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Figure 4.11: The Green Office Program report webpage from Boston University (Boston University 2021). 
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Figure 4.12: Duke University Green Lab Certification webpage (Duke University 2021). 
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Education  

Although 92.0% of sustainable HEIs have some form of sustainability-related 

education, the type of formal education and curriculum varies based on the institution 

(Tables 4.27 and 4.28). The most common type of education found on sustainable Four-

Year Public and Four-Year Private Non-Profit HEI websites is the presence of at least 

one four-year environmental or sustainability-focused academic program (Appendix F). 

As seen in Table 4.29, 67.9% of sustainable Public and Private Non-Profit HEIs offer at least one four-year 

degree that focuses on one or more dimensions of sustainability. The majority (62.8%) of sustainable HEIs 

have one to four four-year undergraduate degree programs while only 1.0% have more than ten ( 

Table 4.30). Those with the most programs (ten or more) have the highest student 

populations and revenues.  

Almost half (49.3%) of sustainable Public and Private Non-Profit HEIs offer at 

least one sustainability-related minor, concentration, or certificate ( 

Table 4.30). Some 61% of those with degree programs also have a sustainability-

related minor, concentration, or certificate program. Approximately 39% of HEI minors, 

concentrations, certificate programs are housed outside of a four-year sustainability or 

environmental-focused academic department. These programs are generally within 

academic units such as Geography, Economics, Social Sciences, and others. Only a few 

research institutes or staffed offices are housed in minors, concentrations, or certificate 

programs, but they do exist. 
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Table 4.27: HEIs with at least one variable within the Big Six Dimensions of Higher Education.  

The Big Six Dimensions of Higher Education 

HEIs with at least 

one variable within 

dimension (#) 

HEIs with at least one 

variable within dimension 

(%) 

Campus Engagement 1,067 92.5% 

Education/Curriculum 1,061 92.0% 

Operations 997 86.5% 

Research 767 66.5% 

Outreach and Services 686 59.5% 

Assessment Reporting 255 22.1% 

Total number of sustainable institutions 1,153 100.0% 

 

Table 4.28: Education variables.  

Criteria Total 

institutions 

meeting these 

criteria 

Proportion of 

institutions 

meeting these 

criteria 

Does the HEI have a four-year sustainability-focused academic 

program? 

783 67.9% 

Are there any minors, concentrations, certificate programs? 568 49.3% 

Does the HEI offer at least one sustainability/environmentally 

focused graduate program? 

419 36.3% 

Are there sustainability-related courses and/or programs that do 

not have sustainability, environmental, conservation, or similar 

term listed in title? 

323 28.0% 

Does the website list sustainability-related courses without 

sustainability degree program? 

292 25.3% 
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Table 4.29: Frequency of four-year sustainability-focused academic programs among sustainable HEIs. 

Frequency of four-year 

sustainability-focused 

academic programs 

Frequency of 

sustainable 

HEIs 

HEIs 
Average total 

revenue 

Average 

student 

population 

Average 

net price 

0 3 31.7% $316,764,441 6,033 $17,072 

1-4 724 62.8% $439,083,222 8,797 $20,709 

5-9 48 4.2% $1,115,681,929 15,329 $20,008 

10+ 11 1.0% $1,615,370,801 29,346 $16,220 

Data not available 5 0.4% $366,695,730 9,635 $20,503 

Total 1,153 100% $439,436,742 8,394 $19,472 

 

Table 4.30: Other forms of education with and without four-year sustainability-focused degree programs. 

Other forms of education 

Four-year 

academic program 

present 

Four-year 

academic program 

absent 

Sustainability-focused research on campus 65.1% 34.9% 

Minors, concentrations, certificate programs  61.0% 24.1% 

At least one sustainability-focused graduate program 46.3% 15.1% 
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Of the 783 HEIs with a sustainability-focused major, 363 (46.3%) provide 

education for sustainable development past the undergraduate level and offer at-least one 

environmental or sustainability focused graduate program. A higher percentage of 

graduate programs focus on the social dimensions of sustainability in comparison to 

undergraduate programs and minors. A good example is Augusta University, which 

offers a Master's degree in Sustainable Communities. Graduate programs tend to take a 

three-pillar approach to sustainability instead of just environmental issues that many of 

the undergraduate four-year degree programs did.  

