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Abstract
There is widespread recognition that higher education institutions have an important role to play in the
transition towards a more sustainable global society. In this context, many universities have embarked
on a journey towards ‘sustainability’, and there has been increasing research on related processes of
organizational change. There is evidence that ‘human’ factors have an important role to play in
change processes and numerous case studies capture how these occur, but there is little synthesis of
qualitative research in this area. This paper presents a meta-ethnography of 13 qualitative studies
from peer reviewed academic publications. Using a grounded approach, we identified nine themes
which we then synthesized in order to develop an in-depth understanding of organizational change
processes for sustainability. This led to the identification of a number of hidden contradictions and
tensions that seem to characterize such processes. These contradictions and tensions lead to
recurring barriers to change and issues that can undermine the very sustainability of change
processes. These issues are also influenced by the perception of who has power to affect change,
networks and institutional structures. We discuss the implications for research and practice and
suggest the need to recognize existing tensions and contradictions through reflexive practice and
genuine dialogue as well as developing flexible structures and moving towards ‘double loop’ learning
within institutions. The meta-ethnography presents a look beyond the surface of what has become an
increasingly important area of institutional change in higher education, helps to inform practice, and
contributes to emerging research imperatives.
Keywords: sustainability, higher education, organizational change, meta-ethnography, qualitative
synthesis
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1. Introduction
The terms ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ have come to permeate discourse and
practice across a wide range of arenas in contemporary society from business to policy-making,
international development and education (Hugé et al., 2013; Lélé, 1991; Waas et al., 2011). The
terms inhabit complex and contested meanings, but broadly speaking ‘sustainability’ can be seen as a
response to the realization that rapid economic growth and industrialization since the mid-1800s led to
rapid environmental degradation and potentially dramatic social and ecological changes for further
generations (Du Pisani, 2006; Nielsen et al., 2010). Hugé et al. (2013) identify three broad discourses
of sustainability: integration pillars (e.g. environment and society), working within earth’s limits, and
sustainability as a change process. This diversity is also apparent in the range of ways sustainability
has been conceptualized and put into practice across academic disciplines and social contexts (see
Kemp and Martens, 2007; Lele and Norgaard, 1996; Rametsteiner et al., 2011).
The role of education in contributing to a more sustainable society was identified nearly half a century
ago at a global level, in the 1972 Stockholm Declaration. But it was not until 1990 that the first
declaration specifically regarding the role of higher education (HE) in responding to pressing global
environmental issues was written: the Talloires Declaration. Since then, work on sustainable
development in HE institutions has continued to develop, both due to increasing collective and
institutional commitments (Lozano et al., 2013) as well as the increasing global salience of
‘sustainability’ (Sharp, 2002).
Much of the literature on the role of education in general, and the post-secondary sector in particular,
has focused on a vision of transition towards a more sustainable society, embracing – though often
not explicitly – the discourse of sustainability as change. Universities are seen as having a role in
training and developing future members of society and potential leaders, informing public policy,
influencing histories, leading by example, contributing to regional sustainable development (FerrerBalas et al., 2009), innovation and research, and shaping the way in which we see and understand
our world (Clugson, 2004; Escrigas, 2012; Orr, 1995).
But what would such a transition look like? There has been considerable work in this area, from
practitioners, policy-makers and researchers. Evidence of this is captured in declarations on
sustainable development in HE published since 1990: although there has historically been a focus on
environmental sustainability, more recent documents show consideration of systemic issues and
strategies for transformation (Lozano et al., 2013; Wright, 2004). There have also been a number of
efforts to define the characteristics of a sustainable university (see for example Leal Filho, 1999;
Sharp, 2002; Velazquez et al., 2006), and an on-going understanding that a ‘more sustainable
university’ involves internal changes as well as its impact on society – seeing HE institutions as
intimately linked to the broader social context (Ferrer-Balas et al., 2009; Sterling, 2004).
In this context, universities’ transition to sustainability involves all areas of activity – learning and
teaching, operations, external engagement and research. But sustainability in HE is not only what is
done in each area, but also how it is done, which includes “classroom dynamics, decision-making
processes, organizational structures, leadership strategies, strategic planning initiatives and
collaboratively envisioning the future” (Moore, 2005a) . This makes the process of transformation
particularly complex, and those who have researched or engaged in sustainability initiatives or
change processes often characterize these as long, progressive, challenging, multiple and
characterized by resistance, barriers and contestation (Barlett and Chase, 2004; Leal Filho, 1999;
Lozano, 2006).
Even though there is now an increasing amount of work on sustainability in HE, processes of
organizational change are still not well understood, and developing an understanding of reflexive and
cultural processes would be valuable (Stephens and Graham, 2010). Broader research on
organizational change in HE also suggests that it is very difficult to generalize about such changes, as
they occur in different ways across diverse organizational structures and contexts (Trowler, 2008).
There are a number of publications on frameworks for change (Holmberg et al., 2012; Velazquez et
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al., 2006), identification of barriers and guidance on how to overcome these (see Granados-Sánchez
et al., 2012; Lozano, 2006; Moore, 2005b), but there are also calls for more work on understanding
the role of individual agency, relationships, institutional cultures and power on campus (Barlett and
Chase, 2004; Stephens and Graham, 2010; Wright, 2007). Such issues emerge most strongly in
qualitative accounts and case studies. Case studies have become one of the most common
qualitative approaches in research on sustainability in HE as it can be particularly well suited for
complex situations with multiple relationships and unclear boundaries (Corcoran et al., 2004).
However there is very little synthesis of studies available and reviews of current research are few and
far between (Barth and Rieckmann, 2013; Velazquez et al., 2005; Wright and Pullen, 2007).
This paper presents a synthesis of peer reviewed case studies using meta-ethnography, a
methodology used for synthesizing qualitative research (Noblit and Hare, 1988). The aim of the
research is to develop a more systemic understanding of interpersonal and structural processes that
characterize and impact organizational change towards sustainability in HE institutions. In order to
contextualize the meta-ethnography, we first review relevant research in organizational change and
sustainability in HE. We then move on to present the detailed results of the meta-ethnographic
synthesis, before discussing new meanings and implications for the field. Throughout the study we
use the shorthand ‘SHE’ for ‘sustainability in higher education’, following Wright (2004), as we feel the
term more readily encompasses broader institutional elements that are not always explicit in the term
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) - which tends to be understood as sustainability in
relation to curricula.

