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Abstract   

Institutions of higher educations (IHE), particularly universities, have a 
significant role to play in the global transformation to socio-ecological 
sustainability. This study focuses on the strategic planning efforts of one 
university, the University of Canterbury in Christchurch, New Zealand 
where The Natural Step Framework (TNSF) is being used to develop a pan-
University Sustainability Plan. Drawing upon the triple helix model of 
university-government-industry interactions for knowledge creation, and 
integrating principles of education for sustainable development into 
strategic organizational learning and change processes within higher 
education, this study suggests that advocates for sustainability within IHE 
can use the TNSF to assess institutional barriers and communicate specific 
opportunities in order to institutionalize strategic sustainable development 
and promote socio-ecological innovation. 
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Executive Summary 
 
We now have more than a quarter-century’s worth of evidence of world-
wide destruction, both ecological and social, which will require action if 
humans intend to have a humane habitation of the Earth into the indefinite 
future. It is this choice, whether to continue in the status quo of diminishing 
returns or to engage in a deep reevaluation and recalibration of human 
existence, which lies at the heart of the term sustainable development. 
 
Ultimately though, the choice to pursue or ignore sustainability will not be 
made in one great fell swoop of collective agreement. Rather, it will be an 
indefinite series of choices, made at different times and in different places 
and contexts all over the world. If we choose sustainability as our basic 
aim, as an intelligent species, we will need to choose it over and over and 
over again; as a never-ending act of consciousness to counteract our already 
proven capability of unconscious destruction. 
 
The question of how we will know what is sustainable as opposed to what 
is not has no easy answers (although I would argue we are actually more 
capable of solving this problem than many believe). The answer, in my 
opinion lies in the combination of two uniquely human products: science 
and philosophy, defining philosophy here as the “love and pursuit of 
wisdom by intellectual means and moral self-discipline”1. In order for this 
to happen we must demonstrate thoughtful and candid communication in all 
segments of society, in a way that is, to this point in human history, 
unprecedented.  
 
Such societal transformation, requiring participation of a broad cross-
section of stakeholders in the global society, should be facilitated by 
knowledgeable and ethical people who are aware of both the consequences 
of inaction and the opportunities for change. Herein resides the significance 
of higher education. In order for people to effectively enter into 
conversation and contribute to desired outcomes they must be equipped 
with at least a common understanding of the situation at hand.  
 
                                                 
1 This definition of the word philosophy is taken from Dictionary.com, an on-line 
dictionary supported by The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 
Fourth Edition. 
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In this context we can then ask: where will the leaders of such change come 
from and further, how will they be prepared to proceed in a 
transdisciplinary way given that much education is currently 
“departmentalized” and narrow in focus? 
 
Of primary interest here is the role of universities as a potential force for 
integration of sustainability principles in both theory- and case-based 
practice. Because of the important role of Universities in research, 
relationships with industry, government and non-governmental 
organizations (NGO), and in the preparation of young professionals and 
educated citizens, they can be seen as “leverage points” for vast socio-
ecological innovation toward sustainability. 
 
Background. The University of Canterbury (UC) is one among a growing 
number of institutions of higher education (IHE) world-wide who are 
striving to plan for sustainable development. What this means is often 
confusing and contested within institutions as well as the rest of society. In 
order to address this issue, scientific principles for sustainable development 
have been used in a pilot project involving three departments within the 
university. In conjunction with a national mandate for all IHE in New 
Zealand to address sustainable development in their strategic plans, a new 
opportunity has arisen within UC for the creation of university-wide 
sustainability initiatives based on scientific principles and organizational 
learning. This study aims to assess current organizational conditions within 
the university influencing progress toward sustainability and to evaluate the 
strategic development of the pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan. 
 
Research Questions. In order to direct the study toward findings that might 
be useful to UC change agents, research questions relate to the strategic 
sustainable development (SSD) and The Natural Step Framework (TNSF—
described below). The questions are: 

1. What success factors can be identified to help the UC planning 
group2 develop strategic sustainability initiatives that will engage 
the university as a whole to transition toward sustainability? 

                                                 
2 The UC planning group is responsible for developing the pan-University Sustainability 
Plan and consists of the Environmental Sustainability Advocate, the Director of Facilities 
Management, the Director of the Planning and Institutional Research Unit (PIRU), with 
consultation from TNS New Zealand. This is a different group than the UC Pilot Project 
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a. In what ways can the UC planning group be strategic in the 
initial development of the sustainability initiatives? 

b. What can be learned from other universities that have (i) 
distinguished themselves as acting strategically toward 
some (or all) aspects of socio-ecological sustainability and 
(ii) have made measurable progress toward sustainability? 

c. What are common factors/aspects contributing to their 
progress (or lack of progress) towards sustainability?  

d. How applicable to other universities is UC’s experience?  
 
Methods. In an overall method of triangulation and action research, this 
study enlists a pre-existing framework for strategic sustainable 
development—the TNSF3. More specifically, the five-level model for 
planning in a complex system (one component of the TNSF) is used to 
guide the inquiry.  
 
In this study, the five-level model is used in four distinct ways. First, it is 
used to guide the literature review. Second, it is used to develop a 
questionnaire for participants of the UC Sustainability Pilot Project,4 in 
order to assess the current reality of UC sustainability efforts. The 
questionnaire also serves as a vehicle to compared findings from UC to 
success factors identified in the literature review. Third, the model is used 
to evaluate the development of the UC pan-University Draft Sustainability 
Plan. Finally, in a more limited scope, the model is applied to the 
comparative analysis of other IHE.  
 
Results. The study has produced five main findings:  

1. The study identifies principles of education for sustainability / 
sustainable development (EfS/ESD) to guide the organizational 

                                                                                                                           
group which was a voluntary short-term project consisting of participants from three 
departments within UC. 
3 The TNSF can be conceptually divided into three parts: (1) the Funnel, a metaphor 
explaining the current unsustainable direction of the system, i.e. society within the 
biosphere (see Diagram 1), (2) sustainability principles (SP)—scientifically derived 
principles for base-level socio-ecological sustainability of the system, and (3) the five-level 
model and ABCD method for strategic planning in complex systems. 
4 UC Sustainability Pilot Project is a test project involving three departments within UC 
(Facilities Management, Geography, and Continuing Education) who participated in 
workshops using the TNSF to create strategic sustainability plans for their respective 
departments. 
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learning process as well as the individual learning process in 
conjunction with the TNSF. In terms of the five-level model, the 
principles can be conceptualized at level 3 (Strategy), and perhaps 
also at level 2 (Success) as sub-principles of TNS sustainability 
principle #4. 

2. And finally, the study suggests that the triple helix model used to 
describe innovation and knowledge creation between IHE, 
government, industry, and hybrid organizations, can be a useful 
concept to direct strategic trans-sectoral cooperation for sustainable 
development. 

3. The study reveals the significance of the presence of clear national 
support (even if only on the surface at this point) for IHE to play a 
leading role in society’s transition to sustainability, as public 
commitments provide a handle for sustainability advocates to attach 
their efforts. 

4. The case study of UC reveals that the university displays 
characteristics of both a sustainability laggard and a sustainability 
leader. However, taken together, UC is currently poised to become a 
leader in SSD. This is in large part due to the use of the TNSF in 
developing a strategy to institutionalize sustainable development 
through the pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan.  

5. The study also confirms previous findings stating that in order for 
an IHE to make lasting and meaningful change toward 
sustainability, initiatives must expand to include more than just the 
“fire souls” who have a personal commitment to sustainable 
development. For this to happen a “top-down, bottom-up” (as well 
as a “middle-out”) approach to organizational learning and change 
is needed and appropriate resource allocation is essential. 

 
Conclusion. While the success of UC’s sustainability efforts may not be 
fully evident for quite some time, several valuable lessons have emerged 
through the process of participatory theoretical and practical inquiry 
embodied in this project. As with any study, many new questions emerge 
which can lead in new directions. This study, therefore, represents one step 
in a very long learning process for this researcher, for the University of 
Canterbury, and for others interesting in how IHE can contribute to socio-
ecological sustainability. 
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1 Introduction 
 
Origins of Intelligence. A historical evaluation of the role of higher 
education in society reveals how significant institutions of higher education 
have been in shaping our current situation—i.e. socio-ecological 
unsustainability. So too does it reveal opportunities for the role of higher 
education in a transition toward sustainability.  
 
Since the appearance of our predecessors Homo sapiens or “wise man” 
about 200,000 years ago, our species (Homo sapiens sapiens or “wise-wise 
man”) has been on a slow but steadily inclining path of learning and social 
change.5 Many scientists believe this evolutionary program has been driven 
primarily by the immediate contextual influence of the environment. In 
fact, changes in climate, resource availability due to population fluctuations 
and inter-species competition have always played a significant role in 
determining changes in behavior for all creatures; to the extent that 
behavior can be changed enough to ensure survival. Through this process 
humans have developed an invaluable evolutionary competitive advantage 
in terms of adaptability relative to other species—intelligence. 
 
What is intelligence?  
 
According to Renato Sabbatini [1], intelligence is defined as “the ability to 
adapt effectively to the environment, either by making a change in oneself 
or by changing the environment or finding a new one”. Sabbatini goes on to 
describe the appropriateness of this definition due to its embodiment of 
“learning (a change in oneself), manufacturing and sheltering (changing the 
environment) and migration (finding a new environment)”. As such, 
intelligence is described as a “multifactorial entity, involving things such as 
language, thought, memory, imagination, reasoning, conscience (the 
perception of self), capacity for learning and integration of several sensory 
modalities.” He concludes by stating that, “intelligence is not a single 
mental process, but rather a combination of many mental processes directed 
toward effective adaptation to the environment”. 
 
                                                 
5 For more on the history of human intelligence please see the following sites: “The 
Evolution of the Human” by Prof. Grover Krantz 
http://www.onelife.com/evolve/manev.html and “The Evolution of Intelligence” by Renato 
Sabbatini, PhD http://www.cerebromente.org.br/n12/mente/evolution/evolution_i.html
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Simply put, intelligence can be thought of as a cognitive state resulting 
from the learning process (i.e. thinking, reasoning, acquiring and applying 
knowledge); a process by which relatively lasting change in potential 
behavior occurs as a result of practice or experiences [2]. People learn 
throughout their lives, both consciously (e.g. through critically thinking and 
reflecting on issues) and subconsciously (e.g. by following the actions of 
others without questioning why) [3]. By its very nature, learning is both an 
environmental and social process of development. 
 
Education, on the other hand, though closely linked to learning, implies 
direction and constraints that guide the learning process to a determined or 
desired outcome. Education, in its formal sense, is “a conscious effort by 
human society to impart skills and modes of thought considered essential 
for social functioning” [2]. As such, education is very much a method of 
societal conditioning for individual and group thinking and behaviors based 
on social values and aspirations6.  
 
Roots of Public Education. If we look back to the emergence of public and 
higher education (HE) in our current global society, we may begin with 
Middle-eastern mathematicians whose numeric system we use still, and the 
ancient Greeks, whose institutions of advanced education were established 
by the Sophists and philosophers before the founding of the Academy. At 
its beginnings, formal education was not wide-spread and educated people 
rose steadily to positions of social influence. Continue in time past the 
medieval monastic schools and universities run by religious institutions and 
the formalized apprenticeship processes for laymen through to the 
Renaissance and the Reformation, in which education became more wide-
spread and accessible. This was also a period that saw great advances in art, 
music, and literature. Though a precise date is hard to pin, the scientific 
method emerged at around the time of Leonardo de Vinci in the sixteenth 
century and was later brought into wider view in the seventeenth century by 
scholars such as Sir Isaac Newton. The eighteenth century ushered in the 
Industrial Revolution with its compounding technological developments 
bringing more people into factories, away from small farms and villages, 
creating larger urban regions. By the nineteenth century elementary and 
secondary schools were established to accommodate larger proportions of 
the population able to attend as well as the establishment of land-grant 
colleges (particularly in the western United States)—a development that 

                                                 
6 This is an important point which we will return to in the following sections. 
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encouraged the rise of public universities, the ethos of public service, and 
the linking of research to agricultural and industrial development [4] as a 
means of directing and speeding social development. This overview brings 
us very near the present date. 7
 
To trace the history of education in this way is at once dizzying, but also 
quite relevant to the current topic of strategic sustainable development 
(SSD) in higher education (HE). A deeper exploration might reveal that 
critical thinkers within HE have, throughout much of this long promenade, 
played an essential part in both the exploration of the constantly changing 
biophysical and social environment and the establishment of guiding values 
for the directed development of society. From this humanistic perspective 
of education—consisting of human values and aspirations—it may be easier 
to see how the rise of social intelligence has had significant impacts on 
environmental intelligence—through striving to meet the demands of an 
ever increasing human population requiring greater innovations for the 
provision of sustenance and resources through cultivation, extraction, 
construction, etc—and how changes in our bio-physical environment could 
have significant impacts on the evolution of our collective intellect as we 
adapt to constant change [5].  
 
Yet with centuries of evolved thought inextricably linked to changes in the 
environment, a discontinuity has emerged between our ability to manipulate 
the environment and our ability to recognize feedback mechanisms from it. 
This disparity is due, in part, to the magnitude and far reaching impacts of 
our actions. Indeed, environmental and social problems have multiplied and 
changed in character during the past decades: from local to global, from 
distinct to diffuse, from short time delay between cause and effect to long 
time delay, and from relatively low complexity to high complexity [6] 
 
A Flawed Paradigm. One likely reason for the disparity between perception 
and action is the predominant paradigm of economic growth—a paradigm 
based on “consumption”, or resource throughput, that does not consider 
“resources” to be from finite and complexly interconnected natural systems. 
As the paradigm has become more widely accepted and pervasive, it has 
formed in the minds of people what Daly [7] calls a “preanalytic vision”, 

                                                 
7 For an expanded, though still simplistic version of the history of education as we know it, 
please see: 
http://www.encyclopedia.com/html/section/educatio_developmentofeducation.asp
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or to rephrase, a default understanding of the way things work. The 
economic growth paradigm recognizes the environment as an infinite and 
linear stream of source and sink (origin and destination) for society’s 
activities and byproducts and suggests that all problems (environmental or 
social) can be solved with more economic activity. With this logic, there 
are always substitutions for depleted resources and our wastes can just be 
thrown away. However, such thinking is fundamentally flawed because it is 
not linked to the principles8 that govern our planet, e.g. the laws of physics. 
 
In fact, the emergence of the economic growth paradigm signals much 
more than just a flawed understanding of the way the world works from a 
scientific perspective. There has also been a loss in the legitimacy of the 
role of ethical principles and values in shaping our societal activities and 
environs: 

Kate Rowles, the outdoor philosopher, argues that we can have as 
reasoned a debate about ethics and values as we can for science. She 
refutes the idea that ethics and values are soft and subjective. What 
is right or wrong is not, for example like a preference for butter or 
margarine. Reason underpins ethics and values, and reason can be 
analyzed. Therefore, ethics and values, unlike tastes and 
preferences, are accountable to argument and reason, experience 
and strongly held institutions and beliefs [8]. 

 
David Orr [10] also reminds us of the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
suggestion “that the modern world suffers from moral amnesia, the vague 
awareness of a deficiency of virtue that we can no longer describe”. In the 
emergent absence of the understanding of virtue—or moral reasoning—
which Orr explains as once being “the mean between extremes of excess 
and deficiency that could be defined by a person of practical wisdom, […] 
founded on a kind of moral ecology, […] an awareness of mutual 
dependence, […] inseparable from one’s life within a community”, there 
has been a shift toward the economic growth paradigm and a rising 
dependence on the notion that all perceived problems can be solved through 
greater economic growth and advances in technology. Without an 
“awareness of mutual dependence”, this way of thinking relies upon an 

                                                 
8 The usage of the word principle here is consistent with natural law—“a basic principle 
describing reality as we know it and that is necessarily true, i.e. it has no known exceptions 
and its violation would require an overhaul of all aspects of what science has generated.” 
[9] 
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irrational faith in the utility of information9 and technology. As Daly [7] 
notes: 

The much-touted ‘information economy’ is often presented as a 
strategy for escaping biophysical limits. Its modern devotees 
proclaim that ‘whereas matter and energy decay according to the 
laws of entropy…information is…immortal.’ And further, ‘The 
universe itself is made of information—matter and energy are only 
simple forms of it’. Such half-truths forget that information does not 
exist apart from physical brains, books, and computers, and, further, 
that brains require the support of bodies, books require library 
buildings, computers run on electricity, etc. At worst, the 
information economy is seen as a computer-based explosion of the 
symbol manipulation of the paper economy. 

 
Recollections of Basic Principles of Science and Ethics. One of the key 
challenges to sustainable development, therefore, is the widespread 
misunderstanding of the way the world works—i.e. complex human 
systems (based on implicit norms and values) interdependently connected 
to complex natural systems. Simply stated: 

Lacking this sense, people are not likely to care deeply enough to 
join the constituency for change that must finally think, live, and 
vote differently. People who regard their welfare narrowly are 
unlikely to support large-scale social change when it costs 
something. Hence, without a virtuous public that cares deeply about 
the protection and enhancement of life, there will be no constituency 
for hard choices ahead and for the policy changes necessary for 
sustainability [10]. 

 
If people do not care deeply about the protection and enhancement of life 
because of a flawed paradigm, where would the thrust of a shift in 
paradigm come from? 
 

                                                 
9 For an interesting explanation of the value of information, please see Goran Broman’s [9] 
demonstration of the how negentropy (order, as opposed to disorder, or entropy) can be 
shown to be related to exergy (availability or quality). He uses a simple dice throwing 
exercise to demonstrate this concept (pp. 114-116). I suggest this reference to stress the 
significance of information, in its various forms, reminding the reader that even at the 
microscopic level (of numbers on dice in this case) one can explore dynamics of a complex 
system. 
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This question has fueled much discussion about “the need for a compass, or 
framework that can sensitize society beyond the moral insight that 
destroying the future capacity of the earth to support life is wrong—as this 
presupposition is widely, but not universally, shared” [6]. Scientifically 
derived principles of sustainability—i.e. the TNS SP—used in conjunction 
with concepts of organizational learning and strategic management 
techniques—i.e. the TNSF—provide a very effective overall framework for 
strategic sustainable development. Essential to the effectiveness of this 
framework is systems thinking—the ability to perceive all actions and 
events as parts of one interconnected whole, or system. For the individual, 
this means recognizing one’s self as part of a larger system—i.e. individual 
within a family within society within the Earth within the larger universe—
constantly influencing and being influenced by changes occurring at myriad 
points and times throughout the system by all other parts of the system. 
Decidedly, this way of thinking conflicts with reductionist views of reality 
represented by the economic growth paradigm. 
 
However, any efforts to improve society’s general understanding of 
sustainability through education—the guided process of learning—and the 
promotion of systems thinking should not take for granted the necessity for 
both scientific and ethical ways of knowing. Ultimately, our ability to 
understand the system is dependent upon more than natural laws and 
principles. Values, motivations, and emotions all play an essential role in 
our interactions with the system and cannot be explained completely with 
the laws of thermodynamics, for instance. 
 
There have, in fact, been a growing number discussions about the 
implications of “education for sustainability”; a wording which, according 
to many researchers is, “[…] a clear value-based standpoint […] to be 
normatively for something” [11]. In such statements, to say that education 
is for sustainability is to say that education is a means (or a tool) to 
achieving sustainability as a desired state end.  
 
In terms of formal education for sustainable development, Parkins et. al 
suggest that: 

In all walks of life – business, research and government – the 
demand for the ethics and values governing policies and practice to 
be made explicit is increasing. If sustainability is to be achieved, the 
ethics and values that support it will be just as important as 
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scientific and technological advance. Therefore, any [educational] 
course that integrates sustainability competencies successfully 
should make explicit the ethics and values that shape its contents 
and govern the way educators and learners work together. [8] 

 
Therefore, it is most likely that the kind of thinking—the reasoned 
combination of science, ethics, and systems thinking—needed to transition 
toward sustainability can be fostered quite effectively through formal 
education, particularly higher education. After all, as Michael Shriberg [12] 
notes, college and university faculty [academic staff] have been 
instrumental in discovering the growing ecological crisis facing the world 
and that calls for reconciliation between human society and the natural 
world have come from all corners of the academic world. But, how 
effectively can the current system of higher education promote education 
for sustainability, and what particular factors can be identified within IHE 
to enable strategic sustainable development (SSD)? To answer this 
question, the five-level provides valuable insights. 
 
 
1.1 Project Background 
 
This project builds upon the steadily emerging sense of urgency, on the part 
of the researcher, to identify points of highest leverage within society that 
can speed necessary social transitions to sustainability. As will be discussed 
in this paper, institutions of higher education offer tremendous potential to 
galvanize the process of sustainable development through the critical 
combination of public discourse, knowledge transfer, and innovative 
practice. 
 
 
1.2 Aim and Scope 
 
The purpose of this study is to take a closer look at a university as it 
transitions toward sustainability. A case-study of the University of 
Canterbury (UC), in Christchurch, New Zealand, provides that specific 
focus. More specifically, the study will evaluates briefly the history of UC’s 
experiences in transitioning toward sustainability thus far as well as the 
current effort to institutionalize sustainability into the general planning 
structure of the university via the pan-University Sustainability Plan. To do 
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this, a pre-existing framework for strategic planning toward sustainability, 
known as The Natural Step Framework (TNSF), is used to evaluate the 
planning process and, in conjunction with findings from a literature review 
of strategic sustainable development in institutions of higher education 
(IHE) in order to identify strategic success factors within the university and 
within the larger context of global socio-ecological sustainability. The same 
framework and findings are also used to identify leading examples of 
strategic planning and action toward institutional sustainable development 
from other IHE around the world. 

Simply stated, it is the intent of the researcher to positively contribute to the 
University of Canterbury’s successful transition by providing an external 
strategic perspective to the plan development process. In conjunction with 
the existing partnership between UC and TNS NZ (the New Zealand branch 
of an international NGO, The Natural Step, focused on strategic sustainable 
development) this study also aims to build upon that relationship by 
bringing academic insights from a Master’s program at the Blekinge 
Tekniska Högskola (BTH), in Karlskrona, Sweden. It is, therefore, also the 
sincere hope of this researcher to contribute to the growing body of 
knowledge about sustainability internationally as well as to the growing 
network of sustainability professionals, organizations and institutions 
striving to accelerate change. 
 
 
1.2  Limitations 
 
It is worth noting that this study is not based on empirical research of a 
statistical nature. Instead it relies on documentation and insights gathered 
through a variety of means. Due to the inherent temporal and spatial10 
constraints of the thesis project, the research relies primarily on secondary 
data, in the form of available public documentation as well as other 
government and NGO sources for all components of the study (literature 
review, case study and gathering of examples from other IHE). Primary 
data was collected mainly in the form of document review, interviews, 
written correspondence, and a selectively distributed questionnaire. 
                                                 
10 Mention of time constraint refers to the relatively short thesis period of this one year 
master’s course. The spatial constraint of this project is mainly geographical, i.e. the 
researcher being based in Sweden, the case study IHE being located in New Zealand, and 
the locations of the various “peer” IHE, etc. This is particularly relevant to the 
coordination of voice communications due to the variations in time zones. 

8 



 
The degree to which programs have documented their experiences in print, 
and made them publicly accessible, is one major limitation of this study. To 
mitigate the negative effects of this situation the researcher has chosen to 
identify IHE and other organizations to include in the study based upon the 
extent and availability of their documentation, as a selection criteria. The 
assumption follows, then, that IHE that are most concerned with sustainable 
development and are most actively pursuing initiatives and organizational 
change toward sustainability are also the one’s most likely to document 
their activities and experiences and publish them for a wider audience. 
Subsequently, there may be cases worthy of note that are not included in 
this study for simple lack of publicly available documentation. 
 
