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Sustainability in Swiss Higher Education Institutions: Integrating Sustainability into Courses,
Programs, and Disciplines for Authentic Student Engagement
Following the United Nations’ proclamation of a ‘Decade of Education for Sustainable Development’ (2004-2015),
many Higher Education (HE) institutions worldwide began including sustainability principles and concepts into
their programs and curriculum. While these initiatives were noble, they produced mitigated results as many HE
institutions struggled with the integration and logistics of preparing students to be future change agents with
authentic engagement toward sustainability. Previous literature has examined the opportunities and challenges of
integrating of sustainability concepts at an institutional, curricular, and instrumental level in HE institutions.
Further, it examined how sustainability could be implemented such as one course, one program, or one degree,
embedding sustainability into all courses, sustainability electives, or integrated and interdisciplinary learning
experiences. We administered the Sulitest (sustainability literacy test) with first semester students at one
international hospitality management school in Switzerland. Students completed a pre and post-test in
Sustainable Hospitality Culture course. From our results, we found that our students scored slightly higher than
the Swiss average and, in some areas, better than the global average as well. Nonetheless, the relatively low
global averages indicate a lack of sustainability knowledge still existing in 2018. The low global averages suggest
a continuing need to improve sustainability knowledge in HE institutions. HE institutions must find more effective
means of teaching sustainability principles and concepts that resonate with students and create authentic
engagement with sustainability practices which will be continued upon graduation. From previous research, the
solution seems simple, embed sustainability in all courses and programs, regardless of the discipline.
Nonetheless, in this study, we found that students’ sustainability knowledge can improve in one intensive course.
While our initial results are positive, further studies would need to be conducted to confirm long lasting behavioral
changes. Thus, the question remains: How should sustainability concepts be effectively integrated into Swiss HE
institutions? We posit a need for a tool like the Sulitest to be used by all Swiss HE institutions to gauge students’
existing knowledge about sustainability and establish the gaps in their knowledge to integrate relevant, specific
sustainability concepts into existing programs to make authentic positive social change.
This paper addresses the following topics:
•
The integration of transferable skills into university courses and study programmes
•
The integration of cross-disciplinary competences into teaching
Ali A., Murphy H. C., Nadkarni, S. (2017). “Sustainable development and hospitality education: Employers’ perspectives on the relevance for graduate employability”,
Journal of Teaching in Travel & Tourism 17(3): 159–172. doi: 10.1080/15313220.2017.1331782.
Beynaghi A., Trencher G., Moztarzadeh F., Mozafari M., Maknoon R., Leal Filho W. (2016). “Future sustainability scenarios for universities: Moving beyond the United
Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development”, Journal of Cleaner Production 112: 3464–3478. doi: 10.1016.j.jclepro.2015.10.117.
Chaplin G., Wyton P. (2014). “Student engagement with sustainability: Understanding the value-action gap”, International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education
15(4): 404–417. doi: 10.1108/IJSHE-04-2012-0029.
Deale C. S., Barber, N. (2012). “How important is sustainability education to hospitality programs?”, Journal of Teaching in Travel & Tourism 12(2): 165–187. doi:
10.1080/15313220.2012.67821.
Drayson R. (2015). “Student attitudes towards, and skills for, sustainable development”, The Higher Education Academy. Retrieved from www.heacademy.ac.uk.
Drayson R., Bone E., Agombar J., Kemp S. (2014). “Student attitudes towards and skills for sustainable development”, The Higher Education Academy. Retrieved from
www.heacademy.ac.uk.
Hsu C. H. C., Xiao H., Chen N. (2017). “Hospitality and tourism education research from 2005 to 2014: Is the past a prologue to the future?”, International Journal of
Contemporary Hospitality Management 29(1): 141–160. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJCHM-09-2015-0450.
Jones P., Trier C. J., Richards J. P. (2008). “Embedding education for sustainable development in higher education: A case study examining common challenges and
opportunities for undergraduate programmes”, International Journal of Educational Research 47: 341–350. doi: 10.1016.j.Ijer.2008.11.001.
