
World Sustainability Series

Walter Leal Filho · Amanda Lange Salvia ·
Rudi W. Pretorius · Luciana Londero Brandli ·
Evangelos Manolas · Fatima Alves ·
Ulisses Azeiteiro · Judy Rogers ·
Chris Shiel · Arminda Do Paco    Editors 

Universities as 
Living Labs for 
Sustainable 
Development
Supporting the Implementation of the 
Sustainable Development Goals



World Sustainability Series

Series Editor

Walter Leal Filho, European School of Sustainability Science
and Research, Research and Transfer Centre “Sustainable Development
and Climate Change Management”, Hamburg University of Applied Sciences,
Hamburg, Germany



Due to its scope and nature, sustainable development is a matter which is very
interdisciplinary, and draws from knowledge and inputs from the social sciences
and environmental sciences on the one hand, but also from physical sciences and
arts on the other. As such, there is a perceived need to foster integrative approaches,
whereby the combination of inputs from various fields may contribute to a better
understanding of what sustainability is, and means to people. But despite the need
for and the relevance of integrative approaches towards sustainable development,
there is a paucity of literature which address matters related to sustainability in an
integrated way.

More information about this series at http://www.springer.com/series/13384

http://www.springer.com/series/13384


Walter Leal Filho • Amanda Lange Salvia •

Rudi W. Pretorius • Luciana Londero Brandli •

Evangelos Manolas • Fatima Alves •

Ulisses Azeiteiro • Judy Rogers •

Chris Shiel • Arminda Do Paco
Editors

Universities as Living Labs
for Sustainable Development
Supporting the Implementation
of the Sustainable Development Goals

123



Editors
Walter Leal Filho
European School of Sustainability
Science and Research
HAW Hamburg
Hamburg, Germany

Amanda Lange Salvia
European School of Sustainability
Science and Research
HAW Hamburg
Hamburg, Germany

Rudi W. Pretorius
Department of Geography
University of South Africa
Johannesburg, South Africa

Luciana Londero Brandli
University of Passo Fundo
Passo Fundo, Brazil

Evangelos Manolas
Democritus University of Thrace
Komotini, Greece

Fatima Alves
Department of Social Sciences
and Management
Universidade Aberta
Porto, Portugal

Ulisses Azeiteiro
Universidade de Aveiro
Aveiro, Portugal

Judy Rogers
School of Architecture and Design
RMIT University
Melbourne, VIC, AustraliaChris Shiel

Department of Life
and Environmental Science
Bournemouth University
Poole, UK

Arminda Do Paco
Department of Business and Economics,
Research Unit NECE
Universidade da Beira Interior
Covilha, Portugal

ISSN 2199-7373 ISSN 2199-7381 (electronic)
World Sustainability Series
ISBN 978-3-030-15603-9 ISBN 978-3-030-15604-6 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-15604-6

Library of Congress Control Number: 2019934363

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part
of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations,
recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission
or information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar
methodology now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from
the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this
book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the
authors or the editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained
herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard
to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-15604-6


Preface

A living labs approach provides good opportunities to improve the environmental
sustainability of universities, combining the expertise of staff and students, and
encourages the application of knowledge to a real-world context. But despite its
relevance and applicability, the use of a living labs approach is not as widely used
as it can- or should-be.

This book addresses the need for academic materials related to living labs in a
sustainable development context. It contains a set of papers presented at the “4th
World Symposium on Sustainable Development at Universities” (WSSD-U-2018),
which was held at the Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) in Malaysia, organised by
Manchester Metropolitan University (UK), the Research and Transfer Centre
“Sustainable Development and Climate Change Management” of the Hamburg
University of Applied Sciences (Germany), and the World Sustainable Development
Research and Transfer Centre, in cooperation with the Inter-University Sustainable
Development Research Programme (IUSDRP) and the United Nations University
initiative “Regional Centres of Expertise on Education for Sustainable Development”
(RCE).

The “4th World Symposium on Sustainable Development at Universities”
(WSSD-U-2018) focused on “Universities as Living Labs for Sustainable
Development: Supporting the Implementation of the Sustainable Development
Goals” and provided a contribution to the further development to the debate on the
use of a living labs approach as a means to foster the cause of sustainable devel-
opment at higher education institutions.