One further limitation of the study is the inability of the researcher to utilize 
documents presented in languages other than English. For example, IHE in 
Sweden have been making notable progress toward sustainability, but this 
researcher chose not to focus heavily on them because of the potential for 
substantial delays and gaps in necessary information. The researcher does 
recognize, however, that such a decision may have unduly excluded the 
potentially significant contributions by Swedish IHE, among others, to the 
global transition toward sustainability. 
 
Finally, as regards the primary justification for the study—to not just 
document the experience of the chosen IHE, but to provide meaningful 
information that positively influences outcomes of its strategic transition 
toward sustainability—there is the potential for researcher/subject bias. In 
accordance with the aim of the study, certain key assumptions require 
elaboration here: (1) in the opinion of the researcher, IHE do have an 
important role to play in the transition to socio-ecological sustainability 
locally and globally, and (2) such a transition requires strategic planning 
and cooperation. Therefore, even though this decision may impact the 
generalizability of the study, the potential benefits—i.e. learning through 
participation and acceleration of change toward sustainability—in the 
researcher’s judgment outweigh the potential disadvantages.  
 
This rationale is in line with the field of participatory action research (PAR) 
as a sociologic method of study, which is further developed in the methods 
section of this paper. 
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1.3  Research Questions 
 

1. What success factors can be identified to help the UC planning 
group11 develop strategic sustainability initiatives that will engage 
the university as a whole to transition toward sustainability? 

a. In what ways can the UC planning group be strategic in the 
initial development of the sustainability initiatives? 

b. What can be learned from other universities that have (i) 
distinguished themselves as acting strategically toward 
some (or all) aspects of socio-ecological sustainability and 
(ii) have made measurable progress toward sustainability? 

c. What are common factors/aspects contributing to their 
progress (or lack of progress) towards sustainability?  

d. How applicable to other universities is UC’s experience?  
 
 
1.4 Layout of the Paper 
 
Chapter 2 sets out the theoretical and methodological frame for the study. 
Chapter 3 discusses bodies of literature of HE and IHE in society related to 
organizational learning and change and introduces principles of education 
for sustainability / sustainable development (EfS/ESD) to the TNSF. 
Chapter 4 presents the University of Canterbury case study, which assesses 
the institution’s history of sustainability related plans and activities, current 
organizational conditions, as well as the strategic development of a 
university-wide sustainability plan. Chapter 5 provides a comparative 
evaluation of experiences at other universities in regard to strategic 
sustainable development (SSD). Chapter 6 concludes by revisiting the 
research questions and theoretical frame of the study and outlines 
implications and shortcomings of the project as well as recommendations 
for further study. 
 

                                                 
11 The UC planning group is responsible for developing the pan-University Sustainability 
Plan and consists of the Environmental Sustainability Advocate, the Director of Facilities 
Management, the Director of the Planning and Institutional Research Unit (PIRU), with 
consultation from TNS New Zealand. This is a different group than the UC Pilot Project 
group which was a voluntary short-term project consisting of participants from three 
departments within UC. 
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2 Theoretical and Methodological Frame for 
the Study 

 
2.1 Methods 
 
The specific methods chosen for this study comprise an overall 
methodological frame based on the research concept of triangulation. As 
any given method may bring a particular insight to a study, including those 
with gaps of information or misinterpretation, triangulation, or the 
combination of different study methods provides greater accuracy and 
reliability. Many researchers from a wide range of fields agree that not only 
does triangulation enhance the overall reliability of a study, but it provides 
a complement of qualitative and quantitative data that is essential for 
understanding the nature of problems being addressed [12].  
 
Due to the particular constraints of this study, as elaborated in the 
limitations section of the introduction, it was not possible to delve into as 
much depth or explore in as much breadth as would have been necessary 
for a more generalizable study. As such, the study reconciles this reality 
with a more specific, action research-based approach to the topic of 
sustainability in higher education (HE). Therefore, the particular findings 
and outcomes of this study must be considered in light of the purpose and 
context with which it was conducted. 
 
The specific methods chosen for this study consist of: (1) a review of 
literature related to the advancement of sustainability within HE, 
particularly focusing on identifying success factors in line with the main 
thesis question; organizational conditions, pathways, and processes that are 
necessary for organizational change and learning related to institutions of 
higher education (IHE), (2) a single case study based on a determined 
framework of evaluation for SSD supported by a selectively distributed 
questionnaire, and (3) a comparative evaluation of select other universities 
based on the same framework of evaluation. 
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2.2 Framework of Evaluation—TNS Framework 
 
As mentioned briefly above, this study relies on a pre-existing framework 
for SSD to conduct the case study as well as a comparative case study. The 
framework chosen is The Natural Step Framework (TNSF) which can be 
conceptually divided into three parts: (1) the Funnel, a metaphor explaining 
the current unsustainable direction of the system, i.e. society within the 
biosphere (see Diagram 1), (2) sustainability principles (SP)—scientifically 
derived principles for base-level socio-ecological sustainability of the 
system, and (3) the five-level model and ABCD method for strategic 
planning in complex systems. All components of the framework have 
coevolved through an ongoing process of theoretical development based in 
physical science, professional practice within organizations, and research 
on organizational change and strategic management. For the purposes of 
this study, only the 2nd and 3rd components—the SP and the Five-level 
model with the ABCD method—will be explained in further detail in the 
following sections. 
 

 

 
 
 

Figure 2.1: TNS Resource Funnel [13] 
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2.2.1 Sustainability Principles12  
 

Since there is probably no limit to the number of possible designs of 
sustainable societies, the definition must be searched for on the 
principle level—any sustainable society would meet such principles 
[6]. 

 
Sustainability Principles. The ability to make decisions in a complex 
system requires system thinking, one aspect of which is the identification of 
the overall principles of how the system works [14]. In the case of global 
sustainability, the system is defined as society within the ecosphere13, 
therefore any principles for sustainable development must be based upon an 
understanding of how the system is constituted and functions, (e.g. 
thermodynamics, biogeochemical cycles, ecological interdependencies of 
species, societal exchange with and dependency on the ecosphere) [15].  
 
From a practical point of view, the TNS SP have been derived by 
examining unsustainability by asking the following question: what are the 
mechanisms through which the system (society within the ecosphere) can 
be destroyed? 
  
Worded as statements of what NOT to do, the SP are “impossibility 
statements”, which can, as Daly [7] notes, be invaluable to the decision 
making process: 

 
Most basic laws of science are impossibility statements: it is 
impossible to create or destroy matter [or] energy, it is impossible to 
travel faster than the speed of light, it is impossible to make a 
perpetual motion machine, and so on. In today’s world, however, 
impossibility is not a popular concept. Yet if we know that 
something is impossible then we can save an infinite amount of time 
and money by not trying to do it. 

 
                                                 
12For a partial comparative overview of different principles, see the website of the 
Environmental Policy Institute, Ontario Canada. Principles of Sustainability: A 
Compilation from http://www.brocku.ca/epi/sustainability/sustprin.htm as well as the US 
Department of Energy’s Smart Communities Network website, 
http://www.sustainable.doe.gov/overview/principles.shtml (accessed on 05.05.2005) 
13 Also referred to as the biosphere, the ecosphere is the layer of the Earth that is capable of 
supporting life. 
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TNS Sustainability Principles (SP)  for Ecological and Social Sustainability 

Impossibility statement SP # Elaboration 

SP 1 … concentrations of m als ateri
extracted from the h’s crust,  Eart

SP 2 … concentrations of substances 
produced by society, 

In a sustainable society, 
nature is NOT subject to 
systematically increasing… 

SP 3 … degradation by phy al means, sic

And in that society, people 
are NOT systematically … 

SP 4 … obstructed from meeting their 
needs. 

 
Table 2.1 s for Ecological and Social Sustainability 

 
In application, “The principles are used as a non-prescriptive starting point 
for system thinking about sustainability. Starting from the principles, 
different actors within science, business, organizations and municipalities 
(who are experts within their own field) ask themselves relevant questions 
nd draw conclusions about what these principles will imply for their 
pecifi ement 
t this foundational level while allowing for divergence, or creativity, in 

order to 

ver, due to differences in 

: Principle

a
s c activities” [14]. The intention is to use the SP to create agre
a
potential applications and outcomes in planning for sustainability.  
 
The process for using the SP, therefore, involves dialogue that stresses the 
importance of “simplicity without reductionism”; discussing problems at 
the level of first-order principles in order to better understand the 
complexity of details within the system [16]. Beginning with the most 
fundamental understanding of the rules governing the system, persons may 
then progress to higher levels of complexity, as is necessary in 

ake decisions without getting lost in the details. m
 
 
2.2.2 The Five-level Model 
 
Over the years, researchers and practitioners have worked to develop 
principles, strategies, actions, and tools to better understand and inform 
decisions for sustainable development (SD). Howe
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scope, scale, intent and comprehensiveness of the various ideas and 
ameworks, confusion can exit regarding the qualities, different linkages 

, and consequently, how to best apply 
em. [17] [15]. For planning in a complex system, the five-level model has 

inciples) that underpin its 

me of 

3. 

4. es that comply with the principles 

ols—measure and provide information about the 

                                                

fr
between the tools and approaches
th
been shown to provide the organizational clarity needed to assess the 
relationships between SD tools and initiatives such as the Ecological 
Footprint, Natural Capital, TNSF, Factor 10, Sustainable Technological 
Development, UNEP/Cleaner Production, and Zero Emission, as well as 
various policies, incentives, and concepts [15]. 
 
Since this study uses the five-level model to explore the area of higher 
education, which has not been documented previously14, I will explain 
briefly the different hierarchical levels (with the following numbered list 
and figure) and how the model is used to inform this study [17] [15]. 

1. System, or Constitutional level—principles for the constitution of 
the system (ecological and social pr
functioning (e.g. thermodynamics, biogeochemical cycles, 
ecological interdependencies of species, societal exchange with, and 
dependence on the ecosphere). 

2. Success, or Objective level—principles for a favorable outco
planning within the system (e.g. principles for sustainability). 

Strategic level—principles for the process to reach this outcome 
(e.g. principles for sustainable development—i.e. dematerialization 
and substitution). 

Action level—concrete measur
for the process to reach a favorable outcome in the system (e.g. 
recycling, switching to renewable energy). 

5. Tool level—instruments for monitoring and auditing. Furthermore, 
tools can be grouped into three main categories:  

 System To
status of and impacts (or reduced impacts) on the system as 
a consequence of strategically planned actions (e.g.  LCA 

 
14 I refer to the direct linkage of higher education to the five-level approach to planning in 
complex systems which I was unable to find in the literature. 
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assessments15, energy audits, student enrolment figures, 
etc.);  

 Strategic Tools—measure, analyze, and report the relevance 
of actions to the plan (e.g. SWOT Analysis16, indicators of 
compliance with sustainability principles, etc.); and 

Capacity Tools—help people learn about each of the five 
levels 

 
in order to build capacity to better understand and 

 
In this stud
used to guide
questionnaire 
order to asse he 

uestionnaire also serves as a vehicle to compared findings from UC to 

                                                

plan in complex a system (e.g. Training workshops, team 
building exercises, recruitment and reward policies, etc.) 

y, the five-level model is used in four distinct ways. First, it is 
 the literature review. Second, it is used to develop a 
for participants of the UC Sustainability Pilot Project,17 in 
ss the current reality of UC sustainability efforts. T

q
success factors identified in the literature review. Third, the model is used 
to evaluate the development of the UC pan-University Draft Sustainability 
Plan. Finally, in a more limited scope, the model is applied to the 
comparative analysis of other IHE.  
 
To assess the UC pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan in relation to 
findings from the literature review and the five-level model, it was first 
necessary to develop guiding questions for each of the levels (see Figure 
2.2). The assessment follows: 
 

 
15 LCA (Life Cycle Assessment) is commonly used in the engineering field to evaluate 
energy and material flows for products from extraction of raw material, through production 
and transportation, and ultimately, to disposal or recycle/reuse. 
16 A SWOT (Strength, Weakness, Opportunity, Threat) analysis is a standard tool for 
strategic planning used commonly in the business sector. 
17 UC Sustainability Pilot Project is a test project involving three departments within UC 
(Facilities Management, Geography, and Continuing Education) who participated in 
workshops using the TNSF to create strategic sustainability plans for their respective 
departments. 
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(1) What is the plan’s stated awareness of the 
system?  

System 
Society within the Biosphere 

(2) What is the understanding of sustainability? 

(3) What is the vision of success? Success 
(4) Is it based on principles of sustainability? Socio-ecological 

(5) What is the strategy or process for success? 
Strategy (6) Is it based on principles of education for 

sustainability (EfS)? Sustainable Development 
(7) How are possibilities prioritized? 

(8) What specific actions or initiatives does 
the plan state as necessary for success? 

Actions 
All Actions / Initiatives 

(9) Who is responsible for initiatives? 

(10) What tools are required? Tools 
To monitor, audit, etc. (11) What tools are available? 

Figure 2.2: Five-level Model with Supplemental Questions 
 
 
2.2.3 The ABCD Method 
 
The UC pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan is being developed using a 
strategic planning technique, known as the ABCD method18 [9] [14]. It 
relies upon the concept of backcasting, or planning with the end (in this 
case HE in a sustainable society) in mind and then making step-by-step 
progress toward that end  [6] [9] [14] [15].  
 
To describe the process, one begins by initially identifying first-order 
principles of sustainability relative to HE (IHE within society within the 
ecosphere), or the “rules” for a successful, healthy, functioning university 
within the system-level of the Five-level model (A-step). The B-step 
                                                 
18 By the completion of this paper the initial development phase of the plan will be 
completed though it will still be a draft, requiring consultation with and input from various 
stakeholders. 
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consists of assessing the current reality of HE within society as related to 
the defined principles. Next, a vision of the future is established—one 
which is based upon compliance with the defined principles—and used to 
create a list of possible options for attaining that vision (C-step). This step 
corresponds to the second level of the Five-level model (success). Finally, 
the list created in the C-step is prioritized based on a set of questions, such 
as: (1) Does the option lead in the right direction—i.e. toward 
sustainability? (2) Will it provide a flexible platform for future progress, or 
will it become a dead end? (3) Will it provide sufficient returns, both in 
monetary and non-monetary terms, to sustain future progress? 
 

 
 

Figure 2.3: The ABCD Method, Overlaid on the TNS Resource Funnel 
 
To assess the context and current reality (steps A and B of the method), for 
the UC, the case study begins with a literature review (Chapter 3) and an 
expanded perspective of New Zealand as an island nation within a global 
society (Chapter 4). It then narrows to evaluate national strategic efforts for 
sustainable development in New Zealand’s tertiary education system. 
Finally, organizational conditions within UC are assessed based upon 

Backcasting

A 
Awareness of System 

B 
Current Reality 

C 
Desired Future 

D 
Prioritized Action 

TIME 
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findings from the literature review19 relative to SSD within IHE and 
principles of EfS20. 
 
 
2.2.4 Questionnaire 
 
As mentioned previously, a questionnaire was developed based upon the 
five-level model and findings from the literature review. The rationales for 
developing a questionnaire were two-fold. One reason was to gain a better 
understanding of the organizational conditions as perceived by a group of 
individuals within UC who are currently thinking about and working 
toward sustainability. Members of the Pilot Project were selected to receive 
the questionnaire partly because there was an existing contact list from 
which to draw and partly because this group will be asked to reflect upon 
their experiences with the project later by the Environmental Advocate 
(EA). The second reason for developing a questionnaire was to organize 
and test findings from the literature review (primarily related to 
organizational conditions affecting progress toward sustainability) in 
relation to the TNSF using the five-level model as mentioned before. 
 
Inspiration for the questionnaire was provided by a survey produced by 
Michael Shriberg [12] for a study that identifies organizational conditions 
in US colleges and universities (restricted to signatory institutions of the 
Talloires Declaration on Sustainability21) that determine why and how some 
campuses are emerging as sustainability leaders while most campuses lag.  

                                                 
19 A study found in the literature review that was drawn upon to develop the questionnaire 
for this study is Michael Shriberg’s 2002 PhD dissertation [12] which focused on IHE in 
the United States from an organizational change and learning perspective in regard to 
sustainable development. His work, though geographically limited, built significantly upon 
existing and ongoing research on organizational change in the corporate setting by 
applying it specifically to IHE. As the TNSF relies upon the same field of research for its 
strategic management aspect,  I find Shriberg’s findings to be a complement to the current 
study of an IHE in New Zealand using the TNSF for SSD. 
20 Though the term education for sustainable development (ESD) is also commonly used in 
literature, I have chosen to use the virtually synonymous term education for sustainability 
(EfS), or the combined acronyms (EfS/ESD) for reasons of consistency. 
21  The Talloires Declaration is a ten-point action plan, signed by university presidents and 
chancellors, for incorporating sustainability and environmental literacy in teaching, 
research, operations and outreach at colleges and universities. There are currently over 300 
signatory institutions in over 40 countries. The organization University Leaders for a 
Sustainable Future (ULSF), located in the US, is the Secretariat for signatories of the 
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There are several differences between Shriberg’s survey and the 
questionnaire developed for this study which necessitate explanation. First, 
while Shriberg organized the first section of his survey into functional areas 
of universities—operations, curriculum, research, service—I chose to 
organize the fist section of this questionnaire according to the levels of the 
Five-level model to ensure relevance to the purposes of my study. Second, 
in the interest of making the questionnaire as short as possible and in order 
to encourage as many responses as possible from a group of very busy 
people, I also chose to include questions related only to current drivers of 
change toward sustainability at UC and current barriers to progress 
toward sustainability at UC from Shriberg’s survey. Finally, I chose to 
include a section that was more future-oriented and opportunity-focused 
wording the section as prerequisites for speeding progress toward 
sustainability at UC. This was done to explore respondents’ notions of 
success—relative to the second level of the five-level model—an area not 
thoroughly addressed in Shriberg’s study22. 
 
Before sending the questionnaire to the Pilot Project group, I consulted with 
the EA and together we talked through each of the statements. This activity 
was greatly useful to me, and I think quite useful to her as well, because it 
provided a vehicle through which to have a dialogue about some deeper 
aspects of sustainability and the five-level model, and it allowed us to 
speculate on what the responses might be and why. 
 
All choices for the questionnaire were worded as statements for which 
respondents answered on a Likert scale with 1 representing “strongly 
disagree”, 3 representing “neutral”, 5 representing “strongly agree”, and 9 
representing “don’t know”. The questionnaire was created in a word 
document template and e-mailed to Pilot Project participants with the 

                                                                                                                           
declaration. For more about the declaration or ULSF, please see: 
http://www.ulsf.org/programs_talloires.html  
22 See section 3.4 for further discussion of this point. 
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assistance of the EA. Of the nearly 24 persons who received23 the 
questionnaire 12 responded24, a fifty percent response rate25. 

                                                 
23 This number is not a certainty as the EA emailed the questionnaire to her Pilot Project 
contact list asking also that it be passed on to anyone in the group not on the list. She also 
printed and hand delivered the questionnaire to a few operations staff and then collected 
and e-mailed their responses to me. 
24 This number also includes a questionnaire filled out by the EA. It is interesting to note 
that figures for all statements are the same with or without this questionnaire. 
25 Please see Appendix B to view the template questionnaire. 
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3 Literature Review 
 
3.1 Level 1—System: Current Context of HE 
 
The Triple Helix Model. Like any complex system, institutions of higher 
education (IHE) have different levels of context influencing the way they 
function and the direction in which they evolve. There is the external 
environment, illustrated simplistically by the triple helix model (see Figure 
3.1) as well as the ecological and man made environment within which they 
all reside, and there is an internal environment, consisting of organizational 
structures, personnel, motivations, etc. To understand a college or 
university as a sub-system, it is important to have a general understanding 
of these constituents and contexts and how they interact with each other.  
 

 
 

Governance

Figure 3.1: The Triple Helix Model of University-Government-Industry 
Relations26

 
 
                                                 
26 This figure has been adapted by the author to fit into a systems perspective consistent 
with Figure 3.3, Strong Sustainability, and TNSF. Hof’s representation of the concept only 
included the innermost portion—the three spheres and hybrid organizations at their 
intersection. 

Hybrid 
Organisations

Academia Industry 
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Referred to as the “interface of innovation” [18], the triple helix model was 
intended to account for how the exchanges between IHE, industry, and 
public policy makers may lead to technological innovations. The original 
model, developed by Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff [19] [20] [21] showed this 
tri-lateral social network but did not account for the presence of non-
governmental and non-profit organizations. Patrice Hof [18] added these 
organizations to the model, calling them hybrid organizations, describing 
them as emerging from the intersection of the other overlapping 
institutional spheres. The characteristics of these hybrid organizations, he 
explained, are based on knowledge exchange and that these institutions are 
relatively unstable and unpredictable27. Hof also expanded on the original 
model by inserting the concept of interactive learning to the interface as a 
main process for the knowledge creation required of innovation proposed 
by the original authors28.  
 
In terms of the macro interaction represented by the model, each entity, 
including their attitudes, strategies, and actions, influences and is 
influenced by the attitudes, strategies, and actions of the others29. From the 
perspective of IHE within this social context, there are increasing demands 
from government, business, and citizens for colleges and universities to 
respond to change while at the same time institutional resources are 
diminishing [22] [23]. Given the magnitude and complexities of changes to 
which IHE must respond—i.e. population change (including growth and 
migration), change in economic activity (including economic growth, 
disparities in wealth, and trade patterns), socio-political factors (including 
factors ranging from the presence of conflict to public participation in 
decision-making), cultural factors, and technological change—it is no 
wonder many colleges and universities are not meeting the demands. The 
demands, however, continue to grow as our socio-ecological system 
progresses toward unsustainability. 
                                                 
27 Most notably in terms of the availability of dedicated funding, as these organizations do 
not typically have direct access to public funds and do not have large margins of profit, by 
law. 
28 It bears noting that the innovations referred to by Etzowitz, Leydesdorff and Hof 
respectively are intended for discussions of innovations for the advancement of globalizing 
economies. Please note that I take license with my application of the model as limited to an 
objective that might be seen as contradictory to economic globalization—i.e. socio-
ecological sustainability.  
29 It is important to note that the triple helix model is a simplified representation of very 
complex and dynamic interactions within society and should therefore be used with 
caution as to how accurately or appropriately it represents reality. 
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Urgency. Along with the sharpening clarity that we need a rapid 
transformation in awareness, knowledge, skills, and values to create a 
healthy, peaceful, just, and sustainable society, most of the world’s major 
international governmental, scientific, and non-governmental (NGO) 
institutions as well as many business organizations agree that change must 
occur in individual and collective values and actions within the next one to 
two decades, at the latest [24]. The situation demands urgency on the part 
of all segments of society—particularly IHE. In fact, many people believe 
as Calder, Clugston, and Corcoran [25], that 

Colleges and universities are vested by society with the task of 
discerning truth, imparting values, and socializing students to 
contribute to social progress and the advancement of knowledge. 
They have a profound responsibility to impart the moral vision and 
technical knowledge needed to ensure a high quality of life for 
future generations. Sustainable development is the current context in 
which higher education must focus its mission.  

 
Turning the focus then to the interaction between the external and internal 
contexts of IHE, it is evident that existing structures and practices of many 
institutions are currently incapable of meeting such demands. As stated by 
Clark [22] 

So much is now demanded of universities that traditional ways 
prove inadequate. Universities require not only an enlarged capacity 
to respond to changes in the external worlds of government, 
business, and civic life but also a better honed ability to bring 
demands under control by greater focus in institutional character. 
Strongly needed is an overall capacity to respond flexibly and 
selectively to the changes taking place within the knowledge 
domains of the university world itself [23]. 

