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Abstract

This research examines environmental sustainability in the UK university context.
Universities are prioritising sustainability commitments with many declaring a climate
emergency, as well as recognising the importance of educating students about climate
change. Using a case-study approach in which semi-structured interviews were
coupled with secondary data analysis, this research highlights that universities are
pivotal for greater environmental sustainability. The results reiterate the urgent need
to signi�cantly improve environmental performance and educate people in the �eld of
sustainability, while also presenting the challenges and realities faced in doing so. It is
recommended that in order to achieve optimal sustainability solutions, a cohesive
approach is required to embed a common sustainability narrative for all.
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Introduction

Since emerging as a concept in the 1980s, sustainable development has become a
central concept for our age (Sachs, 2015b). Often termed the ‘Anthropocene’, scientists
believe we have now entered a new historical epoch in which humans themselves are
the dominant force for planetary change (Crutzen, 2006). Sustainable development is
both a way of understanding the world and a method for solving global problems
(Sachs, 2015b). This research is timely given stark claims from the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report (2018) that warned that allowing temperatures
to rise more than 1.5°C will have catastrophic, and potentially irreversible, effects on
the planet. The IPCC is a global body assessing the science relating to climate change
and has not typically published such urgent warnings, thus indicating the severity of
the situation. Based on this backdrop of mounting climate uncertainty, this research
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assesses how environmental sustainability is incorporated in the higher-education
context focusing on Cardiff University as a case study.

Many universities have prioritised sustainability in response to international
conventions, such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Paris
Agreement (2015) (Soini et al., 2018). The SDGs consist of 17 goals and 169 targets
addressing all aspects of sustainability, becoming a global initiative to end poverty,
protect the planet and to ensure peace and prosperity for all. Yet critical observers
believe the SDGs adopt a neoliberal, anthropocentric vision whereby the environment
is often assigned secondary value after economic and social concerns (Kopnina, 2016).
O’Neill et al., (2018) believe a more hopeful scenario would see the SDGs shift the
agenda away from economic growth towards a new model where the goal is
sustainable and equitable human wellbeing. Regardless of this, following government
agendas to make the SDGs successful, Sachs (2015a) argues that universities globally
should play a bold role in their implementation. Applying the SDGs at the national
scale, the Welsh government has a clear legislative pathway for the SDGs and
speci�cally for environmental sustainable development (see Figure 1).

A screenshot of a cell phone

Figure 1: Legislation for sustainable development to secure the long-term wellbeing of
Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2016)

This research seeks to explore how Cardiff University engages with environmental
sustainability, guided by the following research questions:

How is sustainability researched and taught across the university?
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How is the university incorporating sustainability into its practical operations?

This research builds on existing academic literature regarding sustainability in the
higher-education context, taking a social constructivist approach to explore new
meanings and perspectives on the continuously evolving sustainability debate. As a
research-intensive institution, Cardiff University has a clear vision to improve its
environmental performance.

Literature review

Introducing sustainable development

Sustainable development remains a largely ambiguous concept (Pesqueux, 2009), yet
acts as a driving force dominating global political discussion in the twenty-�rst
century. The broad notion of sustainable development �rst emerged in the 1970s with
the realisation that the economic boom of the 1950s and 1960s was having a
destructive effect on the environment (Pesqueux, 2009: 231). Sustainable development
is problematic to de�ne, adopting different meanings in varying contexts (Pierantoni,
2004; Sikdar, 2012). The Brundtland Report (UNWCED, 1987) famously de�ned
sustainable development as ‘development which meets the needs of the present,
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’
(UNWCED, 1987: 43). Conca et al., (2001) criticise the Brundtland de�nition, asserting
that what may constitute the ‘needs of current and future populations’ remain
subjective and open to change. Over time, sustainability has evolved practically as well
as philosophically – focusing less on intergenerational needs and more on the holistic
approach linking economic development, social inclusion and environmental
sustainability (Sachs, 2015b). However, economic development remains dominant in
many de�nitions. Given the multifarious nature of sustainable development, this
research focuses speci�cally on environmental sustainability.

