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On April 17, 2019, the University of Bristol became the first university in the

United Kingdom (UK) to declare a climate emergency. Against a backdrop of high visibility

and public concern about climate change, as well as climate emergency declarations

from other sectors, another 36 UK universities followed suit over the next year. This paper

explores what these climate emergency declarations show about how UK universities

are responding to climate change and wider sustainability concerns, as well as how

they view and present themselves in relation to this. Critical Discourse Analysis of the

declarations allowed for in-depth scrutiny of the purpose and wider social context of the

documents, demonstrating that they function as promotional statements, as presenting

a collective voice, and showing a commitment from the universities to action. We argue

that while these provide the potential for advancing sustainability within the sector, the

tendency to use declarations as publicity and promotional material does detract from

new commitments and action. The research contributes to the discussion around the

role of universities as institutions with a responsibility both to act on climate change and

to shape the broader societal response to it. It also provides insights as to how future

research can evaluate universities in relation to their commitments and strategies, and

provides suggestions to help ensure they live up to the promises and intentions that they

have publicly made.

Keywords: climate emergency, climate emergency declaration, universities, higher education, climate change,

sustainability

INTRODUCTION

Climate mitigation and progress on sustainability requires action across society, although some
sectors have greater power—and obligation—to make an impact than others. With the autonomy
(Collini, 2012) and expertise (Boulton and Lucas, 2008) to push for change, universities are in
a privileged position. These institutions are uniquely situated to lead the way in responding to
the climate and ecological emergency as they are multidisciplinary and collaborative, part of the
local and national economy, able to think longer term, and provide a fertile space for discussion
and debate (Katehi, 2012). This substantial potential to push for change is furthermore allied
with universities’ core functions of research and education (Harayama and Carraz, 2012; Bauer
et al., 2018). The Higher Education sector represents a substantial share of economies worldwide
(Calderon, 2018) and the UK reflects this wider trend, with 2.38 million students and almost
440,000 staff in UK Higher Education institutions in 2018–19 (Universities UK, n.d.).
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Universities have made progress in addressing sustainability
through measures such as sourcing renewable energy for their
operations (Milligan, 2019), researching routes towards more
sustainable societies (White, 2013) and considering global
citizenship in education (Fiselier et al., 2017). Nevertheless, in
terms of tackling their own carbon emissions, the scale and
nature of change needed is substantial. Previously, the Higher
Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE),1 set a target
of 43% reduction in carbon emissions by 2020 against a 2005
baseline (HEFCE, 2010). However, Amber et al. (2020, p. 514)
found this would be missed “by a huge margin” and that new
policies and mechanisms are needed urgently to deal with this
issue. Of the UK universities ranked in the People and Planet
University League (2019a)—a student-led initiative that rates
institutions on a range of indicators—only a third were on
course to achieve their 2020 emissions targets (People and Planet,
2019b).

The action needed by universities goes beyond reducing
emissions; as Sterling (2013) argues, sustainability must become
part of their purpose, rather than it being tackled as an
“add-on.” In a similar manner, Facer (2020) stresses that
more profound change is needed in how universities operate,
including through reconfiguring their operations and refocusing
educational missions, in ways that help promote wider society’s
move away from unsustainable practises. This has not yet
occurred to the extent needed to position sustainability concerns
at the heart of the ethos and institutional purposes of Higher
Education; Ralph and Stubbs (2014) suggest that universities have
in many cases been behind government and industry in taking
action, and Facer (2020) likewise argues that universities’ civic
role in relation to industry and communities needs reinvigorating
(Facer, 2020). Leal Filho’s et al. (2017) global study of universities
found that the main barriers to sustainable development are
institutional limits to their ability to enact rapid change, as well
as sustainability issues not being prioritised, and the lack of
dedicated structures to put solutions into practise. More far-
reaching change will present challenges to universities, not least
in reconciling their aim to be sustainable on the one hand, and
international in their outlook and collaborations on the other
(Glover et al., 2017). Ultimately, fully addressing sustainability
and climate change raises questions about how universities
operate and what purpose they serve. This includes whether they
are prepared to advocate for substantial social, economic and
cultural change for emissions reduction and sustainability, or
see this as beyond the remit of “disinterested” scholarly work
(Capstick et al., 2014).