 
Facilitated by the United Nations (UN) through several world summits 
focused on the emerging challenges of sustainable development, there has 
been an increasing emphasis on the need for education to more adequately 
prepare all people to not only understand problems resulting from 
unsustainable development, but to effect change toward sustainable 
development. One of the most galvanizing of these summits has been the 
2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 
Johannesburg, South Africa, at which the Decade of Education for 
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Sustainable Development was proposed. By December, 2002, the UN 
General Assembly proclaimed the period of 2005-2014 to be that decade 
and designated the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) to be the lead agency of its promotion.30

 
In addition to these efforts of the UN, as well as those of several national 
and international NGO focused specifically on facilitating the transition of 
higher education to a course of sustainable development, much attention 
has been paid to the specific organizational barriers and opportunities to 
effective responses on the part of IHE. Mirroring many of the institutional 
barriers to effective responses identified by the newly released Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment [5] for all organizations in society, IHE face 
significant obstacles to change. Among them are:  

 Inappropriate institutional and governance arrangements 
 Market failures and misalignment of economic incentives 
 Social and behavioral factors 
 Underinvestment in the development and diffusion of technologies 

to increase efficiency of use of ecosystem services 
 Insufficient knowledge (as well as poor use of existing knowledge) 

concerning ecosystem services and management, policy, 
technology, behavioral, and institutional responses that could 
enhance benefits from these services while conserving resources  

  
The assessment goes on to state how, “All these barriers are further 
compounded by weak human and institutional capacity related to the 
assessment and management of ecosystem services, underinvestment in the 
regulation and management of their use, lack of public awareness, and lack 
of awareness among decision-makers of both threats posed by the 
degradation of ecosystem service and the opportunities that more 
sustainable management of ecosystems could provide” [5]. 
 
Anthony Cortese [24], President of Second Nature, a US nonprofit 
organization dedicated to promoting education of sustainability in higher 
education has identified several major barriers to, in his words, “the rapid, 

                                                 
30 For more on the history of the establishment of the UNESCO Decade for Education for 
Sustainable Development, from the UN Conference on the Human Environment in 
Stockholm, 1972, please see the UNESCO website at URL: 
http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.phpURL_ID=23279&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&U
RL_SECTION=201.html (Accessed on 15.05.2005) 
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systematic change higher education must undertake.” They are presented in 
the following order: 

1. Efforts are fragmented or isolated and there is no collective 
mechanism for sharing and building on the efforts that are going on 
in various IHE, academic disciplines, and professional 
organizations. 

2. Efforts are too slow in comparison to the problems society faces 
and change is incremental, not transformational. 

3. Existing efforts are not mainstreaming sustainability—it is still seen 
as an area for specialist instead of being the context for all learning. 

4. There are too few avenues through which external stakeholders can 
guide and assist the growth of campus sustainability learning and 
practice.  

 
These barriers in large part are due to the particular organizational 
conditions and characteristics of IHE. While colleges and universities share 
many commonalities with other organizations, they are decidedly unique. 
This distinctiveness— highlighted by the following seven attributes derived 
from the literature—is important in understanding decision making 
processes for issues such as sustainability [12]31. 
 

1. Diffusions of power: While IHE have boards and presidents with 
formal control, they also have faculty [academic staff] and student 
governing bodies as well as administrators with varying levels of 
responsibility and power. To complicate matters further, public 
colleges and universities (even private institutions to a lesser 
degree) receive government oversight. 

2. Symbolic leadership: HE presidents are important, but not 
dominant. Campus leaders use symbolic and cultural gestures—
policy statements, official proclamations, awards ceremonies— to 
exercise power and authority, particularly over well-entrenched 
constituents such as tenured faculty, to influence the strategic 
direction of the institution without using direct, authoritative 
control. 

3. Horizontal organizational hierarchy: Typically, [In the US] only 
three layers (department chair, dean, provost) between line workers 

                                                 
31 I have paraphrased the following numbered list from pp. 28-29 of Shriberg’s dissertation 
[12]. 
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(i.e. faculty [academic staff]) and the president, as opposed to the 
many vertical layers in similar sized corporations. 

4. Loose coupling of organizational systems: Elements of colleges 
and universities are responsive to each other, but not necessarily 
directly and predictably. For example, changes in structure and 
enrollments in the history department may affect the biology 
department, but it is not clear how. Therefore, subsystems within 
colleges and universities tend to be less responsive to perturbations 
in the outside environment, more open to innovation, more 
amenable to self-determination, and more able to contain problems. 
However, coordination of an entire college or university is very 
difficult in this ‘loosely coupled’ system. 

5. Low levels of accountability: The stereotypical example of this 
comes from the relative lack of power that administrators have in 
motivating tenured faculty. Low levels of accountability are present 
throughout the institutions since there are few administrators 
compared to faculty and staff, and the goals and tasks of individuals 
are not always clear. Low accountability often leads to less 
administrative control of organizational direction. 

6. Complex mission: The mission of IHE goes far beyond the 
traditional three prongs of teaching, research and service. Colleges 
and universities embrace multiple and sometimes conflicting basic 
goals that derive from their complex missions. Moreover, mission 
occupies a central function for colleges and universities, as it does 
for nonprofits and governmental agencies, but not necessarily for 
corporations. An important implication of this mission-focus is that, 
unlike corporations, IHE do not have a single metric (i.e. financial 
performance) and goal (i.e. to increase shareholder value) to 
measure performance. Therefore, campuses spend large amounts of 
time and effort discussing, revising and setting goals and priorities 
that stem from the basic mission, which typically includes social 
responsibility, and can be connected to sustainability through 
effective advocacy strategies. 

7. Multiple culturalism:  Stakeholders within colleges and 
universities exhibit allegiance to multiple professional and 
managerial cultures. At the managerial level, universities contain a 
mixture of collegiate, managerial, senatorial, centralized and 
decentralized governing styles. Faculty [academic staff] feel 
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responsibility not only to their home institutions, but also to their 
discipline, academic profession and the national system of HE. 
These conflicting  loyalties and responsibilities – which are more 
pronounce in IHE than in other organizations – lead to decreased 
potential for coordination, which can significantly affect complex 
issues such as sustainability. 

 
To sum up, colleges and universities tend to be less focused and 
controlling, more diffuse and fractured, and offer more individual freedom 
than other types of organizations. Therefore, organizational models that 
recognize diversity and complexity tend to describe campuses best [12]. 
 
 
3.2 Level 2—Defining and Envisioning Success 
 
Of fundamental importance in overcoming institutional barriers in IHE is 
the development of a clear institutional mission of sustainable development 
and aligning strategies and processes to promote organizational learning 
and collaborative adaptation [9] [23] [24]. This step, though seemingly 
simple, has proven to be one of the most daunting challenges of sustainable 
development to date.  
 
One of the most common critiques is that the concept of sustainable 
development is too broad, [12] [25] [27] and that there is a significant 
potential for corruption of the term if not used with analytical precision. 
Shriberg also notes how sustainability is a “moving target” [12] and that as 
such, given the daily decline in life quality that results from continued 
unsustainable development, a sustainable society in the future may not be at 
all appealing to the people of today. Therefore, he stresses the importance 
of the time perspective of sustainable development and suggests that the 
concept of sustainability be replaced with the concept of restoration. 
 
In fact, there are many scholars and practitioners who believe it important 
to not only focus on socio-ecological sustainability, but to also, and perhaps 
instead, focus on socio-ecological restoration [28] [29]. However, it has 
also been pointed out that this concept is even less well defined at present, 
and therefore requires further theoretical as well as practical development 
[12]. The difference between the concept of sustainability and the concept 
of restoration, then, may be one of approach, as the system and its 
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underlying principles remain the same. As mentioned previously, any 
potential difference is no justification for inaction. Rather, it should fuel 
research into understanding common aspects to both concepts. 
 
In effort to do just that—understand the drive to address problems related to 
unsustainability—three convergent aspects of consideration have been 
identified: ecological, societal, and economic. These “pillars” of 
sustainability as they have come to be called represent the areas of focus 
from which concern about unsustainability has arisen32; each perspective— 
scientific, philosophical and practical—providing its own rationale or 
justification for dealing with problems arising from unsustainable 
development. However, the relationship between these pillars, or spheres, 
as represented in the figures below is by no means trivial: 

From a physical standpoint, ecological sustainability is only 
possible through social sustainability since social processes—like 
economic growth—drive over consumption and poverty (which in 
turn lead to ecosystem degradation). Moreover social systems are 
contained within ecological systems. From a philosophical 
standpoint the separation of ecological and social sustainability is 
morally indefensible since it implies continued separation of mind 
and spirit from matter and nature. From a practical standpoint, 
social advocates, including environmentalists, need to join forces to 
accomplish their agendas, which are increasingly recognized as 
overlapping. [12] 

 
In the figure representing “weak sustainability”, each sphere is of equal 
scale and consideration. In line with the economic growth paradigm, 
economy, as depicted in this model, is shown as having the same scale as 
the environment and society; portraying the economy as an end rather than 
a means to an end.  
 
In the figure representing “strong sustainability” the economy is shown to 
be a sub-system of society, which is itself a sub-system of the environment 
[7]. In this model, economy can be viewed as a social construct—a tool to 
achieve societal aspirations within constraints of the Earth (environment)—
and not an “entity” on par with society and the environment33. 
                                                 
32 See Figures 32 and 3.3 
33 The strong sustainability model is also referred to as the “full-world” model by Herman 
Daly, as the globalizing economy pushes natural constraints of the Earth [7]. 
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The Natural Step Framework (TNSF), described in Chapter 2, is consistent 
with the representation of strong sustainability. As illustrated by the ABCD 
planning method34 as well as the first level of the five-level model35—the 
system—the TNSF emphasizes that an awareness of the relative scales and 
relationships, (e.g. organization within society within the biosphere), is 
essential. 
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potential for both conflict and consensus to emerge through further 
examinations and discussions. Both of which are essential for the kind of 
refinement needed to advance the concept of sustainable development to 
something that is useable in the broadest and most practicable way. 
However, there is always a risk associated with prolonged inaction as a 
result of misunderstanding or disagreement: 

That so much of today’s environmental debate is based on 
conflicting arguments is, in one sense, positive since different 
opinions are imperative for a free and open dialogue. However, 
much of the controversy is unnecessary and self-defeating, and 
therefore delays urgently required measures. The unnecessary part 
of today’s environmental debate is linked to a number of factors 
such as misunderstanding, poor knowledge, resistance built on 
vested interests, psychological resistance linked to the traditional 
attitudes, and difficulty at arriving at an appropriate overview due to 
the change of character of environmental problems […] These 
problems place high demands for consensus on our mental models 
for sustainable development [6].  

 
With such challenges at hand—forming consensus enough to spur 
collaborative action toward a shared mission in a setting filled with 
significant institutional barriers to change—there is a real need to do as 
Shriberg suggests and use “analytical rigor” in the way we utilize the terms 
and focus on the unique advantages of the concept in terms of motivation, 
trans-boundary appeal and systemic reach. This is what the TNSF has been 
aimed to achieve—the sustainability principles (SP) providing an 
operational definition of sustainability and the five-level model providing 
an organizing “language” for discussions regarding sustainability.  
 
 
3.3 Level 3—Strategy: Changing the Context of 

Education.  
 
As discussed in section 2.2.2, regarding planning in a complex system, 
there are often principles that can guide the process of strategy 
development. In the case of IHE—as complex systems with a mission of 
EfS/ESD—such principles could serve as “enabling constraints” [30] in 
addition to basic SP for strategic organizational learning and development 
processes necessary to achieve sustainability. 
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One significant contribution of this study, therefore, is the linkage of 
emerging literature regarding principles of EfS/ESD and existing literature 
regarding strategic sustainable development for IHE (i.e. organizational 
learning and change, HE management, and IHE organizational conditions 
effecting sustainability) with a framework for strategic sustainable 
development (i.e. the TNSF—specifically, the five-level model and ABCD 
planning method—described in Chapter 2). 
 
 
3.3.1 Principles of Education for Sustainability 
 
Increasingly educational researchers around the world have turned their 
attentions to explore how education can contribute to the global goal of 
achieving a sustainable future. As mentioned previously in this paper, the 
recognition that EfS/ESD is intrinsically value-based and future-focused is 
a common thread throughout the literature. However, there are several other 
aspects of EfS/ESD that are also consistently stated as essential to learning 
processes for sustainable development. Many of these elements are visible 
in the following description of EfS: 

Education for sustainability examines how people and groups in 
society can learn to live in sustainable ways. It is not simply 
education ‘about’ sustainability […] education ‘for’ sustainability 
has a strong purpose. It aims to empower people of all ages and 
different backgrounds to contribute to a better future. It encourages 
people to ask lots of questions, challenge underlying assumptions, 
and to think for themselves. It looks at individual and systemic 
changes that are needed to resolve unsustainable practices. 
Education for sustainability will require people and organizations to 
see that changes for the better can be made, and that there will need 
to be a transformation (a redesign of many systems and established 
ways of doing things) to achieve a good quality of life for people far 
into the future [3].  

 
What this means in terms of the responsibilities of HE, is that not only must 
IHE educate students about how to live and work sustainably (i.e. through 
appropriate curriculum and research), they must also model sustainability, 
institutionally, as important social organizations (i.e. through recourse 
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procurement and management, personnel development, staff and student 
services, and communications). 
 
In terms of curriculum, there has emerged a significant degree of consensus 
among researchers about what constitutes EfS/ESD and what kind of 
learning is required to achieve sustainability at both the individual and 
organizational levels36.  
 
In terms of IHE as organizations, significant research conducted by ARIES 
(the Australian Research Institute in Education for Sustainability) in the 
area of action research37 for change toward sustainability, has revealed 
several key principles underpinning organizational learning in IHE. This 
project approach, according to the researchers, underpins the what and how 
of both action research and EfS [31]. The principles are:  

1. No expert relationships – All involved are learners in the process. 
All participants and stakeholders have something to contribute but 
also something to learn from the experience. 

2. Learner centeredness—Projects driven by needs of participants. 

3. Democratic process and respect for all persons – Given various 
roles, different disciplines, perspective, and levels of capability, this 
is particularly important. 

4. Partnerships and dialogue–-Partnerships and engagement of 
stakeholders in dialogue is considered vital to successful projects. 
This involves opening many lines of communication with various 
stakeholders in order to raise awareness and gain support, request 
advice, and explore opportunities. 

                                                 
36 In relation to the five-level model, these principles may be best represented at level 3—
strategy—as they relate to the process of EfS/ESD. However, they may also be applicable 
to level 2—success—as they can also be seen as specific outcomes in a sustainable society. 
Particularly, principles for EfS may be essential sub-principles of the TNS SP #4 which 
states that humans must not be subject to conditions that systematically undermine their 
ability to meet their needs. In this regard, principles of EfS provide the means (social 
mechanisms) through which humans can satisfy their own needs (individually and 
collectively) while pursuing compliance with ecological principles of sustainability. 
Determining which discrete level these principles represents will likely require further 
research and discussion, but they shall be applied, for the purposes of this study, to level 3 
in order to derive specific strategies. 
37 The specific concept of action research has been widely cited as both consistent with and 
essential to EfS/ESD. 
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5. Systemic Thinking—To challenge existing systems [structures and 
processes], it is important to promote skills and capacity for systems 
thinking. 

6. Autonomy and empowerment of participants—Through activities 
designed for exploration, mentoring, sharing and facilitation, and 
critical questioning, participants can control the learning process. 

 
In addition to these principles of EfS, the researchers highlighted the 
importance of several other critical aspects of the learning process as: 

 Providing sufficient facilitation for the process; 

 Providing reflective space (both physical and temporal) as reflecting 
on learning is essential for Action Research and involves 
documentation of the process; 

 Providing support structures to ensure on-going participation as 
changes occur; 

 The facilitator understanding the conceptual framework of the 
learning process and assessing the value and limitations of the 
process to achieving change toward sustainability within HE.  

 
Comparing principles found in the ARIES study with those found 
throughout the EfS/ESD literature, Table 3.1 displays the most commonly 
occurring elements38. 

 

                                                 
38 This list is not intended to be conclusive. Rather, it represents consensus points 
throughout the EfS/ESD literature. Further research and discussions will be needed to 
further verify these as principles. 
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Table 3.1:  Principles of Education for Sustainability / Education for 
Sustainable Development (EfS/ESD) 

 
Principles of Education for Sustainability (EfS) / Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) 

Principle Elaboration Citation 

Value based Implicit ethics / values made 
explicit 
(i.e. respect, care, responsibility, 
purpose) 

 [31] [32] 
[33][34] 

Critical and systems 
thinking 

Explores interconnectedness of 
complex systems 

[11] [12][32] 
[34] 

Multi-method and 
experiential 

Inclusive of multiple ways of 
knowing (e.g. word, art, drama, 
debate, experience, etc) 

 [31] [35] 

Reflective learning Learners reflect upon experiences 
and lessons to make meaning of 
them 

[11][32] 

Future-focused and 
empowering 

Learners understand and feel 
capable of making decisions to 
direct their future 

[11] [32] [35] 

Locally relevant Place-based learning—addressing 
local and global issues using 
language most commonly used 

 [12][32] [35] 

Participatory Learners help direct their own 
education (e.g. democratic 
decision making) 

[11] [12] [32] 
[34]  

Trans-boundary Sustainability is not a distinct 
discipline. It requires inter- and 
multi-disciplinary cooperation. 

[11] [12] [32] 
[34]  

Transformative Change is not incremental—
representing potentially radical 
divergence from trends 

[11] [12] [34] 

 
As discussed earlier in this paper, the literature on organizational change in 
HE generally asserts that changes tend to be based more on circumstances 
than well-planned strategies, though institutions constantly undergo some 
combination of planned and unplanned change. As distinctive organizations 
(see section 3.1), with loosely coupled systems, diffused decision making 
and goal ambiguity, the challenge for institutional leaders is therefore to use 
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these features to shape the future and not just respond to it [12] [23] . This 
realization, along with the need to constantly learn as organizations, has 
raised a question that has been receiving increasing attention: “How do 
institutions develop enough coherence among their parts to allow deliberate 
strategic change?” [23].  
 
To explore if these principles of EfS/ESD are in fact compatible with and 
necessary for organizational learning, it is important to examine 
organizational conditions within IHE to see if existing process and 
structures either conflict or comply with these principles in order to derive 
appropriate institutional strategies.   
 
 
3.3.2 Organizational Conditions in IHE Effecting 

Sustainability 
 
In his PhD dissertation exploring the organizational factors influencing 
sustainability in HE, Michael Shriberg [12] examined the distinctive 
characteristics of IHE in order to identify characteristic gaps between 
current IHE (both “leaders” and “laggards”) and those of an “ideal”, 
sustainable college or university. To do this, he explored and linked 
literature in the areas of organizational change (largely from corporate 
research), HE management, and sustainable development—and to a lesser 
extent—corporate environmental and social responsibility as well as 
transformational leadership. 
 
Prior to Shriberg’s study, these areas of study had not been combines 
specifically to address organizational change and management in higher 
education for sustainable development. As a result, Shriberg’s research 
represents a significant contribution to this study.   
 
In a manner reminiscent of the backcasting method mentioned in Chapter 
2—beginning with the end in mind—Shriberg frames his study by first 
asking how a sustainable college or university might be constituted 
(consistent with the A-step—vision of success—of the ABCD method39), 

                                                 
39 In relation to understanding success in the system (i.e. institution within society within 
the ecosphere), Shriberg states, that one necessary condition for identification as a 
sustainable college or university is “explicit recognition of the institution’s central role in 
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followed by questions aimed at identifying specific organizational factors 
(consistent with the B-step—current reality) influencing success or failure 
in terms of whole-institution progress toward sustainability. These 
questions and subsequent responses are summarized in Table 3.2: 

 

                                                                                                                           
the degradation or support of the ecological, cultural and economic fiber of our planet and 
species” [12]. 
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Table 3.2:  Organizational Factors Influencing Sustainability Performance 
and Leadership in U.S. Higher Education 

Shriberg [12] Study of Organizational Factors Influencing Sustainability 
Performance and Leadership in US Higher Education 

Question Conclusions – Conditions for Success 

“Which organizational conditions 
are most conducive to producing 
strong campus sustainability efforts?” 

 

 

Non-environmental40

-Image-seeking behavior 
-Collaborative decision making 
structures 
-Collegial atmosphere 
-Progressive/liberal political orientation 

“Which stakeholder groups are most 
effective in driving campus 
sustainability efforts?” 

 

 

Diverse core of Stakeholders 

With support from top leaders – can 
drive campus sustainability by acting in 
a coordinated manner and taking 
advantage of conducive organizational 
conditions as well as providing or 
capitalizing on a “spark” or “catalyst” 

“What are the strongest rationales / 
motivations for campus sustainability 
efforts?” 

 

 

Campus sustainability efforts are 
stronger when advocates appeal to the 
institutional strategic positioning 
interests of high-level decision makers 
and personal ethics of those lower in 
the organizational hierarchy. 

Cost saving / regulatory compliance 
appeals only effective in initial stages. 

“What are the dominant barriers to 
moving colleges or universities toward 
sustainability?” 

 

 

Many barriers to campus 
sustainability 

-Lack of funding 
-Lack of time 
-Organizational resistance to change 
-Lack of coordination among critical 

stakeholders 
-Poor interpersonal relations, i.e. “turf” 

                                                 
40 These conditions are beneficial to campus sustainability only when strongly linked to 
environmental and socials issues by change agents. 
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resistance 
 
(all exacerbated by lack of priority) 

“How advanced are colleges and 
universities in moving toward 
sustainability? 

 

What distinguishes strong programs 
from weaker efforts?” 

 

 

Campus sustainability efforts in US – 
initial, piecemeal stages.  

“Moving toward campus sustainability 
will occur when change agents convert 
disparate efforts into comprehensive 
efforts integrated across departments 
and functional areas by convincing 
institutional leaders and other 
stakeholders about the criticality of 
sustainability at the institutional level.” 

“What are the implications of 
orienting campus initiatives around 
sustainability?” 

 

 

Use of the term/concept “sustainability” 
implies an effective long-term, systemic 
approach to issues.  

Focusing on sustainability as an 
orienting concept can motivate 
advocates and draw in supporters, (but 
can be off-putting due to far-reaching, 
holistic approach and implications) 

Focus on sustainability represents an 
advanced stage of campus 
environmentalism 

“What do different methodological 
approaches contribute to analyzing 
campus sustainability?” 

 

 

“Overall, the approaches used in this 
study support the proposition that the 
use of multiple methodologies (i.e. 
triangulation) is the most appropriate 
and analytically useful way to approach 
campus sustainability research.” 

 
Though Shriberg determines that there are currently no colleges or 
universities that meet criteria for a sustainable college or university41 —

                                                 
41 Shriberg’s study was concluded in 2002. As of the completion of this study, there are 
still no sustainable IHE; the simple reason being all institution function within an overall 
socio-ecological system that is unsustainable. Therefore, as sustainability is the goal, all 
institutions must be referenced according to that ideal. In doing so, there may be leaders 
and lagers when comparing institutions to each other, but the comparison must contain the 
goal of sustainability as the ultimate reference point. 
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derived from a combination of the literature review, a survey of US 
colleges and universities, and a comparative analysis of three specific 
institutions—he does use the findings to measure the closeness of several 
“best practice” institutions to the ideal sustainable institution. In his view, 
existing organizational conditions most conducive to producing strong 
campus sustainability efforts can be elaborated. They are summarized in 
Table 3.3. 
 

