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Abstract: Sustainability reports are regarded as important tools in offering information about the en-
vironmental, social, economic, and institutional performance of an institution, and in demonstrating a
commitment to matters related to sustainable development. But even though sustainability reporting
has been used by a variety of higher education institutions to date, it is not as widely practiced as
it should be. To further investigate this topic, a twofold approach was used: a study focusing on
sustainability reporting approaches deployed in a sample of 30 universities across a set of countries;
and a survey with a sample of 72 universities from different global regions to assess the extent to
which they are deploying sustainability reporting as part of their activities. The scientific value of the
paper resides in the fact that it offers a comprehensive overview of the subject matter of sustainability
reporting, and how higher education institutions handle it. It also outlines the efforts in developing
these documents which may catalyse further progress in this key area.

Keywords: sustainability reporting; higher education; sustainable development; sustainability
assessment; SDGs

1. Introduction

Scholars underline that “sustainability” can be a nebulous, contested concept, and, as
such, is rather difficult to report on [1,2]. This can make it difficult for those in higher edu-
cation to report on sustainability, regardless of the context. Even though there are various
definitions and operational understandings of sustainability, the utilization of standardized
reporting on sustainability in all its facets, at national or international levels, is a daunting
task. This is also a challenge that higher education institutions (HEIs) have to face, as
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sustainability progresses further into a climate-changed world, a world where the social,
environmental, and economic pressures on higher education actions and infrastructure will
be increased [3].

Higher education is a process-driven endeavor, in which each institution holds to
its vision and mission statements. Many use strategic plans that provide a blueprint to
help an institution successfully meet its vision and mission [4,5]. The implementation of
sustainability reporting (SR) at universities complements strategic planning by enabling a
comprehensive approach to sustainability, communicating sustainability values, strength-
ening the relations with relevant internal and external stakeholders [6], and showing the
progress toward improved sustainability of a university [7,8]. Furthermore, the use of SR
provides measurable benchmarks and metrics that allow those tasked with managing an
HEI to make managerial decisions on sustainability-related issues.

Various institutional reporting mechanisms have been developed by on-campus pro-
fessionals tasked with institutional reporting and strategic planning, often with the aid of
faculty experts [8]. Almost all universities report on academics, facilities, procurement and
budget, diversity, alumni affairs, student affairs, and student dining and housing, with
other categories emerging on a case-by-case need [9,10].

SR in higher education can thus be defined as a university’s effort to utilize internally
administered qualitative and quantitative data-gathering mechanisms across a campus
portfolio (academics, procurement, facilities) in such a way that enables the university to
use this data to reach sustainability benchmarks [11,12]. These benchmarks may be imple-
mented in an internally derived campus-wide or domain-specific sustainability action plan;
or they may be external, as seen in the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability
in Higher Education’s STARS [13] reporting standard. To date, the STARS sustainability
reporting system is the leading standard of reporting for higher education within the
United States and is now increasingly used in an international context. Another popular
reporting standard is the Global Reporting Initiative [14–17], which is mainly utilized by
the business (especially the for-profit) sector, and thus needs to be adapted if employed in
HEIs [8,18].

Regarding the state of the art in this field, it is important to recognize that SR in
a higher education context differs from SR and accounting in corporate, for-profit, and
even governmental contexts [2,19,20], as HEIs are not reporting the outcomes of their
initiatives as extensively as for-profit institutions. As stated by Ceulemans et al. [11], “this
sector [higher education] is clearly lagging behind on the implementation of SR” (p. 138).
According to Larrán et al. [17], SR has not been well addressed by most HEIs, and it has
been pointed out that this practice is still in its initial phase [6,8,21]. Figure 1 presents an
overview of the evolution of the production of sustainability reports, referring to some
produced by a set of universities over the past 20 years.
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Part of the problem resides in the fact that it has been difficult to “convince” many
HEIs about the benefits of reporting sustainability information. In fact, the amount of
information reported is quite limited, being more focused on economic and environmental
dimensions and less focused on social aspects [16]. Furthermore, there is a scarcity of
studies emphasing the relevance of this reporting practice. Thus, it is within this context of
limited literature on SR in higher education that this study was developed according to the
following research questions: Which lessons can be learned from the sampled reports? To
what extent is sustainability reporting being practised among higher education institutions?

