collection 

 To address the research questions for this study, the following points were examined:  

a. The participants (prior) knowledge of environmental sustainability activities in the workplace 

(first research question);  

b. The participants’ willingness to participate in environmental sustainability activities in the 

workplace (first research question);   

c The participants actual practices as they are relevant to environmental sustainability in the 

workplace (second research question); and  

d. The participants’ willingness to change their practices as they are relevant to environmental 

sustainability within their workplace (second research question).  

These four domains of inquiry acted as the foundation for the data that was collected from the 

participants. In order to answer the research questions about the impact of the course on 

participants’ attitudes and practice, for each of the four domains “before” and “after” data was 

collected. Indicator questions were developed to collect the four domains data for this study. 

Table 2 shows what data and for what purposes it was collected as part of the study along with 

the corresponding indicator question.  

Table 2: Indicator Questions for the Participatory Professional Development Sessions 

Question Indicators Indicator Questions 
Q1 Attitude 

Knowledge IQ1: What is environmental sustainability? 
IQ2: Why is environmental sustainability important to you?  
IQ3: Why is environmental sustainability important in healthcare? 
IQ4: What role do you think environmental sustainability plays or 
could play in healthcare? 
IQ5: What responsibilities do you have in regards to environmental 
sustainability in your workplace? 
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Willingness 
to act 
sustainably  

IQ6: Have you participated in environmental sustainability activities 
in the past (personal or at work)? Why or why not? 
IQ7: Are you motivated to participate in environmental sustainability 
activities at home or at work? Why or why not? 

Q2 Practices  
Actual 
practice 

IQ8: What activities do you participate in that contribute to 
environmental sustainability in the workplace? Why?  

Willingness 
to change 
practices 

IQ9: Do you see opportunities to implement more environmental 
sustainability practices into your work? If yes, what are they and why 
are they important? 

The following questions will be asked in addition to IQ1-9 at the last professional 
development session: 
Actual 
practice 

IQ10: Have your practices changed since being involved in this 
professional development course? Explain. 

Willingness 
to change 
practices 

IQ11: How do you plan on using the knowledge gained from this 
professional development course? 

Data Analysis 

 The large group discussions from the full day and three half-day sessions were 

transcribed from the audio recordings. The transcripts were then categorized into themes based 

on the four domains of inquiry: (knowledge, willingness to act sustainably, actual practice and 

willingness to change practices) and the two overarching categories (attitudes and practices). In 

addition to these domains, other categories like the challenges the group experienced as the study 

was conducted and the participants’ evaluation of the course were examined (see Chapter 4 for 

the course evaluation questions asked). 

 Participants’ journal entries were also transcribed and categorized into themes based on 

the same four domains of inquiry, which were previously mentioned. The journal entries were 

then cross-referenced with the transcribed group sessions to see if there are any notable 

differences in personal reflection versus group discussion that are relevant to the research 

questions. In order to answer the research questions, a comparison of the “before” and “after” 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    36 
 
data collected from participants during the group discussions and the participants’ personal 

journal reflections were examined. Table 3 provides for further clarification of the Analysis 

process.  

 Once all data was categorized into themes, common thematic threads were identified. 

Reexamining the information drew out notable transitions in knowledge, understanding and 

practices of the participants. Table 3 correlates the research questions, indicators and indicator 

questions with the data sources and the type of data analysis.  
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Table 3: Data analysis using four data foundations for the professional development course. 

Indicators & questions  
(data foundations) Data Source Analysis 
Attitude   
Knowledge IQ1 • Personal journal reflection 

(before)  
• Small group discussions followed 

by large recorded group 
discussions 

• Personal journal reflection after 
session reflecting on initial 
questions 

• Journals organized by 
themes  

• Recordings transcribed 
and organized into themes  

IQ2 
IQ3 
IQ4 
IQ5 

Willingness to 
act sustainably  

IQ6 
IQ7 

Practices  
Actual practice IQ8 • Personal journal reflection 

(before)  
• Small group discussions followed 

by large recorded group 
discussions 

• Personal journal reflection after 
session reflecting on initial 
questions 

• Journals organized by 
themes based on the four 
data foundations  

• Recordings transcribed 
and organized into themes  Willingness to 

change 
practices 

IQ9 

Actual practice IQ10 Personal journal reflection (after) Organized by theme  
 Willingness to 
change 
practices 

IQ11 
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Chapter Four: Findings 
 

 In this section, I describe the findings of the study. The findings are structured using the 

indicator questions for this study (see Table 2 in chapter 3 of this thesis). I begin this section with 

the indicator questions linked to the attitudes of the participants towards environmental 

sustainability. I then outline the findings from the indicator questions linked to the practices 

relevant to environmental sustainability in the workplace of the participants. In each section, I 

look at some of the challenges participants said they encounter in their day-to-day work with 

respect to environmental sustainability practice. Last, I will conclude this section with the 

participants’ general feedback about the course and Participatory Professional Development 

process. Pseudonyms have been used for participants in order to maintain confidentiality. 

Additional quotes from participants pertaining to the indicator questions both in the pre-question 

and post-question phase can be found in Appendix C.  

Attitude 

Knowledge.  

The majority of participants had some basic knowledge environmental sustainability 

practices with the most common associations being with recycling and proper disposal of waste.  

While these associations were prominent in the responses at the beginning of the professional 

development course, as the course progressed, additional knowledge seemed to have developed 

throughout the study to incorporate future generations and their families into the meaning of 

environmental sustainability. One participant, Marco, started the study with minimal experience 
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on the job and didn’t have an answer for almost any of the pre-questions. For Indicator Question 

1, his answer changed from “I don’t know yet” (pre-question) to “keeping the environment and 

workplace clean for now and future generations” (post-question).  

 When asked if environmental sustainability was important to the participants, the 

majority of participants agreed that it is important. In the pre-questioning period seven of nine 

participants expressed the importance of environmental sustainability, which included economic 

and health reasons.  

 

• “Environmental sustainability is important because it creates a healthy environment in 

our lives and making sure that of communities”.  

• “We need to protect and care for our environment for the future generation to be able to 

live in a healthy environment”.  

• “[Environmental sustainability] is important for economic reasons and healthy 

surroundings”.  

• “[Environmental sustainability is important] for economic reasons”.  

 

 The post question answers, indicate all nine participants reflected on caring for family or 

loved ones and future generations.  

 

• “I don’t think [environmental sustainability] is most important thing that guides my 

behavior but I know that it is important in order to have the earth in a good condition for 
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future generations…environmental sustainability should be used as part of everyday 

practice”.   

• “It is important to keep our air and environment clean for future generations”. 

• “It helps keep the workplace and home healthy for us and the future”.  

• “I want my neighbours, friends, family, etc. to live in a nice healthy environment”.  