 

Sustainability-Related Academic Programs. During the assessment of the first 50 

HEI websites, I found that some sustainability web pages listed academic programs 

related to sustainability or one of its three pillars, but did not have sustainability, 

environmental, conservation, or a similar term in the program names. In total, I found 

that 323 HEI webpages listed such programs, one being North Carolina State University. 

Titled Find Sustainability-Related Degrees, the university webpages list more than 121 

undergraduate and graduate degrees, minors, and certificates that relate to sustainability. 

Many of the programs did not include sustainability-related terms such as environmental, 

natural, or conservation, but some did. An example of this is seen in Figure 4.13 where 

Agricultural Science and Agricultural Leadership are listed as sustainability-related 

degrees by North Carolina State University. Many of the degree programs found on 

sustainability-related programs lists are related to agriculture or ocean sciences.  
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Figure 4.13: North Carolina State University sustainability-related degrees webpage (North 

Carolina State University 2020). 
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Sustainability-Related Courses. I found that some HEIs dedicate a webpage to 

list sustainability-related courses. Some have four-year sustainability or environmental 

degree programs while others do not. Webpages like that of the Grand Valley State 

University Office of Sustainability lists courses that integrate sustainability into their 

curriculum (Figure 4.14 and Figure 4.15). Such pages often highlight courses that focus 

on environmental, social, and economic issues. Institutions like Grand Valley State 

University and the University of San Diego integrate sustainability across various 

disciplines versus institutions that only have a few academic programs with courses that 

address environmental, social, and/or economic issues. From these findings, I realized 

there are various ways that HEIs can educate students about sustainability and train them 

to be future sustainability leaders without a sustainability-focused, four-year degree 

program. 

 

Growth of Environmental and Sustainability Studies. The number of 

environmental and sustainability science degrees has increased dramatically over the past 

decade (Abbonizio 2020; Adkins 2020). In 2001, 43.0% of HEIs offered a major or 

minor environmental or sustainability studies based on data from the National Wildlife 

Federation (2001, 72). I found that 72.2% of Public and Private Non-Profit HEIs offer at 

least one sustainability-related degree, illustrating that environmental and sustainability-

focused academic programs are becoming increasingly popular on college campuses. 
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Figure 4.14: Sustainable Related Programs, Courses & Certificates webpage title. 

 

Figure 4.15: Grand Valley State University with sustainability integrated into them (Grand Valley State 

University 2021). 
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website. Like recycling, HEIs can communicate that helping the environment and society 

is part of the institution’s values. 

 

Energy Conservation  

Campus sustainable energy initiatives are the third most common sustainability 

variable found on sustainable colleges and university webpages. Over half (67.7%) of 

sustainable Public and Private Non-Profit HEIs have some form of sustainability energy 

initiative listed on their webpage ( 

Table 4.32). These numbers are hopeful since over two-thirds of the energy we 

currently consume in the U.S. is wasted (Van Geet et al. 2018). American colleges and 

universities consume high amounts of energy, spending six to seven billion dollars 

annually on energy and utilities (Lo 2013; Van Geet et al. 2018; Electric Choice 2020). 

American HEIs spend an average of $1.10 per square foot on electricity and 18¢ per 

square foot on natural gas annually, with campus buildings with dimensions around 

50,000 square feet consuming more than $100,000 worth of energy each year (Energy 

Star 2020). Not only do these numbers represent a significant financial expense, but 

building energy usage is one of the largest sources of campus greenhouse gas emissions 

(Energy Star 2020). Becoming more energy efficient saves HEIs money, reduces their 

carbon footprint, and exhibits environmental leadership (Energy Star 2020).  

Energy efficiency is an important issue for HEIs to address in order to become 

more environmentally and financially sustainable (Jomoah et al. 2013; Energy Star 

2020). Higher education institutions in the United States (and across the world) share a 

common goal of making their campuses more energy efficient. Improved energy 
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balance basic research with applied research to solve such wicked problems (Corcoran 

and Wals 2004; Cortese 2003; Elder 2008; as cited by Brundiers and Wiek 2010, 3).  