Table 3.3: Organizational Conditions as Predictors of Success 
 
Organizational Conditions Most Conducive to Strong Campus Sustainability 
Efforts [12] 

Strong Predictors 

Image-seeking behavior Institutions striving to improve their external and 
internal image are likely to be open to sustainability 
initiatives, if advocates can link an institution’s desire 
to become nationally or internationally recognized (or 
maintain a strong image) can be used as a key “hook” 
for change agents. 

Decision making – When more individuals are 
involved in decision making through collaborative 
structures (as opposed to “top-down” processes) 
environmental and sustainability issues are likely to 
become a priority when cross-functional and 
interdisciplinary decision making is prevalent. 

Collaborative decision 
making structures  

 

(formal and informal) 

Atmosphere – Where stakeholders relate to each other 
in a consistent and friendly manner. The ability of 
individuals to interact on a regular and collegial basis 
(i.e., the intangible “feel” of the campus) is a key factor 
for campus sustainability success. 

Individuals – typically politically liberal (the approach 
they take depends on the broader orientation of the 
campus 

Political orientation 

Institution – Liberal orientation is a strong predictor 
(for US). “Anti-liberal” institutions are less likely to 
take sustainability seriously. 

Building off past Using achievement to strategically secure further 
resources (e.g. time, priority, funds, etc.) needed to 
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successes achieve success. Campus sustainability efforts must 
move beyond “greening”. 

Weaker Predictors 

Transformational 
leadership 

Transformational leaders—leaders who bring a higher 
purpose to an organization—are likely to arize only 
under certain contextual influences (i.e. preexisting 
ethical orientation, top-level support for change, 
collaborative decision making, etc.) 42

Individual – Identification with ethical rationales is 
important to individual motivations, though not 
sufficient to solely drive constant action.  

Ethics and morality 

Institution – There is agreement in the literature as to 
the importance of ethics, but there is a lack of empirical 
evidence. Further study is needed. 

Demographic 
conditions 

Progress on sustainability is possible at all types of 
four-year U.S. institutions which signed the Talloires 
Declaration, although conditions for success are 
slightly more favorable at small, private colleges. 

 
 
Considering how the distinct characteristics and conditions of IHE relate to 
this study (focusing on the development of the pan-University 
Sustainability Plan at the University of Canterbury), it is important to 
maintain a perspective of SSD and a general view of higher education, 
globally, as not all of Shriberg’s findings will be culturally relevant to the 
New Zealand institution. 
 
In terms of organizational conditions in IHE43, Shriberg emphasized the 
importance of recognizing specific conditions within a given institution in 
order to form appropriate change strategies relative to the goal of 
sustainability. He offers several points of elaboration worth mention: 

                                                 
42 Shriberg cautions that transformational leaders can lead in many directions, not all of 
which are environmentally or socially beneficial, as the University of Michigan 
demonstrates through the lack of priority assigned to sustainability as opposed to issues 
such as biotechnology. 
43 Both internal and external conditions are considered in his study, though emphasis was 
direct to how internal conditions were/are influenced by external pressures. 
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 For potential change agents within IHE, Shriberg states that 
knowing one’s organizations (with its particular rationales, barriers, 
and opportunities) is essential to long-term strategic success and 
institutionalization of sustainable development.  

 He suggests the systemic, far-reaching implications of 
sustainability, as a concept, are a strength if accepted as an 
organizational change strategy, but can be a barrier to gaining initial 
support and momentum. Therefore, he cautions advocates to use 
care and analytical rigor with the concept of sustainability. 

 He suggests that studying sustainability in higher education reveals 
that constraints on the time and energy of leadership are intense and 
difficult to combat without a compelling reason or “spark” to bring 
the issue to the attention of decision makers.  

 Currently, sustainability-related issues are not competing for the 
attention of institutional leaders because they do not typically 
represent a “direct threat” nor do they have tangible short-term 
benefits.  

 He emphasizes that moving toward institutional sustainability is 
more than a matter of acquiring support and resources. It also 
requires a guided strategic planning process. 

 
In general, Shriberg’s findings suggest that the concept of sustainability has 
not emerged as a unifying theme in HE and that “a more explicit roadmap 
is needed, particularly for institutional leaders, about the implications of 
orienting toward sustainability” [12]. As a result of these findings, he 
concludes advocates must use increasingly creative strategic plans to access 
institutional resources and receive legitimacy and, ultimately, 
institutionalization.  
 
While Shriberg’s study quantifies and prioritizes barriers and organizational 
change strategies, it does not specifically combine problems with solutions 
(C-step—solution creation). Therefore, he suggests the logical and 
necessary next step is to link specific barriers to strategies in order to move 
around these problems; a suggestion which this study aims to explore with 
the University of Canterbury. This overall approach to strategic planning is 
consistent with the B-step of the ABCD planning method, in which an 
organization scrutinizes its current reality—i.e. organizational condition, 
processes, practices, products, and culture. 
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3.4 Levels 3 / 4—Actions / Tools for Strategic 
Development in IHE 

 
As pressures to address problems associated with unsustainability have 
increased over the years, specific actions and tools have been sought out 
and developed to help IHE make changes toward sustainability. However, 
scholars and practitioners are currently in the early stages of developing 
rationales, methods, processes, and indicators necessary for change [12]. 
 
Unfortunately, many actions and tools currently in use fall short of meeting 
the strategic needs of IHE in making transformational change because they 
are not integrated into an overarching strategy for sustainable development. 
 
Even Shriberg’s study, designed with the intention of creating “the most 
effective tool to analyze the process of becoming a sustainable college or 
university, learning from the mistakes and successes of past initiatives” 
[12], falls short, in terms of strategy, because of the lack of an overall 
framework based on the concept of backcasting from scientific and ethical 
principles of sustainability. In the absence of such principles, and a strategic 
approach which does not rely on forecasting (i.e. the projection of historic 
trends into the future to make predictions), and an organizing language to 
navigate complexity (i.e. the five-level model), IHE are far less likely to 
create the truly innovative strategies and initiatives needed to transform 
themselves and society toward sustainability. 
 
Recognizing this deficiency in the literature—the linkage of specific actions 
and tools to an overall institutional strategy for sustainable development—
this study emphasizes the importance of building institutional capacity for 
strategic development above any incremental action or tool selection. 
 
 
3.5 Conclusion 
 
Recognizing that the scientific knowledge we have created of our global 
system to date, as well as the moral imperative to act upon that knowledge, 
has in large part emerged from the work of people associated with HE, it 
seems reasonable to suggest that those individuals and institutions who 
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have been monitoring our progression toward unsustainability thus far 
could also contribute to developing alternative visions and designs for a 
restorative future. The imperative then is for HE to reexamine its role 
within society based upon scientific and ethical principles of sustainable 
development in order to promote education for sustainable development 
(EfS/ESD).  
 
With the notion of the pursuit of SSD as a process of innovation and 
learning, IHE have vast potential to catalyze urgently needed societal 
change toward sustainability. 
 
The TNSF, described in Chapter 3, offers great potential as a guiding 
framework for IHE, because it combines a scientific operational definition 
of sustainability and an orienting strategic planning method based on 
organizational learning and change. In fact, as mentioned in the previous 
chapter, the framework was conceived of in HE and refined through a 
processes of backcasting and interactive learning represented by the triple 
helix model—involving businesses to test the theories derived in IHE and 
hybrid organizations to facilitate the transfer. Eventually, governments too 
have been drawn into the learning process.44 Much has been documented on 
this process.45

 
However, in regard to the strategic development of IHE, the framework has 
not yet been used for institution-wide planning nor have principles of 
EfS/ESD been used in conjunction with the framework. 
 
The UC Pilot Project and pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan, 
discussed in the next chapter, represent the first examples of the 
framework’s comprehensive use in IHE. 
 
 

                                                 
44 There several examples of municipalities using the TNSF in planning for sustainability, 
particularly in Canada and Sweden. 
45 A reference list of publications about the TNSF can be obtained from the TNS website, 
available at URL: http://www.naturalstep.org  
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4 University of Canterbury—Case Study 
 
4.1 Sustainability History and Document Review 
 
To obtain a thorough picture of the current reality of the University of 
Canterbury (UC), this chapter first explores the external and internal 
contexts within which the university operates. Historic events leading to 
current sustainability efforts are presented along with institutional strategic 
mechanisms already in place. This review is supplemented by findings from 
an evaluation of existing organizational conditions and results from the 
questionnaire completed by participants of the Pilot Project. Finally, the 
most recent draft of the pan-University Sustainability Plan is evaluated 
using the five-level model. 
 
 
4.1.1 Context—New Zealand National Strategy for 

Sustainability 
 

“The fundamental task in front of us over the coming decades is to 
redesign our socio-political-economic system in ways that 
reintegrate the dependencies between people and our underpinning 
ecological systems. And redesign we must; firstly, in the way we 
think about the whole issue of sustainability; secondly, in the way 
we design for a more sustainable future; and thirdly, in the actions 
we take. This third step is the hardest since this is where current 
ideologies, beliefs, value systems, economic theory and ecological 
constraints ultimately conflict”46 [35]. 

 
New Zealand is an island nation with a population of four million people, 
the majority of British decent, 14 percent indigenous Maori, and the 
remainder primarily of Asian or Pacific Island decent. The nation consists 
of two main islands (North and South) as well as several much smaller 
islands, covering an area of 266,200 sq km. 
 

                                                 
46quote taken from the 2002 ERUC draft strategy for environmental sustainability—see 
below 
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First settled about 1000 years ago by Polynesians (probably) it was 
originally named Aotearoa—Land of the Long White Cloud. In 1642, the 
first documented European arrival, the Dutch navigator Abel Tasman, re-
discovered New Zealand. In 1769, New Zealand was claimed for Britain by 
Captain James Cook.  
 
In the subsequent thousand years since New Zealand was first settled the 
land has been drastically altered to suit the all but insatiable needs and 
wants of people as they adjusted to an unfamiliar place. Over time, the 
Maori learned to live well within the physical limits of their new home after 
first disrupting the system. During this process they began to weave a rich 
tapestry of narratives to teach and pass on their accumulated knowledge 
which “often embodied ecological messages and environmental ethics.” 

[30] European settlers also drastically altered the system when they arrived 
(including the social system of the Maori) before they too began to adjust. 
Now, New Zealand’s natural and social systems are under great strain in the 
increasingly globalized society. As a geographically isolated, but 
economically connected (and trade dependent) nation, unsustainability 
poses not only a grave threat but also a great opportunity. 

There is a huge opportunity for New Zealand, a tiny nation of four 
million innovative people enjoying stunning landscapes and a 
benign climate, to learn along a better pathway. We could, and 
should, be the first in the world to become a truly environmentally 
sustainable nation. To do this, we need learning that is focused on 
quality of life, and on the opportunities to design and craft more 
sustainable ways of achieving it…This learning needs to be deeply 
embedded in all our formal and informal streams of education. In 
fact, it needs to be a core part of learning across society, 
necessitation a metamorphosis of many of our current education 
and learning constructs.” [3] 

 
Government. The Central Government of New Zealand has not only 
recognized its responsibility in pursuing sustainable development, it has 
also developed several strategies, frameworks, and programs to do so [3]. 
Among them, two key documents provide over-arching priorities for EfS. 

 The 2003 Sustainable Development for New Zealand Programme of 
Action [36] stipulates that “sustainable development must be at the 
core of all government policy” and sets the government’s overall 
direction and priorities for sustainable development: working in 

46 



partnership with local government, encouraging participatory 
processes, considering the implications of decisions from a global as 
well as a local perspective, and respecting environmental limits. It 
does not, however explicitly address the role of EfS.  

 The 2003 Education priorities for New Zealand [37] provide a 
summary of the government’s priorities in the education area, 
drawing together existing strategies and programs including the 
Early childhood strategic plan and the Tertiary education strategy 
(see below). 

 
At the local level, the Local Government Act (2002) provides opportunities 
for greater advancement toward sustainability. The purpose of this act is to: 

Provide for democratic and effective local government that 
recognizes the diversity of New Zealand communities; and to that 
end, this Act…provides for local authorities to play a broad role in 
promoting the social, economic, environmental, and cultural well-
being of their communities, taking a sustainable development 
approach. [3] 

 
As noted in a document published by the New Zealand Commission for the 
Environment, though there is “much scope to respond to an active, 
participatory citizenship, it cannot be assumed that the public will have the 
desired skills to participate effectively in the management of their 
community and environment” [3]. This problems speaks again to the need 
for EfS that is aimed at all ages for life long learning. 
 
 
4.1.2 Tertiary Education 
 
At the national level of HE in New Zealand, a quick inventory reveals that 
there are eight government-funded universities, 25 government-funded 
polytechnics and institutes of technology, 6 government-funded specialist 
teacher training institutions (two within universities, others collaborating 
with local universities), and a growing number of private tertiary and 
training providers [38]. 
 
The entity charged with oversight of these institutions is the Tertiary 
Education Commission (TEC), which is responsible to the Minister of 
Education. It has developed a framework, called the Assessment of 

47 



Strategic Relevance (ASR), which it uses to evaluate all universities’ 
contributions to national goals for HE. The framework assesses four 
themes: excellence, relevance, access, and capability. Each theme is further 
divided into specific objectives highlighted as priorities.47  
 
To further guide the tertiary educations system though, the Government has 
developed what it calls the Tertiary Education Strategy (TES), a five-year 
blueprint (2002-2007) for how the entire system can contribute to the six 
national goals of: 

 Economic transformation 
 Social development 
 Maori development 
 Environmental sustainability 
 Infrastructure development 
 Innovation 

 
In addressing these goals, however, the TES seems to focus primarily on 
the economic and social aspects and says very little about the environment 
or sustainability. In fact, the TES clearly links the tertiary education 
research infrastructure to economic growth and innovation to develop the 
New Zealand’s “knowledge society” [39] [3] which, as discussed in the 
literature review, is slightly oxymoronic48. In fact, beyond the statement of 
sustainability being one of the six national goals, the TES makes no further 
reference to sustainability and clearly targets many of the objectives for 
action toward business and commerce. 
 
The TES could provide a powerful push for sustainable development, but as 
yet, does not seem to be capitalizing on the national statement in support of 
sustainability. 
 
                                                 
47 According to the TES guidelines, set forth in the TEC Profile 2005-07 
Guidelines for Universities, there is no requirement for every organization 
to satisfy every objective, within the four themes of the ASR, and that it is 
up to each university to decide which areas it will focus on (p. 10-11). 
Greater detail on the objectives is available in the STEP and the TES 
(national priorities and strategies for tertiary education) at URL: 
www.tec.govt.nz . 
48 An oxymoron is a literary term that describes an apparent contradiction (e.g. an 
extravagant miser, or feverish sloth). 
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At the regional level, a small network of interested staff and students 
formed the Environmental Sustainability Working Group (ESWG) in 2003 
within the already formed (2001) Canterbury Tertiary Alliance (CTA)—a 
formal alliance between the University of Canterbury (UC), Lincoln 
University (LU), the Christchurch College of Education (CCE) and the 
Christchurch Polytechnic Institute of Technology (CPIT). The aim of 
creating the working group within the CTA was to endow “sufficient 
authority” to the body in order to be “officially recognized by the 
institutions and have the support of senior management.” [40] 
 
While the working group’s stated purpose is “to promote an increased 
awareness and advancement of environmental sustainability issues within 
the CTA”, to “provide a CTA forum for discussing environmental 
sustainability matters”, and to “promote cooperation and collaboration 
amongst CTA members on specific sustainability initiatives”, the working 
group has not moved beyond its first major project focusing on waste 
minimization. Having said this, however, the working group provides an 
excellent platform for future advancement as the CTA executive consists of 
the Vice Chancellors and senior managers from each of the institutions. 
 
 
4.1.3 Institutional Charters and Profiles 
 
The Charter and Profile are the means by which a university demonstrates 
its contribution to the TEC and TES and gains approval to access public 
funding. The Charter provides the broad, medium- to long-term description 
of the mission and role in the tertiary system and the Profile sets out the 
strategic framework (see Table 4.1) for how the high-level goals in the 
Charter will be implemented over a shorter time period. It gives specific 
information about the education and training activities offered as well as 
policies and performance targets [41].   
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Table  4.1:  UC Planning Framework 

 
Key Strategic Areas 

Foundat-
ional Issue 

Research-Teaching 
Nexus 

External 
Relations 

Partner-
ship 

People Infra-
structure 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Financial 
Viability 

Research 
and 

Scholarship 

Teaching 
and 

Learning 

Community 
Engage-

ment 

The 
Treaty of 
Waitangi 

Staff Studen
ts 

Governance, 
Leadership 

and 
Management 

With accompanying strategic objectives, goals, targets and performance indicators 

 
As outlined in the UC Profile, the University has placed particular 
importance on the first of the TES strategies (strengthening system 
capability and quality) [42]. The rationale given for the strategic choice to 
focus on this particular set of objectives is the agreement between the 
university and the government that “achieving financial viability, 
improving business processes, strengthening planning and policy 
development processes and developing a robust consultation framework for 
engagement with stakeholders” is of immediate importance [42]. This has 
provided some of the thrust for the current academic and financial 
restructuring UC has undertaken in the past few years, the rationale for 
which is listed as: 

1. a desire to make the leadership and management of the University 
more effective by moving decision-making closer to the core of 
teaching, learning and research; 

2. achieving greater academic leadership through increased freedom 
from administration; 

3. creating an environment where there is greater responsiveness to 
strategic opportunities; and 

4. strengthening the financial health of the University through 
mutually beneficial incentives with transparent and equitable 
resourceing. The impact of the restructuring is still being assessed 
[42]. 
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The Profile also notes how the planning processes, especially the 
development of the Research Strategy (consisting of research strategy 
documents from the Colleges and the School of Law) have served to 
sharpen the research focus of the University. Using the results of the first 
Performance Based Research Fund (PBRF) assessment, UC is further 
refining its research “platform” to propose further development of the 
Research Strategy. A key aspect of this proposal will be to build and 
strengthen links with industry in the region through the Partnerships for 
Excellence scheme—a national fund for the tertiary education sector that 
matches funds for private sector investment [42]. 

 
The Profile is also one of the driving forces behind the current development 
of the pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan. 
 
 
4.1.4 Strategy—University of Canterbury 
 
Like many campus sustainability-related plans and activities, UC’s current 
efforts to develop the pan-University Sustainability Plan have evolved from 
smaller, more isolated events dispersed throughout the institution. 
 
One example was the appointment of an Environmental Advocate as part of 
UC’s written commitment to pursuing equity and environmental 
sustainability in all university activities [43] [44]. This position was 
preceded by the Recycling Coordinator, a fixed position that emerged from 
the graduate summer project of Jo O’Brien (circa 1999) who set up a 
campus-wide paper recycling scheme. In her new position Ms. O’Brien 
began to initiate or coordinate other environmental projects—i.e. a 
carpooling scheme, assisting with the waterway restoration project, other 
recycling initiatives, etc.—the position was widened to “Environmental 
Projects Coordinator” and became a permanent full-time position. After 
Ms. O’Brien left the university in 2001 a six-month pause ensued as the 
student environmental club, Kakarike, and other supporters lobbied to have 
the position reestablished. Much of the difficulty likely arose from the fact 
that, at the time, the only strategic-level statement attached to the position 
was the University Environmental Policy Statement signed by the 
University’s Council in 1996 [45].  
 
In 2002, the university hired Dr. Kate Hewson for the Environmental 
Projects Coordinator position. Though the title of the position has changed, 
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most recently “Environmental Advocate” (“advocate” to better reflect the 
position being just as much about being a catalyst and initiator than merely 
a coordinator) and may likely change again to encompass the concept of 
sustainability [45], the position still reports to the Director of Facilities 
Management (FM). In this position, Dr. Hewson is charged with the tasks 
of “providing sustainability expertise, working with staff to integrate 
sustainability concepts into courses and degree programmes, and initiating 
and coordinating projects to promote greater understanding, engagement, 
and progress in campus sustainability matters.” [46]  
 
Arguably, the formation of the Environmental Resource Use Committee 
(ERUC) in the early 1990s was the first significant milestone in the 
universities progress toward institutionalizing sustainability. In 2002, the 
committee drafted a document that was a proposed strategy for UC’s 
transitions toward institutionalized sustainability. Designed to be like a 
five-year strategy for the university, the plan was presented to senior 
management. Though they agreed to start a working party to look into the 
proposals, it never happened. This was partly because university 
restructuring took over and the strategy and ERUC were not seen as terribly 
important at the time. 
 
However, the proposal boldly laid the foundation for the current pan-
University Draft Sustainability Plan.49 In it, the ERUC clearly stated the 
moral and ethical obligations of universities to play a significant role in the 
transitions of society to a sustainable future. This was followed by a 
discussion of the meaning of sustainability, which built substantially upon 
the Brundtland definition to include bio-physical aspects in relation to 
social, economic, and cultural wellbeing.  
 
This report is also significant in that it stressed the importance of 
developing an institutional strategy for integrating sustainability into the 
overall structure of the university that is linked to the national strategy of 

                                                 
49 It is also interesting to note the language used for the report, i.e. strategic goals set in the 
present tense as having already been achieved and “measures of success” outlining the 
steps required to achieve the goals. For example, Goal 1.1: UC is a signatory of the 
Talloires Declaration (which it is not yet), with Measures of success: 1. UC signs the 
Talloires Declaration. 2. UC is a member of and actively participates in the activities of 
the Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future. All goals and measures are 
presented in this way, which appears to be an example of backcasting even though this 
technique was likely not discussed as such at the time of the report. 
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sustainable development. This is set forth in the Government’s Tertiary 
Education Strategy which includes “environmental” sustainability as one of 
six national goals. 

UC recognizes the immense strategic relevance of environmental 
sustainability to the long-term stability and prosperity of New 
Zealand society, including economy, and endorses the identification 
of environmental sustainability as one of the six national goals for 
New Zealand. UC is committed to providing the best possible 
learning environment for fostering environmental sustainability. 
Whilst UC is already strong in many areas that are directly relevant 
to sustainability (e.g., in field studies, engineering, geography, 
forestry, biological sciences, and social sciences), there is still much 
that UC can do to further its responsibilities to sustainability, both 
with respect to the educational programmes that it offers and to the 
other activities that UC is involved in including research, extension, 
leadership and through its operations. This strategy provides the 
framework for how UC will do this50. 

 
It also called for very specific actions in the following five areas, each of 
which contain specific goals and measures of success: 

1. Executive-level leadership and support 
2. Campus facilities 
3. Teaching environmental sustainability at UC 
4. Environmental sustainability research at UC 
5. Working in the wider community for environmental sustainability 

 
Though this plan was quite advanced in its understanding of sustainability 
in a more holistic way, it was still limited in scope as indicated by the use 
of the term “environmental sustainability” rather than the more inclusive 
“socio-ecological sustainability” or “sustainability”. It is, however, 
illustrative of the evolutionary nature of the term; the concept, as expressed 
here, having evolved from an environmental understanding of the impacts 
of unsustainability. While this use of the term does not necessarily conflict 
with an inclusive view of sustainability (socio-ecological), it does indicate 
an emerging or not fully matured understanding of sustainability from a 
systems perspective.  
 

