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Abstract

Purpose: The paper looks at the feasibility of university placements supporting Small and Medium-
scale Enterprises (SMEs) to operate in a sustainable manner. Due to size and resource constraints, 
many SMEs may regard sustainability more as a burden than a value-adding commercial strategy. 

Design/methodology/approach: A two-year study was conducted on the sustainability-themed 
placements of 101 students of De Montfort University, United Kingdom, in SMEs. The placements 
were designed with the purpose of acting as a traditional work experience scheme while also 
equipping students with learning, skills and orientation with which to act as sustainability champions 
within companies. The study combined the use of students’ reflections (via tools such as monthly 
logbooks) with interviews and questionnaire surveys of both employers and students, in order to 
evaluate the outcomes of the placements.

Findings:  Students engaged with the sustainability aspect of their placements mainly by obtaining 
information on the sustainability performance of SMEs, with significant engagement also occurring in 
the areas of sustainability advocacy (e.g. proposing socio-environmental plans to companies) and 
initiatives/action.

Originality: A circular approach to university placement programmes is proposed whereby the 
knowledge gained from previous placements about SMEs’ sustainability performance is used to 
prepare later cohorts of placement students with a pragmatic understanding of challenges and 
opportunities related to the implementation of sustainability by SMEs.

Practical implications: Placements can potentially serve as a means of knowledge generation for 
universities while providing SMEs with cost-effective staff and innovation sustainability resources. 
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The role of universities in society is ever-evolving, with universities continuously adapting their 
services in a world where access to knowledge has been pluralised by advances in information 
technology in particular (Hewitt-Dundas, 2012). The issue of sustainability in particular is one in which 
universities are seeking to contribute both within the traditional academic domain and in industry 
practice. The definition of sustainability, or being sustainable, adopted for this paper is the conducting 
of human activity – domestic, commercial, industrial and other forms – in a way that safeguards the 
ability of the earth’s ecology and resources to ensure decent living standards on an indefinite basis 
(Badiru and Agustiady, 2021; Zhang et al., 2020; Zinkin, 2020). Universities are involved in the design 
and development of tools and systems that can facilitate the production and consumption of goods 
and services in a sustainable manner. A critical factor in the success of these efforts is, naturally, the 
adoption and maintenance of these tools and systems by manufacturing and service companies, as 
they are a very significant contributor to adverse environmental and social impacts (Geissdoerfer et 
al., 2017). Small and Medium-scale Enterprises (SMEs) in particular form a major proportion of 
businesses (Bouwman et al., 2019; Falahat et al., 2020); in the United Kingdom (UK) they account for 
over 99% of all private firms and nearly 60% of private sector employment (BEIS, 2019). SMEs are 
described by the UK’s erstwhile Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS, 2010) as 
enterprises that employ fewer than 250 persons and have an annual turnover not exceeding €50 
million, and/or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding €43 million. Many SMEs have significant 
resource and size limitations, and thus have to rely on business models that focus mainly on financial 
survival, with the objectives of cost and risk reduction dominating decision-making (Araujo et al., 2022; 
Hsu et al., 2017; Isaksson et al., 2010). Under these circumstances, socio-environmental responsibility 
could be viewed by SMEs as not contributing to competitive advantage, as environmental costs are 
not readily transferrable from the company to the customer without raising product prices (Carroll 
and Buchholtz, 2012; Kiron et al., 2014). Regulatory intervention by government, rather than voluntary 
internal action, is often the main/sole driver of SMEs’ environmental decisions (Beamon, 2008; Shields 
and Shelleman, 2015).

This paper explores the topic of a university’s placements as a bottom-up approach to supporting the 
implementation of sustainability in SMEs. The university in question is De Montfort University (DMU) 
in Leicester, United Kingdom. Placement refers to a period during which a student works in industry 
as part of their learning, with the work typically related to the student’s course to a very significant 
degree. 

   

Literature review

University intervention and sustainability in SMEs

As the world has become faster-paced, and as knowledge has become more ubiquitous – its flow and 
exchange made more fluid by information and communications technology – universities are having 
to reposition themselves in society by establishing greater synergy between its classical roles of 
education and knowledge generation on the one hand, and wider socio-economic development on 
the other (Cheng et al., 2016). There is an ever-growing expectation that the knowledge-based 
operations of universities translate readily to value to society in more tangible, less abstract terms, 
including the lending of competitive advantage to businesses (Smith et al., 2010).

