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Abstract 

This study investigates the relationship between college leader s perceptions of 

sustainability and sustainable development in the English Further Education (FE) sector, 

and the nature of its practice within individual colleges and the sector as a whole. 

Previous research investigating perceptions and practice of sustainability within 

education has almost exclusively focussed on Higher Education (HE) institutions, with 

much research also focussing on describing institutional progress without investigating 

the facilitating leadership conditions. This study makes a unique contribution to 

knowledge by investigating a previously unexplored sector through the use of the 

T a sitio  Ma age e t F a e o k as the stud s o eptual f a e o k. A ke  

outcome of this study is the adaptation of the Transition Management Framework that 

could be used by the sector and its leadership structure to facilitate a reassessment 

and reinvigoration of sustainability leadership within the sector. 

The research design is based on a Grounded Theory methodology that used semi-

structured interviews and focus groups as the primary method of data collection, with 

o te t a al sis of sig ifi a t se to  stakeholde s  e sites a d pu li atio s fo i g a 

secondary method of data collection. The first key finding of this research was that the 

relationship between how sustainability is conceptualised and how it is practised is 

weak, with perceptions often referring to two different interpretations, neither of 

which fully addresses the social, economic and environmental aspects of sustainable 

development. Indeed, whilst perceptions focus on the environment, it is to this that the 

sector appears least accountable. This power pointing and a lack of accountability held 

 all le els of a age e t ithi  FE to a d the e i o e t as the stud s se o d 

key finding. Both of these findings are intrinsically linked to the third, which is that the 

T a sitio  Ma age e t F a e o k s fo us o  i e e tal ha ge a  suffi ie tl  e 

able to change practices at a niche level, but unless operating within a more 

sustainable economic paradigm, the reach of incremental action may always be 

limited.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction and overview 

1.1 Prelude and thesis structure  

The oti atio  to a  out this stud  as i spi ed  the esea he s p ofessio al 

experience as a sustainability practitioner within the Further Education (FE) sector, and 

a desire to demonstrate to sustainability practitioners and academics within Higher 

Education (HE) that the unique characteristics and organisational conditions of FE 

colleges mean that sustainability is both perceived and practised differently than within 

HE. Though specific studies of sustainability generated by HE about HE have provided 

much inspiration and guidance in the production of this study, they, like the majority of 

studies within sustainability academia, omit or generalise FE as being part of Highe  

Edu atio , a d ot as a se to  i  its o  ight.  

This study therefore intends to highlight not only why FE is a sector worthy of specific 

attention within sustainability research, but also why it is demonstrably different to HE 

and therefore the research outputs and recommendations to emerge from studying HE 

institutions are not necessarily transferable to FE institutions. Whilst this may seem a 

pedantic motivation to carry out a study requiring years of dedication, the researcher 

believes that the issue is symbolic of a larger issue concerning the overlooking of or 

patronising of vocational education, even by the FE sector itself (through its pursuit of 

more lucrative, better respected and more widely understood HE provision). This at a 

macro scale is suggestive of education being perceived only to be valuable based on 

the employment and earning potential of graduates, and not the intrinsic value of a 

learner simply being taught how to read, write, or learn something new for its own 

sake – not for any other purpose. 

As later chapters will explain, the overlooking of FE by much sustainability research 

may simply be representative of the fact that within their education, sustainability 

academics have not come across FE and its omission therefore is just circumstantial. 

After all, you cannot know what you do not know. 

Nevertheless, this study seeks to paint a picture of FE that describes its unique 

characteristics, explore how the sector perceives sustainability, and if the two may be 

linked. Unfamiliarity therefore abounds, both on the area of scrutiny and the 

conceptual framework chosen to help navigate the research findings. Rather than 

taking the typical route of using frameworks that assess sustainability performance, 

this study uses a framework that has emerged from socio-technical innovation studies 
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and the development of an alternative governance approach that could lead to radical 

change through incremental action. The Transition Management Framework (referred 

to as the TMF hereafter) is a framework that has both descriptive and prescriptive 

elements that have been used within this study to map the existing management 

approach to sustainability by multiple levels of FE leadership, and to identify where an 

alternative governance approach for sustainable development may be best placed 

within the sector.  This was felt a more useful research approach to take rather than to 

si pl  des i e good  a d ad  a eas of sustainability practice within the sector.   

The research objective based upon the contextual issues described above is therefore: 

To dete i e if the e is a elatio ship et ee  Fu the  Edu atio  leade s  pe eptio s 

of sustainable development, and the atu e of its p a ti e ithi  FE olleges  

The stud s esea h uestio s, which are detailed in chapter 2.4.1, have been 

designed to explore perceptions of sustainability, perceptions of power and leadership 

for sustainability and how the sector perceives its contribution to Sustainable 

Development. The results of the study will be analysed against each research 

uestio s the e to ide tif  the p e aili g a age e t app oa h take   ultiple 

levels of leadership within the sector. Consequently, this will identify any differences in 

app oa h that a  a s e  the stud s esea h o je ti e, which is seeking to 

de o st ate the pe eptio s of sustai a ilit  held  the se to s ost po e ful 

stakeholders (and not those with an already active or professional interest in the 

subject).  

“ustai a ilit  is ot just a othe  i itiati e. The esea he s p ofessio al e pe ie e led 

to the desire to carry out this study in order to demonstrate as much, and to try and 

understand what would be required for sustainability to become mainstreamed and 

not viewed as a niche interest.  

As the study has progressed, it has become evident that while indeed the FE sector is 

different to HE, the management approach it takes at an institutional level is not 

substantially different to HE or the approach taken by society as a whole.  What FE 

appears to lack however is the confidence to forge its own destiny because of the 

power dynamics its funding structure propagates. It is within this funding structure and 

higher leadership levels that arguably have the least accountability to sustainability as 

it has consistently suggested that the responsibility to demonstrate the economic 
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benefits of environmental management rests with individual colleges only. Combined 

with an increasing trend of usi g the te  sustai a ilit  i  efe e e to keepi g a  

organisation financially afloat, it is unsurprising that leaders at college level were found 

to ha e o fli ti g a d o fused otio s of hat sustai a ilit  ea s, a d the se to s 

role in achieving it. 

The story of FE told by this thesis is structured into six chapters. This first chapter 

provides an overview and introduction to the research area, key definitions and the 

stud s o te tual a kg ou d. Chapter two provides a literature review of the key 

conceptual areas relevant to this study and also highlights the literature gap that this 

study seeks to begin to fill. Chapter three provides a detailed account of the research 

approach and design and the limitations to arise from each. A comprehensive account 

of the stud s esults is p o ided i  hapte  fou , which are discussed and related back 

to the key conceptual areas where appropriate in chapter five. Answers to the research 

questions and objective are also discussed and distilled in chapter five, using key 

emergent themes as possible explanations for the results and to identify areas of 

future research. Areas for future study, the practical and policy implications presented 

 this stud s esea h fi di gs a e dis ussed i  hapte  si , as ell as the stud s ke  

theoretical contributions. The limitations of the study and final reflections conclude 

chapter six, and the thesis as a whole. 

1.2 Key definitions  

Though the complexities of a study examining perceptions of an already contested 

term are discussed in chapters 2.1 and 3.3, it is important to provide an initial 

explanation of the key definitions that explain the terminology used throughout this 

stud  fo  the eade s la ifi atio .   

Sustainability and Sustainable Development – As the stud s title i di ates, it is the 

purpose of this research to determine the perceptions of sustainability held by leaders 

of the FE sector. The ambiguities surrounding the terminology of sustainability are 

discussed within the literature review, research method and discussion chapters, 

however it is important to signpost here the definition intended for exploration. 

Sustainable Development is defined using the Brundtland definition that is 

de elop e t that eets the eeds of the p ese t ithout o promising the ability of 

futu e ge e atio s to eet thei  o  eeds  (WCED, 1987: 43). Sustainable 

Development (which is often abbreviated to SD throughout this thesis) is therefore the 
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method by which sustainability is achieved, though as discussed in chapter 2, 

sustainability is arguably a process and not a destination (Shriberg, 2002) and if ever 

achieved, will happen over many generations, at different local, regional, national and 

global levels (Loorbach et al, 2009). 

Holistic sustainability – th oughout this thesis the te  holisti  sustai a ilit  is 

referred to as a way of differentiating between the two interchangeably used 

interpretations of sustainability found to be used by the sector. Chapter 2.1 lists holistic 

sustainability as one of five ways in which sustainability has been defined by 

sustai a ilit  esea he s, a d is defi ed as t o d a i  a d si ulta eous e uili ia: 

the first one amongst economic, environmental and social aspects, the second amongst 

the temporal aspects, i.e. short-, long- and longer-te  pe spe ti es  Loza o, 

2008:1840).  

The use of the term in this study however is simply the esea he s hose  ethod of 

differentiating between the interpretation that is in keeping with the WCED s definition 

described above, which is different to the literal interpretation used simply to describe 

a  o ga isatio s a ilit  to o ti ue a d e ai  fi a iall  ia le. Though this holisti  

interpretation suggests a more systemic understanding of each of the facets that 

contribute to SD (i.e. environmental, social and financial sustainability), as this study 

will demonstrate, the term was only considered more holistic in its interpretation 

because of its reference mostly to environmental sustainability. Therefore while it is 

labelled as a more holistic understanding, this is only relative to the more common use 

of sustainability as a noun within business terminology.  
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1.3 Further Education in context: a description of the research area and the general 

trends of the sector.  

This chapter will discuss the key characteristics of the Further Education (FE) sector 

including how it is funded, who its key stakeholders are, and the nature of its 

curriculum provision. This introduction is necessary to provide the overall context of 

the se to  upo  hi h this stud  fo uses, a d to illu i ate the se to s u i ue 

characteristics that, in turn, will reinforce why sustainability research conducted within 

and for HE, cannot be assumed to also be applicable to FE. As will be subsequently 

discussed, the fact that FE colleges themselves are not research institutions, and at a 

national level are less familiar to those in positions of power or influence compared 

with universities, may have contributed to continuing trends of academic literature on 

sustainability within education not distinguishing FE from HE, but do make the 

distinction of primary and secondary schools. On the one hand the principles of this 

research could be assumed valid and transferable to FE, however this would be to 

discount FE s e  diffe e t ha a te isti s a d d a i s, though the e a e a  

similarities between the two.  

1.3.1 Characteristics of the Further Education sector  

Further Education is a generic term for education and training that takes place most 

often but not exclusively in FE colleges (Scott and Gough, 2010), and is characterised by 

the teaching of basic skills (such as numeracy and literacy), A-Levels, National 

Vocational Qualifications (NVQs), foundation degrees, and diplomas, vocational 

education delivered through apprenticeships and work-based training, and personal 

and community learning (Finlay, 2009; 157 Group, 2010[a]; BIS, 2011).
 

Higher 

Education on the other hand delivers ou ses a o e A le el and NVQ level 3, such as 

undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, Higher National Diplomas (HNDs) and Higher 

National Certificates (HNCs).  

Though there is a perception that FE is positioned within the education hierarchy above 

schools and below universities, colleges do offer HE courses but are not research 

institutions. For example, 159,000 people study HE within a college, colleges deliver 

% of HNC s, % of HND s a d % of fou datio  degrees (AoC, 2016).  

There are 325 colleges in England and are made up of different categories as denoted 

in figure 2. Excluding the 90 sixth form colleges whose education provision is typically 

limited to A level or NVQ level 3, the remaining 235 colleges teach foundation degrees, 
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undergraduate, and postgraduate level courses (AoC, 2016). 
 

Moodie (2002) provides a useful summary of the distinction between FE and HE, 

however he also makes the point that it is not necessarily helpful to try and 

characterise FE as its purpose is to remain fluid according to the changes in society and 

the nature of skills it requires. He states, technical education is more applied in 

atu e, i  o t ast ith u i e sit  edu atio , hi h  i pli atio  is o e pu e  

(Moodie, 2002: 250).  He goes on to say that, whereas the purpose of vocational 

education is to equip learners with practical skills or the know-how for a particular 

t ade o  o atio , HE is the e to deepe  a lea e s u de sta di g of a su je t th ough 

critical, adaptive and innovative processes. Put more simply, the difference is either the 

acquirement of skills or knowledge (Moodie, 2002). 

Colleges are not unique to the UK; in North America, Continental Europe and 

Aust alasia the  a e ge e all  k o  as o u it  olleges  a d pe fo  a si ila  

role to those in the UK. Treat and Hagedorn (2013:5) describes the role of community 

colleges ot as i te atio al edu atio  e t es, ut athe  se i g the eeds of the 

local community and local employers, and by definition creating local economic 

de elop e t th ough the p o isio  of a t ai ed o kfo e .  Des i i g UK olleges 

specifically, Foster (2005:  des i es its th ee ke  oles as  la ou  a ket 

preparation for young people, 2) supporting employers in workplace learning, and 3) 

eeti g the ide  lea i g aspi atio s of the people a d o u ities olleges se e .   

Colleges are the most significant component of the FE system, but work alongside its 

less numerous (but increasing in number) counterparts within local authorities, the 

voluntary sector and private training companies who provide often more informal adult 

and community based learning, and work based learning respectively (NIACE, 2011).  

Whereas the student cohort of universities is typically 18 and older, college students in 

some circumstances can be as young as 14, however typically fall into two main cohorts 

– 16-19 year olds, and adult learners. How these cohorts are funded and organised as 

part of the overall sector structure of English FE is shown in figure 1.   

Colleges o k ith so e of so iet s ost disad a taged su h as ou g people ot i  

e plo e t, edu atio  o  t ai i g k o  as NEETs , o  those ith lea i g 

difficulties or disabilities, and assist in their social integration as well as teaching English 

to speake s of othe  la guages, ollo uiall  k o  as E“OL   G oup,  [a] . % 
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of 16-18 year old students and 29% of adult learners are from an ethnic minority 

background (AoC, 2016).  Colleges also provide a route to education for those with 

family or work commitments and who therefore want to study locally (NIACE, 2011). 

These roles colleges perform have the potential for lasting positive social and economic 

impacts as those students and their acquired skills are more likely to remain in the local 

community (157 Group, 2010[b]; NIACE, 2011).  

Comparing FE with HE  

Annually, UK colleges educate and train 2.9 million learners (AoC, 2016) made up of: 

 773,000 16 – 18 year olds 

 71,000 16-18 year olds apprenticeships 

 2 million adults 

 24,000 14-15 year olds (AoC, 2016). 

As a comparison, in the 2014/15 academic year, 2.2 million part and full time students 

were enrolled onto courses within UK universities (HESA, 2016[a]). Since 2009-10, more 

full-time entrants to undergraduate courses other than first degrees have been 

studying in FE colleges than in HE institutions. This trend continued in 2013-14, where 

26,000 were taught in FE colleges compared with 13,000 in HE institutions (HEFCE, 

2015). 

The size of an FE college is usually dependent on its curriculum offer; specialised 

colleges with a dedicated provision such as agriculture, art, or specialised needs are 

much smaller than those colleges offering general Further Education (sometimes also 

known as GFE colleges). These colleges have a much wider curriculum offer and 

consequently enrol many more students.  

The income (from funding bodies, tuition fees, research grants and contracts, 

endowments and investments and other income sources), estate size, and the numbers 

of students (including full and part time 16-18 and 19+ students, additional learning 

support [ALS] students, HE students and apprenticeship students) for the 2014/15 

financial year for each of the ten largest colleges (by income) in England are denoted in 

table 1.  

Additionally, to illustrate how little income is received from research grants and 

contracts, the amount each college received from such sources is indicated within the 
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first column, which forms part of the total college income indicated in the second 

column. The composition of funding in the 2014/15 financial year for the FE and HE 

sectors is denoted in figures 3 and 4 respectively. 

 

 Research 

grants & 

contracts 

income (£) 

Total income 

(£) 

Land and 

buildings 

(m
2
) 

Total 

number 

of 

students 

Birmingham 

Metropolitan College 
0 66,620,000 93882 69092 

City Literary Institute 0 17,839,000 16129 91520 

Cornwall college 5,251,000 69,574,000 94649 26487 

Hull college 0 59,841,000 29424 43190 

Leeds City College 1,830,000 79,549,000 97917 118234 

Milton Keynes College 0 60,546,000 31028 22317 

Newcastle College 

Group 
0 182,458,000 181068 112258 

The Manchester College 0 168,042,000 113247 73553 

Vision West 

Nottinghamshire 

College 

0 58,509,000 42065 110161 

Workers' Education 

Association 
0 30,737,000 1746 135790 

Table 1 - Income, physical estate and student number figures for each of the ten largest 

colleges in England (SFA, 2016). 

A number of these colleges are also members of The 157 Group, a consortium of 

colleges whose membership is made up of some the largest and most successful 

colleges in the UK which collectively have a combined turnover of £1.5bn, 670,000 

enrolled learners, 37,000 employees, engage with 31,000 employers, and contribute 

£15bn a year to their local economies (157 Group, 2014). The group works in 

partnership with other sector stakeholders, external stakeholders such as employers 

and government agencies to ensure that the FE sector is represented and therefore 

considered in the construction of relevant new policies. The group, whose membership 

is limited to approximately thirty colleges, was chosen as the data sample for this study 

as oth the g oup s e e ship size and the collective representation of its members 

of the FE sector was felt to be achievable and representative of the sector as a whole. 

The advantages and disadvantages of this are discussed in detail in hapte s 3.2.1.1 

and 3.2.3.2. 
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Changing leadership focuses  

Since the 1980s, there have been six different government departments responsible for 

the HE and FE sectors with the most recent bureaucratic reorganisation taking place in 

2009, where responsibility for both HE and FE was moved from the Department for 

Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS), to the Department for Business, Innovation 

and Skills (BIS)  (Bessant et al, 2015). In July 2016 BIS merged with the Department of 

Energy and Climate Change (DECC) to form the Department for Business, Energy and 

Industrial Strategy (BEIS). As this e ge  took pla e t o ea s afte  this stud s 

research was conducted, the rest of this thesis will make reference to BIS only.  

Regarding the leadership of FE spe ifi all , ha i g ee  p e iousl  o ed   thei  

local authorities, colleges became independent not-for-profit organisations as a result 

of the Further and Higher Education Act 1992 (NAO, 2008; FE Week, 2013).  This gave 

colleges autonomy over their physical assets, and greater autonomy over their 

curriculum offer, allowing them to become more responsive to local market forces and 

student needs (AoC, 2013; FE Week, 2013). However colleges currently receive on 

average 79% of their funding from the government as demonstrated in figure 3, 

allocated by two ministerial departments, the Department for Education (DfE), and BIS, 

who are each respectively responsible for the executive agencies of the Education 

Funding Agency (EFA), and Skills Funding Agency (SFA). The Higher Education Funding 

Council for England (HEFCE) is an additional organisation sponsored by BIS, which 

provides some funding to English FE colleges for HE provision, but is the principal 

government-funding provider for universities. Indeed, while market forces and 

customer demand govern both universities and colleges, universities are able to pursue 

lucrative research contracts (Cullingford, 2004[a]) and charge tuition fees, both of 

which supplement the funding received from funding bodies (see figure 4).  

FE colleges are not research institutions and are almost entirely dependent on 

government funding, leaving them vulnerable to changes in how funding is allocated as 

well as funding reductions, both often influenced by changing political agendas (Foster, 

2005). Added to this pressure and vulnerability is the issue of increasing competition 

within the FE market from other providers such as higher education institutions, sixth 

form colleges (often attached to schools), specialist colleges, local authorities, private 

companies and voluntary sector organisations (McCoshan and Otero, 2003; NAO, 

2008). All of these risks have necessitated colleges to build resilience through 

diversifying their income streams by for example providing training within prisons, 
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workplaces, or community venues (Office of Fair Trading, 2010), growing higher 

education provision and attracting more international students thereby increasing their 

tuition fee income (157 Group, 2011). Diversification is therefore at the forefront of 

many college leaders  strategies to ensure the survival, or financial sustainability of 

their college and the sector, as i di ated ithi  the stud s esults. However though 

diversification enables colleges to be more responsive to local needs (NIACE, 2011), the 

funding criteria they must meet in order to receive government funding is often more 

reflective of national priorities (157 Group, 2010[a]; Office of Fair Trading, 2010), which 

therefore places colleges in a difficult position as these can often be at odds with more 

local demands from students and employers (Panchamia, 2012).  
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Figure 1 - Organisation of Further Education in England, 2015. (Information adapted and 

updated based on NAO, 2008: 10). 
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Figure 2 – The make-up of the 325 colleges in England, comprising 209 FECs, 90 sixth form 

colleges, 14 land-based colleges, 2 art, design and performing arts colleges, and 10 specialist 

designated colleges (AoC, 2016). 

 

 

Figure 3 - Total sector income in England is £7.5bn (figure developed using information within 

AoC, 2015). 

 

209 

90 

14 

2 

10 

Types of colleges in England 2016 

Further Education Colleges

Sixth Form colleges

Land-based colleges

Art, design and performing

arts colleges

Specialist designated colleges

48% 

29% 

2% 
2% 11% 

1% 

Income of English FE Colleges by source 2014/15 

DfE (via EFA) - 48%

BIS (via SFA)- 29%

HEFCE - 2%

Local authorities, schools, and

other funding bodies - 2%

Tuition fees & education

contracts - 11%

Research grants and contracts

- 1%
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Figure 4 - Total sector income £33.2bn (figure developed using information from HESA, 

2016[b]). 

1.3.2 Perceptions of the Further Education sector 

Natio all  the pe eptio  of a s hool o  u i e sit s pu pose is lea , ut hile olleges 

ha e st o g lo al a ds, FE s atio al a d e ai s eak NIACE,  despite the 

se to s ole i  the p o isio  of a skilled workforce (McCoshan and Otero, 2003; NAO, 

2008). This weak brand and overall poor and/or confused perception of purpose are 

the result of legacy and continuing trends, such as being involved in too many 

initiatives, itself brought about by strategic confusion over its role (Foster, 2005).  

Poor perceptions of the sector have heightened the need to diversify and be 

responsive to national and local demands, however this is only compounding public 

and media confusion of the identity and purpose of a college (Foster, 2005; Panchamia, 

2012; FE Week, 2013) and has led to colleges often being defined by what they are not 

(i.e. a school or university) (NIACE, 2011). Similarly, the focus on skills, highlighted by 

Moodie s  disti tio , as ell as the heto i  fou d ithi  a  of the se to s 

own published material and that of its funding bodies, is a distinction that has 

contributed to poor perceptions, but is something that the sector must continue to 

promote in order to make its purpose and function understood by those in positions of 

power. For instance: 

47% 

18.2% 

17.8% 

15.9% 

1.1% 

Income of UK Higher Education Providers 2014/15 

Tuition fees and education

contracts £15,586m

Other income £6063m

Research grants & contracts

£5912m

Funding body grants £5279m

Endowment & investment

income £360m
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 …FE has a iti al ole to pla  i  e su i g that the ou t  has the skills e eed to 

help build a stronger, evenly balanced and more vibrant economy. Skills are integral to 

accelerating economic prosperity; creating competitive business advantage in a 

challenging global environment and empowering individuals to change their own lives 

fo  the ette  “FA, : . 

Confusion surrounding the role and purpose of colleges could also be associated to a 

legacy and continuing trend of where college students come from and go to. While 31% 

of students aged 19 or under entering HE come from FE colleges (AoC, 2015), students 

from more accomplished professional backgrounds typically take their route to 

university by attending sixth form colleges, rather than FE colleges (157 Group, 

2010[a]). It seems therefore that the purpose of colleges, however construed, presents 

both the opportunity and the problem (Foster, 2005). The intended purpose of colleges 

is to produce graduates who enter the labour market on a more technical, vocational 

basis than those graduating from universities. However this furthers a perception that 

colleges cater for the less academically able or facilitates fewer opportunities than 

universities. Perceptions such as this are left unchallenged and the knowledge gap of FE 

grows rather than diminishes, as graduates from FE are not as likely to follow career 

paths that within their sphere of influence enable them to become its advocates. Over 

time, this may have played a role in the six major reforms experienced by the sector 

since its incorporation in 1999 (Panchamia, 2012), and the additional changes made to 

its qualifications and funding systems, much more numerous and frequent than 

changes experienced by schools and universities, leading to yet further confusion of the 

sector (157 Group, 2013). Indeed, as stated by Panchamia (2012: 1) – The lack of 

consensus about the main goals of FE has translated into somewhat chaotic policy-

making over the last two decades. The government has frequently shifted back and 

forth between centrally planning provision so that it reflects national skills priorities 

and devolving more choice to local employers and learners. Alongside this policy churn, 

a number of institutions, geographical tiers and arms-length bodies have been set up 

a d a olished eati g a o ple  a d highl  u sta le s ste . 

The physical appearance of many of the buildings colleges still occupy does little to 

help combat less favourable perceptions. 40% of the current FE estate was constructed 

between 1960 and 1979, and is in poor condition and unfit for purpose as a result of 

fu di g o st ai ts th oughout the s NAO, ; “to e, . “ hools a d 

universities did not experience equivalent funding constraints leading to the perception 



 

 

15 

that the FE sector suffers from a disadvantaged middle child syndrome (Foster, 2005), a 

pattern that is replicated in the U.S where community colleges receive the lowest state 

funding per full-time equivalent student of all levels of public education, and have been 

subject to cuts in the latest round of budget rollbacks (Eddy, 2005). 

A capital p og a e Buildi g Colleges fo  the Futu e  fu ded  the go e e t as 

launched in 2001 mirroring a similar programme rolled out for schools, with the aim to 

rectify some of the neglect of the English FE estate. It funded 700 projects in 330 

colleges and was widely regarded as a success, but due to mismanagement, the 

programme collapsed in 2009 (Foster, 2009). However, the 157 Group (2010[a]) 

identified that completed construction projects had a positive impact on student 

numbers and success rates, which itself has improved perceptions and visibility of the 

sector. As will be discussed in subsequent chapters, capital building projects are still 

therefore highly regarded by college leaders, many of whom see the condition of the 

ollege s ph si al i f astructure as essential for a positive public image, and therefore 

the survival of the college itself. This has been expressed as a priority for college 

leaders for the sustainability of colleges by improving reputations and becoming leaner 

through more eco-efficient estates, i.e. doing more with less (157 Group, 2011).  The 

se to  a d its go e a e st u tu e s app oa h to sustai a ilit  a e dis ussed i  

greater detail in chapter 5 as part of the potential explanation behind the stud s 

results outlined in chapter 4. 

1.4 Summary  

This chapter provided an overview of the study that is presented within this thesis 

including the objective of the research, the key definitions the reader should be aware 

of, and a synopsis of the research area the study is based upon. The review of literature 

presented by chapter 2 discusses in greater detail the conceptual areas pertinent to 

this study and highlights where appropriate key differences between HE and FE. The 

chapter clarifies the literature gap that this study seeks to begin filling by answering the 

research objective and research questions, which are also provided. 
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Chapter 2. Literature review  

This literature review begins with an introduction of the key concepts concerning 

sustainability and sustainable development and their definitions, and key theories that 

describe the purpose of education. While semantics and perceptions of sustainability 

a e i he e tl  i ol ed i  a hie i g this stud s o je ti e, the pu pose of this lite atu e 

review is to provide the necessary contextual background of the stud s ai  o epts 

- the role of education for sustainable development, how sustainability is assessed in 

Higher Education, and the application of transition management governance as the 

conceptual framework to validate the results of this study.  

2.1 Defining sustainability  

Sustainable Development (SD) as a definition was formally introduced as an 

international priority and an alternative to the dominant socio-economic paradigm 

ithi  the  B u dtla d ‘epo t Ou  Co o  Futu e  Loza o, ; Dade a d 

Hasse zahl, , hi h defi ed sustai a le de elop e t as de elop e t that 

meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 

to eet thei  o  eeds  WCED, 1987: 43). Since then up to 80 alternative and often 

contradictory definitions of sustainable development have emerged (Williams and 

Millington, 2004) and continue to do so reflecting national, community and cultural 

contexts and their changing priorities (Marien, 1996; Glavic and Lukman, 2007). While 

contextual relevance and understanding different interpretations are important for 

steering action and improving communication so that SD may be achieved (Glavic and 

Lukman, 2007; Peti, 2012; Sterling, 2013), semantic arguments over the definition of 

sustainability or sustainable development are time consuming and continue to prevent 

meaningful action being made (Dunphy et al, 2007; Cook et al, 2010; Christen and 

Schmidt, 2012; Peti, 2012). Indeed, the proliferation of ambiguous and often contested 

terms has led to confusion, and the perception that it is simply a catch phrase, cliché, 

or fad (Cullingford, 2004[a]; Palmer, 2004; Lozano, 2006; Glavic and Lukman, 2007; 

Peti, 2012).  

In most cases, definitions can be categorised against one of the four interconnected 

aspects of sustainability: environmental, social, cultural and economic (Lockley and 

Jarrath, 2013), or one of five categories as stated by Lozano (2008:1838):  

1. The o e tio al e o o ists pe spe ti e 

2. Non-environmental degradation perspective 
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3. Integrational perspective, i.e. encompassing the economic, environmental, and 

social aspects;  

4. Inter-generational perspective;  

5. Holisti  pe spe ti e .  

It is either through the conventional economists  perspective or non-environmental 

degradation perspective that many definitions from the developed world observe, 

whereby sustainability is perceived as eithe  o o e tha  o e ele e t of a desi a le 

de elop e t path  “ta i s et al, : , o  that it is a  issue that o e s the 

natural environment only (Cullingford, 2004[a]; Lozano, 2006; Doppelt, 2008; Dade and 

Hassenzahl, 2013), both of which assume that current industrial and consumerist 

trajectories can continue alongside ecological considerations (Quilley, 2009).  

Christie et al (2014:  also ide tif  that sustai a ilit  has t aditio all  ee  used as a 

synonym for long-te , du a le o  s ste ati  p o esses , hi h is i deed o e of the 

two most dominant interpretations held by participants of this study whereby it is used 

as a term to steer and justify action contrary to the true meaning of SD. Similarly, in 

‘eid a d Peto z s stud  , i te ie s ith a ade i s e ealed a  u de sta di g 

of sustai a ilit  to ea  to keep so ethi g goi g , arguably providing an alibi from 

having to consider the concept more widely (Christie et al, 2014). However, as stated 

by Cullingford (2004[a]:  the ost i po ta t easo  fo  the isuse of the te  lies 

i  its e  sig ifi a e . In other words it is perhaps easier to believe that society 

simply does not understand the term, rather than the more implicating and 

disappointing explanation that inaction continues because the term and what is 

required is actually partially, or even fully understood.  

Consequently, weak, contradictory and almost meaningless interpretations of 

sustai a ilit  e ai  e t ed o  a hu a  o ld ie , pla i g e phasis o  sustai ed  

o  su essful  g o th as a  i di ato  of e o o i  de elop e t, oth of hi h do 

nothing to discourage the continued demands of the Earth (Williams and Millington, 

2004; Waas et al, 2011). It is also relevant to point out that un-sustainability is not just 

a human-earth problem; it is increasingly becoming a human–human problem as the 

inequality of power manifests and proliferates unsustainability (Cullingford, 2004[b]). 

Social equity is therefore a fundamental principle that should underpin all 

interpretations (Huby, 2004), however the continued divergence of what are 

essentially social science and natural science understandings, maintain difficulties 
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within the sustainability discourse (Christen and Schmidt, 2012). It is therefore 

important that interpretational limits are respected (Waas et al, 2011), and refer 

equally to economic, social and environmental sustainability. Some examples are as 

follows:  

Sterling and Maxey (2013:2) describe sustainability as se u i g e o o i  ia ilit , 

social coherence and ecological i teg it  at lo al to glo al s ales .  

Gla i  a d Luk a  :  stated, Sustainable development could be introduced 

as a process or evolution, emphasising the evolution of human society from the 

responsible economic point of view, in accordance with environmental and natural 

p o esses .  

And Waas et al (2011:1645) state that, sustai a le de elop e t ai s to eet hu a  

needs and aspirations, now and in the future, in an equitable way while protecting our 

environment, which we share with other living spe ies o  Ea th .  

In practice, environmental, economic and social dimensions of SD are often separated 

and simplified into their individual components which although can be useful and more 

manageable, can also be misleading as they are in fact inseparable and co-dependent 

(Scott and Gough, 2004; Sterling and Maxey, 2013). When discussing the application of 

the SD theo  i to the o po ate o ld, Du ph  et al  highlight the ajo  

challenge felt by businesses when attempting to integrate each dimension into a 

holistic process. Organisations within all sectors tend to therefore focus on dimensions 

independently, particularly economic and environmental, however, this is not to say 

that businesses and their employees, or indeed any individual does not intuitively 

understand the broader principles of sustainability. It is perhaps more relevant to 

suggest that as a society, we have compounded interpretational limitations by insisting 

on defining sustainability, the parameters of which must then be adhered to.  

What has perhaps been forgotten is that sustainability should be a non-prescriptive 

concept (Sterling, 2013), particularly so as what is considered to be sustainable, or 

what should be sustained, is subject to interpretation and will (or perhaps even should) 

change over time (Markard et al, 2012). Indeed, sustainability, if ever achieved, will 

happen over many generations, at different local, regional, national and global levels 

(Loorbach et al, 2009), essentially reflecting and pa i g atte tio  to the long-term 

o se ue es of a tio s  Culli gfo d, [a]:17). It is therefore important and 
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faithful to the morality and values of sustainability that definitions and their meaning 

are developed democratically, not objectively defined beforehand, in order to ensure 

that the values and interests of all societal actors are represented and balanced 

through debate and discussion (Palmer, 2004; Loorbach et al, 2009). Indeed, allowing 

for multiple definitions of sustainability has made possible its wider acceptance 

(Shriberg, 2002), however, this has and can lead to the development of contradictory 

meanings where sustainability is used interchangeably to suit different scientific, 

political or symbolic meanings (Wals and Jickling, 2002; Cullingford, 2004[a]), 

legitimising some policies and practices, while discouraging and de-legitimating 

othe s  Pal e , 2004:232). Indeed, because definitions and their application vary 

depe di g o  ho o  hat is i pli ated, it is the efo e eas  to see ho  sustai a ilit  

actors can easily talk past one another and may even perform contradictory and 

conflicting initiati es  Ga ud a d Geh a , :980). As discussed subsequently, this 

is pertinent to education and how it currently addresses sustainability, compared with 

how it should. 

2.2 The role of education  

Though o e tio al isdo  holds that all edu atio  is good, a d the o e o e of it 

has the better, the truth is that without significant precautions, [it] can equip people 

e el  to e o e effe ti e a dals of the Ea th  (Orr, 1994: 5). 

While universities, or indeed any educational institution are not the direct cause of 

many of the complex problems associated with an unsustainable society, the education 

system contributes to them through the production of knowledge which has been 

optimised to suit the purposes of industry (Batterham, 2003; Ferrer-Balas et al, 2010). 

Students are educated to compete and consume, rather than to care and conserve 

(Sterling, 2001; Quilley, 2009), therefore, as stated by Phillips (2009[a]: : the 

educational system is at the heart of our current unsustainable society, being both its 

product and its creator. From buildings, to staff selection and from catering to 

curriculum planning, are embodied values and assumptions that are in themselves, 

u sustai a le .  

In response to the pandemic crises of climate change and capitalism, universities must 

play a profound role in creating a society capable of transformation, as it is through the 

actions and decisions of those in positions of authority, often educated to an 
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undergraduate or postgraduate level that have the most influence on the state of the 

world (Orr, 1992; Lidgren et al, 2006; Baker-Shelley et al, 2017).  

Edu atio s ole i  sustai a ilit  is ot a e e t phe o e o , a d hile it is has ee  

increasingly recognised that higher education as a societal leader and future shaper has 

a critical role in being an exemplar of the values of sustainable development – namely 

so ial justi e, e uit , e i o e tal p ote tio  a d ethi al a d de o ati  de isio -

aki g  (Bessant et al, 2015: 4), the education system and its component parts are 

largely part of the unsustainability problem it needs to address (Sterling, 2004).  

This is demonstrated none more so than by the overlooking of well-grounded, 

substantive sustainability research when creating and reviewing policies at a 

governmental level (Kiraly et al, 2017) as well as at a university level, where it is a  

i t a ta le pa ado  Baker-Shelley et al, 2017: 263) that the future of the planet itself 

ha dl  egiste s i  ost ai st ea  poli  aki g a d p a ti e i  highe  edu atio  

(Sterling, 2013:17).  

Whilst it is unsurprising and self-e ide t that a tio  is u likel  to o e f o  people 

hose t ai i g has ee  ithi  the u e t u sustai a le pa adig  Phillips, 

2009[a]:209), if societal change is a consequence of the interaction between 

organisations and institutions (Westley et al, 2011) and educational institutions as sub-

systems of wider society are shaped and oriented by the norms and dominant beliefs 

of the social context they serve (Sterling, 2004; Stevenson, 2007), education as a sector 

has the opportunity to improve the understanding of and bridge the gap between 

governance and societal change (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Sedlacek, 2013). 

Universities transmit powerful educational messages far beyond their specific teaching 

and research activities through their preparation and training of future leaders and 

decision makers (Ferrer-Balas et al, 2010; Lozano et al, 2013; Roos, 2017). Universities 

should therefore focus on studying the central issues of the time (Cullingford, 2004[a]; 

Stephens and Graham, 2010). However unive sities ha e i stead e o e 

dis o e ted f o  the o te t fo  su h lea i g  Ba de , : , a d a e 

constrained by short term cost cutting and productivity measures (Krizek et al, 2012), 

and fi e-fighti g  de isio  aki g i  thei  diu al s a le to su i e  Culli gfo d, 

2004[b]:249).   
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Both universities and colleges a e th eate ed  the p og essi e a h of p i ate 

sector logic, which if left unchecked, threatens to transform academic institutions into 

a special kind of business operation driven e lusi el   the logi  of a kets  La so , 

2014:271). Much like the challenges faced by local government, where legislation 

rhetorically encourages local responsiveness and innovation, it in fact stifles it through 

performance monitoring, scrutiny panels and regulation (Burns, 2000). This leaves the 

role or perceived role of universities at odds, whereby simultaneously they are 

e ou aged to e e t ep e eu ial a d i depe de t, a ti g as a p i atised o pa , 

and at the same time are held publicly accou ta le  Culli gfo d, [a]: 15). This 

trend has only grown over the last decade whereby the role of education remains as a 

provider of a skills base required for achieving economic growth (Gough and Scott, 

2008; Wolf, 2011; CAVTL, 2013), and as a supplier and contributor to the needs of 

industry, consumerism, and an over-reliance on technical solutions (Batterham, 2003; 

Cullingford, 2004[a]; Leitch, 2006; Davies, 2009[a]; Waas et al, 2010; Lozano et al, 

2013), a role which is firmly based upon antithetical neoliberalism (Bessant et al, 2015).  

The reasons behind this are complex, but are partially attributed to the difficult 

positio  that u i e sities a d olleges ha e fou d the sel es i . The i o  to e  

mentality of universities for example has been rightly challenged because the 

responsibility of all education should be to address all the challenges felt by and facing 

society (Bessant et al, 2015). However, because of the particular focus given to 

economic prosperity above all else within our society and the increasing need for 

universities and colleges to make their money through independent means rather than 

relying upon government funding, arguably educational institutions have been left with 

no choice other than to do what they must to ensure their own organisational 

sustainability or survival within the current climate (Bessant et al, 2015). As recognised 

 Ku a  :  o e  is a good i e tio  as a ea s to a  e d, ut o  o e  

itself has e o e a d e d…almost everything has become a commodit . 

Specific characteristics of universities and colleges have contributed to each of their 

slow responses to the growing challenges presented by sustainability (Stephens and 

Graham, 2010). A gua l  though FE s espo se has ee  the slo est a d pat hiest 

compared with universities and schools (Scott and Gough, 2010), largely due to the fact 

that the leadership structure for FE over the past decade has been so tumultuous. 

While “ ott a d Gough  efe e e that the L“C s leade ship of sustai a ilit  as 

placed into the hands of the SFA as its successor in 2010 and LSIS as a separate 
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leadership service, the closure of LSIS in 2013 appears to have also signalled the end of 

any dedicated external sustainability leadership for the sector. Though the Association 

of Colleges (AoC) p o ides so e se to  led guida e, it is espo si e to the se to s 

demands which are largely confined to estates and facilities issues. In other words, any 

external guidance and proactive leadership on sustainability has now gone. 

Consequently, the sector (as evidenced by this study) continues to refer to and depend 

on a small number of sustainability guidance documents published by the AoC, the 

latest of which was published in 2008. 

This is problematic since sustainable development and institutional change require 

learning (Safarzynska et al, 2012; Sterling and Maxey, 2013); therefore universities and 

colleges are ideal potential candidates for inducing societal change (Stephens and 

Graham, 2010). However colleges and many universities appear to have stalled at a 

le el of lea i g a out sustai a ilit  that is eso a t ith “te li g s (2004) 

accommodative response (see table 4 , hi h see s a olt-o  of sustai a ilit  ideas 

to the existing system, which itself remains largely unchanged. This is an adaptive, first 

order change or learning. Through this response, the dominant paradigm maintains its 

sta ilit  “te li g, : .  

Furthermore, college leaders within this study have indicated the universities are 

better equipped than colleges to be educational leaders of sustainability, but that 

colleges could learn and benefit from university leadership. This is resonant with 

Safarzynska et al (2012) and Lawson (2014) who state that social learning relies on 

imitation or copying from successful organisations and therefore prestigious 

universities have a particularly inspirational role to play. However, what this overlooks 

is that at a ti e he  t a sfo atio al ha ge i  edu atio  is eeded the ost, it 

remains as elusi e a d e ote as e e  “te li g a d Ma e , : . Fu the o e,  

waiting and placing responsibility onto universities to take the lead, it relieves colleges 

from having to identify their own leadership role and responsibility.  

The structure and processes of university governance, he e  governance is to 

defi e e pe tatio s, ake de isio s, g a t po e  a d allo ate esou es  ‘oos, : 

118), should also provide an important framework through which commitment to 

sustainability can be demonstrated (Littledyke et al, 2013; Gomez et al, 2014).  

However, the hierarchical nature of power distribution within universities and colleges 

make the challenge and promotion of sustainability even more difficult (Sedlacek, 
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2013; Shiel, 2013). The afore mentioned i o  to e  e talit  held  a  

universities perpetuates weak board governance, which is embedded as a result of 

tenured faculty where the focus remains on traditional disciplinary development 

(Doppelt, 2010; Adombent, 2013; Migliore, 2012; Posner and Stuart, 2013). This 

presents a formidable challenge to achieving many of the key characteristics of a 

sustainable university such as: 

 P o oti g t a sfo ati e athe  tha  t a s issi e edu atio   p epa i g 

students to address complex sustainability challenges 

 Emphasise inter-and trans-disciplinary research and science 

 Enhance problem-solving skills in education that are pertinent to the societal 

goals  

 Establish networks that can tap into varied expertise around the campus to 

share resources efficiently and meaningfully 

 Provide leadership and vision that promotes the needed change and guides to 

a long-term transformation of the university that is responsive to the changing 

needs of a society  Waheed et al, 2011: 720).  

. .  Edu atio ’s elatio ship with sustainability  

A university has direct and indirect impacts on the economy, society and the 

environment through the internal and external functions of its people (such as 

investment practices), its physical presence (what resources does a building consume), 

and through what it teaches as well as the research services it provides (Scott and 

Gough, 2004; Clarke and Kouri, 2009). There are several ways in which academics refer 

to these functions or processes, for example Littledyke et al (2013) states that 

universities transact sustainability through their governance, infrastructure and 

curriculum, or as stated by Sterling (2004), through their campuses, curriculum and 

community. Hopkinson et al (2004) call them direct and indirect functions, relating to 

direct operational and campus based impacts, and indirect impacts as a result of 

research practices and student behaviours post-graduation. Similarly, Sedlacek (2013) 

also specifies three functions through which universities directly affect society, namely 

through their education, research and governance practices. Echoing most of these 

themes, Gomez et al (2014) also specify the interdependency of four dimensions; 

education, research, operations and community outreach and propose the inclusion of 

a fifth dimension of assessment and reporting, as suggested by Lozano (2006).  

With the exception of research, colleges too are places of learning, business and are 
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noteworthy community stakeholders, and have the same direct and indirect, actual and 

potential for positive and negative impacts on society, the economy and the 

environment. Indeed, although discussing HE, this statement made by Adombent 

(2013: 22) has direct relevance to the functions and purposes of FE: E te nally, 

universities can contribute to regional sustainable development in their sphere of 

influence mainly by: bringing in their own institutional management practice 

(improvement of energy efficiency and introduction of EMS), serving as a source of 

technical expertise, accomplishing their cultural mission, reaching beyond skills 

development toward employability by promoting ideals and critical thinking skills, 

acting as leaders during their work with local authorities and other societal 

stakeholde s he  setti g up a d i ple e ti g egio al sustai a ilit  pla s .  

However, while the go e e t s lo  a o  skills age da is i easi g the p ofile of 

education for sustainable development, within FE, this has presented itself almost 

exclusively within the limited narrative of specific STEM (Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Mathematics) curriculum areas such as, engineering and construction, 

environmental/ renewable technologies and conservation/ land management 

(Kythreotis, 2011:5), reflected in the AoC 2011 study on headline findings of 16 – 19 

enrolment which shows an increase in popularity of STEM courses as a general trend 

(AoC, 2011), but reinforces the perception that sustainable development is something 

that must be physically i ple e ted o  lea ed as a  e t a . Foster (2005:7) stated 

that de elopi g fi a ial i e ti es to stee  [FE] students onto courses valuable to the 

e o o  is o e a  i  hi h olleges of the futu e ill eet the de a ds of the st
 

century.  

While Wals and Blewitt (2010) state that pathways to sustainability will require taking 

advantage of current trends such as the low carbon economy, colleges often fall victim 

to the cyclical and somewhat short-lived government funding priorities based on what 

is perceived to be of value to the economy. Take for instance, the UK photovoltaic 

market in 2011 where the government halved the financial reward on new installations 

and consequently reduced the monthly number of new installations from 27,000 to 

12,000. Many of the 25,000 newly qualified employees who had trained at colleges lost 

their jobs and the financial incentive for colleges to offer such courses was instantly 

diminished (Hughes, 2011; Branson, 2013).  

Furthermore, though this has not been empirically studied, it is likely that the 
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pe ei ed ul e a ilit  of su h e  e i o e tall  the ed courses may have 

negatively impacted on the confidence of colleges to offer similar courses in the future, 

perpetuating the notion that teaching sustainability is expensive and unreliable 

compared to traditionally offered courses. The increased emphasis of students as 

customers brought about by rising tuition fees means that even more, students are 

focussed on the best financial return on their money (Bessant et al, 2015). 

Consequently, poorer performing subjects that are not explicitly linked to typical 

graduate markets are at risk of closure.  This is especially problematic for sustainability, 

which, in both HE and FE, is already perceived to be a subject of special disciplinary 

interest and is typically taught exclusively in environmental terms ithi  likel  

su je ts  “te li g, :  su h as e i o e tal ourses, or vocational areas such 

as land-based studies.  

As ide tified  ‘ a  a d Cotto  : , staff a d stude ts st uggle to 

u de sta d the o eptual a ge of the te  sustai a ilit , fo usi g fi st o  its 

environmental dimensions and missing the i teg atio  of so ial a d e o o i  aspe ts . 

This o o  pe eptio  p e ludes sustai a ilit s ele a e to core business planning, 

viewing sustainability as the operational responsibility of campus management only, 

therefore excluding it from research and teaching practices where often no reference 

to sustainability competences, careers, or the paradigmatic change required of them in 

order to achieve sustainable development is made (Selby et al, 2009; Sterling, 2013). 

Consequently, typical approaches taken by universities often include the following 

activities (Hopkinson et al, 2004; Brinkhurst et al, 2011; Bessant et al, 2015), the 

characteristics of which and relevance to the Transition Management Framework 

(TMF) are discussed in detail in chapter 2.3.4: 

 Education and teaching students about sustainability, which may also be 

reflected in some changes within academic curricula  

 Sustainability-focused research  

 Campus operations and environmental management which seeks to reduce 

the impact of the unive sit s activities  

 Engaging with other businesses and the community on sustainability issues 

 Policy and administrative based planning for sustainability. 

This peculiar set of circumstances fails to acknowledge the irony that while ever the 

environmental facet of sustainability is being focussed on, it allows, even validates, the 
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continuation of more damaging economic and social norms, o  the odus ope a di of 

i st u e tal atio alit  “te li g, : .  

The sustainability discourse itself can also be u helpful; the o d i itiati e  fo  

example, commonly used by FE leaders and within academic sustainability literature is 

implicit of something that is transient or temporary. Additionally, people feel that 

sustainability does not apply to their area of responsibility (Littledyke et al, 2013), or 

that it is an inconvenience (Cullingford, 2004[b]), or an expensive distraction (Foster, 

2009). Ma  o e te d to pe ei e sustai a ilit  as so eo e else s espo si ilit  i.e. 

they poi t at po e  Moo e, ; Ba dati, ; Hoover and Harder, 2015). This 

perception can be seen to emerge for several reasons:  

 Dis ipli a  o  depa t e tal ou da ies 

 Distinct roles of responsibility within the institution 

 A lack of energy, time, collaboration, common vision or ownership 

 A lack of clarity over responsibility 

 A lack of reflection on individual age  Hoo e  a d Ha de , : ). 

As stated earlier, universities are though as much influenced by the norms and 

dominant beliefs of wider society; therefore it is likely that resistance to sustainability 

reflects a wider cultural resistance to, or suspicion of sustainability (Wals and Blewitt, 

2010). Indeed, the opinion of sustainability being associated with personal 

inconvenience is prevalent across society (Cullingford, 2004[b]).  

Within universities, sustainability is understood to mean doing more with less (Glavic 

and Lukman, 2007), and not as something that should (nor is able) to question a 

u i e sit s pu pose o  pa adig  “te li g, 2013). E o-effi ie  a ti ities a e 

the efo e eso a t o l  ith t o of the th ee a es of sustai a le de elop e t, 

environment a d e o o i s  Eh e feld, :6  a d is defi ed as the deli e  of 

competitively priced goods and services that satisfy human needs and bring quality of 

life, while progressively reducing ecological impacts and resource intensity throughout 

the life le, to a le el at least i  li e ith the Ea th s a i g apa it  Eh e feld, 

2005:6). Eco-efficiency therefore does not concern social aspects of sustainability such 

as e ualit  Eh e feld,  o  i deed a  of the the es ep ese ted  the “DG s. 

However, because eco-efficiency has arisen as a term and strategy that allows business 

to refine its activities for its own economic gains whilst at the same time demonstrating 
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ecological corporate responsibility (Ehrenfeld, 2005), such activities are perceived to be 

enough of a response at a societal level in order to achieve more sustainable lifestyles 

(Gambini, 2006). This focus therefore refines existing practices and makes them 

ette , athe  tha  fo ussi g effo ts o  seeki g alte ati es o  doi g ette  thi gs  

“te li g, . This issue a  e o pou ded fu the  as although the e o  ele e t 

of eco-efficiency pledges recognition of the natural environment, it is only validated as 

part of an overall process of economic gain. An alternative that would lead to a quality 

of life less than what society (in developed countries) has become accustomed to 

would be perceived as economic or political suicide. As is demonstrated within the 

esults of this stud , the e is little s path , let alo e ad i atio , fo  t ee hugge s  

(Gambini, 2006:264).  

Terminology and conceptual understandings aside, many academics share values that 

underlie sustainability and sustainable education (Hoover and Harder, 2015) and 

leaders acknowledge that sustainability and education for sustainable development are 

of considerable importance (Beltran-Kadji et al, 2013). However embedding 

sustainability withi  highe  edu atio  u i ulu  e ai s the ost diffi ult a ea of 

sustainability practice in which to gain tra tio  ‘ a  a d Cotto , :151). This 

difficulty is perpetuated by the silo mentality of academics and sustainability 

practitioners alike, as stated by Scott and Gough (2004:  e i o e tal a age s 

do t deal ith u i ulu , a d u i ulu  pla e s a d a ade i s do t ha e to thi k 

a out e i o e tal a age e t . P ese t a a ge e ts fo  a agi g o -

academic sustainability in many universities and colleges delegate to, and rely upon the 

leade ship of sustai a ilit  of a si gle e pe t  Hoo e  a d Ha de , ), which in 

so e UK FE olleges is ofte  a  e i o e tal a age  o  pa t of the e it of the 

Di e to  fo  Ph si al esou es/ Estates/ Fa ilities a age e t . Whethe  this is a 

esult of the su ess of eco-effi ie  having assisted universities and colleges in 

meeting increasing government expectations of accountability and efficiency (Davison 

et al, 2014), or a reflection of leaders  perceptions and perhaps underestimations of 

how a university or college is able to contribute or articulate its contribution to 

sustainability is unclear. Christie et al (2014) believes that it is as a result of regulation 

pressure, the financial i e ti es a d esulta t isi ilit  of a pus alte atio s a d 

improvements that have accelerated campus greening over other sustainability 

initiatives.  
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The tendency to employ dedicated roles such as campus or environmental managers 

within one facet of the business replicates the hierarchical and disciplinary-boundary 

based structure of a university (Blewitt, 2004; Posner and Stuart, 2013), therefore 

o t adi ti g the p i iple of sustai a ilit  that is eaki g do  the disti tio  

et ee  e pe t  a d la  k o ledge  Hoo e  and Harder, 2015:184) and has placed 

sustainability and its leade ship i to a o , oth e tall  a d i  p a ti e  “te li g, 

2013:39). The placement of this position is also relevant to how sustainability is 

perceived and implemented; to align a dedicated role with an operational or academic 

function of a university or college for some, will immediately pigeon hole and call into 

question its relevance to the other organisational functions. “i ila l , the se to s 

focus on campus greening may have perpetuated many of the barriers to academic 

engagement or the perception of whose responsibility it is. Indeed, those responsible 

for campus sustainability are increasingly working to legislative or regulatory 

parameters, and the financial expectations of implementing such measures, neither of 

which affect academic staff who a e t e ui ed to take sustai a le de elop e t 

seriously unless driven by personal interest, student demand or the respect of other 

academic professionals (Jones et al, 2010; Brinkhurst et al, 2011). It is certainly easier 

fo  u i e sities a d olleges to ta kle  a pus g ee i g a d eco-efficiency rather than 

to instil the cultural and behaviour changes required to embed sustainability holistically 

and systemically within institutions (Fien, 2002; Sterling, 2013).  

Sustainable development conflicts with existing concepts and teaching methods which 

are based on static and reductionist approaches (Lozano, 2006, Waas et al, 2010), and 

the language used which is mainly focussed on anthropocentric, industrial, mechanistic 

a d o putatio al etapho s Ble itt, . The efo e a pus g ee i g s popula it  

is perhaps unsurprising given that it essentially improves existing mechanistic processes 

and philosophies. However, eco-efficiency cannot be relied upon to deliver long term 

sustainability; opportunities for efficiencies will eventually become exhausted (Garud 

and Gehman, 2012), and there is little point in having outstandingly efficient and low 

environmental impact buildings if more of the same pedagogies and policy instruments 

are being applied (Shields et al, 2002; Phillips, 2009[a]).  

In addition to its perceived irrelevance, further barriers to academic engagement with 

sustainability according to Dawe et al (2005), Jones et al (2010), Safarzynska et al, 

(2012), and Christie et al (2014) include: 
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 An overcrowded curriculum 

 Threat to academic freedom and credibility 

 Limited staff awareness and/ or expertise 

 Limited institutional drive and commitment  

 Unclear guidance on how to incorporate sustainability 

 Restrictive organisational structures 

 Behavioural inertia caused by habits and routines 

However, despite these barriers, there is still more interest in sustainability to be found 

in universities than in schools or colleges. According to Scott and Gough (2010) this is 

perhaps due to the comparatively higher degree of autonomy universities have over 

their curriculum, and being less affected by the external and internal push and pull 

factors that influence schools and colleges, notably from the government, civil society, 

accreditation bodies, and internal stakeholder demands: as stated by Posner and Stuart 

: , it is i po ta t to o side  the i flue es f o  e o d a pus o de s . 

Of relevance to colleges is their proportionately greater reliance on government 

funding than other sectors within education, which render colleges especially 

vulnerable to changing political agendas (Foster, 2005). This undoubtedly has an impact 

on how leaders prioritise, manage, and differentiate essential from non-essential 

business functions. Indeed, colleges su e ed as pa t of the stud  o  The P ospe ts fo  

G ee  Jo s to  K th eotis, , epo ted that the e e e a u e  of 

constraints affecting their ability to develop a greener curriculum. Funding, student and 

employer demand, accredited qualifications and staff expertise were identified as the 

most significant constraints amongst the majority of respondents. One participant of 

K th eotis  study illustrates the push-pull conflict between FE colleges and industry: 

The le is e  si ple. De a d f o  the lie t, ofte  i spi ed  legislatio  o  

financial opportunity, course and qualification development by an awarding body, 

funding from the client or through one of the myriad of government funded schemes, 

delivery by the training provider... followed by employment or not depending on who 

e uest/deli e s the t ai i g.  K th eotis, : .  

K th eotis  stud  highlights that pe ei ed o st ai ts to de elopi g ot just a 

g ee e  u i ulu , ut a  u i ulu  de elop e t o  di e ge e f o  usi ess as 

usual  e e oth e te all  fo ussed a d pe ei ed to e dependent on demand or 

external direction. This however reveals and reflects a wider sector conflict 

surrounding the perception of what sustainability entails and how this determines 
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where the power for its implementation is believed to reside, compared with 

responsibility for other business facets such as financial sustainability for which 

participants of this study expressed full responsibility. 

2.2.2 Sustainability reporting in Higher Education  

Though there are many drivers for universities to engage with sustainability both 

operationally and academically, the focus of many universities remains on campus 

greening and operational sustainability. This therefore raises the question and 

highlights the paradox of why many universities have become signatories to 

internationally developed higher education sustainability declarations, whose 

principles far exceed the typically demonstrated parameters of sustainability. As stated 

by Wright (2002), common principles found within the majority of international 

declarations typically include: 

 Sustainable physical operations 

 Sustainable academic research  

 Environmental literacy  

 Ethical and moral responsibility  

 Cooperation amongst universities and countries 

 The development of interdisciplinary curriculum 

 Pa t e ships ith go e e t, NGO s a d i dust   

 Public outreach 

The number of frameworks developed to guide and encourage sustainability within HE 

has increased markedly since the introduction of the Stockholm Declaration in 1972, as 

denoted by table 2. These declarations provide a clear indication of the holistic 

responsibility of higher education to sustainability, and the transformations required of 

it in order to embed sustainability (Adombent, 2013; Gomez et al, 2014). 
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Table 2 - History of initiatives taken in society, education and HE to foster sustainable 

development (Lozano et al, 2013:12) 

 

Many of these declarations specified their focus on HE, however it is not known if those 

ai ed at edu atio  o e oadl  ha e had any direct bearing on colleges either in 

their buildings, outreach or curriculum delivery. One question that could be 

investigated in future research is if those colleges who have engaged with sustainability 

ha e do e so eithe  as a esult of edu atio  ta geted declarations, or from following 

the lead of universities who engaged with sustainability as a result of signing up to an 

international declaration.  

Becoming a signatory of a HE declaration is one voluntary method available to 

universities in order to demonstrate a commitment to sustainability. In other cases, 

institutions have instead chosen a more micro approach to sustainability by creating 

their own policies against which progress will be monitored (Wright, 2002). Others 

have focussed on gaining certification through formal environmental management 

systems, or developing their own informal management systems, the goal in both cases 

to manage their direct operational impacts and reduce environmental risks and 

therefore reflecting an operational or accommodative response (Clarke and Kouri, 

2009). How a university responds to sustainability is dependent on its drivers for doing 
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so. Drivers relevant to universities that initiate a first generation sustainability 

response, typically through the implementation of an environmental management 

system are as follows: 

 Compliance and liability 

 Employee demand 

 Customer requirements 

 Cost savings 

 Allows for external certification 

 Improves internal cooperation and management 

 Assists in the internal and external communication of environmental efforts 

 Externally and internally legitimates environmental efforts (Clarke and Kouri, 

2009). 

An operational or accommodatory response therefore typically require the reporting or 

disclosing of sustainability progress, and is one factor that drives organisations to 

engage with sustainability. There are three main approaches organisations used to 

report or disclose their sustainability progress: 1) through their accounts, 2) through 

narrative assessments, and 3) indicator based assessments. It is the latter of these 

methods that is deemed most accurate as they tend to be more objective, tangible, 

and comparable than other methods (Gomez et al, 2014). Internal management 

systems and international frameworks both use indicator-based assessments which are 

important for cross-institutional communication, evaluation, benchmarking and 

learning of sustainability progress, all of which assist in understanding the future 

actions required (Shields et al, 2002; Dunphy et al, 2007), whether the university 

decides to act upon these recommendations or not. However, although indicator based 

assessments are the most accurate at what they do – namely quantitatively assessing 

sustainability – they are representative of the way in which sustainability is perceived 

and possibly defined i.e. with an environmental focus. As highlighted by (Shields et al, 

2002; Shriberg, 2002; Clarke and Kouri, 2009), how a university, organisation or sector 

defines sustainability and sustainable development will therefore impact on the 

indicators deemed suitable to measure and report on its sustainability progress. 

Paradoxically, though the focus of all higher education declarations is the ethical and 

moral responsibility of universities to lead and promote change for sustainability 

(Wright, 2002; Wright, 2004), the tendency of universities to focus only on more readily 

measurable indicators such as eco-efficiency negates the more difficult but more 
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significant indire t i pa ts of u i e sit s su h as lea i g a d esea h Cla ke a d 

Kouri, 2009).   

