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Abstract: In the field of higher education, the role of sustainability is increasingly seen as 

an important capability of successful graduates, one of a group of higher-level dispositions 

that is particularly important for students’ future professional roles. Discussion of 

sustainability often assumes that all participants understand the term in the same way, and 

different understandings can make meaningful dialogue difficult. This article presents an 

empirical investigation of the ways in which students from a business faculty at a large 

metropolitan university view sustainability in the specific context of their tertiary 

education. While some students viewed the notion in quite naïve ways—for example, the 

idea of ‘keeping themselves going’—others talked about much broader views 

incorporating ideas of inter-generational justice. Investigation of such views provides 

important evidence for dialogue on sustainability with the next generation of professional 

leaders in business. 
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1. Introduction 

We are currently in the middle of the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable 

Development (2005–2014). The goal of this initiative is “to integrate the principles, values and 

practices of sustainable development into all aspects of education and learning” by utilising a 

continuing educational effort to “encourage changes in behaviour that will create a more sustainable 

future in terms of environmental integrity, economic viability, and a just society for present and future 

generations” (according to statements from the UN’s ESD website [1]). Back in 2002, in proposing the 
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Decade of Education for Sustainable Development, the participants at the Johannesburg Earth Summit 

made it clear that sustainable development should be located in all educational and disciplinary 

domains, making statements [2] such as: “education is critical for promoting sustainable development” 

(article 116) and recommending to “integrate sustainable development into educational systems at all 

levels of education in order to promote education as a key agent for change” (article 121). 

In the field of higher education, the role of sustainability is increasingly seen as an important facet 

of the knowledge and behaviour of successful graduates. Indeed, sustainability can be regarded as one 

of a group of higher-level graduate dispositions (including, for instance, creativity, ethics and cross-

cultural sensitivity), all of which will play an important role in students’ professional work. These 

attributes could be considered as cross-disciplinary or ‘generic skills’ from the universities’ 

pedagogical and curriculum perspectives, to be addressed as part of every student’s learning program. 

Yet, far from being integrated into educational systems as recommended by the United Nations, 

sustainability often seems to be perceived in a much more limited way as the domain of environmental 

educators. This focus is problematic as it implies that a certain group of students, those in closely 

allied areas, will benefit from a targeted pedagogy whilst others, more on the periphery, will only 

experience such pedagogy tangentially.  

At the tertiary level, various universities have set up groups with a specific focus on sustainability 

and sustainable development, for example, in Australia, Macquarie University’s Graduate School of 

the Environment. At a national level, governments are also supporting the broadening of reach: for 

example, the UK Government [3] states that “we need to make ‘sustainability literacy’ a core 

competency for professional graduates” (p. 39). Nevertheless, the process of moving sustainability to a 

more central position in tertiary studies has been a long and as yet incomplete affair, despite the 

inclusion of sustainability on lists of ‘generic skills’ or ‘graduate capabilities’ at many universities. 

Universities that adopt the generic skills or graduate capability approaches focus on the inclusion of 

aspects of sustainability across the broad curriculum, taught from a range of different perspectives. In 

this way, some students are able to access different views of sustainability, but generally experience it 

in a rather ad hoc manner. However, it would be wrong to imply that students’ only access to 

knowledge and action for sustainability was within formal learning venues. Students develop their 

views, attitudes and approaches to sustainability through interactions with family, social groups, 

school activity, media, computer networking and so on [4,5]. However, it is important to emphasise the 

role that the UN [2] has placed on formal learning situations and consider how the notion of 

sustainability is experienced and acted on from within the academy. 

Various views of sustainability can be found in the literature. For example, in a commentary on the 

first editorial of this journal, Curran [6] writes: “Sustainability is a destination that we aspire to reach 

with the selection of the sustainable pathways that we choose as we proceed along the journey” (p. 6). 

In a more recent article in the same journal, Ansari and Stibbe [7] focus on the educational aspects. 

They discuss the notion of ‘sustainability literacy’, explaining that it represents a step beyond 

‘education about sustainability’ to ‘education for sustainability’. They investigate “the skills, 

attributes, competencies, and dispositions to help learners and practitioners navigate their way in the 

challenging conditions of the twenty first century and contribute to a more sustainable society” (p. 