The area of sustainability is one in which universities can make pragmatic contributions towards 
meeting modern societal and business needs. Since the previous century, longstanding classical 
business and production models have necessarily been creeping away from a wholly economic 
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perspective to one that acknowledges the need to minimise the socioenvironmental impacts of 
commercial activity (Badiru and Agustiady, 2021; Mendonca et al., 2010; Stanfield and Carroll, 2009). 
However, due to resource and size limitations, the pressing priority of many SMEs in particular is 
financial survival (Shkolnykova and Kudic, 2021; Xu and Li, 2019), with socio-environmental 
responsibility not viewed as a value-adding philosophy, and hence not actively integrated into 
companies’ operations (Shields and Shelleman, 2015). A sustainable mode of operation requires firms 
to internalise environmental and social costs rather than pass them outwards in the form of 
environmental degradation, worker abuse, toxic products and other negative impacts (Everett et al., 
2021; Carroll and Buchholtz, 2012). As this approach can raise the intensiveness of facility and material 
specifications, raise quality management levels, and reduce supply chain flexibility, there could be an 
increase in a company’s operational costs, and an attendant increase in product prices, which can 
lower a SME’s market competitiveness (Jaffe et al., 2005). This results in many SMEs adopting a risk-
averse stance to deep sustainable practices even where these hold latent economic and competitive 
advantages (Beamon, 2008; Darcy et al., 2014).  

Multiple recent academic and industry studies have attempted to address this situation, with various 
sustainability tools and systems, such as bespoke balanced scorecard approaches, proposed for 
adoption by SMEs (Hsu et al., 2017; Williams and Schaefer, 2013). However, SMEs often regard these 
tools and systems as leaning more towards the abstract than the practical (Cosh and Hughes, 2010). 
Based on previous research (Hart and Milstein, 2003; Hilary, 2004; Sinclair, 2012; Worthington and 
Patton, 2005), this tendency can be lessened by emphasising the role that a SME’s existing 
conventional, economic-led processes can actually play in reducing its environmental and social 
impacts, rather than mainly relying on ethics-based arguments. Suh and Lee (2018), for instance, draw 
attention to the understated role that agile business practices, such as modular design, can play in 
enhancing a manufacturing SME’s socioenvironmental performance. In this manner, sustainability is 
presented less as an extreme transformation, with the attendant investment and change management 
connotations. It is instead presented more as an identification and sharpening of what the company 
may already be, wittingly or unwittingly, doing right, and using this as a platform to facilitate further 
transition. This approach should be combined with linking sustainability to a clear business case by 
highlighting the commercial benefits of environmental and social practices, such as energy and 
resource efficiency (Penty, 2020; Nidumolu et al., 2009). By including opportunities and benefits 
alongside reforms in a single practical framework, SMEs may become less likely to perceive 
sustainability as an ethical burden rigidly connected to regulations, added cost and liability, and more 
likely to look at the issue as inherent to business strategy.

Placements as a means of intervention and learning 

University placements, which are a prominent form of supervised work-based learning, represent a 
useful way for students to gain early career experience and make connections between academic 
theory and industry practice (McBride et al., 2020; Whelan and Reichelt-Brushett, 2019). Companies 
can also use placements as a means of accessing relatively low-cost, mobile and motivated staff on a 
routine basis, and of complementing their long-term recruitment strategies (Elijido-Ten and Kloot, 
2015). While some placements have a steep learning curve attached which may require significant 
training time commitments from the organisation, the perception of placements among SME and non-
SME employers alike is generally favourable (Elijido-Ten and Kloot, 2015).

As indicated earlier in this literature review, many SMEs tend not to regard university activities as very 
relevant to their operations, with limited use of universities as a direct source of knowledge (Gibb, 
2009). Placements fare better in this regard, although there remains a significant degree of skepticism 
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among SME owner-managers about the level of preparedness of graduates for the world of work 
(Cheng et al., 2016). 

Within many universities themselves, placements are still traditionally viewed as being more of an 
add-on to taught learning than a deeply integrated component which can play a greater role in 
pedagogy/curriculum development as well as industry research (Rowe and Zegwaard, 2017). In a 
similar vein, while sustainability is being included more and more in university curricula, it is, to a 
significant extent, still treated like a separate discipline all on its own, or as an obligatory add-on to 
other courses, rather than as a key mainstream feature across university learning programmes (Burns, 
2013; Djordjevic and Cotton, 2011; Filho et al., 2018). The latter, more holistic approach requires 
experiential learning systems, such as placements, in order to optimally facilitate deep learning in 
students and equip them with active, critical skills with which to drive transitions towards 
sustainability (Svanstrom et al., 2008; Wyness and Sterling, 2015). However, the effectiveness of such 
deep learning efforts is not always easy to evaluate (Smith and Hodge, 2019; Wiek et al., 2011). The 
most cogent propositions noted in previous studies to address this are that, firstly, the students’ own 
reflection on their learning experiences should form the basis of any assessment (Armstrong et al. 
2016; Gulwadi, 2009), and secondly, emphasis should be placed not only on technical knowledge and 
attributes gained by students, but also on interpersonal values and behaviours (Lourdel et al., 2007; 
Martin et al., 2019; Segalàs et al., 2008). Conway (1994) defines reflection as ‘the process of looking 
back on what has been done and pondering on it and learning lessons from what did or did not work... 
The act of deliberation, when the practitioner consciously stops and thinks: what shall I do now’. It 
can be deduced from these and other notable literature sources (Gibbs, 1988; Hatton and Smith, 1995; 
Kolb, 1984) that students would need to make connections between what they already know and 
what they are experiencing in their placements, identify the significance of situations and actions from 
a variety of perspectives, provide supporting evidence for their reflection, identify changes in 
viewpoint over time, and possibly design a plan for putting their reflection into action.     

