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Beyond Greening: Challenges to
Adopting Sustainability
in Institutions of Higher Education

CATHERINE HOOEY, ALICIA MASON,
and JAMES TRIPLETT

It is common for colleges and universities to include
sustainability in their mission statements and strategic plans.
On many campuses, however, sustainability is associated
with green practices only, rather than the comprehensive
integration of social equity, economic, and environmental
principles on which the concept was founded. In their review
of the outcomes of the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment
and Rating System (STAR), which quantifies sustainability
practices of member institutions of the Association for
the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education
(AASHE), Urbanski and Filho (2015) found that there were
significant differences in the interpretation of sustainability
by higher education stakeholders, which could potentially
result in unintentionally lower commitments. Beyond this
limited interpretation of the concept, research has identified
numerous obstacles to the adoption of sustainable practices.
The goals of this paper are to examine the obstacles to the
comprehensive adoption of sustainability in institutions of
higher education, in general, and to suggest a conceptual
framework of a sustainability culture as one most appropriate
for the more effective incorporation of comprehensive
practices.

The Concept of Sustainability

In 1987, the Brundtland Commission of the United
Nations defined sustainability as “meeting the needs of
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the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 8).
To make this a reality, the integration of economic, social and
environmental efforts is required (Ralph and Strubbs, 2014).
Sustainability is now considered to be a paradigm with which
to frame future development decisions (UNESCO, 2011).
To become sustainable, decision making must be framed in a
way that balances how we use the environment, the need for
social equity, and the need for economic growth.

These elements and their interrelationships are
typically represented by a Venn diagram (Figure 1).
Individually, each element is important and can be considered
independently, but, in so doing, tremendous potential
for negative externalities are possible. When integrated,
the impacts are powerful and have the potential to create
substantial growth and change.

Environmental
A viabie natural
environment

Sustanable Sustainable
natural and buiit economic
environment development

Sustainable
development

Social Economic
Nurturing Equitable Sufficient
community social economy
environment,

Figure 1. Sustainable Development
(Pittsburg State University, 2016)

The environmental aspect of sustainability
encompasses the idea that humans exist as part of the
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biosphere and, as such, must be aware of the impact their
actions have on the Earth’s biodiversity and finite resources.
Consequently, sustainable decision making means using
resources wisely and respecting the environment in which
we live.

The social aspect is often framed in the context
of social equity. This can range from equal opportunity
legislation, to working to ensure that all people have access
to resources to meet their basic needs, to working towards
social justice in distant countries.

Growth is the goal of virtually every economy
in the world. The economic component recognizes the
need for productivity and the creation of jobs. Economic
decisions, however, often take place in a vacuum, with
short-term profit—made possible by the availability of
cheap raw materials, cheap labor, and a large consumer
base—as the focus. For many, this means economic growth
is the sole measure of success and, as such, supersedes the
environmental and social aspects in terms of importance.
Economic sustainability means planning in the long term and
valuing resources (both human and natural) appropriately to
ensure continued economic sufficiency.

Growth is possible when all three of these aspects
of sustainability: environmental, social and economic, are
integrated in a complementary manner in decision making,
Integration is key; their interrelationships are more important
than the individual elements themselves. These interactions
are complex and vary geographically. While some people see
sustainable development, or sustainability, as an unrealistic
goal which can never truly be achieved, others see it as a set
of guiding principles to be used in decision making to ensure
the long-term survival of not only the human species, but of
the entire planet.

In sum, while the environment is a fundamental
component of sustainability, social equity and economic
sufficiency are equally valued. Accordingly, a sustainable
institution must embrace economic concerns, social equity,
as well as environmental goals (Selby, 2009).
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Obstacles to Institutionalizing Sustainability
in Higher Education

University Level: Lack of understanding of the
concept of sustainability

In 2006, the Higher Education Associations
Sustainability ~Consortium (HEASC) requested the
development of a standardized tool for the assessment of
campus sustainability in response to a perceived lack of
standardized tracking systems for sustainability in higher
education. The goal was to create an analytical tool to help
assess “all the dimensions of sustainability (health, social,
economic and ecological) and all the sectors and functions
of campus, including curriculum, facilities, operations, and
collaboration with communities” (HEASC, 2006, p. 1). The
system, known as STARS (Sustainability Tracking, Assessment
and Rating System), was developed by the Association for
the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education
(AASHE) to meet this need.