This paper intends to offer HEIs—and potentially institutions from other interested
sectors—a comprehensive overview of how they can handle SR. In answering the research
questions raised, the analysis focuses on the SR approaches and methods deployed in a
sample of 30 universities across a set of selected countries, and on the extent to which
universities have been applying SR in a sample of 72 institutions worldwide.

2. The Contribution of Sustainability Reporting to Institutional Sustainability Efforts

SR enables an organisation, either private or public, to communicate both its values
and performance to its stakeholders [22]. As a voluntary mechanism, the process of SR in
an organisation is driven by both internal and external motivations [23]. The benefits to
an organisation of reporting on their sustainability efforts are multiple and include those
that are internal—i.e., the ability to track progress against a set of targets, an opportunity
to assess areas for potential cost savings, and coordinated planning of future actions—
and those that are external—i.e., benchmarking against other organisations, increased
transparency to stakeholders, and recognition from external agencies [11].

For HEIs, there is an expectation to “lead by example” in addressing the most chal-
lenging issues of our time and in disseminating new knowledge and best practices [24]. SR,
therefore, can present a combined opportunity for HEIs in enabling them to communicate
the progress that is being made, while also building momentum for more change [8]. At
an organizational level, communication both internally and externally can drive change,
management, and the sustainability agenda. Indeed, poor communication, together with
lack of engagement of internal stakeholders in the reporting process, are often cited as
constraints to sustainability in higher education [12,25].

In a study concerning the implementation of sustainable development in HEIs, SR was
among the items with the lowest recognition (among others such as campus operations,
research, and education) [26]. For An et al. [27], one of the reasons might be a lack of
specific reporting guidelines for the higher education sector. Fonseca et al. [18] investigated
the condition of SR at Canadian universities and also discussed the need for more in-depth
analyses, access to more specific and strong data, and top-down policies to support efforts
from students and sustainability offices. In a study about the process of developing the first
sustainability report of a university, the main challenges which arose were data collection
and compartmentalisation of information and proper understanding of the sustainability
concept [23]. Considering the findings of the studies described above, a holistic approach
is fundamental to promote useful results and also trigger further sustainability actions.

The use of rankings (or their use as indicators of performance) represents an additional
motivation for developing sustainability reports. Both the UI Green Metric Ranking (which
features over 800 universities globally) and the new Times Higher Education Impact Rank-
ing (of over 400 universities) award (or credit) an institution for producing a sustainability
report [28,29]. At the same time, these types of rankings are often criticised for being so
broad as to be meaningless and for not providing an accurate reflection of the sustainability
of the institution [30]. While rankings have been criticised as being tick-box exercises that
can impede sustainability in HEIs, comprehensive SR helps institutions that are at a mature
stage in the process by providing a “vision” to others of what a sustainable university
might look like [4].

The contribution that SR can play in an institution’s sustainability activities and
broader strategies will, of course, depend on the quality of the report. In an environment



Sustainability 2022, 14, 12238 4 of 17

where the social and ethical activities of universities are becoming more scrutinised, Alonso
Almeida et al. [15] argue that reporting along recognised standards such as the Global
Reporting Initiative could not only improve an HEI’s reputation but also enable the institu-
tion to leverage additional funding and attract more students and qualified researchers.
Although data collection is cited as being one of the main barriers to SR [31], that process,
in turn, can further increase stakeholder engagement with the sustainability agenda of the
organisation if carried out collaboratively.

