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Summary:  
This developmental paper aims to demonstrate how higher education (HE) plays an important 

role in developing their student’s awareness of sustainability challenges and their economic, 

social, and environmental responsibilities. At present, HE institutions vary in the extent of 

sustainability courses, programs, and degrees. Further, HE institutions present sustainability 

topics in single or multidisciplinary courses, optional or mandatory courses, and 

inside/outside the classroom. Student knowledge of sustainability varies, yet their engagement 

towards sustainability is crucial to their future. It does not suffice to learn sustainability 

concepts; rather, students must understand the relevance to their future career. Through the 

sustainability literacy test, we aim to fill this gap by conducting an international study within 

two HE institutions to analyze how much students know about sustainability and how this 

knowledge affects their future actions.  
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Sustainability: Exploring Gaps in Higher Education  

Introduction 

Higher education (HE) should play an important role in developing their student’s awareness 

of sustainability challenges by demonstrating the value of promoting economic, social, and 

environmental responsibilities. The United Nations declared 2004-2015 as the Decade for 

Sustainable Development (Seto-Pamies and Papaoikonomou, 2016; Sidiropoulos, 2014), and 

introduced the Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME) which is a 

voluntary global initiative to enhance and extend CSR and sustainability into mainstream 

education (Fernandez-Fernandez and Sanjuan, 2010; Seto-Pamies and Papaoikonomou, 

2016). Further, the US passed the Higher Education Sustainability Act (HESA), and the 

University for a Sustainable Future, an international initiative to bring together universities 

with a focus on sustainability and environmental literacy, was created (Seto-Pamies and 

Papaoikonomou, 2016). As a result, many HE institutions developed courses and programs to 

address sustainability issues with undergraduate and graduate students. Additionally, HE 

institutions have attempted to integrate these initiatives on all levels from individual course 

level through campus development to strategic decisions on an institutional level. As the 

objective of HE institutions is to prepare students to be future leaders, the concepts of 

sustainability and CSR are critical additions to traditional course content.  

 

In the workplace, the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has become a 

strategic obligation which is linked to company reputation, and, in some instances, profits 

(McGunagle et al., 2016). The sustainability framework (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008) provides 

a shift to developing critical and reflective thinking allowing the students to discuss 

sustainability from different perspectives.  Biedenweg et al. (2013) found that a foundation in 

ethics as it relates to sustainability can be an important component of future professionals 

since it provides an understanding from a moral basis for decisions. Decisions that are based 

in sustainability ethics considering environmental, economic, and social consequences are 

important for future generations of people and non-human organisms. Higher education 

curriculum can assist students in taking decisions as engineers, researchers, managers, 

designers, and consumers that enhance sustainability (Kibert et al., 2011) and improve the 

world we share. This paper attempts to fill the gap in the literature between what students 

know about sustainability upon entry into HE institutions, what sustainable concepts and 

practices they are capable of assimilating during their time in HE institutions, and what 
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sustainability concepts and practices they carry forth into the workplace and replicate in their 

own lives. 

RQ1: How much do students know about global sustainability?   

RQ2: How can HE institutions encourage student engagement with sustainable practices?  

RQ3: What (if any) effect do HE sustainability initiatives, courses, programs have on future 

student choices? 

 

Ethics, CSR, and Sustainability  

Ethics are defined as ‘a system of value principles that defines right and wrong behaviors’ 

(Seto-Pamies and Papaoikonomou, 2016, p. 525). These value principles can derive from 

education, upbringing, experience, or beliefs, and are often instilled from an early age. The 

European Commission Report (2002) defined CSR as ‘a concept whereby companies 

integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their 

interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis’ (p. 5). While ethics involve moral 

reflection on business behavior, CSR is a consequence of the adopted actions by the company 

(Seto-Pamies and Papaoikonomou, 2016). The Brundtland Report (1987) defined 

sustainability as ‘development that meets the needs of current generations without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs or aspirations’ (p. 42). 

While all three elements are linked, we have decided to focus our study on the concept of 

embedding sustainability concepts into HE institutions. 

 

Many initiatives have been taken to incorporate sustainability into company decisions and 

strategies with a ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution.  However, different industries necessarily have 

different sustainability goals and objectives which are linked to the specific industry they 

represent and the stakeholders they deem most important. For businesses, it is crucial to their 

reputation and financial results to find the ‘best’ sustainable practices that fit with their core 

business and make sense to the stakeholders. The question arises whether specific HE 

institutions and programs, majors and degrees, make these same strategic decisions when 

embedding sustainability concepts. Do HE institutions create their sustainability objectives as 

linked to a specific industry, or do the programs offer general and generic notions of 

sustainability concepts? In the latter case, student may disengage with the concepts which are 

being introduced, not understand their relevance in a specific industry, and, inevitably, refuse 

to replicate them in the real world.  
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No strategy 
No initiatives 
No courses 

No communication 

• Disengaged 
• No social change 

agents 

Optional courses 
Optional 

participation 
Little strategy 

Little 
communication 

• Engaged /disengaged 
• Potential social change 

agents 

Fully integrated 
Obligatory 

participation 
In line with strategy 

Communicated 
internally/externally 

• Engaged 
• Positive social change 

agents 

Sustainability in HE Institutions 

Educators cannot assume that students have similar knowledge or views about sustainability 

(Sidiropoulos, 2014); rather, HE institutions should provide the opportunity for students to 

develop ‘an appreciation of (values), a disposition towards (attitudes), and a capability (skills) 

to make choices that contribute to sustainability (social and environmental good) instead of 

further detracting from it’ (ibid, p. 474). Further, HE institutions play a key role in improving 

civic behavior and professional responsibility of future graduates (Tormo-Carbo et al., 2016) 

by altering student perceptions regarding business transactions (Fernandez-Fernandez and 

Sanjuan, 2010) and preparing holistic and critical thinkers for the workplace (Fernandez-

Fernandez and Sanjuan, 2010; Lozano et al., 2015).  

