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Abstract
This article starts from the premise that responsibility for sustainable development (SD) is 
crystallizing as a new societal norm, shaping legal, political and socio-economic systems as well 
as individual practices. Against this background, the study explores how notions of responsibility 
for SD are being articulated and consolidated and seeks insights into how school textbooks 
contribute to forming understandings of such responsibility. The analysis of cross-curricular 
samples of secondary school textbooks from Finland and Germany is guided by Bexell and 
Jönsson’s socio-political senses of responsibility as cause, obligation and accountability. The findings 
show a convergence between textbooks, scholarship and international discourses, suggesting 
that the three dominant understandings of responsibility for SD are becoming institutionalized 
and culturally embedded. However, textbooks act not only as mirrors but also as moulders 
of this emerging societal norm. While they reflect prevailing understandings – operationalizing 
responsibility for SD as an obligation – they also selectively strengthen certain arguments: 
industrialized countries and corporations are named as causal agents, but their obligations and 
accountability are less elaborated, whereas individual agency, lifestyle choices and self-reflection 
receive detailed attention. Although consistent with the scholarly endorsed action-competence 
approach, this emphasis risks over-individualizing responsibility and underemphasizing systemic 
and collective dimensions.
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Introduction

Sustainable development (SD) has emerged as a new social concept (Roosa, 2010) that inter-
twines ecological and environmental concerns with the socio-cultural and economic aspects of 
development and governance. In the ‘ever-growing world of sustainability’ (Delicado et al., 
2018: 14) previously distinct issues – such as global environmental protection, poverty eradica-
tion, socioeconomic inclusion and accountable governance – have become interdependent in the 
pursuit of balanced policies and practices. However, these issues merge moral and legal princi-
ples, raising complex questions about the allocation of responsibility (Bexell and Jönsson, 2017). 
This involves, among others, contestations between state sovereignty and international obliga-
tions (e.g. Beckman, 2013; Rajamani, 2000), conflicts between corporate and state responsibili-
ties (e.g. Vogel, 2005) and tensions between individual and collective responsibilities (e.g. 
Gardiner, 2011; Sekeris, 2015). The issues of responsibility in SD are complex and contentious, 
because they address who should take action, the extent of their obligations and the conse-
quences of failing to meet them.

Yet, despite contestation and complexity, responsibility for SD has increasingly become a cen-
tral account of society. For example, responsibility for SD has emerged as a guiding theme in 
policy actions worldwide (e.g. Bellamy, 2015; OECD, 2017). Corporate social responsibility, with 
a focus on SD, has shaped approaches and established standards within the private sector (Modreanu 
et al., 2021). International banks and monetary funds have revised their mission statements to 
include a commitment to sustainability (e.g. BNDES, 2023). Universities have redefined them-
selves as pioneers in SD, emphasizing their responsibility toward sustainability (SDSN, 2022; 
UNIFI, 2020) and scientific research is increasingly evaluated on its contributions to SD (e.g. EU 
Horizon funding program). Family policies and planning are re-designed in alignment with the 
SDGs (e.g. Richardson et al., 2020), sustainable lifestyles are ‘operationalised’ (Lubowiecki-Vikuk 
et al., 2021) and progressively enacted by pupils (e.g. Kiss et al., 2024). Responsibility for SD 
appears to be increasingly forming as a foundational trait of social, political and legal systems, 
particularly in many Western societies.

This article addresses this foundational assumption: responsibility for SD is becoming a societal 
norm, that is, a distinct cultural feature shaping contemporary societies. European countries rank 
among those with high levels of adherence to and achievement of the SDGs (UN, 2025) and sus-
tainability policies increasingly seek to integrate SD principles across multiple societal sectors. 
Thus, in contrast to related constructs such as knowledge and awareness, responsibility in the 
context of SD denotes socially and politically embedded expectations regarding who is responsible 
for what and to whom. In this study, responsibility is therefore understood as a socio-political and 
normative construct rather than only a cognitive or affective disposition.

Education systems constitute a key policy arena through which SD agendas are interpreted, 
translated and transmitted to younger generations. Curricula and teaching materials operationalize 
broader policy frameworks and contribute to shaping societal norms and expectations regarding 
responsibility. School textbooks, in particular, function as authoritative pedagogical tools that both 
reflect and form prevailing understandings. For this reason, the present study analyses how respon-
sibility for SD is conceptualized in school textbooks. We examine a cross-curricular sample of 
Finnish and German textbooks to (1) explore how responsibility for SD is crystallizing in society 
and (2) gain insights into how school textbooks are contributing to forming understandings of 
responsibility for SD, particularly in Europe.
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 1. � Despite the increasing prevalence of digital media, school textbooks remain a vital and 
legitimized resource for both pupils and teachers (Biström and Lundström, 2021), continu-
ing to serve as a central instrument for organizing and transferring knowledge (Carvalho et 
al., 2011; Fuchs et al., 2014). Schools are tasked with teaching the next generation about the 
norms and values that are important in society, and to enable youth as responsible human 
beings and citizens in accordance. In this process, textbooks are still one pivotal medium of 
conveying norms and values to future generations. They reflect dominant ideologies and 
cultural assumptions, acting as manifestations of broader societal discourses and playing a 
crucial role in conveying societal models (Carvalho et al., 2011; Lerch et al., 2017). Thus, as 
a medium of representation, analysing textbooks provides valuable insights into a society’s 
self-image (Henningsen, 2022). Informing collective identity (Williams, 2014), textbooks 
function as a form of ‘cultural memory’ (Teistler, 2008). Drawing on a qualitative content 
analysis, we examine how issues of responsibility are depicted in the analyzed textbooks, 
who is presented as responsible, for what and to whom. We explore what are the main 
understandings of responsibility for SD conveyed in the textbooks, and how are they trans-
lated into social norms and expected behaviours for pupils.

2.   �Although education policies tend to reflect widely accepted societal views (Skinner and 
Bromley, 2019), they are also considered pivotal in driving changes in social behaviours 
(Zilliacus and Wolff, 2021). Textbooks are not neutral tools; they shape learners’ perceptions 
and understandings of the world, because they are sites where culture and ideological con-
tent is negotiated (Canale, 2021). Supported by official curricula, which reflect national 
priorities and policies, textbooks serve as authoritative statements (Lerch et al., 2017). Thus, 
school education remains a central mechanism for shaping and transforming societies, with 
textbooks acting as both mirrors and moulders of society.

The focus on Finland and Germany serves an analytical rather than comparative purpose. Both 
countries are widely recognized for their strong engagement with sustainability, making them rel-
evant sites for examining emerging norms of responsibility for SD. At the same time, their differ-
ing educational structures and curricular traditions allow us to explore whether similar 
understandings of responsibility are articulated across distinct contexts. The cross-curricular design 
further enables us to capture how responsibility for SD is embedded not only in environmental-
related school subjects but across multiple subjects, reflecting its character as a societal norm 
rather than a subject-specific theme.

To guide the analysis, the study addresses the following research questions: How is responsibil-
ity for SD conceptualized and articulated in the textbooks? Which actors are presented as respon-
sible, for what and to whom? How do these representations reflect and contribute to broader 
discourses on responsibility for SD? Based on the challenges raised by the socio-political applica-
tion of responsibility for SD, Bexell and Jönsson’s (2017) distinguished between three main socio-
political senses: responsibility as cause, responsibility as accountability and responsibility as 
obligation. We elaborate on these three-fold senses of responsibility for SD by integrating analyses 
of relevant international debates, policy frameworks and scholarly literature. Thereby, we identify 
where textbook representations reflect or diverge from broader societal discourses and academic 
debates. In doing so, we highlight how textbooks not only convey, reflect and strengthen prevailing 
understandings of responsibility for SD but also participate in shaping them. This is particularly 
evident when textbooks content departs from established discourses or selectively embraces cer-
tain arguments.
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The article is structured as follows. The next section explains our data and methods, providing 
details about the study contexts, textbook samples, data collection and analysis. The following 
three sections integrate conceptual and empirical insights. The divergences and convergences are 
analytically structured into the three dominant understandings of responsibility for SD. While they 
corroborate Bexell and Jönsson’s original categories, they are further developed and nuanced 
through our empirical findings and literature analysis. The final section closes by summarizing the 
main findings and reflecting on their broader implications, including the risks associated with the 
over-individualization of responsibility for sustainable development.