426). A recent edited volume by Docherty, Kira and Shani [8] discusses sustainability in the context of 

a variety of types of work systems: “Sustainability is most often defined as a general worldview 
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according to which people should strive to fulfill their needs in a manner such that the ability of future 

generations to fulfil their needs is not endangered (World Commission of Environment and 

Development, 1987). Sustainability in this sense means protecting the richness of the world’s 

resources in such a way that their utilization does not destroy them but rather leaves equal opportunity 

to future generations to benefit from them as well. The sustainability concept has thus a value 

dimension stating that no population has the right to devour the world’s resources for the satisfaction 

of its needs—much less its wants and ambitions” (p. 3).  

Such statements explicating the notion of sustainability, some dating back over 30 years to the 

Brundtland Commission (as the World Commission of Environment and Development is sometimes 

known), would imply that there is generally a clear understanding of the meaning of the term, at least 

in an educational context. However, previous research with university lecturers [9] showed clearly that 

they had a range of conceptions about the meaning of the term sustainability. The present study adds to 

this by explicating the range of views that students hold about the concept. The assumption that 

university academics and their students share an understanding of the term, and hence can integrate the 

principles expounded by the United Nations into all areas of higher education, does not yet seem to be 

a reality. Rather, students and academics express a range of different ways of understanding 

sustainability that may be related to their private lives [10], or to the pedagogical context and the 

discipline area [11]. In the sections that follow we examine the experience of a particular cohort group 

of students. The selected group, business students, has the potential to contribute to world-wide 

sustainability in their future professional work. At the study site, business students represent the largest 

single group in the university, a situation that is common in most developed countries. Knowing how 

this particular group relates the notion of sustainability gleaned from their life world and formal 

studies may provide educators with a better appreciation of the pedagogical work yet to be done. 

2. Theoretical Approach 

Our study aimed to explore the different ways in which students understand sustainability in the 

context of their business studies and their perceived future professional roles. An important feature of 

the approach is that it allowed them to come up with their own definitions of the term, rather than 

supplying a definition from the literature (such as the one given earlier from Docherty et al. [8]) or the 

researchers’ point of view, and to explore their own ideas about sustainability. An appropriate 

theoretical and methodological background for such an investigation is phenomenography [12]. 

Phenomenography is a qualitative and descriptive research approach that aims to investigate 

empirically how people experience, understand and ascribe meaning to a specific situation or 

phenomenon in the world around them. The approach views each person’s experience as an internal 

relation between the subject and the object, in other words, between the participant and the 

phenomenon. The outcome of a phenomenographic study is a hierarchical set of qualitatively different 

but logically related categories, known as conceptions. These conceptions and the relations between 

them provide the outcome space for the phenomenon. They can be described in order of their 

inclusivity and sophistication, from the narrowest and most limited to the broadest and most inclusive.  

This approach is somewhat different from other qualitative analytic approaches as it focuses on the 

nature of differences or variation between one way of experiencing or understanding something from 
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another. Other methods, such as thematic analysis [13] (used to determine an exhaustive range of 

themes), grounded theory [14] (used to develop an understanding of ways of doing things within social 

settings), or action research [15] (often used for education for sustainability as a means of learning 

through doing), all illuminate different aspects available from the data. In the case of this study the 

conceptions represent ways of thinking about a phenomenon that are qualitatively distinct from each 

other (and hence, not a continuum). As Meyer and Land [16] suggest, once a person is aware of the 

more inclusive conceptions, there is no going back. The categories defined in this paper describe 

various conceptions of sustainability—qualitatively different ways of understanding the notion of 

sustainability. Each conception is derived from ideas expressed by individuals. However, it is the 

structure of the variation across the group that emerges through iterative readings of individuals’ 

experience and provides the description of their conceptions of sustainability. 