It is u lea  hethe  do i a t e i o e tal  pe eptio s of sustai a ilit  a e a 

product or the cause of the axiom commonly revealed within sustainability reporting 

where hat gets easu ed gets do e  “h i e g, : . I  othe  o ds, is the 

continued perception of sustainability a result of or perpetuated by the fact that a 

u i e sit s i di e t i pa ts a e o e diffi ult to i ple e t a d easu e tha  its 

direct impacts? It is puzzling given that operational sustainability is not the primary 

focus of higher education declarations, and yet forms the main focus of sustainability 

initiatives on campus (Wright, 2002). Correspondingly, a study of academic literature 

published ithi  the I te atio al Jou al of “ustai a ilit  i  Highe  Edu atio  

conducted by Wals and Blewitt (2010) revealed that during the first nine years of its 

publication (2000 – 2009), articles were focussed on environmental management, 

university gree i g a d edu i g a u i e sit s e ologi al footp i t. A ti les the  

published post-2009 were found to focus more on systemic change across the whole 

institution through pedagogy, learning, instruction, community outreach and 

partnerships. Indeed, higher education frameworks have seen the considerable 

progress of eco-efficiency measures within HE institutional operations (Waheed et al, 

2011), however reorienting education toward sustainability has been far more 

challenging (Clugston, 2004). As stated by Shields et al (2002) and Bekessy (2007), 

evidence suggests that non-binding declarations and arguably even binding 

de la atio s a el  i flue e the o e all i stitutio al p a ti es ut i stead ti ke  

a ou d the edges  “h i e g, :  a d a  e e do sed by universities for public 

relation purposes, rather than as a reflection of its support to bring sustainability into 

higher education (Wright, 2002).  

HE and FE institutions continue to take a vertical, hierarchical approach to integrating 

sustainability into curriculum where sustainability is organised into separate courses 

(Ceulemans and Prins, 2010), rather than for example, taking a systemic, horizontal and 

broader approach to integrating sustainability within the curriculum and other social or 

people based impacts (Gomez et al, 2014), thereby compounding the perception that 

sustainability is a niche academic interest, rather than of a collective interest and 

responsibility. The exclusive responsibility of those in operational roles within 

universities for the implementation of sustainability is also reflected by the fact that 

the majority of institutions most commonly report on eco-efficiency, not sustainability 
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(even though they perceive they are reporting on their sustainability) using indicators 

that reflect operational impacts only such as resource consumption or waste recycled 

(Shriberg, 2002; Hendricks and Grin, 2007; Banerjee, 2008; Clarke and Kouri, 2009; 

Lozano and Young, 2013; Gomez et al, 2014). On the one hand, this could be because 

operational issues offer the easiest quantitative indicators to report against compared 

with other university dimensions or functions, which are reflected by more difficult to 

assess qualitative, and value based indicators (Shriberg, 2002; Wright, 2002; Palmer, 

2004). However, it could also reflect and/ or perpetuate a superficial accommodative 

response whereby sustainability is largely understood to be an operational issue, a 

phe o e o  that a  ell e u i te tio all  e a e ated  the sha i g of est 

practi e  ase studies a d su ess sto ies. While su h oss i stitutio al o u i atio  

is important, especially amongst peers and practitioners (Wright, 2002; Karatzoglou, 

2013), to those looking on, it can paint a misleading picture that substantive work is 

being carried out comprehensively across the sector (Shriberg, 2002) and does nothing 

to prevent the perception that the challenge of sustainability has been met simply by 

signing a declaration, or developing an institutional policy (Wright, 2002). As stated by 

“hiel : , a toolkit fo  sustai a le de elop e t ill ot sa e the o ld .  

The use of such analytical and empirical frameworks also characterises sustainability 

within higher education as a mechanistic and reductionist function (Wals and Blewitt, 

2010), and is counterintuitive to the principles of sustainability which within education, 

requires an alternative to – not a refinement of - the dominant mechanistic paradigm 

education continues to serve (Blewitt, 2004). Reporting on exclusively best practice 

case studies also negates or bypasses the methods, cultures and contexts within which 

change takes place, not to mention how or why these circumstances determine what is 

est  “tephe s a d G aha , . However, while frameworks present limitations to 

the achievement of sustainability within education, methods of comparison facilitate 

interaction and shared learning amongst those within responsibility for sustainability 

which is critically important for the progression of sustainability, especially at a niche 

level (Stephens and Graham, 2010).  Such practices were gaining momentum within the 

FE sector, which although had a tendency of celebrating the same best practice 

examples and relied upon sector led and sector focussed research by the AoC or the 

now redundant LSIS, had started to deliver signs that the sector was moving towards 

an accommodative response to sustainability. However, the demise of LSIS and their 

sustainability leadership programmes in 2013 which have not been adopted by its 

su esso  The Edu atio  a d T ai i g Fou datio  is e ide e of the pe eptio  of 
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sustainability being a peripheral or niche interest, and that the purpose of the sector 

does not deviate from what is has essentially always been: to follow business and 

provide students with competencies based on skills demands.  

Whilst this chapter has defined sustainability and placed it within the context of higher 

education as a sector that has an implicit moral duty to lead society to a more 

sustainable future, the next sub-chapter introduces an alternative governance 

framework and the specific need for a renewed leadership for sustainability within 

education, 

2.3 Transition studies and the Transition Management Framework   

The purpose of this chapter is to explain the transition management framework (TMF) 

and, through the use of applied examples to the FE sector, highlight its utility as this 

stud s o eptual f a e o k. Though there is a growing body of transition theory 

literature, much of this chapter focuses on the work of the Dutch Research Institute for 

Transitions, which has made the a significant contribution to transitions studies 

(Jorgensen, 2012) through work by authors such as Derk Loorbach and Jan Rotmans. 

Other key papers used for the development of this chapter focus on the application of 

transition studies for the advancement of sustainability within higher education, 

utilising the work of Jennie Stephens, Amanda Graham (2010) and Stephen McCauley 

(2012). Additionally, the work of Frances Westley et al (2011), Jochen Markard et al 

(2012), and Raghu Garud and Joel Gehman (2012) amongst others has been useful in 

order to bridge the still relatively unexplored gap between the research fields of 

transition studies and sustainability within higher education.  

2.3.1 Introduction to transition theory  

In 2005 the UN, through its Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), documented a 

global consensus for the need of sustainable development, and for it to be 

demonstrated through significant progress within areas of poverty eradication, primary 

education, equality and diversity, mortality and healthcare, developing global 

partnerships and ensuring environmental sustainability (UN, 2005). In 2015 these goals 

were superseded by the development of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, which consists of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 

targets that came into force on 1
st

 January 2016, committing all signatory countries 

(including the UK) to tackle the issues such as gender inequality and climate change the 

targets represent (HOC, 2016). While it is beyond the scope of this study to discuss the 
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success or failure of the MDG s or the likely success of the SDGs, they are 

representative of the persistent and complex societal level problems we now face as a 

result of embedded processes that have led to economic, environmental and social 

unsustainability. Recent studies have indi ated that the “DG s ill o ple e t the 

g o th of sustai a ilit  s ie e  ithi  a ade ia Baker-Shelley et al, 2017), where 

instead of being a marginalised research field, sustainability is becoming a discipline in 

its own right (Trencher et al, 2014). Being mindful that these research outputs may not 

quickly find their way into FE curriculum, it is proposed by this study that the UK s 

commitment to the SDGs could p o ide a possi le i e ti e fo  FE s go e e tal 

departments to initiate action within the sector itself. How this might be applied to the 

stud s p oposed f a e o k fo  stee i g su h a tio  is dis ussed i  hapte  . . .  

Returning to the persistent and deep-rooted problems that the SDGs and their targets 

represent, business as usual policies and societal mechanisms are not an option for 

their resolution (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; HOC, 2016). These mechanisms that 

still el  p i a il  o  ad i e f o  eo lassi al e o o i s  Ma ka d et al, :  

are based on principles and characteristics that are contrary to those required for 

sustainability (Dunphy et al, 2007; Loorbach, 2010). Only radical change can facilitate 

sustai a ilit  t a sitio s that e ui e s ste i  shifts i  deepl  held alues a d eliefs, 

patterns of social behaviour, and multi-level governance a d a age e t egi es  

(Westley et al, 2011: 762).  

T a sitio s a e u de stood as a shift i  do i a t so ial o figu atio s to e o pass a 

o espo di g ha ge i  a kets, use  p a ti es, poli  a d ultu al dis ou ses  

(Coenen et al, 2012: 965). Transitio  a age e t is the deliberative process to 

influence governance activities in such a way that they lead to accelerated change 

di e ted to a ds sustai a ilit  a itio s  Loorbach and Rotmans, 2010: 239). 

Like sustainable development, transitions are a process of change and can only be 

achieved over long time scales, requiring participation from multiple societal levels, 

evolving through multiple development phases (Loorbach et al, 2009; Safarzynska et al, 

2012, Adombent, 2013; Sedlacek, 2013). Transitions focus on radical and structural 

change in terms of technology, economy, culture, ecology and institutions (Loorbach et 

al, 2009; Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; Loorbach et al, 2010; McCauley and Stephens, 

2012; Garud and Gehman, 2012) and have emerged as a result of a shift in the political 

landscape that allows new forms of bottom-up governance practices (Jorgensen, 2012). 
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Reflecting the change in governance of the FE sector where colleges were removed 

from local government control in 1992, transition management theory emerged from a 

shift in the political landscape moving from centralised government control to a more 

liberal market based structure (Loorbach, 2010). Though the ability of leaders to 

implement policies in a top-down manner has diminished (Loorbach, 2010) and indeed, 

the effi a  of expert-driven, centralised, and top-down approaches to problem 

sol i g a e ot i le e ough to effe ti el  add ess ou  glo al halle ges  Westle  et 

al, 2011: 772), transition management does still require top down support for bottom 

up approaches to be effective.  

Due to growing societal challenges, literature and research interest into transition 

theory as a method of describing previous transitions and to intervene and create 

change in future transitions is becoming increasingly popular (Jorgensen, 2012, Farla et 

al, 2012). Transitions challenge current policy making mechanisms which, in an 

increasingly complex society, try and fail to accommodate competing agendas that 

politicians try to satisfy, but that actually perpetuate short term decision making and 

temporary consensus, deterring leaders from considering the long term decisions 

necessary for sustainability (Doppelt, 2010; Loorbach, 2010; Ryan and Cotton, 2013). 

Mo e p o le ati all , e e  a tio , hethe  short or long term will lead to changes in 

so ietal st u tu es, hi h i  tu  t a sfo s the p o le  itself  Loo a h, : .  

As will be described subsequently in chapter 5.1.1, which makes specific reference to 

the FE se to s app oa h to sustainable development, short-term policymaking 

processes perpetuate the wicked problems that contribute to unsustainability. Even 

environmental policy making is developed if not with short-term success or failure 

targets, but for winning short-term political favour with voters and therefore hold little 

long-term accountability for their success or failure. Transition management therefore 

seeks to embrace the symptoms of societal complexities that often lead to the 

perceived need for short-term policy maki g, hi h i ol e o ple it , u e tai t , 

multiple stakeholders and perspectives, competing values, lack of end points and 

a iguous te i olog  Mo is a d Ma ti , : . 

As complex problems are growing and not diminishing in scale, it is clear that our 

society is governed by the inertia of existing structures containing locked-in flaws, 

dominant networks and institutional barriers (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; Westley et 

al, 2011; Markard et al, 2012). Additionally, the task of mediating this complexity 
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becomes more difficult as multiple stakeholders contribute to the democratic process 

(Burns, 2000), often resulting in weak leadership tendencies by becoming subservient 

to external influences and bureaucracy (Sweeting et al, 2004). Locked-in flaws are 

supported by an ongoing trend of organisations to focus sustainability efforts on eco-

efficiency and incremental change (Loorbach et al, 2010), and neglecting social and 

cultural elements relevant to any transition (McCauley and Stephens, 2012). 

Incremental change is often invisible (Stephens and Graham, 2010), and is insufficiently 

equipped to cope with the challenge of sustainability (Markard et al, 2012), as it aims 

to preserve existing functions, individualism, and innovation processes (Loorbach et al, 

2009; Westley et al, 2011; Adombent, 2013; McCauley and Stephens, 2012).  

Promoting incremental change using eco-efficiency and greening existing business 

odels is also isleadi g, as it a  lull people i to feeli g that the e i o e t has 

been, and is, ade uatel  o side ed  “h i e g, : , he eas a tuall , eco-

efficiency only supports or indeed refines systems that perpetuate technological 

innovation and economic growth (Dunphy et al, 2007). This highlights the difference 

between innovating within current systems and innovation of our current systems. 

Though i o atio  a  e defi ed as the fi st i t odu tio  of e  p odu ts, p o esses 

a d se i es, a d o ga isatio al fo s  Ado e t, : , and within western 

society has contributed to increased standards of living, it has occurred at the expense 

of and without due consideration given to the complex societal challenges represented 

by unsustainability (Westley et al, 2011). Modern cultures share an optimistic faith in 

technological innovatio  a d assu e that, ith the app op iate egulato  efo s 

and institutional innovations, the sustainable reorientation of national and global 

economics can be achieved with a minimum of dis uptio  Quille , :44), and 

therefore fail to recognise that innovation is both a contributing cause for our current 

unsustainable trajectory and our hope for tipping in new more resilient directions  

(Westley et al, 2011:763). 

2.3.2 The distribution of power and leadership: essential components of transition 

management.  

Cli ate ha ge is a failu e of leade ship, ost se iousl  the i telle tual leade ship of 

our politicians, business people and education systems – and most heinously 

universities, where a great deal of leade ship edu atio  goes o  Pa ki  : 

foreword Sterling, 2013). 
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Leade ship, like go e a e, is esse tiall  a p o ess of i flue i g othe s to a d a 

o o  isio  Middle ooks et al, : . Though it is traditional practice for an 

organisation to have a formal, positional leader with whom the power of decision-

making is ultimately vested (Minkes et al, 1999; Middlebrooks et al, 2009), leaders may 

also be identified through their reputation and how others perceive them based on 

their behaviour, regardless of their position (Sweeting et al, 2004).  

Sustainability in particular requires distributed leadership and participation from all 

areas within an organisation through a combination of top down and bottom up action 

(Blewitt, 2004; Brinkhurst et al, 2011; James and Card, 2012; Kurland, 2014), dictated 

not just by position, hierarchy, or job description (Clarke and Kouri, 2009; Loorbach et 

al, 2009; Barth, 2013; Beltran-Kadji et al, 2013; Davison et al, 2014; Lawson, 2014). 

There is a growing awareness of the limitations surrounding traditional top-down 

leadership and of notable relevance to leadership for sustainability, its inability to 

harness the leadership potential of those lower in the hierarchy (Davison et al, 2014). 

Indeed, distributed leadership requires the sharing of power and authority and 

therefore democratising the typical hierarchical decision making process (Lawson, 

2014); sustai a ilit  is u attai a le ithout o o l  e og ised, de o ati all  

legiti ated ultu al alues  Ado e t, 2013: 11).  

Distributed leadership can pave the way for individuals at any level to take the position 

of a sustai a ilit  leade , ho e e  thei  a d othe s su ess still e ui es the suppo t 

and endorsement of the formal organisational leader, whose influence can catalyse 

and spread the effects of informal and distributed leadership (Ferdig, 2007; Brinkhurst 

et al, 2011). While awareness of the limitations surrounding traditional top-down 

leadership is growing, transformational change within existing structures is difficult, not 

least because leaders themselves may not possess the necessary skills to inspire 

transformational change (Shiel, 2013).  

Most leaders utilise transactional approaches towards leadership as they seek to hold 

together a wide and growing range of interests and demands (Eddy, 2005; Beltran-Kadji 

et al, 2013). As highlighted by Hoover and Harder (2015) in chapter 2.2.1, a continued 

tendency to therefore power point responsibility for sustainability onto individuals 

such as environmental managers, or environmental champion leaves the consistency of 

sustainability efforts vulnerable to staffing changes (Brinkhurst et al, 2011) and is 

demonstrative of the continued use of conventional methods for organisational 
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sustainability, that focus on technical methods of compliance (Sweeting et al, 2004; 

Loorbach et al, 2009; Shiel, 2013). In these cases, sustainability is treated as a niche 

subject or an add-o  to a  o ga isatio s i te ests Loo a h et al, , hile 

leade s o ti ue to o ti ue to centre their efforts along one line of industrial 

thinking, allowing the expansive celebration of three areas of innovation: 1) new 

p odu t de elop e t,  the ights of o su e s, a d  the t a sfe  of te h ologies  

(Piasecki, 2000: 115).  

It is however, not just leaders with a lack of interest or relevant skills to lead 

sustainability that prevent initiatives taking place or limit their reach (Wright, 2010; 

Elmualim et al, 2010; Hoover and Harder, 2015). In those cases where senior leadership 

support recognises the need to build leadership capacity within an organisation, 

through for example, ordaining power and responsibility for sustainability to an 

i di idual, it a  still e da agi g as it est i ts a ide  app e iatio  that it is la ger 

tha  a si gle pe so s effo ts  K izek et al, : , a d that o od  else eed take 

responsibility (Ferdig, 2007; Blincoe and Spangenberg, 2009). Consequently, progress 

of sustainability remains underfunded and under supported (Calder and Clugston, 

2004) with sustainability projects often giving way under the strain of other priorities 

(Bardati, 2006). All this continues to take place within institutions that may have 

become signatories of higher education sustainability declarations (see chapter 2.2.2), 

therefore highlighting the on-going gap between the rhetoric and reality, or the theory 

and practice of sustainability (Wals and Blewitt, 2010; Stevenson, 2007; Shiel 2013).  

It is a perplexing arrangement however because although a lack of dedicated staff and 

funding are significant barriers to transformational change (Kurland, 2014), to rely on 

both for the realisation of transformational change is to risk the continued perception 

that the investment of money or manpower is enough. Given that the most successful 

and consistent contribution and response to sustainability by universities and colleges 

has been within campus greening (Fien, 2002; Selby et al, 2009; Christie et al, 2014), it 

is u su p isi g that leade s a  o side  thei  u i e sit s esponse to sustainability 

sufficient if physical campus greening initiatives are being endorsed and funded 

(Wright and Wilton, 2012). The risk is revealed and perceptions are reinforced during 

periods of austerity that the only method of implementing sustainability requires 

apital i est e t a d a  the efo e ait  fo  e o o i  e o e . Ho e e  this 

e o e  is depe de t o  a etu  to e a tl  the sa e u sustai a le s ste  hi h 

aused the e o o i  ollapse i  the fi st pla e  Phillips, [a]: . Rapid changes 
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in government policy, and for universities and colleges, the challenges of short-term 

influences such as student demographics, changing economic conditions and a 

competitive landscape (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Migliore, 2012) augment the 

phenomenon whereby during times of fiscal or administrative demand, power is 

centred with an organisational leader who favours a more transactional than 

transformative leadership approach (Eddy, 2005). In these instances, typical 

approaches to sustainability are often initiated to resolve a problem, rather than 

considering a collective (transformative) goal (Loorbach et al, 2009), with few 

education leaders grasping fully the wider implications of the sustainability agenda 

beyond employing a dedicated role such as an environmental manager (Shiel, 2013; 

Lozano et al, 2013).  

It is therefore imperative that all leaders and senior management teams have a 

common understanding of the term sustainable development (Wals and Jickling, 2002; 

Anderberg et al, 2009), as well as leade ship that o ilises people to add ess e  

problems through new learning is the most appropriate strategy for effecting major 

and lasting pa adig ati  ha ge  Ble itt, : . Ho e e , h  would some leaders 

view a suitable response as anything but the installation of eco-efficiency measures 

when there is little to no articulation or consistent expectation of higher or further 

educational curriculum reform from internal or external stakeholders? Indeed, 

esta lished theo eti al, e pi i al a d sub-disciplinary concerns appear to hold sway 

of e e gi g issues a d de ates, ho e e  p essi g  “ ith et al, : . A 

conceptual shift is required to lead all organisations away from the typically 

economically driven paradigm to a more balanced sustainability paradigm, focussing 

not just on the economic savings to come from sustainability measures within existing 

processes and structures, but the equal consideration of ethical and environmental 

values and new methods of governance (Middlebrooks et al, 2009; Linnenlueke and 

Griffiths, 2010; Barth, 2013; Hoover and Harder, 2015). Notably, this means 

coordination and mid-long term decision making by leaders and governance networks, 

shifting from the short-term based policy making processes that come from largely 

transactional leadership methods (Loorbach, 2010; Sedlacek, 2013), and the 

e o iliatio  of so iet s a tio s ith the goals of sustai a ilit , hi h ill also e ui e 

a reordering of values. However, as comfortingly stated by Shields et al (2002:154) 

The fa t that alues a e slo  to ha ge does ot ea  the  a  e e  ha ge . 
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Transition management theory is a governance framework that could assist in this 

reordering of values, and indeed re-balancing of power, as it recognises that leaders, or 

f o t u e s  f o  ultiple le els ithi  a  o ga isatio  o  se to , a e e essa  a d 

critically important for the development of emerging niche activities that could 

eventually lead to the challenging of the dominant regime (Loorbach et al, 2009; 

Stephens and Graham, 2010; Coenen et al, 2012; Safarzynska et al, 2012, Hoover and 

Harder, 2015). Front-runners must therefore a) be recognised, and b) nurtured so that 

they have a continued presence over a strategic time scale (Loorbach, 2010), and their 

actions not restricted to incremental initiatives at an accommodative or operational 

level in order to protect or not disrupt current processes and paradigms (Bawden, 

2004; Westley et al, 2011).  

This requires leadership and skills from multiple levels instead of a tendency to rely 

upon or seek to uphold a top-do  o a d a d o t ol  st u tu e Baker-Shelley et 

al, 2017). Not only are such structures incompatible with sustainability leadership 

because they reinforce a denial and ignorance of the systemic issues that have led to 

unsustainability (Baker-Shelley et al, 2017), but also they perpetuate what Ferdig 

:  te s a lea ed helpless ess , he e  el i g upo  leade s o e looks 

other areas from where innovative solutions may be generated (Ferdig, 2007). 

“ustai a le de elop e t, if it e e  happe s, ill e a p o ess i  hi h e e o e 

lea s all the ti e  “ ott a d Gough, : . A sustai a ilit  leade  o  f o t-

u e  is a o e that can demonstrate, or (but preferably and) instill skills for 

sustainability, which include but are not limited to an understanding of systemic 

practice and long-term thinking, an ability to learn - pa ti ula l  th ough a lea i g as 

e go app oa h  “hiel, 2013: 115), emotional intelligence, the ability to adapt to and 

anticipate problems arising from complex problems, and open-mindedness to other 

ways of working (Ballard, 2005; Davies, 2009[a]; Loorbach et al, 2009; Morris and 

Martin, 2009; Middlebrooks et al, 2009; Shiel, 2013). Capacity and power must be built 

upon and distributed (Luerderitz et al, 2016) in order to gain enough momentum to 

sustai  the a ilit  to e a k o  su h sustai a ilit  jou e s o  a  o goi g asis  

(Garud and Gehman, 2012: 990).  

Though dis ussi g u i e sities, M Caule  a d “tephe s  state, I  a oad ased 

economic recession, they [universities] provide a stable institutional and economic 

p ese e that a  suppo t lo al a d egio al e o o i  a ti it  M Caule  a d 

Stephens, 2012: 223). Not only is this relevant and applicable to colleges, but also is 
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reinforced by T eat a d Hagedo  :  ho state that the ole of o u it  

olleges  is, ot as i te atio al edu atio  e t es, ut athe  se i g the eeds of the 

local community and local employers, and by definition creating local economic 

de elop e t th ough the p o isio  of a t ai ed o kfo e . “i ila l , des i i g UK 

olleges spe ifi all , Foste  :  des i es thei  th ee ke  oles as,  la ou  

market preparation for young people, 2) supporting employers in workplace learning, 

and 3) meeting the wider learning aspirations of the people and communities colleges 

se e . The de a d-response, more locally embedded nature of community colleges 

and their reactivity to external demands (Eddy, 2005), makes FE a useful sector to 

examine regarding the role and nature of sustainability leadership within a sub-sector 

as niche level front runners at a sub-sector level can stimulate regime changes within 

industries that both govern and are governed by landscape factors (Markard et al, 

2012). Indeed, the fact that there has been little landscape level guidance to the sector 

fo  i t odu i g sustai a ilit  i to ollege s ope atio s o  u i ulu , akes it e e  

more worthy of scrutiny given the evidence that suggests at a niche level, individual 

colleges have started to do both, most notably operational sustainability. More 

oadl , this stud s examination of perceptions of power and leadership for 

sustainability presents an additional opportunity to contribute to transition 

a age e t esea h as the d a i s of po e  a d leade ship a d thei  oles i  

promoting or opposing structural change has not yet been given a particular focus 

ithi  the TM lite atu e  “tephe s a d Graham, 2010: 616). 

How the TMF has been applied to this study is described in chapter 2.3.4, but first it is 

necessary to provide a closer look at the multiple levels of governance that are 

examined by this study through the multi-level perspective (MLP). 

2.3.3 The Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) and Transition Management 

Transition management is one of four frameworks that have achieved prominence in 

transition studies (Markard et al, 2012), and is closely related to: 

 Strategic niche management 

 The Multi-Level perspective  

 Technological innovations systems (Safarzynska et al, 2012) 

Ea h of these f a e o ks e og ises that a oad a iet  of ele e ts a e tightl  

interrelated and dependent o  ea h othe  Ma ka d et al, . The TMF uses a 
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broader governance perspective than the other transition frameworks (Safarzynska et 

al, 2012; Markard et al, 2012), but has adopted the multi-level perspective (MLP), an 

analytically dominant framework used for researching and describing sustainability 

transition processes (Coenen et al, 2012; McCauley and Stephens, 2012).  

The MLP, like transition management, distinguishes transitions by level rather than 

scale (Coenen et al, 2012), with the three different levels - the landscape, regime and 

niche reminiscent of typical distinctions of micro-meso and macro level descriptions of 

societal processes (Stephens and Graham, 2010). These governance dimensions are 

reflected by the core business of universities, whereby individuals represent the micro 

level, the interaction between individuals, faculties and departments represent the 

meso-level, and how the university interacts with external stakeholders and processes 

represents processes at a macro level (Baker-Shelley et al, 2017).  

Examining these levels more broadly across society, the macro political economy 

represents the landscape (McCauley and Stephens, 2012), and is a top-down source of 

e oge ous ha ge  (Garud and Gehman, 2012:981). Landscapes place environmental, 

societal or economic pressures on the incumbent regime (Coenen et al, 2012; 

McCauley and Stephens, 2012) and provide the environment in which regimes evolve 

(Westley et al, 2011). For example, the UK political and economic landscape to some 

extent dictates the costs and accessibility of HE, and to a greater extent, the funding 

and curriculum offer of FE. Within this study, the landscape level is indeed based on the 

UK s politi al a d e o o i  la ds ape, ut spe ifi all  ep ese ted by the government 

level management of FE, through the departments of BIS and the DfE. 

‘ep ese ti g the e t le el, a s ste s egi e  is hat sta ilises e isti g t aje to ies 

initiated at a landscape level and by its nature will seek to retain its configuration and 

resist innovation that could disrupt the existing trajectory (Coenen et al, 2012). 

‘egi es sta ilised the sel es a d e isti g t aje to ies  foste i g sha ed outi es, 

egulatio s a d sta da ds  Ga ud a d Geh a , : . At the meso-level, 

incumbent regimes refer to the dominant paradigm, which is guided and supported by 

the perceptions and actions of the culture and practices of the context within which it 

is embedded and represents (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; Westley et al, 2011; Garud 

and Gehman, 2012). Within this study, the regime is reflected by organisations such as 

the AoC or 157 Group as sector representatives who ensure that its contribution to the 

aims and objectives set at a landscape is both recognised and valued. 
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Fi all , the i he le el is o e that is do i ated  u e tai t  a d e pe i e tal 

diso de  Coe e  et al, : . Ni hes offe  a lo atio  he e it is possi le to 

deviate from the rules set by the existing regime (Geels, 2004) and represent sources of 

bottom-up change (Garud and Gehman, 2012). New practices are able to develop 

within niche spaces (Westley et al, 2011) and it is these developments that hold the 

potential to lead to societal transitions (Jorgensen, 2012). Niches delegate greater 

responsi ilit  to i di idual a to s Jo ge se ,  a d a t as i u atio  spa es 

(Coenen et al, 2012); individual actors will typically form a small group that eventually 

deviates from the prevailing regime (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009).  

The MLP states that transitions occur when a prevailing regime begins displaying 

significant problems, perhaps because of pressures directed at the landscape (Garud 

and Gehman, 2012) (such as NGO or public pressure [Westley et al, 2011]) or pressures 

from the landscape (such as government sanctions or stimuli [Westley et al, 2011]). 

More commonly however, transitions occur from the bottom-up, through the 

emergence of radical innovation at a niche level that leads to structural change within 

the path-dependent regime level, eventually becoming a societal norm at a landscape 

level (Safarzynska et al, 2012; McCauley and Stephens, 2012). Contrary to previously 

discussed issues surrounding incremental change, after an idea or process or 

innovation has been incubated and protected at a niche level for an appropriate 

a ou t of ti e, its elease  to the egi e le el ust take pla e pa ado i all , 

through small, incremental steps, allowing for adjustment to the new circumstances 

a d the i he le el to efi e its i o atio   i easi g its efficiency (when 

appropriate) and reliability. Too much too soon can overwhelm the regime and lead to 

resistance because of the perceived or actual disruption to the stability of existing 

processes (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; Garud and Gehman, 2012; Safarzynska et al, 

2012).  

Though this initially appears to contradict previous statements of incremental change 

being insufficient to cope with the challenge of sustainability, the difference presented 

here is the need for incremental change once a new regime has emerged and locked in 

as the dominant design (Garud and Gehman, 2012). The use of IT within the classroom 

is a good illustration of this, but also of how an innovation does not necessarily 

translate into a process more conducive for sustainable development. It is also a 

pertinent example to this study as many leaders perceived the introduction and 

continuing appetite for IT within classrooms as a sustainable practice, however, more 
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innovative paradigmatically changing innovations for sustainable development such as 

education for sustainable development are restricted to a niche, self-led level, taught 

only by those who have an interest and typically within vocational curriculum.  

2.3.4 The TMF as a descriptive and prescriptive framework  

Governance theories, like sustainability reporting frameworks, developed over the last 

15 years have typically been characterised by descriptive and analytical features that 

ha e a el  offe ed a p es ipti e asis fo  go e a e  Loo a h, : . The 

TMF performs a dual functioning role as both a descriptive - hat is the state of 

thi gs?  Baker-Shelley et al, 2017: 273) and prescriptive hat should e do e a d 

ho ?  Baker-Shelley et al, 2017: 273) framework that is able to analyse and 

understand historic transitions using a three level analytical hierarchy.  

The prescriptive function can be used as an alternative governance approach to 

initiating, guiding and promoting transformations in prevailing societal structures 

(Loorbach et al, 2009; Loorbach, 2010; Stephens and Graham, 2010; Markard et al, 

2012; McCauley and Stephens, 2012). Before this can take place though, the 

descriptive function is useful in seeking to identify the nature and prevailing approach 

of management activities to sustainability transitions. Then, the f a e o k s 

prescriptive function comes to the fore when a societal sub-sector or individual 

organisation demonstrates sufficient niche level development that could put pressure 

on and create alternatives to dominant regime practices (Loorbach et al, 2009). For 

example, in the Netherlands and Belgium the TMF has been applied at a sub-sector, 

sector, regional and international level within the waste management, healthcare and 

construction industries for the implementation of more sustainable practices. 

Specifically, as explained in greater detail within Loorbach and Rotmans 2009 

publication, the prescriptive function was used operationally within the health care 

sector to develop an alternative governance approach that placed focus on the care of 

the patient, rather than the tendency of large-scale care providers to focus on 

efficiencies and standardisation often to the detriment of patient care (Loorbach and 

Rotmans, 2010). Experimentation at a niche level coupled with governmental support 

and co-operation with other sector actors through a program consortium has led to a 

successful reframing of what innovation in healthcare should look like and the 

necessary steps to achieve the transition visualised.  
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As another example, the TMF was used by the roofing industry to identify and develop 

a feasible and more sustainable alternative to the most dominant roofing material – 

bitumen. Initiated by entrepreneurs and roofing product manufacturers, the strategic 

vision of this transition was to develop a product or products that increase the 

functionality of roofs and contribute to the problem solving of urban issues such as 

water drainage, energy production, air quality and building safety. The vision and 

staging of the transition arena was also timely as it supported the sustainability 

rhetoric at a government level who were consequently keen to offer their 

e do se e t  adopti g the t a sitio s e  o epts as atio al poli . 

Application to the UK FE sector  

Though the descriptive function is typically used to analyse historic transitions, and the 

prescriptive approach used to initiate and guide new transitions, within this study the 

descriptive function is being adapted and utilised to disti guish the FE se to s  

management approach to sustainability within its analytical hierarchy. In a way, this 

study is therefore acting as a precursor to future studies that may investigate the 

functionality of the prescriptive framework, perhaps using action research, to guide a 

sustainability transition within the sector.  

As previously discussed, the TMF is built upon the premise that transitions occur at 

multiple levels and through multiple phases. It identifies four types of transition 

management activities that are present (and also present without active transition 

management [Loorbach et al, 2010]) within the evolution of societal transitions and 

influence long-term change (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Loorbach, 2010).  

The four types of transition management activities - strategic, tactical, operational, and 

reflexive - as denoted in table 3 operate with different focuses, timescales and actors, 

a d add ess p o le s  at diffe e t le els Loo a h, . 
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Transition management activity Focus Problem 

scope 

Time scale Multi-Level perspective: 

interaction of three levels  

Strategic: minimal attention in HE 

sustainability literature to long-

term goal formulation, vision 

development, etc. 

Culture Abstract/ 

societal 

system 

Long term 

(30 years) 

Landscape 

Tactical: coalitions for 

sustainability in HE are rapidly 

growing. 

Structures Institutions/ 

regime 

Mid-term (5-

15 years) 

Regime 

Operational: plethora of 

examples and studies on specific 

projects and efforts at individual 

universities. 

Practices Concrete/ 

project 

Short term 

(0-5 years) 

Niche 

Reflexive: potential for more 

valuation and assessment 

activities. 

Examination and review of activities 

Table 3 - Management activity types and their focus, and highlights of relevant insights from 

exploration of Transition Management to developing an empirical research agenda on 

sustainability in HE. Adapted from Loorbach (2010: 171) and Stephens and Graham (2010: 

613).  

Strategic activities – are high-level processes that require leadership capacity for the 

establishment of long-term visioning, objective setting and goal formation, and will 

form the arena within which norms and collective goals are set (Stephens and Graham, 

2010; Loorbach, 2010). While strategic activities can take place within any stage of a 

transition process, in early stages of a transition, strategic discussions are often 

controversial and in some cases capture the attention of the media and public 

(Loorbach, 2010), for example, discussions relating to changes in energy supply or 

pricing, or debates surrounding higher education fees. Within the context of transition 

management, strategic activities typically signal the first stage of a transition where a 

spe ifi  p o le  a d its causes and are posited (Loorbach et al, 2010); conversely 

however, within progress models surrounding corporate sustainability, an 

o ga isatio s ultu e as it e o es o e sophisti ated ill p og ess f o  ta ti al to 

strategic activities (Amini and Bienstock, 2014). This highlights one of the main 

concepts of transition management in that it is a framework that seeks to guide the 

innovation of processes, rather than innovation within processes. 

Tactical activities – the focus of tactical activities is relationship and attention building 

between stakeholders in order to bring about transformations within an existing 

structure and specific context that will facilitate mechanisms for change and the 

achievement of a strategic vision (Loorbach, 2010; Loorbach et al, 2010; Stephens and 

Graham, 2010). Tactical activities are not concerned with, nor can impact on the 

development of a societal system at a landscape level, and in isolation, perpetuate 

governance fragmentation (Loorbach, 2010). For example, the institutional 
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fragmentation of the UK government in terms of different ministries, departments, and 

directorates is a major barrier for integrative long-term policies.  

Operational activities – within the context of sustainability within higher education, 

operational activities are the dominant focus of research (Stephens and Graham, 

2010), characterised as the implementation of short-term innovative experiments, 

typically led by the ambitions and specific skills of individuals (Loorbach, 2010; 

Stephens and Graham, 2010). Within HE and FE, there are many examples of 

operational activities that have been subsequently further developed as legitimate 

alternatives to existing technologies, practices and products (Stephens and Graham, 

2010; Loorbach et al, 2010). Common examples include the implementation of waste 

management processes or resource saving initiatives through the use of technological 

innovations. Though operational activities are often small scale, they are important for 

identifying barriers for wider implementation (Loorbach et al, 2010), which when 

overcome, can facilitate progression to tactical activities. For example, operational 

activities may be retrofitted to existing processes or structures, but are designed into 

tactical developments; a common example within education is the retrofitting of 

s a te  odes of u i ulu  deli e  i to e isti g le tu e theat es o  lass oo s, 

which within tactical building developments are included as a requirement at design 

stage. Operational activities if dealt with in isolation do run the risk of leading to the 

perception that substantial change is being achieved when in fact, activities amount to 

othi g o e tha  ha ge ithi  ha geless ess  “te li g, : . 

Reflexive activities – typically detached from governance processes but located within 

institutions and organisations, reflexive activities include those that monitor, evaluate 

and assess ongoing policies that are implemented as part of a transition process 

(Loorbach, ; “tephe s a d G aha ,  a d a e e essa  to prevent lock-in 

a d to e a le the e plo atio  of e  ideas a d t aje to ies  Loo a h, : . An 

example pertinent to this study is the study itself, which is assessing the implicit impact 

of previous and ongoing sustainability activities on perceptions of sustainability as well 

as perceptions of agency, both of which are cultural based factors that a transition to 

sustainability relies upon (Loorbach and Rotmans, 2010), and both are factors that have 

received no previous analysis within the FE sector. 

Reflexive learning enables the transition process to ensure that the right questions are 

being asked, allowing for self- efle tio  a d o e tio  Westle  et al,  e e  
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assuming that we have found the answer because the questions associated with 

sustai a ilit  a e al a s goi g to ha ge  Mo is a d Ma ti , : . Indeed, the 

approach to transitions should focus on working towards common ambitions rather 

than fixed goals (Loorbach et al, 2009), e ause sustai a ilit  is a p o ess, ot a 

desti atio  “h i e g, : , a d a ho izo  to e app oa hed ut e e  ea hed  

(Garud and Gehman, 2012).   

The transition management cycle  

As previously stated, transition processes and perceptions of sustainability differ 

depending on the context within which they are set (for example, is it taking place 

within the energy or education sectors), and therefore too its actors, problems and 

solutions (Loorbach, 2010). The four types of transition management activities as well 

as being useful within the descriptive function of the TMF, also correspond with several 

steps that form the prescriptive framework (denoted by figure 5) which follows a 

cyclical, functional and adaptive non-linear transition management process (Rotmans 

and Loorbach, 2009; Loorbach et al, 2009; Loorbach, 2010).  

The following steps are a process strategy based on the characteristics of the four types 

of management activities; throughout the transition process, these steps develop to 

connect and guide each management activity in a specific direction, though need not 

be followed in a fixed sequence (Loorbach, 2010). Indeed, transitions are not neat and 

clean, moving sequentially from one activity to another, but are likely i stead to e a 

e  ugged  te ai  e ause of the a  i te depe de ies i ol ed  Ga ud a d 

Gehman, 2012: 991). 

The steps of a transition management cycle are: 

1) Structure the problem in question and establish and organise the transition arena 

2) develop a transition agenda, images of sustainability and derive the necessary 

transition paths  

3) Establish and carry out transition experiments and mobilise the resulting transition 

networks 

4) Monitor, evaluate and learn lessons from the transition experiments, and make 

adjust e ts i  the isio , age da a d oalitio s  Loo a h a d ‘ot a s, : . 
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Figure 5 - The Transition Management cycle (Loorbach 2010: 173) 

Though the steps of a transition process need not evolve sequentially, the framework 

also articulates progression of a transition through four-phases of development - pre-

development, take off, breakthrough and stabilization (Stephens and Graham, 2010). 

These phases strongly resonate with Sterling (2004, 2013) who states that consecutive 

learning through four stages is necessary for the shift in the transition to sustainability 

and is observed by changes initially in environmental and economic policies, followed 

by a cultural shift in public awareness, and finally a renewal of emphasis on local 

democracy and activity (Sterling, 2004; Sterling, 2013). Table 4 illustrates the four 

phases of organisational learning development, and how they correspond with the 

TMF s fou  phases of de elop e t a d thei  ulti-level focus.  

Type of 

response 

Resultant change Type of learning Application to the TMF 

No response No change Denial/ ignorance (no 

learning) 

Pre-development 

Accommodation Green gloss Adaptive Take off (Practices) 

Reformation Serious reform Critically reflective adaptation Breakthrough 

(Structure) 

Transformation Whole system redesign Transformative Stabilisation (Culture) 

Table 4 - Staged learning responses to the challenge of sustainability and their 

correspondence with characteristics of the TMF - adapted from Sterling (2004: 57) 
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The parallels between the two research areas of transition management and 

sustainability learning within higher education are not limited to the four-phased 

development processes. Many of the i g edie ts  that ould ha acterise a 

sustainable university match those required for transition management, most notably 

the ability to learn, reflexivity, transdisciplinarity, critical debate, collective 

responsibility and engagement, long-term orientation and a systems approach 

(Sterling, 2013). 

“te li g s fou -phased lea i g app oa h also eso ates ith so e of the TMF s 

a age e t a ti it  ha a te isti s; fo  e a ple adapti e  espo ses to sustai a ilit  

a o odate distu a es ithout fu da e tall  ha gi g the whole system  

(Sterling, 2004:57). The parallel dynamic within the TMF would be operational activities 

taking place at a project level over a short-te  pe iod o l , a d ould e t pi all  led 

 the a itio s a d spe ifi  skills of i di iduals  Loo a h, ; “tephens and 

Graham, 2010), but neither operational nor tactical activities are concerned with, nor 

can impact on the development of a societal system at a landscape level (Loorbach, 

2010). Sterling (2004) and Philips (2009) describe how leaders will make space for 

innovation, typically within accommodative and reformative responses but only if the 

attendant risks are small and rewards, such as to gain a competitive edge over rivals, 

a e suffi ie tl  att a ti e: It is less likel  that the se to  ill opt fo  fully 

transformative change as the sector is a prime agency of learning, but itself not a 

reflexive lea i g s ste  “te li g, :51). For an institution to move beyond an 

accommodative or adaptive response it requires significant learning of those 

particularly who hold leadership positions, however it must be kept in mind that as a 

subsystem of society, education cannot transition to paradigmatic change at a rate 

faste  tha  so iet  as a hole  “te li g, : . Indeed, while some universities 

have started to incorporate sustainability into their educational missions and practices 

(Stephens and Graham, 2010), they as with any individual organisation, cannot become 

sustainable in isolation as they are still part of and contribute to the societal systems, 

however optimised, of production and consumption (Loorbach et al, 2010). There is 

therefore a need for a recursive relationship between higher education and society 

that would allow for co-evolution through parallel shifts (Sterling, 2004). Unlike other 

businesses, universities are therefore key actors to influence as well as being 

influenced by processes of social change (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Adombent, 

2013), but like all businesses, must behave as coevolving actors within society as a 
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whole in order to realise their transformative potential (Loorbach et al, 2010; 

Brinkhurst et al, 2011; Adombent, 2013; Christen and Schmidt, 2012).  

Both four staged processes typically follow bottom-up movement through each phase 

of learning or transition process. However within the TMF, a strategic process can for 

instance take place at a niche level, but then must evolve through each subsequent 

level in order to overthrow the incumbent regime and therefore eventually lead to 

societal landscape changes. The TMF re og ises that developments in many domains 

a d at a  s ales o t i ute to a so ietal t a sitio  (Stephens and Graham, 2010: 

614) and therefore in this regard, progression through four phases of development 

may be difficult or counterintuitive to apply in all transition management 

circumstances, particularly those within education. Instead, the four staged learning 

process, and the four phases of transition development can be observed as part of an 

o ga isatio s e pe ie e o e  ti e – outside of any prescribed transition management 

process - as a result of multi-level interactions.  

2.4 Highlighting the literature gap: the study’s esea h o je ti e and research 

questions  

As this chapter has indicated, literature concerning sustainability within education has 

almost exclusively focussed on higher education, with FE colleges receiving little to no 

specific academic attention as a result of those writing about HE having had limited or 

no experience of the FE sector. It is suggested therefore that the research outputs 

regarding sustainability within HE have been assumed as applicable to FE colleges, or 

the significance of the differences between the two sectors have not been considered.  

As discussed earlier in this chapter, typically used sustainability progress models 

lassif  p og ess of a  i stitutio s sustainability efforts based on a linear 

interpretation, which may vary significantly across other areas of the institution, and 

a o di g to stakeholde s  pe eptio s. Though it is diffi ult to es ape the limitations 

su ou di g the i he e t ias of a  stud  e a i i g a spe ifi  oho t of stakeholde s  

perceptions, especially so of an already highly contested term, to begin substantiating 

the sector s specific position regarding sustainability, this study (rather than taking a 

li ea  ase stud  app oa h a d assessi g sustai a ilit  pe fo a e  is seeki g to 

understand and map management approaches to sustainability based on key 

stakeholders  perception or perceptions of sustainability compared with perceptions of 

sustainability in practice. The study therefore responds to the literature gap identified 
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by Wright and Horst (2013), who state that there are few studies that explore the 

conceptualisations of sustainability, particularly those held by major stakeholders. The 

significance of senior stakeholders is also echoed by Beltran-Kadji et al (2013) who, in a 

study examining the views of school Principals on leadership and leadership practices 

in relation to sustainable developme t, state, the ole of school Principals has 

consistently been identified by educational research as critical to the successful and 

sustai a le i ple e tatio  of edu atio al efo s  Belt a -Kadji et al, 2013: 304). 

It is important to highlight that although this study is essentially founded upon a 

heu isti  i ui , as a esult of the esea he s p ofessio al e pe ie e ithi  the 

sector, the study as explained in chapter 3 is interpretivist and exploratory in nature. 

Therefore, its purpose is not to assume there is a problem concerning sustainability 

within the sector and to devise a solution or model to illustrate this, instead, it intends 

to simply explore how the sector conceptualises sustainability, and if indeed there is a 

problem worthy of further investigation. For example, the problem may be less the 

a k o ledge e t a d a ti e e gage e t ith a ollege s so ial o  e o o i  

responsibilities, and instead more confined to a problem of environmental 

espo si ilit . As o fe ed  “h i e g : , opting to use the term 

a age e t  o  e i o e tal  i stead of sustai a ilit  a  e o e eso a t 

ith people s o p ehe sio  of the te , ho e e  si e sustai a ilit  is ualitati el  

diffe e t f o  e i o e tal espo si ilit , a pus leade s ight atta h diffe e t 

meanings to questions based on their interpretations, none of which might approach 

theo ists  a d p a titio e s  ea i g of sustai a ilit .  

2.4.1 Interpretational confinements of the literature review 

Terminology and interpretational issues are not only a by-product of a study on 

sustainability (as discussed in further detail in chapter 3.2.3), but have been 

pe petuated  this stud s o eptual fo us. As Baker-Shelley et al (2017) rightly point 

out, analyzing a sustainability transition through one perspective, such as the 

sustainability of education and research is impractical and would not provide a holistic 

picture of where on a sustainability transition an organisation really is.  Indeed, a focus 

on overt sustainability and the sustainability discourse could itself be counter-

productive given, as stated by Visser (2015), sustainability itself is not an effective 

strategy for change. However, rather than considering other theoretical perspectives 

that contribute to organisational change such as behavioural science and psychology, 

organisational change and management (including political leadership [Kiraly et al, 
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2017], socio-ecological systems, and corporate governance and CSR (Baker-Shelley et 

al, 2017), the focus of this literature review and this study as a whole (at its outset) was 

to examine the moral imperative of sustainability in education, specifically HE given the 

literature gap of sustainability education in FE. Additionally, other areas of comparison 

such as transformation in HE responding to other – what were once peripheral -issues 

such as health and safety, equality and diversity and employability that could have 

resonance for the cultural changes required for sustainability, were not specifically 

examined. The reason for their scoping out is the same; this study was exploratory in 

both its explicit topic and implicit learning journey. Just as the emergence, dominance, 

o ple it  a d ele a e of po e  ithi  the stud s esults as u e pe ted, so too 

were the relationships of other theo eti al pe spe ti es i  u de sta di g FE s 

leadership and management approach to sustainability. That is not to say that they 

were not intuitively known of by the author, more it was the moral case for 

sustainability that represented a cathartic motivation driven by a career in 

sustainability that wanted to simply examine and explore how, in the 21
st
 century, 

sustainability is perceived by educational leaders. 

Therefore, just as a literature review that covered these other theoretical perspectives 

as well as comparable changes within higher education would have – with hindsight – 

made a more instructive and informed literature review and study as a whole, looking 

for patterns, seeking solace and examining potential areas of resonance by comparing 

FE with its closest relative, HE, felt the most appropriate place to start this very 

exploratory study and to fulfill its research objective. Indeed, it was examination of 

literature on sustainability in HE (particularly the work of Tarah Wright) that informed 

the development of the research questions as well as other key research decisions, 

such as the interview and focus group questions, and the decision to use content 

analysis. 

Developed to reflect the limitations presented by the literature reviewed, the objective 

of this study was therefore:  

To dete i e if the e is a elatio ship et ee  Fu the  Edu atio  leade s  pe eptio s 

of sustai a le de elop e t, a d the atu e of its p a ti e ithi  FE olleges  

In order to achieve this research objective, three detailed research questions have 

been developed:  
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Research question 1: What is the dominant perception of sustainable development by 

FE leadership?  

Research question 2: What a e leade s’ pe eptio s of power and leadership for 

sustainability within FE? 

Research question 3: How are FE colleges perceived to contribute to sustainable 

development?  

These research questions will be answered by the examination of perceptions of 

sustainability, its practice and leadership held by individual college leaders, employees 

of olleges i  less se io  positio s, a d the se to s fu di g a d e e ship odies as 

detailed in chapter 4 and discussed in chapter 5. As the stud s o eptual f a e o k, 

the TMF will be used to validate the research findings. Its application and adaptation to 

suit the parameters of this study is discussed subsequently.  

2.5 Key theories from the theoretical background: applying the TMF as the 

conceptual framework.  

As previously discussed, existing literature within the research field of sustainability 

within higher education is dominated by empirical and descriptive studies, often 

including examples of best practice, and focusing on tactical and operational activities 

only (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Dade and Hassenzahl, 2013).  

Stephens and Graham (2010) also highlight the scarcity of studies that explore strategic 

d a i s ithi  HE that ould fa ilitate ha ge fo  sustai a ilit , a d state a alua le 

area of future research could involve analysis of the ways in which universities, and/ or 

the sector as a whole, are oriented toward or engaged in a transition, and in what ways 

organisations of higher education are oriented toward maintaining the status quo 

athe  tha  foste i g ha ge  “tephe s a d G aha , : . P i ipal autho s of 

transition management recognise that though the TMF it is still in development and 

has commonly been used to induce change within the energy, water and transport 

subsystems (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Loorbach, 2010; Markard et al, 2012), it is 

recursive and scholars invite exploration of its value in different contexts (Luederitz et 

al, 2016): [the TMF] can be applied on the level of a societal system, but as well as on 

a sub-s ste , o  e e  the p oje t le el  Loo a h, : . Indeed, as the 

education sector and its sub-sectors are significant societal change agents, embedded 

in their own cultural and social contexts that precipitate a unique set of challenges and 
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oppo tu ities  “tephe s a d G aha , : , studies that e plo e this ole a d 

the challenges associated within change within higher education, specifi all  ultiple 

levels of action, and the role of the university in operationalising a transition are 

o th  of a e ie  “tephe s a d G aha , : 2).  

Though this study is inherently descriptive and empirical in nature (and therefore 

adding to the dominant trend of existing literature as noted above by Stephens and 

G aha , the TMF s des ipti e a ilit  to disti guish go e a e a ti it  th ough a 

multi-level perspective remains suitable for this study, which is focussing on leadership 

dynamics only. As the research gap exploring sustainability within FE is almost 

exhaustive, readjusting the TM focus to examine leadership perceptions of 

sustai a ilit  p o ides a logi al pla e at hi h to sta t the e plo atio  of the se to s 

transition.  

2.5.1 Adapting the TMF: conceptual framework  

Given the ever changing parameters of sustainability and the inherently complex 

nature of higher education institutions, the linear view taken by sustainability progress 

odels may give potential change agents an inflated or diminished view of their 

situatio , oth of hi h a  de ail o  stifle as e t i itiati es  “tephe s a d G aha , 

2010: 615). This critique is similarly relevant to common environmental or 

sustainability assessment frameworks such as the ISO14001, which although in some 

cases do include a reflexive (monitoring and evaluating) element, (illustrated within 

e i o e tal a age e t s ste s as Pla , Do, Che k, A t  [Cla ke a d Kou i, ] , 

their task is to simply measure and subsequently reduce an organisations 

environmental impact; an insufficient response to the complex problem of 

sustai a ilit  hi h e ui es o e adi al a d st u tu al ha ges ithi  a d et ee  

o ga isatio s  Loorbach et al (2010:134). The TMF is therefore being used as this 

stud s o eptual f a e o k, hi h a o di g to ‘o so  : , p o ides the 

theo  a out hat is goi g o , hat is happe i g a d h , a d the s ste  of 

concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs and theories that support and inform 

esea h  Ma ell, : .  

Since there does not appear to be a demand from the sector for a prescriptive insight 

into how a transition toward sustainability may be facilitated, a descriptive 'snapshot' 

of the FE se to s leade ship approach to sustainability may inspire further studies or 

scrutiny of the sector. By focusing on leadership approaches rather than exclusively 
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sustainability activities, the study s o lusio s ould e used to i fo  futu e studies 

that may investigate the transferability of the prescriptive function, perhaps using 

action research, to guide a sustainability transition within the sector. There is also an 

inherent reflexive dimension to this study through the examination of perceptions of 

sustainability practice, as results will reflect the impact of historic and expired 

st ategies ithi  the se to s sustai a ilit  t a sitio . 

The spatial dimensions of the traditional TMF have been adjusted and scaled down to 

reflect the leadership dynamics of the further education sector, notably its relationship 

with the government, the nature of which is to deal with more urgent, shorter time 

scale problems, rather than the longer-term perspective offered by science (Adombent, 

2013).  While short term policy making decisions are not conducive to facilitating 

sustainable development, and operate on a significantly shorter time scale than the 

landscape activities proposed within the TMF, it is relevant to this study as it reflects 

more accurately the conditions from which this study has emerged. Therefore: 

 The TMF s la ds ape le el efe s to the highest tie  of FE sector leadership, 

which is led by the government departments, the DfE and BIS, who sponsor the 

EFA and SFA (see figure 1). 

 The regime level refers to the self-leadership of the sector by membership 

based sector interest groups, specifically the AoC, and the  G oup . These 

two groups represent the critical mass of leadership engagement with sector 

wide issues, and through their membership structure, facilitate a more direct 

lineage of management from the government at a landscape level to individual 

leaders at a niche level. The disadvantages of choosing these two groups to 

represent the regime level are discussed in chapter 3.2.3.5.  

 The niche level refers to the leadership of individual colleges and was examined 

by interviewing the most senior leaders of colleges, which in most cases was 

the college Chief Executive and Principal. Focus groups were also conducted 

with middle – lo e  a age e t as a ea s of app aisi g se io  leade s 

pe spe ti es a d offe i g a platfo  fo  the pe spe ti es of the i he  ithi  

the niche to be heard. 

Accordingly, the spatial characteristics the transition management activities, each of 

which are associated to each level of leadership, have also been adjusted as denoted in 

table 5.  
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For this study: 

- Strategic activities are based on a five to ten year timescale, and will be assessed 

using indicators that refer to sustainability and long-term visioning, objective setting 

and goal formation. 

- Tactical activities are based on a two to five year timescale and will be assessed using 

indicators that refer to lateral relationship building between sector stakeholders with 

the intention of facilitating mechanisms of change required for sustainability.  

- Operational activities are based on a nought to two-year timescale, and will be 

assessed through references to short-term or ongoing sustainability projects or 

innovations, that may or may not be referenced to a specific individual within the 

organisation.  

 

Multi-Level 

perspective 

TM activity FE focus Research method 

FE landscape (5-10 

years) 

Strategic BIS, SFA, EFA, DfE Content analysis 

FE regime (2-5 years) Tactical AoC, 157 Group Content analysis 

FE niche (0-2 years) Operational Individual colleges Interviews, focus groups, 

content analysis 

Table 5 - conceptual framework based on Loorbach (2010) and Stephens and Graham (2010). 

It is important to note that while BIS for example, will be examined as a sector 

la ds ape  stakeholde  that a ti g o  ehalf of the go e e t should e e pe ted to 

provide more of a strategic focus to the sector, the purpose of the study is to examine 

and map at which TM activity each of multi-level stakeholders are actually operating in 

relation to sustainability and sustainable development. For example, emergent key 

themes from data analysis may suggest that perceptions of sustainability as a concept 

referring to business continuity are more strategically inclined and relate to a 

landscape perspective by citing government priorities, national socio-economic trends, 

or the needs of future generations. At a niche level, FE could therefore be assessed as 

focussing on strategy when conceptualising business sustainability, but focuses on 

operational or tactical activities when referring to environmental sustainability. A 

subsequent research conclusion could be that there is a mismatch between 

perceptions of sustainability, its leadership and its practice within the leadership 

hierarchy of the sector. When relating this back to the research objective, it could be 

surmised that there is a weak relationship between how sustainability as a concept is 
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perceived and how it is practiced. The strengths and weaknesses of using the TMF as 

the stud s o eptual f a e o k a e dis ussed i  g eate  detail i  chapter 6. 

2.6 Chapter summary  

This chapter has outli ed this stud s esea h o je ti e a d uestio s a d the ke  

theories obtained from the theoretical background, which concluded that frameworks 

typically used to assess sustainability progression within education would be 

inappropriate for this study. Rather, it was deemed more suitable to adapt the 

leadership and governance descriptive abilities of the TMF as a conceptual framework 

agai st hi h the stud s esearch findings will be validated in order to determine the 

prevailing management approach taken by the multiple levels of FE leadership to 

sustainability. 
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Chapter 3. Research approach and design  

This hapte  p o ides a detailed des iptio  of the stud s o tologi al a d 

epistemological approach, the choice of Grounded Theory (GT) as the research 

ethodolog  a d ho  this li ks ith the stud s o eptual f a e o k. The hapte  

then discusses the data collection methods, the application of GT to the data analysis 

methods, and the advantages and disadvantages associated to each. A detailed 

account of the limitations of this study associated with the researcher and a reflection 

on the data analysis and overall research process concludes the chapter.  

3.1 Research approach  

While a number of different authors have developed models illustrating the 

relationship between ontology, epistemology, theoretical perspectives, methodologies 

and research methods (su h as C ott , , Blaikie, , G a , , it is G a s  

adaptation of Saunders et al (2007) diagram of the elements of a research process, 

denoted in figure 6, that has been further modified to illustrate the research approach 

of this study (as de oted  the ed a o s , i o po ati g also G i s  

terminology and position of ontology and epistemology. Though arguably this study is 

both exploratory and descriptive, and operates mainly at a cross-sectional level, 

(though there is a longitudinal element within the research method), as the red arrows 

denote, this study originates from a constructivist ontology, an interpretivist 

epistemology, and interprets theory using a symbolic interactionism perspective. The 

study adopts an inductive GT methodology, and uses interviews, focus groups and the 

analysis of secondary data as its research methods. 

Ea h ele e t of the stud s esea h p o ess ill o  e e plai ed i  detail. 

3.1.1 Constructivist research ontology; an interpretivist epistemology  

At the sta t of a  esea h p oje t is a esea he s pe so al e pe ie e, hi h 

i pa ts o  the esea he s pe spe ti e of the o ld a d hat o stitutes so ial 

ealit , o  a esea he s ontological perspective (Crotty, 1998; Blaikie, 2007; Grix, 

2002).  

This stud  as o ei ed as a esult of the esea he s p ofessio al e pe ie e 

whereby it was observed that multiple perspectives have developed and continue to 

develop the meaning of sustainability, rather than it having a static and external 

meaning that has yet to be discovered. As stated by Palmer (2004), sustainability is an 
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ambiguous and widely contested term, interpreted differently depending on the 

context from which it emerges. 

The esea he s e pe ie e has the efo e atu all  i flue ed the judgement that a) 

this stud  is i po ta t to esea h, a d  the esea he s alues as ell as the alues 

and concepts implicit within the study have determined the research philosophy and 

design (Robson, 2002; Gray, 2009): the limitations presented by the esea he s 

experience of the sector are discussed in greater detail in chapter 3.2.3.  

The focus on sustainability and how it is perceived presents an extra layer of 

subjectivity to contend with; therefore it is perhaps inevitable that the ontological 

perspective of this study is constructivism, which can be defined as: 

A positio  that asse ts that so ial phe o e a a d thei  ea i gs a e o ti uall  

being accomplished by social actors. It implies social phenomena and categories are not 

only produced th ough so ial i te a tio  ut that the  a e i  o sta t state of e isio  

(Bryman, 2001: 16).  

Co st u ti is  eje ts the ie  that t uth a d ea i g e ist i  the e te al, ut is 

i stead eated  the su je t s i te a tio s ith the o ld. Mea i g is onstructed, 

not discovered, so subjects construct their own meaning in different ways, even in 

elatio  to the sa e phe o e o  G a , : . 

A constructivist approach believes that reality is socially constructed, and therefore it is 

the task of constructivist researchers to understand and derive multiple constructions 

through an inductive approach that seeks to establish patterns, consistencies and 

ea i gs ‘o so , ; G a , . While o tolog  is fo used o  a esea he s 

worldview, epistemology focuses on the knowledge gathering process (Grix, 2002). The 

epistemological stance of this study is interpretivism, which is commonly linked to 

o st u ti is  G a , , a d is p edi ated upo  the ie  that a st ateg  is 

required that respects the differences between people and the objects of the natural 

sciences and therefore requires the social scientist to grasp the subjective meaning of 

so ial a tio  B a , : .  

