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Executive Summary 

This analytical report critically examines higher education for sustainability, with a particular 
emphasis on the learning and development of senior leadership teams within this sector. The 
study, informed by a review of published research and expert assessment, navigates the complex 
landscape senior teams must negotiate in responding to urgent global challenges. It summarises 
the evolution of sustainability in higher education, highlighting the influence of European policy 
frameworks and alliances as well as global initiatives and explores key leadership models and 
challenges relevant to driving sustainable change in universities. The report investigates how 
leaders learn about sustainability and evaluates existing bespoke leadership development 
programs, discussing their commonalities, insights, limitations, and potential impact. Finally, it 
presents a leadership competency framework, and recommendations for advancing sustainability 
leadership within higher education institutions in Europe. 

 

Current Challenges and Opportunities 
 

The engagement of higher education institutions (HEIs) in advancing sustainable development is 
crucial. The sector has a unique role in shaping perspectives, fostering innovation, and influencing 
policy and practice. It is increasingly recognised that HEIs must evolve from merely generating or 
disseminating knowledge to actively serving as catalysts for societal change, promoting a culture 
that prioritises sustainability, accountability, and resilience. However, this responsibility is not 
always fully understood or acknowledged by policymakers and university leaders.  
 
The sector faces criticism for the perceived gap between the urgency of global challenges like the 
climate crisis and biodiversity loss, and the pace of institutional responses. Some argue that 
governance and leadership priorities are often reactive and miss opportunities for educational 
renewal. Many HEIs still adhere to a "business as usual" approach, where sustainability is an add-on 
rather than a core transformative agenda. A lack of deep engagement is seen as leading to 
diminished trust and credibility, highlighting the need for ambitious targets and tangible progress. 
 
Achieving sustainability requires more than just technical and scientific solutions; it demands 
fundamental changes in how we think, learn, work, and organise ourselves. Opportunities arise 
when HEIs move from isolated projects to a holistic, system-wide redesign embedded in all aspects 
of university life. Key sustainability concepts attracting HE leaders’ attention include: the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the green transition, net-zero targets, the circular economy, 
sustainability reporting, impact rankings, renewable energy investments, food waste management, 
nature-based solutions, sustainable supply chains, water stewardship, divestment, sustainable 
transport, stakeholder engagement, and intergenerational equity.   
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Developing Leaders’ Competences 
 

  

Leading for sustainability requires breaking down rigid hierarchies and dismantling silos that 
impede cross-departmental collaboration. A major obstacle is the limited recognition of 
sustainability as a strategic priority, often compounded by a lack of relevant expertise among 
governing bodies. External pressures - such as financial constraints and shifting political agendas 
- can further undermine sustainability efforts. Leaders must navigate these tensions, resisting 
the temptation to pursue "greenwashing" in favour of meaningful, systemic change. 

Overcoming resistance to change demands deliberate strategies, open and consistent 
communication, and a strong focus on shared institutional goals. Given the inherent complexity 
of sustainability challenges, interdisciplinary collaboration is critical. Effective leaders must work 
across organisational boundaries to redesign systems, align funding structures, and revise 
performance indicators - creating enabling conditions for sustainability to take root and flourish. 
Aligning governance structures and processes with sustainability goals is essential.  

Various leadership models such as systems leadership, nuanced leadership, adaptive 
leadership, transformative leadership all offer insights for navigating this complex landscapes.  
The research suggests that most used by sustainability leaders are   Values-based models such 
as authentic leadership, distributed leadership, ethical leadership, and servant leadership 
contribute by fostering trust, shared responsibility, moral guidance, and prioritising the well-
being of the university community. 

 
Mapping Leadership Competences 
 
Drawing on leadership models, a competence framework has been developed outlining essential 
capabilities - strategic thinking, systems thinking, emotional intelligence, collaboration, 
adaptability, and reflexivity - structured across four dimensions: learning to know, to be, to 
change, and to work with others. This comprehensive framework equips senior leaders in higher 
education with the competences needed to drive sustainability, foster collaboration and to lead 
to transformative change (see Figure 1). 

 
How Leaders Learn 

 
Higher education leaders engage in learning for sustainability through diverse avenues: 

 
Peer Networks: Networks such as the University Association (EUA), the German Rectors' 
Conference (HRK), and the Conference of Rectors of Spanish Universities (CRUE) provide 
platforms for sharing best practices, engaging in workshops, and influencing policy.   

 
Conferences and Workshops: Sectoral bodies and organisations host events, including webinars 
and congresses, that focus on sustainability leadership. These offer opportunities to learn from 
experts and peers and network. 