With the focus of providing a “shared blueprint for peace and prosperity for people
and the planet” [32], the United Nations developed the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). Governments, enterprises, and civil society are called upon to engage with the
SDGs to reduce inequalities, improve health and education, and spur economic growth
while dealing with climate change [32]. These are topics that universities also need to face
and include in their strategy. A recent book published by a team led by the European
School of Sustainability Science and Research (ESSSR) presented many examples of the
contribution of higher education institutions towards the SDGs [33]. One way in which
universities can contribute to the SDGs is by incorporating them into university organiza-
tional reporting [34] while the goals and the process of SR can mutually benefit from this
interaction [35]. There are numerous examples of universities that are already including
the global goals in their sustainability reports (e.g., [36–40]), but the ways in which they are
reported are distinct.

In fact, as the way of reporting about the goals is different, the way universities
are choosing to report on sustainability, in general, is different as well, offering various
interpretations of results and illustrating a need for further research in this area. The
state of affairs herewith described suggests that SR has evolved into an important tool in
sustainability efforts. In contributing to this body of research, the present study explores
how SR practices are implemented in HEIs considering a worldwide point overview.

As far as the extent of use of sustainability reporting is concerned, the evidence
gathered so far point to several trends. For instance,

(a) public universities are more present in the literature of sustainability reporting than
private ones [41];

(b) smaller universities tend to report on sustainability issues as part of their annual
reports (i.e., embedded) as opposed to having dedicated sustainability reports;

(c) there is no consensus of what is the best tool to use in sustainability reporting; North
American universities tend to use the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment & Rating
System (STAR) [42], whereas European ones do not seem to follow any specific formats,
choosing elements such as GRI or software such as Sphera or Quentic instead; and

(d) other elements are still unclear. For example, if larger higher education institutions,
which have a sustainability strategy, tend to use sustainability reporting more often,
when compared to their peers, which do not have such strategies. Here, more research
is needed.

The approach used in the paper does not depart from any specific theory, such as
institutional theory, legitimacy theory, or stakeholder theory. This is the case for two main
reasons. The first reason is that other authors have done this already (e.g., [43]), and
secondly the paper does not aim at a theoretical analysis or testing of a hypothesis. Rather,
the basis of the paper is

(a) an assessment of trends on the role of sustainability reporting and how sustainability
reporting is being practiced; and

(b) the use of case studies as examples to showcase how this matter is being handled.

3. Methods

This paper employs a mixed-method approach to respond to its research question. The
qualitative approach was applied with an analysis of a set of case studies using a matrix with
key features of sustainability reports; and the quantitative approach was used in the form
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of an international exploratory study to investigate the extent to which universities have
been pursuing SR. The exploratory study complements the focused analysis by providing
evidence of how established SR is among members of an international university network
dedicated to sustainable development research.

3.1. Case Studies

By means of a matrix, information on key features of sustainability reports were
collected and structured. The sample selection for this study was based on a discussion
among experts in the field, which resulted in countries and universities being best practice
examples in sustainability. Thirty universities in six countries (Canada, Germany, The
Netherlands, Sweden, UK and USA) have been chosen due to the level of attention they
afford to SR and data availability. The definition of the main themes analysed in this
study has been generated in the frame of an expert workshop during the Symposium
on Sustainability Reporting in Higher Education, which took place in Edinburgh, UK, in
March of 2019.

The data of the matrix is inferred from the information available on the universities’
websites since one of the key elements in SR is transparency and open access to data
and information [44–46]. The respective university sustainability reports—available at
the first semester of 2019—were screened according to the following six topics themes:
(1) composition of the SR team; (2) frequency of SR publication; (3) year the first report has
been published; (4) type of SR; (5) use of STARS as standard applied for reporting; (6) issues
covered (waste, water, energy, sustainable buildings, climate action/carbon management,
sustainable mobility); and (7) inclusion of information about the SDGs. In Table 1, all
research topics, items, and categories are specified.

Table 1. Matrix items.

