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The Role of Higher Education Institutions in Sustainability Initiatives at the Local Level 
 
Abstract 
 
Universities are central players and important economic actors in many regions, and many of 
them are, in general, nationally and internationally active in respect of matters related to 
sustainable development. But there is a paucity of research which examines their 
contributions towards sustainability efforts at the local level, i.e. in the places they are 
situated. This paper addresses this need, by reporting on a qualitative study deploying a 
Matrix, which allows an analysis and reporting of regional sustainable development initiatives 
of a set of 22 universities in industrialised and developing countries. Recommendations to 
enhance their role are provided, including the importance of pursuing partnerships and joint 
initiatives, understanding the need of local communities, and making their know-how more 
widely available. The scientific value of this research is related to the understanding of how 
the interaction between universities and local communities happens and by shedding light to 
this topic, it supports universities to improve their own actions. Its implications are two-fold: 
it demonstrates the potential of universities as local players and outlines the range of activities 
they may engage with, and which may allow them to act as pillars to local sustainability 
initiatives. 
 
Keywords: sustainability - higher education - local initiatives - engagement 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 

Higher education institutions (HEIs) around the world have been incorporating 
sustainable development (SD) into their systems, curricula, and local communities for more 
than thirty years (Leal Filho et al. 2017a; Lozano et al., 2013a; Boks and Diehl, 2006; 
Wemmenhove and de Groot, 2001). In the last decade, the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has helped coordinate Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD) (UNESCO, 2014) through the Higher Education 
Sustainability Initiative (HESI). The objective of UNESCO’s initiative is to provide a 
platform for colleges and universities to engage with the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (UN SDGs) and over 300 institutions have now joined UNESCO’s 
efforts (https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdinaction/hesi). Of the UN SDGs, education 
was identified as a stand-alone goal (SDG 4), and many of the targets for that goal require 
universities to act, while others relate directly to learning and teaching (SDSN 
Australia/Pacific 2017).  

Higher Education Institutions have the societal responsibility of providing guidance to 
students, faculty, staff, and administration (Viebahn, 2002; Bantanur et al., 2015), and their 
decisions affect the economic, social and environmental dimensions of the communities and 
regions around them (Katiliute et al., 2014). Universities have been considered significant 
contributors to the promotion of sustainability and the pursuit of regional sustainability 
(Karatzoglou, 2013). The level of integration of sustainability can range from formulations of 
policy statements, integration into curricula, green campus activities, and signing on 
international charters or declarations (Lozano et al. 2013b; Sammalisto and Lindhqvist, 2008).  

The literature on education for sustainable development (ESD) emphasizes the need to 
teach students to examine relevant information, to think critically, to cultivate flexible and 
adaptive practices, and expose them to applied experimentation (Wiek et al. 2011). Ensign 
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(2017) states, “The various dimensions of sustainability in higher education were explored in 
the Handbook of Theory and Practice of Sustainability in Higher Education and new ideas are 
emerging for best practices for teaching university students to contribute to making solutions 
for the UN SDGs” (Leal Filho, 2017b; Pallant et al. in press). Ensign (2017) argues that 
universities and colleges are responsible for producing students with both traditional degrees, 
but also the ability to act as agents of change throughout the world. Universities must prepare 
students “to apply their knowledge to solve unprecedented problems” (Ensign 2017). 
University graduates will enter society as part of “the energetic society” that is required to 
ensure that sustainable development goals become reality (Hajer et al. 2015).   

A wide range of stakeholders is required to address challenges related to sustainable 
development (WCED, 1987; United Nations, 2016). Regional initiatives and transition paths 
are crucial for global progress towards sustainable development (Radinger-Peer and Pflitsch, 
2017). The importance of the involvement of universities within their local and regional 
communities in terms of SD has been highlighted in national and international policy 
frameworks (Zilahy and Huisingh, 2009). Universities have been encouraged by the 
Copernicus Charter signed by about 300 higher education institutions based in Europe, to 
actively develop community engagement work towards sustainable development (CRE-
Copernicus, 1994).  

 
2. Review of the Literature on Higher Education and Sustainability Initiatives 

 
Historically, some universities have been used as political instruments to shape 

economic development (Peer & Penker, 2016). In some cases, higher education institutions 
have been explicitly created to accelerate regional economic and social development (Peer & 
Penker, 2016). This role has especially been successful in terms of the regional labour market 
and regional economy (Peer & Penker, 2016). Due to their size and influence, large public 
universities tend to have more impact on sustainable development initiatives within their 
regions than their smaller counterparts. (Mosier, 2015). There is also evidence of growing 
expectations for the engagement of universities in the deliberation and support of decision-
making processes (Breznitz & Feldman, 2012). 