 

 One participant, Peter, seemed very skeptical that there is even a problem with the 

environment, making statements like, “Is environmental sustainability even necessary? What are 

repercussions of non-sustainability?” His answers in the pre-questions followed this pattern 

although his responses changed in the post-questions to be in agreement with what was 

discussed. During the group discussions, Peter often brought up points, which enabled the entire 

group to ask questions related to the relevance of environmental sustainability in healthcare and 

the effect climate change has on human health. For example, when he asked about the process of 

climate change and questioned if it is even real this allowed the group to discuss what they knew 

about the subject. Relating environmental sustainability to healthcare was a larger discussion 

issue throughout the PPD sessions. In the pre-question phase, participants incorporated general 

cleanliness of the hospital into their answers. At the end of the course, several participants’ 

understanding shifted to include the impact environmental sustainability has on human health 

and the health of the community. Statements like, “Environmental sustainability is very 

important in healthcare because healthcare is a large part of our society. It is so large it has a big 

impact” and “[environmental sustainability] is important in healthcare because it will directly 
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and indirectly affect the surrounding community’s health” were responses from Sam and 

Rachelle, which linked healthcare to the environment.  

 The group as a whole was very conscious of infection prevention, as it is a large part of 

their training and workload within the hospital. By the end of the study most participants were 

able to connect excess pollution to the spread of disease and human health issues. This was 

evident when Cindy said, “Environmental sustainability plays a role in healthcare because if our 

environment is polluted it causes people to get ill, have diseases and get infections” and Peter 

said, “Environmental sustainability is important in healthcare to lessen the pollution and the 

spread of disease”. Again, Marco didn’t have an answer to the pre-questions but in the post-

question phase he was able to state, “[Environmental sustainability] makes your home and the 

workplace a clean and a healthy place to live”. 

 Asking the participants how environmental sustainability relates to their jobs stirred up an 

interesting conversation. Eight of nine participants initially related recycling and waste 

management as the primary activities they could do in relation to sustainability practices in 

healthcare. These answers were later more focused on educating, creating awareness, being role 

models for sustainability and working together to make the hospital more sustainable. Their 

understanding of the subject of sustainability was broadened to include more activities than 

recycling and waste management. For example, Gus’s answers shifted from, “The more waste 

we produce, the more healthcare will have to be provided for people in the community” to “It is 

our role to educate people in and around the community about why a healthy environment is 

important and the benefits of having a clean and sustainable society”.  
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 Initially, participants stated that it was their role to keep their area clean but didn’t refer 

to the tasks being done as being related to environmental sustainability practices. For example 

Carl stated, “Recycling and simple cleaning of hands as a housekeeper could be a good role [of 

environmental sustainability in healthcare]”. Only after group discussions did Carl and other the 

participants have a deeper understanding of what environmental sustainability could mean in 

healthcare. This shift was highlighted by statements like Sam stating, “Environmental 

sustainability is not often thought of as an important part of healthcare because efficiency and 

patient comfort are more important” and Marco saying, “If everyone worked together it could 

make it a better environment for everyone in the healthcare system”.  

 While they were not evident in the comments at the beginning of the course, being a role 

model and educating others became very prominent in the post-question (session) answers. 

Several participants stated that setting an example or being a model for environmental 

sustainability were ways of encouraging other staff members to get involved and follow their 

practices. In addition, in statements such as lets educate others about environmental 

sustainability; participants shared the need to directly educate staff to ensure more people were 

aware of the hospital’s environmental initiatives and processes. 

 The overall knowledge of participants’ changed throughout the PPD sessions. There was 

a shift in attitude from participants feeling like they were just in charge of small tasks in their 

workplaces to the fact that they could make a difference in the hospital. Initial understanding of 

environmental sustainability was based on waste management principles whereas the 

participants’ post PPD session answers incorporated concern for the health and wellbeing of 

future generations. Future generations were also included in the post answers of the importance 
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of environmental sustainability to the participants. These outlooks were preceded by 

conversations around the health and economic reasons for performing environmental 

sustainability tasks. In addition, participants’ knowledge of how environmental sustainability 

relates to healthcare increased throughout the study period. The initial answers were related to 

the cleanliness of the interior environment of the hospital whereas their post-session answers 

were more broad and incorporated hospital operations and the health and wellbeing of the 

surrounding community. Lastly, when asked how environmental sustainability relates to their 

jobs, initial responses were around recycling and waste management whereas the post answers 

showed ownership of environmental sustainability tasks in the workplace in addition to being 

role models for their coworkers and evidenced a desire to directly educate staff about 

environmental sustainability in the hospital.  

 Overall, the shift in participants’ answers from pre-questions to post-questions shows a 

development of knowledge of environmental sustainability principles over the course of the PPD 

sessions. In addition, several discussions occurred in the PPD sessions around how the 

environment works and some background behind climate change. These points seemed to 

develop the participants’ understanding of how their work in healthcare relates to the external 

environment and the surrounding community. The majority of participants seemed to develop a 

sense of obligation or responsibility to spread the information they learned during the PPD 

sessions. 

Willingness to act sustainably.  
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All participants said they engaged in some sort of environmental sustainability activity at home 

or in the workplace. The pre-question answers for Indicator Question 6 outlined a variety of 

activities.  

• “Tree planting and recycling” (Sarah) 

• “I help maintain our office and buildings so they are in good condition.” (Cindy) 

• “I have planted trees and a vegetable garden before. I refrain from polluting as much as 

possible including stuff with CFCs. I also take the bus or bike to work whenever possible 

even though I have a license.” (Peter) 

However, one participant’s response fell outside the typical pattern of the others. Carl stated, “I 

don’t have any chance in participating in a study or activities”. Carl’s statement in the pre-

question period might have been related to the lack of accessibility of sustainability 

programming in his life or to the lack of knowledge of what is considered an act of 

environmental sustainability. Carl might have understood “environmental sustainability activity” 

as something “big”, like a big event or a study. He might not have seen what he was already 

doing as “environmental sustainability activities”. Later he realized that there were many 

“activities” that he could do, and probably already does perform. Carl later responded about his 

behaviours, stating “Switching off the light when not in use and I report all leaky faucets that I 

encounter,” demonstrating a development of knowledge of environmental sustainability 

principles and how they apply in his everyday life.  

 The post-responses to the same Indicator Question seemed to suggest a broader 

understanding among the participants’ in relation to actions to support sustainability. They 

mentioned other projects like bringing plants to work, using the backside of paper, composting, 
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battery recycling, proper disposal of cleaning supplies and reducing energy and water usage. At 

the end of the course, because participants were able to talk about other activities in which they 

were willing to engage in order to act sustainably, their participation in the course seem to have 

helped them with their understanding of environmental sustainability. They now appeared to be 

able to see more possibilities for acting sustainably. For example, Rachelle showed development 

or knowledge and understanding of environmental sustainability in relation to healthcare.  “I 

have been participating [in environmental sustainability activities] on a daily basis without 

understanding the importance of its value to life…but I now have a clear understanding of the 

significance to a healthy environment”. 

 Indicator Question 7 evaluated the participants’ motivations to determine their 

willingness to act sustainably. Seven of nine participants stated that they were motivated to 

participate in environmental sustainability activities at home or at work. The post-answers to the 

same question showed that eight of nine participants were motivated to participate. After the 

PPD course Marco stated, “Yes [I am motivated], I do more now than I ever did. Before I just 

kind of left it, but now I make sure I break down and take the boxes”. This appears to relate to 

Marco’s improved understanding and motivation toward environmental sustainability initiatives 

in the workplace.  

