

[image: image1]
Sustainability Governance at Higher Education Institutions: Equipped to Transform?












	
	OPINION
published: 26 April 2021
doi: 10.3389/frsus.2021.640458






[image: image2]

Sustainability Governance at Higher Education Institutions: Equipped to Transform?

Mara Bauer1, Marco Rieckmann1*, Sebastian Niedlich2 and Inka Bormann2


1Department of Education, Faculty of Education and Social Sciences, University of Vechta, Vechta, Germany

2Department of Education and Psychology, Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin, Germany

Edited by:
Iain Stewart, University of Plymouth, United Kingdom

Reviewed by:
Federica Doni, University of Milano-Bicocca, Italy
 Wendy Purcell, Harvard University, United States

*Correspondence: Marco Rieckmann, marco.rieckmann@uni-vechta.de

Specialty section: This article was submitted to Sustainable Organizations, a section of the journal Frontiers in Sustainability

Received: 11 December 2020
 Accepted: 29 March 2021
 Published: 26 April 2021

Citation: Bauer M, Rieckmann M, Niedlich S and Bormann I (2021) Sustainability Governance at Higher Education Institutions: Equipped to Transform? Front. Sustain. 2:640458. doi: 10.3389/frsus.2021.640458



Keywords: higher education, sustainable development, governance, transformation, policy


INTRODUCTION

Higher education institutions (HEIs) have various opportunities to engage in and foster sustainable human progress. They can thus play a decisive role in promoting sustainable development (SD) by integrating sustainability as a cross-cutting principle in teaching, research, operations, and knowledge transfer (cf. Sterling, 2013).

In this opinion paper, we reflect on selected literature as well as on specific research we have conducted into sustainability governance at German HEIs. We then provide answers to the following questions (in a German context): Is it essential for HEIs to promote SD? What constitutes optimal sustainability governance at HEIs? And what progress has been made with implementation? We conclude the article with a discussion of current resistance and future prospects for SD at HEIs, in order to stimulate further exchange on the topic.



IS IT ESSENTIAL FOR HEIS TO PROMOTE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT?

“Higher education is at the crossroads having to choose between the path of commodification of knowledge creation and learning focusing on optimization and efficiency with the wellbeing of the economy as a key driver or the path of socio-ecological transitions requiring new forms of research and learning as well as alternative capabilities and values that contribute to the well-being of planet and people” (Wals et al., 2016, p. 36).

We hold this to be true and urge higher education institutions to choose the latter course of action. In the face of current sustainability crises, the survival of global society depends on competencies that have so far been of little relevance due to longstanding ignorance of the consequences of our exploitative economic system. The complexity that is inherent in socio-ecological challenges such as climate change requires new forms of learning, thinking, and engagement with the world that are truly transformative and transgressive (Sterling, 2011; Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015; Wals et al., 2016, p. 28). HEIs are well-placed to explore concepts relating to this issue, disseminate them on a large scale and involve a broad range of disciplines.

To date, however, most HEIs still contribute to the maintenance of a system that is geared toward economic growth and ignores the ecological limits of the planet (Fazey et al., 2020). All too often, students still do not have the opportunity to adequately address global challenges in their studies, or they are only confronted with information about the causes and development of the climate crisis, for instance, in lectures or similar, which does not allow for a transformative learning process (Singer-Brodowski et al., 2019). But global challenges call for them to be empowered to think in a systemic and forward-looking way and to contribute to solving complex social problems (Orr, 1991; Glasser, 2005; de Haan, 2010; Fadeeva and Mochizuki, 2010; Rieckmann, 2012; Brundiers et al., 2021). In addition to teaching and research, HEIs can provide platforms where co-creation and collaboration between people and institutions from different scientific or societal backgrounds address the increasing complexity of real life problems (Giesenbauer and Müller-Christ, 2020).

It has often been argued that the normativity of sustainability (science) stands in conflict with the traditional positivistic theory of science and the freedom of research. Vogt and Weber (2020) refute this argument by stating that “[s]cientists are involved from the beginning in social change – as soon as they begin to produce ideas and discourses. It is their task to reflect upon this situation” (Vogt and Weber, 2020, p. 17). In doing so, they might become aware of the responsibilities they are entrusted with, being “the voice of the ones without a voice in the arena of power” (Vogt and Weber, 2020). This, in a nutshell, turns the tables and ultimately means science has an ethical obligation to engage constructively with SD or at the least to refrain from promoting unsustainability since “value-free research is neither possible nor desirable” (Vogt and Weber, 2020).

