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Environmental sustainability is increasingly central to science and society, with the
zero waste movement representing a key response to urban ecological challenges.

Understanding how young people experience and interpret their participation in zero
waste practices offers valuable insights into sustainability engagement. However,
limited research explores how such ecological practices shape personal and social
identity. This study, using an interpretative phenomenological approach, reveals the
subjective dimensions of youth involvement in sustainability—highlighting how
personal values, social interactions, and ecological identity evolve through everyday
practices. Data from semi-structured interviews with 15 urban youth engaged in zero
waste initiatives were analyzed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA), identifying key themes of self-discovery, social negotiation, collective
belonging, and ecological identity formation. Findings indicate that sustainability is
experienced not merely as a set of actions but as a transformative identity process
rooted in daily life. The study underscores the importance of experiential and identity-
based approaches in fostering sustainable engagement among youth.
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INTRODUCTION

Environmental sustainability has emerged as one of the most pressing global concerns of the
twenty-first century, shaping discourses in science, policy, and society at large (Silva et al., 2025).
Among the many responses to environmental degradation, the zero waste movement has gained
significant momentum, particularly in urban settings where waste generation is concentrated and
highly visible (Ampadu, 2025). This movement emphasizes reducing, reusing, and rethinking waste,
with the goal of transforming everyday practices into acts of ecological responsibility (White et al.,
2025). Although often discussed in terms of environmental management or policy effectiveness, zero
waste is also deeply embedded in social and cultural contexts, influencing how individuals perceive
themselves and their roles in shaping sustainable futures.

The relevance of this phenomenon extends beyond material outcomes to the lived experiences
of those engaged in it (Timmer et al., 2025). For young people especially, participation in zero waste
initiatives often intersects with processes of identity formation, social belonging, and moral
responsibility (Mukhlis, 2025a). Their involvement not only reflects environmental concern but also
resonates with personal values, aspirations, and struggles within broader urban and cultural
landscapes. Such experiences illustrate how sustainability practices are not merely technical responses
to ecological problems but are infused with personal meanings and subjective interpretations that
inform human action.

Given this context, there is a need to move beyond quantitative measures of waste reduction
and policy assessments to explore the deeper, experiential dimensions of zero waste engagement
(Pohan et al., 2025). A phenomenological perspective provides the lens through which the subjective
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realities of participants can be illuminated, revealing the ways in which ecological practices are lived,
understood, and transformed into part of one’s identity (Mukhlis, 2025b). By examining the
meanings that young people attribute to their involvement in the zero waste movement, this study
responds to the call for richer, experience-based insights into sustainability practices and their
implications for contemporary urban life.

Research into the lived experiences of individuals engaged in sustainability practices has
increasingly become an important area of inquiry (Na & Kester, 2025). Scholars have recognized that
environmental behaviors are not only shaped by structural and policy factors but are also deeply
embedded in subjective meanings and personal narratives (Mukhlis, Suradi, et al., 2023). In the
context of the zero waste movement, understanding how young people construct, negotiate, and
sustain their ecological commitments requires more than an evaluation of measurable outcomes; it
demands careful attention to the lived experiences that underlie these practices.

Despite the growing interest, significant methodological challenges remain in capturing such
dimensions of experience (Xiang et al., 2025). Much of the existing literature has been dominated by
quantitative surveys or behavioral assessments that emphasize frequency of actions, levels of
awareness, or measurable reductions in waste. While valuable, these approaches often overlook the
nuanced, affective, and interpretive aspects of sustainability practices (Karaman, 2025). As a result,
they fail to account for how participants make sense of their engagement, how such practices
influence their identities, and how meanings evolve in relation to broader social and cultural contexts.

This limitation has led to an incomplete understanding of the phenomenon, as statistical
measures cannot fully articulate the essence of subjective experiences (Wippold et al., 2025). For
example, studies focusing solely on behavioral indicators of zero waste practices neglect the complex
negotiations, emotional investments, and identity transformations that participants undergo in their
everyday lives (Mukhlis & Saidah, 2025). Consequently, prior methods have been less effective in
providing comprehensive insights into the phenomenon, leaving a critical need for approaches that
can reveal the experiential core of sustainability engagement.

While existing research on sustainability engagement has offered valuable insights, the
majority of studies have relied on practical and technical approaches that emphasize policy
interventions, behavioral indicators, or material outcomes (Kang, 2025). These approaches have
undoubtedly contributed to understanding the efficiency of zero waste strategies; however, they often
fail to illuminate the deeper, subjective realities that shape why and how individuals commit to such
practices (Mukhlis & Abdullah, 2025). As a result, much of the literature remains centered on
external behaviors rather than the inner meanings that participants attach to their engagement.