This book is structured around three main parts as follows:

Part I: Campus as Living Labs for the SDGs
Part II: Education for Sustainable Development
Part III: Sustainability Processes and Practices

This publication documents practical experiences on education, research and
extension (the so-called 3rd Mission, whereby universities outreach to local com-
munities, industry and other groups) and makes them available to a wide audience.
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It outlines many initiatives performed at universities to promote environmental
sustainability and many interesting case studies from around the world.

We thank the authors for their efforts in elaborating the manuscripts and the
reviewers for the many useful comments provided. We hope this book will inspire
further initiatives in this rapidly growing field.

Hamburg, Germany Walter Leal Filho
Hamburg, Germany Amanda Lange Salvia
Johannesburg, South Africa Rudi W. Pretorius
Passo Fundo, Brazil Luciana Londero Brandli
Komotini, Greece Evangelos Manolas
Porto, Portugal Fatima Alves
Aveiro, Portugal Ulisses Azeiteiro
Melbourne, Australia Judy Rogers
Poole, UK Chris Shiel
Covilha, Portugal Arminda Do Paco
Spring 2019
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Part I
Campus as Living Labs

for the SDGs



Living Labs for Sustainable
Development: The Role of the European
School of Sustainability Sciences
and Research

Walter Leal Filho

Abstract This first chapter provides an overview of the concept of living labs for
sustainable development and introduces the European School of Sustainability Sci-
ence and Research as an example of a European wide integrative effort to foster
sustainability using a living labs approach.

Keywords Living labs · Sustainable development · Innovation · Ideas · Europe

1 Introduction

The current levels of depletion of natural resources suggests that we urgently need
to change the way we teach and do research on environmental issues as a whole,
and the ways we tackle matters related to sustainable development in particular. We
need to move away from linear economic models, and towards circular ones, where
renewable resources are used and social engagement is catalysed.

The “Agenda 2030” agreed by the UN in 2015 and the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) in particular, are acting as drivers to more collaborative action in the
field of sustainable development, by means of the “quadruple helix model”, i.e. a
model which entails linkages between government, academia, society and business.
These actors may join efforts in seeking local solutions to global problems, hence
mobilising a variety of sectors of society, some of which are not often engaged on
sustainability efforts.

The higher education sector has been responding to the challenges sustainability
poses to it, in a variety of ways. It may be by means of participatory approaches
(Disterheft et al. 2014), or by executing campus assessments (Arroyo 2015), among
many other means.
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Higher education institutions have also been very diligent in reacting to the calls to
help to implement the SDGs (Leal Filho et al. 2018). Universities need to attend the
demand from students for new, learner-centred approaches to teaching, integrating
SD competences and fostering them in an interdisciplinary way, deploying for this
purpose innovative learning methodologies, teaching concepts and didactic tools.

Across the world, many initiatives have been started, and many are in the plan-
ning phases, to tackle the many changes related to the implementation of sustainable
development. There are also many tools being developed and deployed, to this pur-
pose.

One of them is the “living labs” approach, which provides a sound basis for
the holistic tackling of sustainable development themes, with a variety of focus and
areas. Some of them are:

i. Waste
ii. Water
iii. Energy
iv. Ecosystems protection
v. Social issues, including social responsibility

among many others.
According to Liedtke et al. (2012), a living lab is a “combined lab-/household

system, analysing existing product-service-systems as well as technical and socioe-
conomic influences focused on the social needs of people, aiming at the development
of integrated technical and social innovations”.

As an example of what can be done, Masseck (2017) demonstrated the platform
“Living Lab LOW3”, which allows the creation of synergies between actors, pro-
grams and projects with an example from the building sector. As part of “Living Lab
LOW3”, stakeholders have the opportunity to participate in a community of users
beyond established academic structures.

Leal Filho (2015) explained the usefulness of the living labs approach as part of
transformative efforts.

But in order to succeed, a living labs approach need to consider not only the
need for innovative ways of teaching, but also more research and technology transfer
based on a strong interaction between the universities and their local and regional
communities.

Also, living labs need to encourage organisations to move forward, from being
based on individual activities towards awhole-institution approach as shown inFig. 1.

One of the contributions the Living Labs approach can provide, is the support of
interactions between the academic sector and other parts of society, a goal achieved by
means of multi-stakeholder engagement in new open and experimentative processes
carried out in real world contexts. In this context, local stakeholders may be involved
in a variety of ways, for instance:

(a) by means of projects
(b) by means of sharing economy initiatives
(c) by means of tools to foster their participation and engagement
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Fig. 1 Evolution of a living labs approach

(d) by means of research meant to drive and support sustainable habits and
behaviours

(e) by means of demonstration activities which put principles into practice.