2. Organizational change, higher education and sustainability
This section seeks to critically position organizational change research relating to sustainability in
universities in the context of organizational studies. It is beyond the scope of this paper to do a full
review of organizational change literature; therefore we highlight key theories in organizational studies
and approaches to studying organizational change for sustainability in universities.
Organizational studies in HE emerged during the second half of the 20th century, in part influenced by
the rapid growth of the sector after World War II (Shattock, 1983). Academics were also increasingly
concerned with the link between universities and broader pressures, asymmetries and privatization
across national and international contexts (Boyce, 2003). These developments led to a growing
interest in researching organizational issues such as governance, culture, structures and institutional
change in universities (Becher, 1989; Shattock, 1983; Trowler, 2008).
Within research on sustainability in higher education, organizational issues – often linked to
embedding sustainability in the institution’s activities or a transition to be more sustainable – have
become an increasing area of interest. Researchers have taken a variety of approaches, including the
development of models and frameworks to guide institutional change. Drawing from literature on
institutional change in HE and his experience at Tulane University in New Orleans, Aaron Allen (1999)
developed a dynamic model for institutional change around advocacy, policy, resources, leadership,
resources and education. More recently, Velazquez and colleagues (2006) proposed a four-phase
model for developing a sustainable university, including a four-pronged strategy addressing
education, research, outreach and partnership and campus sustainability. Although such frameworks
and models can be useful, some have been criticized for failing to take into account the processes by
which change takes place (Stephens and Graham, 2010).
Other authors have examined processes of change by drawing on research from the broader field of
organizational studies. One example of this is the concept of the ‘learning organization’ . Initially
developed by Peter Senge for private sector organizations (1992), it is a business management and
development strategy which frames individuals as the source of innovation and organizational
learning (Senge, 2000). In the last decade, the concept has become popular among senior university
administrators (Boyce, 2003; Kezar, 2005) leading to several authors referring to the ‘learning
university’ as a key to sustainability work (see Blake and Sterling, 2011; Orr, 2004; Sharp, 2002).
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Characteristics of the ‘learning organization’ seem to ring many bells with broader principles of
sustainability education, including a grounding in systems thinking, valuing different types of
knowledge, trying to develop reflexivity in organizations and stressing the importance of dialogue
(Senge, 2000). However, there has been little work critically examining the role of learning in
transitions to sustainability within HE institutions, and the ‘learning organization’ concept is often
conflated with organizational learning research. The latter is a broader field concerned with the
processes by which organizations can be said to learn and tends to be more neutral and critical in its
approach to learning in organizations (Kezar, 2005).
Another area of increasing interest is transition studies. Ferrer-Balas and colleagues, for instance, use
a systems transition approach and the ‘Framework-Level-Actor’ analysis methodology to assess the
transition potential of sustainability strategies (Ferrer-Balas et al., 2009). Transition management
theory is another approach that was developed as an approach for dealing with complex societal
transitions, namely the transition to a more sustainable society (Loorbach, 2009). It has been applied
across private and public sectors at a number of different scales (organizational, regional, national) for
over a decade, but only recently used in the HE context. In their recent work, Stephens and Graham
(2010) explore the usefulness of a transition management approach in HE and use it identify insights
for future empirical work. Their analysis highlights the need for more research on “critical strategic
level dynamics or reflexive activities that could facilitate and accelerate change” (Stephens and
Graham, 2010), networks that facilitate change processes, and cross-institutional comparisons.
Other approaches to investigating processes of change stem from institutional case studies, usually
grounded in practitioner-based research. These often lead to the elaboration of strategies or
recommendations for those involved in institutional change. Drawing on seven years of experience,
Sharp (2002) proposes 16 different approaches to developing successful campus environmental
programs in universities, which he says must be accompanied with “high competency in listening,
communication, relationship building, vision development, responsiveness and continuous strategic
adaptation” (2002). More recently, Holmberg and colleagues (2012) put forth a strategy for
institutional transformation from on their experience at Chalmers University of Technology, based on
three principles: creating a neutral arena, building on bottom-up engagement and communicating a
clear commitment from senior management. Case studies on organizational change and sustainability
vary widely, ranging from descriptions of historical developments and current activities (see for
example Broadbent et al., 2010; Lozano-García et al., 2009; Saadatian et al., 2009) to more narrative
approaches such as Barlett and Chase’s collection of Stories and Strategies for Change (2004) .
Many of these lead to the identification of strategies or recommendations rather than attempting to
develop models or frameworks, recognizing that ways in which HE institutions address organizational
change for sustainability will necessarily vary and depend on specific contexts. For instance, Krizek
and colleagues (2012) recommend tackling issues of self-reflection, developing meaningful
recommendations, and stating the economic advantages of such programs. In her accounts of
experience at the University of British Columbia, Janet Moore (2005a) identifies four key barriers to
institutional change in sustainability projects (disciplinarity, competition, misdirected evaluation and
unclear priorities) and recommends developing transdisciplinary research and teaching, collaborative
and transformative learning and participatory evaluation to overcome these.
This brief review illustrates the variety of approaches taken to investigate organizational change in the
context of SHE. The multiplicity of approaches perhaps reflects the complexity of the issue, and the
highly subjective nature of sustainable development (Kemp and Martens, 2007). However, most focus
on identifying barriers and suggesting strategies for change, perhaps because these are useful
elements to draw out from individual institutional experiences. Case studies do provide in-depth
insights into processes of change, but such detail remains difficult to relate to other contexts. We
suggest that developing a better understanding of the processes underlying institutional change for
SHE – such as the role of individual agency, relationships or power on campus – across institutional
case studies may help to explore and better understand the roots of such apparent complexity.
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In doing so, it may be helpful to develop a cultural understanding of SHE; Kemp and Martens (2007)
highlight the importance of understanding local cultures in order to develop successful sustainability
change processes. Within the context of HE, there is an established field of research on
organizational cultures, starting with Becher’s seminal work Academic Tribes and Territories (1989).
Moving away from earlier static models, current research adopts more reflexive and socio-cultural
approaches to understanding organizational culture (Trowler, 2008) seeing it as “a way of
understanding organizational life” (Alvesson, 2002). When defined in this way, a cultural approach to
investigating organizational processes (such as change for sustainability) allows us to uncover the
role of power, identities, history, personal ambitions and changing environments (Trowler 2008).
In order to develop a cultural understanding of sustainability initiatives in universities, across a
number of institutional contexts, we use a methodology called meta-ethnography which offers a
structured and rigorous way of synthesizing qualitative information from case studies, and of
developing new insights into socio-cultural dimensions of a given issue. The next section describes
the approach in more detail.

3. Methods
Meta-ethnography was developed by Noblit and Hare in 1988 as a response to the perceived
inadequacy of literature review and systematic analysis methodologies to meaningfully synthesize
data from ethnographic research. It involves a process of ‘reconceptualizing’ single pieces of
qualitative research by analyzing and synthesizing them in the context of other related studies;
perspectives and meanings from the different studies are thus combined and interpreted to create
new meanings (Doyle, 2003). In their initial work, Noblit and Hare (1988) provide guidance on the
research methodology, such as the use of grounded theory for data analysis and the three types of
synthesis (reciprocal translation, refutation and lines-of-argument). However, they also leave room for
interpretation. Drawing on on-going debates in qualitative research methods, a number of authors
have since identified clarifications and enhancements, including detailed guidance on evaluating the
quality of studies included in the synthesis, developing inclusion criteria, analyzing data using a
grounded approach and relevant epistemological considerations (Campbell et al., 2011; Doyle, 2003;
Major and Savin-Baden, 2010).
There has been increasing interest in meta-ethnography outside the field of health research, where it
originated. Authors argue its usefulness for social research, community-based practice research,
organizational studies (Major and Savin-Baden, 2010), and Education for Sustainability (Barth and
Thomas, 2012). As a methodology that can help to “shed light on processes and situations” (Barth
and Thomas, 2012), it is well suited for developing a cultural understanding of organizational change
processes. This requires an appreciation of multiple subjective meanings, human relationships and
social contexts, grounded in a constructivist epistemology.
Meta-ethnography provides an opportunity to respond to the urgency of reflecting on the congruence
between research questions and respective ontological, epistemological and methodological
approaches (Barth and Thomas, 2012; Huckle, 2004; Wright, 2007). It calls for a reflexive research
practice, recognizing our role in generating new meaning. Within this process, it is important that the
studies used in the synthesis themselves show evidence of reflexive positioning, and that we
demonstrate validity through comprehensibility, believability and trustworthiness (Doyle, 2003).

3.1. Data sources and selection
This synthesis includes peer reviewed papers published in academic journals between 2002 and
2013 (for online first publications). Papers were identified were in the English language and found
through academic search engines including ISI Web of Knowledge, Science Direct, Elsevier online,
Google Scholar, Business Source Premier , British Education Index, Australian Education Index and
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC). Search terms included ‘sustainable/ility AND
“higher education”’ ‘sustainable AND universities’ ‘sustainable/ility AND [university/ies OR “higher
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education”] AND organizational change’. Additional papers were identified through hand searches,
these included reference follow-up, using ‘related articles’ features where available and browsing
through key journals in the field, including the Journal of Cleaner Production, International Journal of
Sustainability in Higher Education, Environmental Education Research and International Journal of
Education for Sustainable Development.
The inclusion criteria for the study were developed from guidance given by Major and Savin-Baden
(2010, 2011) and Campbell and colleagues (2011). Three inclusion criteria were considered most
useful and appropriate for the context of this synthesis. The first criterion – (i) relevance to the study –
was used to filter articles during the initial database search process. In this process, studies were
included if they dealt with change towards sustainability in HE, including structural issues or the
development of specific initiatives. After this, a total of 48 articles were retained for further scrutiny.
These articles were read in more detail and assessed according to the two other inclusion criteria –
(ii) qualitative research including thick descriptions or quotations (qualitative strands within mixed
methods studies were included), and (iii) epistemological congruence with our research question
(demonstrated through some evidence of reflexive positioning). Publications had to score a ‘yes’ for
all the criteria in order to be included in the synthesis. This led to thirteen publications being selected.