                                                 
50 This ERUC plan is not published. It was obtained from UC’s Environmental Advocate. 
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In regard to the careful use of terms related to sustainability, Dr. Hewson 
lends her insight: 

I think we are still in a very fragile early stage of our evolution 
towards sustainability and have quite a way to go before we get a 
widely accepted and understood definition and terming of 
sustainability (it’s nice to see how fast the sustainability concept is 
progressing though).  All this lack of clarity is perfectly 
understandable as we try to understand a new worldview from the 
edge of the old one! [45] 

 
 
4.1.5 Pilot Project & Partnerships: TNS NZ, MacPac and 

UC 
 
Despite the unsuccessful (or unutilized) ERUC proposal, sustainability 
continued to be an area of interest at UC in incongruous areas of the 
university. A later significant milestone for the advancement of 
sustainability at UC came in October 2004 with the initiation of the UC 
Sustainability Pilot Project.51 This unofficial group consisting of 
representatives from three departments within UC—Facilities Management, 
Continuing Education (now called UC Opportunity), and Geography—was 
assembled by invitation from the Environmental Advocate and the Business 
Director of UC Opportunity to explore in workshop settings how the TNSF 
(described in the methods section of this paper), particularly the ABCD 
planning method, could be used to critically evaluate their activities 
regarding sustainability. How this group came to be is itself an interesting 
story worthy of elaboration.  
 
When asked how the relationship between TNS NZ and UC began, the 
Director of TNS NZ, Lin Roberts, wrote: 

 While engaged in a range of specific practical initiatives, Kate [the 
UC Environmental Advocate] was looking around for a broader 
approach and concluded TNS offered the most rigorous strong 
sustainability52 models and frameworks, but felt she needed to build 

                                                 
51 For a brief description of the Pilot Project see: 
http://www.sustain.canterbury.ac.nz/for/for_staff.shtml  
52 See Figures 3.2 and 3.3 for further elaboration on the strong sustainability vs. weak 
sustainability concepts. 
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support within the university before she landed something like that 
on them. 
 
Then last year […the] General Manager at Macpac, one of our 
Pathfinder organizations, joined the staff of Continuing Education 
department at the [university]. [He] had been a key champion within 
Macpac, very effectively getting an excellent programme underway 
there, so Kate approached him [about] supporting a TNS 
programme. He was supportive. I was then asked to present to Kate 
and [him] and their respective bosses in May 2004 and they all 
agreed to participate in a pilot (starting small), but decided it would 
be good to include an academic department as well. Kate therefore 
approached Geography, thought to be probably most aware and 
interested. They agreed to join, and so we held two days of training 
on 29 July and 19 August with a group of around 30 - including 
staff from a range of roles within each dept and also, in FM's case, 
some external project team members e.g. architect and quantity 
surveyor [47]. 
 

The development of this relationship is particularly interesting because it 
emphasizes the importance of personal relationships and collegiality as 
indicated in the literature review. It is also interesting because the 
interaction between the university, hybrid organization, and business 
represent the different aspects of the triple helix model. The Pilot Project is 
an example of innovation resulting from knowledge transfer and 
experimentation through the relationships. 
 
Though succeeding in the goal of expanding participation and awareness 
about sustainability within UC, the Pilot Project has not been without its 
difficulties. As stated by Dr. Hewson: 

One of the challenges we have with the pilot group […] is keeping 
things going with regular forums, workshops, etc. particularly when 
everyone – me included – is really busy and the pilot groups are not 
official, so they aren’t classed as official work business. This is 
something the plan will need to address, i.e. to formalize and 
legitimize groups like the departmental pilot groups [48]. 

 
The literature also shows that such “formalization and legitimacy”, in the 
form of support from top management and adequate allocation of 
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recognition, time, and influence is essential for sustainability to become an 
integral part of the University. 
 
As a follow-up to the Pilot Project, participants will be asked to collectively 
reflect upon their experiences in trying to integrate sustainability into their 
departments, in planning and activities. This sets a very important 
precedent of reflective learning that will be essential if UC is to become a 
learning organization. 
 
 
4.1.6 Planning University-Wide Sustainability Initiatives 
 
Currently, the Environmental Advocate is working with the Director of 
Planning and Institutional Research Unit (PIRU) for UC and his personal 
assistant and the Director of Facilities Management to develop the initial 
drafts of the pan-University Environmental Sustainability Plan called for in 
the UC Profile. The Director of TNS NZ has also advised on the 
development of the plan (as have I, to a lesser extent). 
 
The plan builds upon the work of the ERUC draft strategy for 
sustainability, the Pilot Project, and the Planning group’s experiences. 
Originally scheduled for completion in mid-March 2005, it is now 
scheduled for completion in July after presentation and consultation with 
various stakeholders within UC, beginning with participants from the Pilot 
Project. 
 
Dr. Hewson describes the evolution of sustainability at UC in the following 
statement: 

I think you may find – and it was certainly the case in our university 
– that progress is usually cyclical rather than linear.  That is, rather 
than the University all of a sudden developing a sustainability plan 
and policy then employing someone to drive its implementation, 
what tends to happen is a gradual process of expansion and greater 
complexity.  From a small interested group(s), e.g., ERUC, 
Kakariki, managing to get a few initiatives off the ground, to new 
initiatives riding on the presence and/or success of the earlier 
initiatives, to getting yet more varied initiatives, resources, and 
revised policies, etc. as more people become interested.  In that 
context, the current UC Sustainability Plan is the next widening of 

56 



the circle to try to get more people interested and involved, more 
institutional embeddedness for sustainability principles, and more 
resources for a greater number of sustainability-related initiatives 
[45]. 
 
 

4.2 Evaluation Results 
 
Based upon findings from the literature review and the TNSF, this section 
will evaluate UC for general organizational conditions as well as its 
strategic approach to the development of the current pan-University Draft 
Sustainability Plan. 
 
 
4.2.1 Current Organizational Conditions 
 
To assess the current reality at the University of Canterbury, Organizational 
conditions listed in this section have been derived, by the researcher, from 
UC documents and interviews with the Environmental Advocate.  
 

Table 4.2: UC Current Organizational Conditions Evaluation Results 
 

Researcher Evaluation – Prior to pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan 

Demographics 

Total Students 13,430 

Post-graduate Students 1,901 

International 2,198 

Academic Staff 656 

General Staff 932 
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Organizational Conditions 

Transformational Leadership Various “champions” for sustainability within UC 
(though as yet, none in top management positions). 
The EA demonstrates transformational leadership in 
the development of the pan-University Sustainability 
Plan. 

Image Seems to be viewed positively internally, externally. 

Reputation Seems to have a good reputation internally, 
externally. 

Hierarchical – Strategic decision making occurs at 
high level, students, general staff, and many 
academic staff appear to have minimal impact on 
policymakers (at department level its less 
hierarchical and more inclusive, e.g. Geography, 
collegial and collaborative culture). 

Bureaucratic – Policy development and planning 
generally occurs at a high level and is highly 
controlled (PIRU). 

Decision Making – Minimally collaborative though 
emphasizing consultation. 

Organizational Structure 

Scale – One of New Zealand’s largest universities 
with 5 colleges, 30 departments, and 16 research 
centers. Annual income of $183.3 million (net 
surplus of $6.1 million). 

Political Orientation Could not be determined. 

Ethical Orientation An institutional ethic for environment and social 
issues evidenced—e.g. promotion of Maori 
development, student environmental group, an 
Environmental Advocate position. 
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Drivers of Sustainability 

The requirement by the TEC for all universities in 
New Zealand to address environmental sustainability 
in their Charters has proven to be useful in that it has 
given the people who are driving sustainability 
initiatives within UC something to attach their efforts 
to. There is little evidence of explicit signs by the 
Education Ministry for tertiary education to respond 
to “environmental sustainability” as described in 
section 4.1.1 of this paper. 

External 

Canterbury Tertiary Alliance53—Environmental 
Group 

Internal The proposed strategy for environmental 
sustainability created by the ERUC which called for 
very clear action on the part of UC management has 
been a useful milestone and experience to 
sustainability advocates within UC, but from the 
perspective of university administration 
[management] it may not even be remembered. 

Rationale for Sustainability 

Strategic positioning appeal Commitments to be a “top research-led university”. 

Enlightened self-interest Statements conveying sense of social, environmental, 
and economic responsibility. 

Ethical Seems strongest at lower and mid-levels of the 
university – No statements available from upper-
levels. 

Cost savings/regulatory Focus on resource efficiencies, standards 
compliances, and policy development.  

                                                 
53 The Canterbury Tertiary Alliance is composed of four autonomous members: 
Christchurch College of Education, Christchurch Polytechnic Institute of Technology, 
University of Canterbury, and Lincoln University. As stated on the Alliance’s website, 
“The Canterbury Tertiary Alliance aims to ensure that Christchurch's four major providers 
develop tertiary education choices in Canterbury in a complementary way. This ensures 
co-operations in best practice, cost efficiencies, collegiality and ultimately benefits our 
students” [49]. 
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Barriers to Progress toward Sustainability 

Lack of coordination There are many projects / activities that may be 
sustainability-related, but the capacity for 
coordination of them all is not yet established. 

Lack of knowledge/training Sustainability training is not widely available to staff 
(both faculty [academic] and general staff). There 
seems to be confusion between various concepts of 
sustainability as well as a general unawareness about 
the subject and a lack of urgency. 

Minimal communication 
across dept. or functional 
areas 

Acceptance of interdisciplinary teaching and 
research – At least from a theoretical perspective. 
UC is not yet in the position of really advancing 
interdisciplinary teaching and research. 

Low priority University management has not made written 
commitments to pursue sustainability beyond TEC 
requirements. They have not signed the Talloires 
Declaration as proposed by the ERUC strategy 
report. 

Aversion to risk As most universities, risk management is of high 
priority. 

Lack of incentives Sustainability is not integrated into systems of 
recruitment, rewards, development, funding, etc. 

Potential “turf” resistance Could not be determined. 

Use of the Term “Sustainability” 

Environmental efforts underpin sustainability efforts 
historically. 

Social issues have high priority but are not 
consistently linked to environmental, political 
aspects, etc. 

“Environmental” 
sustainability 

Pilot Project – Utilized the TNSF for workshops and 
planning (definition based on scientific principles). 
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Missing Ingredients 

Coordination of expertise Done by the Environmental Advocate (EA) to 
some extent, but limited by time and energy of one 
person at this point 

Institutional leadership Currently no top-level advocates (though there are 
no strong opponents) 

Low- / mid-level priority EA currently located in Facilities Management 
with limited resources, student interest in 
sustainability not widespread 

Related Funding Mainly limited to Facilities Management 
(Location of the Environmental Advocate) and 
operations activities / programs—i.e. recycling, 
energy planning, etc. Though this aspect could not 
be fully determined in this study. 

Outcomes  

Appointment of Environmental Advocate 

Various projects related to sustainability throughout campus, e.g. recycling program, 
energy assessments and conservation program, a community garden, sustainable 
transportation promotion, workshops, seminars, research projects and publications, 
etc. 

Over 100 sustainability-related undergraduate courses54

Formation of the Pilot Project Group – TNSF workshops conducted for strategic 
planning within participating departments 

Initiating pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan 
 

 

                                                 
54 For the full list of undergraduate courses, as well as a forthcoming list of graduate 
courses, please see the Environmental Sustainability website: 
http://www.sustain.canterbury.ac.nz/courses.shtml (site accessed on 8.8.2005) 
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4.2.2 Questionnaire Responses 
 
As described in Chapter 2, the questionnaire utilized the Likert scale; the 
number 1 representing “strongly disagree”, 3 representing “neutral”, 5 
representing “strongly agree”, and 9 representing “don’t know”. Results for 
each of the four sections of the questionnaire are presented in Tables 4.3-
4.6 as a combined average, followed by a brief summary of findings. 

 
Table 4.3: Responses for Current Drivers  

 

Current Drivers of Sustainability at UC 

Statement Average 
Rating 

Cost savings/financial benefits 3.67 
Regulatory pressures 3.40 
Government influence 3.30 
Benefits to student recruitment 3.27 
Benefits to UC’s reputation 3.25 
Pressures from professional/business bodies 3.10 
Ethical and/or moral obligations 3.08 
UC’s responsibility as a model for individuals and institutions 3.08 
Strategic market positioning within the educational sector 3.00 
Student influence 2.95 
The institution’s ability to lead societal change 2.92 
Commitment of the Vice-Chancellor 2.91 
Influence of external funding bodies 2.90 
Commitment of Department Heads 2.86 
Labour market (i.e. future employers of students) 2.73 
Commitment of Senior Management 2.70 
Activist group influence 2.61 
Benefits to worker satisfaction/happiness 2.42 
Benefits to staff recruitment 2.18 
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Table 4.4: Responses for Current Barriers  

Current Barriers to Progress toward Sustainability at UC 

Statement Average 
Rating 

Academic/administrative structures 4.33 
Lack of commitment from UC Council 4.20 
Complexity of the issues 4.00 
Lack of commitment from Senior Management 4.00 
Lack of time 3.92 
Lack of funding 3.83 
Fear of change 3.82 
Lack of commitment from other staff 3.67 
Lack of commitment from Department Heads 3.50 
Higher priority of other issues 3.50 
Lack of commitment from Vice-Chancellor 3.40 
Lack of information 3.38 
Lack of tangible benefits 3.33 
Lack of commitment from students 3.25 
Lack of coordination or direction 3.00 

 
Table 4.5: Responses for Prerequisites for Speeding Progress  

Prerequisites for Speeding Progress toward  Sustainability at UC 

Statement Average 
Rating 

Greater commitment from UC Council 4.73 
Greater commitment from Vice-Chancellor 4.64 
Greater commitment from Senior Management 4.64 
Greater integration of sustainability into institutional planning and 
management 

4.58 

Release time for staff to learn/develop professionally 4.33 
Systems of reward/recognition 4.17 
Greater commitment from staff 4.08 
Partnerships with other institutions/organizations 3.92 
Support for change through academic/administrative structures and 
processes 

3.83 

Mechanisms for sharing information 3.75 
Greater coordination or direction 3.75 
Cost efficiencies/savings in operations 3.75 
Communication of tangible outcomes from “real-life” projects 3.67 
Interdisciplinary project teams to advise on UC planning and actions 3.67 
And well developed relationships with local community 3.67 
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Table 4.6:  Responses based on the Five-level Model 

Five-level Model 

Corresponding 
Level 

Statement Average 
Rating 

UC needs a clear institutional strategy to move 
toward sustainability 

4.45 

There are significant opportunities for UC to 
contribute to a sustainable society 

4.33 

There are significant barriers for UC to 
contribute to a sustainable society 

4.09 

Levels-1 / 3 
System / 
Strategy 

Sustainability is of importance to Central 
Government 

4.00 

A philosophical understanding of sustainability 
is essential for decision making 

4.00 

A scientific understanding of sustainability is 
essential for decision making 

3.67 

Sustainability is an objective of decision making 
for the University 

3.18 

Level-2 
Success 

You personally/professionally identify with 
UC’s vision/values 

2.83 

UC establishes linkages with other institutions 
focused on issues of sustainability 

2.67 

You have sufficient support and/or information 
to make changes toward sustainability – both 
professionally and personally 

2.58 

UC engages people in 
events/programs/initiatives focused on key 
elements of sustainability 

2.55 

UC measures its progress toward sustainability 2.45 
UC business/operations practices consider 
issues of sustainability 

2.44 

Levels-4 / 5 
Action / Tools 

Research at UC focuses on issues of 
sustainability 

2.40 

UC’s general vision/values are widely 
communicated 

2.25 Level-2  
Success 

Pursuing sustainability is integrated into UC’s 
vision/values 

2.17 

Level-3/4 
Strategy / Action 

UC is significantly helping to move society 
toward sustainability 

2.08 

Level-5  
Tools 

UC recognizes and rewards staff, students, and 
citizens for contributions to sustainability 

1.67 
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Summary of Findings. According to the respondents of the questionnaire, 
the University of Canterbury lacks top-level leadership and support for 
sustainability initiative. Respondents listed this situation as a significant 
barrier to progress toward sustainability and rated the signaled the need for 
such leadership and support to speed future progress. In conjunction with 
the lack of leadership and support, the responses suggest UC is currently in 
a defensive mode relative to sustainability, i.e. focusing on cost savings and 
regulatory compliance rather than capitalizing on the strategic advantages 
of sustainable development. This distinction is significant in determining 
whether a university is a leader or a laggard in terms of progress toward 
sustainability as was shown in the literature review. The knowledge of it 
may indeed help UC sustainability change agents in the formation of future 
strategies to communicate with the top-level leadership. 
 
Another interesting finding was the ranking of the two types of 
understanding related to sustainability; scientific and philosophical. 
Respondents rank the need for a philosophical understanding for decision 
making slightly higher than the need for a scientific understanding of 
sustainability. This is especially interesting given the respondents all 
participated in workshops on the TNSF including the four SP, which are 
scientifically derived principles of sustainability. However, the fact that the 
two comments receiving nearly equal ranking may indicate that an 
understanding of both the science and philosophy of sustainability is 
important. In fact, one respondent wrote, “Both must be understood and one 
without the other doesn’t work”. Hopefully, this finding will spark further 
discussions among the UC Pilot Project group regarding sustainability as 
they progress to the follow-up stage of the Pilot Project. This will be 
facilitated by the Environmental Advocate in July or August 2005. 
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4.2.3 UC pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan 

Evaluation 
 
Please refer to the UC pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan, in 
Appendix B, for further detail. 
 
System – Awareness 

 
(1) What is the plan’s stated awareness of the system (i.e. organization 

within society within the biosphere)? 
 
The plan presents a thorough awareness of the system. Complexity of the 
socio-ecological system, as well as complexity within the university 
system, is recognized in the plan. For instance, the plan assumes the “strong 
sustainability” model as more accurately presents scales, relationships, and 
socio-ecological interconnections than the “weak sustainability” model55. In 
order to effectively manage this complexity, the plan proposes the use of 
the TNSF as a guiding framework for UC’s strategic development. 
 
(2) What is the understanding of responsibilities associated with 

sustainability? 
 
The plan explicitly recognizes the importance of education, in building the 
capacity of all citizens to meet the challenges of sustainable development 
through life-long learning. Universities, therefore, are acknowledges as 
having “key roles to play in educating for sustainable societies” in addition 
to having “the research capacities to help us to better understand the 
complexities of the world and its ecosystems, design new technologies, and 
develop new perspective on how we can transform ourselves and our 
societies’ social, political, and economic systems towards ones that are 
socio-ecologically sustainable.” 56

 
Success – Vision 
 
(3) What is the vision of success? 

                                                 
55 Furthermore, the plan specifically utilizes the TNS SP (socio-ecological sustainability 
principles) to define sustainability in conjunction with the strong sustainability model. 
56 Please refer to the rationale section of the plan in Appendix B for more detail. 
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 “That the University of Canterbury be recognised locally, 
nationally and internationally as a leader and model in its 
commitment to the principles and practice of sustainability.” 

 
(4) Is it based on principles of sustainability? 
 
The Draft Sustainability Plan suggests use of the TNSF and the TNS SP to further 
develop the pan-University Sustainability Plan because the framework specifically 
combines “two essential elements: scientifically derived principles for socio-
ecological sustainability and the strategic planning concept/process of 
backcasting”. Because the plan is still in the draft stage, requiring consultation by 
the wider UC community and final approval by UC management, the framework is 
not yet completely integrated into the plan.  
 
Strategy – Process 
 
(5) What is the strategy or process for the plan’s success? 
 
The formal strategy for the pan-University Sustainability Plan is 
concentrated on developing a process. In particular, emphasis is placed on 
the development of a plan that will include proper documentation and 
consultation in line with the university’s restructuring rationales (discussed 
in section 4.1.3). As such, the plan is not heavily detailed. Rather, it begins 
(in a manner consistent with the ABCD planning process) by establishing 
an overall vision of sustainability for UC as well a more specific visions for 
each of the eight key strategic areas and lays a framework for further 
development to be done primarily by a networking of work groups across 
the university (representing each of the eight key strategic areas as well as 
creating new groups focused on any aspects of sustainability not covered by 
those areas). In many respects it is the plan for the plan.  
 
The plan is also presented as strategically aligned with existing institutional 
and national strategies and goals57. 
 
The plan also sets the tone for the networking approach by establishing 
several specific organizational development objectives: 

This vision will be achieved through: 
                                                 
57 Many of which are discussed in section 4.1. 
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1. Encouraging research that advances sustainability in society; 
2. Providing teaching programmes that cultivate an awareness and 

understanding of sustainability across all faculties and develop 
students’ capacities to effect change; 

3. Ensuring our approaches towards sustainability are in alignment 
with our responsibilities and relationships under the Treaty of 
Waitangi; 

4. Working cooperatively with other groups to raise awareness of 
sustainability in the wider community – locally, regionally, 
nationally and internationally;  

5. Raising staff awareness and participation in steps towards 
sustainability;  

6. Raising student awareness and participation in steps towards 
sustainability; 

7. Setting an example of environmental and social responsibility in the 
way we develop and manage our campus facilities and the resources 
we use;  

8. Creating an institutional culture of sustainability with clear 
executive-level leadership and support. 

 
Informally, the Environmental Advocate, Kate Hewson, seems to have a 
clear drive and appreciation for strategy based on the concept of 
backcasting from principles of socio-ecological sustainability. Also, she 
seems to understand the importance of institutionalizing sustainability so 
that success is not dependant upon any one “employee” or small group of 
dedicated, but voluntary, individuals. A large part of this strategy, therefore, 
is to engage persons who are most essential to achieving the goal of 
institutionalization—working from the “middle-out” to gain support from 
the “top-down” while engaging a critical mass from the “bottom-up”—and 
whole-system change.  
 
(6) Is it based on principles of education for sustainability (EfS/ESD)? 
 
By targeting work groups and committees already working in the various 
key strategic areas to develop specific details related to the 
institutionalization of sustainability at UC, there is a much greater potential 
for increasing awareness and participation among the various decision 
makers in the university. Much attention must also be paid to making this 
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process open to persons not currently involved in existing decision making 
functions such as general staff, students, and external stakeholders. 
 
This approach offers potential to address needed changes in both 
curriculum and operations while promoting organizational learning and 
capacity building. Though not stated as principles of EfS/ESD expressly, 
each principle (presented in Table 3.1) appears in the plan as rationale 
and/or method. 
 
(7) How are possibilities prioritized? 
 
The three questions for prioritization provided by the TNSF: (1) Does the 
decision lead in the right direction—i.e. toward sustainability? (2) Will it 
provide a flexible platform for future progress, or will it become a dead 
end? (3) Will it provide sufficient returns, both in monetary and non-
monetary terms, to sustain future progress? This last question will likely be 
discussed in the working groups as the framework was used in the Pilot 
Project. In such discussions, other priorities may also arise specific to UC 
in addition to these. 
 
Action –Initiatives  
 
(8) What specific actions or initiatives does the plan state are necessary for 

success? 
 
One action not yet outlined in the plan is a campus sustainability audit that 
will create a baseline and assist future planning. To do this, the Campus 
Sustainability Assessment Framework (CSAF), an assessment tool 
developed in Canada, will be used. The assessment will take two years and 
will require the assistance and input from a wide variety of persons to 
complete.58

 
 Developing a business case for a sustainability advocacy unit to 

provide a central hub for communications, support, expertise, and 
staff and student training for sustainability; 

                                                 
58 For a more complete description of the CSAF, please see the Greening the Ivory 
Towers: Academia to Action website, available at URL: http://www.syc-
cjs.org/gitp/en/framework.htm  (accessed on 22.05.2005) 
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 Assessment – establishing a campus-wide, two-year project to 
assess our university in terms of sustainability, to provide a detailed 
report by the end of 2007.  In doing so, begin to develop protocols 
to monitor our progress towards sustainability. 

 Forums where the various sustainability working groups and other 
interested parties will join together to share their work and discuss 
sustainability matters. 

 
(9) Who is Responsible for initiatives? 
 
The pilot planning group, consisting of the EA, the Director of PIRU, and 
the Director of Facilities Management, are immediately responsible for this 
development stage. They have identified existing working groups and 
administrative figures for each of the key strategic areas. Responsibilities 
are thus suggested for the initial consultation process of the plan’s 
development. 
 