One indication that the centrality of sustainability and climate
concerns may be rising up the agenda of universities, has been the
practise of declaring a “climate emergency.” Since the University
of Bristol became the first UK university to declare a climate
emergency on April 17, 2019, 36 others followed suit within
a year, of a total of 161 UK universities (Amber et al., 2020).
These declarations occurred at a time of unprecedented publicity
and visibility of the climate crisis, with the UK public more
worried about climate change than has been previously recorded

1Now replaced by UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) and Office for Students.

(Capstick et al., 2019); despite even the impact of COVID-19,
public concern has remained high (Whitmarsh, 2020). University
students are also more worried about climate change than has
been previously recorded (NUS, 2019).

Drawing attention to climate change in terms of an emergency
suggests a recognition that fast and substantial action is needed.
However, closer attention to these declarations is necessary, to
understand how universities are responding to climate change
both operationally and in a wider social context, how they
are positioning themselves and their role in response to the
climate emergency, and how these public-facing statements may
differ between universities. The declarations made across UK
universities have not previously been systematically analysed.
This study aims to contribute to an understanding of how
UK universities are addressing climate change. Scrutiny of
what universities are saying and doing will contribute to an
understanding of how change is taking place, and provides a basis
for holding the sector to account for action on the climate crisis.
While the present study focuses primarily on universities’ climate
emergency declarations, we also consider climate change to be a
valuable focal point for exploring sustainability in a wider sense.

METHODS

In order to systematically analyse the declarations, documents
were collated from universities who declared a climate emergency
between April 17, 2019 and April 16, 2020. This year-long period
was deemed a suitable time period from the date of the first
declaration, not least as the initially rapid rate of declarations
began to slow into early 2020: whereas 14 universities declared
during the first 3 months from mid-April 2019, only six did
so in the final 3 months to mid-April 2020. Some universities
made declarations as standalone announcements whereas others
declared by signing the Global Universities and Colleges
Climate Letter (hereafter referred to as the Climate Letter),
a public online document organised by the Environmental
Association for Universities and Colleges (EAUC), the climate
action non-profit Second Nature, and the UN Environment
Programme’s Youth and Education Alliance (UN Environment,
2019); this declaration included the wording “we collectively
declare a Climate Emergency” (SDG Accord, n.d.). Although
37 universities declared a climate emergency during this time,
only 26 documents are included in this research: the Climate
Letter and 25 standalone declarations. The universities are from
across Great Britain and are distributed across the Times Higher
Education (2020) rankings, with institutions in both the top and
bottom ten (for further detail see Supplementary Material).

Standalone declarations were defined as documents where
the main purpose was to declare a climate emergency, or
which had a dedicated section within them doing so. One
document per university was analysed. Documents which simply
referred to the declaration or made mention of a climate
emergency but whose main aim was not to make a declaration
were not included. Declaring universities were identified either
through the Climate Letter, a list of university sustainability
commitments on the EAUC website or through news articles
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TABLE 1 | UK university climate emergency declarations.