Over time the role of universities has shifted from passive knowledge creation toward a 
more proactive and engaged role within their regions (Peer & Penker, 2016). Also, the 
economic focus of universities’ role regionally has been changing to include social, cultural 
and ecological foci as universities collaborate with industry and government, i.e. Triple Helix- 
(Gunasekara, 2006a; Gunasekara, 2006b; Zilahy & Huisingh, 2009; United Nations, 2016).  
The interaction of governments and universities in local and regional initiatives for 
sustainable development deserves further investigation: some efforts have been uncoordinated 
(Sedlacek, 2013), but the full nature of engagement has only recently come under academic 
investigation (MacDonald et al., 2018; Peer & Penker, 2016, Zilahy and Huisingh, 2009).  

Increasingly, universities are developing internationalisation strategies. This 
international focus can provide an opportunity for universities to bring international practices 
in sustainability back to the local level (Soliman et al., 2018). Lozano et al. (2015) include the 
following activities in outreach linked to sustainable development: exchange programmes, 
joint degrees with other universities, joint research, partnerships with external organisations, 
events open to the community.  

Universities influence local communities by serving as models for sustainability and by 
providing socio-economic contributions to their host communities through the graduates that 
are employed in the local region or creating living laboratories in cooperation with 
stakeholders within their communities (Peer & Penker, 2016, Disterheft et al., 2012, Evans et 
al., 2015). In this respect, Moon et al. (2018) mention the case of universities that contribute 
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to the SDGs through partnerships with local businesses. Usually, the level of development of 
these partnerships is rather low and mostly uses courses as an approach, but it is not applied in 
an integrative way in HEIs operations. In this sense, the usefulness of these partnerships is 
rather limited for both national and regional initiatives and especially for professional training 
(Moon et al., 2018). The SDGs have a multidisciplinary approach which also contributes to 
address interconnected problems, which also demand interconnected governance responses 
(Stevens & Kanie, 2016). Local partnerships are a prime way to tackle this issue. 

A critical success factor for regional sustainability initiatives is multidisciplinarity 
(Zimm et al., 2018, Zilahy & Huisingh 2009; Radinger-Peer & Pflitsch, 2017, Santos & 
Horta, 2018, Elliott et al., 2018). However, education for sustainable development skills and 
knowledge are rarely embedded fully in universities’ curricula (Cebrián , 2017, Velazquez et 
al., 2005). Moreover, capacity building led by universities to enhance sustainable 
development within local communities is ad hoc, often lacks evaluation and is not centrally 
co-ordinated by universities but often lies within individual efforts (Shiel et al, 2016). Yet, 
community engagement could act as a tool for teaching and learning if well included in a new 
curricular approach, resulting in students becoming more engaged in sustainability actions 
(James & Schmitz, 2011).  

The capacity of universities to take a leading role in regional sustainable development is 
an under investigated area in the literature (Blume, et al., 2017, Horlings & Padt, 2013), and 
there is not a clear understanding of the best methods for maintaining equitable transfer of 
knowledge between universities and their local communities (Peer & Stoeglehner, 2013). 
More studies in this area are needed, especially concerning how to assess the impacts of 
university contribution outside its borders. According to Findler et al. (2019), indicators from 
sustainability assessment tools, which help universities measure and communicate their 
efforts to sustainable development, tend to focus on local economy; yet much more could be 
analysed to increase the universities’ potential as contributors to SD. 

If higher education institutions want to become change agents and actively engage in 
sustainable development at the regional level, they can prioritise two main activities (Peer & 
Stoeglehner, 2013). Firstly, they can customise education programmes by co-creation of 
curricula with local communities for local and regional needs (Peer & Stoeglehner, 2013). 
Secondly, universities can lead or be involved in co-research (e.g. participatory research) to 
empower and collaborate with local communities (i.e. equal bilateral/ multilateral knowledge 
exchange) (Peer & Stoeglehner, 2013). The case studies presented by Kusakabe (2013), 
suggest that there is a positive correlation between social participation in developing city 
projects and the level of sustainability achieved, emphasizing the importance of community 
involvement for sustainable development. 

Literature is focused on large local sustainability partnerships (such as Local Agenda 
21s) in which universities are one type of partner among many (e.g. MacDonald et al., 2018). 
The literature also focuses on the potential and importance of universities’ role, and the 
associated challenges and impact determinants. However, there is a paucity of literature which 
reports on empirical findings of universities actual contributions towards sustainable 
development efforts within their local communities (Peer & Stoeglehner, 2013). Therefore, 
this paper aims at addressing that need by analysing and reporting on regional sustainable 
development initiatives of universities.  
 

3. The need for research 
 

Universities have been increasingly incorporating more responsibilities when it comes 
to their contributions to society. Besides including sustainability in operations, teaching, 
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outreach and research, among others, their initiatives at the local level have a fundamental 
impact in the context they are inserted on.   