Like constructivism, interpretivism regards reality as a social construct (Blaikie, 2007) 

but is centrally motivated by a concern to understand and explain the actions and 

practices of actors (Hay, 2011). Of relevance to this study is the particular focus of 
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interpretivism on interpretations. Not only do our interpretations and subjective 

understandings of the world guide our beliefs, understandings, conduct, and actions, 

but these in turn lead interpretivist researchers to their ideas (Hay, 2011). Learning 

the  is shaped ot o l   hat happe s et ee  i di iduals i  i te a tio , but by 

the ultu al, histo i al, a d so ial o te ts i  hi h thei  i te a tio  is e edded  

(Lattuca, 2002: 713). Again, this has clear resonance with this study, as it is the 

researcher s experience and own interpretation of the behaviours and beliefs of the FE 

sector with respect to sustainability that led to the judgement that research must be 

conducted. It is accurate therefore to say that without this professional experience and 

an understanding of the social and cultural context within which it is embedded, the 

research gap or research opportunity might not have been identified. It was the 

esea he s experience therefore that led to the perception that the study was 

required, particularly so in order to highlight the crucial differences between the HE 

and FE sectors, and how this may have impacted on perceptions of sustainability and 

its practice. The approach to this study was therefore as much pragmatic as 

heu isti all  fou ded as it is the esea he s i te t to de o st ate p a ti all  ho  

different the two sectors are, and therefore furthering the development of 

sustainability theory, though within a sector that has not been empirically studied 

before. The theoretical perspective of this study is discussed in greater detail in 3.1.3. 

3.1.2 An exploratory, inductive and flexible approach  

As discussed within the background and literature review chapters, there is substantial 

literature and research based on the examination of sustainability within HE, but an 

absence of pre-existing theories regarding sustainability within FE specifically. The 

purpose of this study is therefore exploratory as it intends to discover what is 

happening in an unknown situation in order to generate ideas for future research 

(Robson, 2002).  

While the dominant research approach is exploratory, there are elements of a 

descriptive and interpretive research approach, which are defined respectively by Gray 

:  as: to d a  a pi tu e  of a situatio , pe so  o  e e t o  sho  ho  thi gs 

are related to ea h othe , a d to e plo e people s e pe ie es a d thei  ie s o  

pe spe ti es of these e pe ie es .  Of fu the  ele a e to this stud  is a des ipti e 

app oa hes  e ui e e t of previous knowledge of the situation being researched and 

described (Robson, 2002).    
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Exploratory, descriptive and interpretive approaches are all inductive in nature, seeking 

to establish theories through the emergence of connections and meanings from the 

data gathering process (Gray, 2009). These are different to deductive processes that 

are typically of a quantitative and fixed design, are theory driven and seek to link 

research to theory through the testing of hypotheses (Robson, 2002; Gray, 2009).  

Though flexible designs can legitimately incorporate quantitative methods, social 

research processes, and exploratory studies in particular are commonly qualitative and 

of a flexible design, whereby the research approach is able to evolve and develop as 

the research process continues (Robson, 2002).  

Rather helpfully, the exploratory, inductive and flexible approach of this study is 

implicit within its ontological and epistemological perspective. Not only are interpretive 

studies typically inductive in nature, but also constructivist and interpretivist 

researchers tend to use qualitative research methods such as interviews and 

o se atio  ‘o so , ; G a , . A esea he s o tologi al a d episte ologi al 

perspective therefore determines the research approach and choice of methodology 

(Grix, 2002; Gray, 2009).  
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Figure 6 - The elements of the research process. Adapted from Gray, (2002: 33), adapted from 

Saunders et al (2007). The red arrows indicate the research approach taken by this study. 
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3.1.3 Using symbolic interactionism within an interpretivist epistemology  

As we have seen, the ontological perspective of this study is founded upon a worldview 

that reality is socially constructed. The principle concern of this study is to gather 

knowledge using an interpretivist epistemology, through a congruent symbolic 

interactionist theoretical perspective, in order to understand the perspectives and 

practices of sustainability within the FE sector. This approach was also used by 

Littledyke et al (2013) who used symbolic interactionism as their theoretical 

perspective when conducting interviews as their main research tool to investigate 

practice and perceptions of sustainability within HE (coincidentally they too observe 

online communications of sustainability as a supportive secondary data set).  

A theo eti al pe spe ti e is, the philosophi al sta e i fo i g the ethodolog  a d 

thus p o idi g a o te t fo  the p o ess a d g ou di g its logi  a d ite ia  C ott , 

1998:3). Symbolic interactionism is an example of an interpretivist approach, both of 

which seek to understand and explain the human world based on a perspective that: 

 People i te p et the ea i g of o je ts a d a tio s i  the o ld a d the  a t 

upon those interpretations. 

 Meanings arise from the process of social interaction. 

 Meanings are handled in, and are modified by, an interactive process used by 

people in dealing with the phenomena that are encountered. 

 Mea i gs a e ot fi ed o  sta le, ut a e e ised o  the asis of e pe ie e  

(Gray, 2009: 22). 

There are other theoretical perspectives relevant to this study; phenomenology for 

example seeks the opinions and interpretations of participants through the collection 

and analysis of qualitative data (Gray, 2009). This study however uses a more 

structured approach than the conventional phenomenology perspective, largely due to 

the challenges associated with access to the selected research participants. There are 

also inherent heuristic aspects of this study as a result of its origin and the experience 

of the researcher. A researcher using heuristic inquiry will seek to find an answer to a 

problem that the researcher has had direct experience of, which in this study, is the 

experience of the researcher as a sustainability practitioner within the sector under 

scrutiny. However, in order to e ai  faithful to the stud s i te p eti ist episte olog  

and exploratory nature, the purpose of the study is not to answer a specific problem, 

but rather identify if there is a problem concerning how sustainability is perceived. In 
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short, as a result of practitioner experience, the researcher suspects there is a problem 

regarding perceptions, but as this has not yet been empirically investigated, the study 

must remain exploratory. 

3.1.4 Research design: using a Grounded Theory methodology  

Grounded Theory is a commonly used qualitative, inductive and flexible research 

approach, heavily influenced by symbolic interactionism and interpretivism that seeks 

to develop theoretical ideas based on the emergence of themes arising from data 

(Crotty, 1998; Robson, 2002; Gray, 2009).  

Building upon the exploratory nature of this study, GT is pertinent to applied areas of 

research, commonly education, nursing and organisational studies, where there is an 

absence of pre-existing theories (Robson, 2002; Gray, 2009). It is being used as the 

desig  fo  this stud s ethodolog , hi h as defi ed  C ott   is: the st ateg , 

plan of action, process or design lying behind the choice and use of particular methods 

and linking the choice and use of methods to the desi ed out o es  C ott , : . 

A ethodolog  also efle ts the esea he s o tologi al a d episte ologi al 

assumptions (Grix, 2002); GT has clear resonance with the constructivist and 

interpretive philosophies upon which this study is founded, as it is a theory which is 

dis o e ed, de eloped a d p o isio all  e ified th ough s ste ati  data olle tio  

a d a al sis of data pe tai i g to that phe o e o  “t auss a d Co i , : .  

Typically using semi-structured interviews, the researcher develops a central theory 

based on multiple layers of meaning that are derived from the data (Robson, 2002); 

multiple layers of meaning can be explored jointly between the researcher and the 

participant whereby rather an accepting a superficial analysis of a response, the 

esea he  a  p o e o e deepl  i to the pa ti ipa t s u stated e pla atio s a d 

assumptions, and how these may impact on future actions (Charmaz, 2006; Gray, 

2009). This relates back to the central premise of symbolic interactionism where the 

interpretation of actions guide further actions and interpretations themselves are 

o sta tl  e ised a o di g to e pe ie e G a , . I deed, GT is itself a ethod 

of o sta t o pa iso  Pidgeo  a d He ood, : . 

Within this study, data was collected using semi-structured interviews, focus groups, 

and the content analysis of key FE sector papers, publications and online content. In 

order to derive the core theme present within the collected data, analysis will be 
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carried out in three stages according to a GT methodology, as stated by Robson (2002: 

493):  

1. Find conceptual categories in the data 

2. Find relationships between these categories 

3. Conceptualise and account for these relationships through finding core 

categories. 

The application of GT to the a al sis of this stud s data ill e e plai ed i  g eate  

detail in chapter 3.2.2. 

3.1.5 Linking the research approach to the conceptual framework  

The purpose of this final section of the chapter is to highlight the relationship and 

relevance of the stud s esea h app oa h to the o eptual f a e o k ei g used to 

alidate the stud s esea h fi di gs. How these elements of the research process file 

into the research structure is shown in figure 7. 

Symbolic interactionism is congruent with the principle of GT whereby theory is 

de eloped th ough ultiple la e s of ea i g. This is also t ue of the stud s 

theoretical framework, the Transition Management Framework (TMF), which is based 

on the premise that change is created through multiple layers of leadership and multi-

phased processes.  

Both GT and the TMF are also inductive in nature and are built on an interpretive 

epistemology since both are of the view that the nature and dynamics of society and its 

subsystems are related to the a e  i  hi h the s ste s  a to s eha e a d ea t to 

these dynamics.  

It is the pu pose of this stud  to de i e a o e u de sta di g of the FE se to s 

leadership approach towards sustainability in order to determine its relationship with 

how sustainability is practiced. Through a research process heavily influenced by 

interpretivism, this will be achieved by analysing data for common perceptions of 

sustainability, perceptions of power for sustainability leadership, and perceptions of 

how colleges practice sustainability.  

Resonating further with interpretivism, as a result of the absence of pre-existing 

theo ies ithi  the esea h a ea, the esea h s pu pose is to p o ide a udi e ta  
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appi g  of a  u k o  se to s approach to sustainability. As stated by Hay (2011), 

i te p eti ists est i t thei  e pi i al o e s to the appi g a d i te p etatio  of 

a to s  eliefs, a d the lo atio  of su h eliefs a d ea i gs i  the o te t of p e-

existing yet dynamic and open-e ded t aditio s  Ha , : .  
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                     Figure 7 - A diagram linking the research's objective, approach, conceptual framework and 

methodology.
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3.2. Data collection and analysis methods  

This chapter provides an account of the data collection and data analysis methods used 

within each stage of the research process. To begin with, the chapter discusses in turn 

the data collection methods used for interviews, focus groups, and secondary data, in 

each case detailing the aim, approach, sample, design, and advantages and 

disadvantages of each collection method. The subsequent chapter then discusses and 

provides diagrams to illustrate the analysis methods used for each of the data sets 

collected. Lastly, the limitations of each data collection method are discussed in detail, 

before an overall reflection and summary of the research process concludes the 

chapter.  

3.2.1 Data collection methods  

This research used several data collection methods that were identified as appropriate 

to investigate perceptions of sustainability within the chosen field, and therefore to 

answer the research questions highlighted in chapter 2.4.1.  

Data was collected through sixteen semi-structured interviews, five focus groups, and 

the analysis of sector based publications and individual college and FE stakeholder 

websites. In the absence of previous studies that would normally be used to inform 

further studies such as this, much inspiration and guidance has been taken from the 

work of Wright (2010), Wright and Wilton (2012) and Wright and Horst (2013), who 

e plo e ho  Ca adia  u i e sit s p eside ts a d fa ilities a age s o eptualise 

sustainability in higher education. These studies also helped to strengthen the validity 

of the study, as interview and focus group questions were adapted versions of those 

asked of Canadian university leaders. Other ways in which validity and rigour were 

ensured throughout each stage of data collection and analysis are discussed within 

each sub-chapter.  
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3.2.1.1 Semi-structured interviews  

Forming the primary method of data collection, the aim of conducting interviews was 

to investigate how leaders of FE colleges conceptualise sustainability, power for 

sustainability leadership and what they perceive demonstrates sustainability in practice 

within their institutions. As stated by Robson (2002) and Gray (2009), qualitative 

interviews are a common method chosen within flexible research designs, either as the 

sole method of data collection, or used in combination with others.  

This study used semi-structured interviews within which open questions were asked. 

The advantages and disadvantages of using open questions compared to closed or 

scaled questions are as follows: 

Advantages: 

- Ope  e ded uestions are flexible and allow the researcher to go into more depth or 

clear up any misunderstandings; 

- E a le testi g of the li its of a espo de t s k o ledge 

- Encourage co-operation and support 

- Allow the researcher to make a truer assessment of what the respondent really 

believes 

- Ca  p odu e u e pe ted a s e s  ‘o so , :  

Disadvantages:  

- The possi ilities fo  loss of o t ol  the i te ie e ; 

- A e u h o e diffi ult to a al se tha  losed uestio s  ‘o so , :  

How the first of these disadvantages was overcome is discussed in chapter 3.2.3.2, with 

the second discussed in chapter s 3.2.2.3 and 3.2.3.1. 
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The approach, sample and design of interviews 

The sampling frame for this study was initially limited to individual member colleges of 

the  G oup , hose  due to its uasi-leadership role within the sector. Access to 

this group, as well as the collective size of the group and its member colleges 

(discussed in chapter 1.5) made the group appealing as an achievable and 

representative sample size. Pre-existing knowledge of this group also played a part in 

its hoi e as a sa ple as the esea he s p e ious e plo e  as a e e  ollege of 

the 157 Group, and the Principal of this college at the time was the 157 Group Chair. 

With the suppo t of the esea he s ollege P i ipal, the esea he  as gi e  u i ue 

access to the group, particularly the senior leaders of member colleges, who were 

personally encouraged to participate by the group Chair. 

Inviting participation  

A resear h i itatio  aski g P i ipal s to take pa t i  a o e hou  i te ie  a out thei  

understandings of FE colleges and sustainability was distributed to member colleges by 

email through the 157 Group and was reinforced by the group Chair during a scheduled 

meeting. At the time of contact, there were twenty-nine members; of these, ten 

Principals agreed for their college to participate in the research resulting in interviews 

of seven Principals, one Vice-Principal and two Directors in round one. Six further FE 

colleges were contacted and subsequently participated within a second phase of 

interviews. As denoted by table 6, these participants comprised five Principals and one 

Vice-Principal; three of these colleges belonged to the 157 Group. In total, twelve 

intervie ees e e P i ipals, t o e e Vi e P i ipals fo  Co po ate “e i es  o  

‘esou es , a d the e ai i g t o e e Di e to s of eithe  Ph si al esou es  o  

P e ises .  T o additio al pa ti ipa ts took pa t i  a joi t i te ie  ith thei  

Principal (3a, , ; these t o pa ti ipa ts e e the ollege s Di e to  of P ope t  a d 

Sustainability Coordinator.  

Several other Principals in the first instance nominated their senior staff in equivalent 

Co po ate se i es/ ph si al esou es/ p e ises  oles; however in all cases the 

researcher reiterated the purpose of the research and the requirement of Principal 

participation. Subsequently most Principals agreed to be interviewed; in the four 

instances where they did not, Principals felt their nominated staff members would be 

better suited to answer questions within the research area.  This is relevant as it 

denotes an assumption by those Principals that sustainability/ sustainable 

de elop e t is ithi  the e it of those ith espo si ilit  fo  ollege s p emises or 
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resources. In total, sixteen FE colleges participated within rounds one and two; 81% of 

participants belonged to the target 157 Group of colleges, amounting to 44% of the 

total 157 Group membership. 

# Job title 157 Group member Date of interview 

1 Principal & Chief Executive Yes 09.05.13 

2 Principal & Chief Executive Yes 19.05.13 

3a, 3b, 3c Principal & Deputy CEO, Director 

of Property, Sustainability 

coordinator 

Yes 22.05.13 

4 Acting Principal & CEO Yes 07.06.13 (telephone) 

5 Principal & Chief Executive No 17.06.13 

6 Director of Premises No 01.07.13 

7 Deputy Principal for Resources Yes 02.07.13 

8 Vice-Principal for Resources & 

Planning 

Yes 10.07.13 

9 Principal & Chief Executive Yes 16.07.13 

10 Principal & Chief Executive Yes 19.07.13 

Round two 

11 Principal No 25.10.13 

12 Chief Executive Yes 06.11.13 

13 Principal & Chief Executive No 08.11.13 

14 Group Chief Executive Yes 14.11.13 

15 Vice-Principal Corporate Services No 27.11.13 

16 Principal & Chief Executive Yes 10.12.13 (telephone) 

Table 6 - Interview participants - thirteen 157 Group members participated in the interviews, 

accounting for 81% of the sample.  

Interview schedule  

The interviews were conducted in two rounds; the first ten interviews were held May - 

July 2013, and the remaining six were conducted October - December 2013. All 

interviewees were provided (by email) with a project information sheet prior to the 

interview, a copy of which can be found in appendix one, reiterating the information 

provided in the initial research invitation. Before commencing the interviews, which 

generally took no longer than one hour, participants were asked to read through and 

sign on approval a participant consent form. The researcher also signed this form with 

each party retaining a copy for their records. The researcher explained that this form 

as fo  the p ote tio  of oth pa ties, a d that the pa ti ipa ts  espo ses ould 
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remain confidential. The researcher also explained the purpose of using a recording 

device, and that only the researcher would be accessing and transcribing the interview 

recordings. 

As denoted in table 6, participants have been given a respondent number in order to 

assure confidentiality. However, the number of institutional members of the 157 Group 

is restricted to approximately thirty members; therefore confidentiality for thirteen of 

the participants is confined to being a member of a group rather than anonymity within 

the sector. This was made explicit when inviting participation and reiterated on the 

participant consent form. 

With the exception of two interviews that were held over the telephone, the remaining 

fourteen interviews were conducted in a face-to-face setti g at ea h pa ti ipa t s 

college. On each occasion, the interviews began with the researcher reminding the 

participant of the purpose of the research, and assuring them that there was no right 

or wrong answer to each of the questions. Time management during the interview was 

critical as in most cases the participant had meetings to attend immediately following 

the interview; only after conducting the first few interviews did the researcher learn 

that a maximum time limit of five minutes per question should be heeded in order for 

each of the questions to be answered. Time management was therefore introduced as 

the process evolved, rather than planned for prior to the first interview. 

Twelve questions were developed in accordance with the three core themes explored 

within the research questions: perceptions of sustainability as a concept, perceptions 

of leadership and power for sustainability, and perceptions of sustainability in practice.  

As previously stated, this study reflects the approach taken by Wright (2010) and 

W ight a d Wilto   ho e plo e se io  HE stakeholde s  o eptualisatio s of 

sustainability, by using interviews in which participants were asked seven questions 

relating to sustainable development and sustainable universities. These questions 

(denoted in table 7) were adapted to an FE context and included within a wider set of 

interview questions (denoted in table 8) designed to explore in greater detail the three 

core themes under examination. As stated by Gray (2009), designing questions that 

focus on the research objectives as well as building rapport in order to explore 

pa ti ipa t s espo ses fu the  a e othe  a s that igou  a  e i t odu ed 

throughout the interview process. 
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Within the theme of power, participants whose college belonged to the 157 Group 

were asked a question regarding the leadership of the 157 Group, and if they perceived 

it to have a sustainability leadership role within the wider FE sector. Those participants 

who did not belong to the 157 Group were asked instead if they believe sustainability 

needs to be led within the sector, and whom that leader might be.  

The purpose of these questions was to explore if there was a difference between how 

participants viewed their role as individual leaders, and as a member of a leadership 

group, and, if non-157 Group members perceived the 157 Group to have a leadership 

role for sustainability.
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1 What key issues are facing this university over the next ten years? 

2 When you hear the term sustainable development, what does this mean to you? 

3 What role, if any, do you feel universities in general should play in achieving sustainability? 

4 Whe  ou hea  the te  sustai a le u i e sit , hat does this ea  to ou? 

5 What, if any, barriers do you see preventing your university engaging in sustainability 

initiatives? 

6 Do you foresee different barriers and challenges in the future? 

7 What factors do you think would drive your university to make becoming a leader in 

sustainability your top priority? 

Table 7 - Interview questions asked by Wright (2010) and Wright and Wilton (2012) 

1 What key issues face your College in the next five to ten years? 

2 When you hear the term sustainable development, what does this mean to you? 

3 When you hear the term sustainable college, what does this mean to you? 

a. Does this differ to the present day? 

4 What role, if any, do you feel colleges should play in encouraging sustainability within the 

education sector? 

5 For 157 Group participants only: what role if any do you feel the 157 Group should play in 

encouraging sustainability within the FE sector? 

6 For non-157 Group participants: do you feel that sustainability within the sector needs to 

be encouraged, and if so, by whom? 

7 What are the ideal characteristics of an organisation or group that would be effective in 

encouraging sustainability within the sector? 

8 What, if any, barriers do you see preventing your college from engaging in sustainability 

initiatives? 

a. How could these be overcome? 

9 Do you foresee different barriers and challenges emerging in the future? 

10 What would make becoming a model of sustainability a top priority for your college? 

11 By which methods do you think that sustainability is best implemented within an 

organisation? 

12 Do you have any examples of how your organisation is implementing sustainability that 

you wish to share? 

Table 8 - Interview questions asked within this study 
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3.2.1.2 Focus groups  

The aim of conducting focus groups was to gather information from middle to lower 

tiers of management within colleges in order to identify their perceptions of 

sustainability, power for sustainability leadership, and what they perceive 

demonstrates sustainability in practice within their institutions. The subsequent 

purpose of this was to identify if perceptions of these issues differed depending on 

hierarchical position within the college; do senior leaders of colleges have a different 

perception of sustainability, its leadership and practice to those working in lower 

ranks? It was felt that in order to fulfil the research objectives, further exploration of 

the key themes of perception, power and practice was required in order to enrich the 

data and provide concurrent or converse perspectives to those offered by college 

senior leaders. 

Advantages and disadvantages of focus groups  

Used in applied social research, focus groups have many advantages and disadvantages 

according to Robson (2002) and Gray (2009), the most relevant of which to this study 

are listed below: 

Advantages: 

- Focus groups can raise awareness of the research topic, and engage participants who 

otherwise hold cynicism or hostility towards the research topic  

- A relatively inexpensive, flexible and efficient method of collecting a large amount of 

qualitative data 

- Are able to reveal consistent or conflicting views within what the group considers the 

most important topics  

- Can be an enjoyable experience for the participants  

- Empower participants to offer comments in their own words, as well as being 

stimulated by thoughts and comments of others in the group. 

- Focus groups are more inclusive than questionnaires or surveys, and contributions 

can be encouraged from people who may not normally contribute or have the 

opportunity to contribute to surveys.  

 

Disadvantages:  

- To ensure equal participant contribution, only a small number of questions should be 

asked, typically fewer than ten within one hour.  
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- Considerable expertise is required to facilitate focus groups, particularly in order to 

ensure equal contribution of participants, and to avoid group dominance, conflict, and 

biased or extreme views  

- Participants may feel reluctant to contribute due to confidentiality issues within the 

group  

- The results reflect the views of the group participants only and must not be 

generalised or assumed to represent the views of the wider college population or 

sector  

How each of these disadvantages was overcome by the researcher are discussed in 

detail in chapter 3.2.3.3. 

The approach, sample and design of focus groups 

The sampling frame for focus group participation was initially limited to members of a 

consortium of colleges, based within the same county as the researcher s own college. 

The researcher considered this appropriate in order to mitigate some of the 

administrative issues surrounding the arrangement of interviews that were mostly 

much further afield. As the arrangement and participation of focus groups was 

dependent on more people, the researcher felt that professional links with each of 

these local colleges would ease access and enable the researcher and host college to 

secure or re-schedule arrangements if necessary. 

Ideally focus groups would have been conducted in the same colleges that had 

participated in interviews, however, due to the inherent complexities of arranging 

interviews with unknown senior members of staff and their administrators, the 

esea he  felt that to ask fo  a fu the  hou  of the ollege s ti e i ol i g a g eate  

number of staff would have been unsuccessful, or may have even precluded some 

colleges from interview participation. Only in one case was a focus group conducted in 

a ollege that had also pa ti ipated i  a  i te ie ; this ollege as the esea he s  

employer at the time, and the researcher felt comfortable in asking colleagues to 

participate in the focus group. The limitations associated with the different sampling of 

each group are discussed in chapter 3.2.3.3. 

The researcher invited participation by telephoning or emailing contacts within five of 

the se e  o so tiu s olleges. Follo i g i itial dis ussio s, o ta ts e e e ailed 

with a more formal research invitation stating the purpose of the focus groups, and 
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that participation was ideally sought from a range of business support and academic 

staff within each institution. All five initial contacts agreed to participate, but two 

e e tuall  de li ed as a esult of staffi g ha ges. The esea he s p efe ed sample 

size was ideally six colleges, and over the course of six months in 2013 the researcher 

invited several other colleges within the wider region to participate. Two further 

colleges agreed to participate therefore five colleges in total participated in individual 

focus groups. One of the five colleges that took part in the focus groups also 

participated in the interviews therefore twenty individual colleges took part in these 

stages of research.  

  Academic Business support Total 

Focus group 1 3 6 9 

Focus group 2 0 6 6 

Focus group 3 0 7 7 

Focus group 4 3 7 10 

Focus group 5 3 5 8 

Table 9 - Mix of participants within each focus group 

Though the researcher requested for a range of business support and academic staff, 

participants were mostly made up of business support staff consisting of managers of 

estates and facilities and their operational staff, and some academic middle managers, 

as seen in table 9. One explanation given was that the teaching commitments of 

academic staff meant they were less flexible during working hours than business 

support staff; other feedback stated it was the perception of academic staff that 

sustainability was more relevant to their operational colleagues. The mix of 

participants desired was not achieved which therefore impacted on the heterogeneity 

of the group, however, though there were several participants who held the same 

positions within their colleges, and all participants were employed within colleges at 

the time, most participants held different positions and had come from different 

professional backgrounds. In some cases, participants gave examples of methods or 

procedures used by their previous employer and compared them (positively and 

negatively) to methods used by their current employer.   
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Focus group schedules  

The focus groups were conducted at each participating college and were held 

November 2013 – April 2014. Before commencing the focus groups, which generally 

took no longer than one hour, participants were handed a consent form, which, along 

with the use of a recording device was explained verbally. Participants were asked to 

sign their forms before the focus groups began. The researcher signed each form with 

each party retaining a copy for their records. 

At the start of each focus group, the researcher reminded the room of the purpose of 

the research, assuring participants that there was no right or wrong answer to each of 

the questions. As each focus group had at least six participants, the researcher stated 

that it was important that when responding, participants did not speak over each 

other. The researcher also stated that it was not compulsory for each participant to 

respond to each question, and that if it became evident all responses had been given, 

the questions would move on. It was also stated that a maximum of ten minutes ideally 

should be allowed for answering each question. 

Having learned much about time keeping during the interview process, the researcher 

found it easier to keep to time by moving onto the next question when a natural gap in 

conversation became available. If one did not become available, the researcher politely 

signalled to the person speaking that the focus group needed to progress. 

1 What is the first thing you think of when you hear the word sustainability? 

2 Can you think of an organisation that behaves in a sustainable way? 

a. Can you reflect on what information your perception is based upon? 

3 What are your thoughts on sustainability as a priority for this college? 

4 Can you discuss in what ways you believe the college contributes to sustainability? 

5 What barriers do you see preventing the college from engaging with sustainability? 

6 What are your thoughts on how the college could be more sustainable? 

Table 10 - Questions asked during each focus group 

The questions asked during each focus group (denoted in table 10) were largely based 

on those asked during interviews, exploring the themes of perception, power and 

practice of sustainability. However, questions 2) and 2a) were asked in order to build 

upon question 1) by further investigating perceptions of sustainability, what constitutes 

sustainable behaviour and how participants became aware of such behaviours. Though 

answers to these questions could potentially deviate from the primary purpose of 
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answeri g the stud s esea h o je ti es, the uestio s did ot p e lude pa ti ipa ts 

using a college or colleges within their answers. The use (or not) of colleges within 

these answers would act as supplementary evidence to subsequent questions. These 

slightly broader questions were also informed by the potential role the education 

sector has in being a sustainability leader, as discussed within chapters 2.2 and 2.3, 

therefore if participants did not offer examples of colleges or universities as 

organisations that behave sustainably and all answers pertained to sectors, 

organisations or industries outside the education sector, this could indicate a 

perception issue regarding the role of education and its perceived contribution to 

sustainable development. 

3.2.1.3 Content analysis  

The aim of conducting content analysis of college websites and sector based 

sustainability publications was to investigate the key characteristics of publicly 

available information displayed by colleges or made available on their websites, and 

the information available to colleges on sustainability provided by the organisations 

tasked with leading the sector because as stated by Scott and Gough (2004: 243), 

u i e sities  e sites ep ese t the ie  the  a t the o ld to ha e of the . 

As discussed in chapter 4.4 and demonstrated within appendix four, sector 

sustainability targets set by BIS, the LSC and LSIS have become redundant without 

succession, and there is a continued absence of sustainability declarations (such as 

those available to HE) available to or participation expected of FE organisations. 

Therefore the purpose of this exercise is to determine if and how colleges publicly 

communicate sustainability, and if the key characteristics of such communication 

reflect the sustainability approach indicated by participants of focus groups and 

interviews. Though discussing HE, Scott and Gough (2004) state that sectors do not 

operate independently of what is happening, or what is possible across the sector 

within individual institutions. Therefore, what is happening within individual 

institutions affects, and is affected by what is taking place across the sector. The 

purpose of analysing websites and sector publications is to determine the nature and 

presence of patterns regarding a college s o u i atio  of sustai a ilit , a d if this is 

reflective of a wider management approach taken by the sector.  

The rationale and methods used by this study have taken inspiration from Selby et al 

(2009), who gathered and analysed the content of websites, online prospectuses, and 
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marketing materials to corroborate and augment information and themes derived from 

the other methods of data collection such as interviews and focus groups. It also drew 

inspiration from Karatzoglou (2013) who performed content analysis of selected peer-

reviewed journal articles in order to identify conceptual patterns within existing 

research, and Scott and Gough (2004), who conducted a brief survey of 18 UK 

universities  websites for the key characteristics attached to search te s sustai a le 

de elop e t  a d sustai a ilit , hi h e e sought  usi g the e sites i te al 

search engines. 

The advantages and disadvantages of content analysis  

Content analysis is an unobtrusive and cost effective method of data analysis allowing 

the esea he  to o se e  ithout ei g o se ed  Ba ie, ; ‘o so , ; 

Gray, 2009). Essentially it involves the researcher inferring meaning from textual data 

by identifying its characteristics (Gray, 2009) such as counting and comparing key 

words or content (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005), and is particularly useful for the further 

development of a concept that may have been identified through other analytical 

approaches (Lindkvist, 1981). While this is a key strength, it also compounds an 

inherent limitation of content analysis, (and also this study as a whole) whereby 

esea he s a  app oa h the data ith a  i fo ed ut, o etheless, st o g ias. 

Hence, researchers might be more likely to find evidence that is supportive rather than 

non-suppo ti e of a theo  Hsieh a d “ha o , : .  

The reliability of content analysis is assisted greatly when the analysed content is in a 

permanent form and can be subject to a repeat analysis (Robson, 2002); in this study, 

the majority of online material being analysed using this method will be subject to 

periodic review and is therefore not permanent, however other data sources such as 

the published AoC material are in a permanent form, though no longer publicly 

available. A further disadvantage of content analysis, particularly summative content 

analysis is the potential for the broader meanings of the data being lost as a result of 

honing in on the use of specific words (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005); while this could be 

countered by the researcher checking the meaning of the content with its author, it 

would present a challenge in this study as the content is anonymously published, and 

its verification would be reliant on the staff member responsible being available or 

wiling to comment.   
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How the researcher attempted to overcome each of these issues is discussed in 

chapter 3.2.3.4. 

The sampling of information  

The e sites of the t e t  olleges that pa ti ipated i  this stud s i te ie s a d 

focus groups were analysed for common themes on the communication of 

sustainability.  

We sites elo gi g to the  G oup a d the go e e t s spo so i g depa t e ts of 

the FE sector – The Department for Education (DfE), The Department for Business, 

Innovation and Skills (BIS), The Education Funding Agency (EFA), The Skills Funding 

Agency (SFA), and the Education Training Foundation (ETF) were searched. In addition 

to the existing AoC sustainability webpage which was also searched, key themes 

contained within three printed copies of AoC guidance documents published in 2007 – 

2008 but that are no longer available on the AoC website were also examined. Though 

no longer publicly available, these documents were available for scrutiny as a result of 

the esea he s p ofessio al e pe ie e, ha i g p e iousl  efe ed to them for 

professional use. 

In total, twenty-six individual websites and relevant documents contained therein, and 

three sector-based publications were examined within this phase of research. This 

research was carried out subsequent to the interviews and focus groups to ensure that 

the esea he  did ot ha e p e o eptio s of the ollege s sustai a ilit  app oa h 

(except in the small number of cases where the college was already known to the 

researcher) based on the results of content analysis. 
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The collection of information  

The analysis of interviews and focus groups followed a Grounded Theory (GT) inductive 

process that allowed themes to emerge from the data as it was analysed. Content 

analysis on the other hand is deductive in nature, where coding criteria must be 

defined before data is analysed and is often derived from theoretical models (Flick, 

2006). To combat restrictions to inductive coding that pre-coding presents, a 

summative content analysis approach was used in this study. Summative analysis, as 

denoted by table 11, is both inductive and deductive allowing for the derivation of 

codes from data as analysis progresses, as well as those identified beforehand 

informed by literature (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). The keywords identified and used 

for the analysis of websites and documents are described in combination with the 

analysis process in chapter 3.2.2.5. 

Type of content 

analysis 

Study starts with Timing of defining codes 

or keywords 

Sources of codes or 

keywords 

Conventional content 

analysis 

Observation Codes are defined during 

data analysis 

Codes are derived 

from data 

Directed content 

analysis 

Theory Codes are defined before 

and during data analysis 

Codes are derived 

from theory or 

relevant research 

findings 

Summative content 

analysis 

Keywords Keywords are identified 

before and during data 

analysis 

Keywords are derived 

from interest of 

researchers or review 

of literature 

Table 11 - Major coding differences among three approaches to content analysis (adapted 

from Hsieh and Shannon, 2005: 1286). 

A summative approach is also an unobtrusive method of studying the phenomenon of 

interest and provides insight into how words are used (Babbie, 1992). Summative 

analysis identifies particular words or content of text for the purposes of understanding 

its contextual use (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005); in this study, website information is 

analysed to identify common themes of how colleges and other FE stakeholders 

communicate sustainability. On the one hand, it is difficult to unpick the biases and 

assess causal relationships introduced by using the selected website and document 

content because they have been written for purposes unrelated to this study (Robson, 

2002; Gray, 2009); however because the content (or absence of) is a reflection of the 
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phenomena being investigated, its latent properties are equally as important to the 

analysis as the manifest items – i.e. where manifest items are physically present (such 

as a particular word), and latent content is inferred or deducted by interpretation only 

(Robson, 2002; Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). This further justifies the use of a summative 

analysis process, which allows for deducted and inductive coding.  

The esea he s p ofessio al e pe ie e of the se to  assisted g eatl  i  the location 

and navigation of all websites examined as many colleges follow similar patterns when 

sharing information on their websites. Having visited all websites for professional 

purposes or interest, the researcher was able to locate information much more quickly, 

or could make contact with the relevant person in order to request signposting to the 

information if publicly available. 

Using the search criteria  

Where a search function existed, websites were searched using the terms 

sustai a ilit , sustai a le de elop e t , o  e i o e t  o  e i o e tal . All 

four search terms were used for each website to ensure accuracy and data saturation; 

i  so e ases, usi g the sea h te  sustai a ilit  did ot ield a  esults, ho e e  

the search ter  e i o e t  o  e i o e tal  did. “i e ot all e sites had a  

internal search function, a manual search of likely sub-pages, such as corporate 

i fo atio  pages, A out us  se tio s, o  a ual a d st ategi  epo ts e e 

conducted. As the study progressed, the researcher determined that to ensure 

o plete ess, these likel  su -pages and annual/ strategic reports contained within 

all websites should be investigated irrespectively of the success of using search terms. 

In a very small number of cases, this yielded some information when using search 

terms had not. 

Each individual search item generated from the initial search was followed for further 

s uti  a d a al sis of o o  the es. I  a  of the i di idual olleges  ases, 

searches led to either a sepa ate sustai a ilit  e page , o tai i g ele a t 

documents such as Green Travel Plans, environmental policy statements, and in a small 

number of cases, annual sustainability reports.  

All other organisational websites were searched using the same method as individual 

olleges. Ea h of these had a  i te al sea h fu tio  a d i  DfE s ase, a  

thousands of search items were generated, which in the vast majority of cases referred 
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to ite s o tai i g the lite al use of the te  sustai a ilit  - fo  e a ple, An analysis 

of the sustai a ilit  of the pu li  fi a es . Search items were filtered according to 

those government departments with stewardship of FE, namely BIS, the EFA and SFA, 

though these individual websites were in their own right examined.  

Once the location of website information had been noted, to assist analysis, all website 

material was compiled through copying and pasting into a separate MS word 

document. Similarly, relevant documents embedded within the examined websites 

were downloaded and printed off in order to assist the analysis process. 

The limitations presented by using such search terms are detailed in chapter 3.2.3.4. 

3.2.2 Data analysis methods: the analysis of interview and focus group data  

This sub-chapter introduces G ou ded Theo  GT  as this stud s esea h 

methodology, providing an explanation of how it has been applied to the analysis of 

interview and focus group data. The chapter begins with an introduction of GT, its two 

main schools of thought and how theoretical sensitivity was applied in this study. Its 

application to the analysis of interview and focus group data is then discussed in detail. 

A subsidiary qualitative analysis method, content analysis, was used as a deductive 

methodology to examine the information more formally presented on college websites 

and sector publications that are not known of beyond the sector. The application of 

this different analysis method is explained in detail at the end of the chapter.  

3.2.2.1 Grounded theory  

Grounded Theory is a commonly used qualitative, inductive and flexible research 

approach, heavily influenced by symbolic interactionism and interpretivism, that seeks 

to develop theoretical ideas based on the emergence of themes or phenomena arising 

from empirical data, rather than using data to verify a pre-existing hypothesis 

(Robrecht, 1995; Crotty, 1998; Robson, 2002; Walker and Myrick, 2006; Wasserman et 

al, 2009; Gray, 2009). It is suitable as a methodological framework if the aim of the 

study is to learn about i di iduals  pe eptio s, a d athe  tha  si pl  usi g the data 

to describe what is happening, it can be used to understand the process by which it is 

happening. In this respect, it is particularly useful when applied to social problems or 

situations to which people must adapt (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). As already discussed, 

nothing more urgently requires humans to adapt their behaviours, culture and values 

tha  sustai a le de elop e t, ho e e , efo e the se to s p ope sit  o  illi g ess 
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to change can be investigated, this study is seeking first to understand the 

conceptualisations of sustainability held by those responsible for leading the sector. 

Fou ded  A sel  “t auss a d Ba e  Glase  i  the s, GT i teg ates the depth 

and richness provided by qualitative data and the logical, rigorous and systematic 

analytical process favoured by quantitative disciplines (Walker and Myrick, 2006). It is 

ei g used as the p i ipal desig  fo  this stud s ethodolog , hi h as defi ed  

C ott  :  is: the strategy, plan of action, process or design lying behind the 

choice and use of particular methods and linking the choice and use of methods to the 

desi ed out o es . A ethodolog  also efle ts the esea he s o tologi al a d 

epistemological assumptions (Grix, 2002); GT has clear resonance with the 

constructivist and interpretive philosophies upon which this study is founded.  

Grounded theory identifies themes contained within the data that are used to generate 

an overarching theory. Locating the central theory held within the data is achieved 

through the use of theoretical coding. As described by Walker and Myrick (2006: 549), 

odi g is an iterative, inductive, yet reductive process that organises data, from which 

the researcher can then construct the es, esse es, des iptio s a d theo ies . During 

data analysis, key themes contained within the data, for example, interview transcripts, 

are highlighted by codes which are constantly compared against each other and 

distilled into a smaller number of abst a t atego ies hi h ea e the f a tu ed sto  

a k togethe  agai  (Walker and Myrick, 2006: 556) to form the basis of a theory 

(Pidgeon and Henwood, 1996; Robson, 2002). Rather than a formal theory, which is 

more abstract for the application to a wider range of problems, Charmaz (2006) states 

that most grounded theories are substantive theories as they focus on particular 

problems in a specific, substantive area. Indeed, it is the intention of this study to form 

a substantive theory based on the perceptions of sustainability by FE leadership. 

Glaserian or Straussian?  

How the coding process is carried out depends on whether the researcher uses a 

Glaserian or Straussian approach. Glaser advocates the use of two sub-phases of 

coding- substantive and theoretical- where substantive coding involves open coding 

and selective coding which together use constant comparison process to produce 

categories and their properties (Walker and Myrick, 2006). The subsequent theoretical 

coding phase is the conceptual process of linking substantive codes to produce a 

theory. 
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Strauss on the other hand favours a three-phase approach using open, axial and 

selective coding, a method which some believe to be too constrictive as it places 

emphasis on looking for data, rather than looking at the data itself (Robrecht, 1995). 

While Straussian GT is more suited to constructivist ontology (Charmaz, 2006), the 

analysis process itself is less intuitive than the Glaserian substantive coding process, yet 

despite this, the Glaserian process is more embedded within a positivist paradigm 

believing that theory should be built entirely from observation, seeking out the 

objective truth within the data without any preconceived ideas or theories held by the 

researcher. As stated by Glaser, GT is removed from routine perceptions or perception 

of othe s si e the e is al a s a pe eptio  of a pe eptio  Glase , : .  

Whether using a Glaserian or Straussian method however, the coding and categorising 

are still in the hands of the individual researcher (Wasserman et al, 2009), therefore 

while analysis should commence without prior assumptions of what the data may hold, 

all GT theorists will embark on the study with a theoretical position and knowledge of 

the area under scrutiny (Gray, 2009). With this i  i d, the esea he s p io  

experience and knowledge of the sector were embraced for use within the 

construction of theory, rather than trying to ignore or forget what was already known. 

While this is o e eso a t ith “t auss  ite atio  ho states that it is likely or should 

even be expected that the researcher will focus on different aspects of the data 

depending on their background, beliefs and values (Charmaz, 2006), this study followed 

a Glaserian coding technique but from an interpretivist standpoint. This relates the GT 

ethodolog  used to the stud s theo eti al pe spe ti e of s oli  i te a tio is , 

and the dual role performed by the researcher and research participants to construct 

the data. Not only will the researcher and research participants have held 

interpretations of sustainability based on their experience of the topic, but also these 

may have been subsequently revised due to their participation in this research, 

potentially leading to some unexpected research outcomes.  
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3.2.2.2 Theoretical sensitivity  

The challenge of working with qualitative data is to organise and reduce the multiple 

meanings implicit within the words and language used by the research participant 

Walke  a d M i k, . This is e t al to ai tai i g theo eti al se siti it , hi h 

is the esea he s  a ilit  to ge e ate a d elate to o epts e e gi g f o  the data 

(Glaser, 2002), and to be mindful of subtleties of meaning, separating those that are 

relevant from those that are not (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).   

While Glaser and Strauss agree on the importance of theoretical sensitivity, they differ 

in how this is achieved. Glaser believes simply that complete immersion in the data is 

the o l  ethod  hi h the data a  speak , he eas ithi  the “t aussian method, 

the researcher is required to step back from the data and its analysis, and to ask 

questions of the data and consider its relevance to the emerging picture (Walker and 

Myrick, 2006; Gray, 2009). Another method of assisting theoretical sensitivity is to 

iteratively collect and analysis of data out of sequence, which can then guide further 

data collection until thematic saturation is reached (Wasserman et al, 2009). Due to the 

restrictions surrounding the collection of interview and focus group data, this study 

followed a more rigid approach whereby the majority of empirical data was collected 

before formal analysis began. However there was sufficient time within interview and 

focus group schedules to allow some reflection of the questions asked and to allow the 

researcher to begin constructing memos based on initial thoughts as they transpired. 

After completing the analysis of interviews and focus groups, the initial sampling of the 

secondary data to be analysed was altered based on the emergence of analytical 

themes. For example, the researcher felt it was also relevant to examine the location of 

sustainability data held on college websites as well as the specific content. This was 

based on the emergence of a common conception of sustainability being an agenda 

mainly suited to operational roles within the college. As well as the analytical process 

itself, theoretical sensitivity was sought by using further methods as summarised by 

Gray (2009: 512):  

 The lite atu e, hi h helps highlight issues and what might be important and 

unimportant 

 The professional experience of the researcher, showing what is important in 

the field of the research chosen, and how things work, allowing events to be 

more clearly understood and interpreted 
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 Personal experience, including experience in research, which can facilitate the 

aki g of o pa iso s . 

Like any research methodology, the use of GT has limitations, notably its complexity 

and the time involved in the memo writing and coding processes. Though software 

such as NViVO is available to help with data sorting and analysis process, after trialling 

its use early on in data analysis, the researcher felt that more time would be taken in 

becoming familiar with the software that could be better utilised within a manual 

analysis technique. This was greatly assisted by the fact the researcher had transcribed 

each of the interview and focus group transcripts herself, during which a memo-writing 

process was established. A candid reflection on the limitations surrounding the 

resea he s p a titio e  e pe ie e of the se to  is p o ided i  hapte  3.2.3.2, 

however it is appropriate to also note that this experience may have exacerbated 

criticisms of GT being an unfavourably subjective process, heavily dependent on the 

researcher s dis e i g a ilit  to o eptualise, as opposed to si pl  des i i g, 

emergent themes (Glaser, 2002:3). Other common criticisms of GT include, but are not 

limited to, the flexibility of the method being used within studies that lack 

methodological rigour (Bryant, 2002), and inaccurately labelling a methodology as GT 

when in fact, other methodologies such as ethnography have been used (Stern, 1994). 

How GT and the rigour of this methodology were applied to the analysis of this study is 

detailed in the next chapter. 
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3.2.2.3 The application of Grounded Theory: data analysis of interviews and focus 

groups  

Though the data analysis process should be well defined, starting with a basic 

description, evolving into conceptual ordering and then theorising (Patton, 2002), 

“t auss a d Co i  stated, “o eti es o e has to use o o  se se a d ot get 

caught up in worrying about what is the right or wrong way. The important thing is to 

t ust o eself a d the p o ess  “t auss a d Co i , : . This as i deed the 

approach used by this study whereby analysis began simply by reading and re-reading 

interview and focus group transcripts (which were transcribed by the researcher) and 

sector publications. To achieve familiarity and complete immersion in the data to the 

point where patterns were beginning to emerge, a Glaserian analytical process was 

followed as denoted in figure 8. Each stage of this process will now be explained in 

greater detail.  

 

Figure 8 - Diagrammatic representation of the Glaserian coding process used within this study, 

as described by Glaser, 2002 and Walker and Myrick, 2006. 
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Step 1 – Open coding  

The purpose of open coding is to disaggregate the data into smaller units to identify 

initial themes or concepts important to the research participant, and not formulated 

based on the pre-conceived ideas of the researcher (Robson, 2002; Walker and Myrick, 

2006; Gray, 2009). Glaser (2002) advocates a line-by-line scrutiny of the (interview) 

data a d atta h e t of o eptual la els, ased o  the esea h pa ti ipa ts  o  

o ds, also k o  as a  i  i o  ode. It is important that coding generates the 

abstract concepts contained within the data rather than it just being a method by 

which to extensively describe the properties of a category (Glaser, 2002; Charmaz, 

; i  othe  o ds, g ou ded theo  should ot des i e the hole u it [of data], 

just a o e p o ess ithi  it  Glase , : .   

To assist with the navigation of the analysis itself, Gray (2009) suggests that the data is 

asked a consistent set of questions, keeping in mind the original objectives of the 

research, though to be prepared for unanticipated results or theoretical positions to 

emerge. Keeping a theoretical account through the use of memos is also an important 

part of the Glaserian analysis process as ideas, new perspectives or emergent concepts 

may develop rapidly and could quickly be forgotten (Walker and Myrick, 2006; Gray, 

2009; Wasserman et al, 2009). Keeping memos and being clear about the purpose of 

the research was how the researcher attempted to overcome the difficulty that can be 

associated with the analysis of open questions as mentioned earlier by Robson (2002). 

Closed uestio s ith es  o  o  a s e s a  have been more appropriate for 

studies examining sustainability within sectors or organisations who had a clearer or 

more well researched attitude towards sustainability. Though the terminology itself is 

open to interpretation and therefore asking open questions could have exacerbated 

interpretational issues, it was felt a more appropriate strategy to take in order to 

understand how the term is conceptualised within an under researched sector. 

Memos were used throughout the substantive coding process within this study. This 

process began with the researcher manually transcribing interview and focus group 

recordings in order to become familiar with the data. This assisted and informed the 

subsequent analysis procedure whereby interview and focus group data were analysed 

with pen and paper, without the aid of computer software such as NViVO. Interview 

responses were analysed several months ahead of focus group transcripts. 
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Following the Glaserian coding method, the open coding analysis of transcripts began 

using a line-by-line process where common words and phrases were highlighted as 

they appeared. This line-by-line examination of individual and grouped transcripts was 

assisted by the use of memos, diagrams and a quantitative analysis record using MS 

Excel, as denoted by figures 9 and 10. Additional notes were made alongside many 

responses where an initial reflection of the response as a whole, pertinent links with 

related literature, and prompts for further analysis were felt necessary to be 

highlighted. This method was used for both interviews and focus group transcripts, 

ho e e  i  the ase of the latte , diffe e t pa ti ipa t s espo ses e e kept sepa ate 

from one another to ensure that potentially different perspectives were clearly defined 

to avoid analysis confusion.  

Step 2 - Selective coding  

The next stage of substantive coding is the comparison of the similarities and 

differences of recurring incidents to produce a core category that links them all 

together; this was carried out for every in-vivo code until it was clear that conceptual 

saturation had been reached. Through theoretical coding, the resultant smaller number 

selective codes representing the main narrative held by the data should be united into 

the highest conceptual level to form a substantive theory (Glaser, 2002). Open coding 

and selective coding analysis were carried out for each individual interview transcript, 

however to provide a different analysis perspective, particularly as the purpose of the 

study was to examine the common perception of sustainability held by FE leaders, 

individual interview transcripts were then segregated into new documents specific to 

each interview question. For interviews, this resulted in thirteen separate documents 

(taking into account sub-question 8a); for focus groups, this resulted in seven separate 

documents, (taking into account sub-question 2a). For both the initial and secondary 

transcript groupings, individual participant responses were broken down into smaller 

parts, typically a paragraph long, depending on the overall length of the response. 

Most responses were up to half a page long; however there were a small number of 

cases where responses were only a sentence long, and in other cases, up to two pages 

long. The analysis process for focus groups was essentially the same whereby each 

focus group transcript was read through as a whole, before answers to each question 

were segregated into individual documents for an alternative analysis perspective. 

As selective coding progressed, the researcher compiled and added detail and further 

thoughts alongside a preliminary corresponding open code in a separate handwritten 
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memo document for each question. Acting as analysis aids, the frequency of commonly 

used words and terms were quantitatively recorded in a spreadsheet, and relationship 

diagrams between emerging selective codes were hand drawn and edited as the 

analysis unfolded, but neither were used in the final analysis or discussion. 

Representing step two denoted by figure 10, memos, diagrams and quantitative 

analysis assisted with the selective coding process, which grouped open codes that 

shared properties into a fewer number of focused codes. These were then typed into 

an individual account for each transcript and question. Each individual account was 

distilled into key categories relating to the themes interrogated by the research 

questions, namely perceptions of terminology, perceptions of power and perceptions 

of practice. This distilled account formed the basis of step three as shown in figure 11, 

whereby a detailed theoretical account of the notable results to emerge from 

interviews and focus groups was developed. These results are discussed at length in 

chapter 4, and their relevance to the conceptual framework and literature is discussed 

in detail in chapter 5.  
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Figure 9 - example of an individual and group interview transcript following open coding 



 

 

97 

 

Figure 10 – Example of a memo and diagram relating to the open coding of a transcript, and an example of the quantitative analysis of several questions 

using MS Excel. 
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Figure 11 – An example of an individual account where open codes were distilled into selective codes, subsequently informing the theoretical coding 

process.
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3.2.2.4 The analysis of college websites and publications  

The analysis of websites and publications followed a method of content analysis rather 

tha  G ou ded Theo , hi h athe  tha  letti g the data speak  i stead asked e  

specific questions of the data. This method advocated by Robson (2002), relies upon 

the researcher having a specific set of criteria or indicators against which categories 

within the data will be organised.  

These criteria against which each of the twenty college websites and relevant content 

were searched are as follows: 

Manifest items:  

 What information is publicly available? 

 Is there a separate webpage/ website? Or is it included as part of other website 

information? 

 How accessible is this from the website home page? 

 The properties of such information;  

o Its location 

o The amount of information 

o Does a specific staff member endorse the information, and if so, what 

is their role? 

o Are policies or operational documents dated and signed? 

o Were links to further information provided and active? 

  

 

Latent information:  

 What are the main themes present in the data? 

 What is the first piece of information used, and does it relate to internal or 

external activities? 

 What college facet does the information relate to, for example, does it focus on 

curriculum or operational matters, or both equally? 

 What is the nature of the information relating to curriculum and operational 

initiatives?   

 What is the nature of language used regarding initiatives – is it suggestive of a 

long or short-term project, or does it state specifically the length of the 

project?  
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 How the information could be summarised: does it address economic, social 

and environmental sustainability?  

As the fi st stage of sea hi g fo  a ifest  ite s, ea h of the t e t  ollege e sites 

was explored for usage of the search terms – sustai a ilit , sustai a le 

de elop e t , e i o e t , a d e i o e tal .  

Links to returned search items were then followed, with the location and number of 

li ks  f o  the ho epage ou ted. This as felt ele a t as a  e e ge t the e f o  

conducting interviews and focus groups suggested that sustainability and its 

communication was the responsibility of operational roles, such as Estates and 

Facilities functions. It was also felt appropriate that the ease of access to returned 

search items was recorded as many senior leaders had expressed that sustainability 

was a college priority along with othe  i itiati es  su h as e ualit  a d di e sit  a d 

health and safety. Websites were therefore searched to corroborate such statements.  

Recording the location of sustainability information allowed inferences to be made as 

to the implied ownership and perceived importance of sustainability, for example, does 

it sit within a curriculum or operational webpage? Were there direct and easily 

navigated links to sustainability information highlighted on the website homepage? As 

a comparison, the ease of access to other issues cited as important to the college such 

as equality and diversity and health and safety, were also recorded. Ease of access of 

i fo atio  as e o ded  ou ti g the u e  of li ks  e ui ed to a ess 

sustainability information (where it existed), from the website homepage. Only the 

qualitative inference of this information contributed to the analysis and subsequent 

discussion chapters. How this information was initially recorded can be seen in 

appendix five. 

The next stage of analysis returned to the nature of information, and whether the 

college had provided a dedicated means to communicate sustainability, either through 

a separate webpage within the website, or a separate website linked from the college 

website. In those cases where sustainability information formed part of other 

communications, such as through annual reports, or corporate information pages, 

esults e e e o ded as othi g dedi ated . The a aila ilit  of i fo atio  as 

e o ded as o e of the follo i g atego ies: othi g dedi ated , dedi ated e page , 

dedi ated e site , poli  do u e ts o l , othi g pu li l  a aila le .  
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Further properties of this information were then analysed, including the amount of 

information (does it amount to paragraphs and external website links, or was there a 

large amount of written information), and if the information was endorsed by a 

member of staff (and what their role was, if specified). Other properties such as 

whether policy documents were signed and dated were felt relevant to record, as its 

perceived importance could be inferred depending on the results. I.e. if a policy 

document was not signed, this could denote that nobody was held accountable to its 

implementation. If signed but undated, this could imply that the policy was not subject 

to periodic reviews. If signed, dated and with a review date, this conversely would 

imply that its implementation was being actively managed. 

External or internal links to other webpages on the college website where provided, 

were also checked to determine if the links were still active, as well as the nature of 

information being linked to. If links were broken or inactive, this could suggest that the 

webpage or information was not regularly checked or maintained. The analysis of 

latent properties was informed by sustainability within higher education literature 

(such as the difference between and relevance of education for, and education about 

sustai a ilit  a d the esea he s p ofessio al e pe ie e of se to  te i olog , 

which could be used to identify the further analysis of categories. For example, the 

vocational or academic nature of curriculum areas as well as a foundational knowledge 

of ea h a ea s u i ulu  o te t, o  the p edispositio  of i itiati es to a ds eithe  a  

academic or business support area.  

Reflecting the broader purpose of the study, it was not the object of the analysis to 

gauge su ess; athe , the stud s pu pose as to ide tif  the p ope ties a d 

characteristics of common themes used by colleges to communicate their sustainability 

app oa h. “uppo ti g the use of the TMF as the stud s o eptual f a e o k, these 

would then be dovetailed into the broader conceptual themes to emerge from 

i te ie s a d fo us, the efo e o t i uti g to the appi g  of the se to s 

management approach towards sustainability. 

Where dedicated information regarding sustainability existed, its latent properties 

were analysed firstly by recording the theme of the headline piece of information used, 

i.e. what information was used to set the tone, for example, was it carbon based or 

specifically refer to the environment? The internal or external (or equally both) focus of 

o u i atio s as the  e o ded. Fo  e a ple, a  e te al fo us of the ollege s 
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role to the community, or its students to global sustainability issues, may suggest an 

u de sta di g of the ollege s so ial espo si ilit  to sustai a le de elop e t. If 

information focussed on internal measures taken by the college as a contribution to 

sustainability, this may be suggestive of sustainability being viewed more operationally. 

These views would then be subsequently altered if necessary as further latent 

properties emerged, for example, did a college begin by discussing external matters, 

but later gave only examples of internally focussed operational initiatives? The 

converse situation may also apply. 

Information was then analysed like interview and focus group transcripts using a 

grounded method to determine the focus of the information and examples (where 

given), and to which area of the college they applied. Data was analysed against three 

categories – perceptions of sustainability, the key themes to emerge from the body of 

text, and if the text explicitly or implicitly stated where the power or responsibility for 

sustainability within the institution fell. This, as demonstrated in appendix five, was 

conducted for each of the stud s pa ti ipati g college websites. 

If websites discussed mainly recycling initiatives, or the procurement of local products 

and food sources, this would suggest an operational focus or, that the college chose 

only to communicate operational initiatives. This in itself could be suggestive of how 

the college perceives sustainability, or what the college perceives to be the most 

relevant or important initiatives to share with the general public. In cases where there 

was not any dedicated information, but links to courses were provided, links were 

followed to understand the nature of the sustainability curriculum being offered. For 

example, was it a dedicated course or did sustainability form part of a module within 

an existing course? The common themes to emerge from all identified examples were 

summarised and recorded to corroborate (or not), the evidence to emerge from 

interviews and focus groups where participants specifically discussed examples of 

sustainability practice.  

The nature of the language used in all examples was analysed to infer if examples of 

sustainable practice were at planning or implementation stage. For example, does the 

language used suggest that actions had been undertaken (if so, is there reported 

progress?) or are actions at planning stage only? Additionally, website information was 

analysed to determine if responsibility for sustainability initiatives was specified, and if 

so, what was the position or positions of responsible staff members. Though this was 
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not of central importance to the purpose of the analysis, to determine whether or not 

a college was choosing to communicate what it proposes to do, rather than what is has 

actually done, or if it was communicating only what it has done, with or without detail 

o  p oposed fu the  a tio s ould e efle ti e of the ollege s o e all a age e t 

approach to sustainability. For example, if a college chose to report initiatives already 

in implementation, this could be suggestive of someone with assigned responsibility of 

sustainability. If a college chose to instead communicate what it intends to do, this may 

indicate a pre-operational management approach to sustainability, leading to the 

question of what would provoke a transition to active management. 

Forming the final stage of analysis was the summation of the information presented. 

Does it reference examples of economic, social and environmental sustainability, and if 

not all three, to which facet of sustainability was information more heavily bias? In 

those cases where no dedicated information for sustainability communication existed, 

but websites did provide links to course descriptions which included sustainability, this 

would have summarised according to earlier identified properties. In all of these cases 

specifically, sustainability was inferred through an environmental sustainability 

perspective only, with particular focus on teaching students about eco-efficiency within 

construction and built environment curriculum areas. 

3.2.2.5 The analysis of landscape documents and websites  

Websites and a sample of publications belonging to the 157 Group, the DfE, BIS, SFA, 

EFA, ETF, and the AoC were analysed using the same method as the college websites 

where manifest and latent properties of the information presented were examined. 

However, because much of the information generated by the website search results 

related to the literal use of the word sustainability, the researcher, using tacit 

knowledge, had to exercise discretion in order to filter out those search results that 

were clearly irrelevant for further analysis. The remaining suitable search items were 

then analysed against the same manifest and latent items listed below: 

Manifest items:  

 What information is publicly available? 

o Is there a separate webpage/ website? Or is it included as part of other 

website information? 

 How accessible is this from the website home page? 

 The properties of such information;  
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o Its location 

o The amount of information 

o Does the information specify responsibility for sustainability, both 

within the department and individual colleges? 

o Were links to further information provided and active?  

Latent information:  

 What are the main themes present in the data? 

o What is the first piece of information used, and does it relate to 

internal or external activities? 

o What college facet does the information relate to?  

o What is the nature of language used regarding sustainability initiatives?  

o How the information could be summarised: does it address economic, 

social and environmental sustainability?  