Tools  
 
(10) What Tools are required? 
(11) Who tools are available? 
 
Many tools will likely be identified or developed as planning proceeds and 
working groups begin to grapple with what sustainability means for UC in 
all of its activities. Three tools that can help in this process have been 
identified already:  

 TNSF for strategic planning for sustainability  
 CSAF for establishing a baseline for learning, monitoring, 

communication, and planning 
 The Environmental Sustainability website could be an effective tool 

for coordination and communication 
 
 
Summary of Findings. Based upon this assessment, the UC pan-University 
Draft Sustainability Plan potentially introduces several important aspects 
into the institution’s strategic planning considerations: 

 Institutional (top-level) commitment to sustainability through a 
communicated vision and dedicated resources to planning; 

 Opening the strategic planning process to include a wide-range of 
participants; 
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 Thoroughly assessing the current situation of UC to support the 
planning process; 

 
Progress Update. Currently, (as of the 2nd of June 2005) the initial 
composition of the plan has been completed and it will be sent out to a 
select group of people within UC for consultation. After their input has 
been gathered and integrated into the plan it will then be sent out for 
consultation by the wider UC community whose comments will also be 
integrated into the final plan. The final step for the pan-University Draft 
Sustainability Plan will be its endorsement by Senior Management after 
which the working groups and sustainability audits will commence. 
 
 
4.3 Discussion: Potential for Learning and 

Development 
 
From my assessments of various documents, correspondence, and 
questionnaire responses, I believe UC has both great potential and 
significant barriers to institutional progress toward sustainability. Findings 
reveal that, in terms of UC’s overall organizational conditions (current 
structures, processes, and attitudes); the university represents a 
sustainability laggard. However, in terms of transformational leadership, 
building off past successes, and strategic approach, sustainability advocates 
within UC demonstrate exceptional leadership. From a strategic point of 
view, the pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan provides a strong 
foundation for continued development and organizational learning that is 
uncommon to other IHE related to sustainability. Taken together, UC may 
be poised to become an overall leader institution for SSD. 
 
Having said this, however, I offer one additional note of caution: In my 
opinion, part of the potential success of the plan’s networking approach is 
the development of an effective communications strategy to link the various 
groups and open the process to the wider community. This aspect has not 
yet been fully developed in the plan, and could be considered as the plan 
progresses to consultation. One suggestion is the use of existing 
communications structures, such as the intranet for UC staff and the newly 
launched (2005) Environmental Sustainability website59 for organizing 

                                                 
59 http://www.sustain.canterbury.ac.nz/
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purposes. The department of Communications and Development (the 
university department responsible for both internal and external 
communications as well as fundraising) could play an important part in 
developing a platform to promote UC sustainability. 
 
Furthermore, appealing to the concept of sustainable development as a 
learning process for innovation may prove a useful strategy for creating a 
communication strategy, particularly with external organizations 
represented by the triple helix model60. 
 
 

                                                 
60 It should be made explicit, however, that the goal of sustainable development is NOT the 
same as, or indeed consistent with, economic growth as we know it today. Much dialogue 
will be needed to drive this point, and therefore, much care will be need in the way the 
triple helix concept is communicated. 
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5 Colleagues in Sustainability 
 
There are many IHE making significant contributions to the advancement 
toward sustainability though I have found none that represent an “ideal”—
sustainable—college or university. This is not at all surprising, given the 
magnitude of societal unsustainability. What is surprising though, and 
pleasantly so, is that there are many institutions beginning to make very 
significant strategic advancements toward sustainability.  
 
In this study, I was not able to get a full picture of all that is underway in 
IHE globally, for reasons of limitation describe in section 1.2. However, I 
have found some examples from various universities that are be highlighted 
in this chapter. The examples range from whole-university strategic 
approaches to specific tools. 
 
This chapter begins with an evaluation of the University of Calgary’s (U of 
C) Sustainability Initiative [50] as an example of a whole-system 
(university within community within nation, etc.) example of strategic 
planning for sustainability and as an illustration of the triple helix model 
working for sustainability as an innovation. 
 
 
5.1 University of Calgary, Canada—Sustainability 

Initiative 
 
5.1.1 Organizational Conditions 
 

Table 5.1: U of C Current Organizational Conditions Evaluation Results 

Researcher Evaluation – Prior to Sustainability Initiative Implementation 

Demographics 

Total Students 27,928 

Post-graduate Students 5,134 

Management / Professional Staff 435 

Academic Staff 1,569 

General Staff 1,929 full-time, 171 part-time 
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Organizational Conditions 

Transformational Leadership Top- and mid-level support / advocacy is 
evident. 

Image Seems to be viewed positively internally, 
externally. 

Reputation Seems to have a good reputation internally, 
externally. 

Hierarchical – Could not be determined 

Bureaucratic – Could not be determined 

Decision Making – Could not be 
determined (but some emphasis on 
consultation and inclusion) 

Organizational Structure 

Scale—One of the largest universities in 
Alberta with 15 faculties, 53 departments, 
9 institutes, 42 faculty centers, and 24 
affiliated centers and institutes. External 
research funding at $247 million. 

Political Orientation Could not be determined 

Ethical Orientation An institutional ethic for environment and 
social issues evidenced. 

Drivers of Sustainability 

Partnerships and business networks. External 

Local, provincial, and national 
commitments to pursuing sustainability. 

University leadership at all levels, 
particularly at the mid- and administrative 
levels. 

Internal 

Building off past successes. 
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Rationale for Sustainability 

Strategic positioning appeal Commitments to be a “top research-led 
university”. 

Enlightened self-interest Statements conveying sense of social, 
environmental, and economic 
responsibility. 

Ethical Quite strong at upper- and mid-levels of 
the university – as well as lower-levels 

Cost savings/regulatory Focus on financial viability—but also 
focused on potential opportunities and 
innovations related to SD. 

Barriers to Progress toward Sustainability 

Lack of coordination There are many projects / activities that are 
sustainability-related—many of which 
spring from school of Architecture and 
Design—not quite whole-system 
coordination. 

Lack of knowledge/training Could not be determined 

Minimal communication across 
dept. or functional areas 

Advocates interdisciplinary teaching and 
research – from both a theoretical and 
practical perspective.  

Low priority University management has made written 
commitments to pursue sustainability.  

Aversion to risk As most universities, risk management is 
of high priority 

Lack of incentives Could not be determined 

Potential “turf” resistance Could not be determined 

75 



 
Use of the Term “Sustainability” 

Social environmental, political aspects 
linked. Economic and environmental 
aspect emphasized. 

Sustainability 

Sustainability Initiative – suggests use of 
TNSF SP for definition based on scientific 
principles 

Missing Ingredients 

Low- / mid-level priority  

Related Funding  

Outcomes  

U of C President and FM VP are top-level advocates 

Institute of Sustainable Energy, Environment and Economy (ISEEE) 

Various sustainability-related courses, both undergraduate and graduate 

Initiating Sustainability Initiative  Plan (currently housed within the Campus 
Infrastructure department) 
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5.1.2 Sustainability Initiative Evaluation 
 
Please refer to the University of Calgary’s (U of C) Sustainability Initiative 
[50] as reference to this evaluation. 
 
System - Awareness 
 
(1) What is the plan’s stated awareness of the system? (i.e. organization 

within society within the biosphere) 
 

The plan shows a comprehensive awareness of the university’s relationship 
with the city of Calgary, with the province of Alberta, with Canada, and 
with the global society and environment in relation to issues of 
sustainability.  

The “weak sustainability” model (see Figure 3.2) is used to describe the  
three elements of sustainability—“the natural environment, economic 
development, and social systems”. Economic development is repeatedly 
highlighted throughout the plan. However, its usage seems to be 
strategically aimed at appealing to the enlightened self-interest aspects of U 
of C pursuing sustainable development through innovation and the 
economic advantages of leading transformation. The plan states, for 
example, that: 

The University of Calgary is poised to become a national leader in 
putting Canada back on the international map with respect to 
sustainable development. Sustainability is already a national, 
provincial, and municipal priority. Funding for research, education, 
and implementation of sustainable development is available and 
could represent net new funds for the University.” 

 

The TNS SP are also used to define sustainability in the introduction of the 
plan.  

 
(2) What is the understanding of responsibilities associated with 

sustainability? 
 
The plan states that “sustainability speaks to an ethical obligation the 
present generation has to future ones: to pursue our developmental needs 
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without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs.” (reference to the Brundtland Commission definition).  
 
The plan also emphasizes the importance of utilizing the teaching and 
research capacities of the university to make transformational change in 
society at large. 
 
Success – Vision 
 
(3) What is the vision of success? 
 

“Sustainability through Transformation”  
 
“To achieve true sustainable development, a fundamental 
transformation in how society approaches sustainability needs to 
occur. This transformation is found by understanding the 
sustainability issues in terms of policy, science, and management 
constructs and their respective interrelationships. This will then 
affect the teaching, research, and operations and implementation 
(applied) activities related to this ‘transformed’ sustainability 
 
Sustainable development is more than science and technology. It 
involves values, art, culture, historical analysis, wellness, and 
quality of life. That being the case, all faculties will be involved in 
the evaluation of our understanding of sustainability and the 
development and implementation of actions to solve the problems 
related to it”  

 
 
(4) Is it based on principles of sustainability? 
 
As mentioned above, the plan uses the TNS SP61 to define sustainability. 
However, I could not completely determine to what extent the use of the 
TNSF has or has not influenced the development of the Sustainability 
Initiative. Because the plan stresses the importance of an overall strategic 
approach to sustainability, I assume there has been some influence.  

 
 

                                                 
61 Linkage is provided to the TNS Ca website. 
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Strategy 
 
(5) What is the strategy or process for the plan’s success? 
 
The plan presents “a vision strategy”, to facilitate the university’s 
Sustainability Initiative of sustainability through transformation. To do 
this, the plan calls for the establishment of The University of Calgary 
Office of Sustainability (UCOS), and the implementation of an 
Environmental Management System (EMS) to monitor and manage the 
transformation. 
 
This strategy focuses on “turning barriers into opportunities” through 
innovation in order to “close the implementation gap” (focus research 
efforts to areas not currently receiving adequate attention). 
 
The plan also focuses on “strategic fit”—alignment with institutional 
strategies. Specifically, the plan seeks to integrate with the university’s 
Academic Plan [51] and Business Plan62 [52], which states: 

In order to capitalize on significant changes in the post-secondary 
system, the University must fundamentally change its culture, 
governance, organizational structure, and process systems. We will 
create a culture of accountability and ownership for the achievement 
of success through all levels of the University. 
 
We have made good progress toward developing a dynamic, 
strategic management process. New tools and processes are being 
developed to help establish timely, accurate and reliable reporting, 
and support calculated risk-taking. […] These tools and 
measurement techniques also allow for enhanced transparency and 
accountability, and the demonstration of good stewardship of 
resources [physical, financial and human] [52]. 
 

To do this, the plan presents the Sustainability Roadmap, an Environmental 
Management System (EMS) Action Plan to guide the strategic development 
of and ongoing management of the Sustainability Initiative. 
 
(6) Is it based on Principles of education for sustainability (EfS/ESD)? 
                                                 
62 U of C’s Academic Plan and Business Plan correspond to UC’s Charter and Profile, 
respectively, in function. 
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Though the plan does not expressly refer to or describe principles of 
EfS/ESD, it does commit to upholding and enhancing the four core 
principles articulated in the Academic Plan [51]: 

 Create a quality learning environment built on integration of 
teaching, research and creative activities. 

 Return the benefits of our research and learning to our 
communities, ensuring that we are responsive to their needs. 

 Enhance our effectiveness as a responsive and responsible 
institution. 

 Provide a positive work environment that supports and expects 
excellence, quality, innovation and accountability. 

 
(7) How are possibilities prioritized? 
 
In order to evaluate specific projects proposed for consideration by the 
Sustainability Initiative, the plan proposes selection criteria. This document 
is called Criteria for Evaluation of Proposals for Sustainability Projects. All 
projects are evaluated based on the following criteria: 

 Sustainability. How does the project contribute to sustainability 
on campus, in the community, provincially, nationally, and 
internationally? 

 Commitment. Is the person making the proposal committed to 
making the project successful, or are they suggesting that 
someone else do the work? 

 Academic Plan. Does the proposed project uphold and enhance 
the principles and strategic areas outlined in the Academic Plan? 

 Benefits and costs. [based on various assessment tools] 

 External sources of funding. Are external sources of funding 
available and accessible? 

 Image and reputation 

 Research opportunities 

 Technical feasibility 

 Climate 

 Health and safety 
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 Partnerships 

 International aspects 
 

Action 
 
(8) What specific Actions or Initiatives does the plan state are necessary for 

success? 
 
Both the U of C Business Plan and the Sustainability Initiative identify 
specific actions related to the overarching Academic Plan. Actions, or 
pathways as they are referred to above, seem to be focused on the theme of 
structured support for professional development and learning about 
sustainability. They are [50]: 

 Conference workshops to develop “specific actions for specific 
stakeholders to advance the sustainability agenda”. 

 Tightly-focused workshops for identified problems not yet 
adequately addressed—small select “group of experts and 
stakeholders working together to exchange and develop ideas (6 
months), then have face-to-face workshops to determine problem 
solving actions”. 

 Internet portal “to present and update outcomes”. While requiring 
funding, the plan notes how this would enhance U of C’s and 
Calgary’s image. The plan proposes four layers for the portal: 

a. Website with hotlinks, .pdf documents and general 
information; 

b. Chat room with general access for discussions about 
sustainability; 

c. Chat room with access restricted to people with a password; 
and 

d. Virtual office (or offices) for a carefully selected group of 
people who want to continue to work together on specific 
issues. 

 
(9) Who is Responsible for initiatives? 
 
According to the Draft Document for Review, the Interim Advisor to the 
Vice-President (Finance and Services) on Sustainability and the 
Environmental Management Coordinator for Campus Infrastructure are 
responsible for organizing initial efforts related to the Sustainability 
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Initiative. They, in turn, report to the VP (F & S). There is also 
collaboration with the VP External Relations and on-campus media for 
appropriate communications strategies related to the Sustainability 
Initiative. 
 
Tools 
 
(10) What Tools are required? 
(11) What Tools are available? 
 

 Environmental Management System and Programs 

 Strategy Map: 

“Based on that framework [the Institutional Planning Accountability 
Framework], the University developed a Strategy Map as a 
graphical tool to aid in the development and communication of 
institutional planning. Consultation with and feedback from a wide 
variety of internal and external stakeholders was incorporated into 
this planning snapshot. 

The Strategy Map provides common targets and measures that help 
us align efforts to achieve our strategic vision across the University. 
Set out in the map’s multiple layers—which become more detailed 
and specific at lower levels—are prioritized strategies, objectives 
and actions that will move the University forward to achieve its 
academic goals. By following this map, we will ensure that the time 
and resources we expend are directed by the principles and priorities 
of the Academic Plan” [50]. 

 Budget:  

“One of our biggest challenges is to use the University’s budget as a 
tool [emphasis mine] for implementing change, and manage it to 
shift the institution in ways that allow us to adapt to our current 
environment. 

 Criteria for Evaluation of Proposals for Sustainability Projects 

 
 
Summary of Findings. According to the five-level model evaluation, the 
University of Calgary seems to be well positioned for strategic 
advancement toward sustainability. In fact, the university seems to be far 
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more advanced than most other universities in regard to its whole system 
strategic plan to integrate sustainability into its standard operating 
procedures and pathways. Furthermore, the university appears to be 
fostering its foundations by engaging in organizational learning efforts 
which will likely greatly enhance campus sustainability efforts. 
 
However, institutional strategic development does have the potential to lead 
away from sustainability if management systems are not aligned with a 
vision based on compliance with scientific and ethical principles of 
sustainability. 
 
 
5.2 Other Individual Institutions of Higher Education 
 
There are many universities, colleges, and technical schools that are 
beginning to take seriously the need to plan strategically toward 
sustainability. It is interesting to note that many of the most advanced, 
according to my evaluations, can be found within countries or regions that 
strongly support sustainable development. For example, I have found that 
universities in Canada, Sweden, Australia, and the United Kingdom63 seem 
to be more advanced both in terms of their commitment to sustainable 
development and in terms of the language used to discuss issues of 
sustainability. However, more research is necessary in order to explore this 
suggestion further. 
 
Though one can highlight individual universities as showing leadership 
toward sustainability, I have also noticed that there seem to be geographical 
“pockets” of sustainability activity among universities. Universities seem to 
be making significant progress toward sustainability by drawing upon the 
strengths and experiences of others forming networks for sustainability. 
 
 

                                                 
63 Please note, again, these are English speaking countries, save Sweden which is the 
location of my program of study and for which I have some first-hand knowledge of 
education for sustainability. 
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5.3 Networks and Resources for Sustainability in 
Higher Education 
 
There are a growing number of university networks for sustainability. One 
example, the Alliance for Global Sustainability (AGS), is a strategic 
network of four science and technology universities. These universities are: 
the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (Switzerland), Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (USA), the University of Tokyo (Japan), and 
Chalmers University of Technology (Sweden) [53]. Research teams from 
the alliance (as well as from other sectors represented by the triple helix 
model) have developed new knowledge  on a variety of sustainability 
related topics such as cleaner technologies, energy and climate change, 
mobility, policy, urban systems, water and agriculture, and education for 
sustainability. 
 
There are even networks of networks. For example, the Global Higher 
Education for Sustainability Partnership (GHESP) is an “umbrella” 
organization for several international organizations for sustainability in 
HE—the International Association of Universities (IAU), the Cooperation 
Programme in Europe for Research on Nature and Industry through 
Coordinated University Studies (CRE-COPERNICUS), the University 
Leaders for a Sustainable Future (ULSF)—each with membership from 
hundreds of universities around the world  Also, the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is a member 
of the GHESP network [54].  
 
As members of these networks, IHE not only engage in knowledge sharing, 
through access to pooled internet resources (i.e. declarations, reports, 
guides, curriculum development tools, operational assessment tools, etc.) 
they can also draw upon each other for a kind of moral support, progressing 
in the knowledge they are not alone. This is perhaps the most important 
benefit of networks for sustainable development. 
 
In addition to these international networks, there are several regional 
networks emerging. In Canada, for example, universities in the Greater 
Vancouver Regional District (GVRD) are beginning to engage in 
partnerships for sustainable development particularly with a focus on 
planning for urban sustainability [55].  
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Two other examples of regional partnerships are the Baltic University 
Programme, coordinated by Uppsala University in Sweden, and the 
Australian Campuses Toward Sustainability (ACTS), coordinated by the 
University of New South Wales [56] [57]. 
 
There are also many Centers of Excellence—local networks related to the 
triple helix government-industry-education-hybrid organization concept—
emerging around the world focused on sustainable development. One 
example of a global network of such local networks is the Global Network 
on Energy for Sustainable Development (GNESD) which is facilitated by 
UNEP (United Nations Environment Programme [58].  
 
These are but a few examples of a growing number of networks and 
resources available to IHE related to sustainable development. 
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6 Conclusions and Discussion 
 
6.1 Revisiting the Research Questions 
 
In revisiting the thesis questions, several conclusions emerge. For the main 
question: 
 

What success factors can be identified to help the UC planning 
group develop strategic sustainability initiatives that will engage 
the university as a whole to transition toward sustainability? 

 
I found that Michael Shriberg’s study [4] of organizational conditions 
related to sustainability leadership in universities in the United States was 
consistent with literature on organizational change and learning as well as 
literature on education for sustainability (i.e. organizational conditions that 
encourage active and on-going learning are necessary for universities to 
become leaders in sustainability). 
 
In assessing the current reality— external and internal context in relation to 
the larger system, institutional history, as well as specific organizational 
conditions—for UC, I find that there are both significant challenges and 
opportunities to progress. Particularly, UC has demonstrated characteristics 
of a sustainability laggard in terms of institutional leadership and support 
for sustainable development (SD). However, UC demonstrates 
characteristics of a sustainability leader in terms of transformational 
leadership (of small but highly motivated group of staff and students), 
strategic process, and building off past successes. 
 
Furthermore, this study finds that the TNSF has been highly useful to UC’s 
current efforts in two respects: (1) in providing a scientific and operational 
definition of SD, with the TNS SP, and (2) in promoting a strategic 
planning approach, with the ABCD method. 
 
This study also introduces two additional concepts, for use in conjunction 
with the TNSF. Though the five-level model is a part of the TNSF, it does 
not seem to have been used significantly in the UC planning process. I 
suggest a more overt use of the five-level model (with the ABCD method at 
level 3—strategy) to assist in the plan’s communication and further 
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development. Also, I suggest the introduction of principles of education for 
sustainability / sustainable development (EfS/ESD) to guide the strategic 
learning process of SD (at both the individual and organizational level). 
 

In what ways can the UC pilot group be strategic in the initial 
development of the sustainability initiatives? 

 
By understanding specific barriers and opportunities, UC change agents can 
use, in the context of the larger system, the TNSF to craft strategies at many 
levels (interpersonally, departmentally, institutionally, regionally, 
nationally, internationally) all aimed at garnering necessary awareness, 
support, and resources to speed progress. By incorporating sustainability 
principles and principles of EfS/ESD, UC can promote learning and actions 
for SD.  
 
The pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan demonstrates careful attention 
to matching specific institutional barriers/opportunities to an overall 
strategy of SD. As the plan is currently “a plan for a plan”, it also 
demonstrates that much attention has been paid to both the how and what of 
the SD process; leaving it open to input and ownership by the wider UC 
community. 

 
What can be learned from other universities that have (i) 
distinguished themselves as acting strategically toward some (or 
all) aspects of socio-ecological sustainability and (ii) have made 
measurable progress toward sustainability? 

 
From a review of other universities, one of the most significant findings of 
this study is the importance of a clear national or regional commitment to 
education for sustainable development. This is shown by the fact that IHE 
who are making the boldest initiatives toward integrating sustainability into 
their strategic planning can be found in countries that have made such 
commitments, such as NZ, Australia [52], Canada, and Sweden. One 
implication of this finding is that IHE in countries not communicating this 
governmental commitment, such as the United States, will have greater 
difficulties in surmounting the barriers to the institutional change needed to 
achieve sustainability. 
 
Also, several discrete actions and tools have been identified that may be 
useful to UC as it progresses (e.g. U of C’s concept of using the 
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institutional budget as a tool for SD, the CSAF, development of a 
sustainability office or unit, etc.) 
 
Most significantly, a review of other universities affirms that UC is making 
progress toward sustainability and that the pan-University Draft 
Sustainability Plan provides an excellent platform for continued learning 
and progress toward SD. 
 

What are common factors/aspects contributing to their progress (or 
lack of progress) towards sustainability?  

 
One of the most important factors contributing to progress toward 
sustainability is top-level commitment and support for strategic 
development. Where there is clear institutional commitment, there is more 
likely to be support in the form of dedicated recourses and encouragement. 
 
Another finding of the study is the potential for knowledge creation and 
innovation for sustainability through the relationships represented by the 
triple helix model. Where IHE are particularly strained by economic 
pressures, this conceptualization may provide a subtle shift in thinking 
about sustainable development as a potential for all kinds of innovations 
that can be appealing to a much wider audience. In doing so, through a 
collaborative and interactive learning process, there would also be 
opportunities for dialogue about underlying assumptions of the “way things 
work”.  

 
How applicable to other universities is UC’s experience?  

 
By adding to that discussion a rigorous framework of scientific principles 
of sustainability as well as a more philosophically critical evaluation of 
collective values (through incorporation of EfS/ESD principles), IHE like 
the University of Canterbury can act as a catalyst to speed the kind of rapid 
transition our society needs. In this regard, the UC pan-University Draft 
Sustainability Plan may become a model planning document for other 
universities aiming to plan strategically toward sustainability. 
 
