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Abstract: 

 

Purpose: This article aims to analyse the scope of sustainability reporting within the top 20 

universities globally, based on the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU 2024), 

assessing how these institutions disclose non-financial information. 

Design/Methodology/Approach: The research combines a review of academic literature 

with a content analysis of sustainability-related disclosures found on the official websites of 

leading universities. The methodology draws on recognised frameworks and benchmarks 

within the field of sustainability reporting.  

Findings: The findings indicate that globally leading universities actively engage in 

sustainability discourse. However, the lack of standardised disclosure frameworks results in 

inconsistencies and limited comparability across institutions. There is a strong commitment 

to the principles of sustainable development, yet reporting practices vary significantly. 

Practical Implications: The research offers recommendations for university policymakers 

and regulators regarding the standardisation of sustainability reporting. Improved 

frameworks would enhance data accessibility and comparability, supporting better 

accountability and decision-making.  

Originality/Value: While much academic attention has focused on corporate sustainability 

reporting, this article highlights a research gap regarding universities. The study contributes 

original insights and proposes a set of core indicators tailored for higher education 

institutions.  
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1. Introduction 

 

In recent years, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted in 2015 by the 

United Nations General Assembly as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, have increasingly been at the forefront of global discourse concerning 

the future trajectory of our planet and the objectives of organisations worldwide. 

This discussion intensified following the SDG Summit 2023, which reaffirmed the 

international commitment to accelerating progress towards the Goals and called for 

“a rescue plan for people and planet.” 

 

The debate surrounding sustainable development predominantly unfolds within the 

sphere of commercial entities, where the pursuit of profit is juxtaposed with 

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) considerations. The significance of 

ESG factors is quantitatively evidenced by the endorsement from the majority of 

global stock exchanges, which advocate for their integration into corporate 

operations. This advocacy is reflected in the existence of over one thousand ESG 

indices and a broad range of sustainability-themed investment funds that track their 

performance. 

 

Universities, by virtue of their societal mission, are naturally positioned as 

exemplars in advancing the Sustainable Development Goals. Their mandate includes 

exerting a positive influence both locally and globally. Given that research and 

educational initiatives related to sustainable development are extensively conducted 

within universities, these institutions should also demonstrate the practical 

implementation of their own research.  

 

Historical evidence supporting the social role of universities reinforces this 

perspective as the only viable strategy for maintaining relevance in the global arena. 

Universities should not be perceived merely as corporations; rather, they should 

serve as mentors to society and commercial entities. In fulfilling this role, 

universities are expected to model exemplary organisation and management 

practices while adopting leadership strategies that leverage their substantial 

influence on the economy and society to foster global sustainable development. 

 

This article aims to assess sustainability reporting among the world’s leading 

universities as a component of their non-financial disclosure. The study applies two 

research methods: a review of academic literature and a content-analysis approach 

examining the websites of the top 20 universities ranked by the Academic Ranking 

of World Universities (ARWU, 2024). 

 

2. Literature Review  

 

The disclosure of non-financial information represents a direct response to the 

critique raised by various stakeholders and users of financial statements, concerning 

the limited usability and excessive complexity of the information presented. This 
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critique highlights the verbosity and technical nature of these documents, which 

hinder analysis and require specialised knowledge. During 2013-2014, the 

Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) conducted an extensive 

investigation into the informational needs of investors concerning financial 

reporting, as well as the responses of organisations preparing financial statements to 

these needs.  

 

The findings of this investigation were disseminated across a series of four 

publications (ACCA 2013a; 2013b; 2013c; 2014). The study revealed that investors 

expressed clear dissatisfaction with the limited usability of information contained 

within financial statements and identified a lack of transparency in presenting the 

comprehensive business model of a company, which is crucial for informed 

investment decision-making. 

 

Non-financial reporting has, in recent years, become a dynamically expanding 

element of so-called "integrated reporting" in the field of commercial and 

particularly state-owned companies. The term "integrated report" is discussed in the 

literature by several authors2. What could be considered a symbolic beginning of 

integrated reporting is the proposal published in the early 1990s by the American 

Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA), which showcased a report built 

primarily on non-financial information (AICPA, 1994).  

 

In subsequent years, other organisations contributed to this discussion, including the 

International Accounting Standards Board (IASB), which introduced the concept of 

Management Commentary3 as a narrative report accompanying financial statements 

and containing non-financial information4. 