According to a practical guide from the European Commission (2011), on how to 
connect universities to regional growth, these educational institutions can be anchor 
institutions in local economies as major employers across a wide range of occupations, 
purchasers of local goods and services, besides being contributors to cultural life and the built 
environment of cities. Even though the guide focuses on contributions of universities to 
regional development, in a sustainable way, it focuses on the European context; therefore, a 
global approach could be considered a gap in literature and it justifies the need for 
international studies regarding universities initiatives at the local level. Shiel et al. (2016) 
point out the need to document and promote countries experiences, as the approach utilised in 
this paper, once the plurality and diversity of experiences can offer useful insights. 

Another point which justifies the importance of such discussion is the fact that 
universities have only recently engaged in this role of regional/local contribution (OECD, 
2007). The past years represent a great evolution in this regard, but the actions tend to be 
isolated i.e. not performed in a systematic way. Understanding how it happens and shedding 
light to the topic in different contexts is paramount for universities to improve in their own 
actions.  

 
 

4. Methodology 
 
To address the research gap seen in respect of identifying the role played by universities 

in local sustainability efforts, an international qualitative survey was undertaken. The 
survey instrument was prepared based on the paucity of information in the literature review 
and on the suggestions from practical guidance to improve the contribution of universities to 
regional development (European Commission, 2011). The data collection matrix was 
designed, tested and deployed in order to gather information on the local and regional 
development initiatives undertaken by a set of 22 universities from different countries.  The 
pre-test was carried out in the universities from the authors to verify the comprehension and 
pertinence of the questions. This sample is indeed small in nature, but since the purpose of the 
study was to offer a qualitative assessment of trends- rather than a superficial one - it was 
deemed as commensurate with the aims of the study. 

The matrix was composed by three parts:  
 
a) Networking  

 
Description Networks development initiatives are concentrated on encouraging 

and supporting inter-firm collaboration, institutional development, and 
support in targeted industrial sectors. The sectors are usually targeted 
at those that offer the most local economic development potential 
(European Commission, 2011). 
 

Evidences  On the networking section, the respondents could evaluate the quality 
of sustainability network with local organisations, describe which kind 
of organisations are usually partners in cooperation, the frequency of 
cooperation, for how long cooperation have been undertaken and 
factors that hinder cooperation.  
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b) Cooperation in local initiatives  

Description Cooperation in local initiatives involves how the universities are 
supporting the regional development in terms of education, research 
and innovation actions (European Commission, 2011).  
 

Evidences  In the section regarding cooperation in local initiatives, the matrix 
allowed evaluations through which initiatives universities usually 
cooperate with local organisations and which thematic areas are part 
of cooperation. The university satisfaction with the results of 
cooperation was also evaluated. 

 
c) Case Studies 

 
Description They illustrate (by use of examples from different countries) some of 

the potential initiatives that can be used to maximize the contribution 
of universities to sustainability at local level. According to European 
Commission (2011), case studies help inform lessons learnt suggest 
‘good practice’. 
 

Evidences  The last part is composed by case studies presented by universities, 
describing actions undertaken and what could be done to achieve a 
better relation and/or intensify cooperation efforts at the local level.  
 

 
These were structured in a way that allowed the study to gather essential information on 

the actions performed by the Universities at the local level, with 10 open- and close-ended 
questions. The survey instrument is presented in Appendix A and it was answered by the 
administration staff with know-how to transmit the requested information.  

The definition of the group of universities that would be part of the study and the 
procedure for data collection followed two steps: 

 
 i. Invitation of authors/researchers available to contribute to this paper, from the 

network of universities participating at Inter-University Sustainable Development Research 
Programme (https://www.haw-hamburg.de/en/ftznk/programmes/iusdrp.html) and the World 
Sustainable Development Research and Transfer Centre (https://www.hawhamburg.de/en/ftz-
nk/programmes/wsd-rtc.html).  Other studies were published using the same network and 
have in common the idea of discussing different topics with a global vision (Ávila et al., 
2017; Leal Filho et al., 2017). The intention here was to involve at least 20 universities, 
representing an international study; therefore, the sample justification relies on the availability 
and willingness to contribute and participate in this research.  

 
ii. The matrix was then sent to the authors defined in the previous step, so that they 

could collect data from their university.  
 
Upon receiving the responses, these were manually processed. Data from open 

questions was investigated by content analysis, a technique that involves reading and 
interpreting the material in a progressive and systematic way, in order to categorise the 
information (Moraes, 1999). The process was operationalized through the support of the 
software Nvivo, utilised specifically for qualitative studies and used in similar studies 
(Mozzato and Grzybovski, 2011; Ávila et al, 2017). For the closed-ended questions, the data 



M
ANUSCRIP

T

 

ACCEPTE
D

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
was presented both in an integrated way (with all responses) and categorised according to the 
country of analysed universities (industrialised and developing countries). The gathered data 
is presented and discussed in the next section. 

 
5. Results and Discussion 

 
A total of 22 answers was received, from both industrialised (Canada, France, Italy, 

Latvia, Portugal, Serbia, United Kingdom, USA) and developing countries (Brazil, Ghana, 
India, Malaysia, Thailand), which demonstrate the qualitative nature of this study. Most of the 
universities have a public nature, as shown in Table 1.  