As seen in  

 

 

Table 4.27, 66.5% (767) of sustainable HEIs have some form of sustainability-

oriented research on their website. While only 443 (38.4%) sustainable Four-Year Public 

and Four-Year Private Non-Profit HEIs had a research institute centered around 

sustainability or the environment, 639 (55.4%) communicated that sustainability or at 

least the environmental pillar of sustainability research occurred on campus. HEIs that 

listed some form of environmental or sustainability-focused research on their website 

received twice as much revenue than HEIs that did not. As seen in Table 4.41, Table 

4.42, and Table 4.43, the average revenue of HEIs with sustainability-focused research 

and research centers are twice as high as those that do not. HEI size based on student 

population is also higher among sustainable HEIs with research listed on their website. I 

found only 24% of low-revenue HEIs (<$50M) have a research center, illustrating the 

importance of revenue in being able to fund a research institute.  

  



 

253 

Table 4.41: Variables related to sustainability research on college campuses.  

Criteria Total institutions 

meeting these 

criteria 

Proportion of 

institutions 

meeting these 

criteria 

Total institutions 1,153 100.00% 

Is environmental/sustainability focused research 

occurring on campus? 

639 55.4% 

Is there a page where sustainability research 

themes/opportunities are listed? 

506 43.9% 

Does the HEI offer research funding for environmental 

sustainability? 

497 43.1% 

Does the HEI have at least one 

environmental/sustainability focused research center? 

438 38.0% 

 

Table 4.42: Comparison of HEIs with and without sustainability-focused research on their website. 

Summary statistics  

Environmental or 

sustainability-

focused research 

present 

Environmental or 

sustainability-focused 

research absent 

Total 

Number of HEIs 639 514 1,153 

Total revenue average $570,176,225 $276,902,638 $439,436,742 

Average student population 9,814 6,628 8,394 

Land Grant HEIs (#) 67 51 16 

 

Table 4.43 Comparison of HEIs with and without sustainability-focused research centers on campus. 

Summary statistics  

Environmental or 

sustainability-focused 

research center 

present 

Environmental or 

sustainability-focused 

research center 

absent 

Total 

Number of HEIs 438 715 1,153 

Average revenue  $625 151 913 $325 669 967 $439 436 742 

Average student population 10,675 6,996 8,394 

Land Grant HEI (#) 51 16 67 

Total A-graded HEIs 243 22 265 

Total B-graded HEIs 114 131 245 

Total C-graded HEIs 59 171 230 

Total D-graded HEIs 17 190 207 

Total F-graded HEIs 5 201 206 
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I found that many HEIs without sustainability-focused research centers still 

communicate the research on their website. Academic programs often list research that 

their students are currently involved in while some lists research themes and 

opportunities on their homepage. Sustainability-focused staffed offices and collaborative 

efforts are the least to list research opportunities on their websites, but those that do allow 

for a transdisciplinary approach to addressing sustainability-related issues while also 

marketing their institution to potential enrollees. HEIs with high sustainability grades 

and/or Land Grant HEIs house many of the sustainability-focused research centers. Over 

90% of HEIs that received an A sustainability grade had an environmental or 

sustainability-focused research center.  

The National Resource Council (1995, 7) calls for changes to industrial processes, 

types and amounts of resources used in these processes, and the resulting products to 

achieve sustainable economic growth. To do so, the world must evolve towards a more 

energy-efficient society that uses resources responsibly, and minimizes waste during 

industrial processes. With this in mind, many technology and trade programs among 

HEIs have integrated environmentally conscious research into their programs not because 

it is the ethical thing to do, but because it is smart. With green jobs and technologies on 

the rise, higher education institutions are marketing themselves by researching green 

technology and offering training for future eco-engineers and scientists (Dell’Anna 

2021).  

While scientific and technological research can contribute to overcoming 

sustainability challenges, scholars in the field tend to focus on addressing the 

environmental and sometimes economic dimensions of sustainability. Miller and others 
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(2008) encourage those in science and technology fields to acknowledge the social 

dimensions of their research topic in order to better understand and solve sustainability 

challenges a (Miller et al. 2008; Schoolman et al. 2012). The lack and necessity of social 

sustainability is not isolated to the science and technology field, but a trend among higher 

education institutions, and research in general (Fien 2002).  

The sole focus on the environmental pillar of sustainability is a common theme in 

society and the academic world (Fien 2002, 144; Bijl 2011). Most of the literature found 

in journals such as the International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education focus 

on the environmental and sometimes economic dimensions of sustainable development 

(Yencken and Wilkinson 2002). John Fien (2002, 144) provides two explanations for this 

phenomenon: 1) Because the sustainability movement in higher education is relatively 

new and many scholars may not identify their research with sustainable development 

goals due to lack of knowledge; and 2) Most sustainability advocates come from natural 

science fields. Whatever the reason, social sustainability is lacking a presence on U.S. 

higher education institution websites. To address this issue, it is beneficial to analyze the 

institutions that are including the social pillar of sustainable.  