Data and methods

Study context and samples

Finnish and German textbooks offer an entry-point to understand how responsibility for sustain-
able development (SD) is forming in European societies.1 Germany has long held a strong envi-
ronmental reputation (Uekötter, 2014), and its environmental regulations and technical industry 
serve as models in European textbooks (Andersson et al., 2011). Finland has recently become a 
reference point in both education and sustainability (Santos and Centeno, 2023; Wang et al., 
2023). Its action research-based approach to education for SD has influenced other countries’ 
curricula (Åhlberg et al., 2015). Finland and Germany share pioneering roles in environmental 
issues and enjoy strong green reputations, suggesting that sustainability may be integrated into 
various school subjects.

However, the two countries’ school systems differ. For this paper, the structure and organiza-
tion of secondary education are relevant to situating the study’s context. In Finland, compulsory 
education spans ages 7–18, with a national core curriculum for grades 1–9 introduced in 2014; 
it defines educational objectives, mandatory subjects, and learning outcomes, guiding basic edu-
cation. Local curricula, developed by municipalities and schools, complement and implement 
the core curriculum to local views and needs (Opetushallitus, 2014). Environmental issues, espe-
cially SD, are emphasized as key learning goals alongside democratic citizenship and personal 
growth. Sustainability is cross-curricular, integrated into most subjects with varying emphasis, 
for example, applying chemistry skills to sustainability, and ethical reflection in religion and 
ethics (Opetushallitus, 2014). In contrast, Germany’s education system is federal. The Standing 
Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs (Kultusministerkonferenz) coor-
dinates and recommends policies at the national level, but school structures and curricula are 
determined by individual federal states, leading to variation across regions. This study focuses 
on Bavaria’s school system and curricula (ISB, 2021). The Bavarian curriculum emphasizes 
responsibility for nature and the environment, understanding human–environment interdepend-
ence, and developing competences such as self-reflection, information literacy, and active soci-
etal participation.

As the Finnish core curriculum clearly illustrates, environmental education is not limited to 
subjects such as geography, but it is also included in subjects such as religion and ethics, where 
value-oriented issues are discussed. Therefore, we have designed two cross-curricular samples, 
each reflecting the unique educational context of each country. In the German sample, we included 
textbooks used in the subjects of biology, Catholic and Protestant religious education, ethics, geog-
raphy, and nature and technology studies. In the Finnish sample, we included textbooks used in 
biology, chemistry, ethics, evangelical Lutheran religion studies, geography, health studies, history, 
home economics, physics and social studies (see Appendix 1: Tables A1 and A2).
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Data collection and analysis

In terms of data collection, we began by reviewing the Bavarian and Finnish curricula for grades 
5–10 to determine which content is covered in which grades and learning units. We then compiled 
a list of suitable textbooks from various publishers.2 All textbooks were examined using the tables 
of contents and screening of relevant sections. This showed that although textbooks from different 
publishers are sometimes organized differently, they are very similar in content. In the next step, 
one textbook for each subject was included in the main sample (primary sources). In Finland, we 
selected textbooks based on information gathered during visits to two schools in the Tampere 
region, while in Germany, the textbook collection of the University of Bamberg was used for this 
purpose.

The Finnish curriculum is set for grades 7–9; some textbooks cover grades 7–9 (e.g. Physics), 
while others only cover one grade (e.g. Geography). Therefore, in the Finnish sample, we used 
the curriculum description to understand at which grade potentially relevant content was being 
taught. For example, sometimes relevant content was identified as being taught in grade 9 
instead of grade 8, such as in religion. The German sample includes grade 8 textbooks for non-
college-bound schools in Bavaria (Realschule and Mittelschule) because it relates to the materi-
als collected in Finland. Besides the primary sample, we included a cross-reference secondary 
sample (supplementary sources, e.g. additional grade levels in Germany or subjects in Finland, 
Appendix 1). These textbooks were only used for cross-reference to ensure comprehensive and 
balanced findings.

A coding guideline was developed to standardize the analysis and increase intercoder reliability. 
The initial coding scheme was based on the code book developed for a previous project (see 
Footnote 1), which focused on political-ecology perspectives (Ress, 2023; Ress et al., 2022). This 
first stage of coding provided a preliminary mapping of the material. For the present study, we then 
expanded the analytical framework to incorporate concepts and codes derived from the framework 
proposed by Bexell and Jönsson (2017: 15–18), which differentiates three socio-political senses of 
responsibility: cause, accountability and obligation. Appendix 2 provides an overview of the key 
concepts and codes used in the analysis.

Data analysis began simultaneously. The materials were coded separately by country using 
descriptive codes according to the political-ecology framework and the socio-political senses of 
responsibility (1st round coding, Miles et al., 2020). A conceptual reading of the data revealed that 
Bexell and Jönsson (2017: 15–18) three senses of responsibility also prevailed in the textbooks and 
that they indeed provide a compiling framework to explain dominant understandings of responsi-
bility for SD. Following a governance-theoretical understanding of education as multilevel-system 
(Altrichter and Maag Merki, 2016), we then coded the materials for the senses of responsibility 
searching for different actors and actor-relations. Thus, further analysis included concept-driven 
and data-driven codes (2nd round coding), for example, responsibility as obligation > individual 
responsibility > sustainable lifestyle > descriptions. While the following sections reflect the appli-
cability of the heuristic device, the subsections stress our findings. Particular attention was paid to 
how different spheres of responsibility and actors were addressed within each sense of responsibil-
ity. Literature, international debates and textbook analysis similarly revealed six spheres of respon-
sibility: global or shared (akin to humanity), individual/personal, civil society (e.g. I-NGOs), 
states, private sector, and multilateral responsibility (e.g. IOs). Each sphere represents a different 
level or type of actors involved in addressing SD. Not all spheres and actors are present in every 
conceptualization, and they carry different weights and implications across the three senses of 
responsibility.
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Based on practical institutional considerations, we used manual coding for the German material 
and software coding (ATLAS.TI) for the Finnish material. Researchers working with the coding 
were native speakers and fluent in English. Translations were later done for relevant units.3 The 
data was then summarized using qualitative content analysis (Kuckartz and Rädiker, 2022), 
accounting for country-specific and cross-national themes. In the cross-sample analysis, the objec-
tive was neither to compare nor to evaluate the Finnish and German textbooks on the information 
provided, but rather to identify prevailing understandings of responsibility across countries and 
subjects. Data analysis workshops (Paananen et al., 2023) were held to discuss the analyses and 
collaboratively work on the findings and writing processes.

The next sections are designed to strengthen the interpretative linkages between the conceptual 
framework, the literature and the textbook analyses. Each section begins by presenting Bexell and 
Jönsson’s conceptualization of a particular sense of responsibility, then these theoretical insights 
are directly integrated into the empirical analysis, enabling a dialogue between the literature, inter-
national political debates and our data. All sections include illustrative excerpts from textbooks in 
both countries (see Appendix 1 for abbreviations), as to anchor the interpretation in the empirical 
material and to demonstrate how the identified patterns emerge from the coded data across the two 
contexts.