Environmental sustainable development

Until the 1980s, it was commonly argued that economic and environmental aims were
intrinsically opposed, with human development prioritised over the natural
environment (Castree et al., 2013). However, in the 1990s, the theory of ecological
modernisation emerged as a new paradigm representing the possibility for economic
growth that was, in theory, environmentally benign (Young, 2015). This sparked
extensive debate regarding whether greening contemporary capitalism offers optimal
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sustainability solutions or delays radical environmental reform (Mol and Spaargaren,
2000). Nevertheless, emissions have continued to rise, and Gills and Morgan (2020:
886) state that ‘on a global basis, July 2019 was the hottest month ever recorded. NASA
data on global warming indicates that 17 of the 18 hottest years ever recorded in the
past 136 years were during 2001–2018’. Thus, many recognise the current state of the
global natural environment as the most urgent and signi�cant challenge in recent
history (Ralph and Stubbs, 2013; McCullough et al., 2016), suggesting the necessity of
critical action.

Within this debate, there has been a transition from ‘government’ to ‘governance’,
attempting to ‘include wider parts of society through multi-level government
involvement’ (Berger, 2010: 231). Governance expresses that the state increasingly
depends on other organisations to secure its intentions, deliver its policies and tackle
the changing nature of complex environmental problems faced in the twenty-�rst
century (Bevir, 2008). Huxley et al., (2019) argue that governments can affect only a
small percentage of emissions directly and must work in partnership to lower
emissions. Essentially, environmental sustainability requires strong, sustained and
interdisciplinary commitments to induce effective transformative change across
environmental arenas (Sterling, 2013; Chowdhury et al., 2019).

Environmental sustainability in policy frameworks

Governments and other actors have introduced policies to tackle environmental issues
at a range of geographical scales. Policies such as the UN SDGs (2015) give direction,
while the Paris Agreement encourages countries to demonstrate their Intended
Nationally Determined Contributions for tackling climate change. Following the Earth
Summit (1992) – a global conference held to reconcile worldwide economic
development while limiting environmental degradation – recognition emerged that all
levels of governance must be involved to achieve the proposed global plan for
sustainable development (Evans and Theobald, 2003). These global-scale policies and
Accords manifest in different ways at multiple scales: in Wales, the Wellbeing of
Future Generations Act (2015) sets out how the SDGs should be implemented, making
sustainability a national priority (Welsh Assembly Government, 2019).

Similarly, higher-education institutions have responded to calls for climate action by
signing numerous declarations. The role of higher education in sustainability was �rst
recognised at the �rst UN conference on the Human Environment, the Stockholm
Conference (1972), which formally documented the role of higher education in
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fostering environmental protection (Lozano et al., 2011). This catalysed a series of
subsequent declarations, such as the Talloires Declaration (1990): 10-point action
plan addressing problems of environmental decline and the importance of embedding
a sustainability narrative across higher-education institutions (ULSF, 1990). These
declarations, although implementing sustainability programmes differently, lay the
foundations for effective tailored sustainability policies within universities (Clarke and
Kouri, 2009). The next section explores how universities translate environmental
sustainability policies into practical operations and education.

Environmental sustainable development in higher education

An ecologically sound society requires strong support from universities (Wang et al.,
2013) as they can in�uence future generations (Piza et al., 2018). Higher-education
institutions appear to have a double role through research and teaching – creating
knowledge for global bene�ts and integrating this in education, thus preparing
students for their future societal roles (Stough et al., 2016). Universities’ transition to
sustainability involves all areas of activity, meaning the process is long and often
characterised by resistance – such as �nancial constraints and lack of enforcement
(Hoover and Harder, 2015). Universities are beginning to re-orient their education,
research and operations towards sustainability (Wals, 2014), but, despite progress,
sustainability is yet to fully permeate all aspects of university practice and teaching.

Many efforts have been made to lessen environmental impacts while promoting
sustainability at higher-education institutions, albeit often from an ecological
modernisation approach. The greening of universities involves the process of reducing
environmental impacts from campus activities, alongside raising awareness of how to
act more sustainably (Creighton, 1999). Some universities have adopted a ‘living lab’
approach, addressing real-life sustainability problems through collaborative
experiments that integrate users and various stakeholders as co-producers of
knowledge (Evans et al., 2015). As such, universities can teach and demonstrate how
environmental protection play out on a day-to-day basis while highlighting future
possible, more sustainable, worlds (Dahle, 2001). Universities have potential to
represent a ‘green model’ by gathering and sharing innovative ideas of how to tackle
environmental issues (Dahle, 2001: 154), acting as ‘small cities’ that can have
substantial impact – and large in�uence – on their surroundings (Ragazzi and Ghidini,
2007: 112). Yet Sterling (2013) warns that where sustainability is acknowledged, it
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cannot be bound to campus management alone; instead, it requires a full
interdisciplinary transformation.