In their analysis of STARS data, Urbanski and Filho
(2015) found that the interpretation of “sustainability”
varies among institutions of higher education. Using
STARS data to analyze the levels of understanding and
participation in sustainability, they found that, “While some
stakeholders interpret sustainability as a concept that is
focused on environmental issues, others take a more holistic
view, focusing on interrelated social, environmental, and
economic dimensions of sustainability” (Urbanski and Filho,
2015, p. 213). A key determinant of whether participating
institutions highlighted the three interrelated components
of sustainability in their reports was if the language for a
particular credit in the STARS Technical Manual specifically
included these three dimensions (Urbanski, 2012).

While differences in sustainability interpretation may be
attributed to the nature of credits themselves, there is a strong
indication that some higher education stakeholders using
STARS are focusing primarily on “green” issues unless otherwise
prompted by language in the STARS Technical Manual.
(Urbanski and Filho, 2015, p. 213)
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Not all STARS goals explicitly refer to the three pillars of
sustainability, and it appears that colleges and universities
whose goal it is to further their sustainability efforts on their
campuses need to extend their efforts beyond the traditional
environmental focus and address sustainability issues from a
holistic perspective (Urbanski and Filho, 2015).

University Level: The need to implement programs
across units/sectors within institutions

To become a truly sustainability-oriented institution,
programs must be implemented across multiple sectors
or units; that is, social, environmental and economic
sustainability efforts must involve administration, staff,
faculty, and students, and span facility operations, finance,
development, education, research, student activities, and
community outreach efforts.

Cross-sector initiatives such as these require groups
to adopt new approaches to achieve their objectives and to
increase the level of interaction with other units across campus
(Blackburn, 2016). A major challenge is that administrative
and facilities operations staff may be reluctant to engage
faculty and students in their efforts because of concerns that
doing so might complicate decision making, slow them down,
create extra costs or workloads, or otherwise be unreasonable
(Blackburn, 2016).

Curriculum Development and Course Delivery:
Overcoming existing administrative and discipline
structures

It is common for faculty to initiate the development of
a sustainability curriculum. This often means that the faculty
must not only serve in their official program/department,
but they must also reach out beyond their own discipline
to partner with like-minded faculty in other programs/
departments to establish the multidisciplinary structure
needed for the development of a successful sustainability
curriculum.
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Existing administrative structures can make it
difficult to develop the multidisciplinary approach needed
for effective curriculum development. For a sustainability-
based curriculum to be successful, the traditional way courses
are offered and content is delivered must be re-examined.
Blackburn (2016) advocates for a strong multidisciplinary
approach to teaching sustainability-related content. As
sustainability issues are often complex, it is imperative to
teach the material in a way that facilitates student learning of
connections between concepts and across disciplines (Wright,
2004). Co-teaching and team teaching approaches, used both
within departments, as well as between departments and even
across colleges, are most effective in that they allow students
to experience different perspectives on sustainability-related
issues, which is crucial to understanding and addressing
inherent complexities.

The creation of integrated academic programs is
another avenue for the delivery of sustainability-related
content. The process of creating cross-departmental
appointments can be problematic with regard to the
allocation of teaching load and funding, however.

The development of curriculum, the team-teaching
approach to deliver cross disciplinary courses, and the
creation of integrated programs all pose challenges to
traditional administrative structures (departments, colleges).
Counting teaching loads and credits by department or
program can be difficult. The inability or unwillingness of
administration to effectively work around these challenges
may discourage faculty who otherwise see the benefits of
such a cross-disciplinary approach.

Faculty: Challenges of workloads and professional
development needs

As a sustainability-based curriculum is developed,
challenges emerge about teaching and facilitating professional
development opportunities beyond a faculty member’s full
time department appointment. Faculty are time-committed
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to their own discipline. Since funding is rarely available to hire
new faculty who are exclusively dedicated to sustainability,
it falls on current faculty to form the core of an emerging
sustainability curriculum and program. Adding new courses,
whether team-taught or cross-disciplinary, can mean
having to carry course overloads to facilitate the offering of
sustainability-related curriculum. Funding for both additional
teaching loads and the new faculty development needs can
be difficult or impossible to attain.

Funding: Grants and alumni dedicated to
specific departments

While both administration and faculty may be
enthusiastic about creating new approaches to curriculum and
course delivery, and possibly the creation of new programs
in sustainability, the lack of funding may preclude their
development. Many university funding opportunities, such
as grants and donations, are usually available for allocation
to specific programs. Donations from alumni are generally
directed to their former home department, so raising funds
for new programs can be problematic (Blackburn, 2016).