 Three participants mentioned that they were motivated to participate as long as it was 

convenient or easy for them to get involved or do the action. Sarah often brought useful insights 

into the conversation. As to motivation, she stated, “Most of the time, motivation is not a 

problem. The only time motivation becomes an issue is when something becomes inconvenient 

for me – such as going to the store to recycle batteries”. This statement is an insight into the 
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common challenges the participants and other healthcare employees face in terms of 

environmental sustainability. It seems that if the task is inconvenient for the user, they are less 

likely to act sustainably regardless of whether they are at home or at work.  

 Overall, the participants showed positive attitudes toward environmental sustainability by 

showing their willingness to act sustainably. Initial responses related to engaging in 

environmental activities showed that the majority of the group was taking part in some type of 

environmental sustainability activities at home or at work. The post-answers showed that all 

participants were engaged by listing off a broader range of environmental sustainability activities 

than in the pre-session answers. This shift may be attributed to an increase in knowledge from 

the PPD course, giving participants a better understanding of what could be considered an 

environmental sustainability activity. The majority of participants stated they were motivated to 

participate in environmental sustainability activities. This motivation remained constant from the 

pre-question to post-question period for most participants. The shift in their answers was related 

to the convenience of performing an environmental sustainability-related activity. If the task was 

not easy or convenient, they said they were less likely to participate. This change shows that the 

participants motivation to act sustainably didn’t necessarily change, rather their commitment to 

the action they were taking changed. After participating in the PPD course, participants were 

more likely to do a sustainable task, even if it was inconvenient for them. 

	

 Challenges for attitude. Throughout the PPD sessions, participants discussed what they 

saw as challenges that kept them from acting sustainably at home or at work. The importance of 

environmental sustainability in healthcare was discussed and agreed upon by a majority of 
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participants. However, the participants identified some challenges to performing environmental 

sustainability-related activities in healthcare. For example Peter stated, “Hospital recycling [and 

waste] can be a dangerous idea which may be why there is so much waste. Paper towels, plastics 

and biomedical waste might not be recycled due to various policies and protection measures 

stemming from…disease control”. Infection prevention and control policies can easily be 

perceived as undermining programs of environmental sustainability. More than half of the study 

participants were born outside of Canada. Some saw this as a challenge because they were not 

taught the base knowledge of proper waste management and environmental sustainability 

activities. This concern is expressed by Peter. 

 

Those people that were born here, they know automatically everything, but we are 

coming from a different country. We don’t care if we throw away garbage here, 

there, everywhere. Nobody cares all that much. We are now learning more about 

that so next time when we are going back home, we can say we don’t do that [in 

Canada]. I know they won’t listen, but I can at least say it now because I know 

more about it.   

 

 Challenges related to cultural differences occur not only on a macro scale for participants 

returning home, but also on a micro scale within the hospital between staff members. As a 

members of the housekeeping staff some participants highlighted some classism or type of 

racism they experienced within the hospital. They saw this as a struggle they had to deal with on 

a day-to-day basis. They reported that they were often confronted with this in the workplace, and 
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that it hampered their ability to help educate other staff about proper waste management or other 

tasks which could be done more efficiently.  

Practices 

 Actual practice.  

 Indicator Question 8 focused on the activities the participants performed that contributed 

to environmental sustainability in the workplace. In the pre-question answers, five of nine 

participants mentioned recycling or waste management as the main environmental sustainability 

activities in which they participated at work. In comparison, in the post-session responses all 

nine participants mentioned recycling as an important practice in their jobs. The post-question 

responses from all participants also showed a broader understanding of environmental 

sustainability activities. For example, Cindy suggests that in addition to segregating recyclables 

from regular waste, she now shares information about proper practices with coworkers. “I share 

with my coworkers what I learned and I give them information about it”. Gus also engages with 

staff regarding recycling and environmental sustainability, “I now ask staff if they have any 

recycling before I ask about their garbage”. Gus also mentioned the environmental Task Sheet 

the group created (Appendix A) as a reference point to the activities he does on a daily basis 

since being involved in the study.  

 Participants were asked to respond to how their practices have changed since being 

involved in the PPD course. Overall, the responses showed they were more aware of the 

diversity of environmental sustainability-related activities in their jobs. For example the 

participants mentioned practices such as turning out the lights, recycling, sharing information 

they have learned, reporting leaky water taps, proper procedures for waste management and 
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encouraging other staff to participate in environmental sustainability activities. Statements like, 

“I have been more conscious of noticing where to spot a recycling opportunity” and, “I am now 

more concerned about our waste and recycling materials”, by Gus and Cindy indicate that their 

knowledge and practices have changed throughout the course. Sam’s response to this question 

was different from than the other participants. He stated, “[I have seen] little change. It is not 

going to go bang, bang, bang. It’s going to be a slow change”. This statement might highlight a 

challenge within the department and hospital related to the pace of change. Employees might not 

feel like their involvement is making a difference because they do not see the immediate effects 

of their efforts.  

 Overall, it appeared that some practices have changed within the participants’ daily work 

activities or at least the participants have become more aware and conscious of their roles in 

regards to environmental sustainability practices within the hospital. The biggest shift in 

response throughout the PPD sessions was from the participants thinking that their work was too 

small within the hospital to make a real difference toward sharing what they have learned with 

their coworkers to help teach everyone about sustainability principles and their importance in 

healthcare.  

 Willingness to change practices.  

 Five of nine participants described additional opportunities for environmental 

sustainability practices in the hospital. This showed their willingness to change practices. 

Educating staff was one of the most mentioned opportunities followed by suggestions like 

greener cleaning supplies and bigger recycling bins. Rachelle’s answer remained consistent from 

the pre-period to the post-question period except that her understanding and enthusiasm for 
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environmental sustainability activities in the workplace increased. For example, her initial 

response when asked if she saw opportunities to implement environmental sustainability actions 

into the workplace was to “Invest in proper training to move toward environmental 

sustainability”, whereas her post session-response included numerous suggestions and ideas for 

the implementation of sustainability practices.  

• “Leadership is essential because we will all look up to daily reports for direction, 

empowerment, training and changes that could occur. Empowering employees will allow 

workers to make good choices to create a safer workplace”,  

• “Involve departmental heads on daily briefing on environmental issues”,  

• “I will introduce bike riding to work to reduce carbon pollution and also for physical 

fitness and improved standard of living which provides a desired outcome for the future” 

and  

• “It is important to also create a sub-department attached to the housekeeping to foresee 

the purchase of material needed for recycling such as labels, location for placement, 

engage and communicate for good logistics and enforcement. Set targets for 

improvement and achievement”.  

 

This shift in enthusiasm was also evident with the participants in the group discussions. The 

more they thought and learned about environmental sustainability, the more opportunities they 

saw for environmental sustainability projects in the workplace.  

 Finally, participants were asked how they planned on using the knowledge gained from 

the PPD course. Six of the nine participants said they planned on sharing what they had learned 
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with family, friends and coworkers especially when people asked about the study. The following 

are some typical responses.  