Thus, it is also important to explore environmental and climate literacy. During recent
decades, education has emerged as critical in transforming societies towards a
sustainable trajectory, as curricula incorporate sustainability (Ramos et al., 2015).
Ralph and Stubbs (2013: 73) demarcate a ‘third wave of sustainability’ in higher
education: a movement focusing more on education than the greening of physical
campus infrastructure. Curriculum change is driven by moral obligations to act on
environmental issues but proves to be a complex task requiring a transformative shift
in the topics that are researched and taught (Ralph and Stubbs, 2013). Lozano et al.,
(2011: 12) identify what they see as the main reasons for universities lacking
engagement in sustainable education: over-crowded curricula, little (perceived)
relevance to the course, academic credibility and path dependency.
Compartmentalisation of university disciplines also often makes it dif�cult to share
knowledge and expertise across subject boundaries, resulting in constrained
sustainability efforts (Adomßent et al., 2019), despite scholars believing sustainability
should be treated as an interdisciplinary concept (Moore, 2005). Further, Kopnina
(2012) notes that education for sustainable development should not be confused with
environmental education, as the former is deeply contested: building upon neoliberal
paradigms that position environmental protection as an afterthought, in contrast to
placing the environment to the fore.

Sustainable development is complex by nature, hard to de�ne or measure, and yet
imperative for education and research given existential threats such as climate change
(Hamilton, 2016). This literature review suggests that, despite the interest of higher-
education institutions in tackling environmental sustainability, the extent to which
they incorporate sustainability varies. Highlighted by the ‘Wellbeing of Future
Generations Act’ (2015), Wales has a clear vision for sustainability. This research, then,
examines how Cardiff University is tackling the abstruse concept of environmental
sustainability in a country with a strong policy framework for sustainable
development.

Research methods

This research employed semi-structured interviews, which generated detailed
qualitative data to give an authentic insight into people’s experiences, thus enabling
rich examination of sustainability at Cardiff University (Silverman, 2001; Jamshed,
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2014). Secondary data analysis of Cardiff University’s sustainability strategies
complemented the primary data, highlighting the importance of adopting a mixed-
method approach. I developed an inductive thematic framework, so constructed
themes that emerged from the primary research (Braun and Clarke, 2013). Adopting
these methods allowed observation of how sustainability is conceptualised and
operationalised across Cardiff University by different actors, enabling a discussion of
the wider processes underpinning sustainability, but also with potential to undermine
sustainability narratives in the higher-education context.

Semi-structured interviews

The main method used for this research was semi-structured interviews. I conducted
13 interviews with university staff, including those involved with implementing
sustainable practice (estates-based participants) and experts who research and teach
sustainability (i.e. professional services and academic faculty). Semi-structured
interviews provide a �exible technique for small-scale research because questions can
be adapted, allowing for unexpected answers while also clarifying the interviewee’s
response (Drever, 1995; Elliot et al., 2016). This approach often facilitates a deeper
insight into respondents’ views (Taylor et al., 2015). I developed two interview
schedules to account for this practice and research distinction (see Appendices 1 and
2). Although many responses overlapped each research aim, separate schedules
allowed for a deeper analysis depending on whether sustainability in education or
sustainability in practical operations was being examined.

Interviewees were selected �rst through a purposive sampling technique. This
involved selecting individuals that are especially knowledgeable about or experienced
with environmental sustainability from multiple academic disciplines (Cresswell and
Clark, 2011). Internet searches enabled me to identify professionals whose research
and teaching specialises in sustainability, and estates-based staff who implement
campus sustainability projects. I also used snowball sampling alongside purposive
sampling as this provided a wider research cohort (Palinkas et al., 2015). Vogt (1999)
describes snowball sampling as one subject recruiting further suitable participants
through their acquaintances, allowing the researcher access to participants who would
have otherwise been unknown. Arguably, only interviewing sustainability
professionals and not those who disregard environmental issues can be seen as a
limitation in this study. Nevertheless, conducting semi-structured interviews using
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these sampling techniques allowed a rich examination into sustainable development
at Cardiff University, according to those interviewed.