Beyond the Institution:
Political and economic roadblocks

A political and/or economic environment that
fails to understand and/or acknowledge the importance
of sustainability can serve as a significant barrier to the
adoption of sustainability-related endeavors. In the United
States, the prevalence and impacts of the obstacles to the
adoption of sustainable practices varies between states,
depending on local and regional political, economic, and
social circumstances. An overview of the situation in the
State of Kansas will be examined here, as the political and
economic challenges to higher education institutions in this
state are considerable; these can have a significant impact on
the adoption of sustainable practices.
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The Example of Kansas

Kansas universities operate in an uncertain and dark
state-funding environment. Organizations typically prefer
stability and homeostasis in external political, economic
and social environments. Such predictability leads to
comfort, trust in decision makers, and fosters environments
of innovation. This is not the case for Regents Institutions
in the State of Kansas that have been on the receiving end
of consecutive years of state budget cuts under what some
have coined “The Kansas Experiment” (Suellentrop, 2015),
and which Governor Brownback calls the “march to zero”
(Sullentrop, 2015). It is an economic attempt to wean the
Kansas government off the revenues of income taxes and to
transition into a government that is financed entirely by what
Brownback calls “consumption taxes” —that is, sales taxes
and, to a lesser extent, property taxes. Since 2011, the march
to zero includes an already-passed provision that exempts
the owners of 330,000 businesses and farms in Kansas from
income tax. The intended goal was to draw free enterprise to
the state. The results of this economic strategy have not yet
yielded the anticipated positive effects political leaders were
hoping for.

In 2016, Governor Brownback announced $97
million in state cuts to higher education which translates to
approximately a 4% decrease in state funds to institutions
of higher education. The Kansas Board of Regents issued a
statement after the governors announcement, noting that
with the most recent cuts announced, state funding for higher
education will be $100 million, or 8.6 percent less, than it was
in the 2007-2008 academic year (Hancock, 2016).

In addition, in 2013, an attempt was made to pass
legislation banning government funding for any project
involving sustainable development. House Bill No. 2366
stated: “No public funds may be used, either directly or
indirectly, to promote, support, mandate, require, order,
incentivize, advocate, plan for, participate in or implement
sustainable development” (Kansas Legislature, Committee
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on Energy and the Environment, 2013). While the bill was
defeated, it demonstrates the lack of understanding of the
multiple dimensions and benefits that are encompassed by
the term sustainability. Such a legislative environment can
potentially serve as a barrier to the adoption of sustainable
practices by the institutions of higher education that operate
within the system.

Working Toward an
Institutional Culture of Sustainability

Most universities do act on efforts to become more
green. Regular reporting on such indicators as energy use,
water use, emissions, waste, transportation, compliance
etc. has become commonplace. Assessment of the social
dimensions of sustainability, however, is reported much less
frequently (Lozano, 2011). Dresner (2002) observed that
in more developed countries, there seems to be a greater
awareness of environmental issues rather than social ones.
Environmental issues are generally easier to measure, while
social issues are often more difficult to monitor and assess
(Salzmann et al, 2003). The measurement and assessment
of such indicators as labor/management relations, health
and safety training, diversity and opportunity, strategy and
management, collective bargaining, disciplinary practices, and
security practices are needed to demonstrate an awareness
of and action regarding the social equity component of
sustainability (Lozano, 2011)

Lozano (2011) concluded that corporate sustainability
efforts could serve as a model for universities. Usually
referred to as the triple bottom line, many corporations
recognize the need for incorporating sustainability into
all sections of their operations. Bertels et al (2010) state:
“a culture of sustainability is one in which organizational
members hold shared assumptions and beliefs about the
importance of balancing economic efficiency, social equity
and environmental accountability” (p. 10). At a university, this
might include incorporating sustainability into the strategic
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planning process, integrating sustainability goals across
all functions and units, and changing job descriptions to
incorporate sustainability. It is not uncommon for individuals
on campus to act as leaders behind sustainability efforts.
While this can be effective to a certain extent, to achieve long
term integration, it is important to “assign tasks to roles not
people” (Bertels et al, 2010, p. 35)

To create a campus sustainability culture, where
culture refers to the institutional culture within which
all components are integrated and complementary, the
holistic integration of the main components of sustainability
must take place (Selby, 2009). What is needed is a “broad
understanding of sustainability that, while taking the
environment as fundamental, embraces economic, health,
social justice and other humanitarian concerns” (Selby, 2009,
p. 103). Such integration is represented in the model in
Figure 2. As well as the adoption of sustainable principles and
practice in curriculum, operations and community outreach,
a campus environment that ensures student inclusiveness
and equitable opportunities for engagement is key. This
would include policies and programs to ensure equity among
students, handicap access, and equitable distribution of funds
to student groups on campus.