However, much of the potential success of the plan is that it was tailor maid 
to the particular conditions and need of the University of Canterbury. 
Therefore, other universities should be encouraged to tailor their own 
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approaches. The TNSF, plus principles of EfS/ESD, may provide a strong 
framework for any institution with which to do so. 
 
 
6.2 Limitations and Implications 
 
It should be stated again, that there are inherent limitations to the reliability 
and generalizability of this study. I have tried to be completely objective in 
my evaluations while at the same time contributing valuable inputs to the 
UC Environmental Advocate in the development of the pan-University 
Draft Sustainability Plan.  
 
As discussed throughout this paper, the goal of socio-ecological sustainable 
development is one that is intrinsically value-based, and I too want to 
contribute to achieving that goal. However, in this paper, I have tried to 
paint a full picture of UC’s experience. 
 
Findings from this study will need further examination by others within HE 
to ultimately determine their significance. However, I feel confident there is 
much to be gained from this study and the experiences of both the 
University of Canterbury and the University of Calgary. 
 
 
6.3 Recommendations for Further Study 
 
As with most studies, many more questions have arisen through the process 
of inquiry. One area for further study would be a follow-up on the progress 
of UC’s pan-University Draft Sustainability Plan as well as U of C’s 
Sustainability Initiative.  
 
Because this study focused mainly on the experience of one university 
planning for SSD, one other recommendation for further study would be to 
examine a larger group of IHE representing the international community of 
HE as well as IHE representing particular regions to explore how they are 
(or are not) developing institutional strategies, actions, and tools for SD. 
 
Another recommendation would be an exploration of the usefulness of the 
triple helix model for innovation and knowledge creation for sustainable 
development as a communications and strategy formation mechanism. To 

89 



do this, one could explore how the concept is manifest in different local, 
regional, national, and international contexts and how it does or does not 
contribute to innovations for sustainable development. 
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BACKGROUND 
Globally, education is pivotal to learning how our societies can become socio-
ecologically sustainable; that is, how we can meet all our human needs within the 
biological and physical limits of the planet.64

Universities have key roles to play in educating for sustainable societies. 
University graduates become most of the decision makers, researchers, educators, 
managers, and government advisors in the world. What they are taught, how they 
are taught, the campus environment in which they study, all combine to teach 
students how they should make decisions, behave, and work in the world. 
Universities provide unique opportunities for students to learn to think critically 
about the issues they confront, a skill that is especially important for dealing with 
the conflicts around sustainability.  

If our societies are to become sustainable, we need university graduates who have 
learnt new perspectives and ways of thinking: systems thinking, critical thinking 
and reflection, trans-disciplinary thinking, relational thinking. We need graduates 
who understand and appreciate the interdependence between themselves and other 
people and the wider bio-physical world, the complex consequences of current 
human activities and the types of changes needed if we are to create a sustainable 
future. However, we do not just need graduates who can understand the world and 
its complexities and challenges. Crucially, we also need them to act; to believe 
they can make a difference and to contribute actively to bring about changes. This 
will involve development of personal skills and attributes such as flexibility, 
cooperation, participation, confidence, empowerment, and creativity. 

Universities also have the research capacities to help us to better understand the 
complex realities of the world and its ecosystems, design new technologies, and 
develop new perspectives on how we can transform ourselves and our societies’ 
social, political, and economic systems towards ones that are socio-ecologically 
sustainable.  

The University of Canterbury wishes to ensure that all its graduates have the 
capacity to understand and respond wisely to the challenges associated with 
sustainability. Whilst the University is already strong in many areas that are 
directly relevant to sustainability (e.g., in field studies, engineering, geography, 
forestry, biological sciences, and social sciences), there is still much that the 

                                                 
64 According to “Our Common Future,” the report that arose from the 1987 World 
Commission on Environment and Development, sustainable development can be defined 
as “meeting the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs”, This definition has been widely adopted, especially 
since the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, and is the 
one used by the New Zealand Government. A fuller statement on sustainability can be 
found in the appendices to this plan, including in relation to the NZ Tertiary Education 
Strategy (Appendix 2). 

 



University can do to further its responsibilities to sustainability, both with respect 
to the educational programmes that it offers and to the other activities that the 
University is involved in including research, community engagement, governance 
and leadership, and institutional practices.  

This pan-University Sustainability Plan has been prepared to begin addressing the 
major challenge of how the University can work towards sustainability in all its 
activities and across all faculties, departments, and service units. It builds upon an 
environmental sustainability strategy drafted in 2003 by the University’s 
Environment and Resource Use Committee (ERUC) as well as experience and 
knowledge gained from the University Sustainability Pilot project initiated last 
year (see Appendix 1). The plan is in alignment with the University’s charter 
statements of making of difference nationally as a leader in Treaty, equity and 
environmental issues and its commitment to pursuing equity and environmental 
sustainability in all the University's activities65. It also represents awareness of the 
fact that the concept of sustainability has come of age and is now ready and 
needing to be acted upon and implemented66.  

 
VISION 
The University’s Sustainability Plan is founded upon a vision for the University – 
that it will be recognised locally, nationally and internationally as a leader and 
model in its commitment to the principles and practice of sustainability. It is 
intended that this vision be achieved through: 

9. Encouraging research that contributes to the development of a sustainable 
society; 

10. Providing teaching programmes that cultivate an awareness and 
understanding of sustainability across all faculties and develop students’ 
capacities to effect change; 

11. Ensuring our approaches towards sustainability are in alignment with our 
responsibilities and relationships under the Treaty of Waitangi; 

12. Working cooperatively with other groups to advance sustainability in the 
wider community; 

13. Raising staff competence and confidence in taking steps towards 
sustainability; 

14. Raising student competence and confidence in taking steps towards 
sustainability; 

                                                 
65 See pages 3-4 of the University’s Charter (2003-2010). 
66 See for example, UK Higher Education Partnership for Sustainability (HEPS)’s 2004 
report “On course for sustainability”, 
http://www.forumforthefuture.org.uk/aboutus/HEPS_page1509.aspx. 

 



15. Setting an example of environmental and social responsibility in the way 
we develop and manage our campus, the resources we use and the 
business decisions we make; 

16. Creating an institutional culture of sustainability with clear executive-
level leadership and support. 

The purpose behind the Sustainability Plan is to help move the University from 
isolated environmental initiatives towards more systemic transformation. This 
needs people, with a strategy. Just as our values, beliefs, ways of thinking, and 
their resulting actions have collectively created the current threats to ecosystems, 
climate systems, etc. upon which we depend67, so too can individual and collective 
changes transform our university and wider society to ones that are socio-
ecologically sustainable. Sustainability is therefore not something that will come 
about by just delegating the issue to a person or sub group of people within the 
University. Rather, it must come from the accumulation of many small steps by 
people all across the University learning from each other. It will come from us 
becoming better at critical thinking and reflection, from holistic thinking, and from 
talking with each other more and acting together across academic disciplines and 
other traditional university lines of distinction. 
 
RATIONALE 
We believe that pursuing sustainability should be a priority for the University: 

• Because we said we would - to address the institution-wide Charter 
commitment “to pursue equity and environmental sustainability in all the 
University’s activities” 

• Because it aligns with the University’s vision and values in its Charter 
around being “people prepared to make a difference” 

• Because overall, sustainability is arguably the biggest issue of the 21st 
century, and so the pursuit of all its aspects is in clear alignment with the 
University’s mission of excellence and relevance in scholarship and 
research 

• Because it aligns with global statements on sustainability such as the 
United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 2005-
2014, the “Rio” and “Rio+10” UN Summits, the Kyoto Protocol, among 
many others 

                                                 
67 See, for example, the recently released report from the United Nations directed 
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. Involving 1300 researchers from 95 nations over the 
past four years, the Millennium Assessment was designed to meet the needs of decision 
makers and the public for scientific information concerning the consequences of 
ecosystem change for human well-being and options for responding to those changes. The 
synthesis report is available at http://www.maweb.org/en/index.aspx.  

 



• Because it shows the University is committed to and adept at identifying 
future skills requirements and developing these in its students 

• Because it reflects good corporate responsibility and community 
membership 

• Because it has potential to build upon and further differentiate existing 
University teaching and research strengths 

• Because it will improve the University’s mid to long-term economic 
viability by: 

o reducing risks associated with increased operational costs due to 
climate change, fossil fuel use, materials use and waste, and/or 
other legislative restrictions 

o becoming more efficient in our use of resources 
o potentially increasing student recruitment through marketing the 

University’s role as a sustainability leader 
• Because we are in good company - many universities internationally are 

committing to the pursuit of sustainability 68 
 
FORMAT OF THE PLAN 
This plan is organised according to a set of key strategic imperatives and is 
intended to provide a structure for addressing a set of related issues: 

1. Research and Scholarship 
We need to encourage research that contributes to the development of a 
sustainable society 

2. Teaching and Learning 
We need through our teaching programmes to cultivate an awareness and 
understanding of sustainability across all faculties and develop students’ 
capacities to effect change 

3. The Treaty of Waitangi 
We need to ensure that University approaches to sustainability are in 
alignment with our responsibilities and relationships under the Treaty of 
Waitangi 

4. Community Engagement 
We need to work cooperatively with other groups to advance 
sustainability in the wider community 

                                                 
68 For example, a number of networks for tertiary education institutions pursuing 
sustainability have formed in recent years, including University Leaders for a Sustainable 
Future (ULSF), UK Higher Education Partnership for Sustainability (HEPS), Australasian 
Campuses Towards Sustainability (ACTS, of which the University of Canterbury is a 
member) and, more locally, the Canterbury Tertiary Alliance Environmental Sustainability 
working group. 

 



5. Staff 
We need to raise staff competence and confidence in taking steps towards 
socio-ecological sustainability 

6. Students 
We need to raise student competence and confidence in taking steps 
towards socio-ecological sustainability 

7. Sustainable Resource Use 
We need to set an example of environmental and social responsibility in 
the way we develop and manage our campus, the resources we use and the 
business decisions we make 

8. Governance, Leadership and Management 
We need to create an institutional culture of sustainability with clear 
executive-level leadership and support 

Within each of these Key Strategic Imperatives sets of appropriate strategic targets 
and goals have been developed to guide implementation of the plan in this its 
preliminary stage. This plan will be an evolving document, developing as 
individual plans and policies related to sustainability are prepared and detailed 
targets and key performance areas are set in each planning area. To this end, the 
plan will be reviewed and revised annually. 

Central to the plan is a proposal to develop a network of groups and individuals 
across the University, where people feel knowledgeable, passionate and 
empowered to contribute. Such a network would link key groups with a series of 
proposed sustainability working groups (either new for some or utilising existing 
committees where available), and a proposed central Sustainability Advocacy Unit 
attached to Facilities Management. The Sustainability Unit would provide 
expertise and training to staff and students, act as a communications and 
coordination hub, develop new initiatives aimed at engaging more staff, students, 
and the wider community in sustainability issues, and help build the capacity of 
each campus community member to make their own contributions to 
sustainability. It is further proposed that The Natural Step (TNS) framework be 
used to facilitate the working groups and the development of sustainability related 
plans (see Appendix 1). 

 
 
Kate Hewson, Environmental Advocate 
Peter Molony, Facilities Management Director 
On behalf of the Planning Group 
June 2005 

 



Key Strategic Imperative 1 
RESEARCH AND SCHOLARSHIP 

We need to encourage research that contributes to the development 
of a sustainable society 
 
Background 
For the creation of a sustainable society, innovative research is needed to increase 
humanity’s understanding of current ways and rates of unsustainability, develop, 
test and implement new, more sustainable ways of using resources to better human 
wellbeing, and develop new social, political, and economic approaches to how we 
can live well, within the biophysical limits of the planet. Research is needed that 
covers local, regional and global scales as well as short, medium and inter-
generational time scales. Methods of research are needed that foster 
interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary approaches. Furthermore, we need to 
consider not only what research is conducted, but also that all research is carried 
out in an environmentally and socially responsible manner, including laboratories 
and field studies. 

The University has a strong tradition of environmental and sustainability research, 
with research groups active in disciplines as diverse as Engineering and 
Sociology. The University has a particular strength in the field sciences and has a 
significant network of field stations which have provided the focus for such 
research for much of the twentieth century. While there are many individuals past 
and present with particular strengths, and often international reputations in the 
area of sustainability, there has been little coordination and integration between 
individual research programmes in different parts of the University. In particular, 
there has never been a central focus on sustainability as one of the key strengths of 
the University. A central goal of this plan is to see this position changed towards a 
long-term vision of the University being known as a research leader in 
sustainability, locally, nationally and internationally. 
 
Long Term Strategic Goal 
By December 31, 2014… 
Through implementation of its Sustainability-in-Research plan, the University will 
be recognised as a research leader in sustainability 
 
Strategic Targets for 2005 Responsibility 

1. Discuss with the Deputy Vice-Chancellor the 
role and place of sustainability research in the 
University’s portfolio of distinctive research 
programmes. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
in conjunction with Facilities 
Management Director  

 



2. Develop terms of reference for and establish a 
Sustainability-in-Research working group. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
and Facilities Management 
Director in conjunction with 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor 

3. Using the Natural Step framework and approach, 
begin work on developing a discussion paper69, 
plan and policies linking research and 
sustainability. 

Sustainability-in-Research 
working group 

 

Short-term Statement of Strategic Intention – to 2007 

Over the period to the end of 2007 strategic priority will be given to: 
1. Developing a Sustainability-in-Research plan and related policies; 
2. Implementing short term goals from the Sustainability-in-Research plan; 
3. Establishing a database that would list which University departments and staff are 

currently engaged in research projects pertaining to sustainability. 

 
Risk Factors 

1. Lack of will to examine the impediments to aligning University research to 
sustainability, including the sustainability implications of the present organisational 
structure and disciplinary nature of universities; 

2. In coming years, central government and other funding bodies need to redirect 
funding more towards sustainability related research; 

3. Pressure from funding sources to pursue research counter to sustainability. 
 
Resource Implications 

1. Staff and student time required to contribute to the working group, including the 
development of the research discussion paper, and Sustainability-in-Research plan; 

2. Coordination, secretarial, and training support will be needed for the Research 
working group; 

3. Resource implications related to implementation of the Sustainability-in-Research 
plan will need to be identified and addressed. 

                                                 
69 The discussion paper would examine and report on the obstacles and opportunities for 
sustainability in the current University of Canterbury and New Zealand research systems, 
including: funding criteria, funding sources and research integrity, sustainability in 
research practice, fostering greater inter-disciplinary research in sustainability, rewarding 
staff who research sustainability issues and opportunities for external institutional research 
partnerships in sustainability. 

 



Key Strategic Imperative 2 
TEACHING AND LEARNING 
 
We need, through our teaching programmes, to cultivate an 
awareness and understanding of sustainability across all faculties 
and develop students’ capacities to effect change 
 
Background 
Universities can advance sustainability most expeditiously through helping 
students to gain a greater awareness of the world in which they live, including 
understanding their dependence on healthy functioning ecosystems, how to assess 
and minimise their impact on such systems, and by empowering students to 
actively contribute to social change towards sustainability. Whilst it is important 
to develop specialist courses and degree programmes in sustainability, the primary 
need is to integrate sustainability throughout all of the University’s existing 
curricula and teaching in a way that reflects the long-term vision that all 
Canterbury students should be literate in sustainability when they graduate. 

Furthermore, we wish to ensure that the campus and lecture environment provides 
a healthy environment conducive to teaching sustainable education, and that the 
pursuit of sustainability in campus operations provides opportunities for students 
to learn through practical experience. We will also address sustainability not only 
through our degree programmes, but also through our life-long learning 
programmes. 
 
Long Term Strategic Goal 
By December 31, 2014… 
Through implementation of its Sustainability-in-Teaching and Learning plan, the 
University will be recognised as a teaching leader in sustainability 
 
Strategic Targets for 2005 Responsibility 

1. Discuss with the Assistant Vice-Chancellor 
(Academic) the role and place of sustainability 
courses in the University’s portfolio of 
distinctive teaching programmes. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
in conjunction with Facilities 
Management Director 

2. Develop terms of reference for and establish a 
Sustainability-in-Teaching and Learning 
working group. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
and Facilities Management 
Director in conjunction with 
Assistant Vice-Chancellor 
(Academic) 

 



3. Using the Natural Step framework and 
approach, begin work on developing a 
discussion paper70, plan and policies linking 
sustainability to teaching and learning. 

Sustainability-in-Teaching and 
Learning working group 

4. Develop and pilot an assessment of where and 
how sustainability is currently delivered in the 
curriculum. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
in conjunction with 
Sustainability-in-Teaching and 
Learning working group 

 

Short-term Statement of Strategic Intention – to 2007 

Over the period to the end of 2007 strategic priority will be given to: 
1. Developing a Sustainability-in-Teaching and Learning plan and related policy 

statements; 
2. Assessing for sustainability all courses and degree programmes across the 

University; 
3. Completing a web-based list of all University sustainability-related courses based 

on the curriculum audit; 
4. Establishing innovative professional development courses for academic staff 

aimed at developing their skills in education for sustainability (including teaching 
pedagogy, content integration into curricula, and sustainable practices); 

5. Implementing other short term goals from the Sustainability-in-Teaching and 
Learning plan; 

6. Actively marketing sustainability related courses and programmes to prospective 
and current students. 

 
Risk Factors 

1. Lack of will to aligning the University’s curricula and teaching methods to 
sustainability, including the sustainability implications of present organisational 
structures and disciplinary nature of universities; 

2. In coming years, central government needs to make sustainability a greater 
imperative in tertiary education. 

 

                                                 
70 The discussion paper would examine the implications for sustainability in the current 
University curriculum and teaching methods, including obstacles and opportunities 
towards providing more courses (both foundation-level as well as more specialised 
sustainability courses), sustainability in teaching practice, staff and student rewards, 
mechanisms to foster greater inter-disciplinary teaching in sustainability; accessibility of 
‘sustainability’ courses; funding for students studying sustainability, and an identification 
of future skill requirements needing to be developed in students. 
 

 



Resource Implications 

1. Staff and student time will be required to contribute to the Sustainability-in-
Teaching and Learning working group, including the development of the 
discussion paper, plan and policy; 

2. Coordination, secretarial, and training support will be needed for the 
Sustainability-in-Teaching and Learning working group; 

3. Resource implications in implementation of the Sustainability-in-Teaching and 
Learning plan will need to be identified and addressed. 

 



Key Strategic Imperative 3 
THE TREATY OF WAITANGI 
 
We need to ensure that University approaches to sustainability are in 
alignment with our responsibilities and relationships under the Treaty 
of Waitangi 
 
Background 
Māori have a special place in New Zealand as recognised by the Treaty of 
Waitangi, including their role as kaitiaki (guardians, resource managers). The 
University has a Memorandum of Understanding with Te Runanga o Ngāi Tahu, 
and is committed to working closely with tangata whenua and mana whenua in all 
aspects of sustainability. This includes deepening our understanding of what it 
means to live sustainably by learning from and incorporating Māori worldviews 
and models of development. 
 
Long Term Strategic Goal 
By December 31, 2014… 
Through implementation of its Sustainability-and-the-Treaty of Waitangi plan, the 
University will be recognised as a leader in appropriately incorporating a Māori 
dimension into its sustainability initiatives 
 

Strategic Targets for 2005 Responsibility 

1. Discuss with the Assistant Vice-Chancellor 
(Māori) appropriate ways of developing a 
Sustainability-and-the-Treaty of Waitangi Plan. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
in conjunction with Facilities 
Management Director 

2. Develop terms of reference for and establish a 
Sustainability-and-the-Treaty of Waitangi 
working group. 

Environmental Advocate 
(FM)and Facilities Management 
Director in conjunction with 
Assistant Vice-Chancellor 
(Māori) 

3. Using the Natural Step framework and approach, 
start preparing a Sustainability-and-the-Treaty of 
Waitangi Plan and any relevant policies. 

Sustainability-and-the-Treaty of 
Waitangi working group 

 
Short-term Statement of Strategic Intention – to 2007 

Over the period to the end of 2007 strategic priority will be given to: 
1. Developing a Sustainability-and-the-Treaty of Waitangi plan and any relevant 

policies; 
2. Implementing short term targets in the Sustainability-and-the-Treaty of Waitangi 

 



plan. 

 

Risk Factors 

1. Compartmentalising Māori contributions to sustainability under the Treaty section of 
the pan-University Sustainability plan; 

2. The relationship between the University and Ngāi Tahu does not reach a level of 
partnership that allows sustainability issues to be adequately addressed.  

 

Resource Implications 

1. Staff and student time will be required to contribute to the Sustainability-and-the-
Treaty working group, including the development of a plan and policy, and within-
campus and external collaboration; 

2. Coordination, secretarial, and training support will be needed for the Sustainability-
and-the-Treaty working group; 

3. Resource and institutional implications in the Sustainability-and-the-Treaty of 
Waitangi plan will need to be identified and addressed. 

 

 



Key Strategic Imperative 4 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
 
We need to work cooperatively with other groups to advance 
sustainability in the wider community 
 
Background 
The University is committed to developing our value as a member of the wider 
community and is keen to become a hub for public interest in sustainability. We 
will promote lifelong learning including increasing the learning opportunities 
available to the wider community in sustainability issues, mixing on and off 
campus learning experiences for both students and local community members, and 
sharing facilities with the local community. We will also utilise our wide network 
of relationships with the wider community, including other tertiary institutions, 
iwi, ethnic groups, local and central government, neighbourhood, alumni, schools, 
and industry groups to provide a widespread dialogue and collective response to 
sustainability challenges. We will support the sustainable development of 
Christchurch and the Canterbury region through partnerships, research in such 
areas as urban sustainability and community wellbeing, collaborative programmes, 
and community service. 
 
Long Term Strategic Goal 
By December 31, 2014… 
Through implementation of its Sustainability-through-Community Engagement 
plan, the University will be recognised as a community leader in sustainability 
 
Strategic Targets for 2005 Responsibility 

1. Develop terms of reference for and establish 
a Sustainability-through-Community 
Engagement working group. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) and 
Facilities Management Director in 
conjunction with the Registrar 

2. Using the Natural Step framework and 
approach, begin work on developing a 
discussion paper, plan and policies linking 
sustainability to community engagement. 

Sustainability-through-Community 
Engagement working group 

3. Start developing customised professional 
short courses in sustainability through 
partnerships with local business and industry 
sectors, local and regional government 
bodies, and other organisations. 

UC Opportunity staff 

 



4. Continue active membership of the 
Canterbury Tertiary Alliance (CTA) 
Environmental Sustainability working group. 

University representatives on the 
CTA-Environmental Sustainability 
working group 

 
Short-term Statement of Strategic Intention – to 2007 

Over the period to the end of 2007 strategic priority will be given to: 
1. Developing a Sustainability-through-Community-Engagement plan and relevant 

policies; 
2. Holding public workshops, public lectures, and other events to increase 

understanding of sustainability; 
3. Developing customised professional short courses in sustainability through 

partnerships with local business and industry sectors, local and regional government 
bodies, and other organisations; 

4. Developing a “community mapping” exercise to explore and record how and where 
members of staff are engaging with the community in the area of sustainability; 

5. Building links to employers, professional bodies and students – all aimed at 
encouraging these groups to view sustainability as a desirable component of higher 
education courses; 

6. Exploring possibilities of developing a University-based community service 
programme; 

 
7. Developing university-wide responses to government initiatives and benchmarks 

relating to sustainability, and monitoring emerging legislation and policy initiatives; 
8. Building and maintaining a section of the University’s website dedicated to raising 

the visibility of existing good practice on sustainable development, in partnership 
with other bodies. 