Secondary data analysis

To complement this primary research, secondary sources such as the Environmental
Sustainability Enabling Strategy (ESES) (Cardiff University, 2018) and the
Environmental Sustainability Action Plan (ESAP) (Cardiff University, 2018) were
analysed to explore strategic priorities and to identify gaps between policies and
practice. As Elo and Kyngäs (2008: 114) note, secondary sources offer a ‘snapshot’ of
activities occurring in institutions; thus, this complemented the primary research.

It is important to acknowledge the bene�ts and limitations of conducting a small-scale
study. While focusing on one case study allows for a detailed examination into the
topics discussed, the results cannot be generalised for the whole population, as
subjective conclusions can be generated (Gerring, 2006). Nevertheless, the data
analysis can be indicative of how sustainability is contextualised in the wider higher-
education context while showing the complexities of incorporating it across
governance structures within speci�c institutions. Secondary literature was integrated
into the analysis to induce a more critical engagement with the interview responses
while also limiting bias of focusing on a single case study. This, then, represents a call
for action for all universities to embed sustainability across their institutions.

Data analysis

The analysis presented here adopts a thematic approach, combining key ideas with
extant literature to explore environmental sustainability at Cardiff University. First, I
explore academic staff perceptions regarding the importance of educating and
researching sustainability and how this differs across the institution. Next, I look at
how Cardiff University integrates environmental sustainability across their practical
operations.

The role of education in achieving sustainability

Participants were asked about their understandings of sustainability and the
signi�cance of the concept to gain insight into the role and importance of
incorporating it across the academic institution. All participants highlighted that
researching and educating for sustainability is imperative. Participant 3 contends that:
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It is crucial to get students interested in this topic. If you look at the reports
from the IPCC, it’s clear we need to fundamentally change the way that we live
so that sustainability is a central part of what we are doing and what we are
thinking about.

For Participant 3, the IPCC is a key actor in guiding change, and, for this international
climate change researcher, such change must be fundamental across all dimensions of
society, suggesting a break from more incremental approaches typically found in
policy (Aldunce et al., 2016). Ensuring that students understand the �ndings of reports
such as the IPCC report (2018) is critical: students need to be made aware of the
implications of allowing temperatures to rise more than 1.5°C this century.
Furthermore, Participant 12 stresses the need for balance discussing the global
challenges and the kinds of solutions that might be possible:

Our job as educators is not to just give out loads of information on how bad the
world is, but to be aware of the history while trying to give solutions.

This is especially critical, as many scholars have noted the provision of information
does not automatically lead to action and re�ection (Blake, 1999; Shove, 2010), and
education must re�ect the need for critical thinking and action-oriented approaches.
While the Secretary-General of the United Nations stated that, ‘the capacity of
teachers are key factors in empowering youth as a globally connected engine for
change’ (United Nations Secretary General, 2014), this often focuses on techno-centric
and neoliberal responses (Cam, 2004). Ideas such as degrowth are rarely discussed
(Cosme et al., 2017).

These discourses support the view of Sterling (2013) that education for sustainability
in universities is pivotal, preparing future professionals with the tools and knowledge
to drive change and instigate challenging debate, as embedded in SDG#4.7. These
responses suggest an appetite for a common sustainability narrative across Cardiff
University, yet this is not evident in all Schools or disciplines.

Researching and educating for sustainability

The need for a dual approach when researching and educating for sustainability is
wholly agreed upon (Sterling, 2013; Ralph and Stubbs, 2013), yet sustainability is not
fully incorporated into the curriculum across all disciplines at Cardiff University.
Cardiff University is divided into 24 Schools based on disciplinary alignment.
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Participant 1 outlined that environmental-related subjects (e.g. geography or
environmental politics) are perhaps more likely to offer sustainability modules, while
other disciplines tend to neglect sustainability. Some interviewees noted that it may
be dif�cult to get people interested in sustainability if it seems to lack relevance to
their studies. Often, university students receive little education about sustainability
unless their subject speci�cally involves it (Martins et al., 2006), and even then, it can
be optional. However, as noted by Participant 3 above, climate change affects all
aspects of life (Madden, 2019) and thus has relevance to all disciplines.

Understanding the importance of environmental sustainability, some staff pushed for
sustainability-based modules in their curricula where these were previously absent.
Participant 4 commented that:

It met a lot of resistance in the School at �rst. Even people in the School didn’t
believe there was a market for it. However, the growing student numbers proves
this to be wrong.