 

• “Now we have more of an obligation [to share what we have learned]”.  

• “Becoming a mentor by serving and maintaining a safe and healthy environment as well 

as helping others to engage on the practices that would make our hospital a healthy 

environment”  

• “Teach, educate and inspire staff and patients to recycle more”. 

 

These statements indicate that the participants may feel empowered to take action for 

environmental sustainability in the workplace by creating awareness and encouraging others to 

participate.  

 Overall, there was a shift from listing common environmental sustainability activities like 

recycling as opportunities in the pre-question responses to mentioning creating awareness and 

educating staff in the post session responses. The participants’ enthusiasm for sharing what they 

had learned might suggest that the PPD course was successful in teaching and engaging the 

participants about environmental sustainability in healthcare. The participants’ enthusiasm was 

so great that they asked to present their experiences at their staff meeting in the month following 

the conclusion of the PPD session.  

 Challenges for changing practices.   

There was some doubt that creating new opportunities for environmental sustainability in the 

workplace would work because of the perceived ranking of the cleaning staff within the hospital.  
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Peter stated, “Housekeeping stuff is the lowest rung on the ladder so I’m not sure what kind of 

big change we can make towards improved environmentally sustainable practices”. Some 

participants also expressed little confidence that people would listen to what they had to say. 

Marco stated, “It seems like a good idea but other people at work seem not to care as much”, and 

Carl stated, “In the workplace we don’t care because we’re not paying the bills here… if we try 

to guide the other people, it’s really hard to convince them…some people listen and some don’t”. 

These statements were counteracted by Gus encouraging more education for staff that in turn 

would increase the importance of environmental sustainability activities in the workplace, 

“educating others about environmental sustainability will change the attitude in the workplace”. 

 Participating in environmental sustainability activities at work was something the 

majority agreed on, but they also highlighted a few points which prevented them from doing 

their jobs to the best of their abilities. Lack of supplies, as in the use of micro-fiber mops and 

clear plastic bags for recycling, often led to frustration and improper practices for environmental 

sustainability. The participants’ frustration in the lack of convenience was evident during this 

discussion. This was highlighted in comments about the accessibility of recycling and waste 

bins. If there were no bins in their areas or the bins were full, the participants perception was that 

others will start to dispose of waste improperly. These points were a common concerns as 

recycling and waste management were seen by the participants’ as their primary roles for 

environmental sustainability activities within the hospital. Last, the lack of proper training for 

new staff was also highlighted as another point that caused frustration. Participants felt that they 

would be more successful if everyone received the same training regarding environmental 

sustainability so that all housekeepers could start working together to make a difference.  
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 Challenges were also described when participants were asked how they planned on using 

the knowledge gained during the PPD course. Sam stated, “try again” which he went on to 

explain that he doesn’t have a plan to use the knowledge he has gained and feels like he is doing 

all he can. He also added that we should try the course again later when more people are ready 

for the change. Marco shared a similar response. “I don’t know if I am going to use my 

knowledge because I’m the only one trying to do it. We need more people working together to 

make a change”. Both of these points are commonly described as challenges experienced by 

people around the world. It is important to point out statements like, “If everyone worked 

together it could make it a better environment for everyone in healthcare” as an inspiration to 

continue trying during times of doubt.  

General Feedback on the Course  

The fourth PPD session collected General feedback regarding the entire PPD course was 

collected (see Appendix B for structure of PPD sessions). In Day Four the following questions 

were asked of participants in a large group setting. First, what did you think of this type of 

format through learning? Second, what did you think of the entire course including the pace of 

learning? Third, if you could change something about how the course was structured, what 

would you change? Fourth, would you recommend the course to other housekeeping staff?  

 Unfortunately, only six of ten participants were able to attend the last session. Of those 

who were in attendance, a majority agreed that the course was valuable to them.  

• “The course was really good”.  

• “It was interesting, and I wasn’t bored”.  

• “It was better than sitting in the classroom and learning”.  
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Carl made a suggestion that directors and training staff also take the course, “If our director or 

other training supervisor would also be taught and enlightened about environmental 

sustainability it would help. I must say [the PPD course] would be a good practice to be part of 

for new comers of the housekeeping”.  

 When asked about the fact that the course was split over an eight-week period, a sample 

of participants responded as follows.  

• “I think it was slow in a good way. I think this is a good way for teaching people because 

there were assignments to do something or to research something which is good”.  

• “It is good being spread out. It would be too much to cover off in one day”.  

• “Maybe having it in two whole days instead of several half days would be easier for 

scheduling”.  

Some participants were only able to attend three of four sessions due to scheduling issues or 

illness, therefore two full day sessions may have alleviated some of these absences. 

 Participants were also asked if they would recommend this course to other staff at the 

hospital. A majority of participants said they would recommend the course to others even if the 

course was on a different subject but in a similar format. One participant even joked that he 

wouldn’t recommend the course because then he could not take it again. Positive feedback was 

most prominent with statements like this from Marco, “Before I came here I had no idea what 

environmental sustainability was, now I know too much!” and from Gus, “I would for sure 

[recommend the course] so that everybody can learn, and we’re not the only ones that are trying 

to do something about it”.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion and Conclusion 
 

 This project used participatory professional development (PPD) to teach cleaning staff at 

a healthcare facility about environmental sustainability.  The study examined the impact of the 

PPD course on the staff’s attitudes toward environmental sustainability and how the course 

affected the staff’s practices relevant to environmental sustainability in the workplace. Overall, I 

found that the staff’s attitude (knowledge and willingness to act sustainably) toward 

environmental sustainability was positive. They also seemed to understand the main issues 

surrounding environmental sustainability and be able to relate sustainability practices to their 

personal lives. Throughout this study participants’ knowledge and understanding of 

sustainability increased and their attitudes seemed to shift to be more supportive of sustainability 

initiatives. Some participants went from knowing little about the subject to having a deeper 

understanding of environmental sustainability and wanting to have sustainability play a greater 

role in their day-to-day lives. Their understanding of the link between environmental damage and 

the health of the community was greatly increased and developed throughout the eight-week 

course.  

 The PPD sessions also had an impact on the staff’s practices (actual practice and 

willingness to change practices) relevant to environmental sustainability in the workplace. A 

majority of participants were able to make the link between the importance of protecting the 

environment and the health of the patients the hospital and the frontline healthcare employees 

care for. Participants showed a broader understanding of the environmental activities they 

conducted in the workplace based on their new knowledge of environmental sustainability. They 
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also began seeing more opportunities to improve current practices and implement new projects in 

the hospital. Overall, the participants enjoyed the PPD sessions and planned to use their 

knowledge to educate and inspire other staff members about environmental sustainability.  

 Each of the next three sections (PALS, Participatory Professional Development and 

Environmental Sustainability in Healthcare) discuss specific findings from this study. The first 

section starts by outlining the use of the Participatory Adult Learning Strategy (PALS) as a base 

structure for the PPD sessions. I then go on to discuss the use of PPD and more specifically PPD 

in the context of healthcare and environmental education. Further, I highlight the links and 

important points between environmental sustainability (education and practices) in healthcare. 

