TRAILBLAZING SUSTAINABILITY:
LESSONS FROM UNIVERSITY
EFFORTS SO FAR

NATASA PETROVIC, SANDRA JEDNAK,
JELENA ANDREJA RADAKOVIC, MARKO CIROVIC,
DUSAN SAVIC

University of Belgrade, Faculty of Organizational Sciences, Belgrade, Serbia
natasa.petrovic@fon.bg.ac.rs, sandra.jednak@fon.bg.ac.rs,
clenaandreja.radakovic@fon.bg.ac.rs, marko.cirovic@fon.bg.ac.rs,
dusan.savic@fon.bg.ac.rs

Universities are pivots not only of knowledge but also of their
practices, which must be sustainable in an age of environmental
crisis and thus set an example for others because the academy has
always been a beacon and guide, even in the most difficult times.
Universities should also educate and "shape" the students who
will be our future and the decision-makers who will impact us all.
Bearing this in mind, the authors of the paper have decided to
outline the examples of beneficial sustainable practices of the
universities with special reference to the sustainable mobility
practices of university students and employees because of their
impact in the fight against climate change. In this way, the existing
practices, as case studies that can be applied outside the
institutions where they started, pave the way for other universities
to include the improvement of sustainability as a necessary goal
in their strategies.

ht
10.18690/urr

ISBN
978-961-286-963-2

Keywords:
sustainability,

university,

sustainable university,

sustainable practices,

sustainable mobility

University of Maribor Press




44TH INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ORGANIZATIONAL SCIENCE DEVELOPMENT:

744
GREEN AND DIGITAL TRANSITION — CHALLENGE OR OPPORTUNITY

1 Introduction

"Happiness can be found even in the darkest of times, if one only remembers
to turn on the light." — ]. K. Rowling

Sustainability, sustainable development (SD), and attaining the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) have become vital, necessary, and sufficient states for
civilisation to move on from the "environmental mess" it created and exist in the
long run. On this path of survival, universities are pivots not only of knowledge but
also of their own practices, which must be sustainable and thus "lead by example"
(Amaral et al., 2015), because the academy has always been a beacon and guide even

in the most difficult times.

The planet's future growth must be based on the preservation of "natural capital”
(air, water, and other environmental resources) while preserving a balance between
human activity and nature's ability to replenish itself. "Environmental concerns"
should be addressed in all major plans, programs, and processes for social progress.
Existing environmental crises require holistic environmental education, and that is
why at the 1972 United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, it was
recommended in the 19% Principle of the The Stockholm Declaration that all nations
promote environmental education, which must be adequate as well as quality,
"developed in accordance with the principles of sustainability with the aim of
including environmental issues in order to expand the basis for responsible behavior
of individuals, organizations, and communities in the protection and improvement
of the environment" (United Nations [UN], n.d.).

For these reasons, today's societies demand high-quality education programs that
promote sustainability and environmental protection (Petrovié, 2024). This
demonstrates the crucial and essential role that universities play as higher education
institutions that educate and "shape" the students who will be our future and the
decision-makers and leaders who will impact us all. According to Gaitan-Angulo and
others (2022) "universities, being the training center for future professionals and
agents of change, have the responsibility to provide society with professionals who,
in the exercise of their profession, meet our current needs without compromising
the possibilities of future generations to respond to theirs". In addition "by

demonstrating best practice in their operations, research and teaching, universities
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have both multiple and multiplier effects on society" (Ralph & Stubbs, 2013). We
need to keep in mind the so-called "third mission of the university" - trying to
enhance people's lives and solve global concerns (Sady et al., 2019).

To this it should be added that universities have "played an instrumental role in
encouraging SD, whether that be through education, research, operations,
community pattnerships, and more" (vanessalevesque, n.d.). Other universities
might include sustainability improvement as a crucial aim in their goals and strategies
by implementing cutrrent sustainable university practices. These strategies describe
universities' approaches to sustainability, as well as key commitments such as
achieving net zero carbon, improving low-carbon travel, increasing environmental
performance, promoting sustainability in teaching and learning, research, and
innovation, and reducing negative operational environmental impact. In this way,
universities, as higher education institutions, outline their sustainability initiatives
and show a way to balance economic and social progress with a concern for the

environment and preserving natural resources.
2 Sustainable University

Every university is distinct and, as a result, addresses sustainability issues in a varied
manner. Also, each university faces different challenges in its efforts to be
sustainable and introduce sustainability in higher education (HE). Table 1 lists these

challenges.