Topic Name of the Item Categories and Item
Details

Statistical

1. Composition of the SR Team
Sustainability Offices,
Estates, Legal Office,
Finance Office, . . .

2. Frequency of SR

- Yearly
- Biyearly
- Others
- N/A

3. SR since - Year
- Unclear

4. Type of SR - Dedicated
- Integrated

5. Use of STARS reporting tool - Yes
- No

Content

6. Issues covered

5a. Waste
5b. Water
5c. Energy
5d. Sustainable
buildings
5e. Climate
action/Carbon
management
5f. Sustainable mobility
(transport)

- Yes
- No

7. Are the SDGs included?

- No
- Yes, along with other
sections
- Yes, with a dedicated
section
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3.2. Exploratory Study

For the exploratory study, a survey was used to collect data related to frequency,
format, motivation, and future plans, among other things. The applied set of questions is
presented in Appendix A. The questionnaire was prepared by the authors and pre-tested
with a set of sustainability experts to check consistency. The survey was applied in English
and disseminated by using the online application from Google Forms.

The invitation to participate in the study was shared with all 140 HEIs members of the
Inter-University Sustainable Development Research Programme (IUSDRP), a network of
universities focused on undertaking research on matters related to sustainable development,
and a set of sustainability mailing lists, representing a snowball sampling. The invitation
to participate indicated that the respondents must be involved with the process of SR or
sustainable campus operations in their universities. Whereas this led to a restriction in the
circle of respondents, it has led to more authoritative responses because respondents were
familiar with the topic.

The survey remained open for two months (30 September to 30 November 2020) and
collected 72 individual responses from different universities and countries worldwide. The
analysis focused on presenting the basic features of both investigated situations: universities
that produce or do not produce the sustainability reports. For those which produce them,
format, motivation, frequency, and future plans were presented, as well the impact of the
Coronavirus pandemic on the process. For those who do not produce, reasons and future
plans were presented.

4. Results

The first section and its sub-sections show the results of the qualitative approach
describing the aspects of SR in a set of universities. The following section presents the
results of the quantitative data collection through the exploratory survey and presents the
vision from experts involved in SR.

4.1. Case Studies

The results of this analysis are presented below, following the topics listed in Table 2.
Based on the criteria aforementioned, the reports from the selected universities have been
analysed, and the results are presented in Table 2.

4.1.1. Composition of the Sustainability Reporting Team

The composition of the SR Team is highly diversified and ranges from sustainability or
Green Offices (understood as “a university sustainability platform, usually led by students,
that empowers them –and to a lesser extent research staff– to embed sustainability in the
curriculum, operations, community and governance” [47]) situated within the respective
administrative or service departments, to student-led organizations and similar initiatives,
or faculty and related units. In general, sustainability offices predominate, within their
own universities, such as the Sustainability Office of the Royal Institute of Technology or
MITOS, the MIT Office of Sustainability.

It is often difficult to know about the responsible staff for the SR reporting because
this is a result of cooperation among several actors and university units. Furthermore,
some reporting mechanisms are developed by on-campus professionals responsible for
institutional reporting and strategic planning, often with assistance from faculty experts.

4.1.2. Frequency of Sustainability Reporting

Regarding the frequency of publication of the sustainability reports, the cases analysed
are divided into the following categories: published annually (70%, n = 21), published
every two years (11%, n = 4); those published with a temporality that does not fit in any of
the two previous classifications (9%, n = 3) because they cover longer periods not always
of the same length (for example, the University of Hamburg published its first report in
2012, the second one two years later, in 2014, and the last one in 2018, covering the period
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2015-18. The Carl von Ossietzky University of Oldenburg published their first in 2013,
covering 2005-2012, and the second one in 2017, covering 2013-2016.); and finally, the cases
in which this item is not applicable (7%, n = 2), because the date of the first report is not
explicit in the source of information.