 

Areas Where Implementation and Communication of Sustainability Are Lacking  

While it is important to study where and how sustainability is most commonly 

integrated into college campuses, it is equally, if not more important, to understand which 

sustainability variables colleges and universities implement or publicize the least. Though 

59.5% of the sustainable HEIs had at least one Outreach and Services variable listed on 
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their website, less than half of these institutions had any of the Outreach and Services 

variables seen in Table 4.44, one of them being social sustainability.  

 

Social Sustainability 

 All 1,153 Public and Non-Profit HEIs included in this study were deemed 

sustainable because they had at least one staffed office, research center, four-year degree 

program, or formal collaborative effort dedicated to addressing ecological issues. Many 

of these institutions only addressed the environmental pillar of sustainability while some 

included the economic pillar of sustainability on their webpages through illustrating the 

financial advantages of green purchasing and technology. Of all the HEIs I assessed, 38% 

illustrated a holistic, three-pillar philosophy on their webpage while zero university 

websites excluded the environmental pillar of sustainability. While 100% of the 1,153 

Public and Non-Profit HEI websites in this study had a sustainability implementation 

structure focused on solving environmental challenges, only 40.3% acknowledged the 

social dimension of sustainability on their sustainability-focused webpage. 
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Table 4.44: Variables within the Big Six dimensions of higher education where sustainability is lacking.  

 

Dimensions 

 

Criteria 

Sustainable 

HEIs (#) 

Sustainable 

HEIs (%) 

Outreach and 

Services 

Are there sustainability-focused community service 

projects/collaboration at the HEI? 

561 48.7% 

Is the HEI working to protect/conserve the surrounding 

natural environment such as a habitat? 

503 43.6% 

Does the university look at social sustainability? 465 40.3% 

Assessment 

and Reporting 

Are sustainability awards and/or affiliations listed? 370 32.1% 

Is the AASHE Award Shown on website? (Yes/No) 302 26.2% 

Is an environmental report made accessible through the 

institution's website? 

255 22.1% 

 Total institutions 1,153 100.0% 
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Social sustainability is a vague concept that is difficult to define (Littig 2005). 

Wolff and Ehrstrom (2020, 3) cite the difficulty to define social sustainability as a 

possible reason it is hard to purposefully combine it with the other two pillars of 

sustainability. The term’s vagueness could also be responsible for its near absence in 

higher education, particularly in academic departments and research institutes. By 

assessing the webpages of institutions that referenced social sustainability on their 

webpages, I was better able to see what the term means to them. For example, the Iowa 

State University Office of Sustainability webpage organizes their sustainability-related 

student groups by sustainability dimensions and then into three categories: philanthropy, 

diversity, and leadership (Figure 4.31). From this, I gained a better understanding how 

social sustainability is defined I very different ways. The Iowa State University webpage 

illustrates that diversity, philanthropy, and leadership are traits of social sustainability, 

but it also tells that Iowa State University does not share their definition of social 

sustainability with HEIs like the American University who include environmental 

sustainability in their definition.  

On their webpage dedicated to social sustainability (Figure 4.32), the American 

University in Washington D.C. states that “social sustainability encompasses topics such 

as human health, access to resources, and environmental justice (American University 

2021). Many HEIs that promoted social sustainability on their webpages often referred to 

equity and climate or environmental justice. The American University, Seattle 

University, the University of Washington, and North Carolina State University promote 

the idea that all environmental issues involve social issues (North Carolina State 

University 2021; University of Washington 2021).  
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Figure 4.31 Sustainability-focused student organizations listed on the Iowa State University Office of 

Sustainability website (Iowa State University 2020). 
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Figure 4.32: The American University webpage dedicated to social sustainability (American University 

2021). 
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A common theme among the HEIs that dedicated a webpage to social 

sustainability was environmental justice. The EPA defines environmental justice as “the 

fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national 

origin, or income with respect to the development, implementation and enforcement of 

environmental laws, regulations and policies (EPA 2021).” The Environmental 

JusticeToolkit, the Environmental Justice Advisory Group at North Carolina State 

University, the Seattle University Center for Environmental Justice and Sustainability, 

and the Environmental Justice Master of Science program at the University of Michigan 

are examples of formal university efforts addressing socio-environmental issues and 

possibly increase the promotion of the social dimension of sustainability HEIs. 

