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ABSTRACT

Sustainability reporting is important nowadays. Sustainability reporting can provide and improve information
transparency to stakeholders, but sustainability reporting is currently only voluntary. In higher education
institutions, standards regarding sustainability reporting do not yet exist, so there is a lack of motivation for higher
education institutions to prepare sustainability reports. This study aims to determine the extent of the integration
of sustainability reporting in higher education institutions in the world using the systematic literature review (SLR)
approach. The results of this SLR found the reasons for preparing sustainability reports in higher education
institutions, the focus areas of sustainability reports, challenges, impacts and benefits arising from the
sustainability report.
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of sustainability has evolved significantly in the corporate sector; however, higher education
institutions still demonstrate limited commitment to preparing sustainability reports (Zahid et al., 2020). This may
be due to the absence of national policies that serve as a foundation for higher education institutions to begin
paying attention to and preparing sustainability reports (Bautista-Puig & Sanz-Casado, 2021). The integration of
sustainability reporting in higher education institutions is an essential aspect of promoting transparency and
accountability to stakeholders while encouraging the implementation of sustainable development principles within
the academic environment. However, sustainability reporting in higher education institutions remains voluntary
(Moggi, 2023).

As centers of education responsible for shaping future leaders and promoting ethical values, higher education
institutions must contribute to global sustainable development as a commitment to supporting the implementation
of sustainability. Various research and community service activities are among the efforts that can be undertaken
to integrate sustainability concepts into higher education institutions (Handayani & Yuhertiana, 2024).

In 2024, higher education institutions have shown growing commitment to sustainability. It was recorded that
approximately 1,477 universities worldwide participated in the Ul GreenMetric Rankings, demonstrating a strong
commitment to sustainability. This initiative serves as a way to encourage universities to foster sustainable
behavior within campus communities and to strive toward creating a sustainable future (Ul GreenMetric, 2024).

Legitimacy theory explains that sustainability reporting in higher education institutions helps them gain
legitimacy in the eyes of society. Therefore, higher education institutions can prepare sustainability reports to
enhance their image and reputation. In the context of sustainability reporting, universities view these reports as
strategic tools to evaluate the extent to which sustainability principles have been implemented within the university
system (Lozano et al., 2013), thereby demonstrating their institutional commitment to sustainability principles.

With the increasing attention toward sustainable development, a number of studies have begun to examine how
higher education institutions implement sustainability reporting, both at the international and national levels.
However, existing studies remain limited and scattered across various sources.

Accordingly, the objectives of this study are:

(1) to identify the focus areas of sustainability reporting in higher education institutions;

(2) to examine the challenges in integrating sustainability reporting within higher education institutions; and

(3) to analyze the impacts and benefits of integrating sustainability reporting for higher education institutions.

METHOD

This study employs a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach aimed at analyzing articles related to the
integration of sustainability reporting within higher education institutions. The procedures in this approach such
as the development of a clear protocol, the use of inclusion and exclusion criteria, systematic and comprehensive
literature searches, and article selection help minimize selection bias, publication bias, and data extraction bias. In
the article selection process, the study adopts the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses) guidelines, which consist of four stages: identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion.
The flow of this research is illustrated in Figure 1 below.
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Figure 1. Systematic Literature Review (SLR)
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Sustainability reporting is an essential aspect that must be considered by higher education institutions. Several
higher education institutions around the world have already prepared sustainability reports. For instance, the
University of California, which has 10 campuses and 5 medical centers, has implemented sustainability policies
since 2003. This commitment involves university stakeholders, including students and staff, in setting
sustainability goals (Sepasi, Rahdari, et al., 2018). Most studies related to the integration of sustainability reporting
in higher education institutions have been conducted in universities across Europe (Spain, Italy, the United
Kingdom, Portugal, Germany, Austria, Belgium, Finland, Switzerland, Turkey, Latvia, France, Serbia, Scotland,
Wales, and Northern Ireland). This is followed by America (Brazil, the United States, Canada, and Chile), Asia
(Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Hong Kong, China, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Thailand), Australia (Australia and
New Zealand), and lastly Africa (South Africa, Nigeria, and Ghana).

The main reasons for adopting sustainability reporting in Europe include public and stakeholder demands for
transparency regarding the use of resources in higher education institutions (Brusca et al., 2018). In addition,
awareness of sustainability and its numerous benefits for higher education institutions have motivated universities
to begin preparing sustainability reports (Adhikariparajuli et al., 2021). In the Americas, sustainability reporting
is prepared to identify and monitor the progress of universities’ sustainability performance (Urbanski & Filho,
2014). Specifically, Instituto Federal de Santa Catarina (IFSC) in Brazil has implemented sustainability principles
in response to Brazilian Federal Decree No. 7.746/2012, demonstrating compliance with government regulations
(Berchim et al., 2017). In Asia, sustainability reporting is driven by reasons such as enhancing reputation and
competitiveness, fostering collaboration for funding access, and meeting stakeholder needs (Zahid et al., 2020).
Similarly, universities in Australia share common motivations for preparing sustainability reports as those in other
regions. The least number of higher education institutions reporting sustainability can be found in Africa. The
Abuja Declaration in Nigeria (2009) emphasized the need for higher education to play a role in developing leaders
and educators who prioritize sustainability issues through education (Lozano et al., 2013).