4.1.3. Sustainability Reporting Since

Of the universities studied, the first reports date back to 2007 with the Leuphana
University of Lüneburg and the University of Michigan, whereas the last two joined the SR
process in 2017, such as the University of Manitoba and the Chalmers University. Within a
period of ten years, the years 2010 and 2012 showed the highest rate of incorporating SR.
This evidences the novelty and the resistance of the reporting process.

4.1.4. Type of Sustainability Report

Regarding the type of SR, up to 80% (n = 24) were reported corresponding with a dedi-
cated approach to sustainability. The remaining cases are divided between those that present
integrated reports (7%, n =2), such as the FH Eberswalde and the Gothenburg University,
and those cases in which both types of reports have been found, integrated, and dedicated,
(13%, n = 4), either in a specific document such as the University of Maastricht and Chalmers
University or as an online document such as the TU Delft and Utrecht University.

4.1.5. Use of STARS as a Reporting Tool

Considering STARS as a dedicated standard applied by universities to increase compa-
rability and transparency [13], up to nine universities are already reporting on sustainability
through this tool comprising almost a third of the sample, including the University of
Florida that reports only in this way. Five more are listed as STARS participants, but they
have not produced any report yet. This is probably because STARS reporting is rather
common in the US and Canada.

In addition to the abovementioned frameworks, it should be noted that German
universities are trying to report by referring to international reporting frameworks, such
as the GRI standards as implemented at the Carl von Ossietzky University Oldenburg
and the University of Hamburg. The national German Sustainability Code (Deutscher
Nachhaltigkeitskodex -DNK-) [48,49], introduced by the German Council for Sustainable
Development (Rat für nachhaltige Entwicklung), is also implemented at the Leuphana
University of Lüneburg and the KU Eichstätt-Ingolstadt.

4.1.6. Issues Covered

Of the issues covered, the most frequently occurring topic is energy, as shown in
Figure 2 (in 29 cases out of 30). The lowest frequencies were observed for water and
sustainable buildings, in both cases mentioned in 23 of the 30 reports analysed.
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Table 2. Main matrix results.

Statistical Content

Name of University Frequency of SR
(Yearly/Biyearly/Other)

SR Since
(Year)

Type of SR
(Dedicated/
Integrated)

STARS

Issues Covered Are the SDGs
Included? (No/Yes,
along with Other

Sections/Yes, with a
Dedicated Section)

Waste Water Energy Sustainable
Buildings

Climate
Action/Carbon
Management

Sustainable
Mobility

(Transport)

Canada

University of
British Columbia Yearly 2008 Dedicated X Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

University of
Calgary Yearly 2010 Dedicated X No Yes Yes Yes No No No

University of
Toronto Yearly 2010 Dedicated (in process) Yes No Yes Yes Yes No No

University of
Regina n.a. 2014 Dedicated X No No No No No Yes No

University of
Manitoba Yearly 2017 Dedicated X Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes, with a dedicated

section

Germany

University of
Hamburg Other 2010 Dedicated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No

FH Eberswalde Biyearly 2012 Integrated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No
Leuphana
University of
Lüneburg

Biyearly 2007 Dedicated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Catholic University
Eichstätt-Ingolstadt Biyearly 2012 Dedicated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Carl von Ossietzky
University
Oldenburg

Other 2013 Dedicated Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No

Netherlands

University of
Maastricht Yearly 2011 Integrated/Dedicated (in process) Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No

Utrecht University Yearly 2010 Integrated/Dedicated X Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No
University of
Amsterdam n.a. Unclear Dedicated Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No

TU Delft Yearly 2011 Integrated/Dedicated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No
Wageningen
University Yearly Unclear Dedicated (in process) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Sweden

Royal Institute of
Technology Yearly 2013 Dedicated Yes No Yes Yes No Yes No

Chalmers
University Yearly 2017 Integrated/Dedicated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes, along with other

sections
Gothenburg
University Yearly 2009 Integrated Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes, along with other

sections
Swedish University
of Agricultural
Sciences

Yearly 2015 Dedicated Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Lund University Yearly 2009 Dedicated Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes, along with other
sections
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Table 2. Cont.