Findings: Responsibility as cause, obligation and accountability

Responsibility as cause: Between the construction of a discursive global ‘we’ and 
the framing of personal responsibility

Responsibility in the sense of cause concentrates on past events or developments (Bexell and 
Jönsson, 2017: 16). It refers to the notion that those who have contributed to sustainable develop-
ment (SD) related problems and/or benefited from them in the past are responsible to address it in 
the present. The authors explain that the concept of causal responsibility is grounded in political 
theory and ethical principles like the contribution principle and the beneficiary principle. The con-
tribution principle suggests that actors who have caused harm have a duty to address the conse-
quences; the interrelated beneficiary principle implies that those who have benefited from unjust 
systems or practices also bear responsibility to contribute to solutions. In practical terms, it is pos-
sible to use ‘caused’ instead of ‘responsible’ within this understanding of responsibility. The 
authors stress that, in theory, the power to influence processes that cause unjust outcomes is an 
important variable to determine different actors’ degree of responsibility.

Industrialized countries (states) as principal actors in addressing historical and shared responsibilities.  In 
our review of the literature, we found that global and shared responsibilities are discursively pre-
sent as main spheres of causal responsibility. States are recognized as the principal actors to which 
causal responsibility for SD is assigned. Analysing who caused what to whom, the ‘Global North’, 
‘developed’, ‘western’, industrialized or high-income countries are usually defined as those who 
have primarily caused the problems, while ‘Global South’, ‘developing’ or low-income countries 
are described as those affected by past actions. Most literature embraces a post-colonial perspec-
tive, Global North is held responsible: for causing or accelerating climate change and environmen-
tal degradation, as well as for present economic disparities between countries, past colonial 
injustices and trade imbalances (e.g. Friman and Strandberg, 2014; Sutoris, 2019), which is also 
related to human rights violations, such as systematic economic exploitation (e.g. Jönsson and 
Bexell, 2021; Siciliano et al., 2018).
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How those damages should be repaired refers, in brief, to more robust engagement and acknowl-
edgement of historical injustice, greater allocation of funds for climate change mitigation, stricter 
standards of reducing emissions, and supporting ‘developing’ countries to adapt to climate change 
(see review in Biermann et al., 2022). Thus, the applications associated with causal responsibility 
refer to equity and justice considerations, and political sensitivities with acknowledging past con-
tributions. The challenges, in turn, relate to national interests and capabilities (e.g. Chasek et al., 
2016), and to difficulties in isolating causes, the multiplicity of actors over extended periods of 
time and related imprecise retrospective measurements (e.g. Biermann et al., 2022; Hickel, 2016). 
This intricacy of issues illuminates the practical complications and political sensibilities surround-
ing causal responsibility.

In contemporary international political debates, the extent to which past actions caused a par-
ticular problem, and thus led to greater current responsibilities, is also a persistent theme. The 
Common But Differentiated Responsibilities principle (CBDR) exemplifies causal responsibility, 
allocating more responsibility to countries historically contributing to climate change. Industrialized 
countries are expected to lead in efforts to balance responsibilities between ‘developed’ and ‘devel-
oping’ countries (e.g. SDGs framework, Addis Ababa Action Agenda, UN 2015). However, 
because causal claims have significant legal, political and socio-economic implications for coun-
tries’ present obligations, it has been a source of contention between ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ 
countries (e.g. the Paris Agreement in 2015). ‘Developed countries’ generally favoured future-
focused commitments, while ‘developing countries’ stressed the need to consider historical devel-
opments as basis for differentiated responsibilities (Fukuda-Parr and McNeill, 2015). Moreover, 
causal responsibility has also often revealed tensions between international commitments and state 
sovereignty, global engagements and domestic responsibilities, leading countries to abandon inter-
national commitments (e.g. from the Kyoto Protocol 1997/2005).

In contrast to political debates, the textbooks directly address causal responsibility to ‘devel-
oped’ countries, reflecting post-colonial thinking and international discussions (Geoidi, Koodi, 
Lipas, Titaanik, Geo2011/2020). Some further identify the first industrialized countries (Geoidi) or 
the wealthy western countries (Lipas) as historically contributing the most to climate change and 
benefiting from these actions.

Both sets of textbooks warn of the negative consequences and understand environmental dam-
ages as considerable loss for current and future generations (EReli Geoidi, Geo2011/2020; Koodi, 
KReli, Lipas, Uniikki). Textbooks speak of ‘everyday apocalypse’ and ‘war against nature’ with 
very negative effects for human well-being (KReli2006-P137–138). Some provide an extensive 
review of the consequences, including the threat to culture identities particularly for indigenous 
people, who lose their livelihoods and homes, traditional food plants, and community practices 
(Lipas, Geoidi, Geo2011/2020; Yhteisku). They express concerns associated with fungi and viruses 
(Bio2003/2020) and establish a connection of natural disasters with famine and epidemics (Historia), 
food security (TitaaniK), popular discontent and unrest, as well as a push-factor for migration 
(Historia, Geoidi, Yhteisku). Besides humans, animals, plants and ecosystems are also mentioned as 
the ‘to whom’ damage was done through past actions. Finnish textbooks link the disappearance of 
arctic plants and animals (Geoidi) and changes in lakes and soil due to global warming (TitaaniK). 
They provide details about the consequences for nature (Uniikki, Lipas, Historia, TitaaniK, TitaaniF, 
Geoidi, Koodi, Yhteisku), including animals and vegetal species, such as extinction or migration/
relocations (Uniikki, Lipas, Geoidi, Koodi). German textbooks frequently reflect on the benefits and 
risks of potential pollutants such as chemicals (e.g. NT2020). The textbooks are openly couched in 
the current understanding of the Anthropocene epoch, where human activities are understood as the 
main historical cause of significant detrimental changes in all life and ecosystems on the planet.
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The textbooks straightforwardly identify ‘developing’ countries as most harmed by industriali-
zation, climate change and related socio-economic disparities and past injustices (Geo2020; 
Geoidi, Koodi, Lipas, Uniikki), for example:

Raw material imports from and low costs of production in developing countries are the main reason for the 
wealth of developed countries. However, the environment must be protected not only in our country, but 
all over the world (Geo2020-P114).

Present actions that are expected to hinder SD – suggesting that they will become past causes of 
future climate and environmental damages – are also described:

China has become the world’s largest industrial nation in the 21st century. It is now facing similar environ-
mental problems as Europe did decades ago. However, the situation is now worse for the entire planet. The 
carbon dioxide emissions from China and other recently industrialized countries end up in the atmosphere, 
which is already burdened by the emissions from Europe and the United States (Geoidi-P94).

The textbooks prioritize clarity and directness over political nuances and the intricate complexities 
associated with causal responsibility for SD.

The private sector’s ongoing role in causing environmental degradation.  In contrast to contemporary 
postcolonial debates (Marconi, 2024) and international discussions (Bexell and Jönsson, 2017), 
which predominantly associate causal responsibility with states, the analyzed textbooks directly 
address causal responsibility to the private sector. Causal responsibility is often difficult to assign 
to companies because of challenges in tracing their history – many no longer exist, changed own-
ers, merged with other companies, etc. This complexity makes it challenging to hold the private 
sector accountable for past actions. However, in the textbooks, industry and corporate actors are 
significantly described and held responsible for major pollution and exploitation of natural 
resources in the past (Geo2011/2020; Geoidi, Lipas, TitaaniF, TitaaniK, Uniiki). Unlike states’ 
responsibility, corporations past actions are accompanied with illustrations of present activities 
that are expected to influence the future in similar ways. For example, food and meat production 
have reduced biodiversity and impacted climate change, and are expected to continue doing so 
(Lipas, Uniiki); past overfishing now continues with commercial fishing (Lipas); and corpora-
tions’ past wrongs, such as extraction of oil and related environmental catastrophes caused by 
companies in the US (Bio2011; Geo2020), or the destruction of the rainforest in Brazil through 
mining (Geo2020), are examples of past and present actions expected to further cause environ-
mental degradation.