Phenomenography has often been used to describe people’s experience of a learning and/or 

teaching situation [17,18] or their experience of an academic discipline. For instance, Hazel and 

Prosser [19] looked at variation in the way students understood photosynthesis, Davies and Reid [20] 

looked at the way students and teachers of design understood the discipline of design, Reid and Petocz 

[21] looked at students’ conceptions of statistics, and Reid et al. [22] looked at variation in the way 

that mathematics students understood mathematics. Phenomenographic research in environmental 

education [23,24] has shown that primary and secondary school children and people in the general 

community understand the environment, and their relationship with the environment, in limiting and 

expansive ways. Interestingly, the three groups showed a similar range of conceptions. Other studies 

have looked at people’s experience of various ‘graduate capabilities’, such as students’ and teachers’ 

experience of internationalisation [25,26], or areas of professional work, such as students’ and 

practitioners’ experience of accounting practice [27,28]. Each of the studies referred to in this 

paragraph has been used as the basis for curriculum change towards more student-focused learning 

environments. In phenomenographic studies, data are usually collected through a series of in-depth, 

open-ended interviews that focus on allowing each person to describe their experience fully [29,30]: 

this was the method used in this study for data collection. 

3. The Empirical Evidence 

The data on which this investigation is based were collected at Macquarie University in Sydney, 

Australia as part of a study investigating domestic and international students’ views of professional 

dispositions that they develop through their studies in preparation for their future workplaces. The 

students were all undertaking a business degree, either on the main campus in the Division of 

Economic and Financial Studies (EFS, since renamed the Faculty of Business and Economics) or at the 

International College of Management, Sydney (ICMS, an independent institution allied to Macquarie 

University and teaching business courses from the same curriculum—and sometimes with the same 

lecturers). We avoided students in their first or last years of their degree in order to talk to people who 

were somewhere in the middle of their studies. Most of the international students were from countries 

in the Asia-Pacific region, though some were from Europe and the United States. The domestic 

students were equally diverse, and many of them were from Asian backgrounds. The project was 

designed to explore business students’ views of creativity, ethics, sustainability and cross-cultural 
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understanding, though in this paper the focus is on their conceptions of sustainability and its use in 

their future professions. 

Students were recruited by placing advertisements in student newsletters and notice boards, and by 

making announcements in large lectures. The details of the study were approved by the appropriate 

ethics committee and each student gave their informed consent to participate. Interviews were carried 

out with a total of 44 students: about one-third (15) of them were female and two-thirds (29) male, half 

of them (22) were domestic and half (22) international students, just over half (23) were from the main 

campus (EFS) and the rest (21) from ICMS. Students were given the option to participate using an  

e-mail interview, an individual face-to-face interview or a group interview: around one-quarter took 

each of the first options (10 and 12 students), while the remaining half (22 students) were interviewed 

face-to-face in groups of two to four. In such group interviews, each student was asked the same main 

questions in turn, and then any follow-up questions, so individuals’ views could be distinguished 

(although, of course, they could be influenced by other participants in their group). A total of 88,000 

words of transcript (and e-mail records) was obtained for the 44 interviews. Here, the focus is 

specifically on what respondents said in answer to the questions: ‘How do you understand the idea of 

sustainability?’ and ‘What role do you think sustainability will play in your future professional work?’ 

These questions were followed, if necessary, with further probing questions: general ones such as ‘Can 

you elaborate on that?’ or specific ones such as ‘Could you give me an example of how in your work 

you would further conservation of the environment or facilitate sustainability?’ 

The data were analysed in two stages. A preliminary examination of the transcripts was used to 

identify thematic categories for students’ views of sustainability (and the other dispositions): these 

have been reported earlier [31]. The main analysis, reported here, investigated the qualitatively 

different ways that students viewed sustainability using a phenomenographic approach, as described in 

the previous section. The first step in such an analysis consisted of careful and repeated reading of the 

whole body of transcripts. Different conceptions of sustainability were suggested by each author and 

checked against those suggested by others before coming to a consensus. The transcripts were then 

reviewed to identify quotations that would support each of the conceptions identified, and the overall 

structure of the outcome space was confirmed. 