Living Labs should not only act as sources of information, but they should also
catalyse changes in the sense of societal transformation, and the fostering of more
sustainable life styles and practices. As mentioned by Evans et al. (2015), they may
be used as co-production and as platforms for sustainability science.

They should also provide a fertile ground to conceive, prototype and test sustain-
able living solutions, also facilitating cooperation and collaboration across various
sectors, hence catalysing the integration of sustainability and innovation.

Table 1 Illustrates some of the measures universities may deploy, with a view to
maximise their potentials as living labs.

By means of due consideration to these elements, a sound basis for the integration
of concurrent research and innovation processes.

2 The Benefits of Living Labs

Figure 2 describes the benefits from a living labs approach. It can be seen that there
are many, and that their nature suggest a living lab approach may be advantageous
to universities in many ways.

All in all, the many advantages suggest that the time and resources to be spent in
developing a living labs approach are worthy the investment.



6 W. Leal Filho

Table 1 Measures to
maximise universities’
potentials as living labs

Procedure Means of implementation

Work in an integrated manner Try to engage colleagues
across department and
disciplines

Engage local stakeholders Go beyond the university and
engage external actors, many
are happy to engage

Pursue partnerships Seek synergies with
organisations pursuing
similar goals

Document experiences Staff should take the time to
write down their experiences
and publish them

Make an effort to meet peers Whenever possible, staff
should try to attend
gatherings to exchange idea
and get nee information

Be visible Show and promote what you
do

Foster talent Engage students at different
levels: B.Sc., M.Sc., Ph.D.

Fig. 2 Benefits from a living labs approach

3 ESSSR as a Living Lab

There is at present in Europe no single organization or setting, which coordinates
efforts in the field of sustainability science teaching and research on the continent,
in an integrated way. Yet, much could be gained if the extensive body of knowledge,
expertise and resources which European universities currently have available, could
be consolidated, with a view to strengthening their profiles, activities, and scientific
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outputs. It is on the basis of the need to address this gap, that the “European School
of Sustainability Science and Research” (ESSSR) was created.

ESSSR is an inter-university consortium composed by members which share an
interest on sustainability science and on matters related to sustainable development.
Once operating, it will be a key organization, filling in a gap in respect of the coordi-
nation of sustainability science teaching and research at European universities seen
today.

The mission of ESSSR is:

To provide a framework upon which teaching and research within the remit of sustainability
science may be further developed at European universities, by means of joint, digitally-
oriented teaching programmes, research projects, Ph.D. training and quality scientific pub-
lications to be published in high calibre journals.

ESSSR was brought to life based on the perceived need to explore new ideas,
develop new approaches and new methods in the field of sustainability science, to
meet current and future needs, and which can also help to achieve the many goals
listed in the document “Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development”.

ESSSR works as a living lab, in the following ways:

I. it provides a platform for universities to discuss the contributionofSustainability
Science and Research towards the implementation of the SDGs;

II. it mobilises universities working with sustainable development, to gather,
deliberate and implement joint initiatives, especially online courses, research
projects and specialist publications, which show how Sustainability Science
and Research can help to achieve the SDGs;

III. it contributes to the education of next generation of sustainability scientists, by
means of on-line courses and joint Ph.D. programmes on sustainability science.

In addition, ESSSR links European sustainability researchers with their coun-
terparts in other parts of the world (north-south and south-south cooperation on
sustainable development). ESSSR also strengthens interdisciplinary and pioneering
research on sustainability issues, by also paving the way for post-doctoral positions
and fellowships across its members.

ESSSR undertakes activities focusing on four main areas, in cooperation with its
partners:

Area 1- Courses on sustainability science, especially online ones, hence furthering
the digitalisation of teaching and learning
Area 2- Research projects on sustainability science
Area 3- Research publications on sustainability science
Area 4- Joint training of Ph.D. students on sustainability science, as well as post-
doctoral positions and fellowships.

These four key areas also address the need for integrated approaches towards
sustainable development, and hence contribute to the implementation of the SDGs.
The themes the ESSSR are as follows:
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Theme 1: Political, social and economic dimensions of sustainable development
Theme 2: Environmental and technological dimensions of sustainable development
Theme 3: Holistic approaches to sustainable development
Theme 4: Stakeholders’ engagement in sustainable development
Theme 5: Education for sustainable development.