University Date Standalone declaration

University of Bristol April 17, 2019 Yes

Newcastle University April 18, 2019 Yes

University of Glasgow May 2, 2019 Yes

Keele University May 3, 2019 Yes

University of Lincoln May 16, 2019 Yes

University of Exeter May 20, 2019 Yes

University of East Anglia June 5, 2019 Yes

UWE Bristol June 13, 2019 Yes

Falmouth University June 20, 2019 Yes

Bangor University June 21, 2019 Yes

University of Manchester July 2, 2019 Yes

King’s College London July 2, 2019 No

Glasgow Caledonian University July 5, 2019 No

University of Plymouth July 10, 2019 Yes

University of Worcester July 16, 2019 No

University of Sussex August 1, 2019 Yes

Canterbury Christ Church August 8, 2019 Yes

University

Goldsmiths August 12, 2019 Yes

University of Edinburgh September 2, 2019 No

University of Warwick September 20, 2019 Yes

University of Winchester September 20, 2019 Yes

Anglia Ruskin University September 20, 2019 No

Birmingham City University September 20, 2019 Yes

University of Cambridge October 1, 2019 No

University of Portsmouth October 1, 2019 No

Swansea University October 15, 2019 No

UCL October 17, 2019 No

Royal Agricultural University October 31, 2019 No

Plymouth Marjon University November 15, 2019 No

Aberystwyth University November 25, 2019 Yes

Cardiff University November 29, 2019 Yes

University of Brighton January 17, 2020 Yes

Brunel University London January 24, 2020 Yes

Liverpool John Moores University February 7, 2020 Yes

Buckinghamshire New University February 14, 2020 No

Bath Spa University February 27, 2020 Yes

University of Nottingham March 2, 2020 Yes

on the climateemergency.uk website. Further universities were
identified via search engines using the terms “university” and
variants of “climate emergency declaration.” Declarations were
then obtained directly from university websites. The full list of
universities that made a climate declaration during the 1-year
time period are shown in Table 1.

The research applied a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)
method to analyse the declarations. This was used in order
to reveal both what is conveyed in text and the way this is
done, and additionally as it allows us to situate documents in
the broader contexts in which they were created to provide a
wider frame of reference. CDA is concerned with how language
is used as a means of exercising different types of power

(Fairclough et al., 2011). As Blackledge (2012, p. 617) puts this,
“language is not powerful on its own, but gains power through the
use powerful people make of it.” The analysis follows a three-step
process outlined by Oswick (2013) which addresses:

1. The text dimension
2. The discursive practise dimension
3. The social practise dimension

Documents were read several times before commencing the
analysis to ensure familiarity with the content. For step one,
the text dimension, the documents were coded inductively
over several iterations to identify recurrent topics and areas
of emphasis. The analysis then proceeded to identify broader,
over-arching themes. Having identified three main themes,
the analysis proceeded to step two, the discursive practise
dimension. This considered the author, audience, stakeholders,
and where and when the documents were published. These
sensitising questions are recommended by Oswick (2013) to
look beyond the content and provide insights into the wider
context in which documents are produced and consumed. The
third step, the social practise dimension, considered power
and the broader institutional and societal landscape. This
complements the first two steps by considering factors relevant
to universities: for example, concerning reputation, their core
business, and civic responsibility. This drew on insights from
the literature to understand how the declarations interact with
wider landscape in which universities function and how the
declarations demonstrate power.

The Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) used in this study is
grounded in a critical theory approach. Critical theory consists
of four main elements: an ontology that states that social reality
is constructed; an emphasis on power and ideology; internal and
external connections and contexts; and reflection and suggestions
for change (Prasad and Caproni, 1997). The epistemological
position for the present research is therefore that it sees truth or
meaning as “constructed” – that is, assembled through the use
of language and other symbols. CDA views text in documents as
being particularly important, as the language used within them
creates and mediates social action (Lee, 2013), for example by
shaping institutional narratives or priorities. A critical theory
approach can be used to understand the nature and operation
of organisations (Symon and Cassell, 2013); in the case of
the present research, the elements outlined above are used to
understand the climate emergency declarations of universities in
order to scrutinise how they are responding to climate change.
Further detail about CDA and the analytic approach is provided
in the Supplementary Material.

RESULTS

Aside from carbon neutral targets, the Climate Letter provides
no information about the individual signatories. Therefore, the
results mainly draw from the standalone declarations.

The analysis identifies three overarching themes.We highlight
how these function as promotional statements, as demonstrating
a collective voice, and as showing a commitment to action. See
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TABLE 2 | Distribution of universities across each theme.

Theme Number of universities

Declarations as promotional statements 22

Declarations as a collective voice 26

Declarations as a commitment 18

Table 2 for a summary of the distribution of universities across
each theme.

Declarations as Promotional Statements
The declarations function, firstly, as promotional statements
about the universities’ achievements on climate change and
broader related issues. Many of the universities highlighted work
that they have previously done, that was ongoing or that would
be taking place in future.