 

A key milestone was the adoption of Directive 2014/95/EU by the European 

Parliament, which required certain large undertakings to disclose non-financial and 

diversity information from 1 January 2017. The directive obliged companies to 

report on environmental and social matters, employee-related issues, respect for 

human rights, anti-corruption policies, and diversity within company boards. It 

allowed flexibility in reporting format, which, in practice, led to the widespread use 

of industry standards such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Standards5. 

 
2The concept of integrated reporting has been explained in numerous academic studies, 

including those by Aras, G. et al. (2021), Hassan, A. et al. (2019), and Iacuzzi, S. et al. 

(2020). 
3For more information see: International Accounting Standards Board (IASB). (2025) 
4Other elements of this statement are the statement of financial position, the statement of 

overall result, the statement of changes in capital, and the statement of cash flows. 
5GRI is an independent, international organization headquartered in Amsterdam, the 

Netherlands, that assists organizations with reporting by providing them with a global 

common communication language – the world's most widely used sustainability reporting 

standards – GRI Standards. They represent global best practice in publicly reporting a range 

of economic, environmental and social impacts. Standards-based sustainability reporting 



   Reporting on Sustainability in Universities: A Survey of the Websites of 20 Universities - 

Shanghai Ranking Leaders           

358  

 

 

In the European Union, Directive 2014/95/EU (NFRD) has since been replaced by 

the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD; Directive (EU) 

2022/2464). The European Commission adopted the first set of European 

Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) through a Delegated Act on 31 July 

2023, followed by a 2024 ‘quick-fix’ package providing flexibility for the first 

reporting entities. The ESRS have been designed to ensure interoperability with the 

ISSB’s IFRS S1 and S2 standards6.  

 

This legislative development significantly expands the scope and depth of 

sustainability disclosures and establishes closer alignment with the global baseline 

defined by the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB). By mid-2025, 

jurisdictions representing over 50% of global GDP had already taken steps towards 

implementing ISSB Standards (IFRS Foundation, 2024).  

 

Several ideas7 and concepts8 have been proposed regarding non-financial9 and 

sustainability reporting. As accurately shown by Karmańska (2014a, 2014b), three 

 
provides information about an organization's positive or negative contribution to 

sustainability. GRI standards are a modular system of interconnected standards. The 

reporting process is supported by three series of Standards: GRI Universal Standards, which 

apply to all organizations; GRI sectoral standards applicable to specific sectors; and GRI 

Thematic Standards, each listing disclosures relating to a specific topic. For more on this 

subject, see [in:] Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). 
6For more information see: European Financial Reporting Advisory Group (EFRAG). 

Interoperability between ESRS and ISSB Standards – General Approach and Key 

Differences 
7The main trends in non-financial reporting include: 

a) Sustainability Reporting – focuses on disclosing information related to three 

pillars: environmental, social, and economic. Examples of standards and frameworks include 

the GRI (Global Reporting Initiative) and ISO 26000. In Europe, a significant step was the 

introduction of the CSRD (Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive) by the European 

Commission, which mandates companies to report on sustainability-related matters. 

b) ESG Reporting – concentrates on three main areas: environmental, social, and 

governance. Used by investors to assess risks and opportunities related to sustainability 

investments. Standards include SASB (Sustainability Accounting Standards Board) and 

TCFD (Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures). 

c) Integrated Reporting – combines financial and non-financial information to deliver 

a holistic view of an organization's value. The IR Framework (International Integrated 

Reporting Framework) promoted by the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) is 

widely applied. 

d) Impact Reporting – emphasizes measuring and reporting the social and 

environmental impacts of an organization's activities. Tools like IRIS+ (Impact Reporting 

and Investment Standards) are used to standardize these reports. 

e) Climate Reporting – focuses on disclosing climate-related risks and strategies. 

Standards like TCFD (Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures) and CDP 

(Carbon Disclosure Project) are widely adopted. 

f) Supply Chain Reporting – centers on disclosing practices and standards 

throughout the entire supply chain, including working conditions, environmental impact, and 
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business ethics. Initiatives such as the Responsible Business Alliance (RBA) exemplify this 

approach. 

g) Human Rights Reporting – emphasizes disclosure of information related to human 

rights compliance within organizational operations. The UN Guiding Principles on Business 

and Human Rights serve as a critical reference. 

h) Sustainable Development Goals Reporting (SDGs Reporting) – concentrates on 

reporting an organization's contribution toward achieving the UN Sustainable Development 

Goals. Companies utilize the SDG Compass and GRI Standards to structure their reports. 

i) Ethical Reporting – highlights ethical aspects of business activities, such as 

corporate responsibility, anti-corruption measures, and transparency. 
8Non-financial reporting concepts are often equated with various standards in this field. 