There is no generally applicable concept of a sustainable university, just as there is
no single answer to sustainability challenges, but rather a diversity of approaches

(vanessalevesque, n.d.). Some of definitions of sustainable university are:

—  Sustainable university is "a higher educational institution, as a whole or as a
part, that addresses, involves and promotes, on a regional or a global level,
the minimization of negative environmental, economic, societal, and health
effects generated in the use of their resources in order to fulfill its functions
of teaching, research, outreach and partnership, and stewardship in ways to
help society make the transition to sustainable lifestyles" (Velazquez et al.,
2006).
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A sustainable university is an institution that incorporates sustainable
practices into many sections of its curricula while also encouraging students,
staff, and visitors to evaluate and minimise the impact that they have on the
planet (Celikdemir et al., 2017).

Sustainable universities educate future generations, promote research
initiatives, and engage with external organisations to maintain the
community's long-term viability in terms of the environment, economy, and
society (Sonetti et al., 2016).

Sustainable universities contribute to SD both locally and globally
(Bhowmik et al., 2018).

Sustainable universities educate global citizens on how they may contribute
to SD via their lives, careers, and overall life choices (The UNEP

Sustainable University Framework, n.d.).

Table 1: Challenges of sustainability in HE

Introducing sustainability in higher education

Challenges to
introducing Terminological Teaching and . . .
I . Curriculum orientation
sustainability into challenges learning challenges
HE
. Choosing among the inter-
Planning and e . _-noosing ng
. . Ensuring a shared Creating disciplinary, horizontal (across
implementing . - . ’ .
o understanding of sustainability-related | different courses), vs. vertical
organizational R . . .
h in sustainability and dynamic learning curricular approach (by
changes ’ . .
nges related concepts processes introducing separate,
university .
specialized courses)
Introducin . Introducin
08 Developing new & Choosing among the cross-
changes into A problem-solving o .
o sustainability-related . disciplinary (isolated, task-
university - teaching and e .
HE concepts - specific integration across
management learning methods . T
— courses), vs. inter-disciplinary
. Shifting content- . . .
Addressing the lack of centered HE (topic-specific integration
Ensuring university staff and . across courses, including
. ) teaching and . .
stakeholder administrators . sharing of methods), vs. multi-
. o learning toward the Lo .
involvement sustainability disciplinary (field-specific
student-centered . o
knowledge integration across courses,
approach e .
- retaining specific fields and
Addressing the lack of A
L methods within disciplines),
. university staff and . . .o
Ensuring L R Ensuring the active vs. trans-disciplinary
R administrators . .
sustainability . role of students in approaches (focusing on
. competencies to . . . .
leadership and academic teaching inclusiveness and real-world
generate and . .
shared values . . . and learning problems, transgressing the
implement innovative AT
HE disciplines)
concepts

Source: Alfirevi¢ et al. (2024), Figueir6 and Raufflet (2015)
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2.1 Sustainable University Model

According to the author, Velazquez, and others (2006), the development of the
model of a sustainable university has four phases:

— "Phase one: Developing a sustainability vision for the university.
— Phase two: The mission statement.

— Phase three: Sustainability committee: creating policies, targets, and
objectives.

— Phase four: Sustainability strategies (education, research, outreach and

pattnership, sustainability on campus).”

This model (Figure 1) highlights that sustainability activities should be based on
continual improvement: Plan — Do — Check — Act and "should be made through
incremental steps” (Velazquez et al., 2000), as well as stated by Lozano (2004).
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O | R e —— T e T T L T ¢ e T e T ¢ ¢ - — — —— -
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Strategies for fostering Si bility
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é m * Energy Efficiency Global Climate
Interdisciplinary and
Formal Non-Formal | Informal Multdaciplioey
Undergraduate, Conferences, Family, o ‘Water Efficiency Composting
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coronte Wo:hm Community #Pollution Prevention Transportation and ‘Hazardous Waste
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Ergonomics Others no identified |
by the study
ACT CHECK

Figure 1: Sustainable university model
Soutrce: Velazquez et al. (2006)
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UNEDP's Sustainable University Framework (2021) recognises four core areas of a

sustainable university model (Figure 2):

— "1. Teaching and Research.
— 2. People and Society.
— 3. Environment and Climate.

