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The Essence of a Sustainable University

Introduction

Engrained within sustainability sits the power and capability of higher education institutions and their ambition to influence and engage generation after generation. In order to understand sustainability within a university environment, this dissertation attempts to delve deep into the thesis and essence of its subject. Sustainability appears at the forefront of all businesses and poses a constant, ever-changing problem to be considered (Sachs, 2015). With many academics (Sterling et al, 2013), (Jones et al, 2010), (Wortham-Galvin et al, 2016) believing that Universities can offer a wealth of influence, the questions surrounding the essence of a sustainable university are vitally important in today’s environment.
This dissertation will further explore the understanding of what the ‘essence’ is of a sustainable university.  It also serves to answer a number of questions and objectives such as; What are the barriers to attaining a sustainable university? Who is responsible for the creation and success of a sustainable university? What identifies a university as sustainable? Can the essence of a sustainable university be replicated?
The importance of answering such questions surrounding the essence of a sustainable university proves of great relevance in today’s environment as the impact that sustainability among business has is overwhelming (Kopnina and Blewitt, 2014). This research offers great relevance as successes and barriers can then be transposed and replicated across multiple universities thus positively impacting sustainability.







Literary Review

Sustainability within the higher education sector is a topic that some identify as daunting (Filho and Pace, 2016) with a number of gaps and weaknesses in its research, results and indeed theory.  
There is little argument that universities are an affluent pool of potential for promoting sustainability and for educating a broad spectrum of people, a view supported by Thomashow and Cortese (2014).  With a platform to influence, inspire and educate, universities have a wealth of power but a lack of sustainability at the core of its culture could prove detrimental to the future of sustainability.  Higher education institutions are arguably one of the slowest to embed sustainability into its culture compared to other sectors and Filho and Zint (2016) believe that this is vital In achieving sustainability goals. Higher education facilities have the ability to promote sustainability and to enhance sustainable activities to be included in mainstream society (Porritt, 2012) with support from government and a dedicated culture.  Furthermore, Ireland (2008) argues that universities effect on our current sustainability crisis is unmatched by any other sector and any research done can be used to help develop future generations behaviours and beliefs. 
Case studies go some way to show how an individual university may have succeeded in increasing its outcomes in relation to sustainability (Filho, 2014). Supporting this, Rowe (2007) explained how universities and colleges started integrating sustainability within its framework through sustainability committees etc, but agrees that this is just the start. Little research has been conducted to understand the true essence of sustainability. If then we can delve into the ‘DNA’ of a sustainable university by conducting relevant topic research, this could be used to enhance such practices and attempt to replicate the thesis.  The potential to be able to pre-empt issues, activities and solutions linked to a universities sustainability can prove to be more effective and influential than simply analysing its current strengths and weaknesses (Martin, 2012). Should higher education facilities adopt a more pro-active approach to sustainability rather than a reactive approach, then sustainability would arguably be more effective. If, then, the essence of a university is to promote innovation through sustainability to attack issues grounded in the future, this research will prove to serve a vital purpose in developing the university environment and eventually replicating such successes. 
There are a growing number of texts and research conducted that outlines what facts and pointers contribute to a university being deemed as sustainable, Green league tables giving a clear outline of such results. However, there is very little, if no research conducted or recorded on what the essence of a sustainable university is. Deeper investigation, thorough research based on experiences and humanistic entities can aid in the understanding of what the true essence of a sustainable university is. By doing this, the information gap is tightened and replication of such a desirable essence may be replicated and embedded to secure our planets future, a destination Uhl and Anderson (2001) agree on.




Research Strategy and Methodology
The objectives of this dissertation require research that is rich in experience, opinion and depth. In order to achieve these results, a qualitative approach to research will be followed to gain understanding of how individuals think, felt and experienced the essence of sustainability.
 Having given consideration to both elements of research (Qualitative and Quantitative) the conclusion has been reached that in order to attain a richness of insight into the phenomenon that is the essence of sustainability, quantitative research methods would not be adequate. Phenomenology is a popular method of qualitative research that attempts to describe the essence of a situation popularly through interviews where past experience is reflected upon (Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenology sits perfectly with the objectives of this research of delving into the essence of a sustainable university.
However, due to the relaxed nature of qualitative research methods, it can be argued that such research methods offer less structure and control than quantitative methods such as data collection/ surveys etc (Jackson, 2007). Having given consideration to this argument, however, the advantages of the depth of knowledge gained from qualitative research methods outweigh the threat of a lack of control which for this purpose is not of greatest importance.
 Although quantitative methods offer a broad consideration, this research presses for experiences that require deeper probing to gain a better understanding through humanistic, interpretivist approaches and thus quantitative methods do not offer ample solution.
The scope for this research will be based on the University of Wales Trinity Saint David as a case study- encompassing three campuses- Carmarthen, Lampeter and Swansea. The reason behind using a number of campuses over concentrating on one campus is to attempt to get some depth of the diversity of sustainability amongst campuses within the same university.



Logistical and Ethical consideration
Three different interviews will be conducted on each campus amongst staff members of the university, a total of 9 interviews altogether. 
When deciding upon whom is to be interviewed, the basis of interviewing staff over students is one that takes considerable consideration. Although students are often seen as essentially at the heart of the university (Smith, 2013), the members of staff have the position, ability and platform to endorse and embed sustainability into the universities culture, thus affecting the students potential behaviour. Therefore, for this study, staff have been chosen to be interviewed.
It is logistically realistic to travel to the three campuses in order to conduct the interviews by arranging them to be held on the same day (Three separate days). A variety of staff will be selected for interviewing based on their previous backgrounds and experience to try and achieve a diverse selection of research results. Primary access to these members of staff has already been agreed within the School of Business, however, an invitation to the interview will formerly be sent to each candidate for agreement prior to the interview. 
Ethical consideration has to be adhered to with the information gained through research as each interviewee must have complete anonymity in order to give examples of experiences with confidence and without judgement. All documentation regarding the interviews will be kept anonymous throughout the research process and dissertation writing.
A completed Ethics Consideration form has been completed.
Timetable

The following Gantt chart shows the structure and timeline of the work proposed for the dissertation. 
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