 
Table 1. Distribution of universities according to their country and nature 

Country 
Industrialised Developing 

59% 41% 

Nature 
Public  
55% 

Private 
4% 

Public  
23% 

Private 
18% 

 
5.1 Networking 

 
According to the results of the Networking section (Figures 1 and 2), each university 

evaluated the quality of their sustainability actions at local level.  
More than 80% of the respondents rated their local networks positively, while 18% 

showed some dissatisfaction by evaluating them as "rather weak". Regarding the frequency of 
the cooperation, 50% of the answers stated “sometimes”, followed by “often” and “very 
often”, representing more than 45%. Only a small percentage of universities rarely cooperate 
with local organisations.  

Most universities have been cooperating on SD issues with local organisations for 5-10 
years, or even more. A minority has been investing in that issue for less than 4 years. There 
were no significant differences in respect of networking between industrialised or developing 
countries, which means that networking is being actively pursued among both categories of 
nations.  
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Figure 1. Results of the Networking section, regarding quality, frequency and timeframe of 
local initiates 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
According to Figure 2(a), lack of resources/incentives is the factor that hinder local 

cooperation the most, followed by lack of coordination. For developing countries, lack of 
interest from the university and lack of time are also among the main challenges. Some 
comments from the survey showed that, as leadership plays a crucial role in deciding the 
priorities of a university, changes in the leading group often disrupts the local engagement. It 
reinforces the importance of embedding sustainability in the academic and operational 
processes, as well as in the culture and structure of the institution (Bina et al., 2016; Leal 
Filho, Shiel and Paço, 2015; Lozano et al., 2015).  
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A similar argument is also presented by Fichter and Tiemann (2018), regarding factors 

influencing university support for sustainable entrepreneurship. For these authors, key persons 
are crucial to initiate and promote university support for their activities and guarantee success 
for it. Zilahy and Huisingh (2009), note that academics should play an active part in helping 
form strategies and to implement changes that lead regional sustainability.  

 
Figure 2. Results of the Networking section, regarding factors that hinder cooperation and 

other partners  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other comments also highlighted the importance of applying both top-down and 

bottom-up approaches for cooperation between universities and local community to succeed. 
Examples from the literature are clear when mentioning the importance of these approaches 
for the success of regional development processes (Peer & Stoeglehner, 2013). In fact, the 
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combination of approaches seems to be considered a good strategy to overcome the factors 
that hinder cooperation, including good coordination among advocacy, policy and also STEM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics), as mentioned by the respondents.  

Lack of interest from colleagues was also discussed as one reason that creates 
difficulties for universities to intensify efforts at local level. Sustainability is still seen as 
something less important in comparison to other research areas (especially when it comes to 
environmental issues), therefore some teams end up focusing on conventional approaches 
from their expertise. 

Other mentioned factors that affect cooperation were lack of interest from social 
partners and municipalities and also disciplinary silos. Some partners may be interested in 
other topics rather than in sustainability when it comes to cooperation or might not understand 
fully what sustainability encompasses. Regarding disciplinary silos, it happens when 
specialists become isolated in their own academic area, interacting less with other colleagues 
and transdisciplinary activities (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017; Zilahy and Huisingh, 2009) and 
this is definitely not a desired approach for sustainability (Stevens & Kanie, 2016). 

These factors are, at some extent, connected with the results presented in Figure 2(b). 
Most universities have been cooperating more with other universities and NGOs. Local 
authorities, businesses, international agencies and public institutions have probably less 
priority considering the challenges discussed above. Similar tendencies were observed in both 
industrialised and developing countries.  

 
5.2 Cooperation in Local Initiatives 
 
When it comes to initiatives taken (Figure 3), support in organising/running 

sustainability related events at the university and support in joint sustainability projects are 
those which receive more attention in terms of total number of references. This support is 
especially given to other universities and NGOs, a trend verified in industrialised and 
developing countries as well. Support in management/administration tasks on sustainability 
was the initiative that received the least amount of answers and one third of them focus on 
contributing to other universities. In contrast, when focusing only on the classification of 
“other universities”, a highlight should be given to the initiatives of facilitating networking on 
sustainability and also to support in management/administration tasks. 

In the category “other”, the respondents mentioned actions mainly related to public 
management, assistance to government agencies, local authorities and capacity-building to 
members of the local community/civil society.  
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Figure 3. Results of the Cooperation in Local Initiatives section, regarding initiatives taken 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In addition to asking initiatives taken by universities, the survey also questioned 
thematic areas with major focus of cooperation with local community. The areas which 
received the highest number of references were about the practice of sustainable development, 
the SDGs and support to concrete occasions/case studies. As in the last question, the most 
common partners are other universities and NGOs, although local businesses also received 
great attention in this topic. “Others” mentioned by the respondents include government 
agencies and local authorities. This is in line with the study performed by Soini et al. (2018), 

 

 
 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Support in organising/ running sustainability
related events at your university´s premises

Support in organising/ running sustainability
related events outside your university

Support in joint sustainability projects

Support in management/administration tasks on
sustainability

Facilitating networking on sustainability with
other organisations

Provisions of advice to local initiatives

Testing new approaches or methods useful to
local communities

Capacity-building to members of the local
communities

Percentage of the total number of references

By means of which initiatives do you usually cooperate with local organisations?
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regarding the cooperation between sustainability centres of universities and NGOs, local 
communities, businesses and administration/policy. 