Among the most significant are: 

a) GRI (Global Reporting Initiative) – described extensively in this article. 

b) Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) – focuses on issues that are 

material to investors, providing specific indicators tailored to various economic sectors. 

c) TCFD (Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures) – recommends 

climate-related disclosures to help organizations assess and disclose climate-related risks 

and opportunities. 

d) CDP (Carbon Disclosure Project) – a global disclosure system for investors, 

companies, cities, states, and regions to manage their environmental impact. 

e) ISO 26000 – an international standard providing guidelines on social 

responsibility, assisting organizations in understanding and implementing socially 

responsible practices. 

f) UN Global Compact – organizations joining the UN Global Compact commit to 

following ten principles related to human rights, labor standards, environmental protection, 

and anti-corruption. 

g) Integrated Reporting (IR) – the concept of integrated reporting combines financial 

and non-financial information to present a comprehensive picture of an organization's 

activities, strategy, governance, performance, and outlook. 

h) SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals) – the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

are frequently used as a framework for non-financial reporting, helping organizations report 

their contribution to global sustainability objectives. 

i) B Impact Assessment – a tool used by B Corporations to measure their social and 

environmental impact. B Corp certification requires meeting high standards of social and 

environmental responsibility. B Corporations are companies certified by the nonprofit 

organization B Lab, confirming they meet rigorous standards of social and environmental 

performance, accountability, and transparency. To achieve B Corp certification, a company 

must undergo a rigorous assessment process and commit to maintaining compliance with 

specific standards and values. 

j) IRIS+ (Impact Reporting and Investment Standards) – a system for measuring and 

managing outcomes, enabling investors to assess the environmental, social, and governance 

impacts of their investments. 
9Non-financial reporting is currently not standardized at the global level, as is financial 

reporting as explained by International Financial Reporting Standards, for example. 

Although in November 2022 the European Parliament adopted the directive on corporate 

sustainability reporting (CSRD Directive), its implementation is planned in three phases for 

the years 2024-2026 (for more information on this subject, see:  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0380_EN.html.  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0380_EN.html
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distinct developmental eras of traditional corporate reporting can be differentiated, 

along with a fourth – named "business reporting" – which far exceeds the boundaries 

of traditional financial statements. The latter reflects a series of initiatives described 

by the author, directly related to sustainable development10.  

 

A key component of non-financial reporting is sustainability disclosure, aimed 

primarily at providing data necessary for fulfilling the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development – a collection of 17 goals adopted in 2015 by the United Nations 

General Assembly (UN GA) in the resolution Transforming our world: the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN GA, 2015). Each of these general goals is 

elaborated into detailed objectives, totalling 169 targets11. A mid-term review of the 

Agenda was conducted during the SDG Summit 2023, which reaffirmed the global 

commitment to achieving the Goals by 2030. 

 

Stakeholders of Agenda 2030 include organisations from both the private and public 

sectors. Their contribution to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals can be 

monitored through periodic statements that combine financial data with non-

financial information on achievements across the three ESG dimensions – 

Environmental, Social, and Governance. These factors12 constitute the foundation for 

non-financial ratings and scores given to corporations, countries, and other 

organisations. 

 
10Karmańska (2014b, p. 54) points out that currently in the world the directions and 

standards in the field of corporate reporting on sustainable development are carried out by 

two institutionalized initiatives - the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and the International 

Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC). 
11The group of 17 Goals includes: 

• Sustainable Development Goal 1: No Poverty 

• Sustainable Development Goal 2: Zero Hunger 

• Sustainable Development Goal 3: Good Health and Well-Being 

• Sustainable Development Goal 4: Quality Education 

• Sustainable Development Goal 5: Gender Equality 

• Sustainable Development Goal 6: Clean Water and Sanitation 

• Sustainable Development Goal 7: Affordable and Clean Energy 

• Sustainable Development Goal 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth 

• Sustainable Development Goal 9: Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure 

• Sustainable Development Goal 10: Reduced Inequalities 

• Sustainable Development Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities 

• Sustainable Development Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and Production 

• Sustainable Development Goal 13: Climate Action  

• Sustainable Development Goal 14: Life Below Water 

• Sustainable Development Goal 15: Life on Land 

• Sustainable Development Goal 16: Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 

• Sustainable Development Goal 17: Partnerships for the Goals  

For more on this topic, see [in:] https://www.un.org/en/academic-impact/page/sustainable-

development-goals accessed 07.09.2025 
12E – environmental, S – social responsibility, G – corporate governance  

https://www.un.org/en/academic-impact/page/sustainable-development-goals
https://www.un.org/en/academic-impact/page/sustainable-development-goals
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An increasing number of global investors are demanding high-quality, clear, factual, 

and comparable corporate ESG disclosures. Consequently, on 3 November 2021, 

during COP26 in Glasgow, the IFRS Foundation13 announced the establishment of 

the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) to meet this demand. The 

ISSB aims to develop a comprehensive set of global baseline standards for 

sustainability-related disclosure, providing investors and other capital-market 

participants with decision-useful information on sustainability risks and 

opportunities14. 