Robust research by Armstrong et al. (2016) and Sipos et al. (2008) indicates that as a prerequisite for 
sustainability-focused experiential learning via placements, students should, even if only at a basic 
level, be able to combine socio-technical systems and economic thinking with literacy in the mechanics 
of environmental and social concepts such as energy management, resource efficiency, and social 
responsibility. In addition, Armstrong et al. (2016) and Selby (2009) appear to stress the need for a 
pragmatist philosophy to underpin the experiential learning process. These measures would serve to 
mitigate a situation in which students go into placements with an overly ideological or zealotic mindset 
towards the implementation of sustainability in industry, and would provide students with a starting 
awareness of economic, regulatory, societal and technological factors affecting sustainability.

Some literature sources (Burns, 2013; Svanstrom et al., 2008; Wiek et al., 2011) also allude to the topic 
of sustainability being not only technical, but having significant ethical and personal connotations as 
well. It is thus safe to infer that the personal commitment of students towards environmental 
protection and social stewardship would play a major role in the achievement of intended 
sustainability outcomes of a placement. To this end, it can be posited that the sustainability aspect of 
placements should be a voluntary/optional one, with students provided with fundamental learning 
about sustainability and socio-technical systems thinking at an earlier stage, and then deciding 
whether or not to include sustainability as a component of their placement.

Methodology

The research relies on a pragmatist philosophy, as the actions and perceptions of the participants were 
studied and interpreted with a view to evaluating their practical relevance to the research question: 
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to what extent can placements support SMEs to operate more sustainably? The philosophy of 
pragmatism is regarded by various authors (e.g., Haas and Haas, 2002; Powell, 2003) as being both 
epistemological and ontological, describing what humans do and using the knowledge as a justifiable 
basis for further human action, which is what lends knowledge its highest significance (Morgan, 2007; 
Rescher, 2005).   

Year-long sustainability-themed SME placements were implemented at the Faculty of Computing, 
Engineering and Media (CEM) at De Montfort University (DMU) over two years (June 2019 - May 2020 
and June 2020 - May 2021). A total of 101 undergraduate and postgraduate (Masters) students were 
involved across both placement years (52 in 2019/20 and 49 in 2020/21). The students were enrolled 
in a range of STEM-linked courses such as cybersecurity, mechanical engineering, and digital 
technology. They were placed across a total of 73 companies. Both placement years are broken down 
to three durational stages below: pre, intra and post.

Pre-placement

In the three months prior to the commencement of each placement year, students attended two 
workshops that provided an orientation on both sustainability and critical reflection. One-to-one 
tutoring sessions were also made available to students who wanted guidance and support on 
sustainability and reflection beyond the workshops and any learning already gained from their 
respective courses. Regarding sustainability, students were provided with both ‘abstract’ and 
‘pragmatic’ learning. The abstract component focused on the theoretical concept of sustainability, 
allied principles such as the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and the relation 
of these topics to both industry and education. The pragmatic component focused on identifying 
overlaps between traditional, economic-led business processes on the one hand and environmental 
and social practices on the other. The learning sessions established how the traditional and socio-
environmental aspects can complement each other using agile approaches (such as flexible capacity 
utilisation). The sessions also looked at challenges (e.g. costs) and opportunities (e.g. in the area of 
public-private collaboration) alike that lay in achieving this synergy. 

Students were asked to perform a self-evaluation of skills relevant to the upcoming placement. They 
assessed themselves in seven areas: teamworking, communication, organisation, problem solving, 
self-management, technical skills (related to sustainability know-how as well as technology and other 
work-based tools), and analysis (numerical and qualitative). Communication was further broken down 
to three sub-areas: verbal, written and graphical, and reading and viewing (of written and graphical 
content produced by others), while analysis was broken down into basic and advanced. The 
assessment was a combination of quantitative and qualitative indices (a rating scale of ‘Low’, 
‘Medium’ and ‘High’ combined with a comment box). 