In addition to the organisational websites listed above, the latent and manifest 

properties of all publicly available annual reports belonging to the SFA as well as three 

printed copies of AoC guidance documents published in 2007 – 2008 were also 

examined. Though the AoC publications were no longer publicly available, these 

do u e ts e e a aila le fo  s uti  as a esult of the esea he s p ofessio al 

experience, having previously referred to them for professional use. As the principal 

membership organisation for the sector and the primary distributor of guidance to the 

sector, their analysis was felt still to be a relevant contribution to the study as their 

content could potentially explain or reflect the key themes to emerge from interviews 

and focus groups. What could not be explained, and is a limitation of this analysis, is 

whether the guidance issued was in response to demand from the sector on what the 

sector believed to be pertinent sustainability issues, or vice-versa. 

Manifest and latent information gathered from organisational websites and 

publications was then sorted into a table form – as seen in appendix four – that 

organised the data by project/ webpage title, the overview of the information, how 

many college participants if specified, whether that project or website had links with 

other sector sustainability projects or publications, and what its key messages were. 

This last category was determined using the same, grounded method that was used to 

analyse focus group, interview transcripts and college websites. This process when 

conducted for the information presented on organisational websites and publications 

such as the SFA annual reports was not particularly onerous due to the lack of, or 
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minimal information presented. In these instances, it was the absence of information 

or only the literal use of sustainability that were the most telling and common of 

research findings.  

Sector publications on sustainability were however numerous and the key messages 

analysed from each in some cases corroborated with, and in other cases challenged the 

key themes to emerge from interviews and focus groups. This is discussed in detail in 

chapter 4.3. 

3.2.3 The limitations of data collection procedures  

This sub-chapter provides a detailed account of the limitations identified by the 

researcher, concerning the researcher and the research process. Firstly, an account of 

the limitations associated with the collection of interview data as well as the personal 

impact the researcher may have had on this process is provided. This pattern is 

repeated for the account of limitations surrounding focus group and secondary data 

collection, before the sub-chapter concludes with an overall reflection of the research 

process and general analytical issues surrounding the sustainability discourse. 

3.2.3.1 Limitations relating to interview data collection 

Interviews as a method of qualitative data collection offer several advantages, and 

inevitably some disadvantages, as discussed by Robson (2002) and Gray (2009): 

Advantages 

 A more direct method of obtaining answers to research questions 

 Provide a rich, highly personalised, data source 

 Allows the researcher to probe further into responses, investigate motives and 

follow up non-verbal cues 

Disadvantages 

 A lack of standardisation raises reliability and quality issues 

 Risk of researcher bias 

 Time consuming to organise, conduct, and transcribe 

Conducting interviews offers the researcher freedom and discretion to choose the 

se ue e a d e a t o di g of the uestio s asked depe di g o  the i te ie s 

conditions (i.e. if a question has already been answered in response to a previous 

uestio  ‘o so , . Ho e e , ias th ough the i te ie e  effe t  a  o e i to 

play if questions are not asked in the same way, where emphasis or tone of voice may 
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ha ge the ua e of the uestio  G a , . I te ie e  effe t  is o e a  i  

which researcher bias can occur within qualitative interviews. As stated by Gray (2009: 

377), there are a number of ways in which this bias occurs:  

 Depa tu es f o  the i te ie i g i st u tio s 

 Poor maintenance of rapport with the respondent 

 Careless prompting 

 Biased probes 

 Asking questions out of sequence 

 Biased e o di g of e ati  a s e s  G a , : . 

To overcome these disadvantages and also the disadvantages associated with asking 

open questions within interviews, the researcher followed the same protocol 

throughout each interview asking questions within the same sequence. If interviewees 

answered subsequent questions before they were asked, the researcher upon reaching 

this question would simply ask the participant if they had anything else to add to their 

previous statements. Questions five and six were asked depe di g o  the i te ie ee s 

membership of the 157 Group, therefore only a small percentage of interviewees were 

asked question six (denoted in table 12), efle ti g that the ajo it  of pa ti ipa ts  

colleges belonged to the 157 Group. The researcher was able to build enough rapport 

with each of the candidates so that (although with trepidation at first) the researcher 

could indicate when the interview needed to move on. 

The researcher was extremely aware of the risk of careless prompting and using biased 

p o es to e plo e pa ti ipa t s espo ses fu the . Though this e ui ed a eful 

balancing to ensure rapport could be still be developed, the researcher kept prompts 

to a minimum; within interviews prompts were not often required anyway as 

participants talked openly and freely in answer to each of the questions. Prompting 

was needed within some focus groups where answers were less forthcoming, but this 

seemed to be as a result of group dynamics and shyness rather than uncertainty of the 

topic itself. Where further probing was required in interviews and focus groups, the 

researcher referred back to the skills developed during a small amount of teaching 

experience which helped to ensure leading questions or questions that would satisfy 

the esea he s professional agenda were not asked. Indeed, the researcher was well 

aware of the risk of the connotations of also being a sustainability practitioner within 

the sector, therefore at the start of each interview and focus group the researcher 
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reiterated clearly that to all intents and purposes, their professional role should remain 

i ele a t to the pa ti ipa t s espo ses. 

Interview question  Response rate (%) 

1 100 

2 100 

3 94 

4 81 

5 68 

6 25 

7 68 

8 100 

9 43 

10 94 

11 81 

12 68 

Table 12 - Breakdown of those questions asked within interviews. A low response rate 

denotes where the question was not asked, rather than refusal to respond. 

 

Telephone interviews were conducted twice in this study due to the geographical 

distance involved for one participant, and the time constraints for another participant. 

In both instances, the interviewees were emailed a project information sheet and 

participant consent form prior to the interview. Before questioning commenced, the 

researcher verbally explained the purpose of the consent form, and requested that if 

the interviewee was satisfied, that they sign, scan and return the consent form to the 

researcher electronically. In both cases this procedure was completed. The researcher 

also explained that the telephone interview was being conducted privately, and in 

order to record the interview, the telephone was on loudspeaker function. In both 

cases, the interviewees stated that they understood and were comfortable with this. 

As stated by Robson (2002), telephone interviews can be just as advantageous as face-

to-fa e i te ie s a d a e less sus epti le to the i te ie e  effe t ; ho e e  the  a  

pose difficulties to building rapport between the interviewer and interviewee. It was 

the esea he s e pe ie e that telepho e i te ie s e e o du ted o e p o ptl  

and with no detriment to building rapport, however due to the variable quality of 

telephone signal, the researcher found it more difficult in places to transcribe both 

recordings. 
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3.2.3.2 Inherent limitations relating to the researcher 

It is appropriate within GT studies for the researcher to critically reflect on their 

i flue e o  the esea h p o ess G a , , a d i  this stud s ase, espe iall  

important to discuss the li itatio s elati g to the esea he , due to the esea he s 

p e ious e pe ie e a d p o i it  to the se to  hile the stud s data as ei g 

collected
1
.  

There are several researcher-based limitations that are relevant to this study, which 

will be discussed in more detail subsequently and relate to both the conduct of 

interviews and focus groups. 

 The i he e t iases of the esea he  ega di g data olle tio , a al sis a d 

interpretation  

 The effects of the researcher on the study participants  

 The effe ts of the stud  pa ti ipa ts o  the esea he  O ueg uzie et al, 

2008: 3) 

The inherent biases of the researcher  

U dou tedl  the esea he s e pe ie e of the se to  as e efi ial fo  the 

identification of the academic research gap, which subsequently led to the 

de elop e t of this as a esea h p oje t. The esea he s p o i it  to a d eputatio  

amongst senior staff members and peers during employment was also beneficial in 

securing project endorsement and therefore access to other senior members of staff 

within other colleges who were invited to participate. Access to senior sector 

stakeholde s a d the esea he s k o ledge of the se to  a e the efo e pe ei ed to 

e ke  st e gths de i ed f o  the esea he s p ofessio al e pe ie e a d status 

within the sector.  

While knowledge of the sector was of significant benefit for the conception and 

p og essio  of the stud , the esea he s tacit knowledge also presents some 

limitations that have become apparent throughout some aspects of data collection but 

more notably, the data analysis process.  

                                                             
1
 The researcher left sector employment shortly after completing the data collection process. 
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Data analysis limitations – tacit knowledge  

Tacit knowledge, or tacit skills, a e ofte  take  fo  g a ted a d efe  to a pe so s 

unarticulated contextual understanding of a specific situation or context, for example, 

skills or knowledge that are acquired through professional experience (Ambrosini and 

Bowman, 2001). During interviews and focus groups, tacit knowledge in some cases led 

the researcher taking for granted the implicit meaning of some of the terminology or 

phraseology used by participants. Consequently, the researcher, for the purposes of 

data recordings or analysis did not invite participants to explain their response in 

la a s te s; the efo e, it is e pe ted that so e tacit knowledge is embedded 

ithi  the a al sis of data, hi h ould ot ha e o u ed ithout the esea he s 

professional experience.  

While the possession of tacit knowledge acted as a key motive for deciding that the 

p oje t as o th  of i estigatio , it also alludes to the esea he s p ofessio al 

pe eptio  of the se to s u de sta di g a d p og ess of sustai a ilit . This the efo e 

acted as a motive in itself for the choice of research participants for both the interviews 

and focus groups. Regarding the former, the 157 Group was chosen for its leadership 

credentials within the sector, which the researcher considered important for 

investigating the true state of sector leade s u de sta di gs of sustai a ilit . Whe  

choosing colleges to participate in focus groups, the researcher chose colleges with 

whom the researcher had well-established professional links that were useful in 

securing the necessary commitment for participation.  Additionally, colleges were 

chosen based on the view of the researcher that they would provide a balanced 

perspective, rather than for example, choosing colleges that may have had similar 

positi e  o  egati e  app oa hes to sustai a ilit .  

In order to maintain integrity, only one participant (typically the person with whom the 

researcher had a professional connection, and had organised the focus group to take 

pla e ithi  thei  ollege  ithi  ea h fo us g oup as a a e of the esea he s 

professional awareness of some of the sustainability activities taking place within each 

college. Therefore other participants within the focus groups were able to speak 

a didl  i  a s e  to ea h uestio  ithout taki g the esea he s tacit knowledge 

for granted. The approach taken in each focus group is explained in greater detail 

subsequently.  
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Tacit knowledge could also be perceived to add further strength to the research, when 

for example, the researcher assessed academic literature for similarities between HE 

and FE. Without tacit knowledge, the differences and similarities may not have been as 

forthcoming or obvious and therefore one may have assumed that all sectors within 

the UK education system were subject to the same phenomena. As one example, the 

issues su ou di g the use of the o d i itiati e  as dis ussed i  hapte  2.2.1, have 

been experienced first-hand by the researcher as a sustainability practitioner. 

Ho e e , this agai  efle ts a  i he e t ias as this is ased o  the esea he s 

perception that sustainability should be managed as a process and not as part of a 

process or initiative. 

Finally, tacit knowledge proved to be both a strength and weakness for the 

identification of documents suitable for analysis as the third source of this stud s data. 

Without tacit knowledge, a researcher would have found it more challenging to know 

which sector stakeholders were likely to publicise information on sustainability, and 

where within websites the information would be likely found. Tacit knowledge also 

made the navigation of college websites easier as the researcher knew that colleges 

followed similar information sharing patterns; the researcher was also aware that the 

perception of sustainability reflected the location and manner in which it was publicly 

o u i ated. E ide tl , oth ould e o st ued as a efle tio  of the esea he s 

bias and that a researcher without previous experience of the sector could not take 

such patterns of communication for granted and could uncover additional relevant 

i fo atio . This esea he s effo ts to i u a igate a  e site o  pu li atio  

li d spots  a e dis ussed i  o e detail in chapter 3.2.3.4. 

Data analysis limitations – multiple interpretations  

It is i po ta t to ote that the esea he s p ofessional experience will have inevitably 

led to so e i he e t iases he  i te p eti g the stud s data. While it is the stud s 

intention to seek out the perceptions and interpretations held by FE leaders of 

sustainability, it is highly probable that the resea he s  p ofessio al e pe ie e ill 

have led to a potentially different research outcome compared with someone 

employed within a different role within the sector, or without any experience of the 

sector. 

The interpretational issues are therefore three-fold: 
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1) To use i te p etatio s as the ediu  of a al sis  Ha , :  is to ase 

research outcomes on interpreting interpretations 

2) This is compounded within this study as the research outcomes are based on 

interpreting interpretations of an inherently ambiguous term 

3) I te p eti g the data itself ill ha e ee  ased o  the esea he s o  

interpretations, and if analysed by someone within a different role, or external 

to the sector, could have been interpreted differently 

The use of the TMF as a conceptual framework assisted the researcher in navigating 

some of the interpretational issues presented by providing a structure against which 

dominant themes to emerge from investigating perceptions could be verified. For 

example, interpretations and perceptions that pertained to short-term projects or 

spoke of sustainability as something that augments (rather than challenges) existing 

practices would reveal an operational focus by the sectors management. Within the 

TMF, this has neither positive nor negative connotations, as it is a reflection of a 

management approach, not a measure of progress, based on the perceptions of a small 

u e  of stakeholde s. The i pa t of i te p etatio al issues to the stud s 

conclusions may have therefore had more bearing if the study was intending to 

determine sustainability progress. 

Data collection - the researcher: participant effect  

As stated  O ueg uzie et al : , the i te p eti e esea he  ust efle t 

upo  ho  the esea he  a  ha e affe ted the pa ti ipa ts . It is this esea he s 

belief that the data collected during interviews and focus groups will have been subject 

to many reactions, not least to the topic itself. Although the terms sustainability and 

sustainable development are ambiguous and open to many interpretations, they have 

been communicated within the FE sector largely within the confines of eco-efficiency 

o  e i o e tal p oje ts. It is the esea he s elief that this ould ha e ei fo ed 

media-based stereotypical projections of what sustainability means and represents. 

This was considered within the design of the interview and focus group questions, 

where participants were asked to describe their interpretations of sustainability, which 

as the interview and focus groups progressed, evidently evolved beyond the 

parameters of their initial interpretation.   

The presence of the researcher it is believed, will have led to reactivity for the following 

reasons: 
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 Gender and age: the researcher believes that being young and female may have 

reinforced perceptions held by the research participants who were in most cases more 

senior males, of a sustainability professional. This may have initially led to participants 

providing appeasing or controversial responses as a result of their perception of the 

researcher, and topic. One participant described how they were sorry for the opinion 

the  e e a out to gi e ega di g t ee hugge s  i  espo se to o e of the uestio s 

asked. The esea he s age a d ge de  it is elie ed, also pla ed a ole i  gai i g 

access to research participants where the researcher had been informed that 

pa ti ipa ts a ted to help out  e ause the esea he  as of thei  daughte s age. 

In other cases, participants stated their participation was because they were interested 

to know more about the research topic. 

 Internal/ external status: though the researcher has had significant professional 

experience working with a diverse hierarchical range of colleagues, there is a possibility 

that the perceptions of some participants of someone conducting a PhD may have 

i pa ted o  the a didates  a e , a d ho  a did the  felt thei  espo ses ould 

be. On several occasions, participants (within interviews and focus groups) made 

comments referencing their uncertainty of the subject, and that the researcher 

probably knew more about it than them. 

Being known to one interviewee and to a small number of focus group participants may 

have also affected the manner and openness of responses compared to those 

participants to whom the researcher was unknown. The internal role of the researcher 

as a sustainability practitioner may have also led to known participants providing 

appeasing responses, viewing the researcher as a colleague instead of an impartial 

researcher. In this instance the researcher reiterated that the purpose of the research 

as ot to e essa il  fo us o  hat the ollege a  ha e al ead  do e o  ele ate  

the work of the researcher as a practitioner, but to explore and perhaps challenge 

existing perceptions of sustainability and what might the college be better placed to do 

in its future sustainability endeavours, and what barriers might need to be overcome in 

order to achieve this. Participants appeared satisfied with this explanation and only in a 

small number of cases was the researcher s a e a d o k e tio ed – typically in 

reference to the barriers that were evident in introducing more sustainable practices. 
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Data collection - the participant: researcher effect  

The effects of research participants on the researcher are far fewer than in the 

converse situation. 

During the first few interviews, the hierarchical position of the research participants did 

have an effect on the researcher that was revealed through nervousness and hesitation 

when asking further probing questions. The pa ti ipa ts  status also ade the 

researcher nervous to ensure that time keeping was upheld in order to make time to 

ask all of the questions. On several occasions, this meant that the researcher had to 

politely interrupt the interviewee if it was felt their response had gone off-topic or was 

reiterating earlier points. 

The hierarchical position of the researcher, combined with age and gender may have 

led to some interviewees or focus group participants believing that they could 

condescend the researcher either explicitly through off-topic remarks, or implicitly by 

talking over the researcher, talking amongst colleagues instead of to the researcher, 

which also impacted on the quality of the recording and others wishing to participate, 

or, by ignoring the resea he s ti e-keeping requests. 

Data collection - the institutional: research effect  

As previously stated, colleges that participated in focus groups were chosen by the 

researcher as they belonged to a local consortium of colleges with which the 

researcher had professional experience, and which therefore simplified and eased 

travel and access arrangements. In contrast to the colleges belonging to the 157 Group 

(with one exception), the colleges that took part in focus groups were generally much 

smaller and were perceived by the researcher to be subject to different positive and 

negative institutional factors (such as the size of their stakeholder cohort, funding 

constraints, and institutional flexibility or autonomy).  

157 Group members were initially targeted to participate in interviews as the 

researcher believed that the quasi-leadership role performed by the group, along with 

their similar institutional parameters (namely, they are all extremely large colleges – 

see chapter 1), would be appropriate to p o ide a o e ep ese tati e pi tu e  of the 

state and attitude towards sustainability leadership within the sector. After conducting 

interviews and focus groups (whose participants came from in most cases much 

smaller colleges), the size of the college was found to have little consequence on how 
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the interview and focus group questions were answered. The difference was found 

i stead to e se io  leade s p ope sit  to use the o e lite al u de sta di g of the 

term sustainability, which may be indicative of the more direct relationship 157 Group 

colleges have with the government, and therefore may be more prone to adopting the 

trending government discourse. The urban location of most 157 Group colleges may 

also lead to different organisational characteristics and language trends compared with 

smaller, more rural or perhaps specialised colleges. Large urban colleges may have 

different or more popular curriculum areas that in turn have led to the forging of 

relationships with more numerous or larger private firms, thus impacting on the 

ollege s p io it  a eas.  

Given that only 20 colleges participated in the research altogether representing only 

% of the  G oup s e e ship, a gua l  the data sa ple eithe  ep ese ted 

the 157 Group nor the sector. With this in mind, were this study to be repeated, the 

researcher would endeavour to utilise a more diverse range of colleges, chosen not by 

institutional size, but on perception of sustainability approach – perhaps based on the 

achievement of awards, or presence (or not) of publicly available sustainability 

i fo atio , o  pe haps just a a do  sa ple i espe ti e of the ollege s pu li l  

facing sustainability approach. 

A further and unavoidable weakness of this study echoes a point made by Shriberg 

(2002) and Beltran-Kadji et al (2013) who state that to assess characteristics of an 

organisation using the input from the most senior decision makers is not only difficult, 

but can be misleading, especially when examining the role of leadership. In response, 

and for the purposes of data enrichment, this study sought alternative stakeholder 

views of the role of leaders (with regard to sustainability) by conducting focus groups 

with lower-middle management. However, the most substantial data set is formed 

from interviews conducted with the most senior leaders of each college and therefore 

has the g eatest o t i utio  to the stud s esea h fi di gs. Gi e  the idel  ited 

i po ta e of leade ship o it e t e ui ed fo  the alidatio  of a  o ga isatio s 

commitment to sustainability, and the lack of knowledge held about the sector and its 

perceptions of sustainability, it was felt most useful to examine senior leaders 

perceptions as a starting point in researching the FE sector. 

Further studies with perhaps a greater number of researchers would be better 

positioned to explore the perceptions of other FE stakeholders, namely students, 
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awarding bodies, employers and the FE inspectorate – Ofsted – which in this case were 

omitted in favour of a more direct lineage of management, with senior leaders and 

focus groups representing the niche level, sector representative groups representing 

the egi e le el, a d the go e e t s spo so i g depa t e ts as ep ese tati es of 

the landscape level.  

The most notable of limitations surrounding the choice of stakeholders at a regime and 

la ds ape le el is that the  ge e all  ep ese t ollege s usi ess suppo t a eas, athe  

than the academic interests that awarding bodies and curriculum regulators preside. 

However, while each of examined stakeholde s e sites a d do u e ts a  ha e a  

overall bias towards business support, their role does not explicitly exclude academic 

engagement or representation, rather their approach to academic engagement is for 

the purposes of overall business support – i.e. are colleges providing the most 

appropriate education to suit economic and government needs? 

3.2.3.3 Limitations relating to focus group data collection  

The limitations surrounding the inherent bias of the researcher, the researcher: 

participant effect, the participant: researcher effect and the institution: researcher 

effect previously discussed are all relevant and transferable limitations to the focus 

group process. There is an additional limitation regarding the colleges that the 

researcher intended to invite to participate in focus groups, compared with the 

colleges who subsequently participated. The intention was to invite colleges who had 

had their senior leaders participate in the interview process so that the views of their 

staff could be compared to the views of the senior leader. However, due to the time 

and distance involved in travelling to many of the colleges, and the complication of not 

having a less-senior point of contact to correspond with to organise focus groups, the 

researcher felt it would be more reliable to approach colleges within a local proximity 

with whom she had existing professional relationships. Only one of the colleges that 

had participated in an interview also participated in a focus group.  

It is difficult to assess if and how this sampling issue may have affected the results; on 

the one hand, results suggest that senior leaders have largely consistent views with 

ega ds to the the es ei g i estigated th ough the stud s esea h uestio s. 

Therefore, it would not be inaccurate to speculate that the senior leaders of those 

colleges who participated in focus groups would have held similar views to their peers. 

This stud s fo us g oup esults a e also la gely consistent with one another therefore it 

is also likely that similar themes and perspectives will have emerged from groups 
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whose senior leader had participated in an interview. However as stated earlier, the 

fo us g oup s esults a e ep ese tative only of the group itself, a different mix of 

participants under different conditions, or asking different questions may well have led 

to e  diffe e t esult out o es. This ge e alisi g  disad a tage asso iated ith 

focus groups specifically may also be applicable to the study as a whole; can the views 

of a minority reflect those of the majority? This cannot be assumed, and therefore it is 

worth reiterating that the purpose of this study is to glean a snapshot of the 

management approach taken by a small group of colleges and hopefully inspires 

further research in this unknown area. 

What is also difficult to understand is if the results and dynamics demonstrated by the 

samples that contributed to the study would have been different or similar to results, 

had focus group and interview participants been from the same institution? Were this 

study to be repeated, it would be beneficial to target interview and focus group 

participants from the same college. 

Specific limitations regarding the focus group process and how the researcher 

attempted to overcome these issues are as follows: 

 The esea he s poi t of o ta t fo  the o ga isatio  of ea h fo us g oup as also 

known to the researcher professionally: focus group one was conducted within the 

esea he s e plo i g ollege a d the efo e pa ti ipa ts e e olleagues of the 

researcher. To mitigate any assumptions made by the focus group participants of the 

esea he s tacit knowledge, the researcher stated that her role within the focus 

groups was as a researcher and university student, and not as a peer or colleague on 

behalf of their employer. Therefore, the participants were asked to answer questions 

assuming that the researcher had no previous knowledge of the college or its approach 

to sustainability. This appeared to be well received and understood by the participants, 

and only in a small number of cases did the researcher have to ask participants for 

clarification or further explanation of their response. 

 Many participants stated that they enjoyed the experience, however in one focus 

group where there was a conflict in opinion some participants appeared to be annoyed 

and frustrated. The researcher tried to allay tension by stating that it was acceptable 

for participants to have different opinions, and that it provided an equally valid 

contribution to the research.  
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 Though the researcher had some teaching experience that provided foundation 

knowledge of the skills required to ensure group command and discipline, the 

halle ges asso iated ith the esea he s la k of spe ifi  e pe ie e e e e ealed 

through time keeping issues, and equal group participation. Despite the 

encouragement of the researcher and keeping focus group questions to a minimum, 

two participants within focus group three did not make a contribution. During focus 

group two, time keeping was initially an issue due to the dominance of one focus group 

participant. To combat this, the researcher used rapport with the participant to ask 

them to allow others to participate, and reminded the group that a maximum of ten 

minutes should be given to answering each question. 

3.2.3.4 Limitations relating to secondary data collection  

Many of the limitations experienced within focus groups and interviews were related 

to the interaction with research participants; however because the analysis of website 

and publication documentation was conducted as a desk study independently by the 

researcher, there are far fewer interaction based limitations surrounding this data 

collection process. Nevertheless the main limitation presented by this data collection 

method was the not insubstantial issue of embedded bias and reliability – both of the 

search terms used to identify the data, and the resea he s a ilit  to a al se the data 

using a reliable and unbiased method  (as previously indicated in chapter 3.2.1.3). 

When sampling the information to analyse, website searches were made only for 

results that referred to the search terms which may have precluded website content or 

embedded documents that referred to sustainability implicitly, but using different 

terminology. This presented an inherent limitation as using such terms with an 

environmental bias could in fact have returned results that only indicate a lack of 

environmental engagement. In other words, environmental sustainability is only one 

facet of sustainable development, and therefore should not be synonymous with 

sustainability itself. However, indications to come from conducting interviews and 

focus groups led the researcher to believe that this indeed how the participants 

perceived sustainability, and therefore whilst it is not the only way in which it can be 

defined, it is one of two ways that the sector appears to define it. However, to 

introduce greater rigour into the process and equal coverage of each college and sector 

organisation website, strategy documents and annual reports where available where 

examined to determine if, for example, a strong organisational commitment to 

sustai a ilit  as a ti ulated ithi  a  o ga isatio s  a ual epo t, a d its a se e o  

the e site as the efo e ot e essa il  ep ese tati e of the o ga isatio s  
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approach. Indeed, it was kept in mind that sustainability might simply have been poorly 

communicated on publicly facing websites (as opposed to internally accessed intranets) 

e ause of e site s t pi al fo us o  the pe ei ed eeds a d e pe tatio s of 

prospective students. Conversely, college websites like university websites must 

ulti atel  ep ese t the view they a t the o ld to ha e of the  “ ott a d Gough, 

2004: 243); therefore this reasoning rather than an excuse may be further evidence of 

how sustainability is perceived. 

It is relevant to note that these limitations did not become apparent until the data 

analysis stage; though the researcher was intuitively aware of the terminology issues 

presented by the sustainability discourse, it did not occur to the researcher that these 

would be played out within the data collected, particularly during interviews. The 

purpose of providing information prior to interviews and focus groups was to indicate 

the purpose and parameters of the research. Nevertheless, despite interviewees 

interchangeably using different definitions of sustainability, these language-based 

indicators were still needed in order to fulfil the research objective. Indeed, whilst the 

choice of indicators resulted in unanticipated limitations, it has provided an additional 

and valuable o t i utio  to the stud s esea h.  

Another limitation in the data access itself was that only a small number of publications 

(but all SFA annual reports) were examined representing a sample of a number of 

sustainability documents developed for FE colleges specifically by other organisations 

and consultants (many of whom were external to the sector) as well as those 

developed for FE and HE, available on the websites of other sector stakeholders such as 

HEFCE and sector membership bodies such as the EAUC. However, as the primary 

purpose of this exercise was to examine how colleges and FE funding bodies 

communicate sustainability it was deemed appropriate to limit online searches to 

those organisations with the most direct relevance to the study and relationship with 

FE only. Were this study repeated, the collection of data from a wider population of 

colleges – either all 157 Group members, or all UK FE colleges – and organisations, 

i ludi g the EAUC, HEFCE, a a di g odies a d the se to s i spe ti g o ganisation 

Ofsted  would be recommended to ensure more accurate representation of the sector 

as a whole. 

Returning to how data was accessed, this statement made by Scott and Gough 

:  o e eeds to e e t e el  autious a out the deg ee of sig ifi a ce 
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attached to a limited survey of a small sample of this kind, particularly when the results 

depe d i  g eat deg ee upo  the o ki gs of ea h u i e sit s i te al sea h e gi e , 

is relevant to this study as some of the college websites did not have an internal search 

function. To circumnavigate this, the researcher manually searched corporate 

information pages as well as online prospectuses and curriculum webpages to locate 

possible sources of sustainability information. Only in a small number of cases after 

manual searches were conducted was information deemed unavailable, however this 

does not necessarily represent the colleges approach to sustainability. These colleges 

may have chosen to limit such information to college staff and students only through 

internal communication streams. Indeed, even in the majority of cases where 

information was located, there may have been much more available through such 

means that the researcher could not access.  

Though it could be suggested that the researcher should have made contact with each 

college to request the disclosure of information, this a) may not have been successful, 

and b) would rely on the person asked/ referred to, and their interpretation of what 

sustainability information meant, or they felt was relevant. This is also pertinent to the 

researcher and the search terms chosen, which were limited to four iterations of what 

the researcher believes to constitute sustainability terminology. As stated by 

Ka atzoglou :  o te t a al sis a ot elude the autho s su je ti e 

o p ehe sio  a d e pla atio  of e tai  fi di gs a d patte s , a d Scott and 

Gough, :  the e a e da ge s i  ei g o e -prescriptive about what counts as 

sustai a le de elop e t .  

As a counter argument to this, though search terms encompassing all of those used for 

example by Lozano et al (2013), which included references to sustainability within 

curriculum, research, operations, outreach, collaboration, assessment and reporting, 

transdisciplinarity, institutional framework would be valid and more representative of 

all facets of sustainable development, the researcher believes that they are more 

indicative of a search to determine progress, and would therefore assume that 

progress was being made within FE (not to mention that research does not apply to 

FE). Instead, and as explained in earlier chapters, the purpose of this study was to 

identify a o e udi e ta  is sustai a ilit  e e  ei g talked a out?  approach, not 

assuming that progress was being made.  
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3.2.3.5 Limitations presented by the choice of conceptual framework  

Transition management theory has been developed using distinct timescales that are 

reflective of those represented by significant societal transitions. For the purposes of 

this study however, these time scales have had to be adjusted and downscaled in order 

to efle t the atu e of the se to s go e a e, the ha a te isti s of hi h ha e 

ironically constrained the ability for the framework to consider timescales beyond five 

years. This presents a ou da  to the appli atio  of this stud s esea h outputs, 

hi h ould o l  e used as a des ipti e i di ato  of the o e all se to s  a age e t 

approach to sustainability, and not for the prescriptive application of the framework to 

induce a systemised transition unless the framework was revised – see chapter 6.  

A further study boundary presented by the use of the TMF is that it is not a specific 

leadership framework; rather, it is a framework that focuses on influencing multiple 

levels of governance and their activities in order to accelerate change towards 

sustainability. This study can only utilise the framework as far as using its descriptive 

function following the examination of leadership perceptions of their activities to 

p o ide a udi e ta  ap of the se to s  o e all a age e t app oa h to 

sustainability. At this stage, it is suggested that the prescriptive function of the TMF is 

not appropriate for use within this sector as it is unknown whether a transition to 

sustainability is wanted by the sector. It is suggested that future studies examine why, 

in the absence of external incentives, colleges may engage with sustainability. This is a 

research gap identified by Shriberg (2002) who though discussing HE sustainability 

assessment tools, is particularly relevant to FE and could contribute to transition 

management literature by identifying frontrunners within the sector who could then 

participate in the promotion of a sector wide transition.  

Though the purpose of the study was to examine the perceptions of sector leaders in 

positions at a landscape, regime and niche level, the data gathering time constraints 

limited the ability of the researcher to conduct interviews and focus groups only at a 

niche level. Data gathered to represent the regime and landscape levels was limited to 

publicly available information held online, and therefore is unable to be an accurate 

ep ese tatio  of ea h tie s a age e t app oa h to sustai a ilit . Additionally, the 

organisations selected to represent the regime management level were limited to the 

157 Group and AoC. The decision to omit other significant sector stakeholders such as 

awarding bodies, Ofsted, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), the Gazelle Group, the 

European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) o  ea h ollege s Lo al E te p ise 

Partnership (LEP) that may have greater resonance with academic staff or college 
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specialist areas, risked the results naturally reflecting the language used within 

business support areas to which many of the focus group participants and some 

interview participants belonged.  

Though the  G oup a d AoC e e hose  as FE s olle ti e e ui ale t of UK HE s 

Russell Group drawing upon tacit knowledge that these groups are important to college 

senior leaders, the limitations of their specific scrutiny preclude the other stakeholders 

of FE that may have alternative approaches to sustainable development. However, as 

the purpose of this study was to examine the FE s leade s  management approach to 

sustainable development, with the additional considerations of data access
2
 and the 

volume of data to analyse, it felt more appropriate to focus on a small number of 

groups that represent the interests of colleges generally, and whose membership 

leaders value. 

Were this study to be repeated, it is suggested that the regime management level 

should be represented by a wider number of sector stakeholders that have a wider 

range of specialisms such as those that examine and direct curriculum. An ideal 

element of this approach would be to use the same data collection method at each 

a age e t le el. Though a ess as the p i a  easo  fo  this stud s a ied data 

collection methods, interviews, focus groups and analyses of online approaches to 

sustainability communication at each leadership level of the sector should ideally be 

used in order to dete i e a o e a u ate assess e t of ea h le el s a age e t 

approach to sustainability.  

The specific limitations associated with the application and adaptation of the TMF is 

discussed in greater detail in chapter 6.2.3. 

                                                             
2
 The researcher made multiple attempts to gain access to Ofsted and the SFA but was 

unsuccessful. 
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3.3 Concluding thoughts: a reflection of the data collection and analysis processes. 

This chapter has described in detail the procedures followed for each of the data 

source collection and analysis methods and has endeavoured to provide an exhaustive 

efle tio  of the stud s li itatio s. The data olle tio  a d a al sis p o esses though 

enjoyable were challenging to the researcher, largely as a result of the simultaneous 

role that had to be played as a sustainability practitioner in order to obtain access to 

data sources, and then as an academic when analysing the research outputs. It is 

inevitable that the transcription of interviews and focus group recordings were 

influenced  the esea he s  i te p etatio s, as t a s iptio  is itself a  i te p eti e 

and constructive act (Grundy et al, 2003), however, interpretational insight and tacit 

knowledge of the sector also allowed the researcher to recognise and understand the 

implicit meaning of phrases and nuances used by research participants. Indeed, whilst 

being a part-ti e stude t p ese ted a p o le  ega di g the ti eli ess of this stud s 

write-up o e all, the esea he s a ess to i te ie ees a d the ti e p o ided  the 

process allowed for greater reflection of the data s collection and analysis methods, as 

well as their interpretation. 

Returning to the limitations presented by the chosen topic and its terminology, on the 

one hand, sustainability and sustainable development as explicit terms used within 

each of the data collection methods could have been removed, with perceptions being 

explored using more implicit language, therefore avoiding founding a study upon 

interpreting interpretations of an already ambiguous term. Indeed, the use of 

sustainability terminology may have prompted participants to respond using a 

discourse they felt resonated with sustainability leading to different responses being 

given than if asked peer-to-peer. To overcome issues surround different interpretations 

of sustainability during interviews, Littledyke et al (2013) after asking the participant 

their understanding of sustainability provided a working definition of sustainability to 

clarify the scope of the interview.  

Similarly, the analysis of website and publication information were confined to 

interpretations of the material to emerge, which itself was implicated by the search 

te s used, a el  sustai a ilit , sustai a le de elop e t , e i o e t  a d 

e i o e tal . These e e sea h te s hose   the esea he  ased o  te s 

that are commonly used and recognised within the higher education community, 

however these terms may not be as relevant or share the same meanings within the FE 

sector, especially as it does not perform academic research. However, while using 
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e pli it te s to u de sta d the se to s pe eptio  of sustai a ilit  ill i e ita l  

result in research outputs that are confined to what the sector believes should be 

labelled as sustainability, to understand if there are additional understandings or wider 

perceptions that fall beyond the boundaries of those search terms used requires the 

ability of the researcher and their tacit knowledge of both the sector, and the 

sustainability discourse, which is arguably laden with as many interpretational risks as 

using the explicit sustainability terminology. In either case, it is recommended that 

studies that use tacit knowledge follow an interpretivist framework (Ambrosini and 

Bo a , , hi h suppo ts this stud s use of a  i te p eti ist episte olog , a d 

the TMF as its conceptual framework, however it is arguable that conceptualising 

themes using based on specific terminology conflicts with GT as each of these themes 

bring pre-existing meanings.  

The question must also be raised of whether the nuances of what participants believe 

sustai a ilit  to ea  ha e ee  he ked ithi  othe  stud s that e plo e 

perceptions, or sector based surveys or reports. For example, the AoC website 

(2016[a]) states that 99% of colleges have sustainability as a strategic aim. Whilst it is 

assu ed that the statisti  is i  efe e e to hat has ee  defi ed as a holisti  

understanding of sustainability throughout this study, it is not clear either way. 

However, a subsequent question of does this actually matter is also raised. As later 

chapters will discuss, this study highlights that the issue with sustainability is one of 

perception and ultimately, it is actions rather than words or terminology that matter 

and lead to real change. 

Perhaps it is inevitable that any study investigating perceptions of sustainability will 

encounter interpretational issues, and therefore it is the onus of the researcher to 

highlight such issues rather than trying to find ways in which to avoid them. Indeed, it 

may be more fruitful to reveal the interpretational issues that clearly still thrive within 

sustainability discourse, especially within a previously unexplored sector which 

although shares many similarities with the HE sector, has significant differences and 

therefore potentially a different role to play within the sustainability agenda.  
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Chapter 4. Results  

This chapter discusses sequentially the results to emerge from interviews, focus groups 

and content analysis, with the structure of each sub- hapte s results corresponding 

with the themes explored within each research question, namely perception of 

sustainability as a term, perceptions of power, and perceptions of sustainability in 

practice. The chapter concludes with an overall summary of the results to emerge, if 

and how these reflect some of the key themes and theories explored within literature, 

and as a precursor to the broader discussion in chapter 5, what these results indicate in 

elatio  to the o eptual f a e o k a d the stud s esea h o je ti e. 

Using a grounded theory analysis method, interview and focus group transcripts were 

explored individually and collectively to generate the open, selective and theoretical 

coding. Transcripts were therefore analysed as a whole, grouped by question category 

(perception, power and practice), and responses to individual questions (for example, 

all responses to question 8). 

The theoretical codes generated from this grounded theory analytical method are 

denoted in table 13 and form the structure of interview and focus group results 

detailed in sub-chapters 4.1 – 4.2.3. Their interrelation and wider contextual relevance 

with existing key theories is discussed in chapter 5.  
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Question category Category theoretical codes 

Interviews  

Perception of definition Interchangeable use of business continuity and eco-efficiency. 

Lacking confidence stifles ambition. Strategy undermined by 

changing policy. 

Perception of power Leadership by business continuity. Seniority and responsibility 

inversely related. Funding prohibits leadership. Lack of contextual 

relevance to FE. Vocational focus at odds with HE agenda. Power 

pointing to external influences. 

Perception of practice Demonstrated by eco-efficiency and product relevance. Eco-

efficiency dominated by mitigation. Eco-efficiency supports business 

continuity. Barriers evident of cultural and terminology issues. 

Sustainability term and sector reputation counterproductive. 

Co peti g othe  p io ities. Dist i uted leade ship o e a essi le. 

Senior leadership and external influences legitimise investment. 

Focus Groups  

Perception of definition More consistent than senior leaders. Eco-efficiency dominant. 

Operational and non-academic/ vocational participation reflects 

perception. Conflict between economy and environment. 

Perception of power Moral duty of colleges unsupported. Conflict between eco-efficiency 

and cultural engagement. Requires in-house leadership but external 

leadership and legislation perceived to be most important. 

Perception of practice Eco-efficiency and pedagogy. Vocational curriculum enhancer. 

Finance and culture the most significant barriers. Perceived as an 

inconvenience. 

Table 13 – Theoretical codes to emerge from Grounded Theory analysis of interviews and 

focus groups. 
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4.1 Interviews  

The following section presents the analysis of dominant themes revealed within 

interviews. Responses to each of the thirteen interview questions have been sub-

divided into three sub-chapters, with each sub-chapter corresponding to an over-

arching theme interrogated within the research questions – perception, power, and 

practice.  

4.1.1 What is the dominant perception of sustainable development by FE leadership?  

Perceptions of sustainability, sustainable development and sustainable colleges were 

polarised into two specific themes of business continuity and eco-efficiency. These 

themes were also reflected within discussions describing the key issues currently 

experienced by, or facing colleges in the future. For example, respondents used the 

term sustainability to describe financial sustainability and business continuity, stating 

that a sustainable college is one that achieves financial sustainability or ideally financial 

growth. Eco-efficiency in many cases was discussed separately to business continuity 

and was often referenced as evidence of a ollege s commitment to sustainability, 

however it was always cited as an important contributor to the financial sustainability 

of a college.  

Perceptions of business continuity and sustainability  

Sustainable financial growth, achieving profit and managing financial risk were 

commonly used terms when describing the characteristics of a sustainable college. 

Consequently, respondents stated the sustainability or continuation of a college was at 

the centre of their ollege s strategy, and to have a sustai a ilit  st ateg  is necessary 

for a college to be sustainable. Other respondents also described the importance of 

having an e i o e tal poli  to fulfil sustainability, or g ee , conditions attached 

to funding bids, typically for new building developments. 

Central government sector funding cuts were described as the most significant threat 

to the sustainability of colleges. As a counter measure, colleges have been increasing 

their business resilience by diversifying into different markets, forging direct links with 

local employers, industry and the LEP. Competition with other local education 

providers in an increasingly open market was cited as an additional incentive for 

colleges to diversify. While respondents described positively the opportunities 

presented by business diversification, for a college to do this successfully relied upon 

its ability to adapt and be flexible to changing demands, something which respondents 
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believed perpetuates existing issues relating to confusion over the sector s reputation 

and identity that in turn, exacerbate an already inconsistent approach towards colleges 

by the government: 

As long as people in power keep asking hat is it colleges do?  Ho  important is it?  

e e going to be in a bad place I thi k  (Interviewee 9, 16/07/2013). 

 I do t believe there will be consistency but I think that consistency of approach is 

absolutely critical even if it seems to be a negative. I think having consistent negativity 

is better than having it flitting from one to the othe  (Interviewee 11, 25/10/2013). 

In order for a college to become sustainable, and, the action of a sustainable college 

was perceived as one that values its external relationships and sells itself to powerful 

stakeholders such as the LEP. Collaboration with important local or regional 

stakeholders were perceived as necessary to ensure colleges remain informed of 

changing economic and local employment conditions and are able to adapt their 

curriculum provision accordingly to supply the labour force in demand. By doing so, 

espo de ts felt that olleges fa ilitate the eatio  of sustai a le jo s , a d 

contribute to the social and economic sustainability of their communities by raising 

aspiration and attainment. Being financially sustainable was therefore perceived to 

i p o e a ollege s a ilit  to o e effe ti el  fulfil its so ial espo si ilit , ot least  

o ti ui g to e ist , ut also  li ki g its lea e s ith e plo e t oppo tu ities 

based on the changeable needs of local industry. Adaptability was cited as one of the 

main incentives to improve college property through new fit fo  pu pose , s alle , 

more appealing and more energy efficient developments. In one case, a new building 

development was specifically being designed to be more flexible so that it could cater 

for short-term courses and rapid changes in industrial needs: 

We e about to start on site with a new build and e e designed that specifically to 

have space that s fle i le… [To changing demands]  (Interviewee 11, 25/10/2013). 

While on the one hand, local external forces were seen by some as important for future 

opportunities, others believed that local external forces present a financial risk to 

colleges if local government and local businesses through the LEP s were to bypass 

colleges and forge direct links to determine the supply and demand of local vocational 

education needs: 
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The e is an increasing profile of the local enterprise partnership, potential that we will 

no longer be delivering apprenticeships, and no longer have the funding directly for 

app e ti eships  (Interviewee 8, 10/07/2013). 

Therefore, the adeptness of leaders to sell  their colleges within local business arenas 

was perceived as extremely important. Indeed, a respondent stated the future of the 

sector is dependent on the effectiveness of its leadership, and that o e of the same 

[leadership] will not do  (Interviewee 14, 14/11/2013). While respondents stated that a 

ollege s financial sustainability or more broadly, their future is determined by, and 

susceptible to external factors such as competition from the LEP and their leaders  

ability to navigate these factors, others stated that it is equally determined by 

internally facing factors such as the efficiency of a ollege s campus and culture, which 

were seen to become more important in times of austerity. Participants who 

downplayed the risk posed by external forces made confident statements about the 

future of the sector such as, sustainability is t about the long term future of the 

o ga isatio  (Interviewee 9, 16/07/2013), because colleges will continue to be 

required to train the ou t s labour force: well they [colleges] actually have 

customers who are called students, so e ll always have students, for the next 10 years 

e ll have students, and our job with students will be the sa e  (Interviewee 2, 

19/05/2013). It was these leaders that saw a leaner and more efficient business model 

as most important for safeguarding ollege s financial sustainability and therefore 

feasibility as a sector, dismissing or disassociating the purpose and future of colleges 

from broader social issues such as sustainable development. 

A ollege s sustainability was cited as being integral to and interdependent with the 

overall health and wellbeing of its internal and external community and linked to an 

example of the importance of paying the living wage to all of its employees. However, 

sustainability as an explicit cultural and stakeholder engagement exercise was 

described as a lu u , that would only be considered for implementation when time 

and money were more abundant. Respondents stated their unease at appearing to 

dictate or legislate what constitutes sustainable behaviour and lifestyles, and that as a 

college its purpose is to educate its stakeholders so that they are able to make 

informed choices. It seems therefore that unlike social and economic leadership, 

participants felt uncertain or uneasy about a ollege s role in encouraging what they 

perceive to be the more contentious issue of environmental leadership, or perhaps 

their uncertainty reflected their understanding of the cultural contention between 
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human and environmentally focussed decision. This disassociation from broader social 

issues and reluctance to encourage leadership of environmental sustainability could 

also be indicative of a perceived immunity from environmental change as a sector, or 

that the risks associated with environmental change are too distant for leaders to be 

concerned with now.  

Other respondents stated that cultural development for sustainability would result in 

staff a d stude ts de o st ati g i he e t, ut ot e pli itl  sustai a le , alues a d 

actions. While examples of what constituted a sustainable action were not given, 

sustainable values were seen as synonymous with knowledge of markets, energy 

efficiency and the financial bottom line. Not only were college workforces and internal 

culture perceived as being important for colleges to adapt to the changes taking place 

within the sector, it was also recognised that the nature of the workforce may need to 

change so that it is able to deliver the curriculum in demand and to the standard 

required. The ollege s i te al ultu e is the efore both vulnerable to external forces, 

notably budget cuts and staffing efficiencies, but is relied upon to support and deliver 

the internal changes that result from business and income diversification: 

If e e got a right strategy in place, structure follows strategy, so we should have the 

right people in place and then financial should follo  (Interviewee 10, 19/07/2013). 

The second big issue for me is about focussing on having the right people and 

workforce skills organisationally to meet our aspiration in terms of what we want to 

do  (Interviewee 14, 14/11/2013). 

Perceptions of eco-efficiency and sustainability  

Discussions of eco-efficiency were centred on new building developments and the 

delivery and content of curriculum. New buildings were strongly perceived as being 

more conducive (than their existing buildings) for the introduction of technological 

innovation that in turn would introduce greater operational eco-efficiency, enhance 

the content of some curriculum areas, and facilitate leaner curriculum delivery 

methods. Campus eco-efficiency was cited as a significant contributor to the colleges  

overall financial sustainability, especially to those colleges unsuccessful in their 

government capital grant applications and who instead, had to borrow money in order 

to fund new building developments. While this introduced further financial risk, 

respondents described new buildings as necessary for colleges to continue to be 
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sustainable by meeting the needs of all of its external and internal stakeholders, 

reinforcing that the se to s sustainability is also dependent on its appeal and 

relevance. 

For a college to be sustainable, respondents stated that classrooms must be 

modernised (through technological innovation) to support and facilitate growing trends 

of online or distance learning and, the use of portable devices by students: 

Be o i g more financially viable; e e got to pay for this building. And increasing our 

student numbers, becoming more focussed on the needs of employers and just kind of, 

keep evolving ourselves for the futu e  (Interviewee 15, 27/11/2013). 

I think the e s a big issue around technology and keeping abreast of the latest 

technological developments and incorporating them into teaching and learning because 

if we do t, the students will, and e e going to get left behind a e t e?  

(Interviewee 10, 19/07/2013). 

The reduction in a ollege s paper consumption as a result of both trends, as well as 

other college strategies such as reducing photocopying, were perceived as direct 

contributions to a ollege s environmental and financial sustainability:  

It s a win-win for the college and the pla et  (Interviewee 2, 19/05/2013). 

If you forget the sustainability side of it, ou ll get your payback in o e  

(Interviewee 8, 10/07/2013). 

There was also the perception that the growing trend of online or distance learning 

would result in fewer students needing to travel to site and would therefore have 

theoretical subsidiary impacts on travel habits, local congestion, and environmental 

sustainability. The point was raised however that a complete migration to online or 

distance learning could conflict with satisfying regulatory and inspection requirements, 

and as a counter measure, suggested that:  

The e s a digital spa e fo  a ollege to e at, a d the e s a  a alogue spa e  

(Interviewee 2, 19/05/2013). 

Within discussions of curriculum content, respondents stated that a college is behaving 

sustainably by embedding sustainability into the curriculum demonstrated by 
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volunteered examples (that were either within vocational subject areas, or used 

vocational influences) of the installation of solar panels, rainwater harvesting, or new 

boiler technology. Some new buildings came equipped with these features, but in any 

case vocational classrooms were designed to include these features for demonstration 

and learning purposes. Operational initiatives such as ethical or local procurement of 

food within canteens or waste management were also cited to have educational 

benefits to the students.  

Respondents stated that it is important to both embed sustainability into the 

curriculum, but ensure it is fit for purpose and therefore sustainable by meeting the 

needs of the local economy and responding to the supply and demand of local skills 

requirements. Statements such as the way we integrate sustainability into the 

u i ulu  (Interviewee 5, 17/06/2013) were supported by examples of linking 

curriculum development with industry and creating sustainability through 

employment. By supplying the local labour market, colleges are able to reinforce their 

sustainability by demonstrating their value to their local community and economy.  

A ollege s reputation and financial sustainability were also cited as dependent on the 

development and external assessment of the ualit  of its curriculum: 

 …Be ause that [Ofsted] grade determines [which] bids we can apply for, pots of 

money, projects, all of it, and working with employers. So clearly a major focus is to turn 

around that quality and improvement grade so that we can continue to develop our 

curriculum, and our bids, and our broader role within the o u it  (Interviewee 5, 

17/06/2013). 

Other key performance indicators such as student enrolments, student attainment, and 

numbers of employers engaged with and capital investment on new building 

de elop e ts e e also ited as de o st ati e of a ollege s i pa t, i po ta t to a 

ollege s eputatio , a d the efo e its sustai a ilit . It as e og ised ho e e  that 

so e aspe ts of a ollege s so ial o t i utio  to sustai a ilit  su h as the i te al 

culture and behaviours and how this may diffuse into the local external culture are 

immeasurable, but equally valid and necessary for a college to be sustainable. Though 

it was indiscernible to which definition of sustainability participants were referring, the 

fact that people and culture were perceived as important was an encouraging 
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recognition that the sustainability of a business and sustainable development require 

more than the management of quantitative indicators. 

4. .  What a e leade s’ pe eptio s of power and leadership for sustainability within 

FE? 

 This se tio  ill p o ide a  a al sis of espo ses that des i e leade s  pe eptio s of 

the role and power of colleges to achieve sustainability within the education sector, 

perceptions of how sustainability should be led within the FE sector, and what would 

encourage individual colleges to become leaders of sustainability. 

Reflecting themes discussed in chapter 4.1.1, a strong theme to emerge within 

responses to questions concerning power reinforced the overall interpretation of 

sustainability being synonymous with the social and economic continuity of colleges 

a d thei  o u ities, o  as so ethi g that adds alue to a ollege s so ial a d 

economic sustainability. The latter of these was demonstrated by examples of eco-

effi ie  ithi  a ollege s ope atio s, o  edu atio  a out sustai a ilit  ithi  

curriculum areas that supply local labour demands. Perceptions of leadership and 

po e  d a i s e e also e ealed to diffe  depe di g o  the espo de t s 

interpretation of sustainability, and the seniority of the respondent; indeed, college 

Principals perceived sustainability within individual colleges as a shared leadership 

endeavour, whereas Vice-P i ipals stated it as the ole of thei  ollege s leader.  

Pe eptio s of FE olleges’ leade ship ole ithi  the education sector   

Responses to this question were divided into two categories: firstly, some respondents 

did not perceive colleges as having a leadership role within the education sector due to 

the perceived investment required for sustainability to be implemented. Secondly, the 

ajo it  of espo ses i stead dis ussed thei  ollege s pe ei ed ole as a o u it  

leader, describing sustainability as the continuation of a college and its symbiotic 

relationship with local economic and social conditions, or as an activity that can add 

value to the processes of economic and social improvement either for the college itself, 

or to the local community through its students. In short, sustainability was either 

synonymous with the continuation of a business as usual scenario, or as a tool to 

enhance and refine a business as usual scenario. 

An exceptional result was the perception that a college had suffered financially as a 

result of investing in sustainability delivery within the curriculum, only for it to be 
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undermined by a change in government policy. The strongest theme on the contrary 

was that sustainability is interpreted as a tool for social and economic improvement 

within a college, or as a literal te  that  si pl  ei g , a ollege helps to sustai  the 

local community. 

Respondents who did not perceive a leadership role for FE within the education sector 

stated that HE and schools are better equipped to invest in sustainability as a result of 

their more favourable reputation and greater political influence (compared within FE) 

both of which, it is perceived, have translated into consistently better funding 

conditions. In this regard sustainability was interpreted as something that can only be 

demonstrated operationally. Other participants indicated a broader perception of 

sustainability than operational parameters but also stated that FE compared to other 

sectors is lacking in the knowledge of sustainability and therefore is unable to take a 

lead on it: 

…The e a e leade s i  this [sustai a ilit ], a d a e e just do t k o  e ough 

a out it  I te ie ee , / / . 

Within the literal interpretation when discussing perceptions of power and leadership, 

respondents described colleges as role models to their local communities who depend 

o  a ollege s su ess fo  o ti ued e o o i  a d so ial de elop e t, providing the 

example of college students having a greater tendency to remain in the local 

community after gaining their qualifications (compared to HE), and therefore 

performing a greater role in the creation of local sustainable economies. This effect is 

e ha ed th ough a ollege s elatio ships ith e plo e s, hi h the  i fo  

curriculum development to suit local skills shortages; therefore, colleges are helping to 

uild sustai a ilit  i to the o kfo e  I te ie ee , / / . 

While respondents did not perceive colleges to have a leadership role for sustainability 

within the education sector because of a lack of funding or knowledge, respondents 

gave examples of how colleges are, or should be demonstrating leadership of 

sustainability locally through college eco-efficiency initiatives, inclusion within the 

curriculum, making curriculum fit for local purpose, or as a tool to enhance curriculum 

all of which were also cited as improving the employability of vocational students. 

Though this statement, ei g a  edu ato  ea s olleges should pla  a ig ole [fo  

sustai a ilit ]  I te ie ee , / / , as well as another that stated the 
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importance of colleges leading by example to their stakeholders, examples in both 

cases discussed how the eco-efficiency of their new or existing college buildings was 

used as an education tool for students, staff, and the wider community. To lead by 

example was also to invest in sustainability even if it was not the cheapest option, 

however this was described as problematic for a college to remain financially 

accountable to the tax payer, and that sustainable decisions often conflicted with 

p ag ati  fi a ial de isio s  I te ie ee , / / . The economic saving 

potential of introducing eco-efficiency within college operations was a strong theme to 

emerge, with the question being raised as to why some colleges have not pursued this 

more enthusiastically. Though the educational function of colleges as local leaders was 

perceived as important for the achievement of sustainability, the incentive to do so and 

the methods to achieve this was less clear. In summary, the clearest vision of a 

college s o t i utio  to sustainability was as something that colleges should 

demonstrate visually as an operational function within its buildings.  

Unlike perceptions of sustainability and curriculum focussed on the delivery of learning, 

perceptions of a college s po e  fo  sustai a ilit  i stead fo ussed o  u i ulu  

content. For example, while technology perceived as a tool that should be used to 

make sustainability endemic within curriculum, for sustainability to be embedded 

within the curriculum, more needs to be done than just spe di g o e  o  it 

[sustai a ilit ]  I te ie ee , / / . Teaching students about sustainability 

as ited as addi g alue to a stude t s k o ledge a d alo gside othe  edu atio al 

initiatives such as citizenship, health and wellbeing, and employability skills, students 

would be more adaptive, responsible and educated to contribute to a low carbon 

society. A weaker theme was that sustainability should feature in all curriculum areas 

and that while it is only currently taught within technology courses, the potential for it 

to enhance the curriculum would benefit students in their future employment. This 

perception also conflicts with those who believe a lack of knowledge, time and 

esou es p e e ts sustai a ilit s ide  adoption within the curriculum.  

It was suggested that younger people were more familiar with the sustainability 

discourse and that they could assist colleges in raising awareness and directing 

sustainability action. However, the opportunities available to students were portrayed 

to e li ited as gi i g stude ts a oi e  ithi  ollege, a d espo di g to stude t 

needs often appeared later on in discussions, and were rarely cited as something that 

should be considered a college priority.  
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Perceptions of sustainability leadership within the FE sector .  

Within discussions surrounding who should take leadership within the FE sector, a 

commonly cited issue that is perceived to prevent or delay leadership of sustainability 

was that of terminology. Respondents stated that sustainability has too many 

connotations and is misunderstood as something that only concerns the environment. 

Terminology issues were revealed within respondents  answers themselves where 

sustainability was interchangeably discussed as a business term, but supported by 

examples of eco-efficiency only. For example, the statement, I do t thi k I ha e to 

ake this [sustai a ilit ] a p io it . I thi k it is a gi e , if ou like, i  te s of su i al  

(Interviewee 16, 10/12/2013), was undermined by using an example of sustainability 

being practiced through the design of a new college building, i  te s of that e  

uild e e got goi g o  at the o e t, I ea  just o ki g to a ds B‘EEAM 

excellent, excellent is it alled?  I te ie ee , 10/12/2013). Sustai a ilit s 

integration as a college strategic objective was similarly perceived as being 

demonstrated by a single commitment, for example a o it e t to taki g a  

ethi al app oa h to the e i o e t  (Interviewee 8, 10/07/2013).  

Reflecting terminology confusion, on the o e ha d, sustai a ilit  as pe ei ed as 

becoming more important whilst on the other hand, it was perceived as something 

already integrated as the golde  th ead  I te ie ee , / /  throughout the 

organisation. A weaker but not insignificant theme was that of external interference, 

whereby leadership views sustainability from a broader perspective and as something 

that should e pa t of the life lood of hat a  i stitutio  does. I d hate it if it as ki d 

of imposed e te all  to us  I te ie ee , / / , but was juxtaposed against 

supporting examples of ho  ollege estau a ts use a u  lo all  s he e and other 

more operational management approaches.  

Terminology issues concerning sustainability were perpetuated further as respondents 

stated that a consensus of meaning relevant to the context of colleges must be 

ea hed, edefi i g sustai a ilit  to efle t the se to s i pa t o  the eatio  of 

sustainable communities. In this context, sustainability was described as a business 

term that all colleges must fundamentally demonstrate and integrate into the business 

strategy and objectives and its development plans and values, not left on the margins 

to be included only as a peripheral consideration - even if in practice, that appears to 

be exactly what happens when interpreting sustainability holistically.  
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Examining the perceived leadership role of the 157 Group specifically, respondents 

elie ed the g oup s pu pose a d ole is o du i e fo  leade ship of the eco-efficiency 

interpretation of sustainability within the FE sector, specifically through the promotion 

of best practice, leading by example, and lobbying government on behalf of the sector. 

Suggestions of collaboration between 157 Group members were made for the 

purposes of sharing information and best practice for the benefit of the entire FE 

sector, and that a publication of such case studies could be presented to the 

go e e t to p og ess leade ship fo  sustai a ilit  a d de o st ate the se to s 

leadership capabilities.  

Whilst respondents stated that the sharing of information regarding sustainability 

within new building developments or operational improvements could have 

competition issues, it was suggested that championing the education opportunity 

presented by sustainability to government could help to generate political interest, and 

translate into additional funding opportunities, stating that the greater the shared 

knowledge of any subject dictates the importance of it across the sector. Volunteered 

examples of best practice referred to education about sustainability within horticulture 

u i ulu , the ollege s ate i g p o isio , a d that u sustai a le p a ti es su h as 

printing off course materials could be reflective of an unfit for purpose curriculum.  

With this in mind, it was suggested that the 157 Group as customers of awarding 

bodies could make demands for qualifications and curriculum delivery to discourage 

unsustainable practices such as printing. Similarly, it was stated that there should be 

sha ed leade ship et ee  a ollege s se io  leade s a d o atio al tea he s to e su e 

that curriculum content is relevant and reflective of industry practices, but this was 

regarding the sustainability of the sector rather than for the shared leadership of 

education for sustainability.  

Despite this enthusiasm, respondents perceived the responsibility of sustainability 

leadership as best belonging to a new sector based group made up of like-minded, 

passionate members whose colleges exemplify sustainability as sustainability is not and 

will not be high on the 15  G oup s lo i g age da e ause sustainability has go e 

off the oil  I te ie ee , / /  as a governmental priority. The responsibility 

for sustainability leadership was perceived to belong to another sector membership 

group, the AoC, and that the roles and responsibilities of all sector member or advisory 

groups should be more clearly defined.  
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Responses from non-157 Group colleges also cited the benefits of collaboration; while 

on the one hand it was stated that colleges should lead themselves by working 

togethe  egio all  th ough spe ifi  sustai a ilit  fo u s, an opposing view was that 

that BIS should lead sustainability within the sector, and that top-down policy is the 

only method by which sustainability will gain traction and credibility. It was specifically 

stated that sustainability should be included within curriculum, but that many teachers 

do not understand the wider context or relevance to their subject areas and should 

e ei e guida e f o  the a a di g odies a d go e e t. Follo i g i dust s lead 

to develop sustainability within certain curriculum areas was seen as important, but 

colleges would not be able to do this for all curriculum areas. Other respondents stated 

that it will be the expectations of students that will lead to sustainability being 

integrated into curriculum but in the meantime, sustainability is and will remain an 

add-o . This ei fo es a o siste t pe eptio  that u like sustai a ilit  fo  which 

leaders adopt responsibility, the power for sustainability is perceived to rest with 

students, the government, and an individual within the college or group of individuals 

within the sector. 