Lastly, I will discuss what I learned throughout the course of the study and thesis process along 

with recommend areas for future research in this field.  

PALS 

 As stated in Chapter 3, the Participatory Adult Learning Strategy (PALS) is a four-phase 

process, which includes the introduction to the subject, application of knowledge regarding the 

subject, evaluation of the trainees’ personal experience and reflection on the knowledge learned 

throughout the process (Dunst & Trivette, 2009). Throughout the eight-week study, we followed 

this model to develop the participants’ knowledge of environmental sustainability (ES). The 

subject matter was introduced to the group by small group discussions where all were able to 

voice their views on the meaning of ES. From there, participants were asked to apply what they 

had learned directly to their work in the hospital and take note of questions, comments or ideas 

they had for the next session. This continued for two sessions when the group decided they were 

going to make an information sheet to share their knowledge and what they thought were 
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important ES practices in the workplace with their employees. The info sheet content was 

created by the group, approved by department management and then printed and included in 

each of the cleaning carts assignment books. During this process the participants were able to 

reflect and learn from the process with their peers and with me as the facilitator. From there, the 

participants reflected on their personal experiences and the knowledge gained throughout the 

course. The group discussed the entire process and they also recorded their experiences in their 

journals.  

 The results of this study suggest that the use of PPD for environmental sustainability 

education for healthcare cleaning staff was successful. Participant’s knowledge, actual practices, 

willingness to act sustainably and willingness to change practices were developed throughout 

their involvement in the PPD sessions.  Using what Dunst and Trivette (2009) described as the 

Participatory Adult Strategy (PALS), allowed the participants to be introduced to the subject, 

apply their knowledge regarding the subject, evaluate their personal experiences and reflect on 

the knowledge learned throughout the process of the PPD course. Dunst and Trivette’s (2009) 

conducted a meta-analysis of studies of adult learning and the development, implementation and 

evaluation of the effectiveness of in-service training projects. The result of this meta-analysis 

study, lead to the development of the PALS method. This strategy was suggested to be useful in 

promoting learners’ understanding and the use of targeted knowledge or practices (Dunst & 

Trivette, 2009). This four-phase process was then adapted for this study and used in a healthcare 

setting to target the environmental knowledge and practices of hospital cleaning staff. The gain 

in knowledge and understanding of how environmental sustainability applies to the participants’ 
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workplace indicates the flexibility of the PALS model outside of traditional teacher education 

and professional development in the education sector. 

Participatory Professional Development 

 Overall, the study was designed to be a participatory professional development course 

with the participatory aspect being focused on the participants’ engagement with the course 

material and direction.  The participants arrived at the idea of doing a workplace project in the 

form of an information checklist in result of the PPD course. The information sheet, which the 

group created (Appendix A), was a project the group decided to create based on their newly 

formed knowledge and role within the workplace. In a traditional sense, this study was not 

participatory in that I as the facilitator and researcher did not fully understand or submerge 

myself in the participants’ work-life prior to the beginning of the study. I learned with and about 

my participants during the eight-week study period, but I could have approached the study from 

an alternative angle. I could have had a pre-study period where I engaged with the participants in 

their work environment, getting a better idea of their daily activities. This would have given a 

deeper understanding of my participants and potentially impacted my interpretation of the results 

of this study. Approaching this study as I did, meant that I have a superficial understanding of 

the participants’ jobs instead of having an in-depth, first-hand understanding of what they do. My 

role in the study was really more the role of a facilitator than a participatory role, which means 

this study is based on an adapted version of Participatory Professional Development. As 

previously mentioned, if I had used a straight PPD approach in this study, I would have engaged 

with the participants in their work environment prior to the study sessions taking place giving me 

a deeper understanding of the participants work experiences.  
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 Dunphy (2014) found that there is a lack of professional development about 

environmental sustainability and healthcare including how healthcare contributes to these issues. 

As Dunphy (2014) described, professional development is needed to encourage healthcare 

professionals (like frontline cleaning staff) to better support the natural environment in their 

professional practices. At the beginning of this study some participants felt they did not know 

enough to encourage change or make change themselves. Similarly, Dunphy’s (2014) 

participants felt they did not have enough authority to discuss environmental sustainability in 

healthcare, which in turn creates a culture of select ‘qualified experts’, which are left to take 

action. Dunphy (2014) suggests having ‘qualified experts’ may constrain other individuals in 

healthcare from taking action or speaking out about environmental practices. Participants of this 

study often felt they only were a very small part with little knowledge about the bigger hospital 

system, therefore they did not feel ‘qualified’ to take action for environmental sustainability in 

the workplace. After the PPD course, participants had a more broad understanding of the relation 

between their professional position in healthcare and how their workplace practices effect the 

environment.   

 The design of the research was successful in developing participants’ understanding and 

allowed them in turn to create an outline of what they were interested in within the professional 

development sessions. In addition, using this participatory method was very interesting because 

the researcher was not only facilitating the sessions but also was immersed in the discussion of 

participants. This process created an open space for the group to discuss. Bergold and Thomas 

(2012) discuss the need for safe spaces in which the participants can be confident that their views 

and comments will not affect their positions or job security. This safe space will ensure there is a 
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place where conflicts and knowledge can be discussed or resolved. The group as a whole was 

able to bond and create lively discussions around a variety of environmental topics. A trusted 

learning environment, which was created with the group during the PPD sessions, allowed an 

intimate enough setting to develop a level of comfort for participants to share their thoughts, 

questions and opinions with the group. This group dynamic was key to expanding the 

participants’ understanding of the issues further and to the success of the project. For example, in 

a large group session one participant said she enjoyed being able to talk through proper practices 

and the challenges they face as a group. It was reassuring for her that she was not the only one 

engaging with the issues.  

 In addition to the design of the PPD sessions fostering a safe environment, the group 

dynamic of the sessions also helped the participants learn about environmental sustainability 

principles. Young, Davis, McNeil, Malhortra, Russel, Unsworth and Clegg (2013) discuss how 

group factors such as team-level feedback prove to be influential in behaviour change related to 

environmental sustainability. Within the design of the PPD sessions, team-level (housekeeping 

participants as the team) was prominent, as previously mentioned, which may have influenced 

the participants’ behaviours towards sustainability initiatives at the hospital. Participants’ 

ongoing dialogue as a group allowed them to discuss potential environmental sustainability 

activities or issues and also to see more opportunities in their day-to-day tasks to make change. 

In addition, Young et al. (2013) suggest that sustainability strategies can improve environmental 

performance, particularly when employees are involved in the development of the initial 

strategy. This applies to the group, as they were all part of the process of creating the course 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    61 
 
structure as well as the information sheet, which was shared with the department. The 

participants’ involvement in the entire process of the sessions added to the success of the course.  