The focus of sustainability reporting in higher education institutions varies according to national priorities.
Institutions in developing countries tend to focus more on local issues, such as agricultural practices and
maintaining water and air quality. Meanwhile, universities in developed countries place greater emphasis on
environmental issues (Leal Filho et al., 2019). The study by Sepasi, Rahdari, et al. (2018) describes a framework
used to measure the effectiveness of sustainability reporting at the University of California, known as the
Environmental, Social, Educational, and Governance (ESEG) framework the key sustainability focus areas. The
Environmental dimension focuses on environmental management systems, energy and water efficiency, climate
change mitigation, biodiversity conservation, waste and emissions management, and environmental performance
transparency. The Social dimension emphasizes stakeholder management, social investment and philanthropy,
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community engagement, human rights and working conditions, social inclusion and equity, and social
transparency. The Educational dimension focuses on integrating sustainability into the curriculum, conducting
sustainability research, providing educational services and inter-university collaboration, and promoting
awareness and community engagement. Finally, the Governance dimension focuses on organizational structure
and committees, compliance with laws and ethical policies, financial transparency, as well as integrity and external
networking.

In Saudi Arabia, sustainability reporting has not yet been widely implemented. However, about 72.7% of
universities in Saudi Arabia already have visions and missions related to sustainability reporting (Abubakar et al.,
2020). Moreover, the commitment of Saudi universities to sustainability can be seen through the establishment of
offices or units dedicated to sustainability issues, such as the Deanship for Community Services and Sustainable
Development at Imam Abdulrahman bin Faisal University. This commitment is also reflected in collaborations
between universities, external stakeholders, and community outreach efforts addressing sustainability challenges.

Integrating sustainability reporting is not an easy task. Various challenges inevitably arise. These challenges
stem from the lack of interest and time devoted by universities to integrating sustainability reporting (Leal Filho
et al., 2019). Leadership is another influential factor, as leaders play a crucial role in setting the university’s
priorities. In three universities in Pakistan, commitment to sustainability remained merely verbal, without being
incorporated into university visions, missions, or policies (Zahid et al., 2020). Additionally, the absence of specific
guidelines and standards for higher education institutions has led to limited sustainability reporting practices
(Brusca et al., 2018). This issue is also faced by institutions in Portugal and Brazil, which struggle with the same
challenge. The lack of a widely adopted uniform standard (Bizerril et al., 2017). Similarly, most universities in
China rely solely on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) framework (Mo & Wang, 2023).

Sustainability reporting in higher education institutions is highly valuable for improving transparency and
information accessibility for stakeholders. Various impacts and benefits arise when universities report their
sustainability-related activities. For example, the University of Cadiz (UCA) in Spain benefited from sustainability
reporting as it enhanced strategic management effectiveness by using sustainability reports to monitor and adjust
strategic goals. If shortcomings are identified, the university can improve its organizational performance (Brusca
et al., 2018). Furthermore, implementing sustainability principles in higher education provides opportunities to
increase efficiency and save resources such as energy, water, and paper (Berchim et al., 2017). Similar benefits
have been observed in several universities in China and Hong Kong (An et al., 2019; Mo & Wang, 2023). Through
sustainability reporting, universities can also enhance their reputation and legitimacy in the eyes of the public,
government, and partners. Moreover, integrating sustainability reporting encourages internal improvement and
innovation within universities. Ultimately, the integration of sustainability reporting in universities is not merely
an administrative obligation, but a tangible manifestation of higher education institutions’ commitment to creating
positive change.

CONCLUSION

Sustainability reporting is not merely a matter of administrative compliance; rather, it serves as a report
prepared to demonstrate a higher education institution’s commitment to contributing positively to social,
environmental, and economic dimensions. Although sustainability reporting in universities remains voluntary,
several higher education institutions around the world have begun to prepare such reports. Significant growth has
been observed in Europe, followed by the Americas, Australia, Asia, and lastly, Africa. The preparation of
sustainability reports provides substantial impacts and benefits for higher education institutions, such as enhancing
reputation, creating competitive advantages, and driving strategic improvements within the university. The main
focus areas of sustainability reports in higher education institutions often include environmental, social,
governance, and educational aspects. These focuses are implemented through university policies, educational
processes, and curricula. Such integration forms a solid foundation for cultivating individuals who are aware of
the importance of sustainability for future generations. Despite the numerous benefits and positive impacts,
challenges inevitably arise. Globally, higher education institutions face several challenges in integrating
sustainability reporting, including the absence of specific sustainability reporting standards for universities, a lack
of leadership commitment to sustainability issues, insufficient resources and time to support the integration
process, and the absence of government policies encouraging universities to develop their own sustainability
reports.
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