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Assessing Sustainability at Portland State and Beyond 
 

 

Introduction  

 

In early 2009 a survey was conducted of 151 individuals working in the Portland area on 

their views about sustainability and Portland State University. The survey was conducted 

following a $25 million gift to Portland State (PSU) from the James F. and Marion L. 

Miller Foundation to be used on sustainability programs. The Miller Foundation grant 

was a challenge grant, requiring Portland State to raise at least an additional $25 million 

over the next 10 years.  One way of matching the foundation is through partnering with 

outside organizations to provide in-kind or dollar matches.  The survey seeks to inform 

Portland State on community views as the university moves ahead in planning for its 

sustainability programs.  It asked respondents to provide input into the importance and 

application of sustainability practices to their organizations and to PSU.  Further, the 

survey sought input into how PSU might engage organizations and the public around 

sustainability issues. 

 

In order to effectively engage the sustainability community in Portland and beyond, it is 

important that PSU have an understanding of how best to go about such engagement.  

Portland State should know how the community views the university in relation to other 

organizations.  Examining areas where Portland State is viewed as having a comparative 

advantage may shed light on areas where Portland State can most effectively engage the 

community and be received as a valued partner.  Further, it will be important to know 

how different organization types view those areas where Portland State has a competitive 

advantage in order to tailor approaches to the most appropriate organizations. 

 

 

Methodology  

 

The Shaping Sustainability data comes from a survey that was put together by Professors 

Bobby Cochran and Ellen Basset, based on surveys developed by student groups in 

Professor Bassett's fall 2008 Planning Methods I class (USP 533).  The survey was 

administered in January 2009 to 1,364 individuals from the mailing lists of Portland State 

University’s MetroScape publication and Social Equity and Opportunity Forum.  Targets 

were contacted via email and provided with a link to an online survey.  Two reminder 

emails were sent, and a final notice was provided several days before the survey closed in 

February.  151 people responded, accounting for a response rate of 11%.  

 

The raw data from the survey was cleaned and input into spreadsheets using a coding 

manual that was created for the survey.  Open-ended questions were coded to bring 

differently worded responses of the same general meaning into alignment such that the 

data could be analyzed.  Descriptive statistics were run at this early stage to provide a 
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basic understanding of the responses received.  Later, students ran various statistical tests 

to examine the data in light of different hypotheses. 

 

In order to further assess some of the data received in the survey, and to dig a bit deeper 

into some of the issues revealed by the survey, two Focus groups were held on February 

25th.  A total of 13 people, who were contacted because they had indicated on the survey 

that they would be willing to be contacted for follow-up, participated in the focus groups.  

The focus groups echoed some preliminary findings from the survey.  An important 

finding from the focus group was that participants felt stretched already, and if they were 

to engage in partnerships with the university, wanted to know specifically what Portland 

State offered in terms of added value in the sustainability field, and what a return on their 

investment might be. 

 

 

The Respondents  

 

The respondents were 57 percent male and 41 percent female (two percent did not 

respond).  The median was age 45 to 54; however the greatest number of respondents 

(mode) were in the 55 to 64 age group, with 38 percent of respondents in this category.  

The median organization size was 20 to 99, while the mode was 200 or more employees, 

with 29 percent of respondents in that category.  Figure 1 shows respondents by their 

organization’s largest geographic area served; the median geographic area served was on 

the "Metro" area level, while the mode was split between the "City" and "Metro" areas, 

with other respondents selecting neighborhood, state, region, national, international, or 

other.  

 
Figure 1: Respondents by Largest Geographic Area Served 

 



 3 

Figure 2 shows respondents by organization type.  The mode was non-profit 

organizations, with 41 respondents.  For profit organization and local government also 

had a substantial presence, with 33 respondents each.   

 
Figure 2:  Respondents by Organization Type 

 
 

 

General Results 

 

Overall, respondents felt that sustainability is both very important now, with a mean 

rating of 4.14 out of 5, and will be even more important in five years, with a mean rating 

of 4.47 out of 5.  Asked how important seven different resources would be to their 

organization’s ability to expand its involvement in sustainability, the top three responses 

were “more available money/capital,” with a mean rating of 3.94, “more staff time and 

capacity,” with a mean rating of 3.85, and “expanded internal staff expertise,” with a 

mean rating of 3.74.  Respondents were also asked how Portland State could best engage 

their organization.  Figure 3 shows the results for all engagement methods. 