It was an outstanding result to have such a great number of activities focusing on the 
SDGs, which are indeed increasing in terms of publication, research and support for 
implementation, especially in universities (Caiado et al., 2018; Salvia et al., 2018).  

By analysing the results according to each thematic area, as shown in Figure 4, it is 
possible to observe that theory of sustainable development is mostly focus of cooperation 
with other universities. Other thematic areas have also great results for this group, but with 
more balanced cooperation among others partners. It could mean that cooperating with local 
community (especially with partners not so well connected with the higher education context) 
in terms of theory seems to be more difficult in comparison to more practical issues. 

 
Figure 4. Results of the Cooperation in Local Initiatives section, regarding thematic areas 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In general, as shown in Figure 5, universities are satisfied with the results of 
cooperation with local community. While industrialised countries haven’t used the lower 
classifications for satisfaction (“little satisfaction” and “not at all”), almost one quarter of the 
respondents from developing countries reported “little satisfaction”. On the other hand, higher 
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percentage of universities from developing countries reported being satisfied with the 
initiatives (67%), in comparison to only 31% in industrialised countries.   

 
Figure 5. Results of the Cooperation in Local Initiatives section, regarding satisfaction with 

the results 

 
 

Regardless the level of satisfaction, many respondents have discussed what should be 
done to achieve a better relation and/or intensify cooperation efforts at the local level, besides 
challenges that should be overcame. The main topics are presented as follows, based on the 
qualitative analysis of the results and comments from all respondents: 

 
• From sporadic to regular activities  

Currently, sustainability initiatives at local level tend to be quite sporadic and depend on 
personal contacts and interest from a few interested groups, lacking a coordination process. 
Since the efforts are driven by individual faculty members who are not always able to 
continue the projects over time, the entire university curriculum should consider local 
sustainability needs and create structures and processes that can enable academic delivery and 
real impact.  
 Short term visions (only during specific extension/research projects) are prejudicial to 
the success of local sustainable development projects. Giving them a regular and long-lasting 
programme would be exceptionally positive, not only in terms of better management, but also 
to concrete results.  
 

• Development of a formal network 
In order to potentialize the efforts and intensify the actions at local level, the 

involvement and support of national or international networks is fundamental. Main local 
public bodies could also organize and lead multi-actors’ groups on working on different 
sustainability-related topics. That could be a good way to create network and synergies among 
different stakeholders (universities, NGOs, schools, associations, private companies) 
interested in sustainable development, which could lead to new projects and activities in this 
field.  

 
• Financial support 

According to the results, lack of resources/incentives is the main factor that hinders 
cooperation. The experiences shared by the universities reinforce that, since financial support 
seems to be a limiting factor. The partners could be more effective if more resources were 
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available for a coordinating body to assist partnerships and maintain ongoing projects. Capital 
to cover initiatives’ costs and adequate funding from government and corporate donations are 
also among the topics discussed.  

 
• Commitment 

Having all stakeholders committed and the local community involved is crucial. There 
is a need to empower the stakeholders on the project so as they will give full support. In 
addition, government involvement, integration of all departments in a university, greater 
strategic leadership and commitment from the top are also important topics for the success of 
cooperation.  

More staff time needs to be dedicated to these activities and the team needs to be valued 
by the senior management. It is imperative that Academia understands and studies local issues 
and that the partners (businesses, NGOs, among others) take into account the academic 
research. A common language between different actors (including academia, business, 
government) must be improved and unfortunately this is an under investigated area in 
sustainable development.  

Universities, local government, the private and voluntary sectors need to work together 
in order to identify community networks and their respective key individuals, which connect 
several agents from many different areas. These key individuals should exercise their 
leadership to disseminate and encourage concrete practices of sustainable development that 
are aligned with local needs and resource availability. The participation in such practices 
represent an important role and, therefore, they feel responsible for it. The empowerment and 
commitment of local leaders is another factor that should be highlighted for the success of 
cooperation.   

 
• Connection with the Sustainable Development Goals 

Universities have been making great efforts in actions to help the society be more 
sustainable, however, this is not always perceived by the actors involved. In fact, many local 
partners do not seem aware of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Almost all actions 
can be engaged in one of the SDGs, but most of the people do not seem to know what they 
are. This is a worrying trend due to the importance of the SDGs. 