Given the recognition above that educating for sustainability is crucial, it is surprising
that interviewees’ responses failed to show evidence of this at Cardiff University. But,
as mentioned, many universities have remained quite traditional in their methods,
binding academic transitions to old mechanisms (Lozano et al., 2011), which
inevitably delays the process of making sustainability an integral part of academia.
Participant 3 acknowledged the challenges faced in getting sustainability incorporated
into the curricula, and asserts that ‘elective modules in a few departments is far from
instilling a sustainability narrative across the university’. While it may be more
challenging to educate students on sustainability in certain subjects, it is, nonetheless,
necessary for a low-carbon transformation to occur. For instance, Participant 4 noted
that:

The majority of people who come to the Business School are leaning towards
commercial success in their lives. They are ambitious for material wealth;
protecting the environment is far down their list of priorities.

Writing almost 15 years ago, Martins et al. (2006) recommended higher-education
institutions transform their educational systems to encourage the implementation of
new courses and/or subjects in this area. Hence, to educate all students in
sustainability at Cardiff University, training for those whose subjects are not directly
based on sustainability must be considered. This seems to miss an opportunity,
however, as transitioning business practice is just as important as transformations in
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other areas – the concept of a Green Deal is �nding traction (Knuth, 2018), and many
businesses are established around the concept of green entrepreneurship (Gibbs and
O’Neill, 2014). Embedding such thinking into the Business School curricula, for
example, could thus go a long way in promoting sustainability and thinking about
responses to climate change.

In terms of researching for sustainability, some participants felt that Cardiff University
could be utilising their knowledge capabilities further to push the sustainability
agenda. Participant 2 claims that research-led teaching is most effective in educating
students, but vents frustration that researchers across Cardiff University do not work
together with Schools coherently:

The Sustainable Places Research Institute doesn’t give enough of a
contribution; they should give their research to the lecturers in order to teach
the students through research.

The above dialogues suggest a lack of cohesion across Cardiff University, missing an
opportunity to exploit research expertise to provide students with contemporary
sustainability knowledge. Given that Cardiff University already has experts in
sustainability, this could be delivered at a relatively low cost, while simultaneously
achieving SDG#4 to provide quality education to all. Universities should prioritise
research-led teaching across all departments, thus exposing students to contemporary
sustainability research �ndings.

Linking to other prominent issues: the COVID-19 pandemic has rapidly changed
existing practices in many ways, and in the higher-education context, this imposed a
switch to online teaching (Bryson and Andres, 2020). Some argue that this gives a
unique opportunity to improve student experience by introducing a bimodal approach,
whereby the curation of learning experience is at the fore (Bryson and Andres, 2020).
This, suggestively, highlights that rapid changes are possible, and that this
transformation to education creates an opportunity to weave sustainability into the
new learning approach, with potential to embed pro-environmental behaviour into
students’ minds.

Participant 12 asserts that in order to fully embed sustainability across Cardiff
University there must be a ‘complete shift in the way things are being done’. In order
to determine whether a transformative shift is underway, the following section
analyses how Cardiff University is implementing sustainable practice in its operations.
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Implementing sustainable practice

Regarding the second research question, exploring how Cardiff University is
integrating sustainability into its practical operations, I interviewed the estates-based
staff responsible for managing Cardiff University’s physical infrastructure. A narrative
around campus sustainability has emerged internationally (Gormally et al., 2019: 124),
suggesting that higher-education institutions are attempting to better their
environmental performance.

‘Green buildings’ are recognised as essential in tackling climate change, given that
buildings and construction account for some 45 per cent of total carbon emissions
(Khan et al., 2019; O’Neill and Gibbs, 2018). In the higher-education context,
Participant 13 outlines the issues of Cardiff University’s campus, stating:

Not being a single-site university causes issues as people think of themselves as
being in their own little silo – not thinking about the overall university agenda.
Every site must be treated differently, because they are so different.

Operating over multiple sites can cause con�icting agendas, hindering the goal to
embed a sustainability narrative across Cardiff University. This aligns with Adomßent
et al.’s, (2019) observation that compartmentalisation of universities often makes it
dif�cult for people to collaborate across departmental boundaries, constraining
sustainability efforts to small islands of activity.

Cardiff University, like other older universities, has listed buildings, which, ‘stops us
from doing a lot of things that we would like to do’ (Participant 13). Similarly,
Participant 12 recognises the barriers caused by listed buildings, but proclaims: ‘if we
can’t retro�t these buildings in terms of changing structure, we can de�nitely try to
get our energy from better sources’. This corresponds to the university’s ESAP (2018),
which seeks to be carbon neutral for estates and campus facilities operations by 2023,
ensuring renewable sources are adopted for all utilities. The adoption of renewable
energy is especially critical to ensure SDG#9 is met: upgrading infrastructure to use
clean and environmentally sound technologies (United Nations, 2015).