 In addition to the group dynamic of the PPD sessions, environmental awareness was 

created through the design of the study. Some participants were unaware of environmental 

practices at the hospital and their involvement in the sessions increased their basic knowledge 

about the subject and appropriate workplace procures around the initiatives. For example, some 

participants did not know what was serious enough to be reported to maintenance. Throughout 

the group discussions they were made aware that all issues ranging from leaky water taps to a 

burnt out light bulb that should be reported. Participants did not necessarily see a leaky water tap 

as an environmental issue until after the PPD session. Young et al. (2013) reiterate this example 

by stating that environmental awareness is split into information interventions and procedural 

knowledge. Knowledge regarding environmental projects, procedures and appropriate processes 

has been shown to influence employee behaviour (Young et al., 2013). In this case, participation 

in the PPD sessions helped the participants understand environmental sustainability and as a 

result they saw more opportunities to act sustainably in their workplace in addition to the 

important work they were already doing. In addition, Davis et al. (2011) state that environmental 

infrastructure and system changes can only improve an organizations’ environmental impact so 

much. After a certain point, employees’ responses and changes are crucial to the success of the 

program (Davis et al., 2011). The hospital has various infrastructure upgrades to make in order 

for the facility to operate at a high level of efficiency, but education of staff is extremely 

important to improve the impact of these initiatives even more.  
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Study Limitations 

 However, the structure of the course may also be considered a weakness of the study. Out 

of the four study days, only the first full day session had a preplanned lesson and structure. On 

the first day participants were asked the indicator questions and were asked to discuss these 

questions in groups, where participants as a group decided they would like to focus on a few 

problem areas for which they had to come up with viable solutions. From there the remainder of 

the sessions was very free flowing. We spoke about any questions or issues the participants 

wanted to address but the structure of each session was not concrete. Appendix B outlines the 

structure of course work, which occurred throughout the eight-weeks course. This loose structure 

could have been improved with more guided discussions on the facilitator’s part, but the result 

might have been different. The issue with a fluid structure such as this is that duplication of the 

project would be difficult.  

Environmental Sustainability in Healthcare 

 Environmental sustainability is a matter of public health and therefore healthcare 

institutions should be paying attention to the effects they have on the environment. The issue 

with this statement is that healthcare workers primary focus is on saving lives, as it should be. 

The struggle then becomes making environmental sustainability convenient enough for frontline 

workers to participate without affecting their patients or day-to-day work in the hospital. As 

mentioned by the study participants, if the task at hand is inconvenient or does not add value to 

what they are expected to do in their job, then they are less likely to act sustainably at home and 

at work. Therefore, environmental sustainability activities such as recycling need to be accessible 
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in all hospital settings (clinical and non-clinical spaces) so staff have an easier opportunity to 

participate. There is a place for environmental sustainability in healthcare, but bountiful thought 

and organization must be included to make it successful. Hospital administration would have to 

create appropriate metrics to evaluate environmental sustainability initiatives in addition to the 

regular metrics used for cleaning, provide workers with constructive and timely feedback and 

make sure the employees are being appreciated and awarded for their good work. 

 Healthcare institutions also have the opportunity to advocate for healthier people and 

healthier communities. Environmental sustainability principles fit in this model when the health 

of a community is looked at holistically. Being environmentally sustainable within the walls of 

the hospital in turn helps the larger community in which the hospital is located. Having programs 

in the hospital, such as a reoccurring PPD course would raise awareness of the important of 

sustainability in healthcare and potentially influence others to take action. In addition, 

community outreach on behalf of the hospital or health region would be a great way to engage 

community members as well as teach them about the factors which affect their health and 

wellbeing.  

 Although environmental sustainability practices should be included in the healthcare 

system, there are several challenges which have an impact on staff behaviour. In Tudor’s (2008) 

case study of the National Health Services (NHS), environmental behaviours in large 

organizations were examined. Tudor (2008) outlines the healthcare systems’ prioritization and 

resource allocation to meet direct healthcare related targets in opposition to sustainable waste 

management factors. Similarly, participants in this study brought up a lack of education, 

materials or accessibility as factors that challenged their own participation in environmental 
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sustainability in the hospital. The organization’s lack of formal support for environmental 

sustainability, specifically as a priority, may have influenced staff behavior in addition to the 

PPD sessions.  

 Tudor (2008) also discusses organizational and individual factors as key predictors of 

sustainable waste behavior. In his case study, some participants agreed with environmental 

practices but felt they personally could not make a difference. Similarly, some of the 

housekeepers in my study felt this way when they were discussing factors that influenced their 

participation in environmental sustainability activities at work. Organizational culture is also a 

large determinant of how successful initiatives will be. Tudor (2008) outlines that new staff 

adopt the routine and strategies of other employees through an informal learning system and 

structure. This structure is then resistant to change and the culture is in turn, self-perpetuating 

and significantly impacts individual behaviour. This factor was noticeable when comparing new 

housekeeping employees to the employees who have been around for a number of years. 

Attitudes toward the effectiveness of environmental projects were expressed in comments like, 

“It seems like a good idea, but no one seems to cares all that much”, and “Housekeeping stuff is 

the lowest rung on the ladder so I’m not sure what kind of big changes we can make”. 

Employees who have been at the hospital for a number of years made these statements. These 

statements might indicate the need for effective feedback and an evaluation of performance from 

administration to show they are invested in the program. In comparison, new staff seemed to be 

more optimistic and encouraged to develop new projects. This disconnect reiterates Tudor’s 

(2008) findings of the self-perpetuating culture which influences employee behavior. The PPD 

sessions can influence an employee’s behaviour and knowledge regarding environmental 
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sustainability, but the impact of organizational structure is an additional major determinant of 

employee behaviour, which falls outside of the scope of this research.  

Future Research 

 Based on the information gathered for this study, there should be more research 

conducted in the use of PPD for environmental sustainability education. More specifically, using 

the PALS method to educate or change behaviours related to environmental sustainability in 

healthcare organizations. This study was conducted with cleaning staff, but there is opportunity 

to try the course in other non-clinical and clinical departments within the hospital. There is also 

an opportunity to expand this research further by having a multidisciplinary team in healthcare 

enrolled in a PPD course to see how learning practices, engagement and discussions evolve as a 

group versus the single-dimension or department perspective as collected in this study.  

 There is an opportunity to explore the links between organizational structures and HR 

management, employee behaviour and professional development regarding PPD. Looking at how 

the entire system functions, not just an isolated part as seen in this study, may give better insight 

into influencing and educating for environmental sustainability in the community. In addition, a 

healthcare example could be included to make it specific to this particular sector. 

Personal and Professional Learning  

 Throughout the study period, I found that listening to what my participants were saying 

was the most valuable component. Gaining an understanding of the participants’ backgrounds 

and being able to gain their trust in regards to their work was extremely helpful for getting 

honest, open, and constructive feedback from the participants. Honest and open feedback and 
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dialogue was important to fully understand the complexities of the participants’ jobs. If, for 

example, participants did not trust me as a facilitator, they may have been less likely to share 

their comments or ideas in the PPD sessions. In addition, I was able to learn from them just as 

much as they learned from each other and from me. This is important because, it taught me the 

importance of really listening to people’s concerns and experience before jumping in to solve 

issues or implement changes. In my professional capacity at the hospital, making changes can 

often be challenging. As stated, listening to staff feedback and understanding the intricacies of 

their jobs can help mitigate the impact of the changes. Professionally, I can use this experience 

next time I have a project idea or “a problem to fix”. Gathering a group of individuals who are 

actually involved in the kind of work relevant to the issue and having an open dialogue about the 

issue, as learned during this PPD study, will help create lasting and effective change in the 

hospital. 