Other suggestions for leadership cited the benefits of individual experts within 

individual colleges and within the sector: so eo e eeds to d i e it, ut ot the 

P i ipal  I te ie ee , / / , however it was recognised that designating 

responsibility onto an individual could perpetuate terminology and interpretation 

issues. Indeed, the consistent view was that leadership for sustainability must be 

dist i uted, that sha ed o e ship a hie es o e tha  it ei g just o e pe so s ole, 

and senior leaders must create a culture that supports and communicates the need for 

individual ownership of sustainability – however it was unclear as to which 

interpretation of sustainability they were referring. 

What would encourage individual colleges to become leaders of sustainability?  

The strongest theme to emerge within discussions of whom, or what would encourage 

colleges to become leaders of sustainability was the direct or indirect financial 

incentive, however overall sustainability was not expressed as something colleges (or 

their leaders) wish to lead on. Rather, it was perceived as a tool to assist colleges 

continued presence as leaders within the community. While the overall interpretation 

of sustainability was again synonymous with organisational survival, the financial 

incentive to engage with sustainability as a business enhancement tool (operationally 
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or through curriculum) for the overall sustainability of the business was the strong 

focus of responses.  

Respondents stated that sustainability will become commercially advantageous, but 

currently is not, and that the impact of any sustainability investment must be 

measurable and deliver financial returns. Indeed, it was perceived that only when the 

se to s fu di g o ditio s i p o e ould the e e o e  to i dulge i  thi gs like 

that [sustai a ilit ]  I te ie ee , / / . However, rising operational running 

costs and potential efficiency savings have already incentivised many colleges to invest 

in eco-efficiency within existing and new building developments. The pursuit of 

environmental management system (EMS) accreditation was seen as operationally 

important and could also generate some positive publicity. Indeed, publicity and 

recognition as an incentive for green initiatives was a strong theme with leaders stating 

it has had a positi e i pa t o  the ollege s a d ide tit .  

Sustainability was also perceived to add value to existing curriculum and operational 

activities, specifically that by teaching students about sustainability could provide them 

with a competitive advantage when applying for jobs, which in turn could have a 

positi e i pa t o  the ollege s eputatio . I easi g staff a d stude t s a a e ess of 

sustainability when within college was also perceived as a method of improving overall 

effi ie  a d effe ti e ess. Ho e e , the se to s a ilit  to tea h sustai a ilit  as 

brought into question, and that nationally colleges do not receive enough direction in 

order to fill the existing sustainability knowledge gap.  

In addition to the financial incentive, the customer demand incentive was also a strong 

theme whereby it was believed that colleges would be encouraged to engage more 

with sustainability as a result of the expectations of students and younger generations 

who have a better understanding of sustainability. Alternatively it was believed that a 

shift in culture and values, with bottom-up demands from staff and students would 

encourage colleges to engage with sustainability. This suggests a broader 

understanding of sustainable development than that which simply requires 

technological interventions. What was not clear however was what level of 

engagement with sustainable development participants believed is required for a 

change in culture and values.  Finally, when asked if a commitment to sustainability 

should be mandatory, the prevailing response was non-committal, however the only 

alternative view was that it should not be mandatory.  
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I  o lusio , leade s  pe eptio s of po e  a d leadership for sustainability within the 

FE sector were dependent on the interpretation of sustainability. Leaders were keen to 

express responsibility and ownership of the sustainability of their college (recognised 

as also contributing to the overall secto s sustai a ilit  he  dis ussi g usi ess 

continuity, however within discussions surrounding the holistic understanding of 

sustainability, there was significant evidence of power pointing, largely directed at the 

government, where financial incentive and/ or rewards, as well as recognition were 

cited as the two most significant factors that would provide the impetus for colleges to 

invest in sustainability. The notion of investment however was contradicted by the use 

of terminology relating to the college a d lo al o u it s sustai a ilit , he e the 

role of colleges to the sustainability agenda was perceived to be the continuation of 

educating local people to satisfy local skills and economic needs and therefore ensuring 

the sustainability of colleges themselves. To this, college leaders indicated a strong 

leadership role.  

4.1.3 How are FE colleges perceived to contribute to sustainable development? 

Reflecting the dominant themes to emerge within discussions of perceptions and 

power for sustainability, eco-efficiency and organisational sustainability were the two 

dominant themes to emerge when discussing examples of sustainability in practice. 

Respondents commonly gave examples of both, describing the implementation of eco-

efficiency activities that were perceived to mitigate the environmental impact of 

existing college activities, and financial and socially embedded strategies to ensure 

organisational sustainability, for example: “o at o e le el it s a out uildi gs a d the 

practical stuff, and at a othe  le el it s just a diffe e t a  of ope ati g ithi  ou  

o u it  I te ie ee , / / . 

A strong theme to emerge within examples of sustainability in practice was waste 

management, most notably the introduction of recycling initiatives and recycling bins 

across college campuses (which was also cited as a tool to communicate the ollege s 

commitment to sustainability to stakeholders), with other examples of donating 

furniture to charity, composting food waste, and reducing paper waste through 

printing and photocopying strategies. Examples of using waste management within 

vocational curriculum areas were also given such as a recycled clothing project carried 

out by fashion students, and an initiative to fuel the college van from waste cooking oil 

and were also believed to be demonstrative of sustainability being embedded within 

the ollege s curriculum as well as important for raising awareness within the college 
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community: I think all the initiatives e e doing with the curriculum, things like e d 

not spe d  and we started off running the college van on chip fat, that s then gone over 

to engineering and the e embedding that into the curriculum. I think what e e done 

in the curriculum is really, I think e e made some great, e e made some big strides 

the e  (Interviewee 8, 10/07/2013).  

New building developments or building refurbishments was the strongest theme to 

emerge and was perceived as being the most significant contribution a college could 

make to sustainability by either the attainment of BREEAM e elle t  or e  good  

standards, the inclusion of renewable energy sources, and reducing resource and 

energy demands through the introduction of rainwater harvesting or double glazing: I 

suppose our buildings are a good example of two new builds where sustainability has 

been embedded throughout the core of the de elop e t  (Interviewee 15, 

27/11/2013).  

Introducing renewable energy sources was also cited as a teaching and learning 

opportunity, particularly for students within construction and engineering curriculum 

areas.  New building developments were perceived to offer opportunities to develop 

in-house energy management systems and expertise to identify potential energy and 

cost savings that would also reduce the ollege s carbon footprint. The procurement of 

local goods, labour and services for the construction of new buildings, and the use of 

college or locally grown food within the ollege s catering provision were perceived to 

be both good for the environment, and the local economy. Similarly, the statutory 

requirement of all new college building developments to implement G ee  Travel 

Pla s , often demonstrated through specific initiatives such as cycle to work schemes, 

car park management schemes, and reducing the cost of business travel were cited by 

several respondents as examples of environmental and financial sustainability in 

practice. 

The alternative focus of responses surrounded sustainability being used as a term 

synonymous with business continuity, providing examples that described the 

refinement and improvement of existing college activities to ensure financial 

sustainability, or financial growth opportunities. Indeed, one respondent stated: What 

is sustainable growth? Is it growing 1-2% a year? My sense is it s just making sure that 

the business continues to be fit for purpose and respond to a changing la ds ape  

(Interviewee 14, 14/11/2013). Several respondents cited the increased ability of 
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colleges working as a group rather than individually to develop ideas that were cited as 

solutions to the sustainability of the sector: e t ep e eu ial leadership, different 

modes of delivery, procurement channels, the e all aspects of sustainable 

de elop e t  (Interviewee 7, 02/07/2013).  

Further examples of college activities that were perceived to contribute to the overall 

sustainability of the college focussed on a ollege s ability to meet local employment 

and economic needs through either the development of partnerships with local 

businesses, or ensuring the sustainability and adaptability of a ollege s workforce to 

changing local needs through the development of teaching and learning improvement 

groups and staff training schemes:  

It s really kind of looking at tapping into what an employer needs in a locality and 

developing a local o kfo e  (Interviewee 15, 27/11/2013).  

I think the training that e e done at senior management level is invaluable for 

raising awareness and changing mind-sets about what sustainable development is in 

terms of the whole corporate social responsibility thi g  (Interviewee 8, 10/07/2013). 

As part of its corporate social responsibility, another stated that the college had 

committed to paying the living wage to all employees as part of its local employment 

strategy.  

Perceptions of barriers and solutions to sustainability in practice  

Respondents did not distinguish any notable differences between perceived existing 

barriers to sustainability and barriers that may emerge in the future. In both cases, the 

most significant and commonly cited barrier was that of finance, but in itself was self-

evident of other themes such as barriers of culture and terminology. Respondents 

acknowledged that the barriers to sustainability are dependent on its interpretation, 

and that cost and conflicting financial priorities are only barriers when sustainability is 

perceived as something that involves buildings and eco-efficiency. This perception 

revealed an additional terminology issue as those respondents discussing the barriers 

of terminology were interpreting sustainability as a term synonymous with business 

continuity. In these cases, respondents stated that there should not be any barriers to 

sustainability as every college will or should be thinking about sustainability, knowingly 

or not. Indeed, one respondent stated: I think if an organisation is run properly and 
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works with industry appropriately, I do t think there should be any barriers to doing it 

a tuall  (Interviewee 11, 25/10/2013). 

In those cases where it was perceived that colleges had exhausted short-term pay back 

efficiency improvements, it was cultural barriers such as resistance to change, rather 

than financial barriers, that presented a more significant challenge to colleges: “o 

e e done that stuff that s within our control, so the next big barrier really is about 

existing cultural or individual o s  (Interviewee 4, 07/06/2013). This perception 

again reveals an acknowledgement of sustainability not just being about operational 

savings, or that operational savings can only achieve so much, and that further 

operational initiatives that are within the use s control depend on cultural 

cooperation. Indeed, participants stated that cultural and attitudinal barriers were 

perceived to be due to and exacerbated by the esoteric language associated with 

sustainability: I think one of the issues for certain aspects, generational aspects really 

of people who work here is the notion of what sustainable means, and if they start to 

think about the green agenda you then start to make the quantum leap between the 

type of people who are into sustainabilit  (Interviewee 2, 19/05/2013). Indeed, the 

negative connotations associated with sustainability have been further aggravated by 

the implementation of g ee  initiatives that enforced behaviour changes, and that 

schemes to reduce staff photocopying and printing allowances, and travel plan related 

initiatives such as the reduction in staff car parking availability, or reducing staff 

business mileage allowances have only strengthened cultural resistance.  

Cultural changes were perceived to have been made even more difficult by national 

economic and political issues, stating that the combined impact of an economic 

recession and sustainability falli g off the politi al age da  I te ie ee , 

07/06/2013) has led to the perception that sustainability is not perceived as a priority, 

and can only be addressed when money is available. Indeed, respondents stated that 

sustainability would become more important over coming years as the economy 

recovers. Within this context, sustaina ilit  is pe ei ed as a  additio al  a ti it  

requiring financial or human resource investment both of which are increasingly 

e pe ted to do o e ith less: e e e pe ted to deli e , all the ti e ithi  a  e e  

reducing amount of funding, and the funding that we used to be able to spend on 

e plo a ilit  o  spo t o  sustai a ilit  o  goi g to theat e, all that o e  e t did t 

it? That e i h e t fu di g all e t a d o  e e ei g s ueezed o  ou  p og a e 

of stud , e e ei g s ueezed o  adult edu ation, so finding the money to spend on 
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deli e i g these [sustai a ilit ] ideas to stude ts is diffi ult  I te ie ee , 

08/11/2013). 

Unsurprisingly the investment required for buildings to be brought up to standard or to 

change the curriculum was perceived to prevent colleges from engaging in 

transformative sustainability: It s a out that t a sfo atio  of stuff, that s the 

problem. You know, the normal kind of, reducing staff using their own cars and using 

buses is something we can do and we can initiatives and have incentives, but to really 

eate that t a sfo atio al ha ge a ou d desig  a d deli e , e d eed a 

diffe e tl  le el of i est e t  I te ie ee , / / . Unlike earlier perceptions 

that acknowledged the importance and role of cultural attitudes, this perception aligns 

cultural change with the requirement to financially invest – something that would not 

be required under cultural conditions conducive for sustainable development.  

Demonstrating value for money on sustainability investments was another issue that 

was expected to become increasingly acute as colleges are required to become more 

financially independent: in this context, barriers of organisational survival and 

competition were perceived as fundamental barriers to further engagement with 

sustainability. The value and return on investment of engaging with sustainability have 

also ee  egati el  i flue ed  the o ditio s ofte  atta hed to sustai a ilit  

funding streams, and the perceived lack of demand or interest from industry for 

students with skills in sustainability. Consequently sustainability is perceived to present 

an additional expense, and therefore the perception was that funding for sustainability 

initiatives would always be limited.  

Competing priorities and demands were also perceived as barriers to implementing 

sustainability within the curriculum, and that these barriers are exacerbated by historic 

and ongoing changing government policies. It was this issue in particular that was 

perceived to have led to colleges being unable to predict longer term trends, and that 

the se to s perpetual state of adaptation has led to the sector being driven by funding 

policy rather than education strategy, a state that is counterintuitive to the long term 

decision making required for sustainability. A less common but nonetheless interesting 

perspective was that the current funding system rewards unsustainability, but may be 

inhibiting positive examples of environmental and social sustainability at an individual 

college level.  Nevertheless, statements such as I think the bit e e not doing is giving 

our students enough information about this [sustainability] agenda, I think e e not 
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doing that, I think e e got to do more about that  (Interviewee 2, 19/05/2013), were 

overwhelmed by the opinion that a ollege s curriculum must remain focussed on local 

economic needs by providing employable students who can secure sustainable jobs.  

Of note was the perception that the se to s reputation is a barrier to the sustainability 

of the sector itself, and that the perceived purpose and reputation of the sector is self–

replicating as a consequence of the expectation of colleges to produce skilled labourers 

for the local economy only, and not the high profile, typically university educated 

leaders who develop, implement, and change policies that ultimately impact on FE 

colleges.  

Perceived best methods of implementing sustainability   

Unlike perceived barriers to sustainability, which were dependent on the interpretation 

of sustainability, leadership for cultural change was the strongest theme to emerge as a 

solution to overcoming barriers for sustainability irrespectively of its interpretation. 

The role of leadership for creating organisational cultures conducive for sustainability 

was strongest perceived solution to overcoming financial and cultural barriers, 

however there was disagreement as to whether this should be through distributed 

internal leadership, or external leadership direction from the local business community. 

An additional and related perspective emerged whereby it was believed that a college 

must focus on what it delivers rather than how it is delivered, therefore requiring less 

attention on new buildings and a ollege s physical identity and greater collaboration 

and diversification with local business to ensure that students leave college with the 

appropriate skills to meet local economic needs. Pedagogical content is therefore being 

thought about, but only in socio-economical terms, and therefore not education for 

sustainable development. The role of a ollege s workforce for achieving organisational 

sustainability was also discussed and that for a ollege s pedagogical offer to remain 

relevant, instead of teachers the sector requires a workforce of practitioners with up to 

date industrial experience: a lot of the staff we employ came into the sector to teach, 

and the new Ofsted framework and everything else is now very much focussed on 

learning, rather than necessarily tea hi g  (Interviewee 7, 02/07/2013). This perceived 

requirement was discussed as being culturally contentious and presents a challenge 

when considering the demographical nature of FE teaching staff. Nevertheless, in order 

to overcome cultural barriers to the changes required for organisational sustainability, 

respondents stated that it is the role of college leaders to communicate the rationale 
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for change, and that resistance to change is often as a result of mismanaged cultural 

expectations, particularly in the transition between old and new ways of working and 

indeed old and new workplaces: it s around recognising that more of the same o t 

sustain itself; the e s the need for more flexibility in terms of working, in terms of the 

contracts that we offer and the recognition that you know, there s an agility to get to 

the market place in terms of how and what we deliver needs to ha ge  (Interviewee 

14, 14/11/2013). Though discussing organisational sustainability, this statement would 

indeed also be relevant for the changes required for sustainability. 

When discussing solutions to the cultural barriers experienced towards sustainability as 

a holistic term (rather than as a term synonymous with organisational sustainability), 

compelling senior leadership support and endorsement of sustainability was perceived 

as critical in order for it to be perceived as a priority: I think it does get disseminated 

down, where there is genuine support for it, from the top coming do  (Interviewee 6, 

01/07/2013). Respondents stated that to overcome barriers to engagement by senior 

leadership teams and governing bodies, the reputational and financial benefits of 

engaging with sustainability should be demonstrated, again revealing a terminology 

issue that sustainability is something that requires significant investment. This 

perception was supported further by statements which focussed on distributed 

leadership and innovation for sustainability: so you need your senior management 

team to be totally committed, on board, and to motivate and encourage the staff to 

find ways of doing things, because that s what FE is really good at is t it; finding ways 

of doing things when you ha e t got any money  (Interviewee 13, 08/11/2013). 

Indeed, respondents stated that sustainability is affordable and should be integrated 

into optimising the efficiency and effectiveness of all college products and services, or 

as one respondent stated: sustai a ilit , it s just good housekeeping and makes good 

economic se se  (Interviewee 3, 22/05/2013). However, a countering view was that 

such language leads to negative cultural perceptions that sustainability is expendable 

during times of austerity.  

While senior leadership was perceived as the most effective method of endorsing 

sustainability at an organisational level, respondents stated that for raising awareness 

and implementing sustainability at an operational level, distributed leadership through 

dedicated sustai a ilit  offi e  posts, internal champions, or in house expertise were 

required for building leadership capacity throughout the organisation. Distributed 

leadership and education were also perceived as the most effective methods of 
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resolving the inaccessibility of sustainability terminology. Respondents stated that 

educating staff and students through the adaptation of language and incentives 

relative to individual or departmental contexts are more effective methods of 

engagement than dictating behaviour. Indeed, it was hypothesised that the current 

definition of sustainability evokes negative perceptions amongst staff due to the 

implementation of initiatives that have led to financial sacrifice or personal 

inconvenience.  

The role of strategy and strategic planning to ensure leadership and accountability for 

sustainability using both of its interpretations was discussed whereby it was either 

perceived to be integral to the organisational purpose, the core objective, or the 

strategic ambition of the college, or included within other strategic objectives to ensure 

it is considered as a strategic, rather than silo activity: In a college environment, you 

ha e got to o k to u de sta d h  o  ho  it s a st ategi  p io it , ot as just a 

standalone but as part of your other strategic priorities. What part does it play?  

(Interviewee 4, 07/06/2013).  

The inherent nature of leadership as the most common solution to overcoming barriers 

to sustainability relies on power and its distribution within a college, however this was 

undermined by perceptions that the locus of leadership rests with external 

stakeholders of the college. For example, the barriers of time and money would be 

overcome if prospective students were to demonstrate a demand for sustainability 

from colleges, or if the government was to produce sector specific guidance and 

leadership: the e a e o lea  sig als a e the e? O ly when it comes to buildings: there 

a e o lea  sig als a out u i ulu , tea hi g a d lea i g, ost effe ti e ess  

(Interviewee 13, 08/11/2013).  

Though it was believed that colleges would gain greater positive publicity if they were 

graded on sustaina ilit  as pa t of the go e e t s i spe tio  f a e o k, this came 

into conflict with the perception that colleges should decide upon their own priorities 

irrespectively of government policy: I suppose I ould a gue that it s a out ti e e 

started getting in front of government thinking, rather than wait for it to be done to us, 

o  that s al a s a e  eas  thi g to sa  a d e  diffi ult to do, ut the o e that e 

a  so t ou sel es out, the less elia t e e o e o  the politi al age da  I te ie ee 

7, 02/07/2013).  



 

 

147 

To conclude, FE colleges are perceived to contribute to sustainable development 

externally through their continuation and therefore contribution to local economic and 

societal sustainability. They are also perceived to contribute through internally led eco-

efficiency initiatives such as the introduction of waste management practices and the 

improvement of existing or new buildings to reduce energy consumption. Commonly 

ited a ie s to a olleges  a ilit  to o t i ute to sustai a le development were 

largely financial, however participants recognised that barriers to sustainability were 

dependent on its interpretation and if interpreted in its literal sense, there should be 

no barriers as all colleges should be prioritising their sustainability. 

4.1.4 Conclusion  

Perceptions and strategy  

Dominant perceptions of sustainability as a term were largely synonymous with 

business continuity and maintaining (but improving) the status quo. Such 

improvements were believed to be achievable in part through the other dominant 

perception of sustainability, which was based on eco-efficiency. Therefore whilst 

participants indicated two interpretations, it became clear that environmental 

sustainability was perceived as an important factor in achieving overall organisational 

sustainability.  

How sustainability is interpreted emerged to be the most significant factor when 

determining whether or not it is perceived as an explicit or implicit issue for colleges 

over a strategic time frame. When considering the mid to long-term issues facing 

colleges, leaders described issues only that referred to the social and financial facets of 

sustaining the college as a business. References to a more holistic interpretation of 

sustainability were limited to examples of eco-efficiency, described as part of the 

overall solution to reducing costs and achieving financial sustainability.  

This reveals a disconnect whereby participants referred to both sustainability and 

energy efficiency, differentiating sustainability as a business term from the wider, more 

holistic notion of sustai a ilit  which was often disjointed from the main narrative. 

This suggests that while the sustainability of colleges is of critical importance to its 

leaders, the holistic interpretation of sustainable development is not being addressed 

when considering how the sustainability of a college will be achieved. It emerged as 

being important to many of the respondents that their college buildings are fit for 

pu pose , suita le for the 21
st

 e tu  and able to eet future eeds , but suggests 
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that only college buildings and their environmental footprint (including how curriculum 

is delivered) are viewed as demonstrative of a college s sustainability. This 

management approach reflects one of the most common management approaches 

identified within HE by Hopkinson et al (2004), Brinkhurst et al (2011) and Bessant et al 

(2015) previously mentioned in chapter 2.2.1; namely, this approach focuses on 

campus operations and environmental management to reduce the environmental 

impact of university activities. 

Despite this seemingly noble intention, references to reducing a ollege s 

environmental impact were in all cases portrayed as a o us  to existing plans rather 

than a motive in itself. The purpose of sustainability is to ensure – at minimum – 

business survival, but ideally to facilitate business growth, and was not perceived as 

being counterintuitive to environmental protection.  

Perceptions and power  

Discussions surrounding power and leadership for sustainability were dependent on 

the terminology used; while leaders described a clear leadership role within the local 

community, this was exclusively referenced as being for the benefit of local economic 

and social sustainability. Pa ti ipa ts  responses suggested uncertainty concerning their 

leadership role with respect to sustainability as a holistic term; indeed, participants 

stated that their leadership role depended on the interpretation of sustainability. On 

the one hand, leaders belonging to the 157 Group were uncertain about the g oup s 

leadership role with respect to sustainability as a holistic term. Other than lobbying 

awarding bodies to discourage unsustainable practices across the sector (such as 

printing and photocopying), a general consensus emerged whereby sector 

sustainability leadership was perceived to be the role of either the AoC, or a new group 

made up of like- i ded  individuals. Such perceptions of responsibility passively 

suggest the perception of a common barrier held by academics within HE, which, as 

identified by Dawe et al (2005), Jones et al (2010), Safarzynska et al (2012) and Christie 

et al (2014) (see chapter 2.2.1), whereby a lack of sustainability engagement is due to a 

perceived lack of awareness or expertise. By extension, this is suggestive of the 

perception that sustainability is a i he  subject, to which one must become expert in 

order to practice. Extrapolating this further, sustainability is therefore perceived as a 

linear, rather than systemic concept. This is discussed further in chapter 5.1.1. 
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When using sustainability as a business continuity term, leaders belonging to the 157 

Group stated that the group had a leadership role in ensuring that the curriculum 

provided by colleges remains relevant and reflective of industry practices. Conversely, 

when discussing the more holistic term, participants expressed concern that unless 

endorsed or encouraged by government or industry (and with financial incentives for 

doing so), or demanded by students (who were perceived to know more about it), 

sustainability would struggle to gain traction. Indeed, the perceived lack of political 

interest was also cited as having exacerbated barriers to sustainability within the sector 

such as cultural resistance. Participants stated also that only if colleges were to be 

graded on sustainability through the regulatory framework would sustainability be 

taken seriously, however it was also stated that a ollege s role is to educate so that 

informed choices could be made, and not to legislate what people should and should 

not do. This conflicts with the perception that sustainability is the responsibility of a 

designated person, (suggesting that it is not the P i ipal s role), though there was 

recognition of the limitations that this would bring to the role and how sustainability is 

perceived, reinforcing Krizek et al (2012) whereby ordaining responsibility to an 

individual or specific group can restrict a wider appreciation that it is e e od s 

responsibility. 

On the whole, when discussing perceptions of power for sustainability leadership, a 

consensus was revealed whereby distributed leadership was seen as necessary in order 

to overcome some of the cultural barriers associated with either interpretation of 

sustainability, as both require changes to existing practices. Indeed, whilst it was stated 

that it is a leader s role to provide strategic visioning within a college, distributed 

leadership is more appropriate for the implementation of change at a more operational 

level. Though this is heartening in some respects, reflecting the need for distributed 

leadership but senior led endorsement as identified by Ferdig (2007) and Brinkhurst et 

al (2011) in chapter 2.3.2, the fact that such perceptions of sha ed o e ship  typically 

came from Principals themselves, this could be construed as their lack of ownership, 

possibly because of a perception that sustainability is not a priority worthy of their time 

or focus. 
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Perceptions and practice  

Perceptions of sustainability in practice were again dominated by the dual 

interpretations of sustainability. Respondents began by stating that sustainability is not 

just about eco-efficiency initiatives such as recycling or building improvements, and 

discussions broadened out to reveal a wider recognition of holistic sustainability, 

cultural change and multi-level leadership. However, in almost all cases, initial 

statements of sustainability not just being about eco-efficiency or buildings were later 

undermined by volunteered examples of how colleges are contributing to sustainable 

development exclusively referring to eco-efficiency initiatives. Such perceptions reflect 

those given by leaders ithi  HE i  W ight a d Wilto s  stud  he e  se io  

leaders considered their commitment to sustainability sufficient if campus greening 

initiatives were being funded.  

Sustainability and eco-efficiency though referred to as separate concepts were 

described as having a compatible relationship whereby eco-efficiency is able to assist in 

the refinement of business models and therefore assisting in the ollege s overall 

financial sustainability. With pride and purpose, respondents described their college s 

accountability to the social and economic wellbeing of their communities, using the 

term sustainability to describe the improvement and longevity of the college and its 

community, and referencing the purpose of eco-efficiency and environmental 

mitigation as contributing to the further development of both. This further highlights 

an emerging trend that the economic and social performance of colleges are seen as 

vital to ensure the sustainability of the college with environmental sustainability only 

adding value, where possible, to this endeavour. While this conflicts with another 

common perception that finance is a barrier to implementing sustainability (a common 

barrier perceived by those in FE as identified by Kythreotis [2011]), cultural barriers 

were frequently cited as the next significant barrier reflecting the most common 

barriers identified within HE (see chapter 2.2.1), inflamed by the terminology and 

connotations associated with sustainability and sustainable development. Interestingly, 

some believed that the reputation of the sector itself is a barrier to the se to s  

sustainability. 

When discussing eco-efficiency and the importance of external relationships, 

respondents did not clarify whether these are necessary in order for a college to be 

sustainable, or, that because eco-efficiency and building external relationships are core 
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college activities, by virtue colleges are behaving sustainably, or are taking the 

necessary steps to achieve sustainability. 

4.2 Focus group results  

The following section presents the analysis of dominant themes revealed within focus 

group discussions, with sub-chapters corresponding to an over-arching theme 

interrogated within the research questions – perception, power, and practice.  

4.2.1 Sustainability perceptions and practices  

When participants were asked to describe their interpretations of sustainability, 

discussions focussed on the environmental facet of sustainability, most notably eco-

efficiency. Included within all discussions were examples of more efficient use of 

energy and resources (some participants alluded to the Brundtland definition stating 

resources should be saved for future generations), reducing and recycling waste, 

reduci g the ollege s a o  footp i t, a d de elopi g e e a le e e g . Where 

responses were less specific, participants stated sustainability is synonymous with 

so ethi g that lasts  FG  / / , FG  / / , FG  / / , the 

environment and green issues  FG  / / , FG  / / , FG  / / , 

ai tai i g a ala e  FG , / / , o  to edu e the i pa t e e ha i g o  

the e i o e t, ot a  o  as e a e  FG , / / . Though this ould e as a 

result of the majority of focus group participants belonging to operational functions, 

such as estates and buildings or facilities management, this dominant interpretation 

reflects those revealed within the analysis of leadership interviews and publicly 

available documents. In only one focus group did a member of the senior management 

team participate, and academic participants were from construction and the built 

environment, enrichment and tutorials, art and design, or business studies. These 

trends are again reflective of the common perceptions of academic relevance, and 

correspond with examples of sustainability in curriculum practice. 

Discussions focussed on sustainability within the college, and quickly evolved from 

perceptions of the meaning of sustainability, to a perceived conflict of interest with 

college and economic development. While respondents stated that sustainability is 

about personal and sector survival, an implicit consensus emerged where sustainability 

was perceived as something that should add value to existing processes, but not hinder 

o  e e se e o o i  de elop e t: We a t o e a k a ds, e ha e to o e 

fo a ds so e ha e to a age it [the e i o e tal i pa t] as est e a  FG , 
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15/11/2013). Additionally it was stated that a certain level of environmental impact as 

a result of lifestyles and development was inevitable, but could be compensated for by 

behaving more sustainably in other areas, for example, through the installation of 

more efficient light bulbs.  

Contrastingly other discussions stated that sustainability should go beyond 

environmental indicators and must also mean becoming more socially aware and 

responsible as individuals and colleges. Participants went onto describe the moral duty 

of colleges as educators to develop sustainable communities, and to educate learners 

about social responsibility and global citizenship, and not just teach for the attainment 

of qualifications. While the perception was that sustainability is included more 

o p ehe si el  ithi  p i a  s hools  o e u i ulu , participants stated that 

current college trends to teach it only through enrichment activities such as tutorials is 

insufficient. However, when asked to discuss sustainability as a college priority, 

discussions continued the theme of eco-efficiency, stating that financial sustainability is 

a d should e the ollege s highest p io it . Introducing eco-efficiency measures 

contributes positively to the colleges overall financial health and consequently is highly 

valued by college senior leadership teams, as well as the subsidiary marketing benefit 

of using eco-efficiency measures for the attainment of sustainability awards.  

There was some uncertainty of how colleges impact on the environment, specifically 

stating that colleges are neither big polluters nor consumers and therefore there was 

uncertainty about where and how colleges fit into the sustainability agenda. However 

there was a countering opinion that olleges a e as ad  as othe  i dust ies, ut 

competing priorities and the need for development removes the choice of any business 

becoming sustainable.  

Reducing paper consumption was a popular example of how colleges have contributed 

to sustainability, but was also used as an example to demonstrate cultural issues and 

perceptions of sustainability. The observation was made however that although there 

had been a sig ifi a t edu tio  i  pape  o su ptio , the ollege s o su ptio  

remains huge as a result of cultural resistance to the initiative, which was largely 

perceived as an inconvenience. Similarly, other initiatives implemented under the 

banner of sustainability such as car parking charges or reductions in car parking 

availability have damaged cultural perceptions of sustainability. Participants stated that 

ollege staff put a ie s up he  the  hear the term sustainability because of what 
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the  pe ei e it ea s  FG , / / , ut p io  to that the e as al ead  a 

pe eptio  issue a out hat is pe ei ed to e sustai a ilit  a d hat is t  FG , 

15/11/2013). On the whole sustainability within all discussions was strongly agreed as a 

priority for colleges, and that it must be clearly defined for it to become a priority to 

individuals and the college. However these broader opinions were in some ways 

undermined by the comprehensive use of sustainability practice examples within a 

uildi g a d ope atio al o te t o l : Withi  the uilt e i o e t it [sustai a ilit ] 

akes se se e ause the e s usuall  a good pa a k, a d e e  he  the e is t, ofte  

these jobs need to be done anyway and it makes se se to do it se siti el  FG , 

20/02/2014). Indeed, participants stated that a tool to compare resource use of 

olleges ould e e efi ial to u de sta d ollege s sustai a ilit  i pa t a d 

encourage competition within the sector, reinforcing a predominant physical 

interpretation of sustainability.  

Evidence of sustainability as a college priority was typically demonstrated through 

examples of eco-efficiency. Participants stated that technological changes had been 

easier to implement than cultural and curriculum changes, the latter of which several 

colleges stated they had struggled to engage with. However it was also believed to be 

an emerging priority due to the evolution of values and behaviours demonstrated by 

the cultural shift to recycling; less than a decade ago it was rarely considered by 

colleges or individuals, but college stakeholders now expect recycling facilities to be 

available. It was believed that a college had become a sustainable business due to its 

decision to implement a more efficient IT server system. Other eco-efficiency examples 

included the installation of more efficient lighting (the most commonly cited example), 

the establishment of a carbon footprint and reduction targets, reducing paper 

consumption and the move to using recycled paper only, increasing waste recycling, 

the implementation of green travel initiatives (such as cycle to work schemes and pool 

cars), new, more efficient, college building developments with green credentials such 

as solar power or rainwater harvesting, and the introduction of sustainability into the 

college catering facilities by reducing the use of non-recyclable packaging.  

Examples of sustainability within the curriculum to support sustainability as a college 

priority similarly referred to eco-efficiency, most commonly within the construction 

curriculum through examples of using eco-friendly equipment and materials. Other 

examples referred to the teaching of alternative energy and technologies within 

science subject areas, the use of eco-friendly products within hair and beauty 
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curriculum and the requirement to study a module of sustainability as part of some 

construction and horticulture qualifications. Students participating in community-based 

litter picking events were also cited as good examples of sustainability being introduced 

within extra curricula activities.   

Despite the dominance of eco-efficiency examples, participants did reflect upon 

whether these initiatives were legitimately sustainable, for example new buildings and 

the increasing use of technology were discussed as having a detrimental impact on 

e e g  sa i gs a d a o  e issio s. I stead, it as suggested that olleges  

contribution to sustainability is cultural, and their duty as educators should be to take a 

leadi g ole i  p o oti g a d e ou agi g sustai a ilit : FE is a good e i o e t to 

set examples and nurture the values needed [for sustainability] as you have your 

audie e  FG 1, 15/11/2013). Participants went onto to describe that rather than 

superficial initiatives and campaigns, colleges must adopt an incremental approach and 

focus on cultural changes. One suggested method of doing this was for a college to 

employ staff with sustainability values, and to include sustainability within job 

descriptions and college policies.  Several comparisons were made to the equality and 

diversity agenda, which had been similarly integrated in recent years from a peripheral 

consideration into a more legislative bound cultural practice.  

Following on from these discussions, examples demonstrating how sustainability had 

been culturally embedded as a college priority were given, such as the establishment of 

college sustainability groups, hosting community sustainability meetings, and 

increasing cultural awareness through dedicated sustainability themed events, the 

sharing of information and showcasing the sustainability features of new building 

developments. However, a conflict emerged between the perceived cultural role of 

colleges and their requirement to also be financially sustainable. Indeed, cost and 

financial issues were cited most commonly as barriers to implementing or engaging 

with sustainability, however financial austerity was also perceived to be positive for 

sustainability whereby reducing commodity overheads (such as paper consumption) 

would release capital to be spent in other areas.  The strongest theme to emerge from 

discussions however was that the economic recession had placed additional financial 

burdens on colleges and therefore a negative impact on sustainability. Sustainability 

initiatives were discussed as being more expensive to implement and their benefits 

being too slow to materialise, furthering cultural resista e: The p o le  ith 
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e i o e talis  is that the esults a e t i ediate a d o ious  FG , 

20/02/2014).  

Statements such as those listed below further reinforce a terminology and 

interpretation issue where sustainability is perceived as a physical activity only: 

Bei g g ee  is o e e pe si e hi h is a a ie  FG , / /  

The oti e is lo g te  ost athe  tha  sustai a ilit  FG , / /  

[We] a t lo e  ou  [e i o e tal] i pa t e ause of the ost of i ple e ti g 

sustainable i itiati es  FG , / /  

Bei g sustai a le is so eti es o e e pe si e. It is t a heap alte ati e  FG , 

20/02/2014) 

O e idi gl  pa ti ipa ts stated that thei  olleges  p i a  o e  fo  all de isio s 

was cost and protecting the bottom line, consequently the driver for any proposed 

sustainability projects would need to be economical or reputational. Conversely, while 

the availability of funding and resources was commonly referred to, participants 

deliberated that the real barrier may be cultural, as other initiatives that have been 

focussed on and invested in by management have been successful. Indeed, discussions 

revealed that inherent cultural barriers dominate more inadvertent human resource 

barriers such as time management, time constraints, and a lack of expertise, notably 

the connotations of it being perceived as an inconvenience (discussions focussed on 

examples of public transport, photocopying and car parking), the undesirable 

eputatio  of sustai a ilit  e thusiasts ei g see  as hippies  o  t ee hugge s  a d a 

consequent lack of commitment and buy-in.  

When discussing barriers to implementing sustainability within college curriculum, 

barriers of perceived relevance, and the time constraints for both staff and students as 

a result of an already crowded curriculum were the strongest themes. On the one 

hand, it was believed that colleges should implement operational sustainability to 

sho ase the ollege s o it e t a d i spi e ollege stakeholde s to get i ol ed, 

whilst on the other hand participants believed that this tactic was at risk of furthering 

perceptions that sustainability is synonymous with housekeeping and buildings only. It 

was stated that buildings and operations must be sustainable before work can 
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commence on curriculum, but that this should be the start, and not the sum of a 

ollege s sustai a ilit  o it e t.  

When specifically discussing curriculum, examples and ideas of integrating 

sustainability referred to curriculum delivery rather than its content. However, 

participants stated that sustainability (as well as equality and diversity) should not be a 

curriculum bolt on, and must be embedded for it to become a cultural norm.  

4.2.2 Power for sustainability leadership  

Irrespectively of the question asked, the most dominant theme to emerge from all 

focus group discussions was that of power and where leadership responsibility for 

sustainability lies. The responsibility and power of the government to more actively 

advocate sustainability not just within the FE sector, but society in general was 

frequently discussed. Participants stated that the government should lead by example 

and embed sustainability across all sectors as well as education. It was believed that 

because there is no management lead in sustainability, nobody is setting an example, 

and it is therefore a market forces issue.  

Another strong theme to emerge was the perception that sustainability is currently low 

o  the go e e t s p io ities, a d FE poli  a angements notably funding reductions 

and the drive for improved quality in existing qualifications, prohibit colleges becoming 

more sustainable. Though participants felt that colleges have neither the money nor 

incentive to teach sustainability, others believed that if local industry were to become 

more focussed on sustainability, this would act as an incentive for colleges to follow 

suit. There was also the converse belief that colleges must reclaim some autonomy 

from the government over the content and delivery of education that would allow the 

introduction of sustainability within more curriculum areas. A less dominant theme was 

the perception that it is not the job of education to teach environmental, social and 

economic responsibility, and instead these should be values taught at home; others 

believed both share the responsibility.  

There was some discussion on the perceived susceptibility of younger generations to 

consumerist messages and their consequently less sustainable behaviours and values. 

Equally however participants stated that responsibility for creating a more sustainable 

future lies with younger generations who are more aware (citing examples of 

sustai a ilit  a d the e i o e t  of sustai a ilit  athe  tha  e isti g leade s: 
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“tude ts eed to d i e e i o e tal sustai a ilit  e ause it s thei  futu e  FG , 

19/03/2014). Indeed, there was the perception that while ever government leaders 

seem to be focussed on economic growth and are linked to destructive industries, their 

vested interest would be to continue consumerism and therefore prevent 

sustainability. Some scepticism was similarly revealed when discussing education and 

ho  the go e e t pe ei es its ole. Pa ti ipa ts stated that the go e e t has 

made education a commodity rather than something to enjoy or inherently 

worthwhile  FG , / / , which was perceived to be largely responsible for the 

increase in demand for higher paid jobs, perpetuating higher impact lifestyles.  

Returning to discussions of power dynamics within colleges, there was much discussion 

of the importance and requirement of in-house expertise such as sustainability 

champions or experts. Participants stated that current arrangements in many colleges 

delegate responsibility for sustainability to existing job descriptions, which is 

insufficient. While it was recognised that having a dedicated sustainability role leads to 

the perception by college staff and particularly college leadership that responsibility for 

sustainability rests with that person alone, it was also believed that without such a role, 

college sustainability would be lost altogether, though the role should be more senior 

and with a higher profile to therefore exert more influence. The matter of juggling 

competing priorities was subsequently raised and that sustainability is not the only 

subject that deserves or needs to be led as a priority and questioned whether it could 

ever be justifiably placed ahead of other college priorities. 

Academic participants reported a significant curriculum gap across all disciplines with 

regards to sustainability, and it is important that this is addressed, though it was 

acknowledged that sustainability expertise does not necessarily change behaviour and 

sustainability efforts are often countered by consumerist messages within the public 

domain. Participants stated that only legislative interventions would lead to behaviour 

change, evidenced by increased sustainability accountability within the public sector as 

a result of legislation, notably changes within building regulations. 

Operational staff frequently stated that their academic colleagues are responsible for 

the most unsustainable behaviours within colleges, notably housekeeping, and that 

sustainability is evidently of low importance on the academic agenda. Operational staff 

stated that it is critically important to educate academic staff about sustainability so 
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that they can raise awareness amongst their peers and with students: [ e ha e] t ied 

to e gage a ade i  staff ou tless ti es, ut it has t o ked  FG , / / .  

While it was agreed that changing culture, particularly academic cultures, is difficult, 

participants had issue with blaming others and stated that individually, everyone has 

the ability to do more to improve their own sustainabilit  tha  the  eha e: The e s 

al a s so eo e else to la e  FG , / / , It s eas  to push the la e o  

so eo e else  FG , / / . This does ho e e  o fli t ith the pe ei ed ole 

and responsibility of sustainability champions which was stated as being to ensure that 

members of staff make sustainable decisions such as reducing energy and paper 

consumption, and encouraging more sustainable procurement.  Though there was the 

anomalous view that social sustainability was taught more widely within college 

classrooms than in other organisations, the majority of perceptions reflected a more 

environmental and operational understanding of sustainability. 

Though the majority of discussions focused on lateral power distribution amongst 

individual colleges, there was some discussion of the collective ability of colleges to 

lobby government for more support to implement sustainability. The significance of 

olleges  contribution to sustainability was questioned, but was agreed as significant 

when considering the collective impact of all college stakeholders. Participants stated 

that the lobbying role rests with college Principals, but internally, there was no 

consensus of whether sustainability should, or would be most effectively led by 

committee or the college leadership.  

4.2.3 Conclusion   

Perceptions of sustainability largely focussed on eco-efficiency with much less focus on 

business continuity, though focus groups reiterated senior stakeholder views that 

sustainability adds value to existing processes and assists in protecting the bottom line. 

As a ge e al t e d, it is ota le that fo us g oup pa ti ipa ts  espo ses suggested a 

less variable perception of what sustainability means, where generally answers related 

to environmental matters and initiatives. This is understandable given the specialism of 

the focus group participants who were mostly operational staff. The correlation with 

se io  leade s  pe eptio s suggests that the dissemination of information regarding 

operational sustainability within colleges has been bottom-up, with operational 

departments informing leaders of progress.  
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Though there was some uncertainty about how colleges impact on sustainability, 

notably the environment, it was suggested that the responsibility of the college is to 

contribute to cultural sustainability rather than environmental sustainability. It was 

recognised that current trends to teach students about sustainability through 

enrichment activities, or as a bolt on to existing curriculum areas was deemed 

insufficient, however no suggestions were given on how to overcome the most 

commonly cited barriers of staff expertise, an overcrowded curriculum, or academic 

relevance, echoing those cited by Dawe et al (2005), Jones et al (2010), Safarzynska et 

al, (2012), and Christie et al (2014). 

Themes of eco-efficiency dominated perceptions of sustainability as a definition and 

how it is practiced, and was therefore consistent with one of the dominant themes to 

emerge from senior stakeholder interviews. 

Irrespectively of the question asked, discussions surrounding the power and 

responsibility for sustainability leadership were most frequently discussed. Unlike 

themes to emerge from interviews, focus group participants focussed more on external 

leadership dynamics, notably the responsibility of the government to lead the sector on 

sustainability. The only internal stakeholder group that was repeatedly discussed as 

having a leadership role was the student body; participants felt that younger people 

were more familiar with the terminology of sustainability and its meaning. While it was 

believed that legislati e p essu es ould i ease olleges  a ou ta ilit  to 

sustainability, the personal and professional responsibility of all staff was seen as key 

for developing the cultural conditions required for sustainability.  

On the whole, focus group participants did not reach a consensus about the internal 

location of power for sustainability leadership. However, reflecting Goldberg (2009), 

Blincoe and Spangenberg (2009) and Kythreotis (2011) there was a stronger 

expectation of external intervention, by which the government should be leading the 

sector, possibly through more legislative measures, in becoming more sustainable.  

4.3 Content analysis: the perception of sustainability and key themes of sustainability 

communication and practice   

The following sub-chapters provide an analysis of perceptions of sustainability as 

portrayed by the information publicly available on the examined websites of all 

colleges whose leaders or employees have participated within interviews or focus 
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groups. How sustainability is communicated and practiced will be explored through the 

accessibility, location and nature of sustainability information available. Specific or 

inferred ownership or responsibility for sustainability will also be examined in order to 

determine how published content relays this responsibility to their stakeholders, 

intentionally or not. 

4.3.1 Sustainability communication  

The websites of the twenty colleges participating in this study were searched for the 

communication of sustainability to determine what this communication might suggest 

about their perceptions, and how this is communicated to the public. One of the 

twenty college websites examined had no publicly accessible reference to 

sustainability, sustainable development, or the environment. Searches of the remaining 

nineteen colleges yielded results relating to sustainability, with coverage and patterns 

of sustainability communication found to be within three main categories:  

1. News stories and curriculum links only (ten colleges) 

a. Reference to environmental/ sustainability policy documents (two 

colleges, one publicly available) 

2. Webpage within college website as well as news stories, policy documents and 

course links (seven colleges) 

3. Separate websites linked from college website (two colleges) 

a. Reference to environmental/ sustainability policy documents (six 

colleges, all publicly available) 

Sustainability within the most dominant method of communication, which was through 

the use of new stories and curriculum links, was found to be subsidiary to the main 

focus of the search result. In one example, website searches using the terms 

sustainability, sustainable development, or environmental yielded only results within 

course descriptions, and yet, highlighted on the main home page, was a news story 

that o tai ed ithi  its title o po ate so ial espo si ilit  a d t o uses of the o d 

sustainability within the content. This news story was an anomalous result compared to 

all other colleges where news stories regarding sustainability were found using website 

searches (where this function existed).  

The details of this story are reflective of a wider pattern where all news stories referred 

to either the achievement of awards for eco-efficiency initiatives within college 
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operations, student union led engagement initiatives or wider curriculum engagement 

initiatives typically within vocational curriculum areas that correlate with website 

search links to courses. These too were within largely vocational curriculum areas such 

as o st u tio  a d the uilt e i o e t , e gi ee i g , la d- ased studies , 

tou is , geog aph , o  ate i g a d hospitalit , he e sustainability was stated as 

being an add-on module to existing curriculum. In a small number of cases, there were 

also links to courses specifically tailored to sustainability within existing curriculum 

a eas su h as e i o e tal studies , o  e e a le e e g .  

Renewable energy and energy efficiency were also the key themes of remaining news 

sto ies hi h i  se e al ases efe ed to the o issio i g of sustai a ilit  o  

“TEM  “ ie e, Te h olog , E gi ee i g, a d Mathe ati s  e t es, e lusi el  fo  

the use of vocational curri ulu  a eas su h as o st u tio  a d uilt e i o e t , 

though the indirect learning benefits to other college stakeholders were also cited. 

Similarly, several other stories focussed on the opening of new college buildings that 

had also a hie ed e elle t , o  e  good  B‘EEAM e i o e tal uildi g 

standards. In both cases, these news stories often cited the economic benefits to the 

college through either efficiency savings, or by providing a skilled workforce to local 

industry. 

The other method of communicating sustainability was the use of a separate webpage 

e edded ithi  the ollege s e site. I  all ases, sea h esults also e ealed e s 

stories and policy documents which were linked to the sustainability webpage; 

searches also displayed links to curriculum course descriptions, though these were not 

direct sustainability communications. 

While two of these seven webpages (category two) were embedded within the 

Estates  e page, the fo us of all se e -college webpages was sustainability within 

college operations, typically waste management, travel, energy reduction and 

effi ie , a o  edu tio , Fai t ade , a d stakeholde  e gage e t, a d i  o e ase, 

entirely about their accommodation strategy. Five of the seven webpages also 

discussed sustainability within curriculum, stating that embedding sustainability within 

curriculum was a key aim of the college, but provided examples only of add-on courses 

o  i itiati es t pi all  ithi  o atio al u i ulu  a eas, ost o o l  o st u tio  

and the uilt e i o e t . O l  i  th ee ases did a ollege s sustai a ilit  e page 

focus solely on operational sustainability.  
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Two colleges had separate websites for sustainability linked from the main college 

website, though in both cases the link was difficult to find. One website provided 

i fo atio  o  sustai a ilit  ithi  oth the ollege s ope atio s a d its u i ulu , 

whereas the other website discussed operational sustainability only. Within all 

dedicated webpages or websites, there was a variety of language used when referring 

to sustainability. A small number of colleges discussed the environmental, social and 

economic aspects of sustainability:  

As a College, e e o itted to i p o i g ou  sustai a ilit . This i ol es aki g 

sure we always ope ate i  a a  that s oth suppo ti e a d p ote ti e of the 

e i o e t, hile o side i g the a ious e o o i  a d so ial i pa ts  ollege  

website) 

Whe eas the ajo it  used te s su h as eco, o  a o  eut al , de oti g a o e 

environmental and operational focus: 

Staff and students all have a role to play in creating an eco-friendly College and 

adopting more sustainable lifestyles. We are proud of our eco-credentials, but there is 

al a s o e o k to e do e  (college 4 website) 

Be o i g a a o  neutral organisation reinforces our excellent reputation as a 

so iall  a d ethi all  espo si le o ga isatio  ollege  e site  

Ou  o it e t to the e i o e t - As a key educational organisation and employer 

in the city, we are determined to play our part in contributing to a healthier, cleaner 

a d g ee e  e i o e t  (college 13 website) 

Ou  sustai a le st ateg  seeks to edu e ou  CO² e issio s to a poi t he e e 

become carbon neutral, and encourages all our staff, students, visitors and partners to 

o t i ute to this ai  ollege  e site  

We a e helpi g to eet the Go e e t a o  e issio s edu tio  ta gets to suppo t 

futu e ge e atio s  (college 12 website) 

In all cases, irrespectively of the language used, the nature of the information available 

and the difficulty in locating it, which in most cases separated sustainability from the 

main college website narrative, reflects and reinforces emerging perceptions that 

sustainability is managed as an additio al a ti it  to a ollege s operations and 



 

 

163 

curriculum. This perception was reinforced further by policy documents, located either 

within the separate sustainability webpage, or in one case, an environmental policy 

a d g ee  t a el pla  e e lo ated ithi  the poli ies a d p o edu es  e page. I  all 

cases, policy documents where available were a combination of energy policies, 

e i o e tal poli ies, Fai  T ade  poli ies, G ee  t a el  pla s o  poli ies, o  

sustainability strategies.  

The key themes of these policies and examples of sustainability practice will be 

discussed subsequently.  

4.3.2 Sustainability in practice  

In order to discern how colleges perceive they practice sustainability, focussed 

sustainability communications were examined for references of initiatives and 

activities, the common nature of these activities, and what (if any) management 

approach to sustainability their activities indicated. Policy documents where publicly 

available were examined in order to determine the nature of sustainability being 

practiced within the college, and to which activities the college considered itself 

accountable. In total, policy documents were publicly available from seven college 

websites.  

Dedicated webpages, sustainability strategies and environmental policy documents 

where available were dominated by operational sustainability through key themes such 

as resource conservation, building management, procurement, travel, waste, 

stakeholder engagement, and management systems. In a minority of cases, health and 

wellbeing was also referenced as a college objective, typically through the 

encouragement of healthy eating within the college catering provision. Similarly, in a 

small number of cases, biodiversity objectives were included within policy documents 

and webpages where colleges sought to enhance the biodiversity of their estate and 

consider further biodiversity opportunities. 

All dedicated webpages, policy or strategy documents and a small number of news 

stories referenced waste management as a headline theme. Most commonly, 

communications referred to the implementation and successes of college recycling and 

zero-landfill waste contracts, and commitments to increasing recycling and reducing 

waste by raising staff and student awareness through waste management campaigns. 

Though waste reduction was also commonly cited, only a small number of examples 
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were given, and in the majority of cases referred to the reduction of paper waste 

typically achieved through the management of staff and student printing allowances.  A 

small number of colleges also gave examples of the management of college furniture 

waste through either donation to local charities, or the repair and reuse of furniture 

and equipment to be reused again by the college.  

Aims and objectives to encourage environmentally friendly or more sustainable 

business and commuter travel behaviours were also referenced by all colleges, set out 

eithe  ithi  sepa ate G ee  T a el Pla  poli  do u e ts, as a si gle o je ti e 

within other policy documents, or promoted within sustainability webpages. All 

methods of communication included the promotion and encouragement of alternative 

modes of transport to staff and students through the introduction of discounted rail 

and bus tickets, or free breakfasts offered to those travelling to college by foot or 

bicycle. In a smaller number of cases, video conferencing was promoted to eliminate 

the need to travel.  

There was also a strong emphasis on facility investment to support alternative travel 

arrangements such as cycle parking, lockers, showers, dedicated car share schemes 

(often facilitated by an external service provider), the replacement of college fleet 

vehicles with electric vehicles, and in one case, using waste vegetable oil from college 

canteens as fleet vehicle fuel. Other management changes such as the introduction of 

cycle business mileage allowances, and the reduction of car business mileage 

allowances were referenced in a small number of cases. 

All webpages and policy documents included either plans to introduce environmental 

management systems, or reported progress against environmental management 

practices such as the ISO14001 standard, or internall  de eloped a o  a age e t 

pla s .  These ofte  i luded statisti s agai st ke  pe fo a e i di ato s to edu e 

waste to landfill, utility consumption and CO2 emissions, and to increase recycling, 

space utilisation, and energy efficiency either through renewable energy initiatives or 

new building developments. In a minority of cases, external funding or internal 

financial savings targets were set to enable the college to re-invest in renewable 

technologies, and often communicated the business motive to engage with 

sustainability. 
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Policy documents and webpages also made reference to natural resource conservation 

and pollution prevention. While there was a strong commitment to remaining legally 

compliant with relevant environmental pollution prevention laws, natural resource 

conservation was communicated as something that the college aims to do wherever 

practicable. Some colleges stated they would develop strategies for sustainable energy, 

resource and water consumption. A small number of colleges also stated they would 

avoid the use of non-renewable resources where feasible, and ensure the prudent use 

of resources. Though this would appear to suggest a nod towards more transformative 

measures (i.e. doing better things rather than doing things better), it is perhaps more 

reflective of the enthusiasm or ambition of the person responsible, rather than a 

si e e o it e t of the ollege s leade ship. 

Many colleges made statements regarding sustainable procurement practices which 

often referred to the selling of Fai t ade  o  lo all  sou ed p odu ts ithi  the 

ollege s ate i g fa ilities; se e al olleges also had pu li l  a aila le Fai t ade  

policies. Sustainable procurement practices were also synonymous with the 

procurement of local goods and services but often with the proviso that this should not 

conflict with achieving best economic value for the college.  

Within all dedicated sustainability communications and policy documents, the 

management of existing buildings or new building developments was cited as a key 

o t i utio  to a ollege s sustai a ilit . ‘edu i g e e g  o su ptio  th ough eithe  

the better utilisation, or retro-fitting of renewable or more energy efficient 

technologies into existing college buildings, or designing energy eco-efficiency into new 

building developments (for example, through rainwater harvesting or renewable 

energy sources) were the most commonly cited themes. Other more ambiguous 

state e ts su h as si pl  ei g a a e of  a d edu i g a uildi gs e i o e tal 

i pa t , o  i p o i g a d ai tai i g a ollege s i te al a d e te al e i o e t  

were also included within several college policies, and were sometimes linked to the 

ollege s Health a d “afet  poli . The indirect curriculum contributions of the 

sustainability credentials of building refurbishments or new building developments 

often simultaneously referred to curriculum engagement, particularly for vocational 

stude ts, aisi g a a e ess of sustai a ilit  to all staff a d stude ts, a d the ollege s 

contribution to the local economy as part of the local labour eco-system. For example, 

the ope i g of eco- e t e s  o  “TEM  e t es desig ed spe ifi all  fo  the tea hi g of 

lo  a o  skills ithi  o atio al u i ulu  a eas su h as o st u tio  a d the uilt 
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e i o e t  e e ited as ei g i po ta t fo  lo al usi esses a d the lo al 

economy. Indeed, stakeholder engagement was another commonly cited theme within 

sustainability objectives, with the majority of colleges focussing on external 

relationships, and working with other local businesses and contractors to promote and 

encourage local networks of sound environmental practice.  

Curriculum engagement   

A minority of policy documents included curriculum objectives in addition to 

operational objectives but were more limited in scope and in detail. Specified 

curriculum engagement initiatives or objectives to include sustainability within 

curriculum areas were typically discussed as an add-on to vocational curriculum areas 

only, such as construction, hair and beauty, or land-based studies. Where curriculum 

was not specified, policy objectives that referred to indirect teaching and learning 

through stakeholder engagement sought to raise sustainability or environmental 

awareness with staff, students, and the wider college community. In the absence of 

policy documents, or reference to sustainability within policy documents, curriculum 

was similarly communicated on college websites either as something that is included 

within vocational curriculum areas, or as an extra-curricula activity involving initiatives 

that supported operational sustainability. For example, many colleges stated they had 

o du ted  s it h-off  a paig s o  a sustai a ilit  da  to aise a a e ess of e e g  

usage a d to promote sustainability with the aim to embed sustainability as an 

i teg al pa t of the usi ess of the ollege  ollege  e site .  

Many webpages and some policy documents stated either that the college intended to, 

or had successfully embedded sustainability within all curriculum areas; that specific 

courses relevant to sustainability were going to be developed; or, that sustainability 

would be promoted to staff and students through separate communication channels. In 

the former case, several colleges claimed to have successfully embedded sustainability 

within their curriculum, or were seeking to embed sustainability within its curriculum. 

Ho e e , ith the e eptio  of usi ess a age e t, e a ples of e edded  

p a ti e e lusi el  efe ed to o atio al u i ulu  a eas su h as “TEM  su je ts 

(engineering, computing, and motor vehicle), construction and the built environment, 

land-based studies, hair and beauty, hospitality, tourism and sport. One college 

e pli itl  stated that it ould e su e all o atio al p og a es o e  thei  se to s 

latest p a ti e o  e i o e tal sustai a ilit  ollege  poli . Those olleges ho 

stated that specific courses would be developed focussed on dedicating curriculum to 
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the perceived green energy, low carbon or alternative technologies skills required for a 

low carbon economy.  

Other approaches to sustainability within curriculum were more environmental or 

glo all  fo ussed, ith a ollege stati g stude ts ould e p o ided ith 

opportunities to raise awareness on environmental issues through the incorporation of 

e i o e tal a d sustai a le de elop e t ate ial i to ou ses  ollege  poli ), 

the i lusio  of e i o e tal a a e ess issues i  u i ulu  deli e  he e 

app op iate  ollege  poli , a d o e a iguousl  i  o e ase, a poli  do u e t 

stated the ollege ould i o po ate sustai a ilit  i to u i ulu  he e e  possi le  

(college 20 policy). Two other colleges stated that staff and student awareness of 

global environmental issues and global citizenship would be raised through 

environmentally themed initiatives, such as promoting sustainability to staff and 

students through separate communications, typically focussing on staff development 

programmes where staff would be asked to participate in a voluntary environmental or 

sustainability module. Conversely, in several cases, colleges stated that students would 

be taught sustainability as part of their compulsory tutorial programme, separate to 

their core curriculum choices. A small number of colleges stated that students would 

be given tours of the low carbon features of their college buildings, and would further 

promote sustainability through events throughout the academic year.  

4.3.3 Ownership of sustainability   

Key themes of perceptions of sustainability and examples of sustainability in practice 

have been examined based on publicly available information found within college 

webpages. Evidence of power for sustainability where specified or inferred within the 

examined publicly available information will be examined here, focussing on the 

location of sustainability information within college webpages and the ease of access. 

The information itself will be examined for common themes of explicit or implied 

references to where within the college the responsibility for sustainability lies. 

Of the twenty college websites examined, dedicated sustainability communications 

were located within seven embedded webpages and two separate websites linked 

from the main website. Six of these nine colleges also had publicly available policy 

documents, and the majority of the nine colleges also had news stories or links to 

courses that referred to sustainability, sustainable development, or the environment. 
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Though a further ten colleges had only news stories or curriculum links to 

sustainability, all of which were located by using the website search function, two of 

these colleges also referred to sustainability or environmental policy documents, one 

of which was publicly available.  