ESSSR is a worthy investment to its members for a number of reasons:

(a) members can join efforts to perform works on sustainability in an integrated
way and do not work alone.

(b) ESSSR supports the research strategies of member universities in four central
areas:

(i) internationalisation by being part of a strong European consortium, col-
laborating with many member universities;

(ii) increase in the income from research projects by having qualitatively and
quantitatively more projects on sustainability issues;

(iii) training of more Ph.D. students, by means of joint supervisions of more
Ph.D. theses and post-doctoral fellows, engaging interested professors
from different Faculties;

(iv) fosters technology transfer by bringing the results of scientific projects to
use, supporting societal changes

(c) ESSSR equally fosters teaching (by digital means) and research, with contents
which may be beneficial to many university students

(d) It enhances the image of the member universities as internationally-oriented
research organisations, and markets them internationally as key players on the
subject

(e) The new projects generated, automatically lead to additional income and over-
heads

(f) The investment needed is modest, with an office and contact person to serve as
the link and coordinate the inputs of each member university.

Finally, being part of an institution such as ESSSR assists members’ efforts to
access mainstream funding from research, being part of many other projects, hence
increasing their presence in the international research arena.

4 Conclusions

The Living Lab approach provides opportunities to both students and research staff
to engage more on social, economic and environmental sustainability, both within a
university’s setting and outside it.

In order to yield the expected benefits, living labs should draw on the available
expertise of staff and the inherent talent of students, aswell as take into account inputs
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from their local communities, to foster the application of knowledge to current and
concrete situations and contexts.

The ESSSR is an attempt to promote a living labs approach and to work on an
integrated manner, to help to improve an institution’s environmental sustainability,
to train staff, students, foster publications and the dissemination of good practice.
By doing so, it may integrates principles into practices, and provide a concrete con-
tribution towards a more sustainable living.
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Aligning Campus Strategy
with the SDGs: An Institutional Case
Study

Chris Shiel, Neil Smith and Elena Cantarello

Abstract Evidence suggests that while many universities promote their green cre-
dentials, fully embedding sustainability across the university (campus, curriculum
and community) and securing the full engagement of academic staff, is not without
challenge. This paper argues that the Sustainable Development Goals may provide
an opportunity to revitalise institutional efforts in relation to education for sustain-
able development. A case study is presented of an institution that is well-regarded
for its green credentials yet continues to struggle to ensure that education for sus-
tainable development permeates the curriculum, despite institutional strategy and
policy drivers. The potential of the Sustainable Development Goals to catalyse fur-
ther engagement within the institution is explored; examples are provided of how
they are being used both within the curriculum, and also influencing strategy change.
The conclusion suggests that while there is potential in a change of focus, substantial
efforts are required to reinforce the responsibilities of higher education in relation
to the goals. This paper will be useful to anyone interested in embedding sustain-
able development within universities and developing a strategy to address the global
goals.

Keywords Sustainable development · SDGs · Higher education · Case studies

1 Introduction

In September 2015, world leaders made a commitment to the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs) formulating 17 goals, aimed at achieving an end to extreme
poverty, combatting inequality and injustice and tackling climate change, by 2030.
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It is incumbent on each signatory to bring the goals to life; nothing will be achieved
without action onmultiple fronts.While governments need to develop national strate-
gies and approaches for realising the goals, all organisations in society have a role
to play in contributing to their achievement. Higher education institutions (HEIs), in
particular, should be taking a leading role, through research (Leal Filho et al. 2017a);
they should also be educating students in relation to the goals and, inspiring engage-
ment within their communities. Just as the role of HEIs has been made quite clear
in relation to sustainable development, with a need for integrative approaches (Leal
Filho et al. 2015), the role of universities in relation to the SDGs is obvious, albeit not
explicit. What is less clear however, is whether universities will fully appreciate their
responsibility for the SDGs. History shows that their response to calls to engage with
sustainable development was not only notably slow (Tilbury 2013), but has rarely
been holistic, or very strategic (Leal Filho et al. 2015). Thus, is it likely that they
will respond to the SDGs with greater speed or effectiveness? Will it be the case that
many universities endorse the SDGs publically but beyond that, will not regard them
as a central agenda for strategic planning and action? Signing up to accords and mak-
ing declarations is common place within the sector but will education strategies be
transformed as consequence? Past performance does not allow for optimism. Ensur-
ing that higher education addresses the SDGs may involve the same challenges that
implementing sustainable development has faced, with similarly slow responses and
partial outcomes. On the other hand, a more optimistic view, would be that the SDGs
serve to inspire engagement in ways that sustainable development might not have
previously, thus, some institutions will recognise their potential to catalyse change
and to reinvigorate sustainable development initiatives. If a few universities take this
approach and lead by example, then others will follow.