Examples of promotional statements identified within
declarations include the following:

“Keele University launched its new Institute for Sustainable

Futures last year.” (Keele University, 2019).

“For many years, the University has been deeply committed to

social, environmental and financial sustainability at a strategic

and operational level.” (Canterbury Christ Church University,

2019).

“Between 2009 and 2018 we produced 9,209 publications

relating to Sustainable Development Goal 13: Climate Action.”

(University of Manchester, 2019).

As can be seen from the statements above, despite the
declarations ostensibly being concerned with the climate
emergency, there was a clear sense in which they sought
to draw attention to the reputation and good name of
declaring institutions.

The university’s role in research and education was frequently
mentioned, and focused typically on the content of curricula
and type of research carried out (e.g., conservation), as opposed
to research or educational practises (such as internationalism
or long-haul travel). Staff and student practises, awareness
and engagement were mentioned but to a lesser extent; the
main focus across the declarations was on operations, research
and education. Although there is a clear focus on climate
change, 14 of the universities referred specifically to animals
and/or nature, with four declaring an ecological, biodiversity or
environment and climate emergency. This suggests that these
universities sought to publicly acknowledge and give weight to
these related issues.

A clear indicator of the promotional function of declarations,
was their use to show leadership in climate change and
sustainability through awards and rankings, subject expertise
and being the “best” or “first” at something. There were explicit
mentions of leadership, both current and aspirational, for the
university as a whole as well as researchers and students, as
illustrated by the following statements:

“Lauren McDougall, President of the Students’ Representative

Council (SRC), commented: ‘Students at the University of

Glasgow feel passionately about the issue of climate change and

want their institution to play a lead role in tackling it.”’ (University

of Glasgow, 2019).

“We have some of the best teams anywhere in the world working

on climate change and the environment.” (University of Exeter,

2019a).

“This builds on the university’s long-standing commitment to

sustainability which has...seen it receive a first-class award every

year since 2012 from the People & Planet University Green

League” (University of Brighton, 2020).

This emphasis on leadership is designed to showcase universities’
proficiency and the recognition that they have received for their
efforts. Such leadership was often framed in an international
context, reflecting the priorities of the university sector to be
successful globally, not only for research and education but also
for sustainability issues.

The placing of the publication of declarations, as well as their
content, also shows them to have a strong promotional aspect.
The majority of declaration announcements were published
as public-facing news articles on universities’ websites. This
indicates the intended audience was not only staff and students,
but also aimed at wider stakeholders and the general public.
Many of the declarations were mentioned in local and national
press, enabling a wider public reach and promotional function
for universities (e.g., Falmouth Packet, 2019; Walker, 2019).

The timing of the declaration announcements also points
towards their promotional function. Following the University of
Bristol’s initial declaration, a concentrated series of declarations
were made, particularly in the first 6 months. Some universities
made their declarations on specific days where more publicity
was likely: four declared on September 20, 2019, the start
of a week of international climate change strikes, and one
declared on World Environment Day 2019. These declarations
were made at a time when climate change and the climate
emergency were very much in the public eye, suggesting an
ideal time for universities to demonstrate their achievements in
this area.

Declarations as a Collective Voice
The declarations are used to demonstrate both internal and
external togetherness: that the universities are part of a bigger
whole and that there is attention to this topic across the sector.
Many universities stated that they were joining with others in
the UK and around the world in declaring a climate emergency.
As with the expressions of leadership, there was an international
focus by many universities. Framing the declarations in this way
gives a collective voice to the universities, even though many of
the declarations were made separately and there is a clear element
of competition shown by their emphasis on leadership. As so
many of the declarations were announced during a short period
of time and others by way of the Climate Letter, this also gives
them a collective voice. Examples of this feature are illustrated by
the following statements:
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“Aberystwyth University has joined organisations around

the world in declaring a climate emergency.” (Aberystwyth

University, 2019).

“We all need to work together to nurture a habitable planet for

future generations.” (Climate Letter; SDG Accord, n.d.).