Because of their educational focus, the textbooks appear to aim at making pupils aware of con-
temporary problematic issues, and the fundamental role of the private sector in addressing them. In 
describing past examples and highlighting their present consequences, textbooks frame how his-
torical events shaped the present, arguably encouraging critical thinking and awareness of the 
impact of ongoing actions on future issues. Indeed, the private sector has been held accountable by 
SD since the onset of international discussions about sustainability (e.g. Kolk, 2016; Modreanu et 
al., 2021; Roosa, 2010). The textbooks reflect the integration of sustainability thinking in current 
understandings of causal responsibility for SD.

Historical privilege as a catalyst for personal commitment.  The individual sphere of responsibility is 
also significantly present in the textbooks’ assignment of causal responsibility for SD. The inhab-
itants of high-income countries are directly mentioned as having caused, and still causing, climate 
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and environmental changes, mainly because of their consumption-oriented lifestyle. The text-
books refer to the unequal distribution of benefits and negative effects of past overuse of natural 
resources (Ethics2020; Lipas), overconsumption (Uniiki, Titaani) and waste production (Lipas) in 
industrialized countries. For example, Finnish textbooks claim that ‘every Finn produces on aver-
age multiple times the amount of carbon dioxide emissions per year compared to people living in 
developing countries’ (Lipas-P95), and that ‘Finns consume a lot of natural resources’ (Yhteisku-
P207). According to German textbooks, the ecological footprint depends on the lifestyle and level 
of wealth in a country; in Germany the global hectare use per person is almost double of the world-
wide average (Geo2020-P117), and Germany ranks among the top 10 countries in the use of ‘vir-
tual water’ (Bio2011-P111). The textbooks point out that human behaviour directly interferes with 
nature (Bio2011), for example through agriculture (Bio2020) or energy production (NT2020). 
Human activity is portrayed as main driver for climate and environmental change caused by popu-
lation growth and overconsumption (Unnikki, Historia, Lipas, Ethics2020), the development of 
science, technology, urbanization (Lipas, Historia, TitaaniK, Koodi, Geoidi), and pollution through 
mobility and traffic (Ethics2008). By attributing causal responsibility to humanity, particularly to 
persons living in countries whose governments are assigned historical responsibilities, the text-
books foster personal responsibility. By belonging to a certain context and therefore benefiting 
from a certain state of global affairs, an intrinsic sense of duty and personal commitment ought to 
be aroused.

The textbooks construct a ‘we’ that is bound by an understanding of globally shared responsibil-
ity that is supposed to materialize in pupils’ sense of personal responsibility for SD. This sets the 
stage for discussions around collective and individual obligations, and accountability practices, as 
described below.

Responsibility as obligation: A predominant and shared 
understanding from state governance to individual lifestyles

Responsibility as obligation conceptualizes responsibility in a forward-looking way by defining 
the duties concerning sustainability that actors have according to their roles (Bexell and Jönsson, 
2017: 16). What constitutes a role, and the subsequent obligations, depends on the moral, socio-
political, and legal considerations that constitute the role. Furthermore, the authors explain, these 
considerations are mediated by applied considerations, such as the degree of connectedness to the 
issues at-hand – the connectedness principle – and the capacity to fulfil the obligations associated 
with the role – the capacity principle. The textbooks provide information on both: they assign roles 
and outline the obligations that come with these roles.

In international political frameworks, obligations are the predominant understanding of respon-
sibility for SD, and they are mostly attributed to states (Bexell and Jönsson, 2017). Criticism has 
been raised concerning the vagueness of obligations attributed to the private sector and civil soci-
ety, and the lack of attention given to individual responsibilities (for a review, see Bexell and 
Jönsson, 2017). The body of literature examining various actors’ obligations toward SD is exten-
sive. Handbooks (e.g. Roosa, 2010), edited volumes (e.g. Biermann et al., 2022), and literature 
reviews (e.g. Elsässer et al., 2022; Modreanu et al., 2021) offer concise overviews from different 
perspectives. However, for the purposes of this paper, it is particularly relevant to highlight the 
emergence of three distinct and expanding bodies of literature, each reflecting an emphasis on a 
different sphere of responsibility and related actors: global environmental governance (states, mul-
tilaterals and INGOs), corporate social responsibility (private sector) and sustainable living (indi-
vidual, citizens/consumers behavioural change).



10	 European Educational Research Journal 00(0)

In the textbooks, responsibility for SD is primarily framed in terms of obligation, too. However, 
unlike political discourse – but in line with academic literature – the textbooks place strong emphasis 
on individual responsibilities, which are described in considerable detail as a ‘sustainable lifestyle’. 
The roles of the state in environmental governance and of the private sector through corporate social 
responsibility are also acknowledged, though less elaborated and supported by fewer concrete exam-
ples. Civil society and multilateral organizations are nearly absent. These findings are presented in 
the following sections, with each subsection reflecting the relative weight given in the textbooks. We 
further elaborate on the implications of these findings in the conclusion.

Individual obligations: Promoting a sustainable lifestyle through knowledge, reflection and action.  Indi-
viduals are primarily addressed as part of a global shared humanity, in their role as humans and 
consumers. Individuals ought to realize the tangible and intangible gains, material, psychosocial 
and transcendental benefits from their close interconnectedness with nature (Koodi, TitaaniF, 
Geoidi, Koodi, Uniikkii, Lipas, Bio2011; Ethics2008/2020). Furthermore, individuals ought to 
understand that their obligation to care for the environment derives from their power to shape and 
make changes (Geoidi, Uniiki, TitaaniF, Bio2011/2020). Because of their human agency, individu-
als have responsibility for nurturing nature, reducing/mitigating environmental and climate 
changes, while enabling progress and ensuring future generations’ well-being (Uniikki, Lipas, His-
toria, TitaaniK, Koodi). The textbooks draw on both the connectedness and capacity principles to 
define individual obligations: as humans inherently connected to nature and the environment; 
endowed with the capacity to act positively and proactively, they ought to adopt a sustainable life-
style as consumers and as part of a global shared humanity.

The textbooks emphasize gaining sustainability knowledge, reflecting and developing respon-
sible behaviour as the core of a sustainable lifestyle. For example, a textbook describes humans’ 
evolutionary disposition to create culture, including the fabrication of tools to act upon the world 
(e.g. cutting wood, producing clothing). Because of humans’ ever evolving capacity to develop 
ever more advanced technologies with which to intervene in nature, individuals also have the obli-
gation to reflect on their choices, as stated in this quote:

From these capabilities and the possibility to contemplate one’s own action emerges humans’ responsibil-
ity for themselves, each other, and for a sustainable engagement with their environment (Bio2020-P169).

Another textbook emphasizes the need to develop ‘eco-social’ skills:

A person who has deeply internalised the principles of sustainable development and adopted a lifestyle in 
accordance with them is considered eco-socially educated. Such a person is able to assess the diverse 
impacts of their choices and act with consideration for future generations. An eco-socially educated indi-
vidual is capable of seeking information and grasping the bigger picture. They are also able to put them-
selves in others’ shoes. This is reflected in their behaviour through a sense of responsibility and an 
open-minded attitude (Uniiki-P17).

The textbooks depict individual responsibilities in holistic and inspirational, though accessible, 
manners, reflecting a sense of global responsibility and proactive behaviour.