 
Other recommendations include a permanent source of funding for cooperation, formal 

support from national bodies, appropriate recognition of professors/scholars involved in 
activities of cooperation, increased cooperation and coordination at all levels of development 
policy, increased community participation and ownership of sustainable designed 
interventions. More disseminating events, such as meetings and workshops are also among 
the recommendations.  

Moreover, sustainability should be deeper embedded in the local policies and practices, 
contributing to strength institutional capacity to identify novel approaches for improving 
sustainability in community-based interventions. 

 
 
5.3 Case studies 
 
Finally, since the case studies provided interesting insights, these are herewith 

presented. First, it should be explained that each studied university could present some case 
studies on the matrix, in order to describe their experiences with local community projects. 
Brief notes about these cases are presented in Table 2, classified according to their primary 
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focus (environmental, social or economic) and university country (industrialised or 
developing).   

In developing countries, environmental actions tend to focus more on local issues, such 
as conservationist agricultural practices, conservation of local species, air and water quality. 
Social actions are also related to local communities, through different approaches, such as 
ecotourism, guidance on managing small businesses, analysis of effects of extreme events and 
importance of risk management, women's empowerment and, most commonly, education for 
sustainability. Economic actions included responsible financial sustainability and alternative 
livelihoods.  

 
Table 2. Examples of initiatives of cooperation between universities and local community 

Primary focus 
and country 
classification 

Cases 

E
n

vi
ro

n
m

en
ta

l In
d

u
st

ri
al

is
ed

 c
o

un
tr

ie
s 

Support to cities to develop their local plans of sustainable development, declarations of 
cities as green cities, development of local Climate Change policy and action plans.  
Project focused on raising awareness among citizens and young generations of the 
importance of investing in "green capital". University help care and enhance city's arboreal 
heritage. 
National University Network for Sustainable Development: first experience of 
coordination and sharing between universities committed to the topic of environmental 
sustainability and social responsibility. The main aim is to spread culture of sustainability, 
both within and outside the universities. 
Cooperation for local management, focused on resilient cities and disaster risk 
management. Workshops with different sectors (university, municipal administration, 
public enterprises, NGOs) helped develop a model for urban Disaster Risk Management. 
In cooperation with schools, the university project focused on installing a community 
garden and creating a programme for students and community members. Nature trails 
between schools and the garden were also industrialised.  
Work with city officials to create rain gardens on campus and in town to mitigate storm 
water runoff. This protected a local river that contains some of the highest biodiversity in 
the region.  
Events on campus for school age children and youth, focusing on, for example, increasing 
girls and indigenous youth in STEM fields, supporting secondary students interested in 
solving complex problems, hacking for water solutions, an environmental competition, 
among others.   

University as part of the Local Authority Strategic Climate Change Education Group.  

Partnership among businesses, local authority and university focused on waste 
management. 

Collaboration with NGOs to produce compost (organic fertilizer) from organic waste. 

Collaboration with companies and other universities to reduce energy consumption of 
municipal wastewater treatment plants (WWTPs). 

D
ev

el
o

p
in

g
 c

o
u

n
tr

ie
s 

Funding support to design, implement and evaluate sustainable Water Sanitation and 
Hygiene (WASH) solutions in communities.  
Project aimed at increasing the level of environmental health security. It deals with the 
development of technology for air cleaning in highly polluted urban micro environments, 
helping promote public awareness on the importance of innovative technologies in 
implementing SDG 11 and SDG 13. 

Study on the influence of university sustainability on management discourse.  

Project to encourage the adoption of conservationist agricultural practices in the local 
community. 

Extension activity for conservation of nature and important local species.  

Community project focused on working with local fishers, community leaders and a large 
commercial shrimp farm to come out with solution acceptable to all parties when it comes 
to a sustainable management of effluents to avoid environmental degradations.  
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Primary focus 
and country 
classification 

Cases 
S

o
ci

al
 

In
d

u
st

ri
al

is
ed

 c
o

un
tr

ie
s 

Program focused on Localizing Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially Goal 
11 - Making cities inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable. Workshops helped identify the 
needs of the local community and the formulation of the strategies for the development of a 
preliminary strategy for the neighbourhood. 
Research on how emergency situations affect ability of communities to move forward on 
the path of the sustainable development, by analysing their capacity to respond to 
multidimensional security threats promptly and efficiently. 
Programme that matches community organisations (businesses, NGOs) with students' 
volunteer time.  
Small scale initiative supporting an organisation that inspires young women (typically aged 
16-25 years old) to embark on careers in sustainability. The university supports the project 
by providing staff time (for presentations) and rooms on campus. 
Engagement on Sustainable Development Solutions Network through partnership with 
NGOs, local businesses, among others. Events are industrialised to promoted the SDGs, 
leveraging research and teaching for implementing those. 