Students were also asked to set starting development goals (not to be confused with SDGs) regarding 
the skills, knowledge, and/or character attributes that they expected to gain or improve during their 
placements, as well as any products and/or processes that they expected to help create, maintain or 
enhance. The setting of development goals involved addressing the following questions: ‘What do I 
plan to develop?’, ‘How do I plan to do this?’, ‘How will I know that I have got there?’, and ‘What is 
the target date for review/completion?’. The average number of goals set per student at the start of 
their placement (as well as later on in months 4 and 8) was 4. The development goals were 
subsequently evaluated via thematic analysis based on the following three degrees of students’ 
engagement with sustainability: observation, advocacy, and action. Observation here refers to the 
student investigating the company’s environmental and social performance without actively trying to 
influence it, except as part of the student’s official duties. Advocacy refers to the student promoting 
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awareness, contributing towards proposals/plans, and/or conducting research or learning about how 
a company can achieve socio-environmental outputs. Action refers to the student being directly 
involved in the implementation of sustainability measures and initiatives.

Intra-placement

During their placements, students produced reflective logbook entries on a monthly basis which 
focused on their placement experiences, including on the sustainability performance of their 
respective placement organisations. The reflective logbook entries captured student and employer 
perspectives about the activities the students were involved in, what went well and what did not, the 
students’ particular contributions, competencies developed (in terms of skills, knowledge, character 
traits, and overall experience), and how things could have been done differently. In addition, in the 
final month of each placement year students produced a reflective report that provided an overall 
balanced critique of the students’ activities and exposure to industry during their placement year, 
including in the area of sustainability.  To maximise the validity of the information generated through 
the logbooks and final reports, the authenticity of both source materials was doublechecked 
consistently by the university through interaction with the students’ line managers and/or other 
relevant company staff, including company visits.

The students and their employers (represented by the students’ supervisors/managers at the 
placement companies) responded to two rounds of questionnaires and interviews for the purpose of 
providing their separate perspectives on the students’ ongoing experiences with sustainability within 
the company, and the progress of the placement in general. The first round of questionnaires and 
interviews took place within the third to sixth months of the placement, while the second occurred 
within the sixth to ninth months. In each round, the questionnaires preceded the interviews and were 
structured differently for the student and their supervisor/manager. The student was asked to rate 
the following on a six-point scale: the quality of their tasks/activities; the relevance of their work to 
their course of study; the relevance of their work to their future career interests; the companies’ 
expectations of them; and how well they think they are meeting the companies’ expectations. 

The supervisor/manager was asked to rate the student’s performance in the following areas on a four-
point scale (the ratings being, in descending order, ‘Exceeds expectations’, ‘Meets expectations’, 
‘Potential for improvement’, and ‘Unacceptable performance’): planning/organising, communication, 
teamworking, problem solving, analysis, technical skills, organisation-specific skills (such as the 
student’s understanding of the company’s products/services and commercial situation), and self-
improvement. Upon completion of the questionnaires in each round, the student and 
supervisor/manager were interviewed to gain in-depth information on the quality of support given to 
the student, the extent to which the student is gaining and applying skills/knowledge/behavioural 
traits, the extent of the student’s engagement with internal and/or external company stakeholders, 
and the impact of the placement on the company’s sustainability performance.

Around the middle of each placement year, students attended online refresher workshops on 
reflection and sustainability. Students also revised their development goals – by setting new ones or 
carrying over earlier ones – at the start of the fourth month of their placements, and again at the start 
of the eighth month.

Post-placement
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At the end of each placement year, students’ reflective logs and reports were analysed using thematic 
analysis. The findings were cross-referenced with the results of student and employer questionnaires 
and interviews, students’ initial skills assessments, and the progress of their development goals, in 
order to provide a holistic picture regarding the sustainability outcomes of the students’ placement 
roles, and correlations between the students’ development and the sustainability outcomes.

Findings

Pre-placement

Initial skills assessment: The rating most commonly selected by students across all the categories and 
sub-categories being self-assessed was ‘Medium’. On average, each student selected ‘Low’ 0.6 time 
out of the 10 possible categories and sub-categories, ‘Medium’ was selected 5.2 times, ‘High’ was 
picked 3.9 times, and no rating was picked 0.3 time. Students generally rated themselves lower on 
technical skills and analysis, as the three categories and sub-categories concerned had the highest 
number of ‘Low’ ratings - 8 in all 3 cases, compared to the mean number of ‘Low’ ratings for each 
category/sub-category, which was 5.6. Students were more optimistic about interpersonal/non-
technical/general skills, with Reading and Viewing having the highest number of ‘High’ ratings (59) 
overall, and the problem-solving category having the second highest (42). They felt capable of dealing 
with issues in work and personal life alike, with qualitative comments about problem-solving including 
the following:

“In normal daily life, I can often problem-solve relatively well knowing which problems I need to fix 
first before focusing on other areas”.