Given that Cardiff University is not (yet) operating in the most sustainable way,
participants were asked what they felt the barriers to acting sustainably were.
Participant 8 claims that, in terms of estates:
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Cost has a major impact on whether we will or won’t do something. We know
what we could do, but simply do not have the money at the moment.

A rapid transition from fossil fuels to low-carbon technologies will cost up to 3 per
cent of global GDP, meaning the necessary investments are yet to materialise
(Webster, 2018). But many suggest that the costs of inaction (such as unmitigated
climate change) are far greater than the initial investment (Stern, 2006), meaning
environmental sustainability should be prioritised now. Despite upfront costs,
campuses can potentially reap bene�ts through saving money on more sustainable
practices while demonstrating new and clean technologies (Dahle, 2001), although
such approaches clearly align with ecological modernisation (Young, 2015). Cardiff
University state in their Carbon Management Plan 2014–2020 (2013) that investing in
energy-ef�cient technologies will ensure over £1 million �nancial savings on their gas
and electricity bills in 2019/20. Yet there are doubts concerning whether energy-
ef�ciency improvements reduce overall resource use, with scholars proposing that
such technological changes can produce a ‘rebound effect’ of increased overall energy
consumption (Binswanger, 2001), ultimately resulting in higher energy consumption.
While energy-ef�cient technology may cut costs, savings may be invested elsewhere
(Chitnas et al., 2014). Therefore, technological improvements cannot be considered
without associated social change.

Some participants asserted that, although cost is an issue, better decisions could be
made to prioritise sustainability. Participant 3 noted:

Money is inevitably going to be the biggest issue, but people aren’t looking at
the long-term view. Today’s money is restricted so we don’t build the best
building possible – we build something just so it’s there. We are far too short-
term with things.

Taking this approach locks future generations into higher emissions and being reliant
on fossil fuels as buildings built today will have lifetimes of 50 years or more (Dahmen
et al., 2018). As Whitmarsh et al., (2011) have argued, individuals often do not feel
climate change poses a personal, prominent threat; instead, they see the impacts as
distant and thus fail to act accordingly. This reiterates the necessity of enhanced
education on sustainability to induce effective policy change. Essentially, investing in
long-term strategies may be a more practical solution for universities to create more
sustainable environments.
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Additionally, Participants 8 and 13 emphasised that Cardiff University is a research-
intensive institution requiring a lot of equipment, which is not necessarily ‘good’ for
the environment but is nevertheless seen as essential for research activities. The 20
research-intensive institutions that belong to the Russell Group collectively contribute
to over half of the UK’s university carbon emissions (Gormally et al., 2019). Being a
Russell Group member, Cardiff University has departments whose research requires
energy-consuming scienti�c equipment. Participant 13 noted:

I understand a lot of departments are doing research which requires a lot of
power, but there are de�nitely questions surrounding whether they are looking
at lower power options or not.

Participant 8 concurred:

Seeing as we are a research-intensive university, we should be investing in new
environmentally friendly technologies.

These dialogues assert that Cardiff University could be seeking alternative
technologies that will have less impact on the environment. Yet, often ‘doing the
science’ overrules energy-related decisions (Gormally et al., 2019), suggesting that
research excellence competes with sustainability in the higher-education context and
potentially challenges the role of universities as leaders in this �eld.

Cardiff University has recently signalled the importance of sustainability through the
appointment of a new Dean of Sustainability, designated as a: ‘high pro�le champion
for environmental sustainability’ (Participant 3, 2019). Many interviewees emphasised
the potential for this to ignite sustainability efforts, providing strategic direction for
the environmental sustainability agenda at a senior level. As this is a new role, it is
impossible to predict the exact outcome on sustainability trajectories. However,
scholars assert that senior managerial support is crucial for long-term sustainability,
yet organisations often fail to appoint a sustainability coordinator as they are
perceived as a �nancial burden (Ávila et al., 2017; Wright and Nyberg, 2014). Thus, the
appointment of a senior role for sustainability indicates Cardiff University’s
commitment to sustainability across the institution, striving towards long-term
environmental sustainable development. Following the appointment of the new Dean
of Sustainability, Cardiff University declared a climate emergency, proclaiming that,
‘the climate crisis requires urgent response and, from now on, we intend to do things
differently’ (Cardiff University, 2019). This role has the potential to �x many
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aforementioned issues, giving hope for future sustainability at Cardiff University, but
the proof of how differently things will be done remains to be seen.