 

Community Outreach 

Almost half (48.7%) of sustainable HEIs participate in some form of community 

outreach. Colleges and universities can bring stability to communities during times of 

need by sharing their knowledge and resources with them. Community outreach promotes 

an inclusive process of planning and development that engages campus stakeholders and 

the surrounding community. Collaborations between these groups brings stability to 

communities and improve their quality of life while also increasing the legitimacy of 

HEIs (Berchin et al. 2019). Community outreach can occur through community-based 

research, education outreach, community gardens and farmer’s markets, food banks, co-

ops, extension offices), internships, service-learning projects, and/or student groups. The 

City College of New York has a Sustainable Outreach and Education webpage that serves 

as a model for an all-encompassing webpage that lists the institution’s goals and 

strategies regarding sustainable outreach and education, internship, training, and 
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fellowship opportunities, current research and opportunities, collaboration efforts and 

opportunities, and useful links (City College of New York 2021). While the majority 

(approximately 80%) of community outreach was dedicated to socio-economic 

sustainability, some community outreach efforts focused on benefitting their surrounding 

environment.  

 

Preservation and Conservation of Lands and Water 

Of the 1,153 sustainable HEIs I assessed, 43.6% listed on the webistes some sort 

of work that protected or conserved lands and habitats off campus. Historically, 

American colleges and universities, and specifically Land-Grant HEIs, have owned or 

managed renewable natural resources (Muller and Maehr 2000). These institutions are in 

a unique position to study, research, and address environmental issues through natural 

resource management and conservation biology programs (Muller and Maehr 2000). 

There is a growing concern, however, regarding the world's quickly depleting resources, 

and this has led to an increase in how institutions utilize these areas. According to 

College Factual (2021), natural resources and conservation was the 26th most popular 

major nationwide in 2018 to 2019. Though there are only approximately 100 colleges in 

the U.S. that offer a natural resource management or conservation degree of some kind, 

College Factual (2021) projected that careers in this field will increase by 7.4% from 

2016 and 2026. The 3.9% increase (26,936 -28,018) in natural resources and conservation 

degrees awarded between 2017 and 2018 proves academic degrees focused on conserving 

natural resources (College Factual 2021). 

As with any dimension of sustainability in higher education, colleges and 

universities can implement sustainability throughout the campus even with financial 

barrier. To do so, identifying low-revenue top-rated HEIs that use their platform to solve 
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real-world issues like habitat loss and species endangerment is the first step. 

Acknowledging the role each pillar of sustainability plays in these issues is also essential 

to being truly sustainable based on sustainable development literature.  
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CHAPTER 5: SUSTAINABILITY LEADERS ON SUSTAINABLE 

DEVELOPMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

The third research question of this dissertation asked, “Who are the sustainability 

leaders at the sustainable higher education institutions?”. Visser and Courtice (2011, 2) 

define a sustainability leader as “someone who inspires and supports action towards a 

better world.” The Sustainability Leadership Institute (2011), as cited by Visser and 

Courtice (2011, 3), defines sustainability leaders as “individuals who are compelled to 

make a difference by deepening their awareness of themselves with the world around 

them. I define a sustainability leader (SL) as anyone who works for an HEI sustainability 

entity such as an academic program, research institute, or staffed office, or is part of a 

formal collaborative effort such as a committee or council.  

To better understand the state of sustainability within four-year higher education 

institutions (HEIs) in the United States, who leads these initiatives, and the roles and 

backgrounds of these sustainability leaders, I administered an online Sustainability 

Faculty and Staff Questionnaire through Qualtrics. The questionnaire portal was open 

between October 2019 and January 2020. I received over 169 responses and ended up 

with 150 completed surveys. I conducted descriptive statistical analysis in Excel to learn 

who my respondents were. 

 

Demographics of Sustainability Leaders in Higher Education 

The first section of the Sustainability Faculty and Staff Questionnaire examines 

who the respondents are as Sustainability Leaders (SLs) at four-year higher education 

institutions in the U.S. Questions focus on socioeconomic characteristics such as age, 