Within all of the examined college websites, sustainability information was not easily 

accessible or signposted from the college homepage unlike other subjects such as 

equality and diversity and safeguarding. In several cases, sustainability webpages, news 

stories and policy documents were only accessible using college website search 

functions and could not be located through navigational searches where in the majority 

of ases, i fo atio  as lo ated ithi  ollege e site a out us  se tio , p o idi g 

links to sustainability and other webpages. In one case policy documents were located 

ithi  the poli ies, p o edu es, a d staff u io s  se tio , a essi le f o  the 

o po ate i fo atio  e page. I  t o othe  ases, sustai a ilit  i fo atio  as 

found using the website search function, but was found to be embedded within the 

estates a d uildi gs  se tio  hi h i  o e ase, as sig posted f o  the e site 

home page. 

The lo atio  of i fo atio  ithi  estates a d uildi gs  e pages i fe s ope atio al 

responsibility of sustainability, supporting a dominant perception that it is synonymous 

with buildings and eco-efficiency. In the majority of cases where information was 

lo ated ithi  a out us pages, espo si ilit  as ot spe ified a d i stead efe ed 

si pl  to the ollege . O l  o e of the si  poli  do u e ts a aila le as sig ed, 

denoting responsibility of the policy and its objective by its patron, the college 

Principal. In four of the remaining cases, policy documents were unsigned and in two 

cases, were also undated. In one case, a policy had been dated but its review date had 

expired and a superseding document was neither located nor referenced. 

Three policies were neither signed nor dated, but referenced responsibility of their 

objectives belonging to the G ee  tea , the E e g  offi e , Estates a age , o  the 

Director of corporate services.  Another policy objective stated that the college Director 

of pla i g a d pe fo a e should esta lish a d lead a sustai a le de elop e t 

g oup  to de elop and monitor actions, referring to an environmental policy, 

curriculum strategy and green travel plan, the links to all of which were no longer 

available.  
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Of the twenty websites examined and the information contained therein, nine did not 

specify power and responsibility for sustainability. In the ten cases that did, 

management responsibility was given primarily to members of staff within the 

operational and non-academic functions of the college, reinforcing the dominant 

perception that sustainability is an operational issue and back of house function. 

Specifically named positions of responsibility were the Director of Sustainability, 

Director of corporate services, Sustainability manager, Director of Property, Property 

services manager, Director of planning and performance, Health and safety manager, 

Estates  a age e t, E e g  offi e a d Estates a age , Di e to  of Estates, Health, 

safet  a d e i o e t a age , a d i  o e ase, si pl  iddle a age e t  a d 

the Student Union. 

Though only two colleges had only policy documents available, in the remaining nine 

cases where more extensive sustainability information was available in addition to 

policy documents, the absence of designated responsibility aside from policy 

documents suggests that it is perceived as a management activity only. Another policy 

o je ti e efe ed espo si ilit  to ollege staff e e s, fo  e a ple: All udget 

holders should consider the carbon footprint and recyclability of products prior to 

pla i g o de s . Ho e e , as a  of these policies were neither unsigned nor 

specified overall responsibility, enforcement or monitoring of the policy objectives is 

ambiguous. 

In most cases, explicit references to individuals with operational responsibilities for the 

management of sustainability reinforces the presence of power pointing either to an 

individual or particular area of the business, whereas the implied or ambiguous 

responsibility for sustainability suggests that it is a shared responsibility, and it is up to 

the enthusiasm of interested individuals to take leadership.  
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4.4 Perceptions of sustainability at a regime and landscape level  

The availability of sustainability information within the websites of organisations 

operating as representatives or leaders of the FE sector depended on the 

interpretation of the term sustainability itself. If interpreted literally as a term to 

describe business continuity, information was more plentiful than that regarding the 

holistic term, though this was not hierarchically dependent. For example, only within 

the AoC website was specific information regarding sustainability as a holistic term 

located.  

Websites belonging to the 157 Group, the Department for Education (DfE), the 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), the Education Training Foundation 

(EFA) and Education and Training Foundation (ETF) did not contain any remaining 

publicly available information specifically regarding sustainability and the FE sector. 

Likewise, though the SFA website did not contain any specific reference to 

sustainability, it was felt pertinent to explore available documents in greater detail 

given that this organisation replaced the LSC who had up until their dissolution, had 

taken an increasingly strong lead on sustainability within the sector.  

At a regime level: The 157 Group and AoC  

Searches of the 157 Group website only yielded results that referred to sustainability in 

its literal sense. In all five cases, sustainability was either used to describe sustainable 

funding, employment, or learning. In one ase, a pape  as des i ed as a o e ial 

strategy for sustai a ilit   G oup, , referring to a more streamlined finance, 

Human Resources and payroll management system for colleges.  

The AoC  

Reflecting but not necessarily concurring with the carbon and economically biased 

nature of BIS communications which are discussed shortly, the AoC within their 

a hi ed do u e t G ee i g FE: eati g a a o  edu tio  ultu e   state that 

the key drivers for the government are carbon reduction, rather than skills or 

curriculum. Despite BIS i di ati g that ollege s o t i utio  to sustai a ilit  is th ough 

their estates and facilities functions, the AoC suggests that the se to s role to 

sustainability is broader than carbon reduction. Nevertheless, the emphasis of other 

archived and existing AoC documents is carbon and eco-efficiency focussed. 

Searches of the current AoC website revealed a webpage dedicated to the 

communication of sustainability. Key themes within this webpage reveal a CSR or STEM 
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bias, where sustainability is perceived as something with which colleges must remain 

compliant in order to achieve business aims, or synonymous with ensuring the 

employability of students.  

Li ked f o  the e page a e se e al sustai a ilit  iefi gs , the key themes of which 

were also found to reflect those revealed at a niche level: climate change, green and 

low carbon skills, student leadership, offshore energy, and biodiversity. Perceptions 

that sustainability is the responsibility of estates and facilities management is further 

supported by advertised sector sustainability meetings being combined with existing 

estates a age s et o k eeti gs. 

The e page also ites a  a iguous statisti  stati g: so e % of olleges al ead  

have sustainability as a ke  ai  ide tified i  thei  st ategi  pla s  AoC website, 

2016[a]). Though the statistic is not referenced, this could reflect the previously 

discussed terminology issue whereby sustainability is used as a literal, rather than 

holistic term within college st ategi  pla s. A  a al sis of this stud s pa ti ipati g 

college strategy documents was conducted to test this theory. Annual reports, mission 

state e ts, st ateg  do u e ts, a d the ollege s ai s a d alues he e a aila le, 

were analysed for reference to sustainability. In ten of the twenty examined cases, 

sustainability was not referenced in either interpretation, and was mixed within the 

remaining ten cases. Where sustainability was either referenced in its own section, or 

as part of the estates section within the annual review. In one case, sustainability was 

only mentioned with regards to the achievement of a sustainability award within its 

construction curriculum. In other cases, sustainability was a core value within the 

college strategy, but the term was also used with strategy documents in a literal sense, 

often referring to financial sustainability, or sustainable growth. On two occasions, a 

strategy document and an annual report referenced sustainability within the 

curriculum, but within the typically cited areas of added-value modules such as 

employability, or areas that teach green skills. In the remaining three cases, 

sustainability was found to be used only in the literal sense either as a core value, or to 

describe objectives within annual reports.  

In addition to the existing AoC sustainability webpage, key themes contained within 

three guidance documents that are no longer available on the AoC website, published 

in 2007 and 2008, reflect and also could be partially responsible for those themes that 

have since emerged at a niche level. For example, the best practice examples of 

sustai a ilit  i  FE, sho ased ithi  the  AoC G ee  olleges  o hu e fo ussed 
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on buildings, paper reduction strategies, recycling initiatives, student campaigns, green 

travel, greenhouse gas reductions, and within curriculum, additions to existing areas 

such as land-based studies, specific sustainability courses on renewable energy, or 

including global citizenship within tutorial programmes. 

The  A hie i g G ee  Colleges  AoC sho t to lo g-term strategy document, 

produced to guide colleges in becoming sustainable institutions also focussed on 

identical themes. Additionally, the vision that it sets out within this strategy document 

commits to achieving carbon-neutral college buildings as a long-term objective, and to 

use sustainable development within all curriculum areas to enhance the UK skills base 

and ensure economic prosperity. This vision reinforces perceptions that sustainability is 

vocationally embedded, typically used to add-value to existing business and economic 

processes. 

When describing trends in sustainability practice to denote the progress of the sector, 

one example of leadership, nine examples of buildings, four examples of transport, and 

two examples of curriculum were given.  The curriculum examples also echo those 

gi e  ithi  the G ee  olleges  o hu e, he e e a ples eithe  i luded e t a-

curricula activities, land-based studies, renewable energy, or dedicated, short-term, 

sustainability courses. Indeed, two graphs denoting curriculum areas in which colleges 

have adopted sustainability reinforce the emergent trend that the most common areas 

of adoption are construction and the built environment, land-based studies, 

humanities, travel and tourism, and enrichment or tutorial programmes.  

The strategy document also states that research conducted by the AoC revealed that 

the most common barriers to implementing sustainability within colleges are financial, 

but could be overcome by changes within government policy.  This reinforces 

previously highlighted dominant perceptions of barriers by college Principals, but also 

that sustainability is something that must be invested in, and is therefore only 

something that can be physically demonstrated. Seeking changes in government policy 

to overcome barriers of implementing sustainability is evidence of power pointing at a 

regime to landscape level. Power pointing is further demonstrated within this 

document, where it states that to help colleges achieve sustainability and overcome 

al ead  us  age das, olleges e ui e sustai a le de elop e t ha pio s . Not o l  

is this de o st ati e of sustai a ilit  ei g pe ei ed as o e pe so s espo si ilit , 

but also is misaligned with the long-term goal stated within this document of colleges 
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becoming carbon neutral; a goal that cannot be the responsibility of one person.  

The es ithi  the  AoC “outh West olleges  ase stud  e e agai  si ila  to 

those already identified. The most commonly cited examples of sustainability in 

practice were energy management, recycling and waste management, green travel 

plans and initiatives, environmental policies and management systems, building 

improvements or new building developments, carbon management, student union 

i itiati es a d Fai t ade , the e plo e t of sustai a ilit  p ofessio als, o  

e uit e t of sustai a ilit  ha pio s , sustai a le p o u e e t, e e a le e e g , 

pape  o su ptio  a age e t, sustai a le o st u tio  e t es , iodi e sit , 

enrichment a ti ities, a d a health  ollege  i itiati e. Though this ase stud  

document reflected all of themes identified within the 2007 brochure, and the 2008 

strategy document, it also highlighted that the majority of common barriers are within 

the responsibility of colleges leadership and management; notably, their financial 

decision making.  

Another atypical statement made within this document was the recognition that 

colleges have extremely active relationships with local businesses and their 

communities, however this engagement was not centred on sustainable development 

per se, rather these relationships were perceived to be important for the financial 

sustainability of colleges. This reflects a terminology trend used by leaders interviewed 

as part of this study, which emphasised the importance of strong external relationships 

for the literal sustainability of colleges. 

At a landscape level: the SFA, EFA, ETF, DfE and BIS. 

The SFA  

All available SFA annual reports were therefore examined for evidence of sustainability. 

Though there were several common themes throughout, it is suggested that there was 

a g adual dista i g of the “FA s ole to sustai a ilit  th ough edu atio  as a ual 

epo ts a d the o ga isatio s purpose) matured. For instance, in the final chapters of 

the t o ea liest epo ts / , / , the e as the su headi g E i o e tal, 

so ial a d o u it  issues  hi h i  th ee ullet poi ts, stated the follo i g: 

 "The Agency continues to implement policies (developed under the LSC [in 

2010/11 report only] to reduce waste, improve use of resources and support 

local communities. 
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 The Agency has played a significant role in the development of the learning 

and skills of the nation. Note 4 to the accounts on pages 67 to 71 shows the 

range of programmes that were funded in 2010-11. 

 Agency staff and their friends and families routinely took part in many 

charitable fund-raising events and were duly celebrated in in-house 

o u i atio s  “FA, 1:13; SFA, 2012:11).  

It is encouraging to see social and community issues being discussed alongside 

environmental issues, and that social issues such as the contribution colleges make 

through their provision of teaching and learning was described using language that 

alluded to the intrinsic worth of education (irrespectively of whether it is education for 

sustainable development). Though similar headings (though increasingly slimmer in 

their content) were contained in subsequent reports, the nuances of each gradually 

changed to reflect a more economical focus of the contribution of further education. 

Fo  e a ple, the /  o itted the e i o e tal, so ial a d o u it  su -

headi g altogethe , a d i stead dis ussed these issues as pa t of so ial, o u it  

and hu a  ights issues . I  fou  pa ag aphs, the su -chapter discussed how FE creates 

skills that contribute to economic growth and prosperity, and that enable people to act 

as productive citizens and employees. Additionally, Agency members of staff are able 

to participate in social, environmental and economic initiatives within communities as 

part of their staff development programmes. Later annual reports also omitted 

sustainability and environmental issues from their achievements, despite the Agency 

having met its carbon emissions reduction target in 2014/15. 

The 2012/13, 2013/14 and 2014/15 reports also referred to a sustainability report 

further on in the document which in each, contained the following key features: 

 Electricity and gas consumption, business travel, waste management, 

procurement, and the use of recycled paper were the only factors discussed 

within each of the reports. Wording within each annual report was almost 

ide ti al, ut late  epo ts also i luded a Biodi e sit  su headi g stati g, 

The Agency has a minimal external estate and therefore has not been involved 

i  iodi e sit  a tio  pla i g  “FA, : .  

 Late  epo ts also i luded a sustai a le p o u e e t  su headi g, 

referencing sundry expenses such as travel, conferencing and stationery, 

however the Agency stated that accountability for the sustainability of each of 
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these contracts rests with the Crown Commercial Service who conducted the 

tender exercises.  

 Withi  the /  a ual epo t it as stated that the Age s si gle target 

to reduce CO2 emissions by 25% by 2016 had been met. However there was no 

indication of subsequent targets or their application to other environmental 

aspects and impacts of the Agency. Indeed, it was stated within this report that 

the Age s main and direct impacts are due to its electricity and gas 

consumption and business travel. 

I  su a , the “FA s a ual epo ts ha e g aduall  dista ed the sel es f o  a 

more holistic recognition of sustainability and the role of education (the work of the 

LSC), to a more operationally focussed interpretation, but focussing on the narrow 

scope of direct impacts only and displacing responsibility of other or indirect emissions 

that do not fall under the legislative requirements of the Carbon Reduction 

Commitment to other departments. Additionally, the Agency stated that many of the 

emission savings have been achieved by estate rationalisation, not estate 

i p o e e ts, o  ette  still, ultu al ha ges. E e  though sustai a ilit  epo ts  a e 

only a relatively recent addition to the annual reports, their depth and length of 

content has a o ed o pa ed ith ea lie  epo ts that did ot o tai  sustai a ilit  

epo ts . It does ot dis uss the so ial i pa ts of the edu atio  it is fu di g, the fo us 

of skills and economic growth, or how and where it invests its money. In its description 

of improvements it also uses vocabulary that will only resonate with those within 

support estates functions, or put another way, the language used would be inaccessible 

to those unfamiliar with the legislation or terminology – even if they had an active 

i te est i  sustai a ilit . While the Age s a ual epo ts o l  o e  the a ti ities 

of the Agency itself and not the sectors it funds (to whom it only provides 

environmental sustainability guidance relating to capital developments), and although 

sustainability within these reports has been communicated in an inconspicuous 

manner, they are nonetheless within the public domain. Therefore should anyone read 

one of these annual reports and take note of the sustainability approach of the Agency 

towards its own activities, it would perhaps reinforce perceptions that sustainability is 

process of environmental management only. Such patterns of communication are likely 

to have contri uted to the easo  h  a  of the stud s pa ti ipati g olleges 

consider sustainability to be the role of operational management; indeed, because 

much of the language used within discussions of sustainability is specialised, a senior 
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leader without specialist knowledge is likely to pass on (instead of digesting) the 

information to someone they feel is qualified. 

The EFA and ETF  

Searches of the EFA website using the same search terms did not generate any results 

other than sustainability being used as a literal term within Agency guidance 

documents. Similarly, searches of the Education and Training foundation (though there 

as a sepa atel  sig posted se tio  ithi  thei  A out us  e page dedi ated to 

Equality and Diversity) were fruitless, and sustainability was not discussed or 

mentioned within their five-year plan (2015-2020). Only once was sustainability 

efe e ed, a d this as ithi  the Ho  to ite a su essful id  e page he e 

sustainability was mentioned as a prefix to the following statement: We look fo  ids 

that ha e the pote tial to e sustai a le o  ha e o side ed a  e it st ateg . It is ot 

clear to which interpretation of sustainability this refers. The website did however have 

a dedi ated e page to E ualit  a d Di e sit  sig posted f o  the A out us  se tio  

but adoption or reference to the sustainable development work carried out by the 

Fou datio s p e edi g depa t e t, L“I“, ould ot e lo ated. 

The DfE 

When searching the website of the DfE, 205 results were generated when using the 

sea h te s sustai a ilit , sustai a le de elop e t , a d e i o e t . The 

majority of the 205 search results were generated as a result of documents using the 

word sustainability, but as a literal term within generic reports concerning all other 

fa ets of the depa t e t s espo si ilit . O l  a i o it  of the sea h esults efe ed 

to sustainability as a holistic term, but were guidance documents specifically developed 

fo  s hools. Top tips fo  sustai a ilit  i  s hools  a d Top tips to edu e e e g  a d 

ate  use i  s hools  e e oth pu lished i   a d fo ussed o  the sa e the es as 

information found within individual college websites: carbon reduction, energy and 

water reduction, sustainable purchasing, sustainable travel, reducing waste, catering 

and food, and global citizenship.  
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BIS 

 Searches of the BIS website generated 1111 results, however sustainability was either 

referred to within paper titles concerning economic growth, growth of industries, or 

ithi  the te s of efe e e fo  the G ee  o st u tio  oa d . I  o e ase, a pape  

referred specifically to sustainability and further education, but used only economically 

iased la guage: “kills a e ital to our future and improving skills is essential to 

building sustainable growth and stronger communities. A skilled workforce is necessary 

to stimulate the private- sector growth that will bring new jobs and new prosperity all 

over this country. And a strong further education and skills system is fundamental to 

so ial o ilit …  BI“, : 3 . This pape , e titled “kills fo  “ustai a le G o th  is 

also efe e ed i  the a hi ed  ut still a aila le o li e   Ca o  edu tio  

deli e  pla  C‘DP , here BIS state that in addition to new buildings, leadership and 

the delivery of skills for a low carbon economy are also required.  

The CRDP sets out carbon reduction targets for all sectors under the responsibility of 

BIS, and on page 63 of the 63-page document, specifies its targets for the FE sector. BIS 

states that it will share the responsibility for achieving the carbon reduction target with 

the FE sector by continuing to fund the capital investment programme; a fund available 

to FE colleges for the development of new, more efficient college buildings. This eco-

efficiency focus with particular attention on carbon emissions whilst frustrating, could 

be reflective of the areas of responsibility the department has which, as stated by 

Beltran (2013) often dictates the focus and terminology used. The particular focus of 

BIS been examined but ot halle ged  the House of Co o s e i o e tal audit 

o ittee ho stated, The lesson for BIS is that increased economic growth (an aim 

underpinning much of its policies) can have both potentially good (e.g. increased 

e plo e t o  so ial ohesio  a d ad e.g. e issio s  sustai a ilit  o se ue es  

(HOC, 2013: 10). This may have compounded perceptions that sustainability is not only 

synonymous with climate change and greenhouse gas emissions, but is the only direct 

way in which BIS and all of its departments contribute to unsustainability. 
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4.5 Results conclusion  

Sustainability means strategy, but must not change strategy  

Results to emerge from interviews, focus groups and content analysis correlate with 

the findings of Stavins et al (2003) and Lozano (2008) whereby perceptions of 

sustainability commonly adhere to a conventional economist perspective and a non-

environmental degradation perspective. This study has demonstrated that the two 

ways in which FE leaders (interchangeably) interpret sustainability reflect a perception 

that it is compatible with existing development paths and/ or is something that 

concerns the natural environment only (Cullingford, 2004[a]; Lozano, 2006; Dade and 

Hassenzahl, 2013). As will be discussed in the subsequent chapter, this environmental 

focus of the more holistic interpretation of sustainability is unfortunate given that it is 

to this that each management level of FE demonstrated least accountability.  However, 

using the analytical lens of the TMF it is suggested that the overall management 

approach to sustainability is still dependent on how it is interpreted. For example, 

discussions of strategic sustainability with leaders and the analysis of documents 

produced at a landscape level of leadership referred exclusively to the literal and 

conventional economist interpretation of sustainability, whereby sustainability is either 

simply the continuation and success of current business practices, or can be used as a 

tool to enhance economic development in order to ensure the continuation or 

sustainability of colleges as businesses. In this regard, perceptions of sustainability 

reflect a tactical or even strategic leadership approach because they are setting longer-

term goals and considering ways in which to build business resilience.  

However, examples of sustainability in practice (explicitly and implicitly suggested 

through each data set) were limited to operational activities within niche environments 

only. This therefore suggests that non-environmental degradation perspectives are 

resonant with an operational management approach. Perceptions of uncertainty and 

financial concerns are the most significant issues for FE leaders over a mid-long-term 

time frame, which may exacerbate perceptions of the relevance of sustainability as 

both themes are products of and perpetuate short term, reactive tendencies, as 

highlighted in sub-chapter 2.3.1 by Doppelt, 2010, Loorbach, 2010, and Ryan and 

Cotton, 2013.  

As examples of environmental sustainability are limited to an operational level only, 

this ould suggest that e i o e tal sustai a ilit  is ot see  as iti al to the se to s 

strategic sustainability.  
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As long as it pays, it is Estates’ job  

Perceptions of sustainability were certainly found to have bearing on how 

responsibility for sustainability was perceived. Indeed, this changed depending on the 

level of leadership being examined. At a college level, leaders indicated clearly their 

personal responsibility for the financial sustainability of the college, but expressed a 

eed fo  othe s to di e t o  assig  espo si ilit , o  po e -poi ti g  ith ega ds to 

holistic sustainability. When interviewing Principals, this direction of power pointing 

was usually upwards to the government, but some leaders also pointed downwards to 

interested or enthusiastic individuals within colleges. Not one college Principal claimed 

espo si ilit  fo  thei  ollege s sustai a ilit  approach and instead, indicated only 

transactional leadership approaches (Loorbach, 2010; Sedlacek, 2013) that favoured 

the responsibility of sustainability belonging to a specific individual.  Therefore, if 

leade ship is a p o ess of i flue i g othe s to a ds a o o  isio  Middle ooks 

et al, 2009), then college leaders are not demonstrating a leadership towards holistic 

sustainability, only financial sustainability. 

In the few instances where Vice-Principals or Directors were interviewed instead of 

Principals, responsibility was perceived to rest with the college Principal. Focus group 

participants on the other hand strongly indicated that it was both the responsibility of 

the government to introduce the necessary incentives for sustainability to gain traction 

within the sector, which within their college should be led by the Principal. Focus 

groups were also more consistent in their perceptions of sustainability as a term 

whereby their focus was on the holistic rather than literal term, and on the whole 

referred to operational examples of sustainability in practice. 

Explicit and inferred references to those responsible for sustainability within online and 

published content found that the dominant trend was the specified or suggested 

responsibility of operational business support areas, such as the Director of Property, 

or less commonly, dedicated sustainability roles such as the Director of Sustainability, 

or Sustainability manager. Indeed, where information existed on college websites and 

e pages, it as t pi all  lo ated ithi  Estates a d Buildi gs  e pages a d i  all 

cases, did not denote senior endorsement of the practices being described. The 

endorsement was implicitly suggested to rest with the operational function of the 

college. Indeed, sustainability portrayed by websites at a regime and landscape level 

was anonymously published and projected the ownership and responsibility for 

sustainability leadership either onto individual colleges and individuals within colleges, 
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or more broadly, stating that this guidance should be sufficient for colleges to self-lead 

o  its i ple e tatio . While the AoC did state that the  elie ed a ollege s 

sustainability role goes beyond eco-efficiency, examples of good sustainability practice 

provided within AoC publications and online typically reinforce an eco-efficiency and 

operational bias. This may be reflective of a gap between rhetoric and reality, or the 

theory of sustainability and how it is practiced, as reported by Wals and Blewitt, (2010), 

Stevenson, (2007), and Shiel (2013). 

Issues relating to power are suggestive of a lack of confidence and uncertainty of how 

colleges are able to contribute to sustainable development, which may be inhibiting 

leaders to seize autonomy at a more local level. Perceptions of power may therefore be 

based on convenience by all leadership levels if there is widespread uncertainty of how 

the sector is able to contribute to sustainable development.  

Old habits die hard  

Despite the different emphases of perceptions of sustainability as a term, when 

discussing the holistic interpretation, all levels of management indicated a perception 

that sustainability is an add-on to core business or core curriculum and can only be a 

peripheral consideration to college priorities. Examples of sustainability in practice 

consistently reflected a focus on operational eco-efficiency initiatives, or referring to 

u i ulu  e gage e t hi h as also do i ated  added o  eco-efficiency 

projects or modules within vocational curriculum areas, teaching students and staff 

about sustainability rather than transforming education so that it educates for 

sustainability (Sterling, 2013). 

The similarities and trends identified in information held at a niche, regime, and 

landscape level may be reflective of individual colleges adopting and continuing 

practices and perceptions based on the information advocated at a regime level 

particularly, within the period 2005 – 2010. This continuation and focus on largely 

operational activities may be prolonging the perception laterally and hierarchically 

within the sector that colleges should and continue to demonstrate interest in 

sustainability within their operations, and overlooking any niche level demand or 

interest for sustainability to be integrated more into college curriculum. In other words, 

because current practices in sustainability have generally established themselves as 

being supportive of the broader sector agenda of making efficiencies to ensure 

business continuity, there may be little management interest or time to consider the 
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resources required to develop a more holistic approach to sustainability across the 

sector. This resonates with Fien (2002) and Sterling (2013) who believe universities and 

colleges fi d it easie  to ta kle  a pus g ee i g a d eco-efficiency rather than to 

instil the cultural and behaviour changes required to embed sustainability holistically 

and systemically within institutions. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion  

This chapter presents the thesis discussion and is split into three sub-chapters: the first 

sub- hapte  dis usses the stud s fi di gs u de  the th ee do i a t the es e plo ed 

by the research questions – perceptions of sustainability, power and practice – with 

each sub-chapter discussing areas of congruence with existing key theories regarding 

sustainability and leadership within education speculating on the potential reasons 

ehi d the stud s esults, o  put o e si pl , the why behind the what. The second 

sub- hapte  distils the dis ussio  i  o de  to a s e  ea h of the stud s esea h 

questions spe ifi all , a d p o ides a  a s e  to the stud s esea h o je ti e. A fi al 

concluding chapter summarising the research findings and its most dominant themes 

ends the chapter.  

5.1 Perceptions, practice and power; an issue of the perceived diminishing return of 

environmental responsibility.  

This chapter contextualises the research findings and areas of congruence with existing 

key theories regarding sustainability and leadership within education. The chapter is 

split into two sub-chapters, which respectively discuss the dominant themes to emerge 

from perceptions and practice of sustainability, and how power and responsibility for 

sustai a ilit  is pe ei ed a d a tuall  dist i uted ithi  the se to s leade ship 

hierarchy. Each sub-chapter is then distilled to provide specific answers to each of the 

stud s esea h uestio s i  the follo i g hapte .  

5.1.1 The adoption of sustainability to refine unsustainability  

It is i o i  that the te  sustai a le de elop e t  as o ei ed as a ea tio  to a  

increasing awareness of environmental degradation (Strong and Hemphill, 2009), yet as 

demonstrated within this study, the term has also been adopted to mean the 

continuation of practices that directly or indirectly perpetuate environmental 

degradation. As discussed previously (and will be in greater detail subsequently), this 

could reflect a gap between the rhetoric and reality of sustainability as identified within 

HE by Loorbach, 2010 and Sedlacek, 2013. More specifically though, this study has 

shown that FE leaders also demonstrate a broader conceptual understanding of 

sustainability than how they believe it is practiced within their institutions. However, 

more worryingly there is a sector trend particularly within the higher echelons of FE 

leadership, of sustainability being purported as a tool that is conducive with sustainable 

development, oblivious to the reality that it is in fact only refining unsustainability.  
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This observation is partially based on the different emphases each management level 

placed onto their interpretation of sustainability, for example, interview participants 

indicated a less consistent perception of sustainable development and interchangeably 

used different interpretations, often within the same sentence but did not discuss (and 

did not acknowledge that they were doing it) the conflict that this presented. Most 

commonly, leaders referred to the interpretation that sustainability is a synonym for 

the continuation of existing development paths, reflecting the understanding of HE 

academics studied by Reid and Petocz (2006) and Christie et al (2014), that is 

essentially, to keep something going. However leaders also commonly referred to the 

interpretation whereby sustainability concerns the natural environment only (Doppelt, 

2008), the protection of which is not incompatible with existing development paths. 

These interpretations resonate with the conventional economist perspective (Stavins et 

al, 2003; Lozano, 2008) to which sustainability serves as an efficiency tool to existing 

development paths, or a non-environmental degradation perspective, which focuses on 

environmental, issues only (Cullingford, 2004[a]; Lozano, 2006; Dade and Hassenzahl, 

2013). Not only do both interpretations continue to serve the existing paradigm of 

industrial development and consumerism (Quilley, 2009), but they also reinforce Wals 

and Jickling (2002) and Cullingford (2004[a]) who suggest that contradictory 

interpretations of sustainability are used to suit different agendas that typically remain 

e t ed o  a hu a  o ld ie  pla i g e phasis o  sustai ed  o  su essful  g o th 

as an indicator of economic development (Williams and Millington, 2004; Waas et al, 

2011). Focus groups discussions more consistently referred to environmental 

sustainability both as a concept and in practice, however the emphasis remained – as 

did the interview discussions - on a human worldview, whereby continued economic 

growth was perceived as not being mutually exclusive from environmental protection.  

Overall, unless referring to sustainability as an activity that can lead to financial savings 

to suppo t a  o ga isatio s  sustai a ilit , its ele a e to FE as a holistic concept was 

dismissed. This suggests that learning about sustainability within FE has stalled at 

simply accommodating convenient aspects of sustainable development. More broadly, 

this also indicates that the crisis of perception of sustainability identified by Sterling 

(2004) – over a decade ago - which revolves around the common assumption that 

sustainability can be achieved by simply adding it  to existing structures and processes, 

withstands. 
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What subsequent discussions will highlight is that this perception is not necessarily 

based on a lack of understanding that the current paradigm is unsustainable, instead it 

is that the current paradigm remains comfortable to those individuals, societies and 

institutions and countries in power it serves. The incentive to shift perspectives from a 

human centred worldview to an ecological worldview is neither perceived nor desired, 

especially so if it is recognised that the campaign for sustainability is one of austerity, 

not abundance (Monbiot, 2006). Reinforcing Cullingford (2004[b]) who also believes 

that sustainability is often just associated with personal inconvenience, participants of 

this study stated that the activities carried out under the name of sustainability already 

evoke negative perceptions of financial sacrifice and personal inconvenience. This 

therefore does not instil the optimism that society wants sustainable development 

enough to make the necessary changes for it to happen.  

Furthermore, even if incentivised financially, this suggests that it is only perceived as a 

worthy endeavour if everyone else is doing it (Monbiot, 2006), and not as something 

that is intrinsically worthwhile. Indeed, the fact that participants stated that the 

personal or business gain from implementing sustainability initiatives is slow to 

materialise suggests that the motive for such initiatives, particularly at an organisation 

level, is financially or reputationally driven rather than driven by a desire to reduce 

dependence on fossil fuels and behave more sustainably. As recognised by Banerjee 

(2008), there is not the instant reward or gratification from implementing sustainability 

i itiati es e o d the lo e  ha gi g f uit . This is p o le ati  gi e  that the o e 

difficult measures beyond accommodating sustainability are undoubtedly less 

appealing to those i  positio s of po e  as the e is a is at h i  ti i g et ee  the 

e i o e tal a d ele to al i pa t  Mo iot, : .  

Fu the o e he  sustai a ilit  is efe e ed as so ethi g that a  e i dulged  i  

o l  he  e e thi g else is so ted  (Phillips, 2009[a]), it does not instil confidence 

that voluntarism rather than coercion (Carroll, 1999) will be forthcoming at an 

organisational or societal level. More worryingly, given that this indulgent activity can 

only be in reference to the environment, as everything else concerns matters that have 

immediate impact on humans – i.e. social wellbeing and financial security, by the time 

society is ready for either coercion or voluntarism, it may be ecologically too late.    

What this study reinforces is that sustainability does not just suffer from a crisis of 

perception, but that the paradigm within which western society operates implicitly 
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purports environmental unaccountability. In other words, even if an individual or 

organisation understands and is prepared to take the necessary steps towards 

sustai a ilit , the  o  it a ot t a sitio  to pa adig ati  ha ge at a ate faste  tha  

so iet  as a hole  “te li g, : . As discussed in chapter 2, values are slow to 

change but they are still capable of change (Shields et al, 2002; Loorbach, 2010) and 

while this may be the most realistic speed at which social and economic systems can 

incrementally adapt and change, it is suggested that it is an insufficient speed for the 

prevention of further environmental damage that may subsequently exceed tipping 

points of system collapse (Monbiot, 2006; Kumar, 2009; Westley et al, 2011). It is likely 

then that a transition to a more sustainable paradigm can only take place at a speed 

that is unable to prevent further species loss and ecological damage. Even then, people 

will only act when everyone else is perceived to be doing so, and this therefore relies 

upon the sharing of power by those whose interest is to do precisely the opposite 

(Monbiot, 2006).  

A human worldview of sustainability  

Leaders and focus groups shared the perception that colleges are unsustainable 

through their environmental impacts such as resource use and campus operations. 

Therefore colleges could become more sustainable through the better management, or 

improved eco-efficiency of these activities. This resonates with one of the five most 

commonly identified approaches to sustainability taken by universities, as described by 

Hopkinson et al (2004), Brinkhurst et al (2011), and Bessant et al (2015): 

 Education and teaching students about sustainability, which may also be 

reflected in some changes within academic curricula.  

 Sustainability-focused research.  

 Campus operations and environmental management which seeks to reduce the 

impact of the universities activities  

 Engaging with other businesses and the community on sustainability issues. 

 Policy and administrative based planning for sustainability. 

College websites and policy documents also focused on environmental management in 

their implied or explicit reference to sustainable development, but with more 

consistency than interview and focus group participants. Furthermore, websites and 

policy documents indicated a more environmentally focussed approach whereby 

references were made to protecting and reducing risk to the natural environment, 
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reflecting language also found within environmental management frameworks such as 

ISO14001 (Wang, 2010).  

Whereas policy documents stated that the environment should be protected, interview 

and focus group discussions remained human focussed, suggesting that producing less 

aste a d itigati g hu a s  i pa t o  the e i o e t is as fa  as e should e 

expected to go if human living standards are to be improved. Indeed, participants 

likened sustainability activities to health and safety and equality and diversity activities, 

both of which were seen as new but important issues that have gradually become 

integrated into college activities. Participants stated that although colleges were 

incentivised to act on health and safety and equality and diversity by legislation (and 

the fear of litigation), which at the time was perceived as a nuisance and an extra that 

could not be resourced, sustainability would eventually become integrated in the same 

way. This reinforces Goldberg (2009) whereby government interventions may be seen 

as inefficient or incompetent, but are perceived to hold responsibility for solving social 

problems.  

This human worldview held by participants became clear when discussing that not only 

should some environmental impact of human activity be expected, but that it is 

necessary in order to maintain or improve current standards of living, or aid social 

improvement. This perception held by many interview and focus group participants, 

that the current business paradigm is not mutually exclusive with environmental 

p ese atio  e ause e e le , ei fo es Ga i i  ho stated that 

activities such as recycling are often perceived as a sufficient response to making 

lifest les sustai a le, a espo se also that o l  itigates so e of a p odu t s 

environmental impact and only once the procurement decision has already been made. 

It also reinforces a lack of systemic understanding of the impact of the educated and 

the education sector on continued unsustainability and the persistent problems that 

contribute to unsustainable development (Orr, 1992; Westley et al, 2011). 

The emphasis on direct environmental activities of many participants suggests an 

insular, cause and effect focus and not the less tangible indirect ways in which college 

activities (i.e. through what it teaches) perpetuate global issues such as environmental, 

social and economic decline. It is perhaps inevitable that participants of focus groups 

were more operationally focused than their leaders, who during interviews mirrored 

the rhetoric at a landscape level, which focused on the positive social and economic 



 

 

187 

contribution colleges have on the sustainability of local communities through the 

provision of education and training. As stated by Wright and Wilton (2012), this is in 

part symptomatic of the different issues particular jobs are exposed to, for example 

what may be a priority for a facilities manager may be an unfamiliar term or concept to 

a se io  ad i ist ato . Withi  this stud , leade s  p edo i a t efe e e to the 

o ti uatio  o  sustai a ilit  of the o ga isatio  i o ed la guage used at a 

landscape level, which although could only be interpreted through document and 

website analysis, exclusively referred to sustainability in the literal sense of the word. It 

is perhaps then circumstantial of the role of Principal or senior leader within a sector 

that is so responsive to government policy that the language adopted by leaders 

reflects what they believe they should be saying, rather than taking time to reflect 

what they believe the term to mean.  

Funded to be unsustainable; funded to fuel unsustainability  

At a landscape level, sustainability was similarly perceived to be compatible with 

e isti g de elop e t paths, e ide ed  go e e t o li e o te t s o l  efe e e 

to environmental sustainability in relation to historic and current eco-efficiency targets 

for the FE estate. Most dominantly however, governmental departments referred to 

the literal use of the term, suggesting that sustainability is not only understood to be 

compatible with existing development paths, but is largely used as a synonym to 

describe the endurance and refinement of existing development paths and processes, 

to which a non-environmental degradation perspective can assist.  

This is also indicative of a conflict between short-term reactive and long-term strategic 

decision-making. Reductions in funding for example was often expressed as a short to 

mid term concern because inevitably the long-term financial position of the sector is 

e o d the te u e of the i te ie ee s u e t positio . This app oa h o i ed ith 

the short-term policy changes the sector often experiences with each change of 

government do not encourage the longer term thinking that sustainable development 

requires (Ballard, 2005; Loorbach et al, 2009; Davies, 2009[a]; Morris and Martin, 2009; 

Middlebrooks et al, 2009; Shiel, 2013 . I  othe  o ds, leaders continue to centre their 

effo ts alo g o e li e of i dust ial thi ki g  Piase ki, : , de o st ated  

leade s  fo us o  the i o atio  of income streams to ensure financial sustainability in 

light of continued government funding cuts; focus on developing student employability 

to satisfy the current economic skills requirement; and to drive innovation within 

curriculum delivery as a key quality indicator and to achieve competitive advantage. 
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The eal i pa t of po e , ased o  the go e e t s pe ei ed ole of the se to , 

means that not only is education disassociated from environmental decline, but also its 

perceived purpose is inherently at odds with the principles of sustainable development. 

Colleges are practicing the social aspects of sustainability by seeking to improve social 

inclusion, and the social and economic fortunes of individuals and communities, but 

rely on the continuation of the unsustainable paradigm in order to fund their 

sustainability as a business. While they may not be enthusiastically pursuing 

environmental sustainability, it may be a case of being too busy fire fighting the 

demands placed on them in order to fulfil their social purpose that prevents them 

doing more.  

Even if they did make this link, to change their purpose would ultimately lead to their 

demise, or their continuation would rely on the simultaneous paradigmatic change 

across society as a whole in order to fulfil their purpose of meeting students, 

e plo e s and governmental needs. 

This raises the question of whether the sector is inadvertently yet fundamentally at 

odds with sustainable development while ever it remains so dependent on government 

funding, i.e. the sector is responsive rather than self-directed. Indeed, leaders hinted 

that the current market stifles their ability to develop a long-term vision or strategy for 

their college because decision- aki g i stead is p io itised to e su e the ollege s 

more short to mid term survival. Within this context, activities relating to sustainable 

de elop e t e e i luded ithi  des iptio s of i e , less u ge t thi gs, that a  e 

o side ed o e the ollege s futu e has ee  se u ed, a d of ou se if fu di g 

conditions allow. It is therefore suggested that the subservience of environmental 

sustainability to financial sustainability and the social purpose of colleges is an 

inevitable product of the chaotic position colleges remain in by trying to satisfy the 

conflicting needs of prospective students, local businesses and the government 

(Panchamia, 2012). Perhaps then colleges like universities have simply done what they 

ust i  o de  to su i e the u e t li ate, to hi h the  u e tl  do ot ha e the 

hoi e to opt out  Bessa t et al, : . 
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Thriving on unsustainability  

Rather than ignorance of what constitutes sustainable development, participants are 

merely reinforcing what Strachan (2009), Tomkinson (2009), and Doppelt (2012) term a 

reductionist view of the world. This view does not dismiss the importance of the 

natural environment (i.e. all humans enjoy the direct and indirect benefits of the 

natural environment, from a walk in a park, or breathing oxygen) rather, it purports a 

view that places value onto individual components of the natural environment, and 

fails to recognise the interconnectedness between it and us (society). Therefore, while 

participants indicated their value of the natural environment, they failed to associate 

the impacts of colleges on continued environmental degradation. Their focus on 

mitigating waste and emissions is evidence of a reductionist perspective as it 

essentially focuses on things that can be easily seen and measured – such as amount of 

waste produced – but ignores the difficult to distinguish interconnections and 

feedbacks that produces the waste in the first place (Doppelt, 2012).  

The risk of sustainability was similarly assessed as being based on quantitative factors 

such as economic conditions, and the need to build resilience in response to the 

perpetual reduction in government funding. Participants did not discuss the wider risk 

posed by environmental or social unsustainability to colleges, the FE sector or 

education as a whole, and their discussion in isolation suggests that the business case 

for reducing a college s e i o e tal i pa t is o e ta gi le tha  the isks of the 

impacts themselves.  

Indeed, only within the realms of economic sustainability was the role of college 

education discussed by college leaders - in other words, education for economic 

sustainability. Focus group participants and some online content referred to the 

embedding of sustainability into curriculum areas, but such examples were of 

education about sustainability. This was better than some though who did not discuss 

the ollege s ole as a  edu ato , a d i  a s all u e  of ases, pa ti ipa ts stated 

that environmental sustainability is not something that has a direct impact on students 

- unlike economic sustainability. This reinforces that when conceptualising the literal 

te  of sustai a ilit , i.e. to keep the ollege goi g, ollege s de isio s a e ased o  

external factors such as local labour markets and skills requirements. However, when 

discussing the holistic interpretation of the word, the majority of discussions indicated 

a more internal, operational, focus on the refinement and environmental mitigation of 

existing processes in isolation from other college activities. In other words, where 
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e og ised, the fo us of olleges  o t i utio  to sustai a ilit  is esse tiall  th ough 

reducing their abstract environmental impacts on a detached environment. This 

detachment reinforces Kenrick (2009) who states that environmentalism has failed to 

engage western societies – to whom carbon remains an abstract and impersonal term 

(Whitmarsh et al, 2009) – and nor has it explained or demonstrated the short and long 

term gains of a more sustainable society (Blincoe, 2009). Instead environmental 

impacts remain abstract to the majority of those who live most beyond their means, 

whereas those who are least responsible for environmental damage are the most likely 

to suffer its effects (Monbiot, 2006).  

It is perhaps therefore counterintuitive that a greater understanding of unsustainability 

will lead to appropriate action for sustainability (Strachan, 2009), when a reductionist 

view continues the emphasis of doing things better, rather than doing better things 

(Sterling, 2004). This first order change as described by Doppelt (2012:6) focuses on 

i p o i g the effi ie  of a s ste  ithout fu da e tall  ha gi g its goals, 

st u tu es o  ulti ate out o es . I deed ot o l  is elati e stability maintained with 

the e isti g pa adig  “te li g, , ut as stated  Ba de  :  We a  e 

sure that any attempt to bring about sustainability will meet enormous resistance from 

many people and vested interests, and that includes resistance even to the very idea of 

encouraging or allowing learning systems to engage with sustainability as a topic of 

discourse, with the risk that new insights for action that might disturb the ambitions of 

the po e ful ould i deed e e ge . I deed, as expanded by Polistina (2009:121) 

ultu al a d so ial po e -brokers may safeguard the prominence of their power 

positio s  dis editi g, idi uli g a d de alui g g oups the  pe ei e to e a th eat . 

Afte  all, the ai  oti atio  of politi al leade s is to e ai  i  po e  Ki al  et al, 

2017:135). 

Not only therefore is there a lack of tangible external incentives to make the necessary 

changes for the transition to sustainability, there is no internal incentive either, as 

colleges, as part of western economies, are actually thriving by being unsustainable, 

even though this is at the expense ultimately of all living things (Kenrick, 2009; Doppelt, 

2012). As this study demonstrates, the issue with an accommodative response being 

perceived as sustainable development in practice furthers the perception that 

technological or political interventions are able to protect society from the very 

consequences of unsustainable practices (Kenrick, 2009; Monbiot, 2006). For example, 

cleaner cars may have in some areas reduced air pollution, but this does not negate the 
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environmental impacts of the cars being manufactured in the first place, or the social 

impacts of cars being used for journeys that could otherwise be made on foot or public 

transport. Similarly, recycling waste fails to address the issue of why the waste was 

produced in the first place. More relevantly to this study, participants indicated a belief 

that if colleges can reduce the amount or mitigate the impacts of the physical 

environmental aspects and impacts to result from college activities (i.e. the college 

outputs), this amounts to colleges practising sustainable development. Participants did 

not discuss the potential for their inputs and core business processes (i.e. students and 

education respectively) to generate more meaningful and more sustainable 

contributions to sustainable development. 

It should be expected then that sustainability behaviours generally stop at an 

accommodative response because it does not threaten the current paradigm, indeed, 

doing things better actually increases the efficiency of existing processes and assists in 

ai tai i g the do i a t pa adig s sta ilit  “te li g, ). Therefore even though 

some participants acknowledged that sustainability does not just concern buildings, 

how a college feels it can practice sustainability may be limited to eco-efficiency, 

because anything more is in danger of deviating from its core purpose and priorities set 

by government, and therefore presents a financial risk. Historical trends (which will be 

discussed subsequently) may also explain why financial issues are seen to prevent 

further engagement with sustainability (echoed by Wright and Wilton, 2012; EAUC, 

2015). However, this is also assuming that there is a demand for further engagement 

with sustainability. In many ways, results from this study suggest that the demand will 

be generated if there is an incentive, but in their absence, ollege leade s  ai  

concern and focus is the organisational sustainability of colleges. Therefore whilst the 

power for incentivising engagement may rest with the government, it raises the 

question of if, when, why and how the government will incentivise colleges to engage 

with all facets of sustainable development. Perhaps the power for change actually rests 

on cultural and societal demands, as with the organisational sustainability of colleges. 

For instance, it was to improve attractiveness to prospective students that served as 

the main motive for colleges to refresh their estates. Part of this refreshment included 

ei g fit fo  pu pose  a d the a ility of classrooms to be modernised to suit 

pedagogical innovations (how students learn, not what they learn), which themselves 

are reflective of wider societal technological trends. Reflecting a consistent trend 

throughout this study, sustainability, through the application of eco-efficiency is 

perceived as a refinement tool for existing processes and systems that are dependent 



 

 

192 

on and perpetuate the need for technological innovation and economic growth 

(Dunphy et al, 2007). To reiterate Sterling (2004) and Garud and Gehman (2012) this 

highlights the difference between innovating within current systems and innovation of 

current systems. With the exception of the funding model of colleges, research 

participants within this study have not suggested that existing systems need to change 

or recognised that sustainable development is dependent on it.  

The vicious circle of relevance and responsibility  

The incongruous application of sustainability as a concept to the FE sector is 

consistently confined to an eco-efficiency approach, which undoubtedly purports the 

view that sustainability concerns only environmental issues, yet as previously 

discussed, it is to the environment that colleges in practice demonstrate the least 

accountability. This confinement to environmental issues was certainly demonstrated 

by college websites and policy documents, which revealed a more consistent portrayal 

of sustainability (than by interview and focus group participants) by using eco-

effi ie  te s su h as g ee i g the a pus , o  e i o e tal a age e t . 

Such terms, as stated by Dade and Hassenzahl (2013), may alienate or be inaccessible 

to those who are more interested in the social and economic aspects of sustainability, 

and may also reinforce the notion that conceptually, sustainability is limited to eco-

efficiency, therefore precluding its perceived relevance to the core business or 

purposes of colleges (Ryan and Cotton, 2013; Sterling, 2013). 

The relevance and therefore responsibility of sustainability was also demonstrated by 

the location of sustainability information within online content. For example, it had to 

be assumed that the information would be located within webpages belonging to 

estates a d fa ilities  suggesti g that u less the i te tio  as to fi d sustai a ilit  

information it is unlikely to be found. In other words, if the college had sustainability 

information it wanted to publicly convey, its location would be more easily accessible, 

as stated  “ ott a d Gough : , U i e sit s e sites ep ese t the ie  

they want the world to have of them, and by and large sustainable development is a 

i o  o stitue t of that i age .  

It ould the efo e e legiti atel  a gued that ollege s eithe  a ket o  e og ise 

the value in marketing their current approaches to sustainable development. Dade and 

Hassenzahl (2013) also observed this trend within university websites, whereby 

universities were often doing more with regards to sustainability than their website 
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suggested. This ineffective communication may be a result of those who are managing 

sustainability working within back of house functions that typically may not have 

exposure to or experience of communicating to the wider college community, or that 

those controlling website content focus only on the perceived interests of prospective 

students which will undoubtedly overlook any back of house support function such as 

estates and buildings. As pointed out by Velazquez et al (2005), communicating 

sustainability within universities is made more difficult by decentralised information 

sources and a lack of communication between departments.  

In those instances where college websites did communicate their approach to 

sustai a ilit , the  ofte  i luded state e ts su h as this: As a College, e e 

committed to improving our sustainability. This involves making sure we always 

ope ate i  a a  that s oth suppo ti e a d p ote ti e of the e i o e t, hile 

o side i g the a ious e o o i  a d so ial i pa ts  ollege  e site . I  ealit  

however, and as will be discussed in greater detail subsequently, it is the environment 

that falls subservient to economic and social considerations. Website statements are 

however not necessarily intentionally misleading; it is suggested that it is the human 

worldview from which sustainability is interpreted that leads to the perception that a 

positive intent towards the environment is as good as positive environmental action. 

This is perhaps why policy documents often used terms such as e ill  o  e e 

goi g to e  athe  tha  a e doi g , ho e e  as stated  Ba de  :  having a 

firm resolve to achieve anything gives little evidence of how it might actually be 

a hie ed i  p a ti e e e  if e ould ag ee o  hat it as e e e hopi g to a hie e .  

Poor communication was reinforced by some focus group participants who indicated 

that a method of comparing college environmental impacts would be beneficial, 

negating the fact that all colleges in the UK are required to submit annual 

e i o e tal data as pa t of the eMa date  data ase AoC, 2013) and therefore 

reinforcing the issue regarding decentralised information sources and the lack of 

awareness other than by those directly responsible.  

Fu the o e, this also ei fo es that it is o l  a ollege s di e t a d ua tifia le 

environmental impacts that are generally considered rather than the indirect but more 

substantial environmental impacts of its education provision. Therefore while the 

perpetuation of unsustainability was not linked to education, it was still considered to 

be a topic that was worthy of some attention within certain curriculum areas. Indeed, 
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i  so e ases sustai a ilit  as des i ed as ei g dedi ated  to sustai a ilit , 

evidenced by the teaching of low carbon technologies and eco-efficiency within what 

Sterling (2013) des i es as the likel  u i ulu  a eas that a e ge e all  o atio all  

or environmentally focused.  

Scott and Gough (2010) also identified this vocational focus, suggesting that the task-

specific nature of vocational curriculum does not lend itself to the interdisciplinarity 

that education for sustainability requires. Therefore the approach taken by colleges 

that have focused on including sustainability within vocational curriculum areas, 

i o i g the ollege s ope atio al a ti ities – such as teaching construction students 

about photovoltaic panels, or using installed energy efficiency features as part of the 

hidden curriculum - have reinforced sustainability as a topic that only concerns eco-

efficiency issues, thus precluding its perceived relevance to academic subject areas.  

Though there were more general sustainability and education statements on websites 

that ade a iguous efe e es to glo al itize ship  o  glo al issues , the  did ot 

provide the detail on how these would be taught, or within which curriculum areas.  

This however may be evidence of website communication trends which may have been 

influenced by the requirement of legislation and benchmarking exercises to have some 

information publicly available Davies (2009[b]). Such requirements may have 

exacerbated perceptions of how sustainability is defined and who within an 

organisation may be responsible. In other words, if sustainability is perceived to be 

synonymous with eco-efficiency, and there are only legislative requirements relating to 

eco-efficiency including how this is publicly and internally communicated, then those 

who are responsible for this one facet of sustainability eventually become the face of 

all sustainability (within an organisation).  

Indeed, the location of such information mirrors the trend of focus group (and a small 

number of interviews) participation whereby most who attended were operational and 

facilities management staff, which is the likely explanation of the building and 

operational bias of conversations but itself is a likely result of previous sustainability 

drives which will be discussed henceforth. While interview participants gave a less 

consistent interpretation of what they perceived sustainability as a term to mean, one 

of their two dominant interpretations also focused on eco-efficiency and operational 

matters. It is suggested that this pattern is self-perpetuating and reflective of the 

o ept s o igi s ithi  the e i o e tal o e e ts a d i itiati es of the th
 

century. As stated by Kenrick (200 , e i o e tal o e s su h as edu i g ou  
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environmental impact gained traction and led to positive financial outcomes for 

businesses through eco efficiency, but remained – and continue to remain - 

subordinate to growth objectives (Schneider et al, 2010). This was indeed evidenced by 

those interview and focus group participants who indicated a broader understanding of 

sustainable development, but nevertheless stated that financial sustainability remained 

a d should o ti ue to e ai  thei  ollege s priority.  

The enduring connotations of historical exposure to sustainability   

The focus of past initiatives and interventions such as the capital programme to which 

the majority
3
 of colleges in England participated has clearly had a lasting impact on 

how the sector perceives and therefore practices one of its two most common 

i te p etatio s of sustai a ilit . The p og a e e titled Buildi g Colleges Fo  the 

Futu e  as oti ated by the widespread deterioration of the FE estate and the 

reputational issues this was causing to the sector (NAO, 2008). Indeed, while 48% of 

programme participants stated that the most important motive was to replace 

buildings that were unfit for purpose, 76% stated their main motive was to improve 

attractiveness of buildings to potential students. Additionally, some colleges were also 

influenced to improve their infrastructure by their decision to provide HE courses 

(NAO, 2008). 

Six years into the programme in 2007, an additional and mandatory objective became  

to suppo t sustai a ilit  a d edu e the a o  footp i t of the FE s ste , a d to 

e ou age i o atio  i  sustai a le desig  a d o st u tio  L“C, :  though the 

LSC recognised that this focus was on environmental sustainability, and not 

sustainability issues in the broader sense.  

As a condition of funding, new buildings were expected to achieve high environmental 

performance ratings, the long term efficacy of which would be demonstrated (or not) 

by the additional mandatory requirement for colleges to provide annual data on new 

uildi g u i g osts th ough a  estate data ase alled eMa date  NAO, ; 

Foster, 2009). Further incentives to reduce running costs (by reducing energy 

consumption and therefore carbon emissions) were offered later in the programme, 

following poor energy efficiency results of earlier completed projects to emerge from 

the eMandate database (NAO, 2008). While this was successful in leading to the 

                                                             
3 330 of the 376 English colleges in 2008-2009 (NAO, 2008: 4). The reduced number of remaining colleges 

is as a result of institutional mergers and college closures.  
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implementation of eco-efficiency measures such as renewable technologies (for which 

colleges could receive a 10% boost of their overall project funding), this did not 

necessarily lead to reductions in energy consumption. Indeed, in some cases energy 

consumption increased (IPD, 2011; BIS, 2012), and the introduction of renewable 

technologies did not necessarily lead to a reduction in costs, mainly because of rising 

energy prices, but also because of building management errors (BIS, 2012). 

Therefore, while environmental sustainability was a parameter assessed to determine 

the success and value for money of the capital programme, exclusively under what the 

L“C alled the p ope t  ase  NAO, , it as o l  a s all pa t of the e o o i  a d 

reputational motive for colleges to participate in the programme. The most plausible 

evidence as to why environmental sustainability performance became mandatory 

within the programme in the first place was likely as a result of the 2007 Climate 

Change bill, which set carbon emission reduction targets including all new non-

domestic buildings to be built to zero carbon (LSC, 2008). The government department 

responsible for schools at the time, set out a target for all new schools to be zero 

carbon by 2016 (NAO, 2008; LSC, 2008), and the LSC follo ed suit, p odu i g a )e o 

Ca o  FE Colleges Poli  F a e o k  i  , stati g all e  ollege uildi gs ust e 

zero carbon by 2016. Though there is no evidence available publicly (see chapter 4.4 

and appendix four) that either of these targets were met/ or that the 2016 target is still 

active, results from this study suggest that the sustainability policy vacuum that 

follo ed the L“C s losu e i   has ea t that o l  o e of t o spe ifi  a d 

contextually targeted exposure of sustainability to the sector was through this 

incentivised programme.  

This also supports the expectation that the government should provide incentives or a 

prescribed approach for implementing sustainability, since this is exclusively the 

approach most4 existing college leaders will have experienced previously. Whilst this 

does not explain either a) the focus of environmental sustainability by the government, 

or b) the absence of any policy since the LSC and LSIS were closed, it goes someway to 

explaining how perceptions of sustainability have become almost self-perpetuating. 

For instance, even though reduced running costs were the driver for sustainability, the 

rhetoric across the sector (such as the peak in sector based publications on 

                                                             
4 Proportionately, the majority of colleges remaining in the sector will have participated in the scheme. 
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sustainability in the mid-late s  allowed running costs to become synonymous with 

eco-efficiency, which then became about sustainability, even though the LSC pointed 

out that the programme was not about sustainability in its broadest sense. 

Consequently, when asked to demonstrate in subsequent funding bids about how the 

college is demonstrating sustainability/ or is behaving sustainably, eco-efficiency 

(including eco-effi ie  ithi  u i ulu  has ee  the atu al go to  espo se, 

especially so in the absence of anything else. This study therefore supports Christie et 

al (2014) and Davison et al (2014), whereby the combined pressures of regulation, 

reputation and the financial incentive have favoured campus greening and eco-

efficiency over a wider engagement with sustainability. It is suggested that it is indeed 

this phenomenon that is likely to have contributed to the delegation of sustainability to 

an individual within an organisation who then becomes (or is perceived to be) the 

sustai a ilit  e pe t  Hoo e  a d Ha de , ), thereby relieving everyone else of 

the responsibility of having to think about it.  

Environmental unaccountability  

It is paradoxical that the Buildi g Colleges Fo  the Futu e  p og a e a d its al eit 

late) introduction of environmental requirements into the capital programme, forced 

environmental sustainability onto the agenda of all 330 colleges that benefited from 

the programme (NAO, 2008), and may therefore be partly responsible for the 

synonymy of eco-efficiency operations with sustainability expressed by many research 

participants. It may also be partly responsible therefore for some of the cynicism 

expressed towards sustainability and its value for money because as discussed 

previously, the realisation of these savings was often not met. As confirmed by 

“ h eide  et al : , e pe tatio s of i -win, sustainable growth through 

technological and efficiency improvements have ot ee  fulfilled . Negati e 

perceptions may have been further fuelled by points made in two post-capital 

programme reviews published by LSIS (2009), and Foster (2009) who stated 

respectively that a new focus on sustainability and green technology and adjustments 

to policy around specialisations and sustainability standards were contributing factors 

to the p og a e s de ise, as the  e e e pe si e dist a tio s f o  the 

p og a e s o igi al pu pose.  

More broadly, this signifies the difference between being designed for efficiency and 

being used efficiently, both of which are reflective of the common practice of 

innovation and sustainability of existing processes and not the introduction or pursuit 
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of new processes altogether. As put by Sterling (2004), doing things better remains 

favoured compared to the more difficult doing better things, but will not be enough 

long term as efficiencies within existing products and processes are exhausted (Garud 

and Gehman, 2012). The irony is therefore that while the purpose of the programme 

itself a  ha e ee  to ef esh a d e e  the se to s estate, eputatio , a d 

therefore future, little consideration was or has subsequently been given to the 

broader role of colleges for the sustainability of all living things (Bawden, 2004). 

Fu the o e, despite the o siste t fo us of this stud s esea h pa ti ipa ts to 

environmental sustainability, it is to precisely this that they perceive individual, 

organisational or societal behaviour to be least accountable evidenced by perception 

that the environment can and should be protected within the current economic 

paradigm. As stated by Harvey (1996:  Thus, the debate about resource scarcity, 

biodiversity, population and ecological limits is ultimately a debate about the 

p eservation of a particular social order rather than a debate about the preservation of 

nature per se .   

The fa t that a ollege s o t i utio  to economic and social sustainability was 

perceived by leaders and focus group participants to take precedence over 

environmental sustainability, and that colleges are only accountable for their direct 

campus based or quantifiable environmental impacts, which themselves can be 

a aged i  isolatio  ithout i pa ti g o  o  uestio i g a ollege s pu pose, presents 

two, self-fulfilli g issues that ei fo e Faga  :  the ha ge e ui ed is 

profound and is based on an acceptance that learning from within old paradigms will 

lead to the pe petuatio  of that hi h has led to the u e t isis . The fi st of these 

issues is that sustai a ilit  is pe ei ed as a  e t a lu u  a d supple e ta  a ti it  

to regular business activities, which, in times of austerity can be put on hold until 

e e thi g else is so ted  Phillips, [a]). This perception that confines sustainability 

as an investable eco-efficiency measure, which when compared with what is the 

celebrated purpose of colleges, that is for the social and economic sustainability locally 

and nationally, suggests that sustainable development as a term, is not relevant. 