Statistical Content

Name of University Frequency of SR
(Yearly/Biyearly/Other)

SR Since
(Year)

Type of SR
(Dedicated/
Integrated)

STARS

Issues Covered Are the SDGs
Included? (No/Yes,
along with Other

Sections/Yes, with a
Dedicated Section)

Waste Water Energy Sustainable
Buildings

Climate
Action/Carbon
Management

Sustainable
Mobility

(Transport)

UK

Manchester
Metropolitan
University

Yearly 2012 Dedicated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes, along with other
sections

Nottingham Trent
University Yearly Unclear Dedicated Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes, along with other

sections
University of
Plymouth Biyearly Unclear Dedicated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes, along with other

sections
University of
Edinburgh Yearly 2009 Dedicated (in process) Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes, with a dedicated

section
London School of
Economics and
Political Science

Yearly 2012 Dedicated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes, along with other
sections

USA

MIT Yearly 2016 Dedicated X No No Yes Yes Yes Yes No
Harvard University Yearly 2013 Dedicated (in process) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No
University of
Florida Other 2011 Dedicated X Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

University of
Michigan Yearly 2007 Dedicated X Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No

University of
Maryland Yearly 2014 Dedicated X Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No
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4.1.7. Inclusion of the SDGs

More than two-thirds of the analysed reports (70%, n =21) do not mention the SDGs.
At the same time, in seven of them (23%), SDGs are mentioned within other sections
(i.e., sections not dedicated to the SDGs), generally linked to the university’s sustainability
objectives and how these objectives contribute to the SDGs. Only two universities make
explicit reference in a section dedicated to the goals, either within its website (as with the
University of Edinburgh) or with a document that directly reports on the contribution of
the institution to the SDGs (as with the University of Manitoba).

As already mentioned above, two-thirds of the analysed reports do not include the
SDGs as a reporting topic. For example, Swedish universities only mentioned them in
general terms as being linked to the university’s sustainability objectives, and, in turn, these
objectives contribute to SDGs. However, some universities, such as all of those from the UK,
already incorporate them to a great extent, especially Manchester Metropolitan University,
which reports very extensively on the status and progress of the respective SDG targets
while linking the goals to every section of their report [50]. Additionally, cross-references
to the GRI reporting standards and key performance indicators are included (see reports of
the University of Michigan or Manchester Metropolitan University). Only the Canadian
“University of Manitoba Report on the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals”
provides a separate overview/report that is only targeted at the 17 SDGs [40].

4.2. Exploratory Study

The survey collected 72 responses from universities worldwide (see Figure 3), comple-
menting the results of the previous section. All global regions were represented:

• Americas (United States, Brazil, Guatemala, Mexico);
• Asia/Oceania (Australia, Bangladesh, Hong Kong, India, Iran, Israel, Lebanon, Philip-

pines, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Taiwan);
• Africa (Ghana, Liberia, South Africa, Tunisia); and
• Europe (UK, Germany, Portugal, Spain, Italy, Belarus, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech

Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Romania, Serbia, Sweden, Ukraine).

The profile of the respondents corresponded mostly to professors (43%, n = 31),
followed by administrative roles (31%, n = 22) and, finally, researchers (12%, n = 9) or a
mixed role among the three profiles.

Although 78% of the respondents (n = 56) indicated that their universities perceive
sustainability as important, the rate of positive responses reduced when the sample was
asked if the university produces sustainability reports (56%, n = 40). Figure 4 presents the
results of the survey.