4. Conceptions of Sustainability 

Students’ discussion of sustainability showed a range of views about the nature of sustainability 

itself. Irrespective of the particular view, sustainability was sometimes discussed in the context of 

(their and others’) daily life experiences, and sometimes in the context of their business studies and 

their future professional work in the world of business. These two aspects, the nature of sustainability 

and the context of sustainability, or as Marton and Booth [12] say, the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ 

(technically referred to as the referential and structural dimensions of a phenomenon) are component 

parts of the entire conception of sustainability. 

The phenomenographic analysis revealed three qualitatively different conceptions of sustainability 

that were shown by the participants in our study. These conceptions can be labeled as (1) Distance,  

(2) Resources and (3) Justice, from the narrowest and most limited to the broadest and most inclusive. 

They will be described in more detail in the following paragraphs, and supported by direct quotations 
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from interview transcripts or e-mails (all names quoted are pseudonyms rather than students’  

real names). 

4.1. Distance  

In the most limited conception, students approach the idea of sustainability via a definition, maybe a 

dictionary definition of ‘keeping something going’ (maybe themselves or a business), but essentially to 

keep the concept at a distance and avoid any further engagement with it. Some students needed to have 

the word translated before talking about it, and several limited their discussion to this notion. 

The following quotations illustrate this conception of sustainability. Adam treats the term as a ‘buzz 

word’ barely implying a definition, while Liz, Diane and Peter give simple definitions, in the latter 

cases set in the work situation and highlighting specific aspects of work sustainability (keeping up to 

date, maintaining staff efficiency). Sid begins with a definition in a business context that he then 

broadens to incorporate a personal dimension. 

Adam: Sustainability. Ooh. Sort of like the catch—it’s going to be the catchword for the next, you 

know, couple of decades. 

Liz: Sustainability? Well, if I use the literal translation of the word, sustainability for, to me would 

mean, yeah, just longevity or something like being able to, sustainability, just being able to, you know, 

hang in there. 

Diane: Keeping things afloat. Sustainability with yourself being able to keep up to date, especially if 

you’re going into the workplace. … If you’re not sustainable, if you’re not going to take that extra bit 

to be in the loop, you’re going to lose out, you’re going to fall behind. 

Peter: And sort of cutting down on staff, making the staff that you have more efficient, finding new 

ways of doing things to become more efficient, is probably the right thing to do in the service industry. 

That’s what I see as sustainability. 

Sid: Sustainability to me is to be able to keep to your mission and your strategy in the company and 

sustain a position and growth in the market. To sustain your, your growth as well, as I said and I don’t 

think it just has to do with companies. It has to do with all aspects of life I guess. Just to keep to your 

set goals and what you want to achieve. 

In each of these quotes, the focus is on some form of definition of (some aspect of) sustainability, 

essentially designed to avoid further investigation, problematisation or connection with the notion. 

4.2. Resources 

In a broader conception, students approach the notion of sustainability by focusing on resources 

needed—labour, markets, environmental resources—particularly for the purposes of keeping a 

business going. In a more general context, people talk about material (minerals, water, soil), biological 

(fish, crops) or human (minority languages, populations, economies) resources. 

Kitty presents the basic features of the resources conception, while Erica illustrates various aspects 

clearly, contrasting the use of two different types of energy. 

Kitty: Basically in a business/commercial sense they are referring to probably acting in the best 

interest of society and reflecting environmental concerns about pollution, waste disposal and scarce 
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resources in their bottom line. … In an economic sense sustainability might touch on the concept of 

scarce resources and the interaction between demand and supply for certain resources. 

Erica: Ok, sustainability to me is finding a way to be able to meet your objectives, but the way that 

you achieve your objectives should, the way that you achieve your objectives should be able to be 

repeated continuously and forever, I guess. So sustainability is being able to ensure the long-term 

survival of whatever it is you’re doing. … So if you’re a company that relies on coal sources for your 

energy then you can’t say that that’s a sustainable way of operating because at the end of the day the 

coal sources are going to run out. So it’s not a sustainable way of doing something, but if your energy 

sources are from the sun, then you could say well we, our operations are sustainable because we could 

practically keep doing this forever because the sun is always going to be, well, you know, you know 

it’s going to be around for at least another million or so years. So that to me is sustainability, the 

ability to continuously do what you’re doing into the future. 