Conclusion

This research adds to the growing body of literature on the organisational
sustainability debate, accentuating the complexity involved in incorporating
sustainability in the higher-education context. In line with the existing literature, this
paper elaborates on department-wide awareness regarding the importance of
prioritising sustainable trajectories. Higher-education institutions undeniably have a
moral responsibility to act on the global environmental crisis (Humphreys, 2019), with
many declaring a climate emergency in response. However, they are still grappling
with how best to proceed, delaying the process of translating climate declarations into
positive action. This research discovers that environmental sustainability efforts, so
far, have been hindered by a lack of clarity across departmental boundaries – regarding
both educational and operational procedures. Universities must be empowered to
catalyse and implement new paradigms; adopting a collaborative approach to embed
sustainable development across all elements (Chowdhury et al., 2019; Lozano et al.,
2011).

Notwithstanding this, the COVID-19 pandemic has drastically changed the way
universities operate. Such changes have generally had a positive environmental
impact so far, yet long-lasting impacts remain undetermined. There are several key
‘axes of uncertainty’ about how the pandemic will unfold, but it has nevertheless
forced universities to implement radical operational transformations (Majowicz, 2020).
Robinson and Maitra (2020: 4) note that ‘the post-COVID-19 world offers a rare
opportunity to reform the education sector for generations to come. It would be
imprudent to miss that opportunity’. With their extensive research and knowledge
capabilities, higher-education institutions could impose progressive strategies towards
fostering ecologically sound institutions, in terms of both practical operations and
environmental literacy. Embedding sustainability into the minds of students may be a
promising step towards a sustainable future.

The changing role of stakeholders in the environmental arena has meant involvement
from all levels of governance is necessary to achieve a sustainable society (Berger,
2010). Thus, further research on the sustainability debate is essential to understand
how organisations are implementing this. This paper corroborates the effect higher-
education institutions can have in adhering to better sustainable practice, while

Reinvention: an International Journal of Undergraduate Research 14:1 (2021)



simultaneously preparing students to be future sustainable citizens. Future research
could compare the performance to other higher-education institutions. A cohesive
strategy towards environmental sustainability could be developed, bringing
universities together to form an alliance that embeds a common sustainability
narrative, such as having a collective sustainability protocol for the Russell Group
universities. This research effectively allowed for rich examination into sustainability
in one university, and can hopefully assist other higher-education institutions to
improve their environmental practice.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Semi-structured interview guide 1 (estates-based participants)

1. What is your role at Cardiff University?
2. How long have you been at Cardiff University?
3. What interests you in the �eld of sustainability?
4. Why is acting sustainably important?
5. What factors are in�uencing sustainable practice?
6. Can you give examples of how your department/school are working towards

better sustainable practice?
7. Do you consider your department/school to be sustainable?
8. Are there any barriers that stop you from acting sustainably?
9. Are you aware of the university’s sustainability strategy? If so, how are you

supporting it?
10. Do you have any future plans regarding sustainable practice?
11. Are there any institutional changes that would make a difference but are yet to be

implemented?
12. Could changes in national policy have an impact on the way in which Cardiff

University tackle sustainability?
13. Is there anything you would like to add or any questions you were expecting that I

haven’t asked?

Appendix 2: Semi-structured interview guide 2 (research- and education-based

participants)

1. What is your role at Cardiff University?
2. How long have you been at Cardiff University?
3. What interests you in the �eld of sustainability?
4. What does your main research entail?
5. What are the key themes that you research and/or teach?
6. What do you think the importance of researching and educating people about

sustainability is?
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7. Why do you think people are interested in researching and studying
sustainability?

8. Why do you think people aren’t interested in researching and studying
sustainability?

9. What do you think the barriers for getting people interested in the topic of
sustainability are?

10. Given that environmental degradation is more of a concern to many in recent
times, are you seeing an increase in the number of people interested in this
topic?

11. Do you have any future plans regarding sustainability in your teaching and/or
research?

12. Are there any barriers to your research?
13. Is there anything that you’d like to add or any questions you were expecting that I

haven’t asked?
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