This paper offers a case study of how one institution has seen the SDGs as a
catalyst, offering insights into how the SDG framework might serve as a vehicle to
step-up engagement with education for sustainable development, and to take insti-
tutional strategy further.

2 Universities, Sustainable Development and the SDGs

The critical role of universities in relation to sustainable development has been consis-
tently articulated over recent decades (see for example, ‘The Sustainable University’,
Sterling et al. 2013). Sustainable development (in higher education) has become a
significant field of research (Barth and Rieckmann 2013), to the extent that examples
of what constitutes effective engagement and the many hurdles to progress, are now
well documented.

As far as universities’ practical engagementwith sustainable development, consid-
erable progress has been achieved in a sector that was described as notoriously resis-
tant to change (Wals and Blewitt 2010) and where, for many years, engagement with
sustainable development was deplored as both slow and inadequate (Tilbury 2013).
In 2018, most universities now address environmental sustainability and/or sustain-
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able development in some form; most will address campus sustainability and many
highlight their green credentials on their institutional websites. However, while it is
widely recognised that sustainable development needs to be addressed in research,
campus, education and community, fewer universities have actually found ways to
embed education for sustainable development across the entire curriculum (Shiel and
Paço 2012), very few will evidence integrative or holistic approaches to sustainabil-
ity (Leal Filho et al. 2015). Only some institutions meet the criteria for the title ‘The
Sustainable University’ (Sterling et al. 2013). Across the world, and particularly in
the UK, it is quite evident that while many universities have exemplified ‘campus-
greening’, focused on environmental management, and are very good at promoting
their green credentials, integrative approaches to sustainable development are hard
to achieve and less common (Leal Filho et al. 2015).

This paper is set in the context that there is still muchmore to be achieved (Amaral
et al. 2015; Brennan et al. 2015) if higher education is to make a full contribution
to sustainable development. As the UK report on sustainability in education shows
(National Union of Students (NUS) et al. 2017), leaders recognise that sustainability
is a priority but are still failing to deliver. The biggest barriers identified in the report
are: finances, lack of senior management commitment and strategic direction and
lack of staff resources. In summary, progress to date has been slow, there is further
to go and the SDGs may be a way to accelerate wider engagement.

3 The Goals and Higher Education

TheSDGs represent an expanded follow-on, from the eightMillenniumDevelopment
Goals (MDGs) which sought to “end poverty in all its forms” (United Nations 2015,
p. 2). While some good progress was made towards the MDGs (which expired in
2015) they were never fully achieved; they had very little impact (beyond a research
agenda and taught as a topic on a limited number of programmes) on the day-
to day activity of higher education. Sachs (2012) provides a useful summary of
development, from theMDGs to theSDGs, the latter seek a shared focus on economic,
environmental, and social goals as a hallmark of sustainable development. As the
SDGs emerged following rigorous and extensive consultation, they constitute a broad
consensus on which the world can build through cooperation between stakeholders.
Although they are not legally binding, they are likely to be a major influencer on
governments and organisations over the next fifteen years.

The United Nations (2015, p. 14) articulates the 17 goals:

• Goal 1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere
• Goal 2. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote
sustainable agriculture

• Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages
• Goal 4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all
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• Goal 5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls
• Goal 6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation
for all

• Goal 7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for
all

• Goal 8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and
productive employment and decent work for all

• Goal 9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industri-
alization and foster innovation

• Goal 10. Reduce inequality within and among countries
• Goal 11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustain-
able

• Goal 12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns
• Goal 13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts*
• Goal 14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for
sustainable development

• Goal 15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sus-
tainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degra-
dation and halt biodiversity loss

• Goal 16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development,
provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive
institutions at all levels

• Goal 17. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global part-
nership for sustainable development.

Of the seventeen SDGs, only Goal 4 explicitly references education however
Mader and Rammel (2015) suggest that universities have a much wider transfor-
mative role to play to achieve sustainable development. In their opinion, the most
pertinent SDGs for education are Goals 4, 9, 12, 16 and 17. Although they highlight
specifically just five goals, what is of overarching importance is that all students need
to understand the implications of the entirety of the framework; all students need to
develop the knowledge and skills required to live sustainably, within environmental
limits. Further, meeting the SDGs will require universities to provide appropriately
skilled graduates (Association of Commonwealth Universities 2015) and this will
require rethinking the curriculum. Dramatically more globally relevant curricula are
needed in all countries if students are to meet employability requirements and to
address the social, environmental cultural, economic and health challenges that the
world faces (Hall and Tandon 2013).