“Practiced whenever applicable through previous university, home and job life but would like to 
continually expand my experience in this regard”.

“I am quite good at assessing situations, identifying problems and prioritising urgency”.

Development goals: 84 students set development goals at the start of their respective placements. An 
evaluation of the goals indicates that the majority of students – 70 (83.3%) – were predominantly 
oriented towards observation. A sample of an observation-oriented goal at the start of the placement 
is provided below. 

Table I: Example of a development goal

Intra-placement

Questionnaires: The employers’ assessment of students’ performance was largely positive, with 
‘Meets overall expectations’ being the most selected rating in both rounds (at 76.5%). Likewise, the 
students’ assessment of their experiences was largely positive, with the highest possible rating 
selected the most in both rounds for the quality of students’ tasks/activities (79.3%), the relevance of 
their work to their course of study (65.5%), and the relevance of their work to their future career 
interests (81%). While many students felt that their companies’ expectations of them were above 
average (the second and third highest ratings were each selected by 44% of students, totalling 88%, 
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across both questionnaire rounds), they also felt that they were meeting those expectations well (the 
second highest rating was the most selected for this question at 66.8%).

Interviews: A total of 364 responses were obtained across the two interview rounds (90 students and 
95 employers responded in the first round, while 98 students and 81 employers responded in the 
second). As with the questionnaires, employers and students both had mainly favourable views about 
the value being provided by the student to the company, and the development being gained by the 
student in the process. Some comments in both rounds of interviews are cited below:

“Working around the shipping industry and environment has been very interesting and I would enjoy 
working in this sector in the future” – student

“He has contributed significantly to the business and is a key member of our technology team. He has 
also made a good effort to get to know everyone in the business and is well liked” – employer 

“The tasks I complete aren’t always closely tied with my course but they allow me to develop skills not 
covered by course material. I think this is good as it makes me stand out from other candidates in my 
field” – student

“(Student’s name withheld) has been a great resource and has been helpful in helping us to develop 
& grow at our early stage” – employer 

However, in the first round of interviews, the evaluation of students’ interpersonal skills by many 
employers, and by students themselves, was more modest than students’ self-evaluation at the pre-
placement stage. When discussing areas for potential improvement in a student’s performance, 
employers and students talked more about interpersonal areas, such as communication and 
confidence, than technical skills and knowledge. Some excerpts related to this are provided below:

“Needs a little work on taking constructive criticism, and how to adapt to changing business situations” 
– employer

“I’ve learnt that public speaking or speaking up and putting my opinions forward is not my strong suit. 
Whilst I have opinions about things, I cannot naturally articulate them well, especially if there are more 
than a handful of people on the meeting” – student 

“Room for improvement in communication, interpersonal ability, leadership skills” – employer

“I believe I need to be more confident in making decisions for myself” – student  

This situation was less readily apparent during the second round of interviews, with no aspect of 
students’ development receiving particularly high approval or concern. 

Development goals: A total of 67 students set new development goals, or carried over existing ones, 
by month 4 of the placement years. An evaluation of the goals indicates that the majority of students 
were still predominantly oriented towards observation at this stage, 47 in total (70.2%). This situation 
remained the same at month 8, with a total of 59 students updating their goals and 40 of them (67.8%) 
mainly having observation intentions. Excerpts from students’ goals are shown below. 

Table II: Excerpts of development goals set in months 4 and 8 of the placement years

Post-placement

Monthly logbook: A total of 715 logbook entries were produced by 95 students. Thematic analysis of 
the entries (Figure 2) indicated that 37 students (39%) focused mainly on observation across the 
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months of their placements, compared with 16 (16.8%) for action and 5 (5.3%) for advocacy. In 
addition, 11 students (11.6%) were found to have a dual focus on advocacy and action, 6 (6.3%) on 
observation and advocacy, and 4 (4.2%) on observation and action. The focus of a further 16 students 
(16.8%) was found to be completely mixed. Samples of log book statements are given below for the 
various themes:

“There are a few good examples of this (green practices) on site - the first being the canteen on site 
uses biodegradable boxes, another being the idea that eventually the bus to get onto site (sic) will be 
replaced with an electric version, and the final one being the huge building project on site, which has 
seen the carpark have multiple huge solar panel coverings on it” (observation) 