D
ev

el
o

p
in

g
 c

o
u

n
tr

ie
s 

Involvement of municipality representatives as guest lecturers at university, seminars in 
city, articles in local newspaper, among others, helping at sustainable development 
planning.  
Identifying socio-economic conditions of people displaced due to industrial projects, 
support these communities, formulates CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) policy for 
the organization; education programmes to sensitize managers about displacement and 
rehabilitation and frame policies for compensation of those people.  
Work with local slum dwellers, helping local businesses by giving free advice on managing 
such small businesses. Students are encouraged to know, interact and help local poor slum 
dwellers in various aspects of sustainable development like energy use, livelihood and 
gender.  
Sharing evidence on scientific research and translating evidence into policy actions to 
improve development outcomes. 
Development of a sustainable alternative livelihood through the establishment of 
community-based ecotourism.  
Community project focused on Disaster Risk Reduction; risk zones are identified; local 
residents are prepared for actions and to assist evacuation. Evacuation drills are also 
conducted.  
Project focused on examining from the sustainability point of view weather extreme 
events, their effects and the effectiveness of responses by government, aid agencies and 
communities.  
Partnership with a non-profit civil association aiming to encourage the community in terms 
of sustainable development, through monthly viewing of movies whose themes were 
related to sustainability 
Empowerment of women through a local Women Development Corporation, focusing on 
SDG 5 
Program aiming to carry out actions based on the assumption that people need to think the 
city as a pedagogical territory, in the perspective of an educating city.  

E
co

n
o

m
ic

 

In
d

u
st

ri
al

is
ed

 c
o

un
tr

y 

Integrating SDG thinking into the research agenda of a professional body 

D
ev

el
o

p
in

g
 

co
u

n
tr

ie
s Comparison of Sustainability of Financial Systems and Budgeting for institutions  

Development of a sustainable alternative livelihood for local community using mulberry 
trees. The project built a hybrid solar dryer to dry the mulberry products, being the local 
community groups considered innovative farmers and also entrepreneurs in the mulberry 
industry.  
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On the other hand, in industrialised countries universities tend to work more in 

environmental issues related to green areas and community gardens, resilience, and waste 
management, among others. The social approach is similar to developing countries, focusing 
on education for sustainable development and possibly a little bit more on the Sustainable 
Development Goals. The SDGs are also involved in economic actions.  

These elements showcase the diversity of initiatives performed. More case studies and 
details could have been included, but they were omitted due to space constraints. Future 
efforts should be made to identify some of the most interesting and promising innovations, 
which will be the subject of a further paper. 

The literature demonstrates that universities are developing projects with local 
approaches and acting as partners for local sustainability. Some examples show specific 
experiences on the union of this issue with the SDGs, international agencies, local authorities, 
amongst others, but little was actually discussed in terms of a global overview. Therefore, a 
general and international report on sustainable development initiatives of universities acting 
locally was much desired. In this sense, this research contributed to gathering new knowledge 
in three different ways: first, by putting forward this global overview; second, by bringing 
experiences from universities of different countries and checking that there is no significant 
difference between industrialised and developing countries when it comes to frequency, 
duration, and satisfaction of cooperation (but some differences might be observed when it 
comes to undertaking projects with the local community); and third, by sharing experiences of 
how universities have been dealing with this role and local sustainability.  
 

6. Conclusions 
 
This paper was an attempt to address the current literature gap in respect of reporting 

empirical findings on the contributions from universities towards sustainable development 
within their local communities. It did so by both opening a discussion on this matter, and by 
reporting on examples of regional sustainable development initiatives being performed by 
universities round the world. 

A group of 22 universities took part in this research, from both industrialised and 
developing countries. Being a qualitative study means that the sample was small in principle, 
but the data gathered allows a profile to be built, of the extent to which universities are 
engaging with their communities on matters related to sustainable development. On a second 
stage and provided external funding is available, larger samples may be investigated. 

Contrary to initial expectations, the sampled countries have not shown consistent 
differences when it comes to the analysed data. This suggests that opportunities and 
constraints in pursuing sustainability seem to be similar to universities in both the 
industrialised and developing world. 

In general, universities rated their local networks positively and they tend to cooperate 
with local community on occasions. Indeed, most of them have been cooperating for more 
than 5 years, which is a positive result. This is also a promising prospect in that such 
cooperation modalities may continue to be pursued in the future. 

Lack of resources/incentives and lack of coordination were considered the factors that 
hinder local cooperation the most. Support in organising/running sustainability-related events 
at a given university and support to joint sustainability projects are among those activities 
which receive favourable responses. It seems that more of them are needed. The main 
thematic areas for cooperation are practices of sustainable development; actions related to the 
SDGs, and support to concrete occasions or case studies.  

Despite all the positive examples of best practices, there are still various challenges seen 
in addressing the many unsustainable trends seen at the local level, among which mention 
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may be made to the poor handling of wastes, sub-optimal uses of energy and other similar 
problems. It seems that the nature of the needs is quite wide, which offers ample scope for 
cooperation between universities and communities across a range of areas. 