 

Regardless of standardisation efforts by the IFRS Foundation, the topic of 

monitoring and reporting progress on the Sustainable Development Goals has for 

many years been addressed by the Intergovernmental Working Group of Experts on 

International Standards of Accounting and Reporting (ISAR) – a central body of the 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD15).  

 

Among its outputs is the set of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) Indicators 

used for measuring 169 detailed targets grouped under the 17 main SDGs (231 

indicators in total). UNCTAD also published pioneering Guidance on Core 

Indicators for Entity Reporting on Contribution towards Implementation of the 

Sustainable Development Goals (UNCTAD, 2019). These guidelines aim to 

standardise sustainability reporting for a diverse group of stakeholders, dividing 

indicators into four categories: economic, environmental, social, and institutional. 

This structure ensures comparability both between organisations and within a single 

entity across multiple years. 

 

The topic of sustainability reporting in higher education has been gaining in 

popularity in recent literature. One of the first authors to conduct a comprehensive 

overview and assessment of reporting practices in this field was Lozano (2011), who 

analysed 12 sustainability reports. His findings confirmed a clear research gap and 

inspired numerous later studies. Two years later, Adams (2013) confirmed that 

sustainability reporting contributes to increased accountability, efficiency, and 

innovation in universities.  

 
13The IFRS Foundation is an independent non-profit international organization responsible 

for developing and promoting high-quality, globally accepted accounting standards known 

as International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS). These standards are widely used 

around the world. The IFRS Foundation oversees the activities of the International 

Accounting Standards Board (IASB), which is responsible for developing these standards. 
14Currently (as of 30.09.2025) the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) has 

already issued its first two standards — IFRS S1 (general requirements for sustainability-

related financial disclosures) and IFRS S2 (climate-related disclosures) — which mark the 

global baseline for sustainability reporting. For more information, see [in:] 

https://www.ifrs.org/news-and-events/news/2022/03/issb-delivers-proposals-that-create-

comprehensive-global-baseline-of-sustainability-disclosures/ . 
15For more information on UNCTAD and its scope of activities, see [in:] 

https://unctad.org/about . 

https://www.ifrs.org/news-and-events/news/2022/03/issb-delivers-proposals-that-create-comprehensive-global-baseline-of-sustainability-disclosures/
https://www.ifrs.org/news-and-events/news/2022/03/issb-delivers-proposals-that-create-comprehensive-global-baseline-of-sustainability-disclosures/
https://unctad.org/about
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He also observed that many institutions implement isolated actions, often focused on 

ecology (for example, green rooftops, solar panels), which they promote as a 

sustainability strategy. However, a lack of institution-wide coordination and clearly 

defined management responsibility for sustainability remains a common issue. 

According to Adams, the support and determination of university leadership are key 

to implementing sustainability initiatives and communicating them transparently. 

 

Hassan et al. (2019) examined integrated reports in 135 British universities, 

analysing 405 annual reports to assess the voluntary disclosure of integrated 

thinking. This research was enabled by the United Kingdom’s use of Integrated 

Reporting Guidelines, which standardised the scope and content of university 

reports, improving comparability.  

 

The findings showed a significant rise in integrated reporting elements, confirming 

that universities increasingly adopt integrated thinking in their operations. Moreover, 

the research identified a positive correlation between a university’s ranking position 

and its level of integrated reporting disclosure. Similar conclusions were presented 

by Adhikariparajuli et al. (2021), who analysed universities in Scotland, Wales, and 

Northern Ireland, confirming that these institutions disclose sustainability-related 

information in an integrated format that creates value both for society and the 

university itself. 

 

Australian experiences with integrated reporting in universities are also noteworthy. 