— 4. Administration and Governance."

These four core areas are utilised to calculate a university's quadruple bottom line.
Figure 2 also lists common aspects included in these universities' core areas

(leadership, ethics, HR, business links etc.).

Teaching, Research, Student

Teaching Engagement
& Research

S ustain i:ll )l c Environment
University & elimete

People

& Society Water, Waste, Biodiversity, Climate

Mitigation and Adaptation, Travel,
Construction, Energy,

Diversity, Equality, Engagement and
Participation, Access, Community, Health
and Wellbeing

Figure 2: Sustainable university four core areas

Source: United Nations Environment Programme - UNEP (2021)
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2.2 Sustainability Reporting at Universities

Sustainable reporting (SR) displays universities’ commitment to SD, SDGs, and
sustainability and can motivate other higher education institutions to take similar
activities and responsibilities for their own actions towards a more sustainable future.
Universities can also use SR as a tool for promoting cooperation and partnerships
with other organisations or stakeholders in gained efforts for achieving SDGs
(Strategist & Strategist, 2024).

In general, SR can be defined as "the process of communicating an organization's
sustainability performance to stakeholders” (KKazemi et al., 2023; Kolk & Pinkse,
2000). SR gives information on the environmental, social, and financial implications,

as well as efforts to achieve sustainability.

There are different frameworks and guidelines for SR such as the GRI, Sustainability
Accounting Standard Boards (SASBs) and Integrated Reports (IR). They refer to
non-financial reporting and therefore can be applied at universities (De Villiers et
al., 2022; Purcell et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2019). The GRI principles are the most
often used and implemented as a framework for SR in universities, particularly in
Europe (Del Mar Alonso-Almeida et al., 2014; Gonzilez et al., 2017). According to
QS World University Rankings 2025: Sustainability 2025 (QS International, 2025),
there are 1,744 ranked higher education institutions in the field of sustainability,
especially in the areas of their environmental and social impact, as well as

governance.

When it comes to universities’ SR, their sustainability frameworks commonly include
the following areas: Teaching and Learning, Research, Operations and
Infrastructure, Engagement & Partnerships, and SDGs. In most cases, priority
initiatives and commitments to improvement include climate change, energy
efficiency, green building, transportation and travel, food, procurement, waste,
plastic-free, water, general sustainability performance assessment, health and well-

being, biodiversity, land use plan, justice, equity, diversity, inclusion...
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3 Sustainable Mobility in Higher Education: Case Studies of

Improvements in Transport and Travel Practices

"By adopting eco-friendly practices, such as reducing carbon emissions, conserving
water, and protecting biodiversity, sustainable travel contributes to the preservation
of delicate ecosystems and helps combat climate change" (Partners, 2024). Climate
changes represent the worst environmental crisis because they are causing a climate

crisis of the global ecosystem of the planet Earth.

When it comes to transport at universities, it must be noted that all SRs emphasise
the need for sustainable university transportation, including business, staff, and
student travel, having in mind their responsibilities for tonnes of CO» equivalent
(CO2¢) emissions per year (e.g., ca. 97,000tC0z¢e at Imperial College London (2024),
which made up 10% of the university’s carbon footprint, as much as its electricity
consumption). University transport involves business travel and travelling by car and

includes all local, national, and international travel taken on behalf of the university.

As a result, universities proposed the following opportunities for implementing

sustainable mobility:

— Implementation of Sustainable Travel Policy (ptinciples: "avoidance of air
travel for national travel, with a limited number of exceptions where air
travel is required; flight class is restricted to economy class, unless for health
reasons or disability; first-class air travel is not allowed for any reason;
support the uptake of first-class and direct flights, and sleeper rail or coach
services where practical”" (The University of Edinburgh, 2025)).

— Active travel can be achieved by developing sustainable travel facilities such
as bike racks, repair stations, and water refill points, ensuring safety and
security, providing cycle hire and maintenance services, hosting e-bike
docking stations, offering adult bike training, offering discounts, and
purchasing second-hand bikes (University of Leeds, 2025).

—  Using public transport.

— Opportunities for more sustainable travelling by car (driving to the
university is not encouraged): limited car parking, using electric vehicles
along with electric car charging points at the university, carpooling/lift
sharing, car hire.
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— Virtual meetings for reducing emissions with the support of Microsoft

Teams, Zoom..., hosting a virtual or hybrid conference.