“I am creating a technical procedure (to improve materials/resource efficiency) for semi-finishing 
process (an aspect of precision manufacturing) referring to previous route cards and procedures” 
(action) 

“I learnt how we can conserve energy, reduce wastes and reduce consumption of water in workplace 
(sic)” (advocacy)

Final reflective report: 98 final reflective reports were produced which provided summative 
information that complemented the logbook entries. Thematic analysis of the reports (Figure 3) 
indicated that 28 students (28.6%) focused mainly on observation during their placement, 15 (15.3%) 
focused mainly on advocacy, and 11 (11.2%) on action. 25 students (25.5%) appeared to have a mixed 
focus, while the remaining 19 reports (19.4%) provided insufficient or no detail on sustainability. Some 
report excerpts related to students’ engagement with sustainability are given below:

“More accurately, SDG… 11, 12 and 13 as (the placement company) has a tree-planting programme 
where they donate £50 for every house they build – at the same time, motivating children to engage 
with nature” (observation)

“Throughout my placement year I have worked in business areas… while also putting in additional 
time to work on side projects such as environmental projects” (action)

“Throughout the year I have completed multiple other (sic) presentations covering a multitude of 
topics such as… discrimination around sexual orientation” (advocacy)

 

Discussion

At the start of their placements, students had more confidence in their interpersonal skills than in 
technical and analytical ones, as indicated by the results of the initial skills assessment. This optimism 
had become tempered by the three to six-month mark, as responses from employers and students 
during the first round of interviews indicated that room for students’ improvement lay mainly in 
interpersonal areas than in technical and analytical ones. This does not necessarily suggest 
overconfidence on the part of students at the start of their placements, however; students showed 
modesty when setting development goals, with over 80% choosing to start off on the observation 
route rather than embarking on advocacy or action straightaway. A more feasible interpretation is 
that the significance and application of interpersonal skills is considerably understated within a Higher 
Education environment, with tests and examinations mainly assessing students’ academic abilities as 
opposed to their interpersonal growth. Under such conditions, students are more likely to place more 
emphasis on technical aspects of their development, and to view interpersonal skills as being 
secondary to technical and analytical skills (Martin et al., 2019; Segalàs et al., 2008). This could then 
translate to students being more cautious when self-evaluating technical and analytical skills than 
when doing the same for interpersonal skills. While this paper is not stating that universities should 
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double as bastions of interpersonal grooming – other societal institutions and organisations, such as 
family and the life coaching industry, are available for this – there is scope for students to be made 
more aware of the relevance of interpersonal skills and its implications for their future career and 
general life. This would contribute towards better preparing students for employment and the wider 
world. This position is supported by earlier research publications that stress the need for greater 
emphasis on soft skills development (Berdanier, 2022; Burns, 2013; Lourdel et al., 2007).

The students’ role as sustainability champions was viewed favourably by employers and students, 
which is certainly a positive thing. But what was the actual impact of the role? Much of the role’s 
outcomes lay in the observation of SMEs’ environmental and social performance, as evidenced by the 
students’ logbook entries and final reflective reports. While advocacy provides feedback and 
awareness to SMEs regarding the extent of their social and environmental impacts and how they can 
be more socio-environmentally responsible, and action directly contributes to efforts by SMEs to 
minimise their social and environmental footprints, observation does not really yield any sustainability 
information or activity for the companies themselves. Instead, it provides information on 
sustainability in industry to a different placement stakeholder, the university, which can complement 
a university’s standard research activities. The process of compiling log books and reports, when 
supported by placement tutors with a good research background, can serve as a useful data collection 
activity.    

To make the observation outcomes more relevant to SMEs, a circular approach to student placements 
would be required. The placement arrangement should be conceived as a four-stage cyclical process 
that extends beyond the completion of the students’ work contracts (Figure I). Upon students 
completing observation and rounding up their placements, the information obtained via observation 
should be used by the university to prepare the sustainability workshop sessions for the next 
placement year, and it should also be integrated into taught course modules as much as possible. This 
would further deepen the pragmatic aspects of the sustainability learning provided to students before 
they go out on placement, enabling them to have a better starting understanding of realities 
surrounding the long-term implementation of socio-environmental responsibility by SMEs.

Figure I: A proposed circular approach to running sustainability-themed placements

Conclusion, limitations and recommendations

This paper explored the feasibility of using university placements as a means of supporting SMEs in 
the aspect of sustainability. Over a period of two years, students from De Montfort University 
undertook placements at SMEs, during which they performed the role of sustainability champion 
alongside their regular work duties, utilising learning and orientation provided by the university before 
and during their placements. While this arrangement delivered some impacts in the areas of advocacy 
and action, much of the outcomes lay in the area of observation. The paper posits that in order for 
the observation outcomes to influence the future sustainability performance of SMEs, the placement 
system should be structured as a constant feedback loop in which sustainability information gained 
from previous observation is used to prepare later cohorts of placement students with pragmatic 
insight into the extent to which SMEs are willing and able to practice environmental protection and 
social accountability. This would make the students better equipped to conceptualise grounded 
sustainability solutions for SMEs.