Universities may be able to enhance their role in the local sustainability context in the 
following ways: 

a) By better promoting their work on sustainable development at the local 
level, hence informing local communities 

b) By better pursuing partnerships and joint initiatives with local 
organisations on selected topics of mutual interest 

c) By “listening” to the needs of local communities by means of dialogues 
and information events, and trying to consider their needs when designing research 
projects 

d) By making their know-how more widely available, so that they may 
support local sustainability efforts more systematically, as opposed to doing so on 
an “ad hoc” basis, as it is largely the case today. 

This study has provided a contribution to the state of the art in respect of the 
identification of the local engagement of universities on matters related to sustainable 
development at the local level. The scientific added value of this research is related to the 
better understanding of the interactions between universities and local communities, and by 
shedding light on the modalities of cooperation and some of the opportunities which may be 
used in the future. It is believed that local cooperation may bring about mutual benefits and 
may catalyse synergies on sustainable development issues at the local level. As to the future, 
it would seem sensible to offer information and training programmes on local partnerships to 
staff at universities, so that they may be in a better position to take the many advantages local 
cooperation on matters related to sustainable development offer to them. To the same level, 
local authorities and communities may benefit from opportunities to link up with their local 
universities and take advantage of the comprehensive body of information and knowledge 
they have.  

Combined, these measures may support the execution of initiatives led by universities 
on matters related to sustainable development, at the level they matter most: the local one. 
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Appendix A 
 
A. Nature of your University:  (  ) Public   (   ) Private      
B. City: 
C. Country: 
 
Part 1- Networking 
 
1. How well would you consider your local network, i.e. your links on matters related to 

sustainable development with local organisations? 
(  ) Excellent   (  ) Very good  
(  ) Good   (  ) Rather weak      (   ) Very weak 
 
2. With which organisations do you usually cooperate on sustainable development 

issues? (multiple choices possible) 
(  ) Other universities   (  ) Other educational institutions (e.g. schools) 
(  ) Businesses  (  ) NGOs    (  ) Others (please specify) 
 
3. How frequently do you cooperate with local organisations on sustainable development 

issues? 
(  ) Very often    (  ) Often  
(  ) Sometimes    (  ) Seldom   (  ) Hardly ever  
 
4. For how long have you been cooperating on sustainable development issues, with 

local organisations? 
(  ) Over 10 years   (  ) Between 5 and 10 years 
(  ) Between 3 to  4 years (  )  Between 1 and 2 years  (  ) One year or less 
 
5. What are the factors which hinder cooperation on sustainable development at the local 

level (multiple choices possible)? 
(  ) Lack of time      (  ) Lack of interest from my university/ my colleagues 
(  ) Lack of coordination  (  ) Lack of interest from local organisations 
(  ) Lack of resources /incentives   (  ) Other (please specify) 
 
 
Part 2- Cooperation in Local Initiatives 
 
6. By means of which initiatives do you usually cooperate with local organisations? 

(multiple choices possible) 
 

 
Other 
universities 

Other 
educational 
institutions 

Businesses NGOs 
Church 
/Religious 
groups 

Others  

Support in organising/ 
running sustainability 
related events at your 
university´s premises 

      

Support in organising/ 
running sustainability 
related events outside your 
university 
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Support in joint 
sustainability projects 

      

Support in 
management/administration 
tasks on sustainability 

      

Facilitating networking on 
sustainability with other 
organisations 

      

Provisions of advice to 
local initiatives 

      

Testing new approaches or 
methods useful to local 
communities 

      

Capacity-building to 
members of the local 
communities 

      

Others (please specify)       

 
 

7. Which thematic areas are usually part of your cooperation with local organisations? 
(multiple choices possible) 

 

 
Other 
universities 

Other 
educational 
institutions 

Businesses NGOs Others 

Theory of sustainable 
development  

     

Practice of sustainable 
development  

     

Nature-based learning      

The Sustainable 
Development Goals 

     

Support on concrete 
occasions/ case studies 

     

Other (please specify)      

 

8. How satisfied are you with the results of the cooperation on sustainable development, 
achieved to date? 

(  ) Very satisfied   (  ) Satisfied 
(  ) Some satisfaction   (   ) Little satisfaction   (  )  Not at all 
 

Part 3- Case studies 

9. Please provide two examples, as case studies, of your work with local organisations. 
Please state the partner, the nature of this cooperation, the activities held to date and 
their outputs.  
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Case study 1 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Case study 2 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
10. In your opinion, what should be done to achieve a better relation and/or intensify 

cooperation efforts at the local level? 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please let us know if you have any other comment or wish to add anything. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Highlights 
 

• Universities are central players and important economic actors in many regions 
• Their contributions towards sustainability efforts at the local level may be 

substantial 
• An analysis and reporting of regional sustainable development initiatives shows 

some deficiencies 
• Understanding the actual and potential role that universities can play on 

sustainable development could help address global challenges 
 