Guthrie and Neumann (2007) described the Australian higher education system as 

market-oriented, with universities functioning as key contributors to the national 

economy and export sector. Increasingly financed by the free market16, these 

institutions operate like large corporations focused on efficiency and self-generated 

profits17. Regardless of opinions on this approach, the authors noted that such a 

model inevitably encourages transparent non-financial disclosure. National student 

surveysand public indicators enable comparisons between institutions18, driving 

 
16According to the authors of this article, in 2006 only about one-third of the basic funding of 

universities came from the government, and the rest was obtained based on the results 

achieved by market institutions (domestic and foreign). 
17In the opinion of the author of the monograph, financial efficiency is only one of the 

components of university effectiveness, but in practice, it is sometimes identified as the only 

(or the most important) criterion for measuring university achievements. 
18As examples of such research, Guthrie and Neumann (2007) cite the Course Experience 

Questionnaire (CEQ), an annual survey of all graduates since the early 1990s about their 

satisfaction with their teaching and learning experiences. Related to this study is the 

Graduate Destinations Survey (GDS), which annually examines the continued development 

of graduates in subsequent studies or their entry into the labour market. Since the late 1990s, 

there has also been the Postgraduate Research Experience Questionnaire (PREQ), an 

annual survey of all graduate students and their satisfaction with their research experience. 

The results of these studies are published and provided in the form of analytical 
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continuous improvement. These indicators are grouped into four categories: 

organisational sustainability, achievements in higher education, quality outcomes, 

and research. Published results influence, among other things, public funding 

allocations. 

 

Here it is worth bringing up a more recent article by another Australian author, 

Garry D. Carnegie (2022), in which he critiques the university management system 

described above and based on scores and rankings of said universities. He highlights 

that “the measurement of efficiency and its management has become a passion, 

bordering on a mania, of the Australian public universities”. These institutions have 

grown closer to a corporate culture, rather than an academic one.  

 

Carnegie (2022, p. 79) critiques the tendency of “numbers management”, calling it 

“indicatorisim”. Simplifying, it can be described as a triumph of form over content, 

where the realisation of a given set of indicators has become the goal, rather than 

realising strategies with the help of said indicators. In another article, Carnegie, 

together with another co-author (Carnegie and Parker, 2022) concludes that “the 

industry of university rankings is a classic example of form without content”. 

 

Staying in the realm of foreign experiences with non-financial reporting, it is worth 

presenting a few examples of such statements, which can be used as a reference 

point in modelling this area. 

 

Spanish researchers Jorge and others (2016) proposed a multi-element, quantitative 

statement describing the outcomes of universities in their sustainable development 

aims, taking the Spanish higher education system as a frame of reference. They 

designated 156 distinct measurement components, divided into seven groups 

(corporate governance, students, staff, society, environment, companies and 

continuous perfecting). 

 

On the other hand, Aras and others (2021) analysed the integrated statement of 

Yildiz Technical University in Turkey in their work, emphasizing its relation to the 

standards of the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) – The 

International Integrated Reporting Framework. Their research clearly shows that 

transparent data regarding providing stakeholders with high-quality services in a 

way that is sustainable in ways such as economical, social and environmental has a 

significant impact on public responsibility and transparency.  

 

The statement of the analysed university itself is an example of how universities can 

be a driving force for transparency in their achievements. It was rated as clear, 

concise and understandable. 

 

 
commentaries each year by the Graduate Careers Council of Australia (GCCA), the 

specially dedicated institution responsible for conducting and publishing these studies. 



   Reporting on Sustainability in Universities: A Survey of the Websites of 20 Universities - 

Shanghai Ranking Leaders           

364  

 

 

Another example of an integrated statement is one made by the University of Udine 

in Italy, which was analysed in an article by Iacuzzi and others (2020). In this case, 

the process of compiling such a statement was described, demanding, among other 

things, a shift in the approach to similar statements published by commercial 

organizations.  

 

Consequently, the universities’ own version of an integrated statement was designed 

and implemented. This allowed it to more accurately fit the strategic goals of the 

university, the targeted audience and the specifics of public-entity operations. 

 

However, research into the sustainable development of universities shouldn’t be 

based only on these institutions' statements and reports. An incredibly valuable 

source of information is also (and sometimes primarily) dedicated websites of these 

institutions, describing their undertakings in a given scope.  

 

This was also noticed by Nejati and others (2011), who, in their publication, 

analysed websites of the top ten best universities worldwide, according to the Times 

Higher Education ranking from 200919. As part of this research, the contents of 

official websites were analysed in different aspects of social communication and 

non-financial reporting.  

 

The results of said research allowed the researchers to identify seven key areas of 

transparency in these universities’ goals: academic governance, human rights, 

employee policies, the environment, ethical practices20, consumer issues and the 

engagement and development of the community.  