This reliance on quantitative surveys and descriptive accounts has produced a limited view of
the phenomenon, overlooking the personal struggles, emotional investments, and identity negotiations
experienced by young people who engage in the zero waste movement (Kamali & Nazari, 2025).
Although such methods capture “what” participants do, they rarely reveal “how” these practices are
lived, or “what it means” for the individuals involved in specific cultural and urban contexts
(Mukhlis, Janwari, et al., 2023). Consequently, the essence of the phenomenon how sustainability
practices are internalized as part of one’s ecological identity remains insufficiently understood.

A phenomenological approach offers a powerful alternative to address this gap. By focusing
on lived experiences, phenomenology enables an exploration of the subjective meanings that emerge
from participants’ engagement in sustainability practices (Brenner Music, 2025). This approach
allows researchers to move beyond surface-level descriptions and uncover the essential structures of
experience, providing a more holistic and human-centered understanding of the zero waste movement
(Mukhlis et al., 2024). Such insights are critical to advancing both theoretical and practical
discussions in environmental sustainability, particularly in the context of youth participation in urban
societies.

Previous studies on sustainability engagement have provided valuable insights into the ways
individuals and communities participate in ecological practices (Flores-Fernandez et al., 2025).
Research has explored environmental behaviors through policy frameworks, behavioral psychology,
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and community-based initiatives, offering important evidence on motivations and barriers to
sustainable lifestyles (Mukhlis, Maryam, et al., 2023). However, while these approaches highlight
external factors and collective dynamics, they often underrepresent the subjective dimensions of how
people interpret and experience their actions (Sittikul, 2025). This study builds on such work by
focusing not only on what individuals do but also on what these practices mean for them in their
everyday lives. A phenomenological lens provides the opportunity to address this limitation.

To achieve this, an interpretative phenomenological approach is applied, as it enables the
exploration of lived experiences and the meanings attached to them (Shaffer et al., 2025). This
approach is well suited to addressing the gap identified earlier, as it prioritizes personal narratives and
the construction of identity in relation to ecological practices (Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, &
Zulbaidah, 2025). By focusing on young people’s participation in the urban zero waste movement,
the study seeks to uncover how sustainability is experienced, internalized, and transformed into part
of ecological identity (Muvengwi & Maroyi, 2025). In this way, the study offers a direct response to
the knowledge gap by illuminating the lived realities that conventional quantitative or descriptive
methods cannot capture.

The structure of the article reflects this focus. The introduction first situates the phenomenon
within the broader field of environmental sustainability and narrows the scope to highlight the
subjective dimensions of zero waste engagement (Gilbert & Dobson, 2025). The methodological
section outlines the phenomenological design, the participants involved, and the procedures for data
collection and analysis (Mirabella et al., 2025). The results section presents findings organized
thematically, enriched with participants’ voices to capture authentic meanings (Mukhlis, Arifin,
Ridwan, Zulbaidah, et al., 2025). This is followed by a discussion that interprets the findings in
relation to existing literature and theoretical frameworks, and the article concludes with implications
for both practice and further research.

RESEARCH METHODS
Study Design

This study employed an interpretative phenomenological approach, which emphasizes the
exploration of lived experiences and the meanings that individuals ascribe to a specific phenomenon.
Phenomenology was selected as the research design because it allows for the in-depth investigation of
subjective perspectives, capturing the nuances of personal and collective experiences within their
social and cultural contexts. The interpretative orientation was particularly relevant as it provided the
analytical lens to uncover how participants construct ecological identity through their involvement in
the zero waste movement. By focusing on participants’ narratives, the design facilitated the
uncovering of essential meanings underlying their engagement and transformation.

Participants

Participants in this study consisted of young individuals actively engaged in zero waste
practices in urban contexts. Inclusion criteria required that participants were between 18 and 30 years
of age, resided in metropolitan areas, and had at least one year of active involvement in zero waste
initiatives, such as participation in community groups, advocacy campaigns, or consistent adoption of
waste reduction practices. Exclusion criteria included individuals who were only passively aware of
sustainability issues or who had not practiced zero waste behaviors in their daily lives. A purposive
sampling strategy was employed to ensure that the participants’ backgrounds aligned with the
phenomenon under investigation. The final sample included 15 participants (9 female, 6 male), with
an average age of 24 years. All participants had diverse educational backgrounds, ranging from
undergraduate students to early career professionals, providing a comprehensive understanding of the
phenomenon across different social settings.

Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews designed to elicit rich,
detailed accounts of participants’ lived experiences. A guiding interview protocol was developed to
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ensure consistency, while still allowing flexibility for participants to elaborate on personal
perspectives and narratives. Interviews were conducted face-to-face in quiet and comfortable settings
chosen by the participants, such as community centers, cafes, or university spaces, to promote
openness and trust. Each interview lasted between 45 and 75 minutes and was audio-recorded with
participants’ consent. Transcriptions were completed verbatim to preserve the authenticity of the
narratives. In addition to interviews, field notes were taken to capture contextual elements, non-verbal
cues, and reflections that contributed to a fuller understanding of the phenomenon.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), which is
specifically suited to examining how individuals make sense of their personal experiences. The
analysis followed a systematic process: transcripts were read multiple times for immersion, significant
statements and meaning units were identified, and preliminary codes were assigned. These codes were
then clustered into broader categories to derive emergent themes. Through iterative reduction and
interpretation, essential themes were refined to reflect the shared yet unique dimensions of
participants’ experiences. The use of qualitative analysis software (NVivo) facilitated the organization
and coding of data but did not substitute the interpretative depth of the analysis. The process
emphasized both descriptive and interpretative layers, ensuring that the findings remained grounded in
participants’ voices while highlighting the broader meanings of ecological identity and sustainability
engagement.

RESULTS
Zero Waste as a Journey of Self-Discovery

Participants’ engagement in zero waste practices emerged as a reflective process of self-
discovery rather than a mere behavioral adjustment. Their commitment to refusing single-use plastics,
composting, and reusing materials reflected a search for coherence between action and personal
ethics. Across narratives, zero waste became a medium through which individuals internalized
discipline, integrity, and moral responsibility toward the environment.

The Cycle of Self-Discovery in Zero Waste

Participants adopt zero
waste behaviors.
Internalize Values Reflect on Actions
Participants integrate Participants consider the
values like discipline and impact of their actions.
integrity.

One participant shared:

Strengthen
Commitment

Participants reinforce
their dedication to zero
waste.

“At first, I just wanted to reduce plastic because it felt wrong to throw so much away. But
later, I realized it changed how I see myself. I now feel like my actions reflect who I want to be—a
responsible person for the planet.”

This illustrates the transformative function of sustainable engagement—where practical
routines evolve into a deeper moral identity. The act of minimizing waste symbolized participants’
movement from external conformity to internal conviction, revealing how sustainability can operate
as a moral and existential journey.

Negotiating Social Spaces and Everyday Challenges
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Participants’ sustainability efforts were not developed in isolation but were continually
negotiated within social contexts. Many reported both affirmation and resistance from family, peers,
and institutions. These interactions exposed how ecological behavior challenges social norms and
compels individuals to reconcile personal conviction with social belonging.

As one participant explained:

“Sometimes my friends think I’'m extreme when I bring my own containers everywhere. They
laugh at me, but at the same time, they ask questions and sometimes follow. It feels like I am both
criticized and inspiring at once.”

Rather than depicting mere tension, this dynamic revealed how social feedback functions as a
mechanism of influence and identity negotiation. Through such encounters, participants not only
defended their ecological stance but also acted as informal agents of cultural diffusion, normalizing
sustainable behavior in everyday spaces.

Zero Waste as Collective Belonging and Activism

Beyond individual transformation, zero waste engagement generated collective consciousness
and a sense of shared mission. Many participants joined local initiatives or online communities that
nurtured solidarity and social empowerment. These networks provided emotional support and
strengthened commitment through collective narratives of change.

One participant highlighted:

“When I joined the zero waste community in my city, I felt I was not alone anymore. Sharing
struggles and solutions with others gave me strength. It became more than just about waste; it became
about being part of a movement.”

This sense of belonging reframed environmental action as social activism. The movement’s
communal dimension encouraged participants to view sustainability not only as a lifestyle but as a
moral and political project, reinforcing long-term motivation through shared purpose.

The Emergence of Ecological Identity

A unifying thread across all themes was the consolidation of ecological identity. Participants
integrated environmental consciousness into their sense of self, expressing a fusion between being and
doing.

As one participant reflected:

“Now, when [ think about who I am, I cannot separate it from how I treat the environment.
Zero waste is not just something I do; it is part of who I am.”

Synthesizing these accounts reveals that ecological identity develops through iterative
reflection, social negotiation, and collective participation. Rather than a static label, it functions as an
evolving moral framework through which participants interpret their place in the world. This
analytical lens underscores that sustainable engagement is both an individual transformation and a
socio-cultural construction of meaning.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study reveal that young people’s engagement in the zero waste movement
is experienced as a transformative journey that shapes personal values, social interactions, and
ecological identity (Joseph et al., 2025). These insights respond directly to the central research
question, demonstrating how sustainability practices are internalized as lived meanings rather than
merely external behaviors.