FACULTY S;Eymrlous
gﬁer::hmogramslcmmwes Captal fticlency
Assessmant Growth enhancement
Labor relations
ADMINISTRATION Equity
Framework to faciltate Diversity
innovative teaching & research Energy efficiency
Profassional Development Recycling/Reuss
opportunities Purchasing
Compensation when appropriate
OUTREACH
Public-private partnerships STUDENTS
DonorAvoluntesr relatlonships Diversity
Economic impact Soclal justice
Soclal programs Equity
Recycling Access
Technology

Figure 2. A campus sustainability culture.
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Conclusion

The importance of incorporating all three elements
of sustainability in university operations: curriculum, campus
life and community outreach, is crucial. The current,
prevalent focus on greening does show progress, but in only
one component of sustainability. Educating administration,
staff, faculty, and students on these issues must be a priority
to facilitate the development of a sustainability culture on
campus. In addition, the continuous re-assessment of what
sustainability means for an institution is key to ensure an
ongoing commitment (Bertels et al, 2010). Institutions of
higher education, tasked with developing the next generation
of leaders, must strive to not only teach the concepts but must
emulate sustainability in all facets of the institution. In the
larger context, the economic and political framework can be
limiting to these efforts. Local, regional, state, and federal
agencies must create an enabling environment in which
policies allow for creativity and funding is available to assist
in these efforts.

WORKS CITED

Bertels, S., Papania, L., & Papania, D. (2010). Embedding sustainability
in organizational culture. A Systematic Review of the Body of
Knowledge. Network for Business Sustainability. Retrieved
from http:/nbs.net/wp-content/uploads/Executive-Report-
Sustainability-and-Corporate-Culture.pdf

Blackburn, W.R. (2016). The practice of sustainability at colleges and
universities. Environmental Law Reporter, 46(5), 10394.

Dresner, S. (2002). The Principles of Sustainability. London: Earthscan.

Hancock, P. (2016, May 18). Brownback signs Kansas budget and orders
$97 million in allotment cuts, slashing KU funding. Lawrence
Journal-World. Retrieved from http://www2 ljworld.com/
news/2016/may/18/kansas-budget-plan-slashes-university-and-
medicaid/

Higher Education Associations Sustainability Consortium (HEASC).
(2006). Call for a system for assessing and comparing progress
in campus sustainability. Retrieved from http://www.aashe. org/
files/documents/STARS/HEASCcall.pdf




HOOEY, MASON, & TRIPLETT 291

Kansas Legislature, Committee on Energy and the Environment. (2013,
February 15). House Bill No. 2366. Retrieved from http://
www kslegislature org/li_2014/b2013_14/measures/documents/
hb2366_00_0000.pdf

Lozano, R. (2011). The state of sustainability reporting in universities.
International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education,
12(1), 67-78. Emerald Group Publishing Limited 1467-6370
doi:10.1108/14676371111098311

Pittsburg State University. (2016). What is sustainability? Retrieved
from http://www.pittstate.eduw/office/president/initiatives/
sustainability/what-is-sustainability.dot

Ralph, M., & Stubbs. W. (2014). Integrating environmental sustainability
into universities. Higher Education, 67(1), 71-90.

Retrieved from http:/library.pittstate edu:2143/10.1007/
$10734-013-9641-9

Salzmann, O., Ionescu-Somers, A., & Steger, U. (2003). The business
case for corporate sustainability - review of the literature and
research options. European Management Journal, 23(1), 27-36.

Selby, D. (2009). Towards the Sustainability University. Journal of
Education for Sustainable Development, 3(1), 103-106.

Suellentrop, C. (2015, August 15). The Kansas Experiment. The New
York Times Magazine. Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.
com/2015/08/09/magazine/the-kansas-experiment.html?_r=0

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO). (2011). Education for Sustainable Development.
Retrieved from http:/www.unesco.org/new/en/education/
themes/leading-the-international-agenda/education-for-
sustainable-development/sustainable-development/

Urbanski, M. (2012). Framing Campus Sustainability. STARS Quarterly
Review, Spring 2012. Retrieved from http://www.aashe.org/
files/documents/STARS/sqr_spring_2012_final pdf

Urbanski, M. and Filho, W. L. (2015). Measuring sustainability at
universities by means of the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment
and Rating System (STARS): early findings from STARS data.
Environment, Development and Sustainability, 17(2), 209-220.

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED).
(1987). Our Common Future. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wright, Tara. (2004). The Evolution of Sustainability Declarations in
Higher Education. In P. B. Corcoran & A.E.]. Wals (Eds.),
Higher Education and the Challenge of Sustainability:
Problematics, Promise and Practice. (pp. 7-19). Dordrecht:
Springer.