An inspiring publication by the Sustainable Development Solutions Network in
the Pacific Rim (SDSN Australia/Pacific 2017) exemplifies what needs to happen
in regard to the SDGs. The paper reinforces that universities (as knowledge cre-
ators) must play a vital role in developing those who will be the current and future
implementers of the SDGs; “Addressing the challenges of the SDGs will require new
knowledge, new ways of doing things, hard choices between competing options, and
in some cases profound transformations” (p. 8). Further, the paper suggests that an
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extensive contribution involves universities embodying the SDGs through organisa-
tional governance, operations and culture, as well as using their leadership role to
influence partners and stakeholders in the community. The paper (p. 9) also sets out
why universities need the SDGs: to demonstrate impact; capture demand for SDG
related education; to build new partnerships and to access new funding streams.

Their guide is to be applauded and suggests that what is required for the SDGs is a
strategic and integrative approach to sustainability, as has been argued previously for
sustainable development (e.g. Leal Filho et al. 2015; Sterling et al. 2013)—through
research, across the curriculum and in the extra-curricular sphere, and through work-
ing in the community to educate and encourage capacity building.

There are currently only a few early adopters of such an approach. One of the
partners in the Pacific Rim collaboration, Victoria University of Wellington, New
Zealand for example, has already mapped their current curriculum against the SDGs
with the aim to track their own contributions towards the global goals and improve
their offerings (Wilks and Van den Belt 2017). Similarly in the UK, the University of
the West of England (UWE) is leading the way in taking a strategic approach to the
SDGs and undertaking curriculum mapping to establish a benchmark for progress
(Gough and Longhurst 2018), as is Nottingham Trent University (Willats et al. 2018)
however, these examples are uncommon.

The2017GreenGownAwardsUKand Ireland, a schemedeliveredby theEnviron-
mentalAssociation forUniversities andColleges (EAUC) that recognises exceptional
sustainability initiatives undertaken by university and colleagues, tasked applicants
withmapping the SDGs that their projects were delivering against. Canterbury Christ
Church University emerged as another example of how a strategic approach to sus-
tainability is transforming their University, both operationally and academically, and
The London School of Economics and Political Science stated that sustainability
was a fundamental strand running through teaching, research, operations and public
engagement (EAUC 2017). However, not even at this high level of awards, was it
possible to see that a strategic and integrative approach to the SDGs is commonplace.

In the UK, 75% of student respondents in the National Union of Students (NUS)
et al. (2017) annual sector survey, reported that their institution had progressed action
linked to the United Nation’s SDGs initiative, seeing the SDGs as the biggest motiva-
tor of the initiatives listed. However, institutional innovators are in the minority and,
there are few examples of how institutions are implementing their approaches. Fur-
ther, there is no evidence yet of the impact or success of approaches. More examples
are needed to share practice and particularly to extend conversations about aligning
strategy with the SDGs in a higher education setting in order to build momentum for
change.

4 Method

This paper adopts a case study approach (Yin 2014), and represents an empirical
inquiry into sustainable development progress within a particular setting, the case
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study institution. Two sources of information have informed the case study: literature
related to higher education, sustainable development and the SDGs; and reflection
and analysis on the part of the authors, who aremembers of the case study university’s
Sustainability Strategy Group (SSG) but also champions of change. A single site
case study obviously has limitations but learning from such cases is important to
inform processes of systemic transformation across higher education (Sharp 2002);
therein, rests the value of this paper, case studies are useful in that they demonstrate
to others possibilities and challenges. They are particularly pertinent in the early
stages of developments such as engaging with the SDGs within an HE setting, where
examples of practice may inspire others to follow similar paths.

5 The Case Study Context: Sustainable Development at BU

Bournemouth University (BU) has consistently aimed for an integrative approach to
sustainability and was one of the first institutions that sought to explore a holistic
approach, the challenges of which have been documented (see Shiel and Williams
2014; Shiel and Smith 2017).