Fred’s comments might be better used to illustrate the distance view, except for the fact that he 

includes an inchoate awareness of environmental aspects (set in a competitive business context). 

Fred: I think that there’s going to be a lot of money to be made in the whole sustainability idea of 

making the workplace greener, being more environmentally cautious and things like that. So I’d say 

there’d be a lot of money to be made in that but I don’t know how essential it is. 

In each of these quotes, the focus is on the utilisation of resources, particularly in the context of the 

participants’ business setting. 

4.3. Justice 

In the broadest conception, sustainability is approached by focusing on the notion of ‘fairness’ from 

one generation to following ones. The idea is that sustainability can only occur under these conditions. 

In a business context, students talk about ‘what a company must give up in order to keep going’. 

Samantha starts with a classic definition, that she may indeed have learned in classes, but then 

shows her understanding of the justice aspects. Dan and Casey each begin with the resources idea and 

then add the inter-generational viewpoint: Tim expands on this with a more detailed example. 

Samantha: Meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 

to meet their own needs. … Basically taking the future into account. Knowing what you do will affect 

the future so you have to find alternative ways to do things that will benefit the future not put it in a 

compromising situation. 

Dan: I guess my first thoughts are towards ecological sustainability, the environment, the 

greenhouse effects, yeah. Just, I guess that’s linking directly to in a sense of the world that we leave 

behind for our children, future generations, and yeah. I think it’s an important concept. 

Casey: Well, I always put sustainability with environment. Or ecological sustainable development. 

Being able to preserve – where I come from, Africa, we have the wildlife there. I guess you rather 

preserve the wildlife, the environment for those, those people of the future, preserve for the future. 

Tim: I like to think sustainability is insuring that you have enough productive assets in place to 

maintain or to expand the amount of output you’re looking to get. … I mean, we can go and woodchip 

all the forest we like, but you know… And we can plant seeds behind it, but it’s going to be another 20, 

30 years, 40 years until those seeds mature. And if, if we can’t maintain a balance … I think it’ll have 
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resounding effects over the next 60 to 100 years. Well, again it’s, it’s going to be very important 

because essentially, without managing resources optimally, and effectively, and without being able to 

reuse those resources, I mean, it’s one generation that’ll benefit and then every generation afterwards 

will, you know, suffer the consequences, you know, of our greed. 

Each of these quotes includes some aspect of the idea of justice between generations in any 

discussion about sustainability. 

We stated earlier that the outcome of a phenomenographic investigation is a set of logically related 

categories—qualitatively different ways of looking at the phenomenon under investigation. As often in 

such ‘outcome spaces’, the conceptions of sustainability that we have identified are hierarchical and 

inclusive, both logically and empirically. Logically, the broadest conception of sustainability in terms 

of justice contains the more limited conception in terms of resources, and this in turn may contain the 

narrowest conception in the form of a definition. Empirically, we can see that those students who 

discuss the justice aspects of sustainability often situate this in terms of the resources that should be 

looked after (as Tim’s quote illustrates), and students who talk about sustainability in terms of 

resources may also propose a definition of sustainability (as Erica does at the beginning of her quote). 

However, this inclusivity is one way: those students who express a distance view of sustainability 

don’t seem to show familiarity with the broader conceptions. Indeed, this is why as educators we 

favour the broadest conception, as it allows students access to the whole range of ideas about 

sustainability, while the narrowest conception limits students to rather simplistic and even dubious 

definitions of the notion. 

5. Discussion 

While it is true to say that the business students showed a range of different ways of engaging with 

sustainability, many of them did so at the narrowest ‘distance’ level, fewer at the intermediate 

‘resources’ level, and very few at the broadest ‘justice’ level (though we are not seeking to draw any 

conclusions from frequencies in this relatively small study). The complete range of views shown by 

our participants covers the generally accepted views of sustainability—ecological, social, economic, 

personal—as shown for example in the first chapter of the recent book edited by Docherty et al. [8]. 