3.2. Studies selected
Of the thirteen publications selected for the meta-ethnography, eleven are case studies and the last
two research papers. Articles authored by Peggy Barlett and Janet Moore use the same case studies,
but we have chosen to include both as they present different information, data and interpretations.
Most studies refer to universities in Canada or the USA, with one further case study from the UK.
Selecting studies that are consistent with the positioning of the present research project is an
important aspect of the selection process (third inclusion criterion). While the majority of studies do
not explicitly state their ontological position, most show some evidence of reflexivity in the research
process. This required a balancing act between identifying evidence of reflexivity and the value of the
insights presented by the study.

3.3. Data analysis
The studies were analyzed and synthesized in a number of phases. We describe these as a
sequence, but the process involved interpreting and re-interpreting. The first phase entailed an
immersion into the studies, reading them over and over again and analyzing themes using a
constructivist grounded approach (see Charmaz, 2000): themes were identified and coded using
NVivo 8, staying as close to the original text as possible – these are called first order themes. The
second step of the meta-ethnographic process involved comparing these first order themes across
studies in order to identify commonalities and develop a second thematic analysis, drawing together
the different studies – these are called second order themes. The third step involved interpreting the
themes that were identified across the studies in order to start developing connections, identifying
relationships and contradictions, and constructing new meaning through the synthesis process (third
order themes and synthesis).
Original terminology was retained as far as possible, and where new interpretations and themes were
developed, the aim is that these are as comprehensible as possible. Both interpretations and orginial
quotes were considered as data during the analysis as sometimes the descriptions held useful
insights that the authors did not share with original quotes, or the descriptions included personal
experiences and reflexions.

3.4. Limitations
Limitations of using meta-ethnography for this study include the very subjective nature of the
synthesis. In effect, given the exact same sample, two analyses might have similarities but are
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unlikely to be the same (see Campbell et al., 2011). Furthermore, the researcher is limited to
published data, descriptions and analyses, and case studies are also necessarily partial (Barlett and
Chase 2004: 17, Bell and Morse 2005:8). Finally, this is a new methodology in research on
sustainability in higher education, therefore we seek to show transparency in the research process
and findings, acknowledging that our own experience as sustainability professionals in HE has also
necessarily influenced our synthesis and interpretations.

4. Findings
The following section presents the final stages of the meta-ethnography. After the first two stages of
analysis, we identified third order themes (n=9), including six discrete themes and three cross-cutting
themes. To ensure transparency in the research process, we include a simplified view of the link
between the second and third order themes in Table 1. This shows that the process of interpreting
links between themes is ongoing throughout the analysis. The findings focus on the detailed analysis
of the third order themes as these provide detail for the reader (comprehensibility) and are important
for establishing believability and trustworthiness. Finally, we present the synthesis of these
interpretations to help explain the hidden complexities of organizational change towards sustainability
in HE.
Second order themes

Third order themes
Discrete themes

Impact and construction of organizational
culture and broader social context

Organizational culture(s)

Conflict and competition

Territories, conflict and
competition

Cross-cutting themes

Collaboration, bringing people together
Collaboration

How the ‘expert’ is constructed and
understood
Committed individuals play an important role

Importance of committed
individuals

Individual wellbeing
Influence of individual knowledge and
worldviews
Walking the talk

Individual knowledge and
worldviews

Influence of personal characteristics
Personal characteristics

Thinking and acting outside of the box
Interplay between structures and people

Interplay between structures
and people

Impact and nature of dialogue, networks,
relationships

Dialogue, relationships and
networks

Locating power and ability to effect change

Locating power and ability to
effect change

Table 1: Simplified visualization of the link between second and third order themes.

4.1. Discrete third order themes
The discrete third order themes (n=6) are key issues that became apparent when analyzing and
comparing the studies, that help to explain organizational change processes.

4.1.1. Organizational culture(s)
Author’s post-print

8
_________________________________________________________________________________

Hoover & Harder (2014) The hidden complexities of organizational change for sustainability in higher education

The impact of organizational cultures on change processes was mentioned in a number of studies.
One of the ones described is the academic environment, characterized as promoting “professional
and content oriented” forms of learning (Blake and Sterling, 2011), that permeate throughout the
university. Similarly, Moore identifies the presence of a culture of criticism, emanating from the
academic tradition but characteristic of the university as a whole:
It is an embedded cultural thing at the university…so is the whole idea about moving
knowledge forward through criticism—that is very deeply embedded at the university—
the idea of whatever you do having to stand up to criticism. And so that is where the
atmosphere of competitiveness evolved. (in Moore, 2005a)
Other organizational cultural characteristics include having a “rushed work ethic […] feeling that there
is no time and a lack of resources” (in Moore et al., 2005), “an administrative attitude of ‘Can we
assume one more initiative?’” (in Kurland, 2011), a tendency to keep within the ‘traditional way’ of
doing things and not broaching new or ‘funny’ topics, and a desire to keep within established
structures (Blake and Sterling, 2011; Krizek et al., 2012; Wright, 2010).
Several studies also highlighted the impact that individuals can have on local cultures, leading to an
understanding that cultures influence and are constructed by individuals and groups. Examples
include starting to ‘say no’ in order to counteract the culture of individual champions being overburdened (Moore et al., 2005), or counteracting conservatism by ‘not being limited by our own
thinking’ and being bold enough to take the initiative even if it is not the established way of doing
things (Wright and Wilton, 2012). Comments from staff at the University of Southampton show that
the visible attitudes of senior members of the university towards sustainability can influence broader
institutional dynamics and ‘enable’ change, also leading to an impression that ‘channels’ and
structures are more ‘receptive’ to sustainability (Blake and Sterling, 2011).
Most of the examples from the studies involve people telling stories about what characterizes their
institution, which contributes to constructing or perpetuating said cultures. Whether temporary or
historically rooted, campus ‘cultures’ can have a dramatic impact on engagement in university-wide
initiatives such as sustainability and this can make generalizations about processes of change
towards sustainability all the more difficult.

4.1.2. Territories, conflict and competition for sustainability
Whether considered to be linked to organizational cultures or not, territoriality, conflict and competition
are an important strand in our interpretative synthesis. Bardati describes the process of implementing
changes for a ‘greener campus’ as “wrought with controversy and conflict, and implemented with
some difficulty” (2006). Our interpretation of this theme reveals that inherent tensions between the
nature of sustainability initiatives versus structures, assumptions and practices already in place, can
lead to conflict or territoriality. One example of this is the tension between cultures of competition
described above and the university-wide nature of sustainability initiatives:
One recognized how sustainability had pushed the envelope of interdisciplinarity on
campus in many interesting ways, to the point where people had raised concern over
which department did ‘sustainability’ best! (Moore, 2005a)
This also reveals an assumption that perhaps competition is ‘ok’ if it has to do with ‘doing
sustainability’ – showing the complexity of how we understand competition itself within the university
(whether it is a barrier or enabler, or both).
Implementing sustainability initiatives can also create an increasing sense of territoriality as people
become protective of their courses, department, structures or the general way of doing things (Gudz,
2004). Issues of territoriality also emerge in processes of change over time. For instance, new
structures or initiatives might be created, leading to a sense of ownership for those people involved in
each of them. But as these become either overlapping, redundant or lack co-ordination, changes can
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then lead to “territoriality associated with sustainability” (Gudz, 2004) or situations where “planning
stalls and conflict emerges” (Krizek et al., 2012).
These examples of how territoriality and conflict arise are also linked to the politicization of
sustainability in the institution. Our analysis suggests that where sustainability becomes ‘politically
popular’, tensions emerge, territoriality sets in, and “historic sustainability champions or early adopters
may be squeezed out” (Krizek et al., 2012). The presence of ‘campus politics’ plays an important role
in these dynamics; it appears that the more political the situation gets, the more conflict potentially
arises. Conversely, perhaps the more collaboration and cross-campus dialogue, the less political the
topic is likely to be, minimizing “negative internal campus politics” (Kurland, 2011).