While the students who participated in the placements covered by this article were made up of both 
undergraduates and postgraduates, the article does not go into detail regarding any differences 
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between undergraduate and postgraduate placement outcomes, as the number of postgraduate 
students is too low (19 out of 101) to present a significant sample size. In addition, the students 
involved in this study came from a limited number of academic domains and are not representative 
of all Higher Education disciplines.             

There is scope to conduct a comparative analysis of undergraduate and postgraduate placement 
outcomes in future. Future research on sustainability-themed placements by this author will also 
cover a longer time span (five to seven years) in order to evaluate how the circular approach proposed 
in this paper could influence the impacts of the placements on SMEs over time.
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TABLE I

What do I plan to 
develop?

How do I plan to do 
this?

How will I know that I 
have got there?

Target date for 
review/completion

“Understanding how 
the industry works and 
the sustainability 
measures involved”

“Through going on 
sites, asking my 
seniors questions, 
doing a bit of research 
myself on certain 
topics to improve my 
understanding”

“Once I can make 
decisions and 
suggestions”

(None given)
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TABLE II

Theme/degree 
of 
engagement 

What do I plan to 
develop?

How do I plan to 
do this?

How will I 
know that I 
have got 
there?

Target date for 
review/completion

Advocacy “Work closely with 
project managers 
to understand and 
maintain focus on 
their analytical 
needs, including 
identifying critical 
metrics and KPIs 
(Key Performance 
Indicators), and 
deliver actionable 
insights to relevant 
decision-makers”

“By working under 
the guidance of 
managers on 
assigned projects 
by (sic) gaining 
expertise (sic) 
knowledge of 
identifying right 
KPIs”

“By getting in-
depth 
information for 
making 
decisions on 
respective 
analysis”

“Throughout the 
internship on 
different projects”

Observation “Eye for detail” “Keeping a 
logbook with me 
to record all data 
so that it can be 
referred to”

“I will have a 
logbook with 
data in it from 
testing that has 
been 
completed”

“20/05/21” (the 
goal was set in the 
student’s 8th month 
on placement in 
mid-March 2021)

Action “Leadership skills” “By working with 
team on different 
projects and 
taking 
responsibilities to 
reach respective 
goals together”

“When I can 
positively 
influence team 
members”

“Quarterly review, 
and completion by 
the end of the 
placement”
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RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS

Initial skills assessment

A useful part of preparation for your placement, and indeed for any job in the future, is to assess your 
professional skills at the beginning and set personal goals for development. The table below covers 7 
key skill areas for performing effectively in an organisation as a worker and sustainability champion. 
Thinking about your own experience, whether at university or in other situations, decide on your 
current skill level and add any comments explaining your choice.
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Skill Level of 

skill

Working with other people

H

i

g
h

M
e
d

i

u
m

L
o
w

Comments

Description 

Ability to work collaboratively in a team, to evaluate the role 
you play and the effectiveness of your contribution. 

Examples of teamwork behaviours

Taking responsibility within group situations; Accepting 
assistance; Helping others; Understanding team and group 
goals; Listening to others; Negotiating and influencing; 
Sensitivity to the values, attitudes and practices of others.

Communication H M L Comments

Description 

Ability to listen, speak and write clearly and in a manner 
appropriate to the situation.

Examples of verbal skills

Your effectiveness, clarity, manner and tone in different 
situations such as group discussions; interviews; 
presentations; using the phone
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Examples of written and graphic skills

Presentation, appropriacy of style, tone and vocabulary; 
accuracy of spelling, grammar, punctuation and structure; 
use of images such as tools, charts and illustrations 

Examples of reading skills

Interpreting and summarising information; skimming 
/scanning)
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Planning & organising H M L Comments

Description

Ability to successfully plan, develop and oversee projects or 
events, manage your time and prioritise your workload.

Examples of planning & organising

Ability to schedule and meet goal deadlines; Time 
management in daily tasks; handling effectively a 
combination of routine and non-routine tasks.

Problem solving H M L Comments

Description

Addressing barriers and challenges using a positive and 
methodical approach, including seeking and using 
appropriate advice from others. Ability to put forward well-
informed proposals and seek opportunities to implement 
them. 

Examples of problem solving

Analysing situations and questioning assumptions; 
Identifying problems and prioritising urgency; Evaluating 
alternative solutions; Creativity in finding solutions; 
Defining tasks; Tracking implementation; evaluating results.