 

3. Results and Discussion 

 

Using the literature and previous research analysis conducted for the purposes of this 

article in the field of sustainable development reporting in universities as a basis, a 

proprietary research study was conducted into the level of disclosure in this field 

within a group of top twenty universities from the Shanghai ranking in the year 2024 

(ARWU, 2024). It consisted of an analysis of information contained on these 

organizations’ websites regarding sustainable development. In almost all the cases, 

 
19The trial of this study included Harvard University (USA), University of Cambridge (UK), 

Yale University (USA), University College London (UK), Imperial College London (UK), 

University of Oxford (UK), University of Chicago (USA), Princeton University (USA), 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (USA) and California Institute of Technology (USA) 
20Understood as ethical conduct in the university's contacts with other organizations - 

founders, partners, suppliers, contractors, competitors and associations of which they are 

members. Issues of fair operating practices also concern the prevention of corruption, fair 

competition, the promotion of social responsibility in relations with other organizations and 

respect for property rights. 
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the universities in question ran separate websites on the topic of their actions for 

sustainable development, which has been displayed in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Overview of Universities Analysed in the Study 
Position in 

the 

Shanghai 

ranking 

University’s 

name 
Main Website 

Website regarding sustainable 

development 

1 
Harvard 

University 
https://www.harvard.edu https://report.green.harvard.edu/ 

2 
Stanford 

University 
https://www.stanford.edu 

https://sustainability-year-in-

review.stanford.edu/ 

3 

Massachusett

s Institute of 

Technology 

(MIT) 

https://web.mit.edu https://sustainability.mit.edu/net-zero-2026 

4 
University of 

Cambridge 
https://www.cam.ac.uk 

https://www.environment.admin.cam.ac.uk/

Annual-Report 

5 

University of 

California, 

Berkeley 

https://www.berkeley.edu 
https://sustainability.berkeley.edu/plans-

reports/sustainability-reports 

6 
University of 

Oxford 
https://www.ox.ac.uk 

https://sustainability.admin.ox.ac.uk/our-

priorities 

7 
Princeton 

University 
https://www.princeton.edu 

https://sustain.princeton.edu/sustainability-

action-plan 

8 

California 

Institute of 

Technology 

https://www.caltech.edu https://sustainability.caltech.edu/ 

9 
Columbia 

University 
https://www.columbia.edu https://sustainable.columbia.edu/ 

10 
University of 

Chicago 
https://www.uchicago.edu/ https://sustainability.uchicago.edu/  

11 
Yale 

University 
https://www.yale.edu https://sustainability.yale.edu/ 

12 

Cornell 

University 
https://www.cornell.edu 

https://sustainablecampus.cornell.edu/report

s/ 

13 

Paris-Saclay 

University 

https://www.universite-

paris-saclay.fr/en 

https://www.universite-paris-

saclay.fr/en/sustainable-development 

14 

University of 

Pennsylvania 
https://www.upenn.edu/ https://sustainability.upenn.edu/  

15 

University of 

California, 

Los Angeles 

https://www.ucla.edu/ https://www.sustain.ucla.edu/  

16 

University 

College 

London 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/sustainab

ility-ucl/sustainable-campus 

17 

Johns 

Hopkins 

University 

https://www.jhu.edu/ https://sustainability.jhu.edu/  

18 

University of 

California, 

San Diego 

https://www.ucsd.edu/  https://sustainability.ucsd.edu/  

https://www.harvard.edu/
https://report.green.harvard.edu/
https://www.stanford.edu/
https://sustainability-year-in-review.stanford.edu/
https://sustainability-year-in-review.stanford.edu/
https://web.mit.edu/
https://sustainability.mit.edu/net-zero-2026
https://www.cam.ac.uk/
https://www.environment.admin.cam.ac.uk/Annual-Report
https://www.environment.admin.cam.ac.uk/Annual-Report
https://www.berkeley.edu/
https://sustainability.berkeley.edu/plans-reports/sustainability-reports
https://sustainability.berkeley.edu/plans-reports/sustainability-reports
https://www.ox.ac.uk/
https://sustainability.admin.ox.ac.uk/our-priorities
https://sustainability.admin.ox.ac.uk/our-priorities
https://www.princeton.edu/
https://sustain.princeton.edu/sustainability-action-plan
https://sustain.princeton.edu/sustainability-action-plan
https://www.caltech.edu/
https://sustainability.caltech.edu/
https://www.columbia.edu/
https://sustainable.columbia.edu/
https://www.uchicago.edu/
https://sustainability.uchicago.edu/
https://www.yale.edu/
https://sustainability.yale.edu/
https://www.cornell.edu/
https://sustainablecampus.cornell.edu/reports/
https://sustainablecampus.cornell.edu/reports/
https://www.universite-paris-saclay.fr/en
https://www.universite-paris-saclay.fr/en
https://www.universite-paris-saclay.fr/en/sustainable-development
https://www.universite-paris-saclay.fr/en/sustainable-development
https://www.upenn.edu/
https://sustainability.upenn.edu/
https://www.ucla.edu/
https://www.sustain.ucla.edu/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/sustainability-ucl/sustainable-campus
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/sustainability-ucl/sustainable-campus
https://www.jhu.edu/
https://sustainability.jhu.edu/
https://www.ucsd.edu/
https://sustainability.ucsd.edu/
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19 