The knowledge needed for a sustainable lifestyle, how reflections can be made, and what they 
entail is clearly described in the textbooks. They suggest comparing consumer options to evaluate 
their sustainability and stress the importance of sustainable information literacy. For example, 
textbooks offer a comparison between purchasing a fancy sports car versus a more sustainable 
smaller car that uses hybrid energy (Ethics2008) or comparing sustainable with non-sustainable 
interventions in nature (Bio2011); they suggest choosing food products whose labels indicate 
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compliance with SD principles (Unikki) and purchasing fashion items that are manufactured in 
accordance with ethical principles (Lipas). Textbooks encourage pupils to make responsible con-
sumptions choices in their everyday lives by emphasizing label literacy (Ethics2019; Ethics2020; 
Geoidi, Uniiki, Yhteisku). Although there are references to the need of acquiring broader sustain-
ability knowledge, such as being informed about climate agreements, food life cycles, and measur-
ing carbon footprint (TitaaniK), when applied to concrete actions, textbooks mostly refer to pupils 
as consumers. They are compelled to acquire sustainability information to reflect and make 
informed decisions.

Meanwhile, the decisions and behaviours to be adopted are not arbitrary; they are rather well-
defined and reflect mainstream sustainable lifestyle views (e.g. Barr, 2015), including values that 
ought to be implemented through pupils’ consumption choices. The textbooks direct pupils on: diet 
and food choices, such as reducing meat consumption, opting for a vegetarian or plant-based diet, 
including self-collected foods (Yhteisku, Uniikki, TitaaniK, Koodi, Lipas) and regional products 
(Ethics2020); energy efficiency, urging pupils to save energy (Yhteisku, TitaaniK, Ethics2011) and 
use renewable energy (Uniikki, TitaaniK); transportation, recommending eco-friendly options, 
such as public transport, cycling, walking, reduce driving (Yhteisku, Geoidi) and calculating their 
own carbon footprint (TitaaniK); waste and water management, suggesting waste sorting and recy-
cling (Lipas, Yhteisku) and water reduction (Bio2011; Ethics2011), mindful consumption and 
shopping, instructing pupils to purchase fair trade clothing to reduce the negative impact in the 
‘Global South’ (Geo2020) or to reuse items through, for example, flea markets (Lipas). Textbooks 
plead for a compromise between human well-being and nature sustainability (Uniikka, Lipas) and 
advise people in rich countries to change their lifestyle so as to burden the environment less (Lipas). 
In brief, aligned with common views (Barr, 2015), the textbooks define a sustainable lifestyle as 
the today-established environmental-friendly conscious or habitual practices pupils should take to 
positively impact the environment. Thinking and acting accordingly is associated with being an 
educated person (Ideland and Malmberg, 2015).

It is worth mentioning that individuals’ ability to act is described as obligation in terms of 
mitigating negative effects and as positive way to impact the environment. For example, the 
re-naturalization of floodplain landscapes can help protect bodies of water and stabilize ecosys-
tems in the long run (Bio2003); by choosing the decision-makers and companies they support 
(Geoidi), individuals have opportunities to influence both their own lives and the affairs of 
society (Uniiki). They can also make choices that preserve and valorise their own and others’ 
culture (Uniiki) and slow down climate change (Geoidi, TitaaniF). The textbooks empower 
pupils to act by emphasizing human agency and giving examples of persons who acted in that 
direction. The following example aptly illustrates this aspect: According to one Finnish text-
book, many NGOs focus on environmental and animal rights through campaigns involving 
research, events, advertising, and social media. While global organizations like WWF and 
Greenpeace operate on an international scale, some, like the Natural Heritage Foundation 
founded by fisherman Pentti Linkola, ‘who donated his savings to the foundation’s initial capi-
tal’, stem from individual efforts (Uniiki-P88). After the description, pupils are tasked with 
exploring NGO campaigns, including their goals, implementation, responsible parties, funding 
needs, and ways to get involved. They should also share their opinions and think about future 
campaign needs. Pupils are urged to know, reflect and act.

State and private sector roles: Central actors with undefined obligations.  While states are recognized 
as important actors in SD, their obligations are generally presented with less clarity and detail 
compared to those assigned to individuals. States are portrayed primarily as regulatory and ena-
bling bodies. Examples include setting maximum contaminant levels in tap water (Bio2011), 
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providing clear guidelines for food labelling (Ethics2020), safeguarding the well-being of future 
generations (Yhteisku), and ensuring the sustainability of economic systems (Uniikki). Govern-
ments are also depicted as trustworthy sources of information (Ethics2020) and as capable agents 
of positive change (Geoidi), as illustrated by a direct quote from a professor: ‘There is a need for 
a few state-regulated labels for key product characteristics that combine animal welfare, envi-
ronmental protection, sustainability and regionality. And the state must publicize them for con-
sumers to be aware’ (Ethics2020-P119). State-level decisions are advocated (Yhteisku), but 
beyond these general affirmations, elaboration on state responsibilities remains limited, and 
examples of government’s interventions are very scarce (e.g. TitaaniK). Overall, while the state 
is acknowledged as a pivotal actor with the potential to drive sustainability, this role is underde-
veloped in textbook content when compared to the more extensively detailed individual 
obligations.

Corporate responsibility for sustainability is derived mainly from their role as polluters. The 
textbooks clearly convey the stance that companies should not destroy nature (Uniiki), and that 
they can make a huge impact on climate change (Geoidi). Details and examples are more concrete 
than in relation to states’ obligations, but far less than individuals. If mentioned, considerations of 
obligations often remain vague and implicit (NT2020). Some textbooks caution against the misuse 
of labels like Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) (Geo2020). One box explains CSR as an 
enterprise that is environmentally, ethically, and socially responsible while remaining economi-
cally successful. It also introduces ‘greenwashing’ to alert pupils that companies may exploit CSR 
through marketing to boost profits without addressing sustainability in practice (Geo2020-P120). 
Other textbooks emphasize that industry and big corporations are already changing their produc-
tion practices according to ethical principles, and provide examples, such as recycling-based pro-
duction (Lipas), less pollution and green tech production methods (Historia), the use of renewable 
resource/wind power (TitaaniF, Geo2011) and of wastewater treatment (Koodi). Companies are 
said to be keen to develop environmentally friendly innovations (Yhteisku). Although differently, 
the textbooks stress the private sector’s obligations by highlighting their main role as polluters, 
their closeness to sustainability issues, and their capacity to address and mitigate the consequences 
of climate change.

Responsibility as accountability: From state and multilateral 
oversight to civil society and individual action

Responsibility as accountability has an orientation towards the past, although different from cause. 
It is backward looking by assessing whether different actors have fulfilled their obligations (Bexell 
and Jönsson, 2017). Accountability, as framed by the authors, pertains to the mechanisms and pro-
cesses by which actors are held answerable for their commitments to SD. This concept involves 
both retrospective evaluation (judging past and ongoing actions or inactions) and prospective 
enforcement (ensuring future compliance).

In the literature and international debates, accountability is attributed mostly to states, multilat-
eral organizations and multi-stakeholder agencies (e.g. Knowledge Platform). The private sector 
and civil society also emerge as important spheres of accountability, however non-governmental 
actors’ obligations are mostly broad and open-ended, and accountability practices are complicated 
to define (e.g. Bexell and Jönsson, 2017; Biermann et al., 2022).

Interestingly, the textbooks attribute responsibility as accountability mostly to both multilateral 
bodies and civil society. They also reflect on self-accountability and individual action through civil 
society organizations. The few mentions of states and the private sector merge obligations and 
accountability measures.
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Multilateral bodies: A globally shared framework for accountability

In global governance, responsibility as accountability mostly materializes in peer-review processes 
and related mechanisms of soft accountability, for example, SDGs Voluntary National Review 
process (Llanos et al., 2022) and OECD multilateral studies (Centeno, 2021). This approach high-
lights the tension between national and international responsibilities, with states reluctant to cede 
authority to supranational bodies, as interests and responsibilities frequently conflict (e.g. Paris 
Agreement). Consequently, states favour non-coercive, soft accountability measures.