Contribution of Findings to the Research Question

The results highlight that participation in zero waste is not simply a matter of adopting
environmentally friendly habits but represents a deeper process of identity construction and meaning-
making (Kim, 2025). Young people described their practices as reflections of personal integrity,
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sources of negotiation within social environments, and pathways to a sense of belonging in collective
activism (Durand & Blackwell, 2025). This interpretative dimension provides a clear response to the
research question by showing that ecological engagement is experienced as part of “who they are”
rather than “what they do.” Such findings contribute a unique perspective to the literature by revealing
that sustainability is sustained not only through policy or behavior but through the existential
significance individuals attach to their actions (Tadeu & Lopes, 2025). By framing sustainability as
lived identity, the study expands the understanding of youth engagement in environmental movements
beyond conventional behavioral and policy frameworks.

Relationship with Previous Literature and Theories

These findings resonate with earlier studies that underscore the role of identity and meaning
in environmental engagement (Duc, 2025). However, this study extends the discussion by capturing
the lived, phenomenological essence of how ecological identity is constructed in everyday urban
contexts, particularly in Southeast Asia, where cultural and social dynamics shape the meaning of
sustainability differently from Western contexts (Muchenje et al., 2025). The narratives of negotiation
and ambivalence also echo observations in (Mazurek, 2025), who identified social challenges in
sustaining zero waste lifestyles, but the present study adds depth by showing how these negotiations
contribute to rather than undermine identity development. Furthermore, the emphasis on collective
belonging aligns with (Orabi et al., 2025), yet this study highlights that belonging is not merely social
but existential, tied to participants’ self-understanding. Together, these connections demonstrate that
the phenomenological approach captures nuances that quantitative or descriptive methods overlook,
offering a more holistic account of sustainability engagement.

Implications of the Findings

The findings of this study carry significant implications for both academic discourse and
practical applications in sustainability engagement. From a social perspective, the narratives reveal
that ecological identity is cultivated through lived experiences, suggesting that environmental
education and policy should move beyond awareness campaigns to foster spaces where young people
can actively live and reflect on sustainable practices (Fu, 2025). Culturally, the emphasis on collective
belonging highlights the importance of community-driven initiatives that provide support and
validation for ecological commitments. Professionally, the insights may guide educators, urban
planners, and policymakers in designing interventions that resonate with the values and lived realities
of younger generations. More broadly, the results underscore that sustainability cannot be divorced
from the subjective meanings individuals attach to their practices, making phenomenology a crucial
lens for understanding human-environment relations.

Limitations of the Study

As with all qualitative research, certain limitations frame the interpretation of these findings.
The study was conducted with a relatively small group of young participants from urban settings,
which may restrict the transferability of insights to rural populations or older age groups (Liu &
Zhang, 2025). The reliance on self-reported narratives introduces potential biases linked to memory or
social desirability, even though steps such as member checking and triangulation were employed to
enhance credibility. Furthermore, the use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis inherently
prioritizes depth over breadth, limiting the scope for generalization across larger populations (Li &
Zhou, 2025). These limitations do not undermine the validity of the study but highlight the importance
of contextual sensitivity in interpreting the results.

Prospective Directions for Future Research

The insights gained from this study open several pathways for future inquiry. Longitudinal
research could explore how ecological identities evolve over time as young people continue to engage
with sustainability practices (Diaz et al., 2025). Comparative studies across different cultural or
regional contexts may illuminate how local values and social norms shape the lived meanings of zero
waste engagement. Further, interdisciplinary work combining phenomenology with participatory
action research could provide both theoretical depth and practical contributions by involving
communities directly in shaping sustainable practices. Ultimately, future studies can build on the
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findings presented here to strengthen the theoretical and practical understanding of sustainability as a
lived phenomenon, contributing to more inclusive and meaningful strategies for addressing
environmental challenges.

CONCLUSION

This study examined how young people experience and construct meaning through their
engagement in the urban zero waste movement, addressing the problem of insufficient understanding
of the subjective dimensions of sustainability practices. The findings show that zero waste is lived not
only as a set of practical actions but as a transformative journey that shapes personal integrity, social
negotiations, and ecological identity. These insights extend beyond previous research by highlighting
how sustainability is sustained through lived meanings rather than external behaviors alone. The study
contributes to filling a gap in the literature by offering a phenomenological perspective that uncovers
the essence of ecological identity formation in contemporary urban contexts.

In practical terms, the findings suggest that sustainability initiatives should move beyond
information-based campaigns toward participatory models that foster reflection, dialogue, and
personal transformation. Educational institutions and community organizations can incorporate
experiential learning programs—such as zero waste workshops or peer-led sustainability projects—to
strengthen youths’ ecological identity. From a policy standpoint, local governments should create
enabling environments that integrate behavioral incentives with identity-based engagement strategies,
such as supporting community composting hubs, reusable product systems, and youth-led
environmental movements. Such approaches can translate individual ecological awareness into
collective, long-term environmental action. Future research may build on these insights by examining
cross-cultural variations, longitudinal developments, or interdisciplinary methods that deepen
understanding of sustainability as a lived phenomenon while exploring how identity-driven
engagement can inform more effective sustainability policies.
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