“The University of Plymouth has declared a climate emergency,

joining an international movement.” (University of Plymouth,

2019).

The universities appear keen to demonstrate that others have
already declared a climate emergency, even the University of
Bristol (2019), which was the first university in the UK to do so.
By framing their announcements in this way, the universities give
more legitimacy to their declarations through showing they are
part of a wider initiative.

Staff and students are mentioned in almost all of the
declarations and are positioned as key collaborators in
relation to climate change and sustainability. There are also
specific mentions of the Student Unions supporting the
universities’ actions, working with them or jointly declaring a
climate emergency.

“Bath Spa University and its Students’ Union have joined forces

to declare a climate emergency.” (Bath Spa University, 2020).

“Professor Juliet Osborne, Director of the Environment and

Sustainability Institute, will be chairing a working group bringing

together staff and students.” (University of Exeter, 2019a).

“A comprehensive action plan will be drawn up in consultation

with staff and student unions.” (Goldsmiths, 2019).

Staff and students are often positioned as active and independent
stakeholders as well - raising awareness, showing concern,
pushing for action and providing ideas, though students are
positioned in this way to a greater extent; for example as in
the University of Sussex’s (2019) declaration: “in declaring a
climate emergency, our students and supporters will hold us
to account for our own actions.” External stakeholders are
also mentioned, but to a lesser extent and depth than internal
stakeholders. This suggests that although the declarations are
public, they focus on demonstrating the importance of their
internal stakeholders who are likely to be most attentive to
the declarations.

Declarations as a Commitment
The declarations function as a way to demonstrate the
universities’ commitment to tackling climate change in
tangible ways such as policies, targets and committees,
as well as talking broadly about action and commitment.
Many of the universities referred to the severity and
urgency of climate change, with their commitments used
as a way of demonstrating that they understand this, as in
the phrasing used by Liverpool John Moores University
(2020): “We are deeply committed to playing our part at this
critical time.”

While much of the wording of the declarations is
promotional, as described above, many nevertheless
include action-oriented statements. Six universities
explicitly addressed the need to go beyond words and

take action (Cardiff University, 2019; Falmouth University,
2019; Goldsmiths, 2019; University of Exeter, 2019a;
University of Sussex, 2019; University of Warwick, 2019),
for example:

“We must. . .work together to help move us on from making

this declaration to a comprehensive plan of action.” (Cardiff

University, 2019).

Commitment was also demonstrated through more tangible
outcomes or objectives. Most universities mentioned specific
targets or goals, mainly for becoming carbon neutral or
reaching net zero; this is also referred to in the Climate
Letter, signed by 20 of the universities. For example, Keele
University (2019) “announced an ambitious climate emergency
target to be carbon neutral by 2030.” In some cases, universities
also stated their intentions to incorporate sustainability more
deeply into the university’s practises and some referred to
sustainability being at the “heart” of the university (University
of Manchester, 2019; University of Plymouth, 2019; University
of Winchester, 2019). The notion of more transformative
change to the universities’ modes of operation and ethos
was only occasionally touched upon, however, as in the
following example:

“Through this declaration, Birmingham City University commits

to putting in place a programme that will deliver a transformed

university.” (Birmingham City University, 2019).

Both current and future internal committees, groups and
boards were mentioned, though to a lesser extent than
targets and documents. In many cases, Vice Chancellors’
statements are used to convey the commitment at senior
level to the declaration. All of these tangible outcomes
and practises demonstrate ways in which the universities’
actions are made legitimate and can be scrutinised
in future.

DISCUSSION

Since late 2018 there has been a sustained and high level of
publicity around climate change in the UK, including through
media coverage of the IPCC’s (2018) 1.5◦C special report, Sir
David Attenborough’s television programme “Climate Change
– The Facts” (BBC, 2019), as well as widely-reported school
strikes and large-scale protests. The heightened visibility of
climate change has been unprecedented and unexpected. As
well as contributing to, and reflecting, a substantial increase in
public concern (Capstick et al., 2019), it has paved the way for
increased pressure on and by civil society, including universities.
Although it is difficult to know the exact mechanisms driving
each university’s declaration, it is clear that this wider social
context, as well as the growing interest in climate emergency
declarations, has been influential.