The institution (BU) is a medium-sized UK university, inaugurated in 1992, with
around 19,000 students, 740 full-time equivalent academic staff and 846 professional
and support staff. Environmental issues became a focus of attention at the end of the
nineties with a concern for saving resources, particularly utilities. Engagement with
the broader concept of sustainable development became a more strategic concern in
2005, when a strategy was developed for the whole institution; from 2006, strategy
embraced both global citizenship and sustainability (Shiel 2007) with education for
sustainable development becoming a curriculum requirement. The importance of a
holistic approach and integrative ways of working on over-lapping agendas (Shiel
et al. 2005) was established at the outset but has never been fully achieved or easy
to reinforce (Shiel 2011). However the driver has been to implement an approach
not dissimilar to the “4C” model (curriculum, campus, community and culture) at
Plymouth University (Jones et al. 2010, p. 7). The strategic vision for the university
up to 2018, has made a clear commitment to “a holistic approach” to sustainable
development, with the aim of “inspiring our students, graduates and staff to enrich
the world”, and the assurance that: “we will ensure our environmental credentials
are held in high esteem” (Bournemouth University 2012). Substantial progress has
been made over the course of the strategy and BU is perceived as one of the greener
universities in the UK, with a ‘first-class’ award, consistently maintained in the UK
GreenLeague (People andPlanet 2017). Campus sustainability is such that the estates
at BU provide a very good ‘Living Lab’ environment where students learn from and
contribute to campus greening approaches.

In 2016, a number of actions were pursued to achieve a “step change” in progress,
and to reinforce a holistic approach:



Aligning Campus Strategy with the SDGs … 17

• Achieving the highest credential to exemplify best practice in the environmental
management of the University (i.e. EcoCampus Platinum and ISO14001 certifi-
cation)

• Reinvigorating the education agenda
• Developing the culture and building capacity by working in the extra-curricular
sphere—initiating Green Impact teams across the university (Shiel and Smith
2017).

The actions resulted in partial success.
EcoCampus Platinum (EcoCampus 2018) and ISO14001:2004 (International

Organization for Standardization (ISO) 2015) certification was achieved in 2016 and
BU became, at that time, one of only 15 universities with this dual certification. Eco-
Campus was designed by the higher education sector to help universities implement
environmental management systems (EMS). An EMS is a risk management tool to
minimise the impact on the environment whilst also promoting positive impacts, such
as Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). BU’s EMS currently provides a
structured approach, supported by senior management, to continual improvement
with its ESD programme.

Reinvigorating the education for sustainable development (ESD) agenda involved
working with the Centre of Excellence in Learning (CEL) and gaining approval of a
sustainability focus on the Post Graduate Certificate in Education (PGCert), which is
compulsory for new staff. In 2017, this took the limited form of a one-off presentation
to staff on the PGCert. The presentation created some interest but was perceived as a
bolt-on, with limited impact on wider curriculum change. Similarly, a competition to
surface good ESD teaching practise (again in collaboration with CEL) made public a
few excellent examples, but mainly only gained the participation of already engaged
academics, rather than serving to inspire the wider body of staff.

Another area where academics appeared not to be engaging related to the Green
Impact programme, which had been introduced at BU in 2015. The programme
involves staff working in teams within their departments to complete a workbook
of actions covering several aspects of sustainability. The more actions completed,
the more points are gained, leading to a Bronze, Silver, Gold or Platinum award. In
2017, four teams gained awards, with three at Silver and one at Bronze but three of
the four teams were based in administrative functions, with only one academic team
participating since 2015. Efforts to extend the programme have secured an increase
in the number of teams (14 teams in 2017/18), however academic teams are still in
the minority. Other universities (e.g. the University of Sheffield) have had greater
success in securing academic staff participation in the programme, demonstrating
that at BU, there is potential for further improvement. A survey investigating the
barriers to pro-environmental behaviours atBU, including participation into the green
impact programme, highlighted that the biggest barriers facing staff were: lack of
time, funding and organisational support (Scarborough and Cantarello 2018). This
echoes some of the barriers identified by the National Union of Students (NUS)
et al. (2017) in their sustainability in education report. However, it is interesting
to note that while time was the most highly reported barrier at BU, this barrier is
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only listed in position six in the NUS report; this suggests that incorporating green
impact participation into staff workload could provide an effective solution for BU
to encourage more staff to adopt pro-environmental behaviours and so, where more
staff lead through example, more students might be encouraged to follow.