University of 

Washington 
http://www.washington.edu/ https://green.uw.edu/  

20 

University of 

California, 

San 

Francisco 

https://www.ucsf.edu/ https://sustainability.ucsf.edu/  

Source: Own research. 

 

For the purpose of this research, a total of 20 websites have been analyzed, which 

described the universities' undertakings in the field of sustainable development. The 

only university in the sample group which did not provide such data was the French 

Paris-Saclay University.  

 

It is most likely due to the fact that this particular university was established 

relatively recently (01.01.2014) as a combination of 19 entities (two universities, 

nine colleges (grandes ecoles) and seven research institutes)21. Consequently, its 

reporting is still scattered and not consolidated, which most likely results in the lack 

of publications for the Paris-Saclay University as a whole.  

 

Analyzing the websites listed in Table 1, certain elements can be extracted, which 

were usually indicators (milestones) for each of them. In the following section of the 

article, these elements have been listed, along with an example from a chosen 

university (although numerous examples can be given, for the purposes and 

conciseness of this article, it was decided to illustrate these points in this way). 

Action plan (priorities) for sustainable development  

 

The strategic ten-year plan of Columbia University in New York, which assumes, 

inter alia, zero emissions by 2050 (intermediate goals - annual reduction by: 2025 - 

15%, 2030 - 42%, 2035 - 63%), opening and running the School of Climate and 

adopting a policy of not investing in high-emission companies (gas, coal and oil)22.  

 
21The higher education system in France is characterised by the fact that about 3/5 of the 2.7 

million students are educated in "traditional" public academic centres. The most prestigious 

schools are the so-called. grandes écoles. Scientific research, on the other hand, is carried 

out in specialized research institutes, such as the Pasteur Institute working on a vaccine 

against SARS-CoV-2. Such a structure meant that French universities did not have the 

opportunity to compete in the Shanghai ranking with American or British universities, which 

of course was contrary to the ambitions of the French. For this reason, in 2011, a project 

was launched to create the University of Paris-Saclay, consisting of merging some large 

academic centres to create an institution capable of competing with the best in the world. 

The new university has a total of 60 thousand students and more than 10 thousand scientists. 

This idea turned out to be a success – in 2022, the consolidated university took 16th place in 

the Shanghai ranking. For more information, see: 

https://www.leparisien.fr/etudiant/orientation/universites/luniversite-paris-saclay-enfin-

creee-quest-ce-que-cela-va-changer-pour-les-etudiants-

SVCCT2H65JIGNHRTXOM4N3ZV6I.php . 
22See [in:] https://sustainable.columbia.edu/content/plan-2030-executive-summary   

http://www.washington.edu/
https://green.uw.edu/
https://sustainability.ucsf.edu/
https://www.leparisien.fr/etudiant/orientation/universites/luniversite-paris-saclay-enfin-creee-quest-ce-que-cela-va-changer-pour-les-etudiants-SVCCT2H65JIGNHRTXOM4N3ZV6I.php
https://www.leparisien.fr/etudiant/orientation/universites/luniversite-paris-saclay-enfin-creee-quest-ce-que-cela-va-changer-pour-les-etudiants-SVCCT2H65JIGNHRTXOM4N3ZV6I.php
https://www.leparisien.fr/etudiant/orientation/universites/luniversite-paris-saclay-enfin-creee-quest-ce-que-cela-va-changer-pour-les-etudiants-SVCCT2H65JIGNHRTXOM4N3ZV6I.php
https://sustainable.columbia.edu/content/plan-2030-executive-summary
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4. Commitments of the Institution Concerned to Achieve Specific Results 

in this Area within a Certain Period  

 

At the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), the following goals have been 

set: zero carbon dioxide emissions of the entire campus by 2026, elimination of all 

direct emissions by 2050, development of the university aimed at combating climate 

change (such as floods caused by more frequent and extreme rains, storm surges and 

rising sea levels and extreme heat), implementation of the closed waste cycle in 

MIT, designing a healthy workplace and studying, providing access to clean air and 

water, recreation and amenities, levelling access for black, indigenous, coloured, 

low-income communities, immigrants, and people with disabilities23. 