We will now take a closer look at the concepts and structures that can help HEIs to implement SD once their members have embarked on this learning journey together.



WHAT CONSTITUTES SUSTAINABILITY GOVERNANCE AT HEIS?

One major aspect of successful governance for SD at HEIs that many agree upon is the whole institution approach (Sterling, 2004; Ferrer-Balas et al., 2008; Hoover and Harder, 2015; Singer-Brodowski et al., 2019). The development of an approach to the implementation of SD that integrates research, teaching, knowledge transfer, and operations is a complex but worthwhile challenge for HEI governance and can eventually transform entire institutions. We support this concept and would suggest the adoption of an “all-dimensions approach,” namely one that integrates the multiple dimensions of SD and is based on a common understanding between all those developing cross-sectoral measures. This broadens perspectives and opens up opportunities to engage an even greater variety of stakeholders (Bauer et al., 2020).

Another essential factor that is also promoted by a whole institution approach is the HEI's commitment to engaging, and ability to engage, in a challenging learning process. In a multi-case study involving 11 German HEIs, we identified two components that played a key role in organizations' approach to learning in the context of SD: the HEIs own perception of their purpose and the assignment of responsibility within HEIs. We found that institutions that viewed themselves as members of society and considered that they had an obligation to participate in shaping it going beyond the obvious tasks of research and teaching usually had a variety of structures in place that enabled regular interaction and cooperation with other stakeholders (Niedlich et al., 2019). This “co-evolutionary rather than linear view of the relationship between education and society” (Sterling, 2004, 67f.) opens up new ways of learning—individually and as an organization, and especially with regard to urgent social issues such as unsustainability. Ferrer-Balas et al. (2008), furthermore, show that close links between HEIs and society are an important driver of organizational transformation, since they communicate society's demand for SD more directly to HEIs and therefore intensify the pressure to act.

In contrast, the second component of organizational learning is situated inside the institutions themselves. It has been shown that HEIs take highly divergent approaches to the assignment of responsibility for SD processes (Niedlich et al., 2019). In this regard, it is considered beneficial to have a “structure of responsibility, emphasizing the development of sustainability as a joint development process encompassing all of its stakeholders” (Niedlich et al., 2019, p. 9) rather than a top-down approach. Participation, dialogue and cooperation between stakeholders from different fields and sectors are key (Disterheft et al., 2015; Hoover and Harder, 2015; Leal Filho et al., 2019). This corresponds with a notion of responsible leadership as “being facilitative rather than directive in order to allow everyone, staff and students, to take responsibility to lead, accept risk and find ways to innovate” (Davis and Goedegebuure, 2017, p. 226) and has some similarities with the discourse on distributed leadership (Bolden et al., 2009) and social networks (Purcell et al., 2019). Governance structures such as open Round Tables, transdisciplinary task forces, and Green Offices can be ways to apply this concept. However, it should be noted that voluntary engagement has its limits and that structures such as these depend on reliable funding.

This last remark foreshadows the final section of this paper where we discuss other ways in which HEI governance for SD, as depicted here, can be promoted. But first, we will take a look at Germany, and examine what HEIs have already been able to achieve.



WHAT PROGRESS HAS BEEN MADE WITH IMPLEMENTATION?