Self management & development H M L Comments

Description

 Conscious recognition of your strengths and areas you need 
to work on. Ability to set, develop and refine personal and 
organisational goals and seek opportunities to achieve 
them. Taking active ownership of your role and addressing 
areas beyond your explicit job responsibilities, where 
appropriate. Ability to apply your learning and development 
to enhance your general industry understanding and your 
career planning including your final year of study.

Examples of self-management & development

Ability to reflect on performance; Determination in self-
improvement; Enthusiasm and motivation; Adaptability; 
Working successfully alone, in groups and with people in 
authority; coping positively with pressure and volume of 
work; focus and concentration 
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Technical skills H M L Comments

Description

Familiarity with the topic of sustainability, a range of 
standard business IT systems and ability to utilise the 
technology appropriate for your role, function or business 
sector. Adaptability to further develop your knowledge and 
competence.

Numeracy H M L Comments

Description

Confidence and competency in situations where you need 
to be numerate. This may include data manipulation and 
effective presentation and communication of data-based 
information.

Examples of basic techniques

Choosing the best method; Collecting, recording, processing 
and interpreting data.

Examples of more advanced techniques

Fractions, decimals, percentages, ratios, correlations; 
Interpreting, understanding and constructing graphs, 
tables, charts and diagrams; Statistics: compiling, 
presenting and extracting information.
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Development goals

Use the Initial Skills Assessment to set overall development goals. Talk them through with your 
Placement Tutor and manager at work, and fill them in before your first monthly log. When making 
your development plans ensure you use SMART (Specific, Measurable, Agreed, Realistic, Timely) 
planning, where possible. When setting your goals in months 4-7 and months 8-10 think about the 
progress with your initial skills and also look at higher level skills that will help you with your graduate 
career progression.

What do I plan to 
develop? How do I plan to do this? How will I know that I 

have got there?
Target date for review 

and/or completion

Months 0-3

1

2

3

4

5

6

Months 4-7 

(set goals as above if not achieved and add new higher-level goals, depending on your progress)

1
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2

3

4

5

6

Months 8-10 

(set goals as above if not achieved and add new higher-level goals, depending on your progress)

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Visit preparation questionnaire – student

This form is to help plan points of discussion for your placement tutor visit. It should be filled in and 
emailed to your tutor a week before the visit so that they can read it in advance (please also email the 
employer preparation form to your tutor).

Student name: 

1. Please use your monthly logbook to briefly summarise 5-7 key points of learning from your 
placement so far (use bullet points):

2. Please rate the quality of the work assignments allocated to you so far:

Excellent A B  C  D Poor
Comment:

3. Please rate the relevance of the work you are doing to your course of study:

Highly relevant  A B C D Not relevant  
Comment:

4. Please rate the relevance of the work you are doing to your career interests:

Highly relevant  A B C D Not relevant  
Comment:

5. Rate your supervisor's expectations of you so far:

Too high   A B C D Too low   
Comment:

6. Rate how well you think you are meeting your supervisor's expectations of you:

Above expectation A B C D Below expectation  
Comment:

7. Please note any particular matters that you wish to discuss with your Tutor during the visit:
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Visit preparation questionnaire – employer

Student:

This form is to help plan points of discussion for the student’s placement tutor visit. The report 
below should identify strengths in performance, any weak areas and make suggestions for 
development. Please discuss the form with the student in advance of the visit and fill in any 
comments recording your discussion and any agreed actions. Please then pass the form to the 
student so that it can be emailed to the tutor prior to the visit.

   1 = Unacceptable performance 2 = Satisfactory / potential for improvement 3 = Meets overall 
expectations 4 = Exceeds expectations

1 2 3 4 Comments

Planning and organizing 

Attendance, punctuality 
and time management. 
Completing tasks 
effectively under 
pressure.

Communication skills

Oral and written 
communication.

Team working & people 
skills

Working with others to 
meet goals. Flexibility. 
Professionalism, 
adaptability and 
approachability working 
with colleagues/clients.

Problem solving

Thinking of solutions to 
problems /analysing 
complex problems. Use 
of initiative.

Numeracy

Use, analysis and 
presentation of 
numerical data.

Technical
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Supervisor/manager signature: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

Date: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Technical aptitude at 
appropriate level in the 
areas of work tasks and 
sustainability.

Organization specific 
skills

Knowledge of product / 
service. Commercial 
awareness.

Improving own 
development and 
personal effectiveness

Attitude and 
motivation. 
Perseverance and 
productivity.

Please comment on the student’s:

Key Strengths

Areas which need 
development 

Overall performance
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