 

Conducting courses and dedicated fields of study aimed at transferring knowledge 

and skills related to sustainable development. 

 

For example, the University of Washington presents a complete list of 496. 

"Sustainability courses", i.e., subjects related to sustainable development conducted 

within different faculties, different fields of study and types of studies with a 

detailed description of each of them24 

 

A list of what the university is currently doing in terms of sustainable development. 

University College London (UCL) presents such ongoing activities as decarbonising 

buildings and institutions as a whole, implementing a closed waste cycle, 

biodiversity and creating 10,000 m2 of green space, sustainable properties at the 

heart of UCL's transformation, restricted purchases cover services and goods that 

have a positive impact on society, the economy and the environment, promoting 

cycling through a network of free bicycles, relying on local food suppliers, applying 

zero-waste concepts (e.g., by turning coffee waste into biofuel), increasing the 

energy efficiency of science laboratories that consume more than 50% of the 

electricity of the entire UCL, providing sustainability education for all students.25 

 

5. Annual Sustainability Reports 

 

The University of California, Berkeley has been publishing annual sustainability 

reports since 2005. All these documents are easily accessible in one archive 

https://sustainability.berkeley.edu/plans-reports/sustainability-reports. 

 

Running a blog with current information and interesting facts about sustainable 

development: 

 
23 For more information, see [in:] https://sustainability.mit.edu/, accessed 04.08.2025 
24For more detailed information on this subject, see [in:] https://green.uw.edu/courses/list,   
25For more information, see [in:] https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/sustainability-

ucl/sustainable-campus,   

https://sustainability.berkeley.edu/plans-reports/sustainability-reports
https://sustainability.mit.edu/
https://green.uw.edu/courses/list
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/sustainability-ucl/sustainable-campus
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/sustainability-ucl/sustainable-campus
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An example of such action can be the blog of the University of California, LA 

(UCLA) https://www.sustain.ucla.edu/2022/06/02/sustainability-in-cultures-art-

gallery-highlights-student-voices/. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

Both the literature review and the analysis of sustainability-related information 

disclosed on university websites demonstrate a growing institutional focus on 

sustainability. Although an increasing number of publications are dedicated to 

sustainability reporting, the majority continue to concern commercial entities. 

Universities, like other organisations, are publishing a steadily expanding body of 

information in this area. The results of the conducted research indicate that such 

information is not only accessible but also increasingly abundant. 

 

However, each institution – including the analysed universities – structures and 

presents sustainability information according to its own approach. Consequently, the 

data lacks standardisation and comparability across institutions and regions.  

 

On the one hand, this diversity provides valuable contextual insights; on the other, 

the absence of harmonised disclosure practices significantly constrains cross-

institutional and longitudinal analyses. Therefore, there is a growing need to 

standardise the presentation and disclosure of sustainability-related information in 

the higher education sector. 

 

The actions presented in this study by leading universities around the world clearly 

highlight the necessity of developing a unified and integrated sustainability reporting 

framework specifically tailored to higher education institutions. Such a framework 

would not only facilitate comparative analyses between universities globally but 

could also serve as a benchmark for integrated sustainability reporting across all 

sectors.  

 

Given that universities are pioneering centres of sustainability research and 

education, they should also exemplify the practical application of their findings. 

History demonstrates that positioning universities as mentors and leaders in this field 

remains the most appropriate and forward-looking path. 

 

At the European level, the European University Association (EUA) has intensified 

its efforts to promote sustainability and climate action across higher education 

institutions. In 2024, the EUA Sustainability Cluster was established as a 

collaborative platform uniting universities committed to integrating the Sustainable 

Development Goals into their strategies, governance and reporting practices.  

 

Expanding further in 2025, the Cluster provides shared guidelines, benchmarking 

tools and case studies that encourage convergence between academic and corporate 

sustainability frameworks. This development illustrates the growing alignment 

https://www.sustain.ucla.edu/2022/06/02/sustainability-in-cultures-art-gallery-highlights-student-voices/
https://www.sustain.ucla.edu/2022/06/02/sustainability-in-cultures-art-gallery-highlights-student-voices/
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between institutional accountability in higher education and global sustainability 

disclosure standards such as the ESRS and ISSB frameworks. Future research could 

explore the adoption of ESRS and ISSB frameworks by universities once 

sustainability reporting becomes mandatory under EU law. 
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