 Moving forward, I hope to use what I have learned to implement a hospital-wide 

condensed version of this PPD course focused on environmental sustainability in healthcare for 

all staff to take. Using PPD is an in-depth way of gaining knowledge as a group and examining 

the intricate processes of an area. Ideally, I would like to use what I have learned to pilot a PPD 

project in clinical areas to encourage more sustainable practices in frontline clinical staff. 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    67 
 

References 
 

Anaker, A., & Elf, M. (2014). Sustainability in nursing: A concept analysis. Scandinavian 

Journal of Caring Sciences, 28, 381-389.  

Beavers, A. (2009). Teachers as learners: implication of adult education for professional 

 development. Journal of College Teaching & Learning, 6(7), 25-30.  

Bergold, J., & Thomas, S. (2012). Participatory research methods: A methodological approach in 

motion. Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 13(1). 

Retrieved from http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1801/3334 

Brown, J. (2009). Letters to the editors. Health Environments Research & Design Journal, 3(1), 

106-110.  

Carson, R. (1962). Silent spring. New York: Houghton Mifflin.  

Dale, A. (2010, August). Greening Canadian hospitals. Retrieved from 

http://www.greenhealthcare.ca/images/publications/discussion/Discussion_Paper-

7_Greening_Canadian_Hospitals.pdf    

Davis, M. C., Leach, D. J., & Clegg, C. W. (2011). The physical environment of the office: 

Contemporary and emerging issues. In G. P. Hodgkinson & J. K. Ford (Eds.), International 

Review of Industrial and Organizational Psychology (Vol. 26, pp. 193-235). Chichester, 

UK: Wiley. 

Dunphy, J. (2014). Healthcare professionals’ perspectives on environmental sustainability. 

Nursing Ethics, 21(4), 414-425.  



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    68 
 
Dunst, C., & Trivette, C. (2009). Let’s be PALS: an evidence-based approach to professional 

development. Infant & Young Children, 22(3), 164-176. 

Griffin, C. (1991). A critical perspective on sociology and adult education. In J. M. Peters, P. 

Jarvis and associates (Eds.), Adult education: Evolution and achievements in a developing 

field of study (pp. 259-277). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  

Hall, B. (1992). From margins to centre? The development and purpose of participatory 

 research. The American Sociologist, 26(1).  

Hancock, T. (2001). Doing less harm: Assessing and reducing the environmental and health 

impacts of Canada’s health care system. The Coalition for Green Health Care. Retrieved 

from http://www.sc.edu/sustainableu/TrevorHancockInfo.pdf 

Hens, L. (1992). The Rio Declaration on Environmental and Development. Encyclopedia of Life 

Support Systems (EOLSS). Retrieved from http://www.eolss.net/Sample-

Chapters/C16/E1-48-43.pdf   

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2014). Climate change 2014: Synthesis report. 

Retrieved from http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/syr/docs/ar5_syr_headlines_en.pdf  

Joyabba, V., Martin, D. (1996). Exploring alternative research epistemologies for adult 

 education: participatory research, feminist research and feminist participatory 

 research. Adult Education Quarterly, 47(1), 1-14.  

Knowles, M. (1973). The Adult Learner: A Neglected Species. American Society for 

 Training and Development. Madison, Wisconsin.  

Meadows, D. (2008). Thinking in Systems: A Primer. White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green 

Publishing Company.  



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    69 
 
McFarlane, G. J. (2010). Climate change – the greatest public health threat of our time: Seeing 

the wood, not just the trees. Perspectives in Public Health, 130(1), 21-26. 

Oulton, C., Scott, W. (1991) Selling science and society short, Times Educational  Supplement, 

 November, 42-43. 

Petty, T., & Thomas, C. (2014). Approaches to a successful adult education program. 

 College Student Journal, 3, Fall 2014, 473-480.  

Reilly, E., & Literat, I. (2012). Designing with teachers: Participatory approaches to 

professional development in education. Los Angeles California: Annenberg Innovation 

Lab at University of Southern California.  

Robertson, M. (2014). Sustainability: Principles and practice. New York: Routledge.  

Rogers, C. (1969). Freedom to Learn. Columbus, Ohio. Merrill.  

Scovronick, N, (2015). Reducing global health risks through mitigation of short-lived climate 

pollutants: Scoping report for policymakers. World Health Organization. Retrieved from 

http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/189524/1/9789241565080_eng.pdf?ua=1  

Tilbury, D. (1993). Environmental education: developing a model for initial teacher 

 education, PhD thesis, University of Cambridge. 

Tilbury, D. (1995). Environmental Education for Sustainability: defining the new focus of 

 environmental education in the 1990s. Environmental Education Research, 1(2), 195-

 212. Retrieved from http://www.acts.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Tilbury-1995-

 EER.pdf  



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    70 
 
Tudor, T. (2008). A novel conceptual framework for examining environmental behavior in large 

organizations: A case study of the Cornwall National Health Service (NHS) in the United 

Kingdom. Environment and Behavior, 7(3), 426-450.  

Ulhøi, J. P., & Ulhøi, B. P. (2009). Beyond climate focus and disciplinary myopia: The roles and 

responsibilities of hospitals and healthcare professionals. International Journal of 

Environmental Research and Public Health, 6(3), 1204–1214.  

World Commission on Environment and Development. (1987). Our common future. New York: 

Oxford University Press.  

Young, W., Davis, M., McNeil, M. I., Malhortra, B., Russel, S., Unsworth, K., & Clegg, C. 

(2013). Changing behaviours: Successful environmental programmes in the Workplace. 

Business Strategy and the Environment. doi: 10.1002/bse.1836. Retrieved from 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/bse.1836/epdf  

 

 

 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    71 
 

Appendix A  
 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    72 
 

 



PPD FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES    73 
 

Appendix B 
 

Structure of professional development sessions.  

 DISCUSSION TAKE HOME 

1 - Introduction to the study, 
participants and the project 
facilitator (outdoors). 

- Journal indicator questions 1-9 
- Small group discussions about IQ1-

9 
- Large group discussion around those 
- Challenges brought forth  

- What challenges effect how well you 
do environmental sustainability 
practices at work? 

- Which two challenges annoy you the 
most? How would you fix them? 

2 - Recap session 1 and 9 IQs 
-  Overview of the challenges 

discussed 
- Discuss each challenge separately 

and come up with ways to fix them 
- Group decided the underlying way 

to solve issues is through education 

- Design a one-page information sheet 
about environmental sustainability 
(which cover the 5 challenge areas) 
which will be included in the 
housekeeping assignment book. 

 

3 - Review basic points from sessions 1 
& 2 

- Discussed participants one-age info 
sheet 

- Discussed common points 
- Small groups discussed the most 

important points to include on the 
sheet moving forward. 