—  Promotion of using mobile applications for sustainable mobility of students
and university staff.

4 Conclusion

Universities can and should play an important role in making society more
sustainable by teaching and developing world leaders, as well as researching to allow
a sustainable future. In general, a sustainable university should demonstrate its
commitment to sustainability by not only teaching students about the notion and
philosophy of SD, but also integrating this concept into daily organisational
management. Moving forward, universities must build on the findings of previous

studies and continue to engage in sustainable practices (Radakovi¢ et al., 2024).

Acknowledgment

This paper was supported by the University of Belgrade — Faculty of Organizational Sciences, Belgrade,
Serbia.

References

Alfirevi¢, N., Jerkovi¢, I, Jeli¢, P., Piplica, D., & Renduli¢, D. (2024). Sustainability reporting and
international rankings in higher education: a case of the University of Split, Croatia. World,
5(1), 107-118. https://doi.otg/10.3390/wotld5010006

Amaral, L. P., Martins, N., & Gouveia, J. B. (2015). Quest for a sustainable university: a review.
International Jonrnal of Sustainability in Higher Edncation, 16(2), 155-172.
https://doi.org/10.1108/ijshe-02-2013-0017

Bhowmik, J., Selim., S. A., & Huq, S. (2018). The role of universities in achieving the sustainable development
goals (Policy brief). Retrieved from http://www.icccad.net/wp-
content/uploads/2015/12/Policy-Brief-on-role-of-Universities-in-achieving-SDGs.pdf.

Celikdemir, D. Z., Gunay, G., Katrinli, A., & Penbek Alpbaz, S. (2017). Defining sustainable
universities following public opinion formation process. International Journal of S ustainability in
Higher Education, 18(3), 294-300. https:/ /doi.org/10.1108/1J]SHE-06-2015-0105

De Villiers, C., La Torre, M., & Molinari, M. (2022). The Global Reporting Initiative’s (GRI) past,
present and future: critical reflections and a research agenda on sustainability reporting
(standard-setting). Pacific Accounting Review, 34(5), 728—747. https://doi.org/10.1108/ par-02-
2022-0034

Del Mar Alonso-Almeida, M., Marimon, F., Casani, F., & Rodriguez-Pomeda, J. (2014). Diffusion of
sustainability reporting in universities: current situation and future perspectives. Journal of
Cleaner Production, 106, 144—154. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2014.02.008

Figueiro, P. S., & Raufflet, E. (2015). Sustainability in higher education: a systematic review with
focus on management education. Journal of Cleaner Production, 106, 22—33.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.04.118



44TH INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ORGANIZATIONAL SCIENCE DEVELOPMENT:

752
GREEN AND DIGITAL TRANSITION — CHALLENGE OR OPPORTUNITY

Gaitan-Angulo, M., Gémez-Caicedo, M. 1., Torres-Samuel, M., Correa-Guimaraes, A., Navas-Gracia,
L. M., Vasquez-Stanescu, C. L., Ramirez-Pisco, R., & Luna-Cardozo, M. (2022). Sustainability
as an emerging paradigm in universities. Sustainability, 14(5), 2582.
https://doi.org/10.3390/sul14052582

Gonzilez, M., Del Mar Alonso-Almeida, M., & Dominguez, D. (2017). Mapping global sustainability
report scoring: a detailed analysis of Europe and Asia. Quality & Quantity, 52(3), 1041-1055.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-017-0502-y

Imperilal College London (2024). Annual Sustainability Report. Retrieved from
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/impetial-
college/about/ sustainability/ Impetial_Sustainabillity_Report_2023_24.pdf.

Kazemi, M. Z., Elamer, A. A., Theodosopoulos, G., & Khatib, S. F. (2023). Reinvigorating research
on sustainability reporting in the construction industry: A systematic review and future
research agenda. Journal of Business Research, 167, 114145.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbustres.2023.114145

Kolk, A., & Pinkse, J. (2006). Stakeholder mismanagement and corporate social responsibility crises.
European Management Journal, 24(1), 59-72. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.em;j.2005.12.008

Lozano R. (2004). A tool for easy benchmarking sustainability reports in universities. Environmental
Management Sustainable Universities Monterrey.