 
Risk Factors 

1. The relationship between the University and the wider community does not reach a 
level of cooperation and collaboration that would allow sustainability issues to be 
sufficiently addressed. 

 
Resource Implications 

1. Staff and student time will be required to contribute to the Sustainability-through-
Community Engagement working group, including the development of a discussion 
paper, plan and policy; 

2. Coordination, secretarial, and training support will be needed for the Sustainability-
through-Community Engagement working group; 

3. Resource and institutional implications in the Sustainability-through-Community 
Engagement plan will need to be identified and addressed. 

 



Key Strategic Imperative 5 
STAFF 
 
We need to raise staff competence and confidence in taking steps 
towards sustainability 
 
Background 
Sustainability in universities will not come about by merely employing one or a 
few “environmental officers”, but rather will gradually come through the 
cumulative contributions of everyone in and related to the University. All staff 
need to be prepared and empowered to become more literate in sustainability 
issues, including understanding their dependence on healthy functioning 
ecosystems, how to assess and minimise their impact on such systems and how 
they can actively contribute to change. To this end, we need to develop 
mechanisms that enable and foster staff participation, empowerment and feedback 
on sustainability and other university issues, and helping staff to become 
motivated, enthusiastic, competent and confident at taking steps towards socio-
ecological sustainability. Furthermore, we need to provide appropriate incentives 
and rewards to staff who engage in sustainability issues that benefit the university 
community and wider society. 
 
Long Term Strategic Goal 
By December 31, 2014… 
Through implementation of its Sustainability-and-Staff plan, University of 
Canterbury staff will be recognised as leaders in sustainability 
 
Strategic Targets for 2005 Responsibility 

1. Develop terms of reference for and establish a 
Sustainability-and-Staff working group. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
and Facilities Management 
Director in conjunction with 
Human-Resources Director 

2. Using the Natural Step framework and 
approach, develop a discussion paper71, plan 
and policies linking sustainability and staff. 

Sustainability-and-Staff 
working group 

                                                 
71 Topics that might be considered in the discussion paper include: embedding 
sustainability in academic and general staff appraisals and training programmes, 
supporting and enabling staff to contribute to the sustainability objectives of the 
University, rewarding staff in performance assessment procedures, staff orientation, 
discussion and involvement opportunities, promoting the University’s sustainability goals 
to new and existing staff, and staff health and wellbeing. 

 



 
Short-term Statement of Strategic Intention – to 2007 
Over the period to the end of 2007 strategic priority will be given to: 
1. Providing sustainability training and discussion opportunities for staff, such as 

lecture series, regular campus communications, workshops, forums, induction 
material, etc.; 

2. Identifying Sustainability “champions” in academic departments and service units; 
3. Implementing other short-term targets identified in the Sustainability-and-Staff 

plan. 
 
Risk Factors 

1. Staff and University institutional resistance to addressing sustainability issues 
through staff development and actions. 

 
Resource Implications 

1. Staff and student time will be required to contribute to the Sustainability-and-Staff 
working group, including the development of a discussion paper, plan and 
policies; 

2. Coordination, secretarial, and training support will be needed for the 
Sustainability-and-Staff working group; 

3. Resource and institutional implications in the Sustainability-and-Staff plan will 
need to be identified and addressed. 

 



Key Strategic Imperative 6 
STUDENTS 
 
We need to raise student competence and confidence in taking steps 
towards sustainability 
 
Background 
University of Canterbury wishes to equip and empower all our students to be able 
to contribute to the development of socially and ecologically sustainable societies. 
As such, we aim to cultivate in students a greater awareness and understanding of 
sustainability issues through what we teach, how we teach, and in how we manage 
the University, so that all students are sufficiently sustainability-literate when they 
graduate. Furthermore, we will encourage and support student-led initiatives for 
sustainability at all levels of the University and hope that students will become 
increasingly engaged in sustainability-related campus initiatives, programmes and 
activities. We will also promote student involvement in community engagement 
projects that focus on creating local solutions, and we will emphasise dialogue and 
participation within the campus community as a means of preparing students for 
lifelong learning beyond the University. 
 
Long Term Strategic Goal 
By December 31, 2014… 
Through implementation of its Sustainability-and-Students plan, University of 
Canterbury students will be recognised as leaders in sustainability 
 
Strategic Targets for 2005 Responsibility 

1. Discuss with the University of Canterbury 
Students’ Association president and executive 
the best way of incorporating student interests 
into the Sustainability Plan and involving 
students in sustainability initiatives  

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
in conjunction with Facilities 
Management Director 

2. Develop terms of reference for and establish a 
Sustainability-and-Students working group. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
and Facilities Management 
Director in conjunction with 
UCSA president 

3. Using the Natural Step framework and approach, 
start developing a discussion paper and plan for 
linking students and sustainability. 

Sustainability-and-Students 
working group 

 
 
 

 



Short-term Statement of Strategic Intention – to 2007 

Over the period to the end of 2007 strategic priority will be given to: 
1. Developing a plan for increasing student engagement in sustainability issues 

through, for example, student sustainability internships, sustainability in orientation 
activities, developing key sustainability support and expertise in UCSA, and 
providing trans-disciplinary foundation courses in sustainability. 

 

Risk Factors 

1. UCSA may not be interested in becoming actively involved in sustainability issues; 
2. Students may not be interested in getting involved in sustainability issues. 

 

Resource Implications 

1. Staff and student time will be required to contribute to the Sustainability-and-
Students working group, including the development of a discussion paper and related 
plan; 

2. Coordination, secretarial, and training support will be needed for the Sustainability-
and-Students working group; 

3. Resource implications in implementation of Sustainability-and-Students plan will 
need to be identified and addressed. 

 

 



Key Strategic Imperative 7 
SUSTAINABLE RESOURCE USE 
 
We need to set an example of environmental and social responsibility 
in the way we develop and manage our campus, the resources we 
use and the business decisions we make 
 
Background 
Universities educate not only by what they teach formally, but also by how they 
act. Pursuing sustainability in our use of natural resources and in the management 
of our university lands, facilities, and operations reflects principles that the 
University is wishing to teach its students and offers a multitude of real-world 
teaching and research opportunities. The University also recognises that it is a 
large organisation within Christchurch city and wishes to set an example of 
environmental and social responsibility in all our business and management 
activities. Furthermore, pursuing greater natural-resource efficiency will 
contribute to the medium- and long-term financial viability of the University. 

The key areas for action regarding our use of resources and sustainable 
management include: energy, transport, materials (selection, use, and waste-
reduction), water, air, purchasing and finance, biodiversity and campus 
landscapes, and off-campus lands and facilities. 
 
Long Term Strategic Goal 
By December 31, 2014… 
Through implementation of its various Resource Use plans, the University will be 
recognised as a leader for its sustainable use of resources 
 
Strategic Targets for 2005 Responsibility 

1. Develop terms of reference for and establish 
sustainability working groups in the areas of 
transport, materials, and waterways restoration.  

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
and Facilities Management 
Director in conjunction with 
the Chief Operating Officer 

4. Start work on developing all resource related 
plans 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
in conjunction with Sustainable 
Resource Use working groups 

2. Using the Natural Step framework and 
approach, develop a discussion paper, plan and 
any related policies for: materials (selection, 
use and eliminating waste); waterways 
restoration; and transport.  

Sustainable Resource Use 
working groups 

 

 



Short-term Statement of Strategic Intention – to 2007 

Over the period to the end of 2007 strategic priority will be given to: 
1. Establishing Sustainable Resource Use working groups in the areas of energy, air, 

water, purchasing and finance, biodiversity and campus landscapes, and off-campus 
lands. 

2. Developing, with use of the Natural Step framework and approach, a discussion 
paper, plan and any related policies for: energy, air, water, biodiversity and campus 
landscapes, and off-campus lands; 

3. Implementing all short-term targets from all Sustainable Resource Use plans; 
4. Developing, piloting and implementing a “green office” programme on campus. 

 
Risk Factors 

1. Staff may not be prepared to change their behaviours; 
2. Specified plans may not be fully developed; 
3. Sustainable resource use plans may not be implemented due to insufficient funds and 

staff. 
 

Resource Implications 

1. Staff and student time will be required to contribute to Sustainable Resource Use 
working groups, including the development of discussion papers, plans and related 
policies; 

2. Coordination, secretarial, and training support will be needed for Sustainable 
Resource Use working groups; 

3. Resource implications relating to all Sustainable Resource Use plans will need to be 
identified and addressed. 

 



Key Strategic Imperative 8 
GOVERNANCE, LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT 
 
We need to create an institutional culture of sustainability with clear 
executive-level leadership and support 
 
Background 
Sustainability is not something that can be devolved merely to an individual 
person or group within the University; rather, it must become an integral part of 
our institution’s culture. This requires clear, executive-level leadership and 
recognition of the importance and potential for the University to become a model 
of literacy, innovation, and practise towards sustainability. It requires firmly 
embedding sustainability and corporate social responsibility in the University’s 
governance, planning, and management systems, and committing sufficient 
resources to enable the University to both implement and monitor sustainability 
programmes across all its activities. Furthermore, it requires creating an 
institutional social climate where people feel encouraged and empowered to 
participate in university decision making and actions for sustainability. 
 
Long Term Strategic Goals 
By December 31, 2014… 
1. The University will have created an institutional culture that recognises the 

importance of sustainability and which emphasises the University’s role in 
being a model of literacy, innovation, and practise towards sustainability 

2. The University will have implemented all its sustainability-related plans 
 
Strategic Targets for 2005 Responsibility 

1. Develop terms of reference for and establish a 
Sustainability Steering Group to provide 
overall coordination and collation of work from 
all the sustainability working groups, including 
a representative from each working group and 
chaired by a senior manager. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
and Facilities Management 
Director in conjunction with 
the Chief Operating Officer 

2. Establish a biennial University Sustainability 
Forum to share experiences and reports from 
each of the sustainability working groups, 
discuss sustainability issues and advise senior 
management and council on these matters. 

Environmental Advocate in 
conjunction with the 
Sustainability Steering Group 

3. Develop a business case for establishing a 
Sustainability Advocacy Unit within Facilities 
Management. 

Environmental Advocate (FM) 
in conjunction with Facilities 
Management Director 

 



 
Short-term Statement of Strategic Intention – to 2007 

Over the period to the end of 2007 strategic priority will be given to: 
1. Establishing a Sustainability Advocacy Unit within Facilities Management; 
2. Conducting and reporting on a thorough assessment of the University of Canterbury in 

terms of sustainability; 
3. Instituting an annual University Sustainability Report; 
4. Confirming an executive-level “champion” for sustainability; 
5. Firmly imbedding sustainability principles into strategic planning and reporting 

documents of the University; 
6. Committing sufficient resources to enable the University to both implement and 

monitor sustainability programmes across all its activities; 
7. Upgrading the University’s key publications and website to emphasise the importance 

of sustainability at the University; 
8. Establishing mechanisms to promote sustainability successes within the University, for 

example, an annual award to recognise individual and group efforts in advancing 
sustainability in teaching, research, and/or campus practices; 

9. Incorporating sustainability principles into University business case protocols and 
investment strategies; 

10. Monitoring and participating in revisions to the Tertiary Education Strategy to ensure 
that it sufficiently reflects sustainability issues, and conversely that it does not call for 
objectives that conflict with sustainability. 

 
Risk Factors 

1. Working groups and the steering group may not be established or may not function 
effectively; 

2. The idea of a Sustainability Advocacy Unit may not receive sufficient support. 
 
Resource Implications 

1. Staff and student time will be required to contribute to the Sustainability Steering 
Group; 

2. Coordination, secretarial, and training support will be required for the Sustainability 
Steering Group; 

3. Resource implications in implementation of Pan-University Sustainability Plan will 
need to be identified and addressed; 

4. The proposed Sustainability Advocacy Unit has resource implications. 
 

 



APPENDIX 1: DEFINITIONS OF SUSTAINABILITY 
The modern concept of sustainability comes from “Our Common Future,” the 
report that arose from the 1987 World Commission on Environment and 
Development in which sustainable development was defined as “meeting the 
needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs”72. This definition has been widely adopted, 
especially since the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development. The New Zealand Government has identified ‘environmental 
sustainability’ as one of its six key national goals73.  

The concept of sustainability recognises: 
• The finiteness of reserves of non-renewable resources and the importance 

of using them wisely and, where possible, using renewable resources as 
substitutes; 

• The limits of natural life-supporting systems (ecosystems) to absorb the 
effects of human activities that produce pollution and waste; 

• The linkages and interactions between environmental, social and 
economic factors when making decisions; 

• The well-being of current and future generations as a key consideration. 74 

In New Zealand, sustainability is also used in the Resource Management Act 1991 
where sustainable management is defined as: "managing the use, development, 
and protection of natural and physical resources in a way, or at a rate, which 
enables people and communities to provide for their social, economic, and cultural 
wellbeing and for their health and safety while: 

1. Sustaining the potential of natural and physical resources to meet the 
reasonably foreseeable needs of future generations; and 

2. Safeguarding the life-supporting capacity of air, water, soil, and 
ecosystems; and 

3. Avoiding, remedying, or mitigating any adverse effects of activities on the 
environment". 

In addition, a University of Canterbury Sustainability Pilot project75, initiated in 
2004 with the aim of exploring how the University might move beyond isolated 
environmental initiatives towards a more systemic transformation for 

                                                 
72 Brundtland report, 1987. World Commission on the Environment and Development. 
73 Tertiary Education Strategy, Office of the Associate Minister for Education (Tertiary 
Education), Ministry of Education, Wellington. 
74 Creating our Future: Sustainable Development for New Zealand, 2002. Parliamentary 
Commissioner for the Environment, Wellington, New Zealand. 
75 The pilot project involved three departments: Facilities Management, Geography, and 
UC Opportunity. 

 



sustainability, used a framework called The Natural Step (TNS) to help define and 
create sustainability plans. Developed in Sweden and used internationally in 
various sectors of society (i.e. business, government, NGO, community and 
education), the TNS framework can help organisations and individuals to focus 
and critically evaluate their activities with regard to sustainability. The framework 
has two main elements: scientifically derived principles for socio-ecological 
sustainability, and the strategic planning process of back-casting.76

At its base, The Natural Step framework has four system conditions or principles 
that are used to define a sustainable society, as follows. 
In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing: 

1. concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth's crust, 
2. concentrations of substances produced by society, 
3. degradation by physical means 
4. and, in that society... 
5. people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine their 

capacity to meet their needs. 
 
The process of pursuing sustainability with The Natural Step framework is as 
follows: 

A. Define sustainability around the 4 system conditions (above); 
B. Conduct a base audit of all your activities against whether/how they 
impinge upon the system conditions; 
C. Create a vision for your department or university of how you will be, what 
you will be doing, etc. when you are in alignment with the four system 
conditions; 
D. Back-casting: compare your vision with your base audit of where you are 

now and then start to plan step-by-step actions that will take you towards 
that vision. 

It is proposed for clarity and consistency that all University of Canterbury 
sustainability related plans be developed following the TNS framework. 
Different sustainability terms – for example, “sustainability,” “environmental 
sustainability,” “sustainable development”, and “socio-ecological sustainability” - 
are often used interchangeably. We use the terms “sustainability” and “socio-
ecological sustainability” in this plan to include the key concepts within all the 
related definitions. Essentially though, sustainability is about putting in place new 

                                                 
76 Relevant websites: The Natural Step in New Zealand: http://www.naturalstep.org.nz; 
The Natural Step internationally: http://www.naturalstep.org. 

 



actions and behaviours to address the serious socio-ecological issues that threaten 
the well-being of current and future human generations77.  
 
 
APPENDIX 2: SUSTAINABILITY AND THE TERTIARY EDUCATION 
STRATEGY 
The Government’s Tertiary Education Strategy78 provides the national framework 
within which the University operates. The strategy is based upon the 
Government’s visions for New Zealand and is framed within the six national goals 
identified by the Government, one of which is “environmental sustainability”. The 
Tertiary Education Strategy identifies six strategies for the tertiary education 
sector within which a number of objectives are particularly relevant to 
sustainability. 

Objectives 22 and 23 focus on broadening development skills for active 
citizenship and improved provision of high-level generic skills. If we as a nation 
are to fully embrace sustainable development as our model for the future, then we 
require graduates with high-level generic skills such as systems and critical 
thinking, creative problem-solving, as well as personal skills such as 
communication, cooperation, and adaptability. Objectives 24 and 33 focus on a 
greater alignment of education and research with national goals in order to 
contribute to New Zealand’s development. Again, the Government has signalled 
the central importance of environmental sustainability and there is clearly a real 
need to better integrate the principles of sustainability into our teaching and 
research. Finally, Objective 2 identifies the increased differentiation and 
specialisation across the tertiary education system as important. The University of 
Canterbury, with its already strong programmes in the environmental area, has the 
opportunity to further differentiate itself from other universities by becoming a 
university leader in its commitment to the principles and practice of sustainability. 

                                                 
77 See the United Nations directed Millennium Ecosystem Assessment for the most 
thorough report to date on the global state of the planet’s ecosystems and their implications 
for human wellbeing. Available at: http://www.maweb.org/en/index.aspx.  
78 Tertiary Education Strategy, Office of the Associate Minister for Education (Tertiary 
Education), Ministry of Education, Wellington. 

 



 

Appendix B: Questionnaire for UC Pilot Project 
Participants 
 
May 09, 2005 
 
To the UC Sustainability Pilot Group, 
 
The following questionnaire has been developed to encapsulate the awareness, knowledge, 
and experience you have developed in trying to integrate sustainability into your 
departments and into the University of Canterbury as a whole. This questionnaire is part of 
a project on “Sustainability in Higher Education” for the Master’s programme in Strategic 
Leadership toward Sustainability at the Blekinge Institute of Technology in Karlskrona, 
Sweden. Specifically, my thesis is a case study of the experiences at the University of 
Canterbury in pursuing sustainability and includes a comparative evaluation of selected 
other universities world-wide that are also pursuing sustainability. 
 
The questionnaire should take approximately 15 minutes to complete and contains four 
main sections: (1) General statements related to sustainability, (2) current drivers of 
change for UC, (3) current barriers to progress toward sustainability at UC, and (4) current 
opportunities for progress toward sustainability at UC. While there is room for short 
comments within each section, please feel free to elaborate more fully in the comment 
space at the end of the questionnaire. 
 
Questionnaire responses will be handled by me and UC’s Environmental Advocate, Kate 
Hewson, with strict confidentiality and names will not be used in any future 
communications or final documentation. 
 
If at all possible, please return the questionnaire to me by the 17th of May via one of the 
following options: (1) fill in the electronic version and e-mail it directly to me at 
maps04@student.bth.se, or (2) fill in a printed PDF version and return it to Kate Hewson 
who will forward it to me.  
 
I greatly appreciate your participation! 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Mandy Tew  
Master’s Student  
Blekinge Institute of Technology  
Dept. of Mechanical Engineering   
Fax: +46 0455 385507  
Phone: +46 76 888 2976  
maps04@student.bth.se  

mailto:maps04@student.bth.se
mailto:maps04@student.bth.se


University of Canterbury (UC) Sustainability Questionnaire 

1. To what extent do the following statements represent your views? 

(Please fill in your response in the shaded area) Strongly  Neutral Strongly Don’t Response 
 Disagree    Agree Know 
Context: 
Sustainability is importance to central government 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Sustainability is an objective of decision-  
 making for the University 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Comments       
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Sustainability: 
A scientific understanding of sustainability is  
 essential for decision-making  1 2 3 4 5 9       
A philosophical understanding of sustainability is  
 essential for decision-making  1 2 3 4 5 9       
Comments       
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Vision: 
UC’s general vision /values are widely communicated 1 2 3 4 5 9       
You personally/professionally identify with UC’s  
 vision /values 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Pursuing sustainability is integrated into UC’s  
 vision /values  1 2 3 4 5 9       
Comments       
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Strategy: 
UC is significantly helping to move society  

 



 toward sustainability 1 2 3 4 5 9       
There are significant barriers to progress toward  
 sustainability for/at UC 1 2 3 4 5 9       
There are significant opportunities for UC to  
 contribute to a sustainable society 1 2 3 4 5 9       
UC needs a clear institutional strategy to move toward  
 Sustainability 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Comments       
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Actions: 
Research at UC focuses on issues of sustainability 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Education offered at UC sufficiently prepares  
 students to effect positive change in society 1 2 3 4 5 9       
UC business/operations practices consider issues  
 of sustainability 1 2 3 4 5 9       
UC engages people in events/programs/initiatives  
 focused on key elements of sustainability 1 2 3 4 5 9       
UC establishes linkages with other institutions focused  
 on issues of sustainability 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Comments       
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Tools: 
You have sufficient support and/or information to make changes toward sustainability 
 —both professionally and personally 1 2 3 4 5 9       
UC measures its progress toward sustainability 1 2 3 4 5 9       
UC recognizes and rewards staff, students and citizens  
 for contributions to sustainability 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Comments       

 



_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
2. Current drivers of change toward sustainability at the UC include… 
(Please fill in your response in the shaded area) Strongly  Neutral  Strongly Don’t Response 
 Disagree    Agree Know 

Benefits to UC’s reputation (local, national and  
 International) 1 2 3 4 5 9       
The institution’s ability to lead societal change 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Benefits to worker satisfaction/happiness 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Ethical and/or moral obligations 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Cost savings/financial benefits 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Regulatory pressures 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Benefits to student recruitment 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Benefits to staff recruitment 1 2 3 4 5 9       
UC’s responsibility as a model for individuals  
 and institutions 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Strategic market positioning within the educational  
 sector  1 2 3 4 5 9       
Commitment of the Vice-Chancellor 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Commitment of Senior Management 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Commitment of Department Heads 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Student influence 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Staff influence 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Pressures from Professional/Business Entities 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Activist group influence 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Government influence 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Influence of external funding bodies 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Labour market (i.e. future employers of students) 
 influence 1 2 3 4 5 9       

 



Other        1 2 3 4 5 9       
Comments       
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
3.  Currents barriers to progress toward sustainability at UC include… 

 Strongly  Neutral  Strongly Don’t Response 
 Disagree    Agree Know 

Lack of funding 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Lack of time 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Lack of information 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Lack of tangible benefits 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Lack of coordination or direction 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Lack of commitment from UC Council 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Lack of commitment from Vice-Chancellor 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Lack of commitment from Senior Managers 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Lack of commitment from Department Heads 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Lack of commitment from other staff 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Lack of commitment from students 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Higher priority of other initiatives 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Fear of change 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Complexity of the issues 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Academic/administrative structures 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Other        1 2 3 4 5 9       
Comments       
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
4. Prerequisites for speeding progress toward sustainability UC include… 
 Strongly  Neutral  Strongly Don’t Response 
 Disagree    Agree Know 

 



Access to external or internal funding 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Release time for staff to learn/develop professionally 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Systems of rewards/recognition 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Mechanisms for sharing information 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Communication tangible outcomes from “real-life” 
 projects 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Greater coordination or direction 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Greater commitment from UC council 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Greater commitment form Vice-Chancellor 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Greater commitment from Senior Managers 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Greater commitment from other staff 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Greater commitment from students 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Greater integration of sustainability into institutional  
 planning and management 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Support for change through academic/administrative  
 structures and processes 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Interdisciplinary project teams to advise on UC  
 planning and actions 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Cost efficiencies/savings in operations 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Well developed relationship with local community 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Partnerships with other institutions/organizations 1 2 3 4 5 9       
Other       1 2 3 4 5 9       
Comments       
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
  ********************************************************** 
Please use the following page to provide any additional relevant comments about your specific experiences. 
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