 

The favored engagement methods were “demonstration projects and joint research,” 

followed closely by “symposia and conferences” and “community workshops and 

brownbags.”  Published papers in journals finished notably far behind the other methods.  

These results might indicate that respondents find methods that get Portland State out into 

the community (as with the first two methods) or bring the community in to the 

University (as with the next two methods) are the best engagement methods.  Published 

papers, in contrast, foster minimal interaction. 
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Figure 3: Importance of methods of engaging organizations in PSU’s Sustainability Initiative 

 
 

 

Portland State's Comparative Advantage  
 

Now that we understand that most respondents found sustainability to be an important 

topic and that favored methods of engagement that bring the university and the 

community into close contact, it is worth looking into sustainability topic or focus areas.  

Looking at specific topic areas can help to determine if there are particular areas where 

Portland State has the most to offer, or where certain organizations may be most 

receptive to the University’s engagement. 

 

Question nine of the Sustainability Survey asked respondents to rate the importance of 19 

different areas in terms of how important those areas are to focus on for both the 

respondent's organization and for Portland State.  Respondents rated the importance the 

focus areas on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (essential), first for their own organization, and 

next for Portland State.  Table 1 shows the mean scores for the focus area, and includes 

columns for the respondent's organization, Portland State, and the difference between the 

two means.  The table is sorted by the difference in means to demonstrate areas where 

respondents feel focusing on a sustainability topic areas is relatively more important for 

Portland State than for other organizations.  This information offers insight into areas 

where Portland State has a perceived comparative advantage.  The top five and bottom 

five focus areas are listed. 
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Table 1.   On a scale of 1-5, how important are the following sustainability topics?
1
 

Top five focus areas by difference 

Importance for 

Respondent’s  

Org. (Mean) 

Importance for 

PSU (Mean) 
Difference   

Measurement (e.g. tracking product 

impacts)  
3.05 3.84 0.79 

Urban design and development  3.76 4.50 0.74 

Green jobs and economy  3.63 4.36 0.73 

Locally grown and community food systems  2.87 3.60 0.73 

Consumer demand  2.50 3.11 0.61 

 
Bottom five focus areas by difference 

Business practices and processes  3.35 3.69 0.34 

Invasive species  2.49 2.82 0.33 

Land conservation/preservation  3.49 3.69 0.20 

Recycling  3.21 3.38 0.17 

Living Wages/Benefits  3.30 3.37 0.06 

 

Without running further statistical tests, it appears that for every focus area, respondents 

felt there was a greater importance for PSU to focus on that area than for the respondents’ 

organizations.  Four areas where respondents feel the Portland State should focus most 

(over respondent organizations) are "measurement (and tracking product impacts)", 

"urban design and development", "green jobs and economy", and "locally grown and 

community food systems". 

 

Because respondents were rating the importance of the same focus areas two times (once 

for the respondent's organization and once for PSU), paired sample t-tests were run for 

each focus area to ascertain if the differences between the two ratings were significant.  A 

finding of no significant difference would imply that respondents did not feel that the 

focus area is more or less essential for Portland State than for their own organization.  My 

hypothesis was that there is a significant difference between how essential respondents 

feel focusing on these areas is for Portland State versus for their own organization.   

 

The tests revealed that there was a significant difference between the ratings in every 

case, except for "land conservation/preservation" and "living wages/benefits".
2
  Among 

the four focus areas where Portland State had the greatest comparative advantage (using 

the differences in means analysis) there was a significant effect between the respondent's 

organization and Portland State for measurement, t (115) = 7.23, p < .001, for urban 

design and development, t (117) = 5.68, p < .001, for green jobs and economy, t (119) = 

6.22, p < .001, for locally grown and community food systems, t (119) = 6.06, p < .001, 

with Portland State's mean being higher in each case.  