4.1.3. Collaboration
In contrast to the conflict described above, the studies show a collective emphasis is also placed on
collaboration in the processes of change. Many studies made reference to collaboration and some
shared experiences of its positive impacts, but there was also a clear desire to see more of it.
We found that collaboration is seen to help break down internal boundaries, allowing people to meet
new colleagues and learn about “serious intellectual and personal commitment far beyond the micro
world of [my department]” (in Barlett, 2008). Our interpretation suggest that the lack of knowledge and
awareness of what ‘others’ or ‘departments beyond their own’ are doing can re-enforce silos and
territoriality.
Collaborative approaches were also recognized as an important alternative to selected ‘expert’ input
as they enable more creativity, sharing and developing ideas that people ‘would otherwise never think
of’ (Barlett, 2008). Beyond developing ideas, collaboration can also create ownership in the change
process and ensure people’s views are taken into account, creating a ‘shared vision’, and ‘fuelling
momentum’ (Gudz, 2004; Kurland, 2011). Such approaches thus provide alternatives to relying on
‘champions, ensuring ‘fresh’ ideas and people are involved when those who are involved in change
processes lack time or energy to pursue them.
These collaborative processes tend to be supported by the creation of new groups or committees
(Koester et al., 2006; Kurland, 2011), which are often reported to support further collaborative and
group work –not necessarily a natural consequence. When sustainability driven changes result in the
formation of a new group, those groups are often reported as supporting). However, the creation of
these collective structures is not sufficient in itself, and sometimes a degree of additional co-ordination
and support is needed, for instance by ‘nudging’ departments to accept more ‘campus wide’ initiatives
(Krizek et al., 2012).:
Reflecting back on the negotiation of policy no. 5, one interviewee explained that the
policy:
… would come back to us [the consultation group] and we would think “oh God, this is
terrible”, and try and rally a little support … [B]ut there was no real central co-ordination
of a strategy of how and in a way it might have been better if there was but there just
wasn't the time or energy to do that... (Gudz, 2004)
There is a challenge in understanding how to ensure that newly formed groups can effectively
produce collaborative action, and knowing whether or not additional kinds of support are needed. This
highlights the inevitable link between structures and people, where the act of developing structures
cannot be thought of in a vacuum, but rather in a complex arena of interpersonal interactions
influenced by people’s personal resources and capacities, institutional priorities and the presence of
support where and when needed.
Furthermore, it highlights the complexity of having individuals in support roles while still working to
maintain a collective vision for an institution-wide project where the change process and the coordination and development of initiatives to accompany that change is “obviously larger than a single
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person's part time efforts” (Krizek et al., 2012) and that “no one group owns sustainability” (Gudz,
2004). Nevertheless, the role of individuals is another important theme.

4.1.4. Importance of committed individuals
The idea of having ‘committed’ individuals or champions is mentioned in nearly all of the studies.
These individuals are usually central to institutional changes towards sustainability, either by taking
part in programs or leading change:
On each campus, administration, faculty, students, and facilities staff collectively acted
as change agents for sustainability initiatives. (James and Card, 2012)
Early on in our campus greening efforts, it was recognized how important it is to
maintain participation by persons throughout the university and the importance of
having a champion at the administrative level who could provide, when needed, both
financial resources and public statements calling for examples of leadership. […]Of
course, we realize that champions exist at all levels of the institution. (Koester et al.,
2006)
The last quote shows how structures in place also provide a path through which individuals can drive
organizational change. Blake and Sterling further describe how the fellowship scheme run by the
Centre for Sustainable Futures (CSF) is “a powerful vehicle for achieving curriculum change (2011).
However, individuals can also be influential outside of established structures, using networks and
personal connections to be “well placed” to encourage support (Eisen and Barlett, 2006).
Beyond the positive actions taken by ‘committed individuals’, it appears that in many cases “the same
names are again listed” (Gudz, 2004). While our synthesis points to very positive implications of
having committed and interested individuals driving the change towards sustainability, it also
highlights a more challenging aspect of having ‘champions’ involved. In effect, such involvement
requires a large amount of ‘time’, ‘energy’, personal ‘commitment’ and supportive environments.
Several studies show the potential negative impacts on those individuals’ personal wellbeing and
work-life balance, as well as on the sustainability of the programs and projects themselves:
There is little reward […] in FM [Facilities Management] for cooperating with faculty on
sustainability courses. Unless administrators value and reward such efforts […] the
incentive for continuing these efforts lies primarily in personal satisfaction – a situation
that is increasingly untenable in difficult budget times when all are asked to more with
less. (Krizek et al., 2012)
It should not go unsaid that though there is still a long way to go before shifting toward
a learning organization, where the weight of transforming curriculum design at the
university is not carried by a hand-full of over-committed people […] (Gudz, 2004)
As the quotes above show, much of the ‘championing’ often relies on individual commitment and
‘personal satisfaction’, and is almost always in addition to established duties of the staff. The next
themes look more in depth at the individuals involved in processes of change and the role of their
knowledge, worldviews and personal characteristics.

4.1.5. Individual knowledge and worldviews
The theme of individual knowledge and worldviews was very strong across a number of studies. It
encompasses both intellectual engagement with environmental and broader sustainability issues, as
well as wider beliefs, worldviews and standpoints that individuals in different parts of the organization
voice or are perceived to have; and how these influence processes of change towards sustainability in
their institutions.
Author’s post-print

11
_________________________________________________________________________________

Hoover & Harder (2014) The hidden complexities of organizational change for sustainability in higher education

An aspect that came out in a number of studies was the fact that individuals who initiated or enabled
change were committed to ‘environmental stewardship’, espoused an ‘ecological’ understanding of
the earth and living communities or were aware of the urgency of the ‘imperative for sustainability’
(Bardati, 2006; Barlett, 2008; James and Card, 2012; Kurland, 2011; Wright, 2010; Wright and Wilton,
2012).
One assistant professor of Urban Studies […] approached the provost with a manifesto
for greening the campus. “The manifesto was driven by a realization that the world was
rapidly changing in fundamental ways, and that the imperative for sustainability was
becoming
increasingly
urgent.”
The provost was primed to hear this manifesto. He had read about urban planning and
sustainability for much of his academic life […] And he understood it was time, both in
terms of the larger understanding and concern about the natural environment and the
energy on campus, to support this manifesto. (Kurland, 2011)
Such knowledge and worldviews can shape the development of practices and structures within the
institution, either immediately or in the longer term.
Changes can occur from individuals’ own volition, as above, or can lead to others identifying certain
individuals as potential agents of change because of their “personal interest in environmental issues
or for having had academic responsibility for teaching in the area of environmental studies” (Koester
et al., 2006). This dynamic also works in reverse, where individuals with a lack of interest or
commitment to the environment can also stop initiatives taking place or limit their reach:
During 2007-2008, the incumbent A.S. president was not committed to the [recycling]
program and he cut its budget $25,000, eliminating one part-time student assistant and
all awareness activities. (Kurland, 2011)
Another aspect of the theme is the focus of certain individuals, usually in more senior positions, on
economic sustainability, a motivation for saving money and optimization. In some cases, these
worldviews were described as being complementary to the ‘environmental’ agenda and essential for
financial sustainability or ‘convincing’ senior administrators to support initiatives:
I'm a businessman, quite frankly. The things we do, and have done, that seem
extraordinary to many folks are very still pragmatic and practical. They may be very
innovative but I always run the numbers (Exec. Dir. of Facilities Management, 2010).
(Kurland, 2011)
However, in other cases, the more economic focus was perceived as a disincentive for enabling more
‘risky’ environmental or social initiatives to take place (Blake and Sterling, 2011; Moore et al., 2005).
Another important dimension of the theme is the importance of people’s ethical stance. Various
decision-makers describe their worldviews as influential in their work at the university:
I’m a pretty—not just moral—but moralistic kind of person. I feel very deep within me
that I don’t want to be party to something that is stupid, bad, or wrong. What we’re
doing with respect to the environment is folly, and I don’t want any part of it. … I put
myself out for what I believe. (Barlett, 2008)
However, one of the most recurrent aspects of people’s ethical stance is the idea of integrity: several
studies mentioned the importance of ‘walking the talk’, directly or indirectly, sometimes reflecting on
the difficulties of doing so in their current work. Kurland describes how the Provost of Academic
Affairs’ ‘belief’ that he and his colleagues had an “obligation to clean up their own house first to match
what facilities management was already doing” (2011) influenced the development of an institute for
sustainability research. The idea of ‘walking the talk’ also highlighted the link between people’s
personal lives and their work lives, and the difficulty of separating the two once they are able to ‘take
a step back’ and reflect on their own practices (Blake and Sterling, 2011):
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This really gets to the heart of the sustainability problem. If we find ourselves unable to
practice the things we know are right in theory then we will never be sustainable. (in
Moore et al., 2005)
Even though the case studies capture people’s perceptions of others’ worldviews, which are by nature
subjective, the strength and frequency of the comments, mentioned in all but two studies, clearly
shows these perceptions have an impact on processes of change.