However, scholars argue that merely voluntary self-reporting can weaken global accountability 
measures, making it difficult to hold states and other actors fully accountable for their commit-
ments (e.g. Bexell and Jönsson, 2017; Llanos et al., 2022). Additionally, the focus on data-driven 
accountability may lead countries to prioritize areas with easily measurable progress, potentially 
neglecting more complex issues (Fukuda-Parr and McNeill, 2015; Hickel, 2016).

The textbooks emphasize multilateral cooperation as foundational for tackling environmental 
change and mitigate its consequences. Governments and multilateral organizations such as the 
European Union (EU) or the United Nations (UN) are responsible for developing international 
agreements and regulations, for instance to protect water resources (Bio2011-P125) or reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions (F-TitaaniaK, TitaaniaF). The agreements and regulations create com-
mon rules for all countries (Uniikki) and they are necessary for environmental protection (Historia, 
Ethics2008). Own country commitments are articulated (Yhteisku). There are no mentions of the 
complexities inherent to international relations and the vicissitudes of multilateral reporting. The 
textbooks reiterate the overall message of global sharedness as the main trait of SD: Accountability 
processes should be shared as much as obligations.

Civil society: The gatekeeper of accountability

Researchers advocate for greater involvement of civil society and other non-state-actors in SD (e.g. 
Bexell and Jönsson, 2017; Llanos et al., 2022). Civil society organizations (CSOs) are pleaded to 
participate in the accountability process by tracking progress, increasing awareness, and holding 
governments and other actors accountable through advocacy and public reporting (e.g. Biermann 
et al., 2022; Donald and Way, 2016). Others stress that CSOs must also ensure that their own prac-
tices are transparent and accountable to maintain credibility and effectiveness (e.g. Willems, 2021). 
‘Participatory governance’ has propelled CSOs within international organizations (Steffek and 
Kortendjek, 2018), as they contribute to ‘multilevel cooperation’ (Teló, 2020). The SDGs negotia-
tions illustrate the increased civil society participation in global governance (Beisheim et al., 
2022), although their influence is still limited (Sénit, 2020). Prevailing perspectives across both 
scientific and political sectors stress the crucial role of CSOs in monitoring and enforcing account-
ability measures.

The textbooks tend to reflect current thinking, mentioning that (I)NGOs hold both governments 
and corporations accountable. Some say that CSOs can challenge public and private sector deci-
sions, and, most importantly, individuals can and should act through their support to (I)NGOs, such 
as Amnesty International and Greenpeace (Historia, Uniikki, EReli2006; KReli2020) as well as 
local civic initiatives (Ethics2008). Influential/well-known people frequently act as ambassadors 
of environmental movements and INGOs (Geoidi) because they have the reach and ability to influ-
ence corporations, successfully pressuring companies to change their operations (Uniikki). The 
textbooks also refer to historical figures to encourage engagement, such as Nelson Mandela and 
Mother Theressa (EReli2020). The textbooks’ simplified messages convey inspirational and posi-
tive messages, connecting the role of CSOs with individual agency and social engagement. Pupils’ 
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participation in CSO activities is fostered with examples from (inter-)national well-known youth 
personalities, such as Enni Rukajärvi (Geoidi). Some textbooks foster a sense of personal respon-
sibility and active involvement in civil society lead accountability efforts.

Personal responsibility and individual (self-)accountability: Stressing value education

Individual obligations are closely connected with self-accountability in some textbooks. As previ-
ously explained, pupils are appealed to know and reflect before acting as part of individual obliga-
tion towards SD; similarly, they are also pleaded to take ownership of their actions and decisions 
through self-accountability. Especially people in industrialized countries ought to reflect on their 
values emphasizing not only their own well-being, but the well-being of all life on earth (Lipas). 
Self-evaluation and reflection of one’s own consumer choices (Uniikki, Ethics2008) and conse-
quences of one’s own actions for the environment and animals (Koodi, Lipas, Uniikki, Bio2011) 
are essential in sustainable lifestyles. Value education (Simojoki, 2021) is significantly present and 
linked with individual accountability in some textbooks. Furthermore, because individuals have 
agency, they are also responsible to hold other actors accountable by choosing the decision-makers 
and companies they support (Geoidi) and by participating in (I)NGOs, as explained previously. 
This mirrors scholars’ pleas for clearer individual obligations and related accountability, both as 
consumers in their everyday lifestyle and voters who should hold decision-makers accountable 
(Bexell and Jönsson, 2017). Individual and collective responsibilities are entangled and should 
ideally reinforce each other.

States and private sector: Interrelated spheres of accountability

The textbooks accentuate governments’ as well as companies’ compliance with their obligations. 
All countries, especially those that signed international treaties, should develop programs and poli-
cies as well as formats for public reporting on issues such as emissions, carbon stocks, and defor-
estation (TitaaniK) and a general responsibility for protecting the environment to ensure survival 
(Ethics2020). Governments should hold other political actors including cities, municipalities, and 
public organizations accountable (Ethics2008). Governments are also responsible for creating 
accountability measures for companies, for example on how to deal with wastewater (Bio2011). 
State obligations as regulatory bodies pave the way for their role of holding others accountable 
within given frameworks.

Private sector accountability is virtually unexplored in the textbooks. Although corporations are 
straightforwardly held responsible for pollution and exploitation of natural resources in the past 
and present, accountability mechanisms are not tackled. Corporations should comply with global 
and national frameworks for SD and fulfil their obligations.

In stressing the roles of multilaterals and CSOs, individuals and to some extent the state in 
enforcing accountability, the textbooks appear to aim at fostering shared educational goals, such as 
civic engagement, personal and social responsibility. The combination of collective and individual 
responsibilities, social and personal commitments illuminate the dynamic and comprehensive 
nature of responsibility for SD.

Conclusive discussion

Sustainable development (SD), once primarily the concern of scholars, governments and, to some 
extent, large corporations, is increasingly permeating the foundational legal-political and socio-
economic dimensions of society (Biermann et al., 2022), as well as individual and family life (Barr 
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and Gilg, 2006). Responsibility for SD has become ubiquitous. The foundational assumption in 
this study was that SD is crystallizing as a societal norm. Based on the premise that textbooks are 
both mirrors and moulders of society, simultaneously transmitting and shaping societal norms, this 
article explored the dominant understandings of responsibility for SD emerging in European con-
text. Our analytical lens focused on two samples of secondary school textbooks from Finland and 
Germany, countries recognized for their educational innovation and environmental leadership. The 
primary contribution of this article has been to demonstrate that indeed responsibility for SD 
appears to be crystallizing as a multifaceted and deeply embedded societal norm.

Dominant understandings of responsibility for sustainable development

To explore how notions of responsibility for sustainable development (SD) are being articulated 
and consolidated within society, we opted by an integrated approach, through which theoretical 
insights, considerations from main international political debates and the literature were inte-
grated into the textbooks analysis to depict who is responsible, for what and to whom in relation 
to SD.

Societal understandings of responsibility for sustainable development.  Our analysis reveals a conver-
gence between textbooks, scholarship and international discourses, suggesting that three dominant 
understandings of responsibility for SD are becoming institutionalized and culturally embedded. 
The three senses of responsibility for SD introduced by Bexell and Jönsson (2017) – cause, obliga-
tion, accountability – provide a compiling description of these understandings.

In the textbooks, the predominant understanding of responsibility for SD is responsibility as 
obligation, followed by responsibility in the sense of cause – that is, the notion that those who have 
contributed to the creation of problems in the past bear responsibility for addressing them in the 
present. Responsibility as accountability is also present, but less developed. These understandings 
mirror the relative weight of these conceptualizations in international frameworks and scholarly 
debates (Bexell and Jönsson, 2017; Biermann et al., 2022). Moreover, there is broad consensus 
regarding the nature of responsibilities, to whom they are owed and the levels and type of actors 
involved in addressing SD.