Therefore it can only be deduced that it is to environmental sustainability that colleges 

feel their role is unaccountable, even though perceptions and examples of 

sustainability throughout the study focussed on environmental issues. This disconnect 

demonstrates that when colleges and their leaders do not consider themselves as part 

of the problem, it is only logical they do not consider themselves as part of the 

solution, as stated by Bawden (2004: : u i e sities ust a ept that the  a e o  as 
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much part of the problem as they were once an almost unrivalled source of the 

solutio  [to so iet s p o le s] .  

This continued focus on economic growth perpetuates the notion of the environment 

being a subset of the economy, not the economy as part of the environment (Sterling, 

2004). So it is therefore unsurprising that the management structure of FE continues to 

focus on eco-efficiencies, the responsibility for which naturally lends itself to 

operational staff, whether or not it is a true reflection of the priorities or values held by 

i di iduals i  a age e t positio s, as stated  Doppelt :  ost of us a e 

not so self-centred as to say that we completely ignore the natural environment or 

othe  people… ut if ou  fo us is ostl  li ited to your personal or organisational 

desires, then time and time again you will think about little else and fail to see how 

your activities affect other people, the atu al e i o e t, o  e e  ou self .  

5.1.2 The confinement of sustainability responsibility: a cause or effect?  

It was surmised in the previous sub-chapter that the lasting connotations of previous 

initiatives have led to a self-perpetuating cycle of how sustainability is perceived, which 

has consequently led to the compounding issue of where and with who the 

responsibility for sustainability management is perceived to rest. 

The enduring perception of sustainability within FE concerning operational eco-

efficiency activities only naturally lends itself to the management of operational 

usi ess suppo t depa t e ts su h as estates a d uildi gs  o  fa ilities .  

If the capital programme was not the root of this perception then it has certainly not 

discouraged it - nor the synonymy of sustainability and eco-efficiency. For instance, it is 

suggested that as a esult of the L“C s d i e fo  sustai a ilit  hi h i flue ed a d a  

parallel to the capital programme, the initial pursuit to develop internal environmental 

sustainability strategies, formal environmental management systems, carbon 

management plans or policy statements to fulfil external funding or legislative 

requirements, or simply because it was at the time, a sector trend, were done so by 

those whose role it was perceived to be. As the environmental performance 

parameters set by the capital funding programme naturally lent themselves to be the 

responsibility of estates and operational staff, by association or by habit, 

environmental sustainability has subsequently been managed in isolation by these back 

of house support functions. This is also congruent with an observation made by Scott 
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a d Gough :  ho state: estates managers do have to deal with 

environmental management whether they are interested or not because their jobs 

e ui e the  to i  a  e a of i easi gl  de a di g legislatio  a d egulatio . 

Consequently, sustainability policies are often developed without wider college 

consultation or communication (see Velazquez, 2005 in previous chapter), and are 

often plagiarised from other policies shared within the sector, which is justified (and 

often encouraged) by the attitude of h  e-i e t the heel?  Ho e e , a  of the 

specific aims of such policies are derived from the scope of environmental 

management system standards and are therefore environmentally biased. Participants 

like those who participated in Wright a d Wilto s (2012) study therefore spoke of 

commendable environmental achievements, typically reducing resource use, but did 

not discuss the social, cultural or economic factors of sustainability. Relating back to an 

earlier point of how sustainability is communicated, when such perceptions are 

invested into the management of sustainability and portrayed within sustainability 

communications, it reinforces the synonymy of sustainability with the environment, 

and thus precludes any consideration of the social or economic facets of sustainability.   

Whilst on the one hand it is evident why the responsibility of sustainability has 

naturally lent itself to those in operational roles, and indeed, it should not be anything 

less than a full time job for at least one person within a university (Dade and 

Hassenzahl, 2013), it does further the perception that sustainability is an operational 

task that can be sufficiently dealt with by a one or a small group of people, therefore 

relieving everyone else of this responsibility. Indeed, sustainability was compared with 

equality and diversity and health and safety, both of which were initially perceived as 

peripheral tasks, managed by an individual or small team, that were legislatively rather 

than voluntarily driven. Participants stated that an externally driven, prescribed and 

top- do  p o ess ould the efo e lead to the sa e i teg atio  of sustai a ilit  

management. This is perhaps why websites often include specific, more easily 

accessible references to health and safety and equality and diversity; on the Education 

Training Foundation website for example, equality and diversity has its own web page, 

signposted from the website home page, but no reference at all of sustainability or the 

environment.  

What all participants failed to acknowledge however was that even though health and 

safety and equality and diversity are human focussed (albeit perhaps driven by the 
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economic risk of litigation), they are founded upon cultural awareness, respect and 

behaving conscientiously and so are therefore already promoting behaviours required 

of for sustainable development (Polistina, 2009). 

Rarely though are there individuals within colleges whose sole responsibility is the 

management of sustainability, reinforcing that unless told to employ such a role, 

colleges will not. Instead, sustainability is often part of an existing role, often within 

estates and facilities departments (EAUC et al, 2015). This was demonstrated within 

this stud  he  ollege P i ipal s though that i te ie  participation would be more 

appropriate for the Director of Estates or similar, reflecting Bardati (2006) who 

identifies that sustainability is often pe ei ed to e so eo e else s espo si ilit , 

which in this instance is ota l  ot the P i ipal s. This reinforces Blincoe and 

Spangenberg (2009) who state that a lack of leadership and expectations of 

government and legislative intervention prevent personal action; the expectation is 

that someone will take the lead and demonstrate what is required, however nobody 

wants to take responsibility for starting this process. It also reinforces that investing in 

and being accountable to environmental impacts arising from college activities is not a 

priority. 

The muted ascendance of sustainability responsibility   

Though it was unclear to which interpretation of sustainability participants were 

referring, many stated that it was beyond the responsibility of a single individual within 

a college to lead on sustainability. However when discussing environmental 

sustainability specifically, there was a clear trend amongst participants that correlated 

with their seniority, for example, Principals generally stated that it was responsibility of 

an enthusiastic individual within an operational function of the college and may report 

to the Director of Estates (or similar). Vice-Principals on the other hand stated that it 

was the role of the Principal to lead on sustainability, perhaps because Vice-Principals 

have witnessed previous sustainability attempts that may not have been successful 

ithout the P i ipal s a a e ess o  e do se e t.  

This would mirror an overall sector trend whereby Principals seemed unaware of 

previous attempts to provide a more prescribed process within the sector, notably the 

two sector wide attempts to stimulate interest and provide support that were led by 

the L“C th ough its  st ateg  e titled F o  He e to “ustai a ilit  hi h a  

parallel with and had influence on the last few years of its capital building programme), 
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and the 2010 programme led  L“I“ alled Leadi g a d Lea i g fo  a “ustai a le 

Futu e . It ill e ai  u k o  if i te est f o  eithe  atte pt a  ha e e du ed e e 

it not for the closure and replacement of each organisation in 2010 and 2013 

respectively. When the organisations were closed, so too were the sustainability 

programmes. It is worth noting that not one interview or focus group participant 

mentioned the more recent sustainability programme led by LSIS 2010-2013, despite in 

some cases, members of staff belonging to participating colleges had held high profile 

egio al oles as pa t of the p og a e. Ho e e , it is possi le that the p og a e s 

emphasis on curriculum and regional collaboration meant that unlike the LSC 

programme, senior leaders had no exposure to the LSIS programme, or because of the 

less ta gi le atu e of the p og a e s esults, se io  leade s si pl  e ai ed 

u a a e of it. B  asso iatio  ho e e , sustai a ilit  elated ele e ts of the L“C s 

capital programme have endured to this day. As the programme matured, funding 

criteria for capital grants increasingly raised the profile of eco-efficiency, or as it was 

efe ed to e i o e tal sustai a ilit , efle ti g the gathe i g of pa e of the L“C s 

sustainability work.  

No sooner had this pace been gathered, the LSC was closed in 2010 and replaced with 

the “FA. A al sis of the “FA s a ual epo ts e eal that so e of the la guage 

associated with sustainability remained in use for the first year – fo  e a ple L“I“ as 

formed to develop excellent and sustainable FE provisio  a oss the se to  “FA 

2011: . Ho e e  a  e tio  of the L“C o  L“I“ s sustai a ilit  st ategies e e 

dropped from subsequent annual reports, indicating that these strategies did not align 

ith the “FA s pu pose o  p io ities. I deed, the a hie e e t of the “FA s i te al 

a o  e issio s ta get as ot i luded ithi  the a hie e e ts  se tio  at the sta t 

of the 13/14 annual report unlike earlier reports, reinforcing that the meeting of such 

target was an internal matter only, and not ep ese tati e of the Age s o e 

pu pose. It as o l  to the Age s i te al e i o e tal sustai a ilit  that 

responsibility was acknowledged; the leadership or responsibility of sustainability 

within either HE or FE was neither specified nor discussed.   

This gradual changing of language within government reports resonates with Bessant 

et al (2015) who believes that it is a reflection of the perceived changing purpose of 

highe  edu atio . I deed, the te s edu atio  a d u i e sities  ha e a tuall  ee  

d opped f o  the spo so i g go e e t depa t e t of HE hose a e The 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) – also the sponsoring department 
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of FE, reflect a repositioning of higher and further education as elements of the 

knowledge econom , used to e ha e the ou t s e o o i  p ospe it . As stated  

Bessa t et al :  This o e idi g fo us of the go e e t to e uildi g the 

economy does little to support universities who are attempting to holistically address 

societal, environmental a d e o o i  o e s . This ha ge i  heto i  as also 

ide tified  “ ott a d Gough :  ho state that this reflects the priority 

given by colleges to current vocational needs in response to government policy 

directives on skills, employers  eeds a d o kfo e de elop e t, ith a  

understandable priority placed on current economic drivers rather than on the wider 

di e sio s of edu atio  fo  sustai a ilit . 

The economic motive for introducing eco-efficiency was disappointingly reflected in the 

o l  a d ost e e t efe e e to holisti  sustai a ilit  aside f o  those ief 

state e ts ithi  a ual epo ts , hi h as ithi  the Age s 2015 capital funding 

spe ifi atio s fo  e  uildi gs a d efu ish e ts: The Association of Colleges and 

Skills Funding Agency are placing increasing emphasis upon funding applications being 

supported by comprehensive statements of sustainability strategy and future intent. 

These statements should set out measurable targets which indicate significant 

reduction in the current carbon footprint, providing a comparison between the pre-

project data and that which will be achieved as a result of the p oje t  “FA, [b]: 

7). This trend is particularly unhelpful not just in countering existing narrow 

perspectives of sustainability, but also those perspectives that have yet to be formed – 

namely, of the students studying in FE colleges. Rather than colleges identifying their 

own leadership role in educating for sustainable development, several research 

participants stated that the ability of colleges to achieve the eco-efficiency targets 

attached to new campus funding conditions, as well as their own internally developed 

targets, were sometimes constrained and undermined by the expectations of other 

sector stakeholders, including inspecting and awarding bodies, as well as an apparent 

lack of demand or interest from students.  

A specific example was given in reference to awarding bodies that continue to require 

paper copies of documentation for auditing purposes. While this may be implicitly at 

odds with elements of eco-efficiency, it is not mutually exclusive from behaving as a 

sustainable organisation, but is indicative of both a narrow view on how colleges can 

contribute to sustainability, and that what are perceived to be conflicting expectations 

lead to the subservience of sustainability to other priorities. Even if leaders perceive 
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sustainability to be conceptually worthy, it can be quickly dropped if barriers make it 

appear insurmountable or even controversial to a ollege s eputatio . E hoi g Wals 

a d Ble itt : , sustai a le de elop e t is as e pe da le as a thi g else if it 

does ot pa  its a . 

The inevita ility of FE s sustaina ility approa h  

The opportunity for colleges to take a stronger interest in sustainability has been taken 

from the sector by the closure of the LSC and LSIS, who have historically facilitated or 

supplemented further sector engagement.  This may have compounded the perception 

of colleges that they cannot self-lead on sustainability, perhaps because of a 

confidence issue, or perhaps because of a perceived resource issue. Indeed, college 

leaders indicated a passionate commitment to their role as contributors to local 

economic and social sustainability, to which environmental sustainability through eco-

efficiency could assist and be demonstrated through the development of new more 

efficient campuses, which not only enhance local appeal, but could also potentially 

reduce running costs (and therefore contribute to the financial sustainability of 

colleges).  It seems therefore that the capital programme has led to the enduring 

pe eptio  that e  is s o ous ith sustai a le , e ide ed  the fa t that ot 

one research participant questioned or discussed whether refurbishing an existing 

space might be more sustainable than building new. Quite the contrary; in many cases 

the sustainability of new, more efficient college campuses was being used as a 

marketing tool and perceived to be demonstrative of the highest level of leadership 

commitment to sustainability.  

This reiterates the previously discussed observation that colleges when considering 

sustainability focus on the end of a decision making process, and not the beginning, 

almost as though sustainability in reality is a subsidiary consideration that can present 

a bonus to a pre-determined motive. For example, as illustrated by a survey conducted 

 NAO  it as the i p o e e t of a ollege s eputatio  that se ed as the 

ai  oti e to pu sue e  a pus de elop e ts, hi h sustai a ilit  ould assist 

with in meeting the additional and subsequent motive of reduced running costs. 

I deed, this highlights the i o i  t ist i  the use of sustai a ilit  as pa t of the 

business case for building new, rather than refurbishing old. By focusing only on eco-

effi ie  pa a ete s, sustai a ilit  se i g as a ethod of edu i g a uildi gs  

running costs and increasing the projected lifecycle of a building, has counter-

productively worked in favour of building new, rather than refurbishing old.  
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Whethe  o  ot it is the se to s pe ei ed i a ilit  to self-lead on sustainability, or a 

lack of interest in self-leadi g i  sustai a ilit  due to issues of ele a e, the se to s 

a ious a age e t tie s ea h po e  poi ts  Hoo e  a d Ha de , ) to those 

found external to the sector such as students or employers, at those higher within the 

FE governance hierarchy, typically the government, or internal to and further down the 

college hierarchy, namely enthusiastic individuals or existing students. Only when 

discussing financial solvency did college leaders accept full responsibility.  

To su a ise the efo e, leade s  pe eptio s of po e  a d leade ship fo  

sustainability within FE focussed either on i) external issues that dictate internal 

environmental sustainability, or ii) external issues that dictate the overall sustainability 

of individual institutions and the sector.  

Predictably when discussing environmental sustainability, perceptions of power over 

the legitimacy of eco-effi ie  i itiati es as pe ei ed to est ith the se to s 

funding bodies due to the amount of investment participants perceived is required to 

appropriately demonstrate sustainability. In this instance sustainability is regarded as 

something that can contribute to the overall sustainability of the business but requires 

investment in order to realise this contribution. However, because sustainability by 

some participants is perceived to be unrelated to curriculum and to have no direct 

i pa t o  stude ts, ithout the aid of additio al a d spe ifi  sustai a ilit  g a ts o  

income, investment in sustainability often cannot be justified. Additionally, the 

o ditio s atta hed to olleges  p i a  fu di g allo atio s p ohi it e pe ditu e o  

anything other than the delivery of qualifications and learning outcomes, which is 

perceived to not include sustainability. This strikingly suggests that sustainability is 

perceived as something that must be externally led or encouraged, but only as a 

refinement measure. Therefore, in the absence of incentives, the default position of 

many participants was that sustainability should remain outside core business, to be 

picked up when the necessary resources became available. Such resources were not 

exclusively discussed as being financial; participants also discussed the necessity of 

individual responsibility and that the lead would often have to be taken by those who 

are passionate about sustainability. Specific examples referred to students leading on 

student union sustainability initiatives (funded by national NUS schemes) were 

mentioned on several occasions, specifically providing examples of eco-efficiency 

p oje ts su h as e li g s he es, o  e eddi g sustai a ilit  i to the u i ulu  

through biodiversity projects. 
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All of this suggests and reinforces that sustainability enthusiasm is often transient, 

running parallel with funding opportunities, and is perceived as a silo activity to core 

college business. The power for sustainability responsibility is therefore perceived to 

rest outside the core business. 

Power pointing at a regime level 

 It is pertinent to note specifically the perceptions of power relating to answers given 

by participants belonging to 157 Group colleges when asked whether they perceived 

the group to have a sustainability leadership role within the FE sector. Individually, 

leaders did not reflect the 157 Group website which only made reference to the literal 

understanding of sustainability. Instead leaders offered a slightly broader 

understanding, but only as far as reinforcing the perception that FE is only able to 

contribute to sustainability as a silo activity through physical interventions, and not 

through its education provision. This perception therefore led many participants to the 

elief that sustai a ilit  leade ship a ot e pa t of the  G oup s ole e ause of 

the investment sustainability requires; instead leaders suggested that because 

universities and schools are in a stronger financial position than colleges, they would be 

better equipped to be leaders of sustainability within the education sector from which 

colleges would indirectly benefit.  

It is worth pointing out however that the 157 Group on its website states that the core 

function of its members is to secure and deliver the highest quality of teaching and 

learning and are strategic leaders within their communities. Furthermore, the role of 

member colleges and the group as a whole is to e at the leadi g edge of the se to  i  

te s of thought leade ship, p a ti e i p o e e t a d poli  i flue e  (157 Group 

website, 2016). In other words, the e s o e  fo  hat the  a t to do. If 

sustainability were perceived to be a topic that could enhance thought leadership, 

improve practice or policy development perhaps then it would be something the group 

would claim ownership of. 

Interestingly a small number of participants discussed the ethical position of colleges 

and speculated whether it would be appropriate to dictate sustainability to others, 

stating it would be inappropriate and unwelcome if this was imposed on them. Cotton 

and Winter (2010) also identified this issue and stated that teaching about 

sustainability is often linked with the controversial nature of environmental issues in 

particular. This again highlights the issue with the synonymy of sustainability with only 
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environmental issues, which precludes its relevance or interconnectedness with wider 

societal issues, and alienates it as a concept from those who are more interested in 

social or financial matters (Dade and Hassenzahl, 2013). More broadly, this also 

highlights the dou le edged s o d  Ne a  :  edu atio al institutions face 

he  it o e s tea hi g sustai a ilit  he e  if [sustai a ilit ] alues e e 

explicitly incorporated in the curriculum, they would be accused of imposing ideologies 

on learners. But if all mention of values is expunged from education, then this leaves 

little choice than for learners to draw their values from the unsustainable society 

a ou d the , o  thei  ollege s hidde  u i ulu  Ne a , : . 

What these 157 Group participants may be suggesting is that the power for 

sustai a ilit s a epta e lies ith so iet  o e idel , a d i  hi h ase, olleges 

ill su se ue tl  follo  suit eithe  th ough stude t s de a ds o  go e e t 

expectations. In the meantime therefore, while sustainability remains as both a 

perceived and practi ed optio al e t a  to o e usi ess a ti ities, it p ese ts a 

perceived financial risk that leaders are not prepared to take on during already 

uncertain financial times. However, this again highlights either the problem of how 

sustainability is defined, or if not that, then the intangible risk presented by 

unsustainability. Many leaders for example discussed the need for colleges to build 

resilience and to have the confidence to operate more strategically in order to get 

ahead of government trends (rather than being subservient to them); therefore college 

leade s see the alue of ope ati g st ategi all , ut o l  fo  thei  ollege s so io-

economical stability and gain. What this reinforces is that the environment is neither 

perceived to be strategically important, nor as something that could pose an inherent 

risk to all other strategic priorities. 

Co e sel , i  a s all u e  of ases  leade s stated that the g oup s ole is 

conducive with being sustainability leaders within the sector, and suggested that this 

could be demonstrated through the sharing of best practice, leading by example and 

lobbying government. Collaboration between members was also suggested in order to 

share information and best practice, a publication of which should then be presented 

to go e e t to de o st ate the se to s  leade ship apa ilities, hi h i  tu  ould 

generate further funding opportunities. However, as stated by Stephens and Graham 

, sha i g est p a ti e akes assu ptio s of hat is dete i ed as est , a d in 

this case would only perpetuate that sustainability is something that must be physically 

demonstrated. Indeed, participants perceived that the group could lobby awarding 
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bodies to encourage more sustainable practices, for instance, to reduce the current 

unsustainable reliance on paper. So on the one hand, while it was suggested that the 

sector had conceptions of how sustainability is best practiced, other participants 

suggested that the sector needs to develop a consensus of meaning, and that despite 

offering best practice examples, there is in fact a lack of clarity regarding the contextual 

relevance of sustainability. Not only does this fail to acknowledge previous attempts 

made by the LSC, LSIS and the AoC of defining sustainability and how it relates to 

colleges, but it could also signal an avoidance tactic. Of course it is important for all 

stakeholders to understand the contextual relevance of sustainability (Glavic and 

Lukman, 2007; Peti, 2012; Sterling, 2013), but too often the time consuming process of 

defining sustainability gets in the way of strategies for action (Dunphy et al, 2007; Cook 

et al, 2010; Christen and Schmidt, 2012; Peti, 2012).  

The contrary use of the term revealed by this study however suggests that perhaps it 

would be worthwhile the sector revisiting or being reminded of its role in sustainable 

development, because while volunteered examples of eco-efficiency allude to a wider 

understanding of sustainability than its literal meaning, on the whole the term is being 

used to steer action that is antithetical to sustainable development. Who might be best 

placed to remind the sector of its role is however unclear since the majority of 157 

respondents felt that it was not the role of the 157 Group, and instead stated it was the 

role of a separate interest group or the AoC. While none of these participants referred 

to the SFA or BIS, they did state that a top-down methodology was the only way of 

gaining traction and credibility.  

This conflicts with the philosophies of both sustainable development and the TMF, 

which require leadership and support from actors throughout hierarchies, not the 

dictation of those identified by hierarchy or job description (Loorbach et al, 2009; 

Phillips, 2009[a]; Barth, 2013; Davison et al, 2014).  

For instance, it is the perceived responsibility of awarding bodies to provide colleges 

with curriculum guidance on sustainability. However these respondents later 

contradicted themselves by stating that it will be the expectation of students that 

drives sustainability higher up the agenda supporting Kythreotis (2011) whereby the 

de elop e t of a g ee e  u i ulu  as pe ei ed  olleges within his study to be 

dependent on demand or external direction. What is clear overall is an avoidance of 

accepting responsibility and instead, power pointing at other sector stakeholders.  
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The persistence of power pointing: an inherent problem of purpose and agency.  

With the exception of eco-efficiency to which leaders recognised the value in taking 

responsibility (as a contributor to overall organisational sustainability), the funding that 

sustainability is perceived to require was the most commonly cited reason that leaders 

of individual colleges and as part of the 157 Group felt that prohibited colleges from 

being appropriate candidates as leaders of sustainability either within the FE sector or 

education sector more widely.  

When discussing who might be more appropriate to act as leaders of sustainability 

within the education sector, schools or universities were seen as suitable candidates 

because of the relatively better financial position they are in compared to colleges. As 

an aside, what this also indicates is that education about sustainability (rather than for) 

is not perceived as something that ought to be a constant thread throughout the 

education system and instead is perceived as something that should remain 

compartmentalised for those who have the sufficient resource to either teach or 

demonstrate it.  

It is hardly surprising that schools or universities were perceived as being more suitable 

for the leadership of sustainability when at a landscape level, the small number of 

references to holistic sustainability concerned environmental sustainability guidance 

for schools only. Reinforcing earlier chapters, this indicates a perception that holistic 

sustainability has little to do with colleges whose purpose is to satisfy skill demands, 

and therefore sustainability in the literal sense. When evidence suggests that schools 

are perceived to have more of a role, at least to warrant the publication of guidance, it 

ould e dedu ed that pe haps FE s ole is pe ei ed  the go e e t to e o e 

elementary than that of schools or universities. However, to reiterate an earlier point, 

whereas education should be a social endeavour there to help resolve the issues of the 

time (Bessant et al, 2015), the pursuit of skills and training is increasingly an economic 

endeavour placing education as a means to a financial end (Cullingford, 2004[a]). This is 

not just a phenomenon exclusively taking place within colleges whose role has arguably 

always been to satisfy the needs of local employers and economic conditions (Treat 

and Hagedorn, 2013), it is also becoming the goal of all universities, and may simply be 

the product of natural development in an increasingly commercial and competitive 

world (Cullingford, 2004[a]). 
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When discussing who might be better suited to leading sustainability within the FE 

sector, 157 Group leaders perceived this role to rest either with the AoC, or a new 

se to  i te est  g oup, efle ti g that the o e ship of sustai a ilit  ests ith othe s  

and by implication, is not relevant to be managed as part of existing roles and 

responsibilities. Rather than it simply being a finance issue, this strongly suggests that it 

is also an issue of relevance or knowledge of sustainability, indicated by the perceived 

eed fo  a g oup of e thusiasts , o  as stated  focus group participants, requiring 

guidance and demand from either the government, the student body, or industry. 

Interestingly, not once did a focus group participant state that the leadership of 

sustainability should come from their colleges own leader, though there was power 

pointing between academic and operational participants, each stating that a change in 

their behaviours would make sustainability more achievable. These perceptions again 

indicate that intangible factors such as culture or knowledge are more significant 

barriers to sustainability leadership than a lack of finance. Within discussions relating to 

the literal use of the term sustainability, individual leaders demonstrated fervent 

responsibility to the sustainability or longevity of the sector and the local socio-

economic contribution it makes, and believed they were already demonstrating 

sustainability simply by remaining in business. Leaders perceptions of their own 

leadership role therefore appear to be more comfortably applied at a niche rather than 

regime or landscape level, and are perhaps reflective of a lack of confidence or aversion 

to risk regarding perceived extraneous topics. 

Uncertainty of individual agency was coupled and perhaps compounded by an 

uncertainty of purpose of the sector, for example, are colleges there to meet local 

needs, or to satisfy national policy demands. This was reflected by a subtle language 

change; when discussing local needs leaders more commonly used the term 

edu atio , ut he  dis ussi g atio al eeds, the a ui e e t of skills  as the 

o e o o l  used ph ase. If Moodie s  disti tio  et ee  te h i al a d 

university education withstands (assuming that this is perceived to be the most 

do i a t ha a te isti  of FE, a d ot its a ade i  [A  levels and HE] provision), then 

the transient and trend based skills demands of the government, who perceive the 

ou t s skills ase as a  esse tial ehi le fo  e o o i  g o th a  e de  its 

perceived purpose of FE incongruent with sustainable development. This landscape 

perception of the purpose of colleges unfortunately corresponds with Batterham, 

2003, Cullingford, 2004(a), Leitch, 2006, Davies, 2009[a], Waas et al, 2010, and Lozano 

et al, 2013 and Bessant et al (2015) whereby the production of knowledge must be 
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optimised to suit industrial needs, themselves which fulfil the demands of 

consumerism and technical solutions.  

This highlights a conflict experienced more acutely by colleges than universities, though 

as stated by Stephens and Graham (2010), adaptations to university funding sources 

mean that universities are also subject to tangible short-term influences. FE colleges 

who still receive the majority of their funding (though it is perpetually decreasing) from 

the government experience such short-term influences, and are under pressure to 

diversify other areas of income to make up for this shortfall whilst simultaneously 

satisfying all the current demands attached to existing funding to demonstrate the 

se to s pu pose, espo si e ess a d i po ta e. This o fli t et ee  st i i g fo  

financial autonomy and remaining urgently responsive to the government means that a 

more local focus of power for financial autonomy can only happen slowly and 

incrementally, at best keeping up with the reductions in government funding.  

It is therefore perhaps understandable why the government is perceived by leaders to 

hold such power over colleges while they remain so dependent on its funding, which is 

itself driven by wider landscape economic and social trends. Furthermore, while ever 

the perceived or actual role of colleges is primarily about the creation of skills and a 

technical labour force to suit these landscape factors, then colleges in the absence of 

an alternative dominant funding source will need to demonstrate their performance 

against government priorities (of which holistic sustainability cannot be counted) in 

order to remain relevant against growing competition within the sector. Arguably 

the efo e, the go e e t does i deed hold ulti ate po e  o e  the se to s 

relationship with sustainability because while ever it is perceived to, or actually dictates 

the future of the sector overall, college leaders are going to do all they can to remain 

relevant and therefore sustainable. To reiterate and support Bardati (2006), 

sustainability projects and sustainability as a holistic term is rendered subservient to 

the strain of other priorities, which ironically in this case, is to the other interpretation 

of sustainability about which leaders throughout the sector hierarchy are very 

passionate. 
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5.2. Answering the research questions 

The pu pose of this hapte  is to fo ulate o lusio s to ea h of the stud s esea h 

uestio s a d highlight the se to s a age e t app oa hes ased o  ho  it 

perceives sustainability, how it practices sustainability and how it perceives power for 

sustainability leadership. The order in which the questions are answered is different to 

the order in which they are asked in sub-chapter 2.4.1. This is because the themes to 

emerge from discussions of perceptions and practice as discussed in sub-chapter 5.1.1 

impact strongly on the theme of power discussed in sub-chapter 5.1.2. In other words, 

as the themes have emerged it is evident that how sustainability is perceived and how 

it is practised is both because of, and dictates perceptions of power and responsibility 

for sustainability leadership. 

5.2.1 Research question one; what is the dominant perception of sustainable 

development in FE leadership?   

Though there were nuances between the focuses of each data cohort when defining 

sustainability, perceptions of sustainability were tactically based on the interpretation 

that it is a process synonymous with business survival and longevity, a process that can 

be refined using (the alternative interpretation of) sustainability through eco-efficiency 

measures. The incentive for the sector to sustain its growth and self-sufficiency 

resonates with Lozano (2008), led many participants to the belief that sustainability 

as the efo e a gi e  i  all that olleges do, as thei  p i a  o e  is to e ai  

relevant and in business. What this precludes however is the perception that 

sustainability requires or should necessitate altogether new processes or paradigms, or 

as put  “te li g : , so ethi g that should o  is a le to uestio  the 

i stitutio s o se sual gi e . 

If not using this literal term of sustainability, the alternative dominant interpretation 

as that sustai a ilit  has p i a il  e i o e tal o otatio s  Loza o, 

: . This i te p etatio  has ee  efe ed to as a holisti  u de sta di g of 

sustainability throughout this study, even though it is only loosely a more holistic 

understanding than a term to simply describe business longevity. It was used by 

research participants and within online content in reference to eco-efficiency projects 

that were not only perceived as having a positive contribution to sustainability and 

evidence of colleges behaving sustainably, but also a measure capable of enhancing 

financial performance and a colleges reputation and therefore the sustainability of the 

college overall. As stated by McCauley and Stephens (2012), one of the issues with 
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sustainability being perceived only as something that is physically demonstrated or 

implemented is that it neglects the social and cultural elements and values pertinent to 

any transition. Furthermore, and as evidenced within this study, such perceptions 

perpetuate and validate the locked-in flaws of the existing paradigm and its processes 

instead of challenging them (Loorbach et al, 2010). 

The more consistent reference to eco-efficiency within focus groups and online content 

suggests that sustainability as a business term may have influenced college leaders 

from a landscape level where there is prolific use of the word sustainability, evidenced 

by the (in some cases) thousands of results returned from website searches. Indeed, 

leade s  te de  to i te hangeably use both interpretations of sustainability is 

indicative of a lack of confidence surrounding the sustainability discourse. For example, 

discussions that touched upon a larger conceptual understanding of sustainability were 

often rushed, or quickly reverted back to discussions surrounding more operational 

issues, usually concerning eco-efficiency projects. One leader expressed their doubt 

a out the se to s leade ship a ilit  e ause the  elie ed the se to  k o s othi g 

about sustainable development.  Another leader described how it is now a familiar 

concept within the sector that a sustainable college should appear as one that is aware 

and addressing its carbon footprint. This again reinforces that sustainability is 

pe ei ed as so ethi g that looks  a pa ti ula  a .  

A lack of confidence appears to have been compounded by sector-shared connotations 

of what sustainability means. On reflection, if participants had been offered choices of 

sustainability and sustainable development definitions with more time for reflection, a 

different overall perception may have been revealed. As it stands, existing 

sustainability terminology is itself prohibitive, either because as stated by Christie et al 

(2014), participants within this study are more comfortable with the literal meaning of 

the term, or that they consider mitigating environmental impacts of new developments 

or existing activities to be sustainable. Beyond discussions of sustainability and the 

scope of this study, the question must be raised about whether it is the sector that 

comprehensively lacks confidence in all that it does, as illustrated by several college 

e sites stati g thei  ollege as st i i g to e good .  

A lack of confidence both of how the sector is perceived, and of the sustainability 

discourse was reinforced when examining perceptions against the TMF. Consequently, 

participants indicated a tactical management approach to either interpretation of 
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sustainability evidenced by their concern not with innovating or catalysing changes at a 

landscape level, but instead evidencing their achievement of shorter term targets (such 

as their contribution to sustainable economic growth or sustainable jobs) to win or 

retain favour with those funding the sector at a landscape level. There is therefore 

neither incentive nor motive for the sector to innovate beyond the parameters that the 

sector is judged and understood. 

It is suggested that this is an inevitable symptom of short-term political tenure at a 

landscape level and the perpetual motive of any decision making to demonstrate quick 

results (to which the FE sector must contribute) for the retention of political power.  At 

a la ds ape le el this is efle ted  the go e e t s p io it  fo  FE to e ai  as a 

contributor to a skilled workforce and therefore the economic sustainability of the 

country.  

At a regime and niche level, the 157 Group, AoC and individual leaders are concerned 

with relationship building not just with the government, but other key sector 

stakeholders in order to build financial resilience and security and demonstrate the 

relevance of the sector to the landscape level. Though the focus of leaders at a college 

level was shorter term than the regime because of the consistent perception of 

sustainability being an operational activity, the fact that this was ultimately referenced 

as a tool to e ha e the ollege s o e all ta ti al gai   i p o i g elationships with 

students and employers and therefore positively contributing to the reputation of the 

sector overall reinforces a more tactical approach.  

Perceptions of sustainability therefore focus on continuity, and refining and enhancing 

this continuity using eco-efficient activities that are also perceived to amount to being 

demonstrative of sustainable development. 
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5.2.2 Research question two; how are FE colleges perceived to contribute to 

sustainable development?   

Reinforcing perceptions of sustainability, examples of sustainability in practice were 

almost exclusively limited to examples of eco-efficiency, often involving waste 

management or new building developments, both of which also serve as a helpful 

analogy in highlighti g the se to s a age e t app oa h to the p a ti e of 

sustainability. Examples of sustainable waste management practices often involved the 

introduction of recycling schemes to more responsibly deal with waste. However, with 

the exception of paper use within the classroom, focus groups and interviews omitted 

altogether the decision making processes that generate waste within colleges, 

suggesting at conception, the waste generated by traditional or business as usual 

processes is not considered. While it a  e so e od s jo  to de o st ate the 

financial savings made against more eco-efficient processes, the decision-making 

behind much of the waste that is generated (of any kind, human, physical, financial) in 

the first place are likely to remain unchallenged.  

Similarly, the construction of new college buildings was motivated by reputation rather 

than a desire to behave more sustainably, that eco-efficiency projects could be 

included as part of the process was an insight that came several years into the L“C s 

capital programme. Based on this alone, it is no wonder that finance is perceived as the 

ost do i a t a ie  to i ple e ti g  sustai a ilit , si e fo  a  it is 

synonymous with major capital developments or investments, and remains the only 

e posu e a  ithi  FE ha e had ith the te . This ti ke i g a ou d the edge  

(Shriberg, 2002) approach to the practice of sustainability at an individual college level 

is the same approach FE leaders perceive the government takes in its management of 

the FE sector where the creation and abolishment of departments in charge of funding 

and steering the sector, and the frequent changing of priorities is nothing more than a 

supe fi ial ha ge ithi  ha geless ess  “te li g, : .  

As a result of sustainability not being the primary motive behind many of the examples 

given of sustainability practice, which were often referred to as sustainability 

i itiati es , a  a se e of lo ge -term considerations during their implementation has 

resulted in the expected or predicted eco-efficiency advantages of such schemes often 

not being realised, leading to the perception that sustainability is unreliable, a passing 

fad (Lozano, 2006), or something that is only really worth investing in if there is 

additional money available. The irony of course is that buildings – the t pi al go to  fo  
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examples of sustainability practice, often underperform on running costs because of 

the limitations associated with perceiving a sustainable building as one that has 

renewable te h ologies a d othe  additio al featu es , athe  tha  the du a ilit  o  

practicality of the fundamental design, mechanics or use of the building - not to 

e tio  the u i ulu  that is taught ithi  the uildi g s lass oo s.  

When a decision to invest in sustainability is based entirely on the financial incentive, it 

puts into doubt the achievement of sustainability when its cultural and social value 

cannot be easily quantified. Put another way, financial barriers are perceived to be the 

most significant reason that colleges cannot engage with sustainability, therefore, it is 

unlikely even if the sector had more money available that colleges would 

independently self-lead on integrating sustainability into its purpose and paradigm 

when the wider benefits of doing so appear not to be recognised. This is evidenced by 

the focus of research participants on operational activities and the associated financial 

barriers, negating the cultural and educational contributions towards FE colleges can 

make in combination with environmental sustainability. The social and cultural value of 

colleges were recognised by most leaders interviewed but understood as factors that 

contribute to the organisational sustainability of colleges and were not relevant to the 

alternative interpretation of sustainability. 

Present day trends of sustainability in practice remain heavily influenced by the trends 

of historic leadership interventions, and are used to satisfy the drive for financial 

sustainability for which FE leaders at a niche level want to be recognised, but have 

expressed specifically that this is not their aspiration with respect to holistic 

sustainability. Indeed, eco-efficiency measures such as reducing carbon emissions were 

e og ised to e e efi ial to the e i o e t , but an environment from which 

participants suggested a detachment from, or its deterioration unaffected by.  Instead, 

and ironically it was either supplementary funding opportunities or austerity measures 

that have engaged leaders with the more holistic sustainability discourse, but only 

superficially as a method of refining processes through eco-efficiency. Arguably 

therefore it is financial stability rather than austerity that stifles the need for change, 

even though throughout this study sustainability has been consistently cited as 

unaffordable. It is worth positing the question that perhaps the challenges and 

complexities at a landscape level are not challenging or complex enough to warrant 

significant change at all levels of society, and in this case, for FE leaders to really 
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question what the alternative may be. In other words, the incentive for change remains 

i ta gi le o  is atio alised as ei g pa t of a p o le  elo gi g to so eo e  else. 

Taking into account the dominance of operational examples of sustainability in 

practice, it is suggested that the management approach of FE based on how it 

perceives sustainability is practiced within the sector (operational activities within 

niche environments only) can only be operational. Furthermore, this indicates the 

more superficial philosophy of a non-environmental degradation perspective due to its 

resonance with an operational management approach, which as indicated by the TMF, 

tends to serve shorter time scales and therefore is managed more reactively than how 

it is perceived. In other words, there is a disconnect therefore between how a leader 

perceives sustainability, and how this is practiced, not just within individual 

organisations but the wider discourse at a regime level amongst FE leaders.  

At a regime and niche level where colleges have greater autonomy, sustainability is 

discussed in greater detail than at a landscape level and in practice has been 

demonstrated in wider variety of methods, but remains restricted to operational 

management as it remains within the remit only of a minority of practitioners across 

the sector. Though best practice is shared amongst practitioners, there appears to be 

an absence of wider cross – institutional awareness, interdisciplinary collaboration or 

strategic cohesion. But at a regime and niche level, the interpretation and incentive to 

action sustainability within these parameters has been left wanting since many leaders 

perceive engagement with either to depend on higher levels of capital investment. The 

answer to research question two is therefore centred on eco-efficiency, ith olleges  

predominant focus on environmental impacts at an operational level distracting the 

possibility of other areas of responsibility that could address the less obvious but more 

damaging impacts of the education and values colleges propagate. 
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5. .  Resea h uestio  th ee; hat a e leade s’ pe eptio s of po e  a d 

leadership for sustainability within FE?  

Responsibility for solving sustainability was advertently or implicitly perceived by all 

le els of the FE a age e t hie a h  to elo g to othe s . Gi e  that the 

environment was perceived to be the most pertinent aspect of sustainable 

development, inaction/ limited action and power pointing suggest that the value of 

personal agency is either recognised nor valued, and instead meaningful action can 

only come from legislative or political interventions.  

The most notable power struggle was dominated by an uncertainty of ownership and 

power for the sector overall, whereby despite leaders claiming responsibility for their 

individual college solvency, discussions made it clear that external forces undermine 

i di idual leade s o fide e of pu pose, as ell as thei  pe eptio s of se to s 

pu pose o e all. Though spe ifi all  dis ussi g the faili gs of the L“C s apital 

programme, Foster (2009) specifically states that previous government changes have 

led to concern and trepidation within the sector, echoing research participants of this 

study who stated a preference for a consistent negative approach rather than frequent 

and often conflicting policy changes. Yet a neediness of the sector towards central 

government, either for incentivised prescriptive guidance on sustainability, or for 

funding and direction in order to remain relevant to government priorities and 

therefore ensure organisational sustainability was very apparent. This focus of power 

at a landscape level is often at odds with local, regime level power dynamics. As both 

are externally focussed, this reflects the vulnerability and appeasement of colleges to 

e te al athe  tha  i te al fo es, e ide ed  leade s  o siste t a d f e ue t use 

of phrases su h as eeti g the eeds  of the go e e t/ o u it / usi esses/ 

students.  

Though implicit, it is suggested that where power and leadership for sustainability is 

perceived to reside will be reflective of an overall management approach to 

sustainability. For instance, if a leader demonstrates ownership of sustainability, it 

suggests recognition of the strategic, tactical or operational advantages of doing so. 

However, results from this study reflect a recurrence of power pointing taking place at 

all levels of the FE management hierarchy in relation to holistic sustainability. For 

example at a landscape level, the absence of sustainability guidance except within 

guida e otes fo  apital fu di g ids, ei fo es that FE s fu di g odies do ot 

perceive sustainability as something that concerns colleges, whose priority is instead to 
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contribute to economic growth, as identified by Scott and Gough (2010). Therefore 

colleges must be expected to lead on this themselves, and by extension therefore, 

power for sustainability from the landscape level is directed at a niche level. This is 

reinforced further by bureaucratic reorganisation in 2010 and 2013, which led to the 

subsuming of previous sustainability initiatives. All remaining uses of the term 

sustai a ilit  a e li ited to e o-efficiency, reinforcing that the implementation of 

su h i itiati es a e fo  the efi e e t of e isti g p o esses to suppo t the se to s 

purpose.   

Collectively at a regime level, interest groups of colleges (such as the AoC or 157 

Group) through perhaps strength in numbers or the pooling of resources and expertise 

indicated a more tactical approach as representatives of the sector, using their power 

and influence to have more of a diplomatic relationship with the landscape level of 

management, especially over issues that have generated enough concern at a niche 

level. Sustainability however was not one of these issues, or perceived as something 

that the 157 Group should take leadership of because of the investment required to be 

legitimate leaders. This corresponds with Banerjee (2008) whereby few organisations 

are willing to consider the levels of investment or long time scales required for 

environmental sustainability improvements. The only leadership role that 157 Group 

leaders perceived they could contribute was to work with colleges to collate examples 

of sustainability in practice and relay this to the government as further demonstration 

of the se to s i t i si  alue. Mo e idel  ho e e  leade ship fo  se to  sustai a ilit  

was pe ei ed to est eithe  ith the AoC o  a sepa ate i te est g oup of e thusiasts , 

but for either to be perceived by the rest of the sector as important enough to take 

action on would ultimately require the government to encourage sustainability practice 

through the provision of financial incentive, or indirectly by making it commercially 

advantageous for colleges to teach sustainability (through either add on courses or 

STEM courses).  

Similarly at a niche level, college leaders indicated a strong sense of responsibility for 

the financial sustainability of their college, seen as important not only for business 

o ti uit , ut also de o st ati e of olleges  ele a e a d the efo e o th  of 

continued funding. While at a niche level there was a similar consensus that it was the 

responsibility of the landscape level to provide direction and funding to facilitate 

college engagement with sustainability, vice-principals and focus groups indicated that 

it as the P i ipal s ole to lead o  sustai a ilit . To the contrary, P i ipal s if ot 
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suggesting that it was the role of the government, suggested instead that student 

demand or enthusiastic members of staff should catalyse college engagement. Though 

the dominant trend was to direct power up through the FE leadership hierarchy, 

P i ipal s suggestio s that leade ship ould e e ge f o  stude ts o  othe  staff 

e e s i o s the app oa h take   the la ds ape le el. I.e. it is ot a su je t that 

is worthy of their leadership. 

Some college leaders expressed a desire to do more to integrate sustainability into 

college strategy and activities though they did not state whether they would take 

personal responsibility for this. Irrespectively however, if they would like to do more 

but are not doing, it suggests that they are waiting for either what they perceive to be 

the right conditions, or directions. In other words, the power for action does not rest 

with them. 

Power for either interpretation of sustainability is therefore perceived by the regime 

and niche level of FE management to rest at a landscape level, as even the perceived 

need to demonstrate the intrinsic local economic and social value of colleges reinforces 

the power of the landscape level. While ever colleges remain so reliant and uncertain 

of their financial position, it is suggested that as a sector, the management approach to 

sustainability will always match that of the landscape level – its relevance limited to an 

efficiency measure, managed operationally within existing business models. The fact 

that the landscape is looked to for the funding incentive for engagement with 

sustainability reinforces that sustainability is perceived as something that must be 

invested in and by association, is measureable rather than values based. Furthermore, 

this reinforces that the perception of sustainability is to do things better or more 

efficiently, rather than to do better things altogether (Sterling, 2004; Doppelt, 2012).  

The answer to research question three reflects the answers to research questions one 

and two whereby responsibility and leadership for organisational financial 

sustainability is vehemently accepted by FE leaders, but power pointing between all 

levels of FE leadership is prolifically evident with regards to taking responsibility for the 

se to s leadership role for its own environmental sustainability and its wider role in 

developing a more sustainable society as a whole. 
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5.2.4 Answering the research objective: the dominance of power   

The management approaches indicated by perceptions and practice of sustainability 

reveal that while either of the two dominant interpretations of sustainability indicate a 

more tactical approach to sustainability in theory, in reality sustainability is practiced in 

the same operational manner irrespective of how it is conceptualised. 

Therefore while the relationship between how it is conceptualised and how it is 

practised may be weak, the reason for this lies with the inherent power dynamics of 

the FE management structure, and the implicit power pointing taking place between all 

levels of FE leadership regarding the responsibility of sustainability. 

Indeed, it is perhaps its practice that prevents a deeper understanding and 

responsibility of sustainability (when considering that responsibility for its leadership 

as ot take   a  of the se to s leade ship hie a h , ut also that this is 

convenient because current practices enhance models and methods of business that 

few want to/ feel incentivised to change. Furthermore, this is evidence of continued 

reductionist thinking which prevents or distracts from the systemic thought required 

that could help resolve societies complex issues. FE is therefore no more or less ready 

for a transition to sustainability than any other sector or sub-sector, however, its 

funding structure renders it more susceptible to the political landscape and rapid policy 

changes that undermine many of the skills required for sustainable leadership. 

Using the prevailing management approaches of the landscape, regime and niche levels 

of FE leadership identified in the previous sub-chapters, it is now possible to answer 

the research objective: 

To dete i e if the e is a elatio ship et ee  Fu the  Edu atio  leade s  pe eptio s 

of sustainable development, and the nature of its practice withi  FE olleges  

It is suggested that the relationship between awareness of sustainability and its 

practice is weak, due to the tactical management approach demonstrated when 

conceptualising sustainability but the dominance of operational management 

approaches in practice. In a smaller number of cases where perceptions of 

sustainability using the literal interpretation alluded to a more strategic management 

approach, perceptions of holistic sustainability were conversely discussed more 

operationally as a method of reinforcing the economic position of colleges. On balance 

however, the timescales that underlined most discussions of sustainability in either 
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interpretation were limited to tactical parameters, which has been surmised are 

reflective of the political timescales realistically upheld at a landscape level. 

Furthermore, it is fair to conclude that because interpretations were consistently 

favouring a conventional economist perspective or non-environmental degradation 

perspective, sustainable development and the equal consideration of economic, social 

and environmental impacts is not being managed by the FE sector.  

To some degree this study concurs with Wals and Blewitt (2010), Stevenson (2007), and 

Shiel (2013) who refer to a dichotomy between the rhetoric and practice of 

sustainability, a phenomenon that is indeed reflected by a wider conceptualisation of 

the term compared to how it is demonstrated at a niche level. However throughout the 

sector, particularly at a landscape level, sustainability and sustainable development as 

terms faithful to those definitions highlighted in chapter 2.1 are being fundamentally 

misinterpreted and are used instead to indicate the intended longevity of the status 

quo. Perceptions at a niche and regime level were slightly broader as they frequently 

ade efe e e to the e i o e t  o  e i o e tal , ho e e  as discussed by 

“h i e g : , opti g to use the te  a age e t  o  e i o e tal  i stead 

of sustai a ilit  a  e o e eso a t ith people s o p ehe sio  of the te , 

ho e e  si e sustai a ilit  is ualitati el  diffe e t f o  e i o e tal 

espo si ilit , a pus leade s ight atta h diffe e t ea i gs to questions based on 

thei  i te p etatio s, o e of hi h ight app oa h theo ists  a d p a titio e s  

ea i g of sustai a ilit .  

These interpretations and the potential role that colleges could perform in their 

advancement are lost on many if not all leaders at multiple levels and society as a 

whole. As stated by Rotmans and Loorbach (2009) and Markard et al (2012), the 

persistence of current problems caused by unsustainability cannot be solved using 

current policies and mechanisms and reliance on neoclassical economics. Perceptions 

of uncertainty and financial concerns are the most significant issues for FE leaders over 

a mid- long-term time frame. This may exacerbate perceptions of the relevance of 

sustainability as both themes are products of and perpetuate short term, reactive 

tendencies. Indeed, the dynamics of power revealed in this study reinforce a 

widespread lack of understanding of the term because if this were not true, then 

power pointing would not exist. Alternatively, as surmised by Cullingford (2004[a]), it 

could be that the implications of the term are understood but are too intimidating or 
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abstract for individuals to comfortably grasp, therefore the term because of its real 

significance, is misused.  

In the meantime, it is likely that only those who take an active interest either 

professionally or personally understand the faithful meaning of the term (Jones et al, 

2010; Brinkhurst et al, 2011), though while ever power pointing persists, these people 

are likely to remain est i ted o  lo ked i  at a niche level because that is where they 

a e pe ei ed to elo g, as stated  Doppelt : , Poli  ake s app oa h 

economic, social welfare, public health, and environmental problems as if they are 

distinct from each other and require different remedies. The media, economic theory, 

and our political discourse reinforce this belief of separation. A reductionist view 

purports the notion that dividing the world into little pieces helps us understand and 

o t ol ou  e i o e t .  

Based on this, it is suggested that niche level developments that reflect a more 

environmental bias are unlikely to take hold even though ironically this is the bias most 

participants revealed throughout the study. However due to the operational 

management approach taken by the sector in the practice of sustainability, 

environmental sustainability is evidently not seen as something that is strategically 

ele a t to the se to s lo ge it .  

Though often discussed as separate topics from environmental sustainability, the social 

and economic contributions colleges make locally are perceived as significant to a 

ollege s lo ge it  a d pu pose ut ot u de stood as ei g i po ta t ele e ts of 

sustainable development. This unequal emphasis of social and economic 

considerations compared with their environmental impact reinforces that perceptions 

of sustainability within FE are centred on a human worldview, placing emphasis on 

sustai ed  o  su essful  g o th as a  i di ato  of e o o i  de elop e t, oth of 

which do nothing to diminish the continued demands of the Earth (Williams and 

Millington, 2004; Waas et al, 2011). It is therefore less the acknowledgement and 

a ti e e gage e t ith a ollege s so ial o  e o o i  espo si ilities, ut a p o le  

of environmental responsibility. Indeed, when discussing the purpose and paradigm of 

colleges, a conflict emerged between colleges taking ownership of their financial 

sustainability, but expressing a need for others to direct or assign responsibility, or 

po e -poi ti g  ith ega ds to holistic sustainability.  
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This suggests a lack of confidence and uncertainty of how colleges are able to 

contribute to sustainable development, which may be inhibiting leaders to seize 

autonomy at a more local level. Perceptions of power may therefore be based on 

convenience by all leadership levels if there is widespread uncertainty of how the 

sector is able to contribute to sustainable development and may not, as suggested by 

Christie et al (2014) be reflective of an alibi from having to consider the concept more 

widely. Instead it is suggested that it is an issue of confidence – both of the term itself 

and its relevance to the sector, reinforced by the unexpectedly interchangeable use of 

interpretations, and is disappointing – that at the time of research in 2013/14 such 

uncertainty could withstand.  

Histori al sustaina ility initiatives  

It is suggested that the positive and negative connotations now associated with 

sustainability as a result of previous surges of activity and interest have led to or reflect 

issues of relevance, themselves which have led to a stagnation of ownership. For 

example, the two most significant endorsements of environmental sustainability were 

driven from the landscape level but were relatively short lived and ended with a 

bureaucratic reorganisation. It is clear that whatever resource or incentive that inspired 

such landscape leadership has since been missing, which has also led to the 

deceleration and stalling of consistent engagement and practice of sustainability at a 

regime and niche level. This suggests that without landscape endorsement colleges 

perceive they are unable to take the initiative themselves, reinforcing why current 

political inertia presents a real problem to the likelihood of a transition to sustainability 

within FE. Indeed, this was implicit throughout this study whereby leaders were happy 

to provide examples of niche level sustainability activity, but did not acknowledge that 

they are being undermined, or progress stalled by their own lack of leadership and 

ownership – i.e. they leave the relevant member of staff to get on with it, missing the 

point and wider relevance of sustainability entirely. 

As stated by Garud and Gehman (2012), for a transition to take hold at a landscape 

level requires the ability to sustain being sustainable. Since the closure of LSIS there has 

been no further sustainability guidance offered at a landscape level and is 

demonstrative of the importance and gravitas landscape support offers to a transition 

and how without it, it can prevent or inhibit further work taking place. Indeed, it is 

suggested that it is largely an issue of perception of sustainability at a landscape level 

that has stifled the se to s a ilit  to o ti ue its sustai a ilit  jou e , ot o e tl , ut 
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through other more pressing priorities taking precedence. Niche activities are able to 

continue but are confined as such, because no longer are they a priority. In other 

words, power at a landscape level has both actively encouraged and indirectly 

prevented niche level activity. While ever the likelihood of landscape changes favouring 

sustainable development appear not to be forthcoming, it is unlikely that bottom up, 

niche level practices will gain sufficient momentum or legitimacy to stimulate regime, 

or sector level ownership of sustainability.  

Power dynamics and sector confidence   

It is unlikely that the sector would ever consider considering its purpose, let alone 

consider an alternative purpose while it remains so closely wedded to the priorities set 

by government, which as already discussed, remain inherently at odds with the 

principles of sustainable development and promoting alternative paradigms. 

What this study may have revealed is that it is not just a lack of financial autonomy that 

is perceived to prevent colleges from engaging in sustainability, but it is also a 

confidence issue – confidence of purpose, confidence of the sustainability discourse, 

and confidence of the potential role colleges have to play in sustainable development. 

What was not expected was the dynamics of power pointing (possibly as a result of the 

formulaic perceptions of leadership [and discourse] of sustainability) and how (the lack 

of) power, more than simply financial issues, was perceived as the most significant 

barrier to sustainability. 

While the higher echelons of the FE hierarchy may determine how surmountable the 

barriers to engaging with sustainability are (i.e. funding, finance, and time) it is clear 

that power pointing at all levels could also indicate complacency, whereby it is the 

easier option to wait for prescriptive guidance or an incentive for action, both of which 

are counterintuitive with the learning and individual action and responsibility that 

should take place within sustainable development. In other words, a lack of guidance 

or information is unlikely to be the only inhibiting factor. Therefore we return to the 

interpretation of sustainability and wider incentive for change: as long as it is perceived 

as a niche subject and managed using transactional leadership approaches that 

perceive sustainability as just another interest alongside many others (Eddy, 2005; 

Beltran-Kadji et al, 2013) sector inertia is likely to withstand. This approach also leaves 

u halle ged leade s  appa e t la k of i li atio  o  o fide e to lea  a out 

sustainability and seize power voluntarily at a niche or regime level.  
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Power dynamics necessitate a prescriptive approach.  

Earlier in the thesis it was surmised that the sector appears not to need a prescriptive 

approach, however the results to emerge from interviews and focus groups suggested 

the contrary, whereby a renewed leadership of sustainability that endorsed 

participation and provided either funding and/ or clear guidance on how sustainability 

can be integrated within the curriculum would be the only valid method of overcoming 

the barriers of finance and relevance. In shorthand, the relationship between 

perceptions and practice of sustainability is an issue of power and perceived relevance.  

It is certainly evident that previous interventions have led to an increase in 

participation by providing such guidance and funding, however aside from the obvious 

perpetuation of sustainability being practiced separately as a silo subject, with the 

exception of some eco-effi ie  i di ato s easu ed a uall  ithi  the AoC s 

eMa date hi h is passed o to the se to s spo so i g go e e t depa t e t, it has 

never formed part of a college s i spe tio  f a e o k, eggi g the uestio  of ho  

accountable colleges are, or expected to be to sustainability? Conversely, many 

indicators of sustainable development are qualitative and values based and are 

therefore difficult to quantify, however, as stated by Cullingford (2004[a]) universities 

and colleges are held increasingly accountable to their more quantifiable impacts such 

as their value to the economy and society. For colleges this is exemplified in the annual 

College Ke  Fa ts  epo t pu lished by the AoC, which contains facts such as the 

projected economic contribution college students generate over their lifetimes, the 

economic returns per £1 of government funding of post-19 college courses, and 

colleges responsiveness to training requirements compared with universities (AoC, 

2015). It is arguable therefore that colleges do report on the social and economic 

aspe ts to de o st ate the se to s sustai a ilit , ut a e ot e og ised as fa ets of 

sustainable development. Though the other common interpretation of sustainability is 

s o ous ith e i o e tal  issues, it is this to hi h olleges a d a gua l  

education as a whole appears unaccountable. Unlike its social and economic 

counterparts, environmental sustainability is practiced and considered as an optional 

extra, and its implementation is reliant upon those who are interested or incentivised 

(through job description) to do so. It is unlikely therefore that prescriptive 

e i o e tal  guida e ill e pa adig ati all  halle gi g hile restrictive and 

restricted perceptions of sustainability abound at all management levels of the FE 

hierarchy.  
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Therefore it is power rather than individual perceptions that has the most significant 

impact on how sustainability is both perceived and practiced within the FE sector. 

Significant learning at all FE management levels and society as a whole is needed to 

disentangle sustainability and sustainable development from current interpretations of 

it being synonymous with growth of the status quo. However it is suggested that it is 

fear at an individual level, institutional level and societal level as well as power that 

p e e ts the p a ti e of doi g ette  thi gs, fo  fea  of ei g left ehi d , ei g too 

controversial and therefore losing power, or the risk of divergence from the norm. As 

suggested by transition management studies, a transition requires the dual approach of 

niche level activity along with the relevant support and leadership at a landscape level 

to facilitate its acceptance at a regime level. It is of course important that leaders at a 

niche level develop a clearer and more faithful understanding of sustainable 

development anyway. However, wary of replicating the power pointing revealed within 

this study, it is suggested that the susceptibility of FE to landscape trends means that 

unless this understanding is replicated at a landscape level (which itself has influence 

on and is influenced by society as a whole), a transition towards sustainable 

development within FE is unlikely to take hold. 

5.3 Discussion conclusion  

This hapte  has p ese ted dis ussio s a d o lusio s to ea h of the stud s esea h 

questions. The main themes, as highlighted in table 14 have demonstrated that 

perceptions and practice of sustainability are self-perpetuating and are reinforced by 

sector power dynamics, which strongly indicate a perceived diminishing return of 

investing in environmental responsibility. Indeed, although across all management 

levels sustainability was largely understood to be synonymous with environmental 

responsibility, it is to this that the least accountability was demonstrated.  

Perceptions of sustainability were therefore based on a human worldview whereby FE 

as part of the education system continues because it is funded to be unsustainable, and 

is therefore funded to fuel unsustainability. While ever the perception remains that 

economies can thrive under such unsustainability and indeed, be refined by initiatives 

o du ted u de  the a e  of sustai a ilit , the i ious i le of elevance and 

responsibility for addressing alternatives that address the current environmental 

unaccountability will continue. I.e. if we truly understand the changes required in order 

to become more sustainable, it becomes a job too big for an individual or a small group 

of people.  
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All levels of FE management did not acknowledge understanding of the detrimental 

impact education has on unsustainability. Instead, FE as part of the education sector 

as ele ated as ei g a ke  o t i uto  to the ou t s economic and social 

sustainability. It is perhaps therefore inevitable that the relevance of sustainability to 

the sector will continue to be confined to measures that enhance and support the 

existing paradigm. 
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Sub-chapter Discussion central themes 

Perceptions and practice 

of sustainability 

The adoption of sustainability to refine unsustainability 

 A human worldview 

 Funded to be and fuel unsustainability 

 Thriving on unsustainability 

 Perceived relevance dictates responsibility 

 Historical exposure and its lasting connotations 

 Environmental unaccountability 

 

Perceptions of power for 

sustainability 

The confinement of sustainability responsibility 

 The muted ascendance of environmental 

responsibility 

 The i e ita ilit  of FE s approach 

 Power pointing at a regime level 

 Purpose, agency and power pointing  

 

Research question one Perceptions of sustainability are less confident, but imply 

a tactical management approach for the refinement of 

business-as-usual 

Research question two Perceptions of power and leadership for sustainability are 

less clear, where responsibility is taken for the literal 

term, but is projected onto others when discussing 

environmental sustainability. 