Karatzoglou B. (2013). “An in-depth literature review of the evolving roles and contributions of universities to education for sustainable development”, Journal of Cleaner
Production 49: 44–53. doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2012.07.043.
Khataybeh A. M., Subbarini M., Shurman S. (2010). “Education for sustainable development, an international perspective”, Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 5:
599–603. doi: 10.1016/j/sbspro.2010.07.149.
Kopnina H., Meijers F. (2014). “Education for sustainable development (ESD): Exploring theoretical and practical challenges”, International Journal of Sustainability in
Higher Education 15(2): 188–207. doi: 10.1108/IJSHE-07-2012-0059.
Lozano R., Ceulemens K., Alonso-Almeida M., Huisingh D., Lozano F. J., Waas T., Lambrechts W., Lukman R., Huge J. (2015). “A review of commitment and
implementation of sustainable development in higher education: Results from a worldwide survey”, Journal of Cleaner Production 108: 1–18. doi:
10.1016.j>jclepro.2014.09.048.
Lozano R., Lozano F. J., Mulder K., Huisingh D., Waas T. (2013). “Advancing higher education for sustainable development: International insights and critical reflections”,
Journal of Cleaner Production 48: 3–9. doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2013.03.034.
Nicholls J., Hair J. F. Jr., Ragland C. B., Schimmel K. E. (2013). “Ethics, corporate social responsibility, and sustainability education in AACSB undergraduate and
graduate marketing curricula: A benchmark study”, Journal of Marketing Education 35(2): 129–140. doi: 10.1177/0273475313589557.
Rundle-Thiele S. R., Wymer W. (2010). “Stand-alone ethics, social responsibility, and sustainability course requirements: A snapshot from Australia and New Zealand”,
Journal of Marketing Education 32(1): 5–12. doi: 10.1177/0273475309345002.
Savelyeva T., Douglas W. (2017). “Global consciousness and pillars of sustainable development: A study on self-perceptions of the first-year university students”,
International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education 18(2): 218–241. doi: 10.1108/IJSHE-04-2016-0063.
Seto-Pamies D., Papaoikonomou E. (2016). “A multi-level perspective for the integration of ethics, corporate social responsibility and sustainability (ECSRS) in
management education”, Journal of Business Ethics 136: 523–538. doi: 10.1007/s10551-014-2535-7.
Stir J. (2006). “Restructuring teacher education for sustainability: Student involvement through a ‘strengths model’”, Journal of Cleaner Production 14: 830–836. doi.
10.1016/j.jclepro.2005.11.051.
“The sustainability literacy test: Can universities be sure they are producing sustainability literate graduates?” (2014). One year report: World Conference on Education for
Sustainable Development, Nagoya, Japan.
Trencher G., Terada T., Yarime M. (2015). “Student participation in the co-creation of knowledge and social experiments for advancing sustainability: Experiences from the
University of Tokyo”, Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 16: 56–63. doi: 10.1016/j.cosust.2015.08.001.
Verhulst E., Lambrechts W. (2015). “Fostering the incorporation of sustainable development in higher education. Lessons learned from a change management
perspective”, Journal of Cleaner Production 106: 189–204. doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2014.09.049.
Yuan X., Zuo J. (2013). “A critical assessment of higher education for sustainable development from students’ perspectives: A Chinese study”, Journal of Cleaner
Production 48: 108–115. doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2012.10.041.
Zeegers Y., Clark I. F. (2014). “Students’ perceptions of education for sustainable development”, International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education 15(2): 242–253.
doi: 10.1108/IJSHE-09-2012-0079.
Zwickle A., Koontz T. M., Slagle K. M., Bruskotter J. T. (2014). “Assessing sustainability knowledge of a student population: Developing a tool to measure knowledge in the
environmental, economic, and social domains”, International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education 15(4): 375–389. doi: 10.1108/IJSHE-01-2013-0008.