Partners, C. G. (2024, December 16). How important is sustainable travel? CS Global Partners Limited.
Retrieved from https://csglobalpartners.com/news-how-important-is-sustainable-
travel/#:~:text=By%20adopting%20eco%2Dfriendly%20practices,and%620helps%20combat
%20climate%20change.

Petrovié, N. (2024). Envir tal man. £, 4 amended edition. University of Belgrade — Faculty
of Organizational Sciences. [In Serbian]

Purcell, W. M., Henriksen, H., & Spengler, J. D. (2019). Universities as the engine of transformational
sustainability toward delivering the sustainable development goals. International Jonrnal of
Sustainability in Higher Education, 20(8), 1343—1357. https://doi.org/10.1108/ijshe-02-2019-
0103

QS International. (2025, January 16). O Sustainability University Rankings 2025: Environmental, Social and
Governance. Top Universities. Retrieved from https://www.topuniversities.com/sustainability-
rankings.

Radakovi¢, J. A, Cirovi¢, M., Radojici¢, M., Milenkovi¢, N., & Petrovié, N. (2024). Higher Education
Institutions as Pivotal Change Agents for Environmental Sustainability: A Case Study of
FAZON. In P. Sprajc, D. Maleti¢, N. Petrovi¢, I. Podbregar, A. Skraba, et al. (Eds.) Green and
Digital Transition — Challenge or Opportunity: 431 International Conference on Organizational
Science Development. Portoroz, Slovenia, 20th to the 22nd of March 2024; pp. 819-830.
https://doi.org/10.18690/um.fov.3.2024.59

Ralph, M., & Stubbs, W. (2013). Integrating environmental sustainability into universities. Higher
Education, 67(1), 71-90. https://doi.otg/10.1007/s10734-013-9641-9

Sady, M., Zak, A., & Rzepka, K. (2019). The Role of Universities in Sustainability-Oriented
Competencies Development: Insights from an Empirical Study on Polish Universities.
Administrative Sciences, 9(3), 62. https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/admsci9030062

Sonetti, G., Lombardi, P., & Chelleri, L. (2016). True green and sustainable university campuses?
Toward a clusters approach. Sustainability, §(1), 83.

Strategist, H. B. —. C. &. C., & Strategist, H. B. —. C. &. C. (2024, September 27). The Value of
Sustainability Reporting in Higher Education Institutions — Sustainability Update.
Sustainability Update — Insights and Perspectives for Your Sustainability Journey. https:/ /ga-
institute.com/Sustainability-Update/ the-value-of-sustainability-reporting-in-highet-
education-institutions,/

The UNEP Sustainable University Framework (n.d.). Retrieved from
https:/ /www.educationracetozero.org/ files/usuf.pdf.




N. Petrovic et al.: Trailblazing Sustainability: Lessons from University Efforts so Far 753

The University of Edinburgh (2025). Travel. Retrieved from
https://sustainability.ed.ac.uk/governance-publications-reports/reports/2021-22 /we-will-
become-zero-carbon-zero-waste/travel.

United Nations — UN. (n.d.). United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, 5-16 June 1972,
Stockhbolm. Retrieved from
https:/ /www.un.otg/en/conferences/environment/stockholm1972.

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). (2021). UNEP's Sustainable University Framework.
Retrieved from https:/ /www.unep.org/resources/ toolkits-manuals-and-guides/uneps-
sustainable-university-framework.

University of Leeds (2025). Active fravel. Retrieved from https://sustainability.leeds.ac.uk/get-
involved/reduce-your-environmental-impact/sustainable-travel / active-travel /

Vanessalevesque (n.d.). Sustainability Methods & Perspectives. Pressbooks. Retrieved from
https://pressbooks.pub/sustainabilitymethods/ .

Velazquez, L., Munguia, N., Platt, A., & Taddei, J. (20006). Sustainable university: what can be the
matter? Journal of Cleaner Production, 14(9-11), 810-819.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2005.12.008

Yang, M. X, 1i, J., Yu, 1. Y., Zeng, K. J., & Sun, J. (2019). Environmentally sustainable or
economically sustainable? The effect of Chinese manufacturing firms’ corporate sustainable
strategy on their green performances. Business Strategy and the Environment, 28(6), 989-997.
https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.2296



44TH INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ORGANIZATIONAL SCIENCE DEVELOPMENT:

754
GREEN AND DIGITAL TRANSITION — CHALLENGE OR OPPORTUNITY