Research question three Perceptions of sustainability practice within colleges are 

strong, and pertain to a management approach that is 

operationally based. 

Research objective The relationship between perceptions of sustainability 

and its practice is weak. This could partly be explained by 

historical initiatives and the power dynamics that 

dominate the FE sector, as well as sector confidence. 

Table 14 - The e t al o eptual the es ide tified ithi  this study’s esults 

The chapter went onto discuss the problems associated with the impacts of historic 

sustainability initiatives and the resulting and self-perpetuating trend of sustainability 

responsibility at a niche level. Given that responsibility for sustainability leadership 

appears to diminish with authority, this study surmises that the operational 

management approach taken by FE in its practice of sustainability is inevitable, and 

that so too is the persistence of power pointing. Indeed, though the results of this 

study have highlighted congruence with existing theories of sustainability and 

leadership within HE such as the confinement of sustainability practice and 

responsibility within operational areas and a resulting focus on campus greening, the 

pointing of power for sustainability responsibility between internal stakeholders, and 
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that the focus of descriptive studies on operational activities is both the product and 

perpetuator of perceptions that this is a good enough response.  

What this study has revealed is the particular significance of the power dynamics FE 

colleges are subject to, both bottom up and top down, by trying to simultaneously 

meet the needs of students, employers and government priorities. It has also 

highlighted the significance of exposure – exposure of decision makers to FE, how this 

impacts on the perceived role and funding of FE, and therefore the perceived relevance 

of a limited societal exposure to sustainability. It is the replication of the interplay 

between power and remaining relevant that has been observed at a landscape and 

therefore regime level within the FE leadership hierarchy. And because of exposure, 

this places colleges in difficult and different positions compared with schools or 

universities who through either a clearer purpose or more autonomous funding, are 

not required to demonstrate their relevance – merely suitability.  

The more influential leadership dynamics colleges experience are therefore most likely 

to be the reason behind a stalling, or complete disregard of the relevance of 

sustainability to FE. It is the strength of this trend that sets it apart from HE particularly. 

Indeed, as stated by Posner and Stuart (2013), external influences play an important 

role in the success of campus sustainability. Therefore as identified by Scott and Gough 

(2010), the fact that universities have greater autonomy over their curriculum and 

financial position – as a result of being subject to less push and pull factors than 

colleges – is likely to have given front-runners within universities the opportunity to 

develop momentum and raise awareness and embed practices that within colleges, 

have remained simply as initiatives. 

It may also be significant that the interdisciplinarity required of education for 

sustainability is perceived as being more difficult to apply to the task-focused 

vocational nature of college education which tends to be framed more locally or 

regionally (Scott and Gough, 2010). However, it is suggested that as well as the 

increasing emphasis on academic and higher education delivery within colleges, the 

preference to focus on local demands is actually conducive for the delivery of 

sustainability education. If, as stated by Cullingford (2004[a]) the problem with the 

term sustainability is the magnitude of the issues it represents, then a more local or 

regional framing of sustainable development should be beneficial for engagement. 
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In the meantime, the short-lived and more externally driven approach to sustainability 

within colleges is, as indicated by this stud s results, based on a self-perpetuating cycle 

of perception and responsibility whereby the consistent synonymy of sustainability 

with the e i o e t  has led to persistent power pointing between all management 

levels of FE. This is either due to the environment simply falling subservient to more 

pressing financial and social priorities within the sector, or that FE s activities are 

perceived to have no relevance to environmental issues. In other words, the 

environment is disassociated from the impacts of education. In either case, the 

environment is not a priority for FE, therefore it is easy to see why each level of 

management indicate that responsibility for leadership rests with other management 

levels, or that other sectors within education are perceived to be better equipped to be 

educational leaders, since sustainability is also consistently perceived to require 

unachievable levels of funding.  

If then, sustainability is too big for a small group of frontrunners as stated previously, 

but the inherent issue with sustainability leadership is that everyone is waiting for 

everyone else to act (Monbiot, 2006), what is the solution? Though the TMF was 

unwieldy in its transference to the FE sector, it was a useful method of highlighting the 

irrelevance of strategic activity anywhere other than at a landscape level for the 

sustainability agenda to gain significant traction within FE. Though this study does not 

discount the role of front-runners, evidence states that within the FE sector, direction 

and incentivisation for change must come from the government. Front-runners may be 

required to assist in the articulation or lobbying of government, but this study indicates 

that front-runners are unlikely to receive the exposure or carry enough kudos for their 

voice to be heard. On the other hand, perhaps a transition to sustainability is unlikely 

to ever happen within any sector; especially given that one sub-sector becoming more 

sustainable cannot lead to sustainability when all other sub-sectors are not (Sterling, 

2004). Ho e e , edu atio s ole is i flated o pa ed ith othe  se to s a d a  help 

to shape the material reality we all experience and the ways in which we attempt to 

u de sta d, efle t o  a d, pe haps e e  ha ge it  Ble itt, : .  

What FE has demonstrated is its adaptive and responsive abilities for building business 

resilience, or in other words, its ability to learn and change quickly in order to survive. 

Therefore the founding skills for sustainability leadership exist, but the incentive or 

recognition of the need to think and behave systemically placing equal emphasis on 

social economic and environmental considerations is not. As demonstrated by this 
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study, continued unsustainability is an issue of environmental unaccountability due to 

the perception that it only concerns environmental issues; to behave in a way that is 

environmentally accountable is to behave with restraint and demonstrate equality 

which requires a refocusing of our morals rather than relying on technological fixes 

(Cullingford, 2004[b]; Monbiot, 2006). Indeed, as stated by both Monbiot (2006) and 

Westley et al (2011), technological innovation and our faith in it as a problem solver is 

actually a focus that is counterintuitive for sustainability because it does not require 

deep learning or change in values or behaviour. Instead, it essentially provides consent 

for continued unsustainable practices. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusions 

This hapte  egi s  dis ussi g ho  the TMF as applied to de elop this stud s 

theory, responding to calls from transition management authors for the framework to 

be applied to other sub-se to s. The li itatio s of the TMF s use as ell as ho  this 

study has developed TMF theory are discussed subsequently. 

The chapter will then surmise the policy, practical and research implications if the 

speculative management approach to emerge from this study was known to be true 

and representative of the FE sector as a whole.  

A reflection of the overall research findings and concluding thoughts and reflections 

will complete the chapter and the thesis.  

6.  Re isiti g the study’s pu pose a d o eptual f a e o k  

As discussed in earlier chapters, FE colleges have received very little specific attention 

within sustainability literature when compared with universities and schools. This is 

problematic as although there are many similarities between the three, their 

differences are significant as highlighted within discussions in the previous chapter. The 

se to s pa ti ula  e posu e to sustai a ilit  has had a g eat i flue e o  ho  it 

perceives and practices sustainability, and it is the lack of exposure policy makers and 

academics have had to FE that has led to its omission from this research area. This may 

not be considered a problem to FE itself, why would it, when historically it has 

generally been exposed to a limited interpretation of sustainability, or its purpose as a 

se to  e pli itl  des i ed as to assist i  the ou t s e o o i  g o th.  

Nevertheless, the size and reach of the sector qualifies it to be worthy of exploration in 

its own right. Hence the objective of this research was: 

To dete i e if the e is a elatio ship et ee  Fu the  Edu atio  leade s  pe eptio s 

of sustai a le de elop e t, a d the atu e of its p a ti e ithi  FE olleges  

The absence of specific studies on FE and sustainability mean that essentially this study 

was starting with a blank page – even how the sector defines sustainability was 

unknown. Given that how a university or any organisation defines sustainability and 

sustainable development will impact on the indicators deemed suitable to measure and 

report on its sustainability progress (Shields et al, 2002; Shriberg, 2002; Clarke and 

Kouri, 2009), the focus of this research is to ask what approach FE leaders take to 
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sustainability, rather than research the more assumptive how the sector is practising 

sustainability. This also responds to a literature gap identified by Wright and Horst 

(2013), who ask for the exploration of how major stakeholders within education 

conceptualise sustainability. Indeed, this study examined approaches to sustainability 

taken by multiple leadership levels of FE management comparing how as a term 

sustainability is conceptualised with how it is practised. 

To follow the trend of quantitative descriptive studies of sustainability in HE that 

describe what is happening, leaves the impression that something substantive is being 

done (Shriberg, 2002; Stephens and Graham, 2010) and could be partly responsible for 

the perpetuation of sustainability being perceived as a physical, investible 

manifestation therefore negating the methods, cultures and contexts within which 

change takes place, not to mention how or why these circumstances determine what is 

est  W ight, 2002; Stephens and Graham, 2010; Karatzoglou, 2013).   

Nothing more urgently requires humans to adapt their behaviours, cultures and values 

than sustainable development therefore something has to change. As stated by Blewitt 

(2004), Cullingford (2004) and Sterling (2013), education is in an unrivalled position to 

permeate its values into other areas of society, yet although it is unfair to say that 

nothing is happening in either HE or FE, the fact remains that despite decades of 

descriptive studies of sustainability (typically) within HE, the deep paradigmatic change 

that is required remains as remote as ever (Sterling and Maxey, 2013). 

With this in mind, and as an alternative method of alidati g the stud s esults, the 

TMF as hose  as the stud s o eptual f a e o k. Defi ed as a deliberative 

process to influence governance activities in such a way that they lead to accelerated 

ha ge di e ted to a ds sustai a ilit  a itio s  Loo a h a d ‘ot a s, : , 

it is analytically based on the concept that transitions are multiphase processes and 

result from changes in processes and interactions between multiple levels - the niche, 

regime, and landscape (Loorbach et al, 2010; Stephens and Graham, 2010; Safarzynska 

et al, 2012). It is this broader perspective of transitions and the recognition of this need 

for learning at multiple levels of leadership, not just within an organisation but society 

as a whole that was particularly appealing to this study. Its focus and recognition of this 

role of relationships, as well as learning between society and its subsystems for the 

e a li g o  p e e tio  of t a sitio s felt pa ti ula l  pe ti e t to this stud  gi e  FE s 

more involved relationship with the UK government and therefore its susceptibility and 
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exposure to the short termism of politics and societal complexities. Rather than trying 

to simplify or gloss over these complexities, the TMF embraces them as part of the 

sustainability process accepting that the changes required will be slow to develop and 

will change for every action taken – thereby transforming the problem itself (Loorbach, 

2010). Rather than addressing sustainability through a siloed process of fixed goals (or 

omitting altogether), the TMF treats sustainability as an iterative process and the focus 

of common ambitions rather than a destination (Shriberg, 2002; Loorbach et al, 2009). 

This ensures that the right questions are being asked through a transition (Westley et 

al, , e e  assu i g that e ha e fou d the a s e  e ause the uestio s 

associated with sustainability are always going to change  Mo is a d Ma ti , : 

. I deed, it is effo ts fo used solel  o  sol i g p o le s o  a sho t-term, 

u ilate al o  o pa t e talised asis that ha e eated the u e t ises  Lozano 

and Huisingh: 2011: 106). 

6.1.1 Responding to calls for TMF development  

This study responds to calls for further development of the TMF from three groups of 

authors – Jennie Stephens and Amanda Graham, Derk Loorbach and Jan Rotmans, and 

Jacco Farla et al, who seek the specific exploration of the TMF (i) within different 

sectors, specifically education, (ii) the dynamics of people and power for the 

advancement of transitions, and (iii) the introduction of a more macro view along with 

a temporal element. 

By its very nature this study responds to calls to adapt and translate the TMF into other 

socio-political contexts and cultures in order to validate its descriptive and prescriptive 

elements as requested by Loorbach and Rotmans (2009, 2010). The extent to which 

this was practical though and the limitations of doing so are subsequently discussed in 

chapter 6.2.3, ho e e  appl i g the TMF as this stud s o eptual f a e o k as 

useful in exploring the strategic dynamics within the FE sector in order to explore how 

it may be oriented towards either fostering change, or maintaining the status quo. As 

stated by Stephens and Graham (2010), there remains a scarcity of studies that explore 

strategic dynamics within HE, with most studies describing sustainability progress at a 

micro level.  

Additionally, studies of sustainability within HE typically omit a temporal element, 

limiting the ability to understand dynamics of change; through the analysis of 

preceding (and not superseded) sustainability publications and guidance and the 
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incorporation of historic sustainability governance within the sector, this study has 

provided a temporal dimension which was used by design to provide contextual 

relevance and ultimately proved to be critically important for helping to explain the 

se to s a age e t app oa h to sustainable development. A temporal dimension 

and viewing the sector as a whole, rather than focusing on an individual institution are 

both extremely valuable for understanding the structural dynamics of a transition, or 

potential for a transition. As stated by Stephens and Graham (2010:617) 

…sustai a ilit  i  highe  edu atio  should ala e i h des iptio  of spe ifi  aspe ts 

of university activities in sustainability with robust and comparative analysis of the 

dynamics and interactions between networks, scales, and levels across higher 

education and among multiple organisatio s .  

As will be discussed in greater detail subsequently, this study and the application of the 

TMF has highlighted the importance of power dynamics within the FE sector and 

therefore the greater emphasis needed at a regime and landscape level for the sector 

to become more oriented and equipped for sustainable development. People and 

po e  e e the efo e of ital i po ta e, ot just fo  the gathe i g of the stud s 

data, but for also explaining it. This therefore supports and contributes to the focus of 

power, leadership and multi-level leadership exploring sustainability and transitions 

asked of future studies by Stephens and Graham (2010), Loorbach et al (2010) and 

Farla et al (2012). 

6. .  Re ap o  the TMF’s fu tio ality  

The TMF has a dual functioning role as both a descriptive and prescriptive framework: 

whilst the descriptive function has been adapted for use within this study, it will be 

discussed shortly that the prescriptive function should be utilised by the sector to act 

as an alternative governance approach for the initiation, guidance and promotion of 

change for sustainable development (Loorbach et al, 2009; Loorbach, 2010; Stephens 

and Graham, 2010; Markard et al, 2012; McCauley and Stephens, 2012). Continuing to 

describe what the sector is or is not doing is not enough. 

In the absence of any previous studies focusing on sustainability within FE, this study 

still followed the descriptive trend in order to understand what is required next, 

however it has qualitatively examined perspectives at multiple leadership levels to 

understand how sustainability as a term is perceived, where leaders perceive the 

power for sustainability leadership to rest, and how the sector is perceived to 
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contribute to sustainability. The purpose of examining perceptions at multiple 

leadership levels is to try and build a more accurate picture of what the overall 

management approach to sustainability taken by FE leaders is in order to understand 

what the most appropriate next step might be. 

The TMF offered a broader perspective for analysis than more traditional analytical 

frameworks used in sustainability studies. In this case, it offered guidance on which 

timescales each management tier should typically be operating and the focus of each 

tie s a ti ities. That is ot to sa  that st ategi  a ti ities ould ot e o side ed at a 

niche level, but the facilitation of a transition requires an idea developed at a niche 

level to be adopted at a regime level and ultimately, through landscape level 

endorsements and long term changes become the dominant paradigm or activity. For 

example, within education this may be as significant as a complete paradigm shift from 

educating about sustainability, to educating for sustainability, or as equally significant 

but only pedagogical - not paradigmatically changing - such as the replacement of chalk 

and blackboards with information technology.  

Using the TMF as a method of mapping or signposting the results to emerge from each 

leade ship le el helped to illust ate the fo us of ea h tie s leade ship app oa h a d 

conceptualisation of sustainability, and also assisted in discerning any areas of conflict 

– for example, conflicts regarding power that may indicate where a more prescriptive 

approach to initiating future change for sustainability may be valuable. The TMF was 

effective in observing meso trends and issues such as power and responsibility for 

sustainability, instead of typically used assessment frameworks which tend to focus on 

micro indicators, which can overstate or leave the impression that significant work is 

taking place when in fact the frameworks are based only on the work of one or two 

individuals within the institution (Shriberg, 2002; Stephens and Graham, 2010). This 

means that rather than being treated as a governance process, environmental and 

sustainability issues are managed as a specific responsibility, referring to frameworks 

such as the ISO14001, which is designed for the control and reduction of 

environmental impacts and ensuring compliance with environmental law, or in other 

words, focuses on doing things better (and not doing better things).  

To des i e the se to s app oa h to sustai a le de elop e t to date, the descriptive 

fu tio s a alytical hierarchy was adapted  ei g s aled do  to suit the stud s 

parameters – a necessity as described by (Loorbach, 2010) to reflect the specific 
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context within which it is being used. Specifically, landscape activities were scaled 

down from thirty years to five-ten years – necessary because the FE sector has not 

existed in its own right for thirty years and more realistic given the pressures and 

turbulence experienced as a result of changeable political tenure. Strategic activities 

taking place at a landscape level were identified through the emergence of data 

themes that referred to long-term visioning, objective setting and goal formation. 

Though specific references to sustainability were sought after, any activity that was 

described using these terms was also used within the analysis. 

Tactical activities are based on a two to five year timescale and were assessed by the 

emergence of themes that referred to lateral relationship building between sector 

stakeholders with the intention of facilitating mechanisms of change required for 

sustainability, be it the literal or holistic interpretation of the term.  

Operational activities are based on a nought to two-year timescale, and were assessed 

by the emergence of codes that relate to short-term or ongoing sustainability projects 

or innovations at a college or organisational level.  

Multi-level 

perspective 

TM activity FE focus Research method 

FE landscape (5-10 

years) 

Strategic BIS, SFA, EFA Content analysis 

FE regime (2-5 years) Tactical AoC, 157 Group Content analysis 

FE niche (0-2 years) Operational Individual colleges Interviews, focus 

groups, content 

analysis 

Table 15 - conceptual framework based on Loorbach (2010) and Stephens and Graham (2010). 

6.2 Developing the TMF  

The previous sub-chapter discussed ways in which this study responded to calls for TMF 

development. This sub-chapter will now highlight how the TMF assisted in answering 

the stud s esea h o je ti e a d ill des i e ho  it should e de eloped i  o de  fo  

it to be of more practical use in its future application. 

6.2.1 Identifying the central tenet of power  

The TMF was implicit in the identification of power dynamics (a phenomenon that was 

underestimated at the start of this research) because it focussed on actors and their 

approaches to sustainable development. This proved to be more helpful in 

u de sta di g the se to s app oa h to sustai a le de elop e t athe  than focussing 
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on quantitative factors, which as identified by Stephens and Graham (2010), have no 

qualitative understanding of why these approaches are happening.  

Using the TMF this study has found that the relationship between perceptions of 

sustainability and perceptions of practice is weak as participants indicated a more 

tactical understanding of sustainability as a concept however, gave only examples of 

operational sustainability activities in practice. Mapping approaches rather than 

p a ti es ide tified a te po al lo ki g i  of pe eptio s of sustai a ilit  that ha e 

resulted in the habitual management of sustainability through an accommodative 

response with an environmental focus. This again resonates with the rhetoric – practice 

gap as identified within HE by Wals and Blewitt (2010), Stevenson (2007), and Shiel 

(2013), a gap that appears to be based on perceptions of power and whose 

responsibility it is to make the cultural changes necessary to facilitate sustainable 

development. The routine management of sustainability has therefore remained 

unchallenged and may have even exacerbated perceptions of responsibility at all 

management levels within FE. As stated by “afa z ska et al :  Ha its a d 

routines can create an obstacle to changes, i.e. behavioural i e tia …a d a  a t as 

important barriers to change at the meso- egi e le el .  

Using the regime as a catalyst 

This study identified that issues of power pointing and responsibility for what 

sustainability is perceived to be is occurring at multiple levels of FE management, which 

is problematic as leaders at a niche level look to higher management levels for the 

perceived tools and permission to practice sustainability. As this has not been 

forthcoming, sustainability activities have remained at a niche level and due to issues 

of perceived relevance, are confined to the responsibility of one or a small number of 

operational staff. This finding supports the importance of power and people at all 

stages of the transition to sustainable development, as identified by Loorbach and 

Rotmans (2010).  

The TMF operates on the principle that if nurtured, front-runners at a niche level can 

overcome the incumbent regi e, as stated  Phillips [ ]:  so ial epide i s 

take off he  ea l  adopte s  a e joi ed  i easi g u e s of people u til a 

tippi g poi t  is ea hed, afte  hi h poi t a  idea sp eads e po e tiall  a d 

comprehensively throughout society . Ho e e , as de o st ated  this stud , those 

with responsibility at a niche level are kept there due to perceptions of what 
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sustainability means (except when it is perceived as being synonymous with business 

continuity). Therefore that sustainability is happening at all is due to the work of a 

small number of individuals, but has evolved from and remains based on a surge of 

activity and guidance received up to a decade ago. Sustainability therefore remains 

managed operationally at a niche level with its perceived relevance and the conflicting 

demands of other priorities keeping it there. 

People and power are particularly important factors when considering how future 

debates regarding sustainable development may be initiated: research question two of 

this thesis asks hat leade s  pe eptio s of po e  a d leade ship a e fo  sustai a ilit  

within the sector, and it has been revealed that the autocratic nature of power within 

FE means that it is inflated at a landscape level, therefore diminishing the role of front 

runners. This realistically leaves the regime level as the only legitimate management 

level that can provide a voice for front-runners, and with endorsement from the 

landscape level, act as the catalysing level for developing a new sustainability vision for 

the sector. Pa t of the egi e s ole, pa ti ula l  th ough g oups su h as The  

Group, are to challenge and lobby the government on policy changes that impact on 

the sector as well as promoting its activities, successes and therefore intrinsic value. 

Groups such as The 157 Group and AoC find the resource to campaign on issues such as 

the abolition of the education maintenance allowance, the introduction of free lunches 

for disadvantaged students, and broader issues such as the diversification of revenues 

and responding to the devolved skills agenda (AoC website, 2016[b]; 157 Group 

website, 2016). In other words, money and resource are made available for the 

initiatives and issues that are deemed important and relevant. 

Whilst the TMF shared the same issue with any framework that is analysing 

sustainability in that it is highlighting a continued inaction, it was effective in clarifying 

the i po ta e of po e  a d ho  a diu al s a le to su i e  Culli gfo d, [a]  

is clouding the desire, possibility or likelihood of positive and proactive action for 

sustainability happening.  

As indicated by this study, the problem with sustainability may be that it is perceived as 

an environmental issue, which concerning as it is may not be enough to prompt action. 

However, with some re-education on the relevance and wider meaning of sustainability 

to FE, a transition to a more balanced and sustainable leadership framework could be 

possible.  
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What is needed is a method of incorporating the environment as an equal 

consideration within decision-making processes alongside social and economic factors; 

how this might be achieved using the TMF, the mechanisms by which it could be 

introduced into the leadership structure of FE, and what changes to the TMF would be 

required are discussed in chapter 6.2.2. 

Incremental change 

One of the most contentious issues to arise from this study and the application of the 

TMF is the principle of incremental change. 

The TMF advocates the principle of radical change using incremental steps. Though this 

sounds paradoxical, it is based on theory that states that radical change is unable to 

overcome the incumbent regime because if challenged, the dominant systems and 

processes would simply resist rather than adapt to such abrupt change (Rotmans and 

Loorbach, 2009). The resulting backlash would therefore decelerate and undermine the 

proposed radical change; this undoubtedly resonates with some niche activities that 

have arisen from the environmental movement, the introduction of electric cars or the 

installation of wind turbines are two examples of feasible alternatives to existing 

practices that although may not be accepted as part of a wider global problem, are still 

problematic in their own right. For example, proponents of the car manufacturing 

industry or oil or gas industries may not accept or link these activities to anthropogenic 

global warming, however, as individuals this does not mean that they have concerns 

regarding air pollution, congestion, or the social and economic impacts of constructing 

new power stations. Nevertheless, the perceived or actual (usually financial) risk posed 

by alternative technologies is of a magnitude that supersedes the risks associated with 

the continuation of the status quo.  

The TMF therefore suggests that radical change instead takes place through a more 

sympathetic process of incremental steps, necessary because as reflected by Monbiot 

: , o ple  ideas seldo  do ell i  politics, as most people do not have the 

time or the patience required to understand them. We are likely to react against one 

pa t of the pa kage efo e e ha e g asped the hole idea . 

This study has demonstrated that the weak relationship between how sustainability is 

perceived and how it is practised by the sector is a combined result of power pointing 

and terminology issues. Due to the prolific nature of both, it is recommended that a 
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more prescriptive approach may be required for their reconciliation, mirroring the 

approaches taken to other cultural issues such as the introduction of health and safety 

and equality and diversity. As stated previously, cultural values are slow but not unable 

to change (Shields et al, 2002).  

The benefit of incremental change therefore is that it allows a system, its actors, and 

structures to adjust and align to the new configuration and direction in a process of 

small steps. However, the concept of society moving in a new direction overlooks the 

possibility that it already may be moving in a direction that is always seeking to be 

ette , a d a  the efo e e al a s pa ti ipati g i  a t a sitio . As dis ussed ithi  

this thesis, this is often at the expense of the environment, either explicitly to facilitate 

the perceived need for economic growth, or implicitly by the continuation of practices 

that fuel the u sustai a le pa adig . Although Wa e  :  states It is ot 

possible to seriously address most environmental issues without also addressing (issues 

of social justice) the gender, race/ethnic, socio-economic, geographic and colonial 

issues , it appea s that this elatio ship is ot mutual. In other words, social and 

economic issues can and are addressed as separate issues from the environment. That 

does not mean that the environment is not perceived as important, indeed, 

incrementally society has gained traction in challenging the regime to assert greater 

environmental action, most recently, the introduction of charging for plastic bags and 

the banning of micro-beads within some cosmetics. However, what this study has 

reinforced is that the environment whilst important, is not important enough.  

This a  e due to the te  e i o e talist  ei g asso iated ith o otatio  of 

naivety because to strive for environmental protection is perceived by some as more 

important than economic growth, and to others is the catalyst for economic hardship 

and social regression. Both perceptions however fail to understand that, as stated by 

Shriberg (2002), sustainability is a process, and not a destination. A changing of values 

that facilitate a more balanced and restrained method of decision making where 

omitting the environment is perceived to be naïve would be one that also observes a 

rebalancing of power and therefore also economic and social improvements for all, not 

just those within western societies.  

Getting to such a point seems insurmountable given the vast complexities of modern 

society, however comfort should be taken in the probability that at an individual level 

most people will care in some way about the natural environment (Doppelt, 2012), be 
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it only locally or regionally; these values are however lost within current decision 

making processes that favour economic sustainability above all else. As identified by 

Ga e  :  Building in an environmental dimension to the whole range of 

government activities where environmental problems are addressed at the outset is 

preferable to the more common scenario of environmental consequences of 

governmental decision making being dealt ith as a  afte thought . Fu the i g this 

point, the pursuit of issues that are founded upon values resonant with sustainable 

development are ever present, with an increasing number of front-runners 

representing an increasing number of agendas that are not just campaigning for a more 

equal, inclusive and accountable society but are also challenging unfair, exclusive and 

unaccountable practices. This resonates with Garner (2004) who also states that 

governments have been unable to ignore increasing and vociferous public concern over 

all manner of topics and interests, which although by creating change through 

challenge, and is disseminating power to a more local or individual level, is in fact 

creating more problems and adding to an already growing number of complexities. The 

explanation for this is undoubtedly due to the fact that these changes are taking place 

within the confines of the same neoliberal economic model upon which decisions at all 

levels are still made, therefore not only is action limited to change within 

changelessness  (Sterling, 2013:33), but any change leads to a transformation of the 

amorphous problem itself (Shriberg, 2002; Westley et al, 2011).  

Incremental change that ultimately leads to the increasing complexity of an inherently 

unsustainable model therefore poses a significant problem. The reach of any 

incremental change is limited, as it would remain connected to other less sustainable 

sectors, practices and processes. Sustainable development within neoliberalism 

therefore may be a misnomer; the best that society could realistically achieve under 

su h o ditio s a  si pl  to e less ad . This is a onflict highlighted by Bessant et 

al , ho states that although  ope ati g ithi  the pa adig  e seek to shift, 

we are not only helping to sustain it, but are also compromising the radical 

potentialities of othe  e a ipato  edu atio s . Is it unfair therefore to expect any 

sector to transition to a more sustainable model when for example, all that colleges 

and universities have done is adapted in ways that have been necessary to survive in 

the current climate which operates within a framework set by neoliberalism (Gamble, 

2009) and is one from which they do not have the choice to opt out of (Bessant et al, 

2015).  
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Will any sector ever knowingly engage with a transition to sustainability, or will it be a 

more subtle process of changing values? For instance, the purpose of the sector is to 

respond to government and employer demands, the priorities of whom are to stay in 

business and contribute to economic growth. At a societal, regime, and individual level, 

are those priorities that different from one another? Perhaps it is too ideological to 

expect anything other than incremental change, and therefore the focus of incremental 

change within the TMF is not as problematic as initially thought as long as it can be 

accepted that radical change cannot happen whilst society is focussing its efforts on 

practices and solutions that preserve the status quo so that nothing need change. The 

incremental change advocated by the TMF may therefore be more suited to 

challenging the regime regarding issues that if accepted can lead to some positive 

change, but are not so radical that they become unpalatable and therefore receive no 

exposure. After all, front-runners from an existing socio-technical arena are easier to 

find and consider legitimate than front-runners calling for an alternative political 

paradigm. 

If then we can accept the consequences of the inequalities brought about by the 

neoliberal paradigm, then incremental action through the role of front-runners may be 

the best we can expect until an incentive for more radical change becomes more 

desirable, realistic or unavoidable. 

6.2.2 Revising the TMF to overcome sector inertia 

Despite speculation at the start of this thesis that the sector neither desired nor 

needed another prescriptive framework to be held accountable to, following the 

stud s esea h out o es it is o  suggested that a p es ipti e f a e o k fo  

sustainability leadership is the only method by which the sector could be permitted 

(and permit itself) to reassess the relevance of sustainability to FE and education as a 

whole, which would hopefully lead to the initiation of more assertive and meaningful 

action for sustainability across the sector.  

It was mentioned within the previous sub-chapter that the regime level is the most 

appropriate level at which to focus efforts: though the TMF requires front-runners to 

activate a transition, one of the proposed changes for its future application to the FE 

sector as a prescriptive framework would be the focus of enabling front-runners at a 

regime level. This p oposed ha ge is i fo ed di e tl   the stud s esults he e  

the combination of perceptions of sustainability, the role and prolific nature of power 
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pointing and environmental unaccountability, and historic practices of sustainability 

have led to the confinement of responsibility for some eco-efficiency practices at a 

niche level typically within back-of-house operational roles. To overcome perception 

and relevance issues, it is suggested that if not coming from the landscape, then 

leadership at a regime level is the better alternative. As demonstrated by previous 

sustainability drives within the sector that, although initiated from landscape level 

prompts, were led by the regime in translating these prompts into meaningful and 

relevant guidance for action. Essentially, the regime level of management within FE is 

what education is as a sector within society: a conduit for lasting change. Action at a 

regime level within FE therefore has a greater potential to inspire the niche and 

develop momentum at a landscape level by garnering an evidence base and impetus 

for change at a niche level. Some degree of government level endorsement would be 

required however in order for sufficient leadership to take hold at a regime level. It 

could even be acceptable for this endorsement to be non-committal, based on existing 

perceptions of sustainability because the reflexive and communication element of the 

TMF ould e essitate the halle gi g of these pe eptio s as the se to s o  isio  

for sustainability became clearer.  

The most challenging aspect to this, or indeed any governance framework, is the equal 

consideration of the environment alongside social and economic factors. Within FE 

currently, the environment is a consideration within some operational decisions only, 

with the role and purpose of the curriculum itself remaining unchallenged. Emphasis 

therefore should be placed onto the reflexive element of the TMF, encouraging the 

exploration and re-visiting of the relationship between the environment and education 

throughout the process, in order to avoid the specialisation of activities like those that 

have previously taken place within the sector. Initiatives have typically only taken place 

when additional resource has become available, and, as demonstrated by this study, 

too often have these initiatives been celebrated for their successes and left behind 

ead  to e supe seded  the e t, a d ithout efle tio  of the i itiati e s ide  

relevance or value. Consequently, the sector has been left treading water, complying 

with environmental legislation and continuing financially incentivised sustai a ilit  

branded initiatives whose reach have been limited due to their operational 

management approaches. This inertia is unlikely to be overcome by incentivisation 

from the landscape, which communicates the value of eco-efficiency practices only. 
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The challenge, as highlighted by Loorbach and Rotmans (2010) will be to engage regime 

actors in order to develop sufficient societal pressure (which in this case would be 

through the reach FE has through its broad group of stakeholders) that enables the 

emergence of niche activities that may eventually overhaul the regime. This is indeed 

the case with FE as without support, front-runners are unlikely to be able to generate 

enough momentum to overhaul the regime on the merit of environmental 

accountability alone.  

The FE sector, and indeed any sector, requires an alternative leadership framework 

that is tailored to incrementally introducing sustainable development and 

environmental accountability as equal factors within decision-making within sector 

governance. It is suggested that the incentive for such significant change might come 

f o  the UK s o it e t to the UN s “DGs i  o de  to a hie e the e pli it goal that 

relates to education, and the implicit role that education and learning plays in the 

achievement of all of the SDGs. The House of Commons International Development 

Committee has expressed concerns regarding the management approach taken by the 

government towa ds the “DG s, hi h eso ate ith the app oa hes take  to 

sustainable development as a whole by the government and the sector. Some of the 

o ittee s p i a  o e s a e a  a la k of learning and recognition of other 

priorities undermining the work being carried out to achieve the SDGs, b) that it is 

ei g t eated as a othe  i itiati e, a d ot the  i itiati e to hi h othe s should e 

adapted to a ds a d  that the fo us of u h of the UK s i ol e e t has ee  ith 

developing countries, resonating also with Monbiot (2006) who identifies that it is 

much easier to tell others what to do rather than change your own behaviours. It also 

indicates a lack of systemic understanding of the issues that link third world deprivation 

and exploitation and the snowballing of western consumerism and greed. 

Nevertheless, it is unlikely that FE and the UK will be able to shy away from its role and 

contribution in achieving these goals. It is suggested therefore that to assign 

pe issio  a d po e  to FE s egi e a d i he leade ship le els a d to eate the 

initial impetus for change, the SFA must develop a funding model whose long-term goal 

is to reward the delivery of education for sustainable development therefore 

o t i uti g to the “DG s, spe ifi all  goal .  - B  , e su e all lea e s a ui e 

the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including, 

among others, through education for sustainable development and sustainable 

lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-
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violence, global citizenship a d app e iate of ultu al di e sit  a d of ultu e s 

o t i utio  to sustai a le de elop e t  HOC, : . Whilst it is beyond the 

scope of this study to speculate on the detail of how this may happen in practice, the 

proposed adaptations to the TMF provides the subsequent framework that might 

follow from the socio-politi al la ds ape s i itial autho izatio  fo  a tio . 

As demonstrated by this study, action is more likely to come from a financial incentive, 

pa ti ula l  o e f o  the se to s fu de s. Not only would this carry the gravitas and 

incentive to develop tactical activities, but its emphasis on developing education for 

sustainable development should circumnavigate the perception-based issues of 

sustainability being an operational activity only. This would naturally invite the 

participation of different actors within regime organisations than if it was left for the 

regime itself to interpret.  

A revised reflexive and prescriptive framework  

The the es to e e ge f o  the stud s esea h uestions and objective highlight that 

perceptions of sustainability have not exclusively impacted on how the sector has 

practiced sustainability, and it is the balance of power and power pointing throughout 

the sector that is the more pertinent factor to address in order to overcome the 

se to s sustai a ilit  i e tia. 

The revised TMF should therefore focus on the rebalancing of power until the issue of 

who must take responsibility becomes superseded by a shared vision of why the sector 

must take responsibility itself. In other words, instead of waiting for others to act, the 

TMF should be the guiding framework to help the sector understand its role and 

contribution to sustainable development so that it need not wait for instruction to act 

from others. 

The framework itself should be a prescriptive and cyclical process, which uses the 

descriptive function at an operational level as part of the reflexive process only. 

Despite previous discussions that voice concern regarding incremental change, given 

that the need for radical change is often portrayed by the media through worst case 

apo al pti  s e a ios, this adi al ha ge has still ot ee  fo th o i g, the efo e 

incremental change remains the most pragmatic option for businesses and in this case, 

educational institutions. The proposed methods by which this framework might work in 

practice and the changes required of the TMF are based on the management 
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approaches identified by this study. They also reflect an approach advocated by 

Stephens and Graham (2010: 615), which sees the te po al i teg atio  of near-term 

incremental steps with long- te  isio s . These steps – denoted in figure 12 - will 

now be discussed in detail. 

Step one - Strategic authorisation from BIS 

Representing the first intervention for FE colleges in England only (due to the different 

funding structures responsible for Welsh and Scottish colleges), BIS (now BEIS) must 

provide a mandate for the establishment of a group whose role would be the 

governance of sustainable development within the FE sector. This group should be 

ep ese ted  se to s ualit  assu a e age , e a  oa ds, tea hi g u io s, 

funding and regulatory bodies and membership organisations (such as The 157 Group 

and AoC) to reinvigorate the se to s app oa h to sustai a ilit  a d to de elop a isio  

that engages the FE sector and its purpose with sustainable development.  

Though Loorbach (2010) and other advocates of the TMF suggest that the framework 

should be applied using a much more autonomous method, it is suggested that the 

many stakeholders FE is accountable to, who are often more influential in defining the 

se to s pu pose tha  the se to  itself Pa ha ia, , a e also pa tiall  espo si le 

fo  the de ele atio  of the se to s a ility to respond to the challenges posed by 

unsustainability in a timely and effective manner (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Shiel, 

2013; Sedlacek, 2013). Therefore a group with a prescribed mandate is likely to 

command more respect and legitimacy at both a landscape and niche level than an 

intangible and unfamiliar group.  

The HOC  i  thei  app aisal of the UK go e e t s p og ess o  “DG s e og ises 

that a separate group to inspire action would be a weaker approach than using existing 

groups and established mechanisms. This sentiment could also be applied to the FE 

sector; however there is not an existing cross-stakeholder group within the FE whose 

remit could be added to include sustainability, instead there are only sector groups 

within individual organisations such as the 157 Group and the AoC whose remits on 

topics such as finance, curriculum, and leadership are then used in some cases to lobby 

or advise the government (as well as the sector) on pertinent existing or arising issues 

for colleges. 
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Yet another group might be perceived as onerous or unnecessary, however the 

government and therefore the FE sector cannot escape the inevitable role it must play 

i  a hie i g the UK s o it e t to the “DG s, Busi ess as usual is o lo ge  a  

option. Achieving the SD goals by 2030 will require unprecedented effort to integrate 

the goals i to ou t ies  atio al a d i te atio al poli ies, a d it is u ial that 

go e e ts a e held to a ou t o  thei  p o ise to do this  HOC, : . 

This may present both an incentive and opportunity for BIS to catalyse action at a 

regime level. Could it be tagged onto an existing group within the sector? Possibly, but 

this would distract from the not insignificant task of establishing a sustainable 

development vision for the sector. The group would also have to be chosen carefully in 

o de  to a oid o otatio s u de  a  e isti g g oup s ha ge. Fo  e a ple, if this 

group were to be assigned to the AoC, both the AoC and the sector would perceive this 

g oup s pu pose as estates and operations biased, as this is the approach historically 

taken by the AoC. A separate and newly established group therefore seems the best 

method of avoiding connotations based on previous organisations focuses, and would 

be demonstrative of the inter-disciplinary relevance and responsibility all sector leaders 

must take. 

Step two – Tactical collaboration at a regime level 

‘ep ese ti g ta ti al olla o atio  at a egi e le el, this g oup s e e ship should 

include representation from the AoC, 157 Group, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), 

exam boards, teaching unions, (and as a legitimising role - the SFA and EFA) and should 

draw upon external expertise, either through sustainability and education consultants, 

or academic expertise from HE or within FE to assist the group in developing its initial 

focus and momentum. 

This prescribed mandate should require the group to: 

i) Establish and structure the problem of sustainable development being excluded from 

all significant decision making processes within FE, and develop a new vision and series 

of goals to overcome this problem. With the exception of some eco-efficiency activities 

within new building developments, actors would be expected to identify its exclusion 

from curriculum, teacher training, examinations, and how the sector is regulated, 

funded and inspected. Though the TMF recommends actors should be chosen on their 

interests and backgrounds, it is suggested that actors participating in this process 
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within FE should be nominated by seniority, at the outset by BIS, and not just those 

whose role is perceived to be related to sustainability or who are perceived to be 

sustai a ilit  opi io  leade s  Loo a h, : .  

ii) Explore the language used as part of their vision setting as the terms that are 

habitually used in reference to activities that are perceived to be sustainable, are in 

fact only refining unsustainability. Since the environmental facet of sustainable 

development is the one to which the sector has demonstrated the least accountability 

and perceives has the least relevance to FE, it is imperative that the group revisits the 

terms as part of their vision setting, and develops a definition or working term that 

reflects the sector and its role within society in 2016. Not resting upon its laurels using 

a term that was developed over a decade ago by an abolished department. 

iii) As part of this exploration of language, the power dynamics of sector funding and 

ho  it has i pli itl  o  e pli itl  di tated the se to s app oa h to sustai a ility should 

be identified and reflected upon in order for the group to set a vision that can 

withstand the tumultuous political and funding landscape. This vision and its goals 

would therefore be evidential of a shift in power from the sector having to wait for the 

correct landscape conditions, to instead elevating sustainability to a position where 

work can continue irrespectively of the perceived typical barriers, such as funding and 

time. 

iv) The adapted TMF would require a great deal of reflexivity to overcome historic 

p a ti es of sustai a ilit  he e the e i o e t  has ee  t eated as a  i itiati e, i  

order to lead to a process that encourages sustainability to become sustainable.  

To a hie e this, the g oup s a date should fo us o  e-educating and re-emphasizing 

that sustainability is as much a cultural, values based and therefore intangible concept 

as one that can also deliver tangible eco-efficiency outcomes.  This should overcome 

the barriers associated with sustainability as the perception that it requires investment 

is inevitably responsible for the power pointing both down and upwards within the FE 

leadership hierarchy.  

v) The reflexivity of the framework should serve as a method of educating individuals 

within different management levels of this structure, including BIS, who as the cycle 

matures, would be expected to participate in the reflexive learning element like the 

est of the se to s leade ship. This eed ot happe  at the sa e pa e as the st u tu al 
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changes taking place at a regime level, providing that the landscape continues to 

suppo t a d e gage ith the fu tio  of the egi e s sustai a ilit  go e a e g oup. 

Changes, such as the development of a parallel funding model by BIS that rewards the 

engagement with sustainability within teaching and learning, would be expected to 

materialise over a longer time frame, but be informed by reflexivity at a regime and 

niche level. Colleges, after all, as well as their messengers, are also their customers. 

Step three – Vision and goal setting 

This group should then develop its vision and goal setting for the sector based on its 

mandate, by identifying actors at a niche level to participate in the achievement of the 

g oup s goals. This step ithi  the f a e o k e hoes a  app oa h ad o ated  

Doppelt (2003) who states that the most successful sustainability organisations 

challenge the status quo by using new goals, strategies and implementation plans 

developed by transition teams. Of critical importance to achieving this is a clear vision 

and understanding of all parties of what rules must be followed and responsibilities 

take  i  o de  to a hie e the g oup s isio . 

Interestingly, the HOC (2016) identified the importance of seeking out where 

bottlenecks might be occurring within government that if unlocked, could 

si ulta eousl  a ele ate the p og ess of se e al “DG s. Gi e  the idel  ited slo  

progress of HE (but arguably all education) earlier in this thesis, education is arguably 

one such bottleneck that has great opportunity to contribute to the achievement of 

“DG s th ough its ea h a d futu e leade ship pote tial.  
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Step four – Operational implementation  

Operational implementation at a niche level would be the enabling of actor 

participation at a niche level through appropriate management support. At an 

individual college level this would be initiated through the relevant stakeholders at a 

regime level communicating with college leaders. This may take place through regional 

addresses with co-operation from the LEP, or through existing professional 

communication methods such as sector publications (FE news), newsletters and 

conferences. The purpose of communications must be clear, consistent and supportive 

of the g oup s a date. The out o e of su h o u i atio  ust esult i  the 

initiation of college level activity; this could be demonstrated by a micro   process 

involving goal and vision setting at an institutional level by the college leadership, or a 

more direct and immediate approach by authorising the introduction of process 

changes, such as the inclusion of sustainability into annual curriculum planning groups 

and processes. This would then automatically become involved in all subsequent mid-

high management level reviews and processes.  

Step five – Appraisal of activities  

This step ould app aise the ethods  hi h the egi e s st ateg  has ee  

implemented operationally in step four and would identify whether the activities in 

practice are engaging with leadership at all management levels within individual 

institutions. Using the descriptive function of the TMF, activity appraisal would identify 

(or not) evidence of multi-level leadership within individual colleges to ensure that 

responsibility for implementation was not falling to one or two individuals whose job 

role or enthusiasm made them likely candidates. Activities would need to demonstrate 

operational, tactical and strategic commitment from the college and its management 

structure in order to fulfil its contribution to the wider sector tactical goal. Evidence of 

such demonstration might take place using a similar method to this study, whereby 

interviews; focus groups or analysis of activities would map the management approach 

taken by different management levels within the college. It is suggested that private 

practice sustainability practitioners with experience of the FE sector would be best 

equipped to carry out such appraisals in the timely manner that would be required. 

A ade i  app aisal of the se to s app oa h as a hole is also a  a e ue that ould e 

explored over a longer time scale, and is discussed in chapter 6.3.2. 

The outcome of such appraisals should, even after the first cycle, demonstrate that 

these individual niche level activities have amounted to a significant sector-wide 
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tactical advancement that could lead to the landscape level of leadership reassessing 

its own long-term goals and vision for the sector.   

Step six – Reflexive learning 

The o se atio  ade  Jo ge se  :  t a sitio  theo ies ha e had a 

tendency to explain change without giving explicit attention to the important tensions 

a d te po al situatio s i ol ed , is i deed ele a t to this study given that the 

temporal aspect of the original TMF was one of the most challenging components to 

appl  to the FE se to . It is the efo e suggested that the te po al aspe t of the TMF s 

prescriptive cycle and descriptive analysis should be limited to five years to reflect the 

temporal pressures felt by FE. Representing the last stage of each cycle is the 

requirement of reflexivity, reporting back to BIS the lessons, progress and difficulties 

identified in step five. Reporting back to BIS also builds knowledge at a landscape level 

and demonstrates credibility in order to retain their strategic authorisation and build 

the case for a parallel funding model for sustainability.  

The cycle would then return to step 2), where the regime based group would review its 

membership, effectiveness and evidence base to emerge from operational 

implementation.  

This revised framework has taken a legitimate prescriptive and descriptive process 

used within other sub-sectors, and has translated and revised it into a framework that 

could be used to initiate a revised and refreshed leadership approach to sustainable 

development within the FE sector.  

The revisions to this framework have been based upon the key themes to emerge from 

this study identified by the research questions and objective, namely: 

i) The commanding influence of power and how it has a) been implicit in both the 

initiation and inertia of sustainability activity within the sector, and b) due to 

perceptions of what sustainability means and its relevance to the sector, by all levels of 

FE leadership, has been an implicit excuse for inaction – i.e. it is so eo e else s 

responsibility.  

ii  FE s egi e a age e t le el has i spi ed the g eatest a ou t of a ti it  ithi  

the sector at an institutional level by demonstrating the most willing level of leadership 

to sustainability. This is where the framework focuses; however this study has also 
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demonstrated that the long-term impetus for change ultimately comes from the 

landscape level through its priorities and incentives. 

iii) The framework is built upon a series of incremental steps that encourage more 

concerted and immediate action at each management level of FE. The revised and 

reduced timescale that the prescriptive cycle is based upon should identify the building 

of incremental activity and areas of conflict or inactivity to lead to more rapid and 

effective change within its next cycle. 
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Figure 12 - Diagrammatic representation of the revised TMF and its application to the FE sector by each of the numbered steps. 
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6.2.3 Limitations of the TMF  

This sub-chapter will discuss the limitations encountered by using the TMF as this 

stud s o eptual f a e o k hi h fall i to t o atego ies - mechanical, where issues 

relate to the application of the framework, and theoretical, relating to the principles of 

the framework itself. Some of these issues relate to wider limitations associated with 

the methodology of this study, which although discussed in detail in chapter 3.3, are 

highlighted and reiterated where appropriate. 

Mechanical limitations 

The most o ious li itatio  asso iated ith the TMF s appli atio  to this stud  as the 

adjustment of timescales that represent the activities conducted at a landscape, regime 

and niche level.  

The ti es ales e e the efo e ha ged to suit the se to s spe ifi  haracteristics and 

pa a ete s, fo  e a ple, FE s e iste e i  its u e t ite atio  falls just sho t of  

ea s. Additio all , though this is o e theo eti al i  its o plai t, the TMF s 

suggested timescale of 30 years to analyse processes at a landscape level is also 

problematic given that there is arguably, no such thing as the status quo. With society 

in constant flux, what is judged to be important for sustainability will change from one 

year to the next, which will therefore change the already amorphous nature of the 

sustainability problem itself (Shriberg, 2002; Westley et al, 2011). If the TMF s pu pose 

is to simply focus on the transition to sustainability of one sub-sector, as discussed 

previously, one sector alone cannot achieve or represent sustainable development 

(Loorbach et al, 2010). It can only become slightly better within its own right, generally 

by focusing on doing things better (rather than doing better things) (Sterling, 2004). 

Therefore the TMF is perhaps more suited to instead focusing on a socio-technical 

a e a s t a sition journey to sustainability, which ultimately and if applied to enough 

se to s ould lead to a ho e o  pi tu e of ho  i di idual se to s a  a d a e a le 

to change for a societal transition to sustainability. Applied to this sector, the 

timescales were altered to reflect each management tier and the timescales to which 

each of these a age e t tie s o ga isatio s operate that realistically impact on the 

long-term culture of the sector (the landscape level), the structure of the sector (the 

regime level), and the practices conducted by the sector (niche level).  
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Another mechanical issue with the TMF was the difficulty in discerning tactical from 

strategic activities. Though the TMF states that tactical activities relate to the rules, 

regulations, institutions, networks, infrastructure and routines of a sub-sector, and 

strategic activities relate to the vision development and long-term goal formulation for 

the culture of a sub-system, this study found that actors at a landscape level were more 

concerned with managing the accountability of the se to s ta ti al a ti ities, athe  

than setting long-term set goals for the sector to respond to. This may be more of a 

p o le  of the se to s go e a e a d pe ei ed pu pose, as none of the 

a age e t le els e a i ed appea ed to e o side i g the se to s lo g-term 

purpose; only on activities that responded to the more immediate emphases and 

priorities to come from government. 

Finally, the data sample used by this study was limited in its ability to closely examine 

the la ds ape le el of a age e t, a d its app oa h to the se to s sustai a ilit . 

Though the detailed limitations regarding the data set are discussed in chapter 3.2.3.2 

and 3.2.3.3, specifically it meant that the results of this study were bound by the 

analysis of some high-level documentation only, and not key personnel within the 

se to s highest leade ship depa t e ts. This is ele a t e ause as ide tified he  

examining college websites, which often denoted different emphases compared to 

those given by the leaders of the colleges themselves. Therefore, what little could be 

discerned at a landscape level may actually be inflating or doing a disservice to the 

p io ities a d app oa h held  the se to s highest leaders. 

This also relates to the interpretation of the search terms themselves, which again, 

were discussed in greater detail in chapter 3.2.3.4, but nevertheless carried significance 

in the use of the TMF. Activities that were identified as being tactically inclined may 

have in fact been referring to the literal interpretation of sustainability, therefore 

ha i g o ea i g o  the se to s a tual o  pe ei ed a age e t app oa h to 

sustainability. Similarly, the search for explicit sustainability and sustainable 

development terms may have overlooked activities or approaches that were more 

ele a t to the se to s pe eptio  o  p a ti e of sustai a le de elop e t. That does 

not render the terms that were used as irrelevant. Indeed, whether in reference to the 

literal or more holistic use of the term, they continue to contribute to the perception of 

sustainability even if ultimately this does not impact on how it is practised.  
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Theoretical limitations 

The most unwieldy element of the TMF was its descriptive ability being constrained by 

the adjusted timescales, particularly at a landscape level where the assessment could 

only go back as far as a decade. Whilst it is accepted that the cultural changes 

necessary for a transition to happen take place over decades, the results of this study 

indicate that cultural acceptance and changes within FE for environmental 

sustainability have actually decelerated as the last decade has progressed. Therefore 

even if sufficient historic information was available for scrutiny, it is unlikely to have 

changed the ultimate conclusion this study has reached. Future studies may benefit 

f o  e a i i g the se to s  ultu al attitude to a ds the o ept of o po ate so ial 

responsibility over the last 40 years, which would include the mapping of management 

approaches and attitudes towards values that are necessary for sustainable 

development, however other than demonstrating positively the evolution of cultural 

attitudes within workplaces and the sector, the focus of any future studies instead of 

celebrating past achievements, must instead be to highlight how far there is still to go. 

Additio all , a d epeati g pa t of a  ea lie  poi t, the f a e o k s p es ipti e a ilit  

may be co st ai ed  hat is pe ei ed to e sustai a ilit  athe  tha  a ti ities that 

are actually in alignment with sustainability. What this study has shown is that it may 

a tuall  e o e useful to lose the te  sustai a ilit  altogethe , a d i stead 

examine the values and priorities held by sector stakeholders, highlighting afterwards 

the resonance with the sustainability discourse. It is suggested that a transition of how 

sustainability as a concept is perceived must happen before a prescriptive framework 

for action can be implemented.   

This relates to another theoretical limitation with the TMF, in that as identified by 

Stephens and Graham (2010) it assumes cultural homogeneity. This was indeed played 

out within this study whereby the participants of interviews and focus groups shared 

demographic similarities and indeed, within the colleges, shared similar roles and 

expertise. For example, interview and focus group participants were mostly white 

males from specialised operational or managerial backgrounds. Culture impacts on a 

so iet s a ilit  to ha ge ut it is e t e el  diffi ult to ha ge ultu e “tephe s a d 

Graham, 2010). Perhaps therefore the TMF rather than focusing on different sub-

sectors within western cultures, would yield results that would halle ge the est s 

app oa h to a sustai a ilit  t a sitio   e phasisi g that alue-hie a hi al thi ki g  

(Warren, 2004: 107) is what legitimises inequality and leads to the many persistent 



 

 

259 

problems in the first place. It would perhaps be of greater value to learn from those 

societies and countries that have made bold and rapid steps to a more sustainable 

odel, su h as the Maldi es  a ou t  hose a o  e issio s a e egligi le i  glo al 

terms [Hirsch, 2015]), commitment to becoming carbon neutral by 2020 (Hirsch, 2015). 

Conversely however, we have already indulged in decades of reflexivity through 

sea hi g, lea i g a d e pe i e ti g  Loo a h, : , a d hilst this p o ess 

cannot and must not stop, the need for a more prescriptive governance intervention is 

needed now to overcome perceptions of power and enable action at multiple levels of 

western society since it is those developed countries that have the greatest 

environmental, social and economic impact. Reiterating an earlier point, the “DG s a e 

a worthy endeavour, however their focus on eradicating issues that are more 

idesp ead ithi  de elopi g ou t ies ould e o st ued as a do as e sa  a d ot 

as e do  approach. If those countries most responsible for unsustainability recognised 

their impact and wanted to make the necessary changes to lessen this impact, 

measures would be in place and implicit within all decision making processes and not 

si pl  dealt ith as a  a s le gth ague o it e t to a spe ialized i te atio al 

committee. It is in fact a global mirroring of the approach taken to sustainable 

development within colleges; someone should deal  ith it, ut its up to the  to o k 

out how to fit a square peg into a round hole.  

As a final reflection on the use of the TMF as a conceptual framework, it was more 

halle gi g to use tha  othe  i di ato  ased f a e o ks – such as the ISO14001 or 

EMAS that assess activities within one organisation (i.e. at the niche level). This 

framework required an ability to take a birds-eye view of multiple levels not only within 

participating individual institutions but also at multiple levels of the sector as a whole. 

The onus was therefore on identifying an overall approach, rather than assessing 

progress based on one approach taken by one institution. Tacit knowledge of the 

sector was of essential importance in order to carry out this study and be able to advise 

on how the adapted framework might be applied in practice to the sector in the future. 

This tacit knowledge was however based o  the esea he s p ofessio al e pe ie e 

which, as a sustainability practitioner, will have brought a different bias and different 

aspiration than if perhaps the researcher had been based at a senior management level 

without any sustainability management experience.  

The aspiration of the revised framework is founded upon the inevitability that the 

sector will need to address sustainability and its contributing role, within the current 
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decade. Has the TMF emerged as a more suitable candidate to aid the sector in 

achieving a more sustainable role and purpose? No more or less so than any other 

f a e o k: it is pe haps less a  a gu e t of hat  ill e used a d o e a uestio  

of he  the se to  a d edu atio  as a hole ill de ide to use it. This elates to the 

wider question surrounding the amount and quality of data used within this study; 

research was gathered in 2013 and has been augmented using other data sources that 

are, in 2016, now at least a decade old. Though an obvious aspiration for further 

studies or a repeat of this study itself would be to gather a greater base of evidence, 

certainly from the landscape level, this study has demonstrated that the realisation of 

such an aspiration would not necessarily translate into a different conclusion. Further 

Education has had dedicated sustainability guidance offered to it, albeit intermittently, 

for the last decade, yet its management approach has remained unchanged. At a 

landscape level momentum has decelerated almost to a complete stop following the 

closure of LSIS who were superseded by the FE Guild who were then superseded by the 

Education Training Foundation – neither of whom were tasked with furthering the 

sustainability mandate led initially by the LSC and then LSIS. 

If the researcher was to repeat this study with greater resources, time and access, the 

landscape and not the niche would be the area of focus as it is at this level the 

researcher has the least tacit knowledge, therefore overcoming much of the bias that 

has had to be navigated around within this study. Examining perceptions exclusively at 

a landscape level would also be unprecedented as sector led studies as well as this 

study has focussed on exploring perceptions and practices of sustainability at a regime 

and niche level. Given that participants of this study perceive the locus of power to rest 

ith the go e e t, it ight e ti el  to u de sta d ho  the se to s ost se io  

leaders perceive its contribution to a more sustainable future. 
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6.3 Practice and research recommendations  

The ai  of this stud  as to u de sta d the elatio ship et ee  ho  the FE se to s 

leaders perceive sustainable development as a concept, and how this is related to the 

ways in which the sector is perceived to contribute to and practice sustainability.  

Assuming that the management approach taken by FE leadership to sustainability as 

identified by this study is representative of the sector as a whole, this sub-chapter will 

discuss practical recommendations to be used  the se to  ased o  the stud s 

findings, and the unresolved and isolated ideas that may be worthy of future 

exploration within the research community.  Practical and policy ideas are discussed in 

tandem as it is likely – as demonstrated by this study – that those with the motivation 

to consider either will be from a practice rather than policy background (i.e. a niche or 

regime rather than landscape level). 

6.3.1 Practical recommendations for the FE sector  

Though chapter 6.2.2 discusses the ways by which the TMF as a prescriptive framework 

could be applied as an alternative governance framework for the leadership of 

sustainability within FE, there are more immediate recommendations that this study 

can make that could hopefully prove useful for existing or budding sustainability 

practitioners or leaders within the sector that have a professional or personal interest 

in promoting sustainability or becoming sustainability leaders.  

However, the practical recommendations discussed are less numerous than the policy 

e o e datio s as to o ti ue u e t p a ti es e e pts the o ti ui g a s 

le gth  a age e t app oa h at a egi e a d la ds ape le el, a d ill o l  

perpetuate the perception that sustainability can be managed operationally as a niche 

level silo activity. 

This assumption that niche level activity is incapable of overturning perceptions at a 

regime and landscape (and even institutional level) is based on the evidence to emerge 

from this study; sustainability is practiced as an operational issue because this is the 

consistent message received by those who previously have attached funding 

requirements or opportunities to its demonstration. In the absence of any clear 

alternative guidance and with only hints about what sustainability might really mean, 

sustainability has been kept in a place that can demonstrate quantitative 
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e i o e tal espo si ilit  hile also o t i uti g to the i stitutio s o e all fi a ial 

sustainability. 

There are however measures that could be introduced at a practical level by those with 

an actual or desired responsibility for sustainability.  

Case studies – understanding multiple stakeholder perceptions at a college level 

As a first step it is recommended that a focus group be conducted, at either a 

departmental level, or cross-i stitutio all  to u de sta d stakeholde s pe eptio s of 

sustainability, anticipating the perception that sustainability is most likely perceived as 

being synonymous with environmental management. Not only must this be challenged 

at an institutional level, but also by the practitioner who must challenge their own 

preferences and perceptions to ensure that colleagues and stakeholders with interests 

in the economic and social facets of sustainability are not excluded by communication 

that is environmentally biased.  

Curriculum engagement and development 

The business case for environmental management has already been made and largely 

understood, and is in place to greater and lesser extents within most organisations, 

even if this is limited to simply recycling waste. Rather than reiterating an already 

understood concept, it is recommended that effort be instead focussed on curriculum 

e gage e t. This ight e halle gi g if the sustai a ilit  leade  is ased ithi  

business support, particularly the estates and facilities department and will make it 

diffi ult to dissuade a ade i  staff that sustai a ilit  is ot just a  estates issue . 

Nevertheless, as discussed in sub-chapter 6.2.2, to dispel the commonly cited barriers 

of time and relevance, it is essential that faculty leaders are engaged to assess existing 

curriculum areas as well as potential areas for further sustainability curriculum 

development. This should include