 

                                                 
1
 A full means and difference table can be found in Appendix A. 

2
 A table of the paired t-test results can be found in Appendix B. 
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Differences between Organization Types  
 

Taking these areas wherein respondents feel Portland State's focus is significantly more 

important to advancing sustainability, an important question is whether there is a 

difference between respondents of different organization types regarding importance they 

ascribe to these focus areas.  This analysis sought to understand if there are significant 

differences between the proportions of respondents for each organization type who felt a 

particular focus area to be essential to focus on, first to their own organization and second 

for PSU.  

    

The first step in getting to this answer involved creating a new dichotomous variable for 

each focus area that would identify if the respondent found it to be essential or not 

essential.  Responses (originally on a scale of 1 to 5 for not at all important to essential) 

were broken into two categories: not essential (answers of 1 or 2), and essential (4 or 5).  

Answers of 3 were deemed neutral and removed for the purpose of this analysis.  This 

recoding was done for the top four focus areas identified in the prior section, for both the 

respondent's organization and Portland State.  

 

Next, organization types were condensed into a more manageable number.  The survey 

asked respondents what type of agency they work for, and respondents could answer 

"non-profit," "education/research institution," "for-profit business," "local government," 

"state government" or "other".  From these, a new variable was created.  Using 

organization type, "non-profit" and "education/research institution" were combined into 

“non-profit,” and local and state government were combined into “government.”  For 

respondents who answered “other” and wrote in a response, values were assigned when 

possible based on their description.  For example, of respondents that selected “other,” 

one wrote in “venture capital firm,” which was entered in as a for-profit business, several 

wrote in some variation on “regional government,” which was entered in as 

“government,” while others wrote in “philanthropy” or “volunteer organization,” which 

were entered in as “non-profit.” 

 

These new variables reveal that in each of the four focus areas where Portland State had 

the largest comparative advantage over the respondent's organization, the advantage held 

across all organization types.  It would be worthwhile to know if there are particular 

focus areas wherein one organization type deemed that area to be significantly more 

important than other organization types.  For each focus area, and for each half of the 

question (for the respondent’s organization and for Portland State), a z-test for two 

proportions was run comparing the organization type that had the highest proportion of 

respondents identifying the area as essential to the organization type having the lowest 

proportion.  For any area with a significant difference between the two proportions, PSU 

will better understand both respondent organizations and their conception of what PSU 

can offer them.  The level of risk was set at five percent.  Table 2 shows the proportions 

of respondents that felt focusing on these areas was essential, along with the results of the 

z-tests.  
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Table 2:  Comparison of proportion of respondents who feel a focus area is essential between 

organization types 

 Non-Profit For-Profit Government z-score
#
 p 

Measurement (e.g. tracking product impacts): 

Essential to Resp. Org. 45% (n=44) 42% (n=26^) 72% (n=36) -2.428 0.015* 

Essential to PSU 85% (n=34) 64% (n=22^) 89% (n=35) -0.494 0.621 

Urban design and development: 

Essential to Resp. Org. 69% (n=52) 67% (n=30) 93% (n=40) -2.793 0.0052** 

Essential to PSU 95% (n=43) 91% (n=32)  97% (n=35) -0.905 0.3652 

Green jobs and economy: 

Essential to Resp. Org. 72% (n=46) 66% (n=29) 82% (n=33) -1.029 0.3035 

Essential to PSU 98% (n=43) 82% (n=33) 97% (n=33) 2.422 0.0154* 

Locally grown and community food systems: 

Essential to Resp. Org. 51% (n=45) 31% (n=29^) 44% (n=34) 0.617 0.5375 

Essential to PSU 81% (n=36) 67% (n=27^) 69%  (n=29^)  n/a^   n/a^ 
#
z-score is for proportions in bold 

^Too few respondents to run Z-test 

*Significance, p < .05 

**Significance, p < .01 

 

An assumption that there is not a significant difference between the organizations would 

imply that Portland State would not benefit from tailoring its efforts in that area to a 

specific organization type.  However, if the tests revealed significant differences between 

the proportions of respondents deeming the areas essential would imply a tailored 

offering of engagement methods may be appropriate.  The z-tests reveal several areas in 

which respondents from different organizations have different views on how essential 

these focus areas are for either the respondent’s organization or for Portland State.  