4.1.6. Personal characteristics
In addition their knowledge and worldviews, over half of the studies mention the importance of
people’s personal characteristics in influencing change or overcoming barriers. Such changes are
often described as needing time to happen, and making ‘real change happen’ “take[s] skill, time, a lot
of patience, and some luck” (Bardati, 2006).
Other personal characteristics were the ability to ‘not take no for an answer’, take a ‘can do’ approach
and have a real desire to “make change, get involved and DO things” (Moore et al., 2005). These
people were often described as those who tend to seize opportunities and drive innovation within the
institution, or when opportunities are not so obvious and individuals face resistance, bring about
change in a ‘subtle kind of subversive’ way (Moore, 2005a):
He describes his leadership strategy as a multi-nodal approach to allow pockets of
interest to emerge and then grow from there, combined with a persistent dialectical
approach of talking one-on-one with deans and other folks in power to get things done,
and to not take “no” for an answer. (Kurland, 2011)
A final characteristic of individuals who seek to drive or instigate institutional change is a positive
vision of sustainability and who ‘view themselves as an optimist’ (Barlett, 2008; Moore et al., 2005).
The positive approach is also linked to patience and the ability to see positive change even if it is
slow, or the possibility of it ever happening.

4.2. Cross-cutting third order themes
We identified cross-cutting themes as those which were identified in nearly all of the studies, but were
also linked to several discrete themes and helped explain relationships and meaning (refutations and
lines-of-argument).

4.2.1. Interplay between people and structures
A number of structures relevant to the success of sustainability initiatives are identified throughout the
studies, including committees, centers or institutes, projects, specific roles and responsibilities
including co-ordination, seminars and communication channels, courses, workload allocation, course
development, reward systems and disciplines. These diverse structures can perform very different
roles, enabling or blocking processes of change or focusing on individual or collective endeavors; they
can also be hard to ‘know about’ or accessible, rigid or dynamic.
An aspect that makes structures rigid or likely to be barriers is typical reward mechanisms in
universities. These are usually discipline based and do not enable staff to reasonably engage with
sustainability initiatives given their often cross-departmental, trans-disciplinary nature (Eisen and
Barlett, 2006; Gudz, 2004; Koester et al., 2006; Krizek et al., 2012; Moore et al., 2005).
Traditional disciplinary structures, ubiquitous in universities, tend to stifle the growth of
interdisciplinary efforts required of sustainability. For example, deans of academic units
often protect the strong departments within their colleges, and new, interdisciplinary
programs such as sustainability fail to fit into this structure and thus must fight for
resources on an unequal playing field. (Krizek et al., 2012)
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Sustainability initiatives can make use of existing or new structures to bring about change. Where
existing ones are used, these tend to be complex and people need ‘experience’ in order to navigate or
make use of them (Koester et al., 2006; Moore, 2005a), excluding those who do not. Existing
structures also tend to be described as ‘closed’ to new ideas, which may lead to slow changes (Krizek
et al., 2012; Wright and Wilton, 2012).
However, new structures are also often created, which might give people without such ‘experience’ an
opportunity to become involved (Koester et al., 2006; Krizek et al., 2012; Kurland, 2011). Across a
number of the studies, change processes tended to result in the creation of new groups where people
were expected to work together to elaborate policies, monitor implementation, share ideas or develop
research. Nevertheless, the development of such structures often depended on the involvement of
people seen to be in positions of power within the institution (e.g. directors, deans or senior
managers):
The impetus for the greening of our campus began in March 1991, with the
appointment of the first Green Commit-tee (Green-1) by Warren Vander Hill, Provost
and Vice President for Academic Affairs. (Koester et al., 2006)
Whether existing or new, our interpretation of the studies showed that structures were seen as a
vehicle for achieving change through both individual and collective processes. This can be done by
supporting and recognizing activism (Bardati, 2006; James and Card, 2012), providing space for
individuals to engage in change programs, sustainability-related research or related professional
development (Blake and Sterling, 2011; Eisen and Barlett, 2006; Koester et al., 2006; Krizek et al.,
2012), or coordinating activities (Koester et al., 2006; Krizek et al., 2012).
[…] the Centre [for Sustainable Futures] Fellowship scheme is a powerful vehicle for
achieving curriculum change, an enhanced learning experience for students, new CPD
opportunities for staff and for active SHE dissemination across the university and
further. (Blake and Sterling, 2011)
The way in which structures work to support processes of change also depends on the way in which
they are managed. This stood out in Gudz’s case study, where structures were used as supportive
mechanisms for a change process that was understood as also taking place outside of those formal
structures (2004). In many cases the way in which structures are managed is implicit and
uncontested, and an area that would warrant more investigation, and might explain some of the
diverse interplays between people and structures described in the studies.
We have identified a number of aspects that characterize structures in processes of change, but
these show a very diverse picture. One of the important messages from our interpretation of this
cross-cutting theme is that different types of structure come into play in processes of change, and
these do not always work in synergy. However, people are often expected to interact with these
different structures as if they were not connected, not realizing the implications this might have; e.g.
freeing someone up for sustainability-related activities cannot be done in isolation of existing rewards
structures. The next theme looks at what mediates this interplay.

4.2.2. Dialogue, relationships and networks
We present dialogue, relationships and networks as processes that mediate the interplay between
structures and individuals: they can simultaneously impact on individual agency (e.g. by ‘being in the
loop’) and processes of change (e.g. by enhancing the reach of initiatives). The trio was mentioned in
the majority of the studies, but with different aspects and linkages. Figure 1 highlights those
emphasized.
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Figure 1: Simple schematic of the relationships between dialogue, networks and relationships.