 
General Leadership Development Programmes: Existing programmes for senior leaders, such as 
the EUA Leadership Development Programme are beginning to integrate sustainability challenges 
into their broader offerings. 
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Tailored Leadership Development Programmes: These are specifically designed for senior 
leaders in HE (e.g. UNESCO-IESALC programme for Latin America, the EAUC Sustainability 
Leadership Laboratory, the GUNi International Call-to-Action programme, the DECODE 
programme, and the former Green Academy for Higher Education). These programmes focus on 
strategic alignment, leadership practice, a whole-of-institution approach, change management, 
peer learning, mentoring, inter-institutional collaboration, contextualisation and developing 
strategic roadmaps. The study presents these as detailed case studies. 

 
Experiential and "On-the-Job" Learning: Leaders gain valuable insights by participating directly 
in sustainability initiatives within their own institutions, such as campus projects or engaging 
with strategic partners. Coaching and mentoring support leaders in translating sustainability 
ideals into practice. Increasing engagement with international associations and bodies was also 
identified as a key to learning ‘on-the-job’. 

 
Benchmarking and Rankings: Tools like the Times Higher Education Impact Rankings and UI 
GreenMetric help leaders assess their institution's progress and identify best practices among 
peers. These can motivate engagement and inform strategies. 

 
Support Materials: Organisations like AdvanceHE and the International Association of 
Universities (IAU) provide frameworks and databases of initiatives to support leaders. 

 
Assessing the effectiveness of leadership development programmes is challenging due to the 
limited availability of formal external evaluations and the reliance on anecdotal feedback. The 
absence of defined indicators for impact across learning, research, community engagement, 
operations, and governance further complicate assessment, highlighting the need for 
longitudinal research. Nonetheless, participant feedback and documentation point to 
programme impacts in institutional development, leadership confidence, and network-building 
have been validated. Critical success factors include strategic alignment with institutional 
missions, contextualisation to higher education challenges, a whole-of-institution approach, 
change management capability, peer learning, strategic roadmap development, and a focus on 
leadership as practice. 

Recommendations 

1: Incentivise sustainability leadership. Include sustainability criteria in role descriptions and 

add performance-based incentives. 

 

2: Recognise and showcase best practice. Building upon the work of the European University 

Alliances, establish a European-wide recognition system (or awards ceremony) for senior leaders 

demonstrating innovative and impactful change, particularly through whole-of-institution 

approaches. 

 

3: Embed sustainability leadership into induction programmes. Extend sustainability 

components in induction programmes for senior leaders, including university boards and 

trustees.   
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4: Develop a reflective online self-assessment tool for senior leaders. Create a tool to help 

leaders assess their sustainability leadership competences and needs, guiding them to 

appropriate development opportunities. 

 

5: Commission the establishment of a European Leadership Academy for Sustainability in 

Higher Education.  Establish an academy offering professional development, combining 

residential, case study visits, and online learning, guided by identified critical success factors and 

competences. 

 

6: Fund comprehensive evaluations of professional learning opportunities. Offer grants for 

longitudinal studies and meta-analyses to build a robust evidence base on programme 

effectiveness and impact. 

 

7: Establish quality criteria for professional development programmes. Develop guidelines and 

quality criteria for programmes aimed at senior leaders to enhance current and inform future 

offerings. 

 

8: Develop (and continuously improve) resources on sustainability leadership for senior 

managers. Invest in creating and disseminating tailored resources mapping leadership models 

and approaches to support change towards sustainability.  

 

9: Offer micro-credentials in sustainability leadership. Develop and recognise micro-credentials 

tailored to senior managers and university leaders that build capacity in sustainability.  Use 

insights from European Higher Education Sector Observatory (EHESO) to support these courses. 

 

10: Establish an annual forum for programme providers to exchange practice and share 

insights. Convene a dedicated annual meeting to reflect on experiences, share lessons learned, 

and collaborate with researchers to build the evidence base. 

 

11: Define governance roles and responsibilities. Clearly define the responsibilities of governing 

bodies in sustainability. Consider certified training for governing bodies.  

 

12: Align the digital and green transitions through coordinated programmes and strategic 

investment. Connect programmes and funding schemes that encourage twinning of these 

transitions and build leadership capabilities of both. 

 

13: Inspire greater engagement through storytelling and networking. Share inspiring stories of 

leaders championing sustainability and facilitate peer exchanges. 

 

14: Establish peer mentorship. Develop programmes pairing experienced sustainability leaders 

with emerging leaders to support whole-system redesign. 

 

15: Facilitate multi-stakeholder dialogue to co-create sustainability leadership. Facilitate 

dialogues between HEIs, government, business, and other leaders to co-create solutions. 
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16: Promote policy coherence. Ensure coherence across national and European policies 
supporting sustainability leadership in HE by building upon the Council Recommendation on 
learning for sustainability and supporting leadership for sustainability through the European 
Universities Alliances. 

 

17: Integrate sustainability leadership learning and performance into European monitoring 

frameworks. Include sustainability leadership development and performance in EC programme 

monitoring, such as Horizon Europe and Erasmus+, and in reports like the annual EC Education 

Monitor Report.  

 

Figure 1: Leadership competences for sustainability in HE 

 

 
 

 