 

As seen in Figure 1, HE institutions offer varying levels of assimilation and engagement with 

sustainability in and outside the classroom. Sustainability education varies from stand-alone 

to embedded courses, single or multidisciplinary focus, obligatory or electives, in or outside 

the classroom (Seto-Pamies and Papaoikonomou, 2016). The resulting graduates reflect these 

different levels of HE engagement in sustainability.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Sustainability path of HE student. 

 
 

Students enter HE with varying 
levels of sustainability 
knowledge from: 
Past experiences/courses 
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Students have varying levels of knowledge regarding sustainability and their interest to learn 

more. For some students, courses which address sustainability issues are regarded positively, 

but there is no guarantee that the theory would be replicated in a real life situation (Tormo-

Carbo et al., 2016). Simply learning about sustainability concepts or being immersed in a 

sustainability led HE institution does not ensure better practitioners or more ethical 

professionals. Further, if courses based on sustainability concepts are being forced or true 

engagement is not sincere from the faculty, staff, or management, students will become 

skeptical, even cynical, about the sustainability process itself (Gonzalez-Rodriguez et al., 

2013) and could not only refuse to engage, but categorically refute any mention of 

sustainability practices in the future.  

 

Implications of Implementing Sustainability in HE 

 

Based on the integration of sustainability into courses, programs, campus life, and 

institutional strategy, students graduate from HE institutions in one of the following roles (see 

Table 1) which summarizes their knowledge of sustainability and their attitude towards it.  

 
 
Table 1 
Graduating student roles toward sustainability  

Aware/Engaged 
Initiates positive social change 
Based on knowledge, emotion, strong 
beliefs, application 

Aware/Apathetic 
Refuses positive social change 
Based on cynicism toward knowledge, 
negative emotion, strong beliefs 

Unaware/Engaged 
Participates in positive social change  
Based on emotions, strong beliefs, 
application 

Unaware/Apathetic 
Doesn’t know about positive social change 
Based on lack of knowledge, emotion, and 
beliefs 

 

As seen on Table 1, the objective in HE institutions is to graduate global citizens who are 

aware, engaged, and prepared to make positive contributions in the workplace and in their 

personal lives. Do HE institutions really prepare their students for this role? Can HE faculty, 

staff, and management shift student attitudes, beliefs, and emotions through integrated 

sustainability? These are questions to be addressed in a future study.  

 

There have been many real life examples of unethical actions in various industries and 

companies such as Enron and, more recently, Volkswagen. These have been used in the 
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classroom to discuss ethics (the decisions which were taken based on right or wrong 

behaviors), CSR (the consequences of their actions), and sustainability (how decisions taken 

today affect future generations). In fact, it could be argued that each industry has its ‘scandal’ 

which could serve as a case study for discussion, a multidisciplinary study, and a catalyst for 

positive social change. We posit that to encourage successful student engagement of 

sustainability concepts which continue on into the workplace, HE institutions need to find the 

fit between the sustainability topics it addresses with its students and the major or program 

students are studying.  

 

Sustainable Literacy Test (Sulitest) 

The proposed research will be conducted using the Sustainability Literacy Test (Sulitest) to 

evaluate the student’s existing knowledge of sustainability and global responsibility. This test 

assesses the level of knowledge in economic, social, and environmental responsibility and 

allows HE institutions to determine the student’s basic knowledge and compare the results 

nationally and internationally (The sustainability literacy test, 2014). This assessment will 

provide quantitative feedback and benchmark by program, university, and worldwide.  But, 

knowing about sustainability challenges does not mean knowing the possible courses of 

responsible and ethical action (The sustainability literacy test, 2014) which suggests the need 

to provide HE students with both the opportunity to learn and apply sustainability on campus 

and in their future careers. 

 

Conclusions and Next Steps 

The objective of our proposed research project is to align higher education towards meeting 

the challenge of global sustainability. Two universities will examine the knowledge of their 

college students in relation to sustainability. One HE institution is located in the US; the other 

is located in Europe. Students in both the undergraduate and graduate programs will be 

administered the Sulitest to evaluate their existing knowledge of sustainability. The results 

will then be compared across programs, HE institutions, and on an international level. To our 

knowledge, no academic research has yet been published which used the Sulitest as an 

evaluation tool. Our research project will attempt to fill that gap. The results of the research 

project can provide a framework for creating sustainability in HE institutions by identifying 

emerging themes to encourage innovative and successful learning that can lead to 

improvements in curriculum design.   
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