However, in some cases there were too few respondents in a category (less than 30) to 

conduct a z-test.   

 

Among the significant results was that a greater proportion of respondents from 

government organizations than from non-profits felt that measurement and tracking 

product impact was an essential focus area for the respondent’s organization, z = -2.428, 

p < .05.  This might suggest that if Portland State is looking for a partner for a project 

involving a measurement tool, a government agency may be more receptive than a non-

profit agency.  It may also suggest that non-profits do not view measurement and tracking 

to be an essential component of a non-profit’s mission; however, in a world of 

increasingly limited and competitive funding, non-profits may need to be more receptive 

to measurement tools in order to demonstrate results to funders – there may be an 

opportunity to educate non-profits on the value of incorporating more measurement 

techniques into their toolkits.  

 

Another significant finding was that a greater proportion of respondents from government 

organizations than from non-profits felt that urban design and development was an 

essential focus area for the respondent’s organization, z = -2.793, p < .01.  Again, when 

looking for a partner on projects relating to urban design and development, Portland State 

may find a receptive partner in government agencies.   
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And finally, a significantly greater proportion of respondents from non-profits than from 

for-profits felt that green jobs and economy was an essential focus area for Portland 

State, z = 2422, p < .05.  This was the only area where respondents from different 

organization had significant differences in their views towards areas that Portland State 

should focus on.  Non-profit organizations may be looking to PSU for their expertise in 

this area. 

 

 

Improving the Survey 

 

The survey data would be more useful if it contained specific questions asking 

respondents to compare which organization, their own or PSU, was better positioned to 

address each of the focus areas to bring the issue of a comparative advantage into direct 

light.  Additionally, a greater number of respondents would have been helpful - some z-

tests could not be run because of the limited number of respondents.   

Overall the survey had some helpful information; however, some questions could have 

been improved.  Two questions (6 and 8) asked respondents to make ratings with the first 

choice between the best and the fifth choice being the worst, whereas throughout the rest 

of the survey that pattern was reversed; this inconsistency may have confused 

respondents and jeopardizes the integrity of the data.  Finally, more specific information 

on how the respondents’ organizations engage in sustainability issues, either through an 

open-ended question asking them to articulate their activities or through a check-list of 

internal and external sustainability related activities undertaken.  This kind of information 

would have provided a better understanding of what organizations are doing and thereby 

how Portland State might have adopted its engagement methods around those activities. 

 

Conclusions 

The findings from the t-tests tell us that overall respondents feel it is more important for 

Portland State to focus on the topic areas discussed than for respondent organizations.  

These results may indicate that Portland State is viewed as an expert that should be 

focusing on these areas.   In particular, respondents feel Portland State’s comparative 

advantage rests with the areas of measurement, urban design and development, green jobs 

and economy, and locally grown and community food systems.  Within those areas, a 

significantly larger proportion of government respondents find measurement to be 

essential than non-profit respondents (for their own organization), find urban design and 

development to be essential than for profit businesses.  Finally, a significantly larger 

proportion of non-profits view green jobs and economy to be essential for Portland State 

to focus on than for-profit businesses.   

Government organizations may be receptive to engagement on program measurement 

initiatives and urban design and development initiatives, while non-profits may be 

receptive to engagement on green jobs and economy initiatives.  These findings do not 

reveal specifically how non-profits think Portland State should convey their expertise in 

green jobs and economy or how government agencies might be engaged on measurement 

related ventures.  To dig deeper into that aspect further tests could be run and more data 
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may be required.  However, the findings suggest that Portland State should consider 

honing their sustainability resources on these focus areas to maximize their value to the 

sustainability community.  Further, respondents would like to see Portland State tailor 

these initiatives in the form of demonstration projects and joint research projects that can 

help organizations to leverage funding (money/capital), staff time and capacity, and 

expand internal staff expertise.   