Interpersonal relationships and networks both appear to have a strong influence on the nature and
development of initiatives on campus. Bardati (2006) reflects on the importance that relationships
played in the development of the campus environmental audit and people’s willingness to take part
and build a collaborative venture:
Bishop's is blessed with a culture of familiarity, probably because of its small size,
residential nature and numerous extra-curricular activities. When conducting the
campus audit, this familiarity has proven to be very useful. When employees and
students feel part of the university community, it becomes much easier to share data,
make joint interpretations of information, identify priority problems, and come up with
collaborative solutions. (2006)
Kurland (2011) also describes the importance of networks and a more historic connection in the
development of collaborative campus-based sustainability projects. The fact that the director of the
Physical Plant Management (PPM) department was an alumnus of the academic College of
Engineering and Computer Science (CECS) meant he kept links with academic staff, knew what
students and staff might be able to contribute to their projects and facilitate the links.
While interpersonal relationships and networks are tightly connected and seem to mutually enhance
one another, not all networks were described in terms of interpersonal relationships. The latter can
sometimes have a more structural nature, enabling people to make connections but not necessarily
meaning that there is a sense of respect, understanding or strong personal interactions. In this case,
dialogue, however, is still important.
Dialogue appears to be a pervasive theme across a number of studies, linked to processes of
organizational change both in the descriptions and discussions. For instance, face to face interactions
with individuals and groups across the institution can be central to developing networks and
expanding programs:
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From 1992 to the present, the Recycling Coordinator grew the program by networking
and responding to stakeholder concerns […]. She grew the program by going
department by department, explaining to each department's administrative assistant
how to recycle.(Kurland, 2011)
Dialogue is central to building relationships, but it also enables networks to be established without the
former (Eisen and Barlett, 2006). These networks can then lead to the expansion of initiatives:
On 27 October 2008, CSUN's provost announced the creation of the Institute for
Sustainability – seven months after three faculty had networked with administrators for
needed change.(Kurland, 2011)
The development of new structures to support sustainability programs often appear to form through
collective action and collaboration, where dialogue serves to develop more flexible and open
structures and ‘bridge’ internal boundaries.
Dialogue does not, however, develop from nothing – it is often influenced by individuals’ knowledge,
worldviews and personal characteristics. It often stems for individual initiative linked to an
understanding of how change should be implemented:
The Urban Studies assistant professor became the institute's first director. He
describes his leadership strategy as a multi-nodal approach to allow pockets of interest
to emerge and then grow from there, combined with a persistent dialectical approach of
talking one-on-one with deans and other folks in power to get things done, and to not
take “no” for an answer. (Kurland, 2011)
A final issue in this theme is that, if dialogue, networks and relationships are mediators in the process
of change, this potentially creates an uneven playing field for individuals and groups within the
institution. If dialogue, networks and relationships are so crucial, then people need to be ‘in the know’
- part of certain networks or in particular relationships - in order to be able to take part:
My experience has been that little is written down, little is prescribed by explicit policy,
and much depends on being in the loop, part of the (informal) discussions, and
connected to individual decision makers. […]
Many of the participants agreed that power is concentrated in particular pockets (not
always those you might expect on reading university policies and procedures) and
one's ability to get access to these pockets depends quite a bit on the informal
networks that one is able or willing to build up. (Moore et al., 2005)
This leads us to our next theme, on power.

4.2.3. Locating and ‘pointing at’ power
The notion of power was explicitly addressed in nearly all of the studies but emerged even when not
explicit. The synthesis of the theme across the studies shows the key importance of the role of power
in the process of organizational change for sustainability, and more specifically, identifying who has
power to effect change. The studies highlight a number of different ways in which people establish
where power is located, and how best to ‘access’ it.
Across the 12 studies identified for this theme, the authors and participants locate power at all levels
of the university, in both individuals and groups of people, from senior university committees and
administrators to students and individual staff. A summary of different terms and descriptions is in
Table 2 below.
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Individuals
‘Senior personnel’, ‘top administrators’, Deans,
Vice President, Provost, ‘high level’ staff, line
managers, academic staff, facilities managers,
students, ‘leaders’

Groups
Executive Committees, Board of Governors,
Senate, the ‘leadership’, Faculties, grassroots,
student project groups, ‘middle management’

Table 2: Summary of different terms used (in the publications) to describe people who have power.

The purpose of the table 2 is to illustrate the multiple nature of where ‘power’ is perceived to be
located in the university. The numerous references to people in ‘positions of power’ or senior level
committees suggests that there is a perception that certain individuals have more power and are key
stakeholders to engage with or have support from.
We all have different degrees of power and different ability in wielding it. All the major
players must be willing to exercise their power for positive change, otherwise it won't
happen. (Moore et al., 2005)
This is also evident in the research processes used some case studies: for instance, Janet Moore
selected “change-agents, decision-makers and administrators and generally people who were
considered powerful on the campus” (2005a) for her second round of interviews.
On the other hand, the complexity shown in Table 2 suggests that an individual or group’s position
within the institution is not the only element that influences where power is located, and that “the
ability to effect such change differ[s] from individual to individual and according to their professional
circumstances” (Blake and Sterling, 2011). Furthermore, it suggests there is not a strict hierarchical
model for where power is located, and individuals at the top, bottom and middle can show agency:
The key point is that there is limited (though not negligible) ability of each level to direct
the one below. So decisions made by the university administration may be significantly
altered or even completely undercut at the Faculty level or at the level of individual
faculty members. (Moore et al., 2005)
The emphasis on both ‘people in power’ and the non-vertical nature of decision-making serves to
explain a central aspect of this theme: ‘pointing at the power’ (Moore, 2005a). In other words, people
tend to perceive sustainability work as “someone else's responsibility” (Bardati, 2006). This emerges
for a number of reasons in addition to the complexity mentioned above: it can be compounded by
disciplinary or departmental boundaries, distinct roles within the institution, lack of energy, time,
collaboration, common vision or ownership, and lack of clarity over who should take responsibility on
sustainability issues:
… people define sustainability differently or do not see how it applies to their areas,
experience a fractured vocabulary because they are organized around disciplines, or
come up with ideas and expect other people will do the changing.(Kurland, 2011)
…with good relations between people in the various sectors of the university, more
people can take ownership of the environmental conditions on campus instead of
passing them off as someone else's responsibility. (Bardati, 2006).
Faculty members suggested that administrators have more power to create change and
yet administrators maintained that faculty members have more power to create change
in their departments and classrooms. (Moore, 2005a)
Perhaps another factor that leads to ‘power pointing’ is the fact that people tend to think of the ‘other’
as the barrier to change and tend not to reflect on their own agency (Moore et al., 2005; Wright and
Wilton, 2012). This perception is also linked to organizational cultures of ‘status quo’ mentioned above
or the fact that people are not ‘in the know’ or part of ‘the right’ networks.
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A final aspect of this theme is the link between power and politics – i.e. when relationships become
visible. A number of studies allude to the political nature of sustainability (also linked to territoriality
and conflict);
On a broader level and as has been seen in other universities, a perhaps inevitable
power play emerges as sustainability activities become politically popular. The campus'
historic sustainability champions or early adopters may be squeezed out as leadership
recognizes the intrinsic power of these efforts and seeks to take control of – and credit
for – sustainability successes (Krizek et al., 2012).
Although the link between power and politics is not mentioned across the board, it provides some
insight as to why locating power is an important aspect of change for sustainability in universities.

4.3. Synthesis of third order themes: generating new meaning
One of the purposes of meta-ethnography is to generate new meaning by looking across studies and
identifying synergies as well as contradictions. When drawing together the findings outlined above, we
identified a number of contradictions and tensions, more specifically between territories and crossboundary work, competition and collaboration, individual and collective action, experts and grassroots
involvement, university cultures and individual worldviews, rigid structures and dynamic roles,
encouraging new ideas and needing to stay within the system (see Figure 2). These opposing
statements provide systemic insights into the causes of the challenges of change processes, moving
beyond a linear understanding of a set of barriers to overcome. We argue that these contradictions
and tensions inherent to sustainability work in universities leads to a number of the issues that we
explore below, distilled from our analysis of third order themes.
Enhancing competition

Collaborative work

Reward and support
for individuals

Institution-wide effort needs collective
action

Identify leaders and
experts

Support for ‘grassroots’ involvement
and knowledge

Territories and turf need
protection

Sustainability goes across and beyond
boundaries

‘Rational’ or ‘pragmatic’
university cultures

Environmental and ‘holistic’ individual
worldviews

Rigid or (institutionally) defined
roles
Structures that enhance
territoriality, rigidity
Thinking outside of the box is
dangerous

Dynamic or self-assigned
roles

Flexible and human centred structures

New ideas are welcome

Figure 2: Opposing statements represent main contradictions and tensions identified.