THE MIDWEST QUARTERLY

in this issue . . .

TIMOTHY BAILEY is a Professor of Geography at Pittsburg State
University. He received his PhD from the University of Western Ontario.
Following, he was awarded a Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council of Canada postdoctoral fellowship which he held in the Planning
Department at Queen’s University. Dr Bailey’s areas of specialization
include urban development and planning, issues related to community
sustainability and pedagogical studies in Geography. He has numerous
publications, presentations and grants, and has lectured abroad. Given the
opportunity to play, he loves the outdoors!

CATHY CARLISI's poetry has appeared in Prairie Schooner, The Atlanta
Review, The Mid-American Review, Southern Review and many others.
She is President, Chief Creative Officer at BrightHouse, a creative
consultancy that serves organizations that serve society.

HEATHER ECKSTEIN is the Director of Student Success Programs at
Pittsburg State University.

CATHERINE HOOEY is a Professor of Geography at Pittsburg State
University. Following the completion of her PhD from the University
of Western Ontario, she taught at Queen’s University, Canada. Dr.
Hooey’s areas of research include the examination of perceptions of
environmental change and variability in geographically marginal regions.
She teaches courses in environmental geography, sustainability, and the
human dimensions of global environmental change in the Department
of History, Philosophy and Social Sciences, and is a faculty member in
the Sustainability, Society and Resource Management degree program
where she teaches courses in sustainability and resource management.

DAVID P. HURFORD PhD is a Professor of Psychology and Counseling
at Pittsburg State University. His research interests include dyslexia,
reading difficulties, attentional difficulties including ADHD, educational
research, statistics, special education law, strategic enrollment
management and institutional viability.

WILLIAM A. IVY currently serves as Senior Advisor to the President
& Board Liaison at Tulsa Community College. He was previously the
Associate Vice President for Enrollment Management and Student
Success at Pittsburg State University. He earned his PhD in Higher
Education Administration from the University of Mississippi.

(248)




THE MIDWEST QUARTERLY

magazines. Her artist monograph, Emergent Evolution, was released
in August 2006 (Booksmart Studio). In 2007, Rhona received the Bruce
Fraser Photoshop World Memorial Scholarship, which recognized her
contributions to digital education, presented by the National Association
of Photoshop Professionals and nominated by the Adobe Evangelist,
Julieanne Kost.

MICHAEL McMAHON was born and raised in Pittsburgh, PA. He has
followed a path of switchbacks from teaching at the University of Virginia
to driving a Metro bus in DC to tutoring Hispanic farm workers, and
back to teaching again at universities in Fresno, CA. He currently resides
in the San Francisco area. In addition to appearing in The Midwest
Quarterly, his poems have been published in a number of anthologies
and literary journals such as Atlanta Review, Blackbird, Notre Dame
Review, Poet Lore, and Seneca Review. His translation of Jests Serra’s
book of poems, Pdramos en la Memoria, has been published by the
University of the Andes Press.

CHRIS SOUZA lives and works in Massachusetts. A past contributor
to The Midwest Quarterly, her previous publications include: Gulf
Coast, American Literary Review, West Branch, Bellingham Review,
Connecticut Review, and New Delta Review. Her work has also been
featured on “Verse Daily” and is forthcoming in Natural Bridge, and
Cape Rock Review.

JAMES TRIPLETT is Emeritus Professor and Chair in the Biology
Department at Pittsburg State University. After his PhD (University of
Kansas, 1976) he joined the faculty in the Department of Fisheries and
Wildlife at Ohio State University, but left in 1981 for a position in the
Biology Department at PSU where he served as Chair from 1985 until
2008. He was elected Chair of the Grand/Neosho River Committee in
1990, and appointed Chair of the Special Commission on Surface Water
Quality in 1978 by Governor Bill Graves. In 2000, he was presented
the FOX Award by the Kansas Water Office for work with Kansas Water
Resources issues, and appointed to the VISION: 21st Century Task
Force. He currently works in the area of natural resource policy and
management with an emphasis on sustainability. He serves as President
of the Grand Lake O’Cherokees Watershed Alliance Foundation.

Originally a Midwesterner from the small town of Frazee, Minnesota,
JESSE ULMER currently serves as an Assistant Professor of English at
Virginia Commonwealth University’s School of the Arts in Doha, Qatar,
where he teaches composition, literature, and film courses as part of the
Liberal Arts & Sciences program.

(250)




Reproduced with permission of
copyright owner. Further
reproduction prohibited without
permission.


https://www.researchgate.net/publication/317342100

	Beyond greening: The challenges to adopting sustainability in higher education.
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1691058223.pdf.Z397D