Portland State has ten years to spend the Miller Grant and a far longer time-span in which 

to engage the community on sustainability.  This survey is only one step in what should 

be an ongoing process for Portland State in assessing community needs and areas where 

the university has the most to offer.  Nonetheless, the survey provides a baseline of 

information and a way forward in thinking about how to engage the community.
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Appendix A:   

 
Appendix Table 1: On a scale of 1-5, how important are the following sustainability topics? 

 

Focus Area 

Importance for 

Respondent’s 

Organization Importance for PSU 

Difference Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev. 

Measurement (e.g. tracking 

product impacts) 3.05 1.44 3.84 1.22 0.79 

Urban design and development 3.76 1.44 4.50 0.94 0.74 

Green jobs and economy 3.63 1.33 4.36 0.98 0.73 

Locally grown and community 

food systems 2.87 1.40 3.60 1.26 0.73 

Consumer demand 2.50 1.23 3.11 1.11 0.61 

Green technology development 

3.61 1.29 4.21 1.13 0.60 

Energy (e.g. renewables) 3.55 1.32 4.08 1.09 0.53 

Climate change 3.59 1.41 4.10 1.17 0.51 

Building materials and design 3.31 1.46 3.80 1.14 0.49 

Affordable housing 3.10 1.43 3.57 1.15 0.47 

Policy development (e.g. 

carbon tax or green building 

codes) 3.65 1.25 4.07 1.08 0.42 

Water and Stormwater 3.46 1.48 3.86 1.06 0.40 

Organizational management 2.96 1.28 3.33 1.19 0.37 

Transportation 3.88 1.33 4.24 1.05 0.36 

Community education and 

empowerment 3.62 1.30 3.97 1.12 0.35 

Business practices and 

processes 3.35 1.26 3.69 1.19 0.34 

Invasive species 2.49 1.34 2.82 1.21 0.33 

Land conservation/preservation 3.49 1.49 3.69 1.14 0.20 

Recycling 3.21 1.36 3.38 1.23 0.17 

Living Wages/Benefits 3.30 1.47 3.36 1.23 0.06 
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Appendix B: 

Appendix Table 2: Paired t-test Output Table 

 f 

 Focus Area 

Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean  

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Measurement (e.g. 

tracking product 

impacts) 

-.819 1.220 .113 -1.043 -.595 -7.229 115 .000 

Urban design / 

development 
-.729 1.394 .128 -.983 -.475 -5.680 117 .000 

Green jobs / 

economy 
-.725 1.277 .117 -.956 -.494 -6.221 119 .000 

Locally grown and 

community food 

systems 

-.783 1.415 .129 -1.039 -.528 -6.063 119 .000 

Consumer demand -.621 1.316 .122 -.863 -.379 -5.078 115 .000 

Green tech 

development 
-.630 1.241 .114 -.856 -.405 -5.540 118 .000 

Energy -.568 1.291 .119 -.803 -.332 -4.778 117 .000 

Climate change -.483 1.167 .107 -.696 -.270 -4.495 117 .000 

Building materials 

and design 
-.500 1.495 .136 -.770 -.230 -3.663 119 .000 

Affordable housing -.479 1.449 .133 -.742 -.216 -3.606 118 .000 

Policy development -.364 1.238 .114 -.590 -.139 -3.197 117 .002 

Water / Stormwater -.483 1.477 .137 -.754 -.211 -3.520 115 .001 

Organizational 

management 
-.353 1.260 .117 -.585 -.122 -3.022 115 .003 

Transportation -.378 1.438 .132 -.639 -.117 -2.869 118 .005 

Community 

education and 

empowerment 

-.353 1.181 .110 -.571 -.136 -3.222 115 .002 

Business practices / 

processes 
-.345 1.259 .117 -.576 -.113 -2.951 115 .004 

Invasive species -.391 1.289 .120 -.629 -.153 -3.256 114 .001 

Land conservation / 

preservation 
-.207 1.518 .141 -.486 .072 -1.468 115 .145 

Recycling -.267 1.288 .120 -.504 -.030 -2.235 115 .027 

Living wages / 

benefits 
-.086 1.355 .126 -.335 .163 -.685 115 .495 

 