In early 2017, it seemed to be the case that while considerable progress was being
achieved in relation to campus greening, community engagement and sustainability
research, since achieving ISO 14001, the ESD agenda was lagging; securing staff
commitment and interest was continuing to be a challenge. In essence a different
approach was required to engage academic colleagues.

6 A Further Shift of Approach: Aligning with the SDGs

As a consequence of ESD being incorporated into the EMS and hence an item on the
‘risk register’, it became an agenda item for the SSG. This was an important turning
point highlighting the need to try other approaches. The group evaluated ESD as at
‘high risk’ of not being achieved. The main reason for this decision was the lack of
evidence that sustainability had been embedded in courses further obtaining robust
and objective evidence to report on the extent to which it had been embedded, was
likely to be challenging. Other Universities, such as the University of Winchester,
have addressed how to embed and benchmark sustainability in the curriculum by
signing up to the NUS Responsible Futures programme which provides a framework
for implementing and reporting on ESD (NUS 2017). BU had not participated in
such a scheme.

Discussion on how tomove forward highlighted the importance of communication
that appealed to all stakeholders. Communication of sustainability messages is key
to engaging with academics (Djordjevic and Cotton 2011) and to culture change.
SSG recognised the potential of focusing communication on the SDGs, as a vehicle
to engage with a wider academic audience and to achieve greater adoption of ESD.
This decision was based on the assumptions that: all staff might address one or more
SDGs in their subjects; the topic might have greater appeal than ESD, given that
some staff were unable to relate to sustainability, let alone ESD; others were finding
it difficult to understand how their actions today are either directly or indirectly
affecting the future of the planet to support human life; others struggled to connect
taking personal responsibility for relatively simple actions, such as recycling, with
protecting the environment. The SDGs would provide a different lens for people to
understand and explore what sustainability means for them, plus the tangible ways
they might help make a difference.

The first communication initiative took the form of an adaption of the earlier
ESD competition: instead of requesting examples of ESD, academics were asked to
submit case studies of where they incorporate the SDGs in their programmes. Disap-
pointingly, the competition had less impact than anticipated but did allow for three
excellent winning academic examples to be promoted. These included an academic
who teaches Film and TV. She had incorporated the SDGs into two modules and
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organised sustainable literacy training for staff in the Media and Communication
Faculty. Another academic from the same Faculty had incorporated the SDGs into
the assessment of a BA Film Language unit where students were required to pro-
duce a three minute film and consider the environmental sub-plot. A third academic
from the Law Department, illustrated how ‘Advanced Criminal Law’ was concerned
with the United Nation’s Goal Peace, Justice and Institutions (SDG 16). Further, in
discussing types of gross human rights violations, the Goals regarding Inequalities
(SDG 10) and Gender violence (SDG 5) were covered.

In parallel to the competition, it was decided to pursue a more strategic approach.
This took three forms:

• UsingEcoCampus and the new ISO14001:2015 standard to provide the framework
for ESD

• Further and closer collaboration with the CEL Director to ensure ESD was pro-
moted through central communication channels and became an agenda led by
CEL

• Using the opportunity of institutional strategy development to embed the SDGs
and ensure that they featured during strategy development processes.

As stated above, BU achieved certification to EcoCampus and ISO14001:2004 in
2016, following an external audit. The new version of ISO14001:2015 was launched
in September 2015 (International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 2015) with
organisations having three years to transition to the new standard. BU achieved the
transition at the end of 2017. One of the key changes to the standard, the need to gain
greater commitment and leadership from seniormanagement to the EMS, has been of
critical importance. This afforded an opportunity to encourage further engagement
with senior management. The importance of this clause, which is now a central
component of ISO14001:2015, was discussed by the University’s Leadership Team
as part of implementing the new standard. It served to influence strategic discussion
at an opportune moment—the University’s “BU 2018” strategy was coming to a
close and the new strategy “BU2025” was in development. The perfect opportunity
was provided to renew with leaders discussions around commitment to sustainable
development but also to introduce the potential of the SDGs.

As a consequence, the new strategy “BU2025” incorporated into an early draft
the following statements (Bournemouth University 2018):

(i) Leadership and impact: Enhance our position as a sustainable organisation and
manage the environmental impact of our actions.

(ii) Support our staff fromall parts ofBUand students to take a responsible approach
to the environment and sustainable development by:

• including sustainable development in our programmes and support our staff
and students to make responsible choices about their environmental impact

• bringing together our academic work on environmental sustainability with
our approach to the physical environment at BU

• driving significant worldwide impact on sustainability and the environment
through our strategic investment areas.