In their declarations, the universities address themain barriers
to sustainable development identified by Leal Filho et al. (2017) to
varying degrees, in terms of reflecting their institutional priorities
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and structures. By way of a public declaration and the language
used to describe climate change and sustainability, they clearly
give a heightened importance to tackling it. By framing it as
an emergency they suggest that rapid action needs to be taken,
and some have announced dedicated structures to do so. This
demonstrates that universities do, on the face of it, appear to
be firmly committed to action and to be pursuing this towards
addressing sustainability.

The emphasis on research and education in the declarations,
as well as frequent mention of their international focus,
demonstrates that universities are, to some extent, linking climate
change to their core roles and interests. This reflects Chapleo
et al.’s (2011) findings about how universities brand themselves
on their websites. However, while the declarations typically
suggest that universities want to be seen as leaders, none go
as far as to suggest re-purposing universities, with only a small
number mentioning sustainability being at their heart, or other
indicative language of more transformative change. In light of
this, there remains a risk that climate change and sustainability
are seen as “add-ons” or peripheral to their core business; in
this, they would appear to conform to Huisman and Mampaey’s
(2018, p. 437) argument that universities are more comfortable
with “legitimised action” and are unwilling to stand out on
more fundamental questions that could be asked of the Higher
Education sector in a time of climate emergency.

Even with respect to achieving emissions reductions from
operations, setting targets does not necessarily mean they
will be achieved – as is indicated by progress to date in
the form of HEFCE (2010) and People and Planet (2019b)
data for universities. It is nevertheless encouraging that many
declarations also mentioned more concrete action and plans
beyond target-setting. One promising example in this vein, is
that by the University of Exeter (2019b), which published an
Environment and Climate Emergency Working Group White
Paper 6 months after their announcement, explicitly stating that
this came about as a result of their declaration.

Although these declarations tell us about the image that the
universities are trying to portray, the present research is limited
in that it cannot show the internal workings of the universities
either in the lead up to making the declarations nor what action
they have taken after doing so – in this sense the analysis carried
out here should be seen primarily as a snapshot of universities’
public-facing intentions and perspectives at a critical juncture in
society’s response to the climate emergency. This has implications
for future research that could identify which actions universities
have taken following their declarations, such as whether they
use their collective voice on this issue and achieve the emissions
reductions to which they have committed. This will demonstrate
whethermomentum has beenmaintained – particularly given the
shocks to the sector experienced from COVID-19.

CONCLUSION

This research sought to identify what UK universities’ climate
emergency declarations show about how they are addressing
climate change. Our analysis found some revealing contrasts in
how universities position themselves. There is a competitiveness
in how the declarations are used as promotional statements, yet

there is also a clear interest in showing that individual universities
are part of a greater whole. From their emphasis on a collective
voice, the declarations suggest that universities are seeking to
emphasise that the climate emergency is a shared problem.
The difference between how the universities declared may also
indicate a variability in their interest in publicity. While the
Climate Letter, signed by many declaring universities, contains
clear commitments and recognition of the climate emergency,
for those universities that only signed that pre-written letter this
arguably indicates less ambition and expectation of scrutiny than
a standalone announcement.

It remains to be seen what impact the climate emergency
declarations will have, over and above any action that universities
were already taking on climate change. Universities should
be commended for their public commitment to take climate
change seriously, but as Falmouth University (2019) states, these
declarations “must be more than warm words” if universities
are to be taken seriously. There remains an important difference
between the specific commitments in the declarations, and
arguments for more far-reaching reorientation of purpose
and practise of the sector. Staff and students are frequently
mentioned within universities’ declarations, and it is likely—
indeed essential—that universities will be held to account by
these groups for the level of action they pursue following
their declarations. The declaration of a climate emergency is
only a starting point, but provides a firm basis for demanding
institutions live up to the promises and aspirations they have
put forward.
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