Causal responsibility is clearly acknowledged across both sets of textbooks.  Industrialized countries 
and associated corporate actors are depicted as the main historical and contemporary contributors to 
environmental degradation; humanity as whole is strongly criticized for its anthropocentric behav-
iour and held responsible for current environmental and climate challenges. The textbooks convey 
an understanding of causal responsibility as a global and shared responsibility. They are embedded 
in contemporary (post-)colonial thinking, with direct and indirect references to global inequality 
as linked to debts of sustainability and development from Global North to Global South coun-
tries (Sutoris, 2019). Furthermore, the textbooks also integrate a certain degree of post-humanistic 
thinking visible in their open criticism of anthropocentric habits and views as significant causes of 
environmental degradation. There is an emphasis on humans’ interactions with nature and animals 
and their mutual dependencies; the textbooks unmistakably grant nature a certain degree of agency 
that stretches beyond the mere passivity as resource for human survival. They underline humans’ 
interconnectedness with all living organisms. The construction of a global ‘we’ – from the per-
spective of industrialized countries albeit combined with critical accounts of historical advantages 
– and descriptions of how human activity has contributed to environmental degradation, fosters a 
sense of personal moral responsibility.
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Turning to the sense of obligation, the textbooks converge in their preponderant understanding of 
responsibility for SD as obligation.  It could be said that they synthesize the different societal under-
standings around the issue of obligations. On the one hand, the predominant importance given to 
obligations reflect traditional understandings (e.g. Roosa, 2010) and current international frame-
works (Bexell and Jönsson, 2017), which largely operationalize responsibility in the sense of obli-
gations that states and corporations should assume. The textbooks stress states’ fundamental role as 
regulatory body and the importance of state-level decisions towards sustainability. Corporations’ 
obligations arise from their role as polluters, direct implication with SD issues and capacity to 
address and mitigate the consequences of environmental change. Political sensitivity, controversy 
and the complexities associated with attributing well-defined obligations to states and the private 
sector might explain why the textbooks elaborate little on their obligations. On the other hand, they 
portray a strong emphasis on individual responsibility. Textbooks emphasize personal lifestyle 
choices, consumption habits and moral reflections as central to SD. This reflects both national 
‘behavioural change’ policies and programmes, and the range of practices commonly described 
as sustainable in ‘the variety of intellectual approaches within academic research, focusing on the 
psychological, sociological and pragmatic components of behavioural change’ (Barr, 2015: 828). 
Obligations towards SD are thus strongly hinged on individuals’ ability to know, reflect and act.

Responsibility is also understood as accountability across both sets of textbooks.  In conceptualizing 
this sense of responsibility, it seems that textbooks intend to shape rather than to reflect societal 
understandings. Accountability is portrayed as a shared and often self-directed process. The role 
of the state and private sector is acknowledged, but remains underdeveloped, with obligations and 
accountability practice mostly merged, while multilateral organizations and civil society actors 
are presented as key accountability actors. Individuals are urged to play a role in accountability 
processes as consumers and voters and through their involvement in civil society organizations. 
Self-directed processes, in terms of reflection and self-evaluation, are also encouraged. The text-
books foster a sense of individual responsibility encouraging students to reflect, act and hold others 
accountable. They interconnect individual and collective accountability, entangling personal and 
social responsibilities.

Balancing individual agency, personal and collective responsibilities

These findings suggest that individual agency and personal responsibility have become essential 
elements in understanding and forming responsibility for SD. The textbooks put a strong emphasis 
on civic engagement and personal responsibility for environmental issues. This finding confirms 
previous longitudinal studies that have documented worldwide changes in textbooks towards 
greater focus on student-centredness (Bromley et al., 2011), individual agency (Lerch et al., 2017) 
and individualistic approaches towards human rights (Skinner and Bromley, 2019) in textbooks.

The textbooks promote an ‘action competence for sustainable development’, identified among 
scholars as being of ‘key importance for education for sustainable development’ (Biström and 
Lundström, 2021: 279; see Jensen and Schnack, 1997 for foundational literature on the ‘action 
competence approach in environmental education’; see also Jensen, 2002). They leave no doubt 
that protecting the environment is necessary. They aim to foster democratic and participatory ideals 
as well as capacities to act and take responsibility. This concurs with contemporary pedagogical 
approaches to education that support cross-disciplinary approaches and the central role of text-
books in supporting teachers and learners in developing action-oriented competencies for SD 
(Biström and Lundström, 2021). Although to varying degrees across disciplines and countries, the 
textbooks foster political engagement, corroborating the tendency to ascertain environmental and 
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sustainability education with the task of ‘preparing for politically engaged sustainable citizenship’ 
(Håkansson et al., 2018: 92).

Textbooks’ action-competence approach resonates with current pedagogical movements, such 
as global citizenship education (Lang-Wojtasik, 2022) and approaches that favour learners’ engage-
ment in both exploring and addressing sustainability issues (Vare and Scott, 2007). Indeed, we 
found that pupils are strongly encouraged to search and acquire knowledge, to develop critical 
reflexive skills and competences for actions. The textbooks seem to conceive learning experiences 
as ways for pupils to see themselves as capable actors, fostering a deeper and more personal com-
mitment to SD (e.g. Barratt-Hacking et al., 2010). The findings suggest that textbooks function not 
only as conveyors of knowledge but also as facilitators of identity formation and moral develop-
ment within the framework of education for SD.

While this moral focus empowers pupils as agents of change, it simultaneously raises concerns 
about the over-individualization of responsibility. Although collective responsibilities of private 
and public sectors initially emerged as common sense (Roosa, 2010), difficulties in translating 
them into political action have shifted the emphasis towards individual behaviour and lifestyle 
rationalization (Hobson, 2002), despite evidence that individual action has limited impact on envi-
ronmental protection (Marris, 2020). Transferring collective and state responsibilities to individu-
als when political processes reach deadlock is a frequent practice (Centeno, 2011). Framing 
individuals primarily as consumers or citizen-consumers has been criticized for obscuring struc-
tural and institutional dimensions of SD challenges (Hobson, 2002).

Moreover, our findings raise concerns about the potential psychological and social costs of 
over-individualizing responsibility. ‘Climate anxiety’ or ‘eco-anxiety’ became entrenched concepts 
to describe ‘distress related to worries about the effects of climate change’, which is ‘rooted in 
uncertainty about the future’ (Collier, 2022). The textbooks’ (over-)responsibilization of individu-
als might increase feelings of anxiety and guilt, which have been particularly observed among 
youth (Hickman et al., 2021; Pihkala, 2020). In brief, eco-anxiety stems from a sense of moral 
burden, accompanied by feelings of helplessness and an inability to address the sources of anxiety, 
as these lie beyond one’s personal actions and control. It must be noted that both sets of textbooks 
sharply stress that humans have damaged the environment, while also affirming their capacity to 
protect it. The Finnish Ethics textbook explicitly addresses climate anxiety, noting that the ‘future 
evokes many emotions’ including ‘concern and fear’, but with ‘active engagement’ and ‘focus on 
positive change’, ‘even difficult situations can be overcome’ (Uniikki-P76&87). The attention 
given to eco-anxiety (at least in Finnish textbooks) and the constructive tone are noteworthy. Still, 
when contrasted with the strong emphasis on individual responsibility – echoed also in the German 
textbooks – the reassuring and encouraging messages might have little impact.