- Large group finalized points 
- Facilitator made final version to be 

included in assignment books 

- Take note of assignment book sheet 
- Let coworkers know about it  

4 - Discuss final one page sheet  
- Journal all 11 IQs  
- Discuss general thoughts about the 

course 
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Appendix C 

Additional Participant Quotes from Large Group Discussion 

IQ1: What is environmental sustainability?  

Pre-question answers: 

• It can be anything that helps the environment, whatever sustains the environment, the 
environment being I’m assuming like trees, plants, water, animals, ozone layer, rocks and 
minerals—whatever. 

• It is the way to keep all the areas around the job site or where you live clean like your 
household. 

• It’s a study of maintaining the environment, something that gives us knowledge in 
preserving the nature, what we had before, what we have right now that could be 
productive in the future and recycling materials. More earth friendly environment. 

• Keeping the balance of materials. 
• I didn’t know what environmental sustainability meant until I heard everybody talking, it 

could be about anything that has to do with it. 
Post-question answers: 

• The practice of reducing waste to live in a healthier environment so future generations are 
healthy and sustainable. 

• The consumption of resources. Being friendly to your environment. 
 
IQ2: Why is environmental sustainability important to you? 

Pre-question answers: 

• For economic reasons. Resourceful.  
• Yes, but it is more important to future generations and life in general that we are able to 

sustain and improve our current environment. 
• It is important for health. Increased growth and improved productivity. Increase human 

existence. Sustainability for a clean and healthy environment for future generations. 
 

Post-question answers: 

• It is important in our work. Keeping our earth clean so that future generations wont have 
big issues to deal with.  

• Yes, because I want my neighbors, friends, family, etc. to live in a nice healthy 
environment. 
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• It’s important because we preserve resources and can cut down on costs and the rising of 
costs.   

 

IQ3: Why is environmental sustainability important in healthcare? 

Pre-question answers: 

• It is important in healthcare because healthcare is a constant process. There will always 
be someone needing healthcare. The more environmentally-friendly the processes are, the 
better it is for the surrounding community. 

• There is massive amounts of medical waste. Hospitals are one of the biggest producers of 
waste in a city or in the world. We see that working in housekeeping. I can see it being 
important just because of the dilemma of what can be recycled and what can’t be 
recycled because of the infectious diseases like MRSA and all sorts of things. So we have 
to figure out like the plastics and paper towels that we have that are recyclable and we 
don’t. We just throw them out. So where do they go? 

• Basically at the hospital where we work right now, this is where we cure people with 
illnesses and this is also where a child is born. So basically we have the knowledge of 
doing the proper cleanliness, the proper waste management. We preserve something for 
the baby who is born or a venue that it could be for the new life that was cured in the 
hospital.  

• Everything is important for healthcare, for good living, and good health to have not too 
much garbage. 
 

Post-question answers: 

• Minimizes pollution and spread of diseases. 
• It is important to me to keep the environment clean for future generations. 

 
IQ4: What role do you think environmental sustainability plays or could play in healthcare? 

Pre-question answers: 

• It plays a role in healthcare by cutting down on waste and keeping a clean and safe 
environment. It also has healthcare government-owned, environment sustainability is the 
law not sure if we should waste government money or not.  

• Well, it would be a lot cheaper just not to bother with recycling really. The reason we 
have the recycling there is because we have to do it. 

• As a worker, this is a simple thing, being a role model and resourcefulness. 
It could be correlated that the more waste we produce as a community, we’ll create 
unhealthier environment creating more need for healthcare. 
 

Post-question answers: 
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• Our goal is to recycle and reuse stuff. 
• As housekeepers we try to make sure that whatever we’re cleaning, we’re cleaning 

properly and using the proper things like the sheets. 
• My responsibility is to teach, educate, and inspire staff and patients to recycle more and 

inform them why it’s important. 
IQ5: Have you participated in environmental sustainability activities in the past (personal or 
at work)? Why or why not? 
 
Pre-question answers:  
 

• Before when I started there wasn’t too much recycling. 
• Yes, I want to do things because they are easy. Downtown there’s recycling on every 

corner. 
• Intrinsic good I guess. It’s like I’m really benefiting a little bit doing any of these things 

except for maybe taking a bike or walking is a good exercise. Besides that, I think 
because we’re told to do it. 
 

Post-question answers: 
 

• I got a recycling bin now for my apartment and my girlfriend got one.  
• I make sure all recycling bins are empty now.  
• If you don’t do that they’re just going to sit there so you might as well take them.  

 
IQ6: Are you motivated to participate in environmental sustainability activities at home or at 
work? Why or why not? 
 
Pre-question answers:  
 

• Additional knowledge. 
• Survival of the human race. 
• Help us manage the future of the environment. 
• If I plant a bunch of vegetables, I’m going to save money not having to buy tomatoes. 
• Is there even a problem? I don’t see any proof that there’s really a problem. Where’s the 

problem here? Why do we really need to do this environmental sustainability? How do 
we know that the environment’s doomed. You kind of have this glass is half empty 
outlook. What the polar ice caps are melting. There are problems in the world but I don’t 
think any of them are really in Canada. 
 

Post-question answers: 
 
• I think I do more now than I did before. 
• Yes, recycling is easy and so is composting. 
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IQ7: What activities do you participate in that contribute to environmental sustainability in the 
workplace? Why? 
 
Pre-question answers:  

• Saving materials. For example, plastic bags, we could save many of them.   
• I even like the sanitizer on the wall. We save water by going to turn off the tap because a 

lot of people when they wash their hands, if that towel is not properly put on that little 
box, it would grab a whole bunch. That’s a waste. Sanitizer you just do it and go on your 
way.   
 

IQ9: Do you see opportunities to implement more environmental sustainability practices into 
your work? If yes, what are they and why are they important? 
 
Pre-question answers:  

• Yes, we see a lot of waste that could be recycled but also understand the importance of 
keeping a sterile environment in the hospital. So it’s important to recycle but also 
important to keep contaminants to as minimal as possible. 

• The amount of plastic crap that they throw out is unbelievable. 
• Whenever you’re going to clean an isolation room, you have to throw it out because it’s 

already contaminated in the room. 
• We need to let people know what to recycle. Its good to think of the program to get the 

information to all the staff in the hospital.  
 

Post-question answers:  

• Yes. We share our environment. 
• I combine garbage. I want to dump that garbage into the other one. 
• If you’re serious about it you would put a recycling bin in everyone’s room.   
• I said no not yet because we just implemented a recycling program so we should see how 

it goes first and tweak it as the program progresses. 
 
IQ10: Have your practices changed since being involved in this professional development 
course? Explain. 
 
Post-question answers:  

• I find myself taking stuff out of garbage and putting it in recycling, especially if it is right 
there. 

• Before we were picking up garbage bags every morning even if they were full or not. 
Now we are leaving some if they are not full. If they are not a stinky thing it doesn’t 
make sense.  

• We are turning off lights and making sure the taps are tightened don’t waste water. 
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IQ11: How do you plan on using the knowledge gained from this professional development 
course? 
 
Post-question answers:  
 

• After this program I always share my ideas and what I learned here during my break. 
• I have put down I will take the knowledge I have gained here in the professional 

development course and implement it all around me and my own personal environment. 