Of the universities that do not engage in SR, just 9% (n = 3) indicated that they will
start to produce them in the future. The majority (56%, n = 18) indicated that the decision of
implementing (or not) the SR still needs to be reviewed; and 35% (n = 11) indicated not having
plans to produce reports in the future. As far as reasons for not producing sustainability
reports are concerned, almost half of the respondents (47%, n = 15) indicated the lack of a
specific policy basis to produce them. This reason is followed by 34% of the respondents
(n = 11) indicating the lack of resources or time to focus on this activity. Only one respondent
(3%) indicated that producing sustainability reports offers no added value. Other reasons
(22%, n = 6) comprise the lack of knowledge on the topic, the lack of leadership, SR not being
perceived as a priority, the team being engaged in other projects or with reporting indicators
under preparation, and university avoiding additional regulatory burdens.

Of those universities that are already developing sustainability reports (n = 40), the
majority (92%, n = 37) indicated that they would continue to be engaged in the process
of reporting; the remaining 8% (n = 3) declared that continuity will be reviewed. As
for the motivation, 80% (n = 32) of the respondents indicated strategic reasons, followed
by marketing (n = 21) and policy requirements (n = 19). Other reasons were provided
by 28% of the respondents (n = 11), and include access to funding, educational value,
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and sustainability rankings. Most mentions refer to transparency, accountability, and
communication and dissemination of sustainability efforts.
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In terms of format, most universities prepare dedicated sustainability reports (70%, n = 28),
rather than integrated ones (30%, n = 12). Regarding frequency, most universities (68%, n = 27) stated
to prepare their sustainability reports yearly, while just three institutions (8%) indicated a
more frequent approach—twice a year. The remaining institutions are divided among the
options irregularly and every two years (12%, n = 5 each).
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Regarding the negative influence of the Coronavirus pandemic impacting SR, 50% and
8% of the sample indicated being affected to some extent and to a great extent, respectively.
Just four universities out of 40 (10%) indicated not being affected at all, and 33% (n = 13)
reported not being much affected.

5. Discussion

As well pointed out in previous studies, sustainability reports are not only intended
to simply provide information about economic, environmental, social, and governance
performance, as is the case with many corporate reports. Rather, they are also helpful
tools that higher education institutions may deploy, in order to internalise and improve
an organisation’s commitment to sustainable development. Over and above this aim,
SR provides HEIs with valuable documentation of the work they do and of the progress
achieved, so as to inform internal (e.g., teaching staff, administration staff, students),
and external stakeholders (e.g., companies, city administrations, institutional partners).
Confirming the challenge indicated by An et al. [27], the present study shows that HEIs
report on the lack of a specific policy basis to produce SRs. Other reasons include the lack
of governance commitment or SR not being perceived as a priority. As noted by Lozano
et al. [26], these reasons could indicate that sustainability might still be seen as having lower
recognition when compared to other university efforts (such as operations, education, and
research). This indicates the novelty of and the resistance against a reporting process that
still have to evolve in many places [8,17].

Most of the universities that are already developing sustainability reports specified
that they would continue be engaged in the process of reporting mostly for strategic reasons,
and others for marketing or policy requirements, including funding access, educational
value, or sustainability rankings. According to Ceulemans et al. [12], Domingues et al. [31],
and Ntim et al. [22], the most positive aspects of SR refer to transparency, accountability,
and communication and dissemination of sustainability efforts. At the same time, similarly
to what is happening with SR in companies, the negative impacts of COVID-19 or most
recently the war in Ukraine with worldwide impacts may lead to SR de-prioritisation, espe-
cially due to the need for reallocating resources to other pressing priorities [51]. Reporting
practices will need to be revised in order to provide useful information on the effects of
the pandemic and guide future reporting efforts [52]. The same applies to SR and might
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also remain a significant challenge for universities after external challenges on top of other
challenges related to teaching and research [53,54].