When textbooks place overwhelming responsibility on pupils for historical and structural pro-
cesses, this may lead to psychological responses that extend beyond the immediate context (e.g. 
Léger-Goodes et al., 2022). Such responses can impair daily functioning and affect pupils’ overall 
well-being (Cianconi et al., 2023). Social workers mention young adults’ difficulties in everyday 
decision-making, from choosing groceries to major life choices regarding careers, places of resi-
dence, and whether to have children (Scorpio quoted in Edwards and Atherton, 2023). On a social 
level, the over-moralizing or over-individualization of sustainability discourses risk alienating 
pupils thus hindering meaningful engagement, especially if structural and collective dimensions of 
responsibility are under-emphasized (Pihkala, 2020). Emotions such as anger and fear, if not ade-
quately contextualized, may contribute little to constructive civic engagement. Thus, when weigh-
ing the potential benefits and drawbacks of (over-)individualizing responsibility for SD, the 
possible harm to pupils’ socio-emotional development may potentially outweigh the intended posi-
tive effects on fostering pro-climate behaviours and civic engagement.
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This study shows that secondary school textbooks in Finland and Germany not only reflect pre-
vailing understandings but also actively contribute to operationalizing responsibility for SD predomi-
nantly as a moral and behavioural obligation of individuals. While this pedagogical framing fosters 
pupils’ action competence, democratic engagement and reflective capacity, it places comparatively 
less emphasis on systemic and collective dimensions of SD. Thus, it risks imposing unrealistic expec-
tations and disproportionate moral burdens on young people. To balance these tensions, our analysis 
suggests that greater emphasis could be placed on how the different senses of responsibility – cause, 
obligation and accountability – are closely interwoven and mutually informing. At a time when we 
seem to be witnessing the construction of a new societal norm – in which understandings are still 
being formed and solidified – recognizing these dynamics and acknowledging the tensions between 
individual actions and broader systemic changes, as well as between personal and collective respon-
sibilities, appears essential for thinking about education and sustainable development.
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Notes

1.	 This study benefits from a previous international research project, which started with the observation that 
schools are increasingly expected to equip learners with skills to address climate change and broader sur-
vival. That project examined how school-based messages on climate change and environmental degrada-
tion related to pupils’ lives in Ghana and Malawi (see Ress et al., 2022). A follow-up project was then 
developed to analyze textbooks from European countries, namely Finland and Germany, as to explore 
two contrasting sets of countries. The data used in this study draw uniquely from this latter project. It 
considers previous studies that examined the nation-state-oriented framing of environmental problems 
(Ress, 2023), the representation of plurality (Ress and Plötz, 2024) in secondary school textbooks across 
subjects, and it is backed up with previous comparative reflections on responsibility for sustainable 
development (Centeno et al., 2021).

2.	 In Germany, textbooks are published by private publishers. The approval of textbooks is regulated dif-
ferently in the federal states: Most textbooks require approval by the responsible Ministry of Education 
and Cultural Affairs or a subordinate authority. Approval is usually preceded by a formal review process. 
Approval is granted if the books do not contradict general constitutional principles and legal regulations, if 
they conform to the curriculum and are suitable both didactically and linguistically. In addition, they must 
not exceed a certain budget (KMK). Learning materials that are used in Bavarian schools must first undergo 
a state approval process. This procedure guarantees the professional quality of the offerings as well as com-
pliance with the Bavarian curricula (https://www.km.bayern.de/unterrichten/unterrichtsalltag/lernmittel). 
The main Finnish publishers are SanomaPro and Otava. We also included books from smaller publishers, 
Edita and e-Oppi, the latter offering digital formats. Unlike in Germany, Finnish school books are not state 
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monitored; publishers decide the content, and schools are free to choose the materials they find most suit-
able. Teachers also have autonomy and may opt not to use textbooks at all. However, books remain widely 
used (Karvonen, 2020), as confirmed by teachers and principals in our school visits. All Finnish textbooks 
we analyzed followed the national curriculum and showed no major differences in core content.

3.	 Translations from German and Finnish to English have been done by the authors.
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Appendix 1

List of Finnish and German textbooks analysed and consulted

Main sample = Primary sources (P)
Cross-reference secondary sample = supplementary sources (S)
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Table A2.  German textbooks.

School subject Title and grade Publisher Year Abbreviation

Geography 
(Geografie)

TERRA Geografie 
8 (P)

Ernst Klett 2011 Geo2011

TERRA Geografie 
8 (S)

Ernst Klett 2020 Geo2020

Biology (Biologie) Biologie 8 (P) Cornelsen 2003 Bio2003
Fachwerk Biologie 
8 (S)

Cornelsen 2020 Bio2020

PRISMA Biologie (S) Ernst Klett 2011 Bio2011
Catholics religious 

education 
(Katholischer 
Religionsunterricht)

Einfach Leben (P) Auer Verlag 2006 KReli2006
Religion verstehen 
8 (S)

Cornelsen 2022 KReli2021

Protestant religious 
education 
(Evangelischer 
Religionsunterricht)

Herausforderungen 
8 (P)

Claudius Verlag 2020 EReli2020

Ethics (Ethik) Ethik 7/8 (P) Bildungsverlag EINS 2008 Ethics2008
Abenteuer Ethik 
8 (S)

C. C. Buchner 2020 Ethics2020

Nature and 
technology studies 
(Natur & Technik)

Natur und Technik 8 
R/M (P)

Cornelsen 2020 NT2020

Table A1.  Finnish textbooks.

School subject Title and grade Publisher Year Abbreviation

Biology (Biologia) Koodi – Luonto 8 (P) SanomaPro 2018 Koodi
Chemistry (Kemia) Titaani Kemia 7–9 (P) Otava 2016 TitaaniK

Vihreä Kemia 7–9 (S) e-Oppi 2021 Vihreä
Ethics (ET, 

Elämänkatsomustieto)
Uniikki – Ihmisoikeudet ja kestävä 

tulevaisuus 9 (P)
EDITA (Otava) 2019 Uniikki

Kompassi 7–9 (S) yläkoulun 
elämänkatsomustieto

Otava 2018 Kompassi

Evangelical Lutheran 
religion studies 
(Uskonto)

Lipas – hyvä elämä 9 (P) SanomaPro 2017 Lipas
Kaiku Yläkoulun uskonto 7–9 (S) Otava 2016 Kaiku

Geography (Maantieto) Geoidi 8 – Muuttuvat maisemat ja 
elinympäristöt (P)

SanomaPro 2017 Geoidi

Kartta 8 – Ihminen maapallolla (S) e-Oppi 2020 Kartta
Health studies 

(Terveystieto)
Voimaa terveystieto 7–9 (P) SanomaPro 2020 Voimaa

History (Historia) Historian taitaja 8 (P) SanomaPro 2017 Historia
Forum 8 Historia (S) Otava (Otavan 

kirjapaino Oy)
2013 Forum

Home economics 
(Kotitalous)

Kimara 7–9 Kotitalous (P) SanomaPro 2021 Kimara

Physics (Fysiikka) Titaani Fysiikka 7–9 (P) Otava 2016 TitaaniF
Spektri 7–9 (S) e-Oppi 2020 Spektri

Social studies 
(Yhteiskuntaoppi)

Yhteiskuntaopin taitaja 9 (P) SanomaPro 2018 Yhteisku



26	 European Educational Research Journal 00(0)

Political-ecology framework
Socio-political senses 
of responsibility Multi-level system analysis

•  Socio-ecological relations
• � Conceptions of environmental 

change
• � Use of resources and 

exhaustion
• � Consequences for humans and 

non-humans
• � Social inequality and 

categorizations
•  Responsibility
•  Belief systems and values

•  Cause
•  Obligation
•  Accountability

•  Individual / personal
•  State (country)
•  Civil society (e.g. I-NGOs)
• � Corporate, industry (private 

sector)
•  Multilateral (e.g. IOs)
•  Global or shared (humanity)

Appendix 2

Key codes and concepts of data analysis.