In 2006, Adomßent and Michelsen criticized the low number of German HEIs that were committed to SD and attributed this primarily to the “lack of an adequate framework for a consistent and concise German higher education policy that provides universities with financial and legal instruments to commit themselves to sustainable development in reliable ways” (Adomßent and Michelsen, 2006, 88). Only a few years later, Adomßent (2010) was already sounding relatively optimistic with regard to the impact of a number of scientific and social stimuli for increased sustainability on the German HEI landscape. However, progress was generally selective and focused on individual parts of HEIs, with whole-institution approaches being far from common. Lozano et al. (2015) also noted this in their worldwide study on sustainability implementation by 70 HEIs. This still appears to be the case, at least in Germany, as Singer-Brodowski et al. (2019) have shown (Germany is the example we have taken, but the situation is not very different in many other countries, cf. Leal Filho et al., 2019; Fazey et al., 2020). Singer-Brodowski et al. (2019) furthermore detected a ‘Beacon Strategy’ with regard to German HEIs' ambitions to integrate SD through a whole-institution approach: only a handful of HEIs have declared themselves SD pioneers, managed to fully institutionalize the concept and thus seemingly outdistanced other HEIs (Helling, 2018; Schmitt and Palm, 2018; Singer-Brodowski et al., 2019; cf. Niedlich et al., 2019). However, the “Beacon Strategy” seems to be working, since the spread of SD-related experiences and knowledge throughout the scientific community also helps to reinforce SD practices—hopefully also beyond the beacons' own premises.

Finally, signs of this kind of development are evident in the HEIs' sustainability network, which has been established over the last 4 years as part of a German collaborative project and which now includes stakeholders from over 130 of the approximately 400 HEIs in Germany (see www.hochn.uni-hamburg.de/en.html). Having been part of this project ourselves, we acknowledge the efforts being made. Meanwhile, we can certainly see some HEIs that are already aiming to catch up with those few that have gone before them.



THE CHALLENGES AND POTENTIAL OF A SUSTAINABLE HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM

Although an HEIs' official commitment to SD has been identified by Lozano et al. (2015) as correlating with their implementation of SD, the path certainly entails more obstacles than that. HEIs are complex organizations where change cannot be brought about in the short term. Rather, the process of change is accompanied by complex learning processes on the part of the individuals in the various parts of the organization. Together, these mean that HEIs undergo comprehensive change processes in the course of which established and proven routines, but also goals and processes, are (or can be) questioned and realigned. In the course of this, the interests and rationales of different groups of higher education stakeholders will clash, so that an HEI on the path to sustainability can be said to be learning, and can therefore be seen as a place where education for sustainable development is taking place.

In order for this potential to be developed, some essential external factors must be considered. As of now, the higher education system does not seem ready to support the inter- and transdisciplinary teaching and learning environments that education for sustainability calls for (Singer-Brodowski et al., 2019). This is also true with regard to research, knowledge transfer, and campus operations. Overall, many HEIs see themselves as committed to competing rationales that undermine the requirements necessary for contributing to SD. They are confronted with a multitude of demands and challenges such as internationalization, digitization and marketization (Altbach, 2008; Giesenbauer and Tegeler, 2020). Meanwhile, policymakers have not formulated any recognizable basis for prioritizing tasks or provided any incentives to support such prioritization, despite the many (non-binding) agreements and declarations relating to SD at HEIs at various levels of governance (Adomßent and Michelsen, 2006; Michelsen, 2016; Singer-Brodowski et al., 2018). Instead, the competition for scientific excellence prevents participating HEIs from engaging in alternative activities. Mono-disciplinary research is often still accorded greater value than innovative citizen science, to name one example, as current funding programs clearly demonstrate. Adjustment to funding mechanisms could address inter alia the often highlighted shortcomings of HEIs with regard to the exchange of knowledge with other stakeholders in society (Zilahy and Huisingh, 2009; Trencher et al., 2014; Leal Filho et al., 2019), and therefore could also benefit the pursuit of the so-called third mission.

However, prioritization and funding are also issues that, to a certain extent, HEIs can arrange individually according to their own agendas. As set out above, SD implementation requires reasoned conceptions of, and structures for, SD. By making resources permanently available, HEI management can make an important statement and facilitate a far-reaching process of development toward SD. Some HEIs have already been able to set high standards for SD, seizing the opportunity to become beacons for sustainability and thus becoming particularly attractive to students and staff. A small number of beacons is not sufficient, but when the numbers increase, this unique advantage is removed. We need to move past this tipping point toward an HEI landscape where not being sustainable makes an HEI undesirable.

In closing, we would like to stress that HEIs need to undergo a fundamental transformation, and focus on principles of responsibility and sustainability. HEIs should see themselves as laboratories in which students learn to critically examine social conditions, develop ideas for a better future and implement sustainable solutions. In this way, HEIs will make a tangible contribution to the well-being of mankind.
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