The focus on business students was deliberate, given the important role that business and economic 

activity generally play in operationalising the notions of sustainability and sustainable development, 

and maybe in contributing to the problems. Tovey [32] writes: “From any perspective other than that 

of profit, it can be hard to find any ‘rationality’ in the ways in which our contemporary world 

organises its work on and uses of nature” (p. 15). However, the fact that the most common view of 

sustainability was the narrowest ‘distance’ view (illustrated in the earlier quotations) is problematic for 

the general development of ‘sustainability literacy’. 

This fact provides an enormous challenge to educators and workplaces grappling with the ways in 

which they can introduce sustainability and sustainable development as a pedagogical concept and as a 

concept at work. The group of students in our study was not part of a group that had experienced 

pedagogy that emphasised sustainability as a core value, but rather, their experience was somewhat 

more on the periphery of education for sustainability. Tertiary students in some disciplines, such as 

environmental studies, may be more likely to be able to talk about sustainability in a coherent and 
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sophisticated way. However, most university level students are undertaking degrees where sustainable 

development is not a core concept but is dealt with en passant alongside a range of other ‘generic 

skills’. It is interesting, however, that students in this cohort generally viewed sustainability in the 

context of the studies they were undertaking. This is most clearly illustrated by students (such as Fred) 

who suggested that the notion of sustainability could be used to obtain a business advantage. From this 

study we could postulate that disciplinary difference, and the extension into different future work 

environments for students, may provide different orientations to sustainability that mirror the core 

values of that particular area.  

Indeed, this is an area that has the potential for further research. From this study we can see that the 

disciplinary context suggested a particular way of thinking about sustainability and working 

professionally with it. Studies with students from different areas, from physics or chemistry, to history 

and philosophy, may highlight the contribution of those areas in developing a richness of approaches 

to sustainability. Research with groups outside formal learning situations (such as the recent research 

undertaken by Podger [33] on the contribution of faith organizations for sustainable development) 

suggests that context plays a critical role in the development of people’s values and actions  

towards sustainability. 

This leads us to discuss the pedagogical aspects of our findings. Although the notion of 

sustainability makes an appearance in the lists of ‘graduate attributes’ from many universities, and 

despite the fact that we are in the middle of the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable 

Development, it seems that sustainability is not often discussed in depth with students (at least in the 

Australian context). Based on the outcomes of this research study, we and colleagues have been 

preparing workshop materials that incorporate the range of views regarding sustainability and 

sustainable development. Such a workshop was held at Macquarie University earlier this year [34], 

allowing a group of high-achieving business students from across the country to investigate the notion 

of sustainability (as well as other ‘generic skills’—critical thinking, teamwork and ethics) in the 

context of a business leadership course. In the workshop, the three conceptions of sustainability were 

introduced, and students discussed and used them in a variety of case studies and problem contexts. 

Feedback from participants indicated a keen interest in ideas of sustainability but revealed a general 

lack of educational experience with the concept. Likewise, in our research study, only a few 

participants had discussed notions of sustainability in their classes and some of them gave standard 

‘definitions’ of the concept. However, most students seemed unaware of such definitions, and in any 

case an essential understanding of sustainability and its implications for business practice goes far 

beyond the knowledge of a definition. Incorporating sustainability into education has goals that are 

much deeper. 

The evidence provided by this study shows that there are quite different understandings of the 

concept of sustainability at play amongst students in higher education. These students are in contact 

with lecturers who also seem to display a similarly diverse range of views [9] from the most limiting to 

the broadest, though again the broadest views are less common. If the aims of the Decade for 

Sustainable Development are to be realised, then it would seem prudent to focus on both teacher and 

student understanding in the context of their own disciplines. Sustainability is an essential aspect of 

higher education, not an ‘optional extra’: one of our student respondents put it this way: 
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Emma: For me sustainability is about sort of building yourself and your environment to make sure 

that there’s a tomorrow and a tomorrow after that. And so it’s, I wouldn’t narrow it down to just, for 

example my abilities, my professional abilities but personally as well. And not just about my future but 

community at large as well. So it’s just about sort of building for the future and not just for today. 
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