It cannot be expected that the number of organizations that use sustainability reporting
may dramatically increase in the future [15]. The results of this investigation are aligned
with Fiorani and Di Gerio [55], who reported a developing state of SR in universities in
the Italian context, as well as having variable characteristics across universities and the
challenge of lacking reporting guidelines for the sector. The amount of work involved and
the costs associated with the preparation of sustainability reports suggest that an increase
in the number of universities engaged in their preparation is unlikely. However, due to
the many advantages associated with them, it is expected that some higher education
institutions may see an opportunity here, and may take more advantage of sustainability
reporting as a tool via which they can report on their sustainability efforts, across both an
academic and a non-academic audience. This would reflect the expectation of stakeholders,
who are increasingly demanding more accountability and transparency from organisations
and the relationship between their initiatives and sustainable development [56]. All in all,
the preparation of sustainability reports helps to promote an integrated, whole-institution
approach to matters related to sustainable development and bring together the different
cultures within the organization. However, without connecting the reporting criteria to
strategic goals or annually monitoring the advancement in this field, the potential impact
remains less meaningful.

This research underlines the need for further development of SRs considering these
reports as strategic for universities’ accountability. Among the features that need improve-
ments in SRs practices are: a higher level of clarity, transparency, and a comprehensive
view on the disclosed information on sustainability [57]; better disclosure as the result of
a combination among qualitative and quantitative information rising the understanding
on sustainability performance [58]; and, improvement of the quality of the disclosure, a
wider dissemination of the reporting process within the organization, and communication
of sustainability-related activities that can be further disseminated within and outside the
university [59].

6. Conclusions

This paper reports on a study on SR at universities with two complementary ap-
proaches. First, an investigation of a sample of 30 universities across a set of selected
countries to report on the level of attention they afford to SR and data availability. Secondly,
an international survey with 72 universities on the extent to which SR practices are being
deployed, and an overview of the main characteristics of reports, reasons for pursuing it or
not, and future plans, among others.

Both the global survey of SR and the in-depth study of sustainability reports have a
limitation in the sense that the sample cannot be regarded as representative. Indeed, this
was not the intention. Whereas the rationale behind the global sampling was to obtain
some information on how some higher education institutions perceive and regard SR, and
identify the means by which they are being deployed. As such, the study provides an
overview of the many approaches, formats, and methods in which sustainability reports
are being prepared and disseminated.

The paper contributes to knowledge in the field of sustainability in higher education
because it explores the diversity of themes approached, based on the 30 reports screened,
and provides examples of how reporting can be designed and implemented. The impli-
cations of this paper are twofold. First, it illustrates the fact that the efforts in preparing
sustainability reports are worthy, due to the many advantages that the documentation and
pursuit of a common goal bring about. Secondly, the paper suggests that even though the
frequency and types of the reports may differ, they can provide useful insights into an
institution’s commitment to sustainability, thereby offering a sense of direction as to where
a university is heading in terms of sustainability.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Questionnaire applied for the exploratory study.

Questions Responses

Does the University perceive sustainability reporting as important? ( ) Yes
( ) No

Does the University produce sustainability reports? ( ) Yes
( ) No

No

Why?

( ) Lack of specific policy basis to
produce them
( ) Lack of resources/time
( ) It offers no added value
( ) Other

What are the future plans about
sustainability reporting?

( ) We will start to produce them
( ) We will review whether we will
produce them
( ) We do not plan to engage on
producing them

Yes

How regularly are sustainability
reports currently being produced?

( ) Twice per year
( ) Yearly
( ) Every two years
( ) Irregularly

What is the format of the
sustainability reports currently
being produced?

( ) Dedicated sustainability reports
( ) Integrated (e.g., as part of an
overall university reporting)

What is the motivation to produce
sustainability reports?

( ) Policy requirement
( ) Marketing
( ) Strategic reasons
( ) Other

What are the future plans about
sustainability reporting?

( ) We will continue to
produce them
( ) We will review whether we
continue to produce them

Has the COVID-19 pandemic
negatively influenced your work
on sustainability reporting?

( ) Yes to a great extent
( ) Yes, to some extent
( ) Not much
( ) Not at all
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