We identified that both collaboration and competition (inherent in university ‘cultures’ and within
sustainability initiatives) are important for SHE and can be used to initiate and sustain change
processes. However, this simultaneous emphasis can create challenges: for instance, sustainability
initiatives often involve working across existing boundaries which can lead to increasing territoriality
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as people become protective over their own ‘turf’, or competition for who ‘does sustainability best’.
Competition was portrayed in the studies as both positive and negative in change processes, having
potential to weaken collaborative and participatory processes as well as to enhance the impact of
initiatives. Collaboration and competition can be important elements of the process of change towards
sustainability, but the way in which they are emphasized can create conflict, with potential implications
for the impact and credibility of sustainability initiatives.
Another tension that has important implications is the emphasis on individual as well as collaborative
endeavors. Challenges then arise when ‘champions’ are identified while, at the same time, trying to
ensure that sustainability continues to be seen as a collective endeavor, “larger than a single person's
part time efforts” (Krizek et al., 2012). As a result, those who end up ‘doing sustainability’ are often
perceived as ‘the best’, or the ‘experts’ in their institution. This idea of ‘experts’ can be further
emphasized by formal structures and procedures as these often require people to have ‘experience’
in order to understand them, take part or be able to identify key individuals. The use or reliance on
such experts leads to a fundamental challenge for sustainability as it opposes basic principles of
breaking down the distinction between ‘expert’ and ‘lay’ knowledge, involve different stakeholders and
give all involved a voice.
The tensions between ‘territories’ and the cross-boundary nature of sustainability initiatives is the
creation of a sort of lose-lose situation or ‘double jeopardy’ (Gudz, 2004). This is especially the case
for academic staff that are supported to do interdisciplinary and cross-boundary work while at the
same time asked to adhere to individualistic reward structures which career progression and
promotion often depend on. This has several impacts, including the fact that initiatives often only go
forward with individuals who are committed and enthusiastic, but that at the same time are vulnerable
to committing to personally ‘unsustainable’ or unmanageable working environments.
Institutional structures also influence and tensions and issues mentioned above. Given the systemic
nature of SHE, existing university structures are often a starting point, but not sufficient for carrying
out necessary work. As a result, structures related to SHE work are often developed in addition to
existing ones and include rigid or formal structures – such as specific decision-making groups – and
more flexible ones – such as internal networks or institutes, and they tend to span across different
domains in the university. This has two main implications: (i) where initiatives take place within the
context of existing structures this can lead to a lack of clarity over roles and responsibilities and
tensions for individuals involved; for instance, there might be new structures to support input, ideas
and cross-disciplinary work (e.g. sustainability scholarship programs) that aren’t recognized in
‘traditional’ academic reward and promotion structures; (ii) where new approaches are developed, this
can lead to disjointed structures put into place in a specific area of the university without developing a
collective vision across the institution. Our analysis also suggests that existing structures and cultures
are somewhat divorced from the realities of those who work within them. This is apparent in the
mismatch between existing ‘academic cultures’ of competition and individuality and the worldviews of
individual academics: Moore remarks how, through her research, SHE “came to understand that
many academics share values that underlie sustainability and sustainability education” (2005a) even
though they may explicitly mention them as such.
In addition to structures, we identified that the multiple places in which power is located within the
institution has three main implications: (i) it can create a lack of clarity, making it difficult for people
who want to engage or have an influence to identify who to address or where to go; (ii) the multiple
locations of power lead to ‘power pointing’, which can be reinforced by ‘status quo’ cultures where
people avoid taking new responsibilities or lack support to act ‘outside of the box’; (iii) change
happens from many different places, influenced or driven by individuals or groups in different
departments or at different levels (top, middle, grassroots).
Networks have an additional role to play as they can enable individuals without specific interpersonal
connections to get involved, and bridge boundaries within and between institutions. However, along
with other structures, they also have the potential to exclude people and/or groups. The idea that one
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has to be ‘in the loop’ to know about something or be able to have an impact suggests that structures
in (and out) of the university shape who has access to power in the change process, and not
necessarily in a balanced and transparent way. Where exclusion does happen, it can lead to a
depersonalization of the ‘institution’, taking away the very ‘human’ dimension that appears central to
the change process.
Several of the implications of contradictions and tensions identified above (see Figure 2) have also
been identified as barriers to change in the literature, for example institutional cultures, reward
mechanisms or ‘burn-out’ of committed individuals (Granados-Sánchez et al., 2012; Lozano, 2006;
Sharp, 2002). However, the synthesis helps to build a more systemic understanding of what seem to
be inherent contradictions and tensions in SHE. From our interpretation, it appears that the roots of
these issues are often hidden by the very complexity of change processes. This is apparent, for
instance, by the fact that most change initiatives rely on committed individuals, who are (implicitly)
able to deal with the tensions. Furthermore, when the multiple locations of power are invisible, this
leads to assumptions about who has power (e.g. phenomenon of ‘pointing at the power’), which are
often aligned to formal structures. We suggest that, by remaining hidden, the underlying causes for
the challenges of organizational change processes for sustainability in HE perpetuate the very
barriers that many of us seek to overcome – we visualize this in Figure 3 as a ‘vicious circle’. In the
discussion below, we explore the implications of the contradictions and tensions identified as well as
issues of power in an effort to make these visible and move towards s are reflexive learning process
(see Figure 3).

Contradictions and
tensions lead to a ‘vicious
cycle’ of issues,
influenced by structures,
power and networks.

Adopt
approaches that
can help to
‘break the cycle’

Making the hidden
dimensions visible, and
integrating them into a
reflexive change process

Locating power

Contradictions and tensions

Networks, relationships

Institutional structures

Figure 3: Diagram of the hidden complexities of organizational change for sustainability generated by
contradictions and tensions and influenced by power, networks and institutional structures.
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5. Discussion
A number of the issues explored in the synthesis above relate to existing work in SHE as well as the
research on HE institutions and sustainability transitions. The findings from meta-ethnography lead us
to discuss the main implications for researchers and practitioners: recognizing tensions and
contradictions through reflexive practice, the importance of dialogue, supporting individuals and
flexible structures and management approaches, and moving towards ‘double loop’ learning.
The contradictions and tensions mentioned above lead to a number of challenges for practitioners
and researchers. The importance of collaborative and participatory approaches in SHE work is widely
recognized (Brinkhurst et al., 2011; Lozano, 2006; Sharp, 2002), and competitive initiatives are also
increasingly used in practice (e.g. NUS, 2013). The meta-ethnography suggests that both are
important. But in order to avoid reinforcing contradictions and barriers, as researchers and
practitioners, we need to be mindful of the discourses of collaboration and competition that are used
in SHE initiatives and be transparent about how they relate to each other. Furthermore, the tension
between emphasizing an individual’s contribution and the need to encourage a broad ownership of
sustainability can be challenging for practitioners. This is also apparent in the reliance on input from
‘sustainability experts’ when carrying out research on SHE (see for example Granados-Sánchez et
al., 2012; Krizek et al., 2012; Moore, 2005b). Being open about these tensions may reveal where we
are not ‘walking the talk’, but can also help to identify opportunities to do so.
The synthesis also highlights the importance of having committed individuals who are able to deal
with conflicting priorities – at least for a period of time. This issue is not new in the literature: Walter
Leal Filho commented in 1999 that education and spreading the word about sustainability in HE “is
usually left to one or two enthusiastic members of staff” (1999). Furthermore, such ‘champions’ or
‘committed individuals’ often lead change and are essential to developing sustainability within their
institutions (Barlett and Chase, 2004). More widely, having ‘front runners’ and people who think ‘out of
the box’ is also deemed essential for any transition to sustainability (Loorbach and Rotmans, 2010).
While recognizing their importance, our analysis of the underlying complexities in change processes
leads us to suggest that those ‘committed’ people may not be the only ones interested in taking part:
pressures and tensions mean that only those who are willing to take risks, not take no for an answer,
or are very passionate and extrovert about related issues will carry on while ‘the others’ (who are
invisible in most accounts of organizational change for SHE) give up or hold back their engagement.
Furthermore, the self-selecting involvement of ‘champions’ shapes our vision of ‘who does
sustainability’ and how change processes are supported. If the visible ‘champions’ take action
successfully, then those tensions and pressures that apply to all individuals in the institution could end
up being overlooked, leading to a fundamentally unsustainable model for change. This not only
suggests the need to support committed individuals who can overcome tensions, but to think about
more systemic approaches to addressing these in order to develop more inclusive and resilient
processes.
The importance of perception was also a central theme in the meta-ethnography, specifically linked to
how people perceive power to affect change. Alvesson suggest that power can often be ‘invisible’ in
organizations, leading to issues of power being ignored (2002). Issues of power and politics are rarely
addressed in stories about institutional change for SHE, perhaps in an effort to construct more
positive accounts. But our synthesis suggests that the presence and perception of power has an
important role in constructing how change takes place, and who gets involved: even though
individuals and groups in all parts of the institution can have ‘power’, much of the explicit references to
‘powerful people’ tend to be aligned with existing power structures in universities. Where the two
meet, and power in sustainability arenas gains a public profile, sustainability initiatives can become
political, leading to enhanced competition and territoriality. This was also identified in Rodrigo
Lozano’s work on institutionalizing sustainability in universities, where visible power struggles become
a drain on resources that could otherwise be spent on implement initiatives (Lozano, 2006). But our
analysis highlights the fact that we need to examine both the visible and invisible aspects of power, as
there seems to be a mismatch between how people talk about their or others’ involvement in change
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process and the visible discourse of power. This could help to make such processes less ‘politically
naïve’ (Alvesson, 2002), and move away from the idea that power is ‘held’ by certain people towards
understanding that it is a “characteristic of human relating” (Shaw, 2002).
The way in which people see and tell stories about the institution and their place within it mediates
their ability to act or take part in sustainability programs: Barlett and Chase suggest that “opportunities
for leadership and possibilities for change have more to do with how one sees oneself within an
institution and in relation to others there than the position one holds” (2004: 5). Within HE, there is a
recognition that organizational ‘histories’ are central to the construction of organizational cultures, and
if we consider the process of change for sustainability to be a social movement (Uhl, 2004) or a
process of cultural change, then we should consider the importance of such accounts more closely,
and be reflexive, as a field, about the power of stories to help achieve change. This would also enable
us to be more transparent about the different and potentially contradictory discourses of sustainability
that are used in change processes (Hugé et al., 2013). Thus, we suggest that individuals and groups
should be encouraged to reflect on their own place within the institution, where power is located and
what it means, through meaningful dialogue, allowing them to engage more meaningfully with
sustainability initiatives. However, it is unlikely that reflexive practices alone will be able to address
issues related to power and how where it is perceived to be: networks and institutional structures also
mediate people’s access and engagement with sustainability initiatives.
The synthesis highlights that structures can be useful and tend to be necessary in transition phases,
but that there are also tensions between the different types of structures used (rigid and flexible,
formal or informal). In many cases, formal structures lack the flexibility needed for cross-boundary and
collaborative work, and it can be difficult for informal structures to be seen as important. This points to
a systemic issue in SHE work; the problem of ‘unsustainable structures’ was also identified by a group
of 200 SHE researcher-practitioners as a priority barrier to address in universities’ transformation
towards sustainability – one that they could not identify any solutions for (Granados-Sánchez et al.,
2012). Based on our synthesis, we suggest that structures need to be multiple, and developed and
managed in ways that allow flexibility, where they support (not govern) processes of change and
value different types of leadership. In terms of organizational learning, this points to a need to move
beyond reactive (single-loop) solutions – creating new committees to address an issue – towards
questioning assumptions about boundaries, values and competencies (double-loop learning) – such
as questioning the usefulness of existing types of structures (Boyce, 2003). Transition management
scholars also advocate for flexibility and context-specific approaches, that may allow us to be better
prepared for the unexpected (Loorbach and Rotmans, 2010). An example of this could be what
Holmberg and colleagues (2012) refer to as a ‘neutral arena’ to support transformation towards
sustainability.
Finally, the meta-ethnographic approach allows us to develop a cultural understanding of SHE by
exploring the detail of organizational change processes across a number of case studies. It suggests
that many of the contradictions and tensions found stem from organizational cultures as well as
characteristics and worldviews of individuals within the organization. Drawing on work on
organizational culture in HE, it may be worth exploring how institutional cultures relating to
sustainability are shaped within institutions through collective processes that interact with and
potentially influence individuals’ values and worldviews (Trowler, 2008).

6. Conclusions and recommendations
This meta-ethnography draws together experiences from different universities to help shape our
understanding of how processes of change for SHE emerge and take place. We identified nine
themes that weave a complex web of interlinking issues. When taken together, the themes highlight a
number of contradictions and tensions between different structures, cultures and behaviors, usually
emerging due to the multi-level and cross-boundary nature of sustainability initiatives. These
contradictions and tensions often lead to a number of issues such as a lack of clarity in roles and
responsibilities, ‘burn-out’ from committed individuals, ‘double jeopardy’ situations, lack of
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engagement, potentially dissonant discourses of collaboration and competition, enhanced territoriality
and disjointed structures. These issues are further influenced by structures, networks and
relationships, and power in the institution. For instance, the multiple locations of power may enhance
lack of clarity, and the phenomenon of ‘pointing at power’ can undermine efforts for developing a
sense of collective responsibility. Furthermore, networks and relationships can include, as well as
exclude individuals or groups who are not ‘in the loop’, influencing and emphasizing where power is
located within the institution. Our synthesis shows that perceptions of where power is located have
an important role in constructing cultures, discourses and action within our institutions, adding to
current work in the field that alludes to the role of power in change processes for sustainability by
bringing it above the surface.
This synthesis also brings to light those who are not mentioned in stories of change; the silent ones
who may be interested but cannot or will not jeopardize their position under existing merit systems.
We suggests that socially unsustainable contexts might have deeper roots, and that tensions are such
that only ‘committed individuals’ end up taking part. This means that less people may take part
overall, and a discourse of ‘experts’ often emerges, which can lead to complacency and lack of
collective responsibility.
If we want to move towards real transformation for sustainability and practicing what we preach, then
we have to bring such challenges to light and address them more openly. Being more transparent
also helps us to be less politically naïve about change processes, which are imbued with power and
politics. The synthesis of the themes leads us to suggest a number of implications for research and
practice in SHE. First, we need for more individual and collective reflexivity in our institutions and
research – through genuine dialogue – reflecting on who is engaged with change processes and why,
and acknowledging the multiple sustainability ‘cultures’ within a university. In addition to supporting
individuals, it would be useful to start to address hidden contradictions and tensions that impact on
individual and collective involvement. The ‘human’ dimensions of organizational change processes
must also be accompanied by flexible and human-centered structures and management approaches,
and a move towards ‘double loop’ organizational learning.
This paper provides the first example of a meta-ethnographic synthesis of case studies in the field,
and we would invite further research to build on the themes and issues identified in this metaethnography, developing a critical understanding of the discourses that are encouraged, supported
and developed within our institutions: who takes part in them, why, and how. We would also like to
continue to develop theoretical links with current work in organizational learning and socio-cultural
approach to organizational culture, as these might also help to develop more nuanced understandings
of organizational change processes. Finally, there is a clear need for telling positive stories of change
as these help drive such processes. We invite practitioners and researchers to continue to share
stories – but ones that are positive as well as challenging, situated and that account for issues of
politics, power, interpersonal relationships and conflicting structures. Sometimes it is only when things
are draw above the surface, contested and debated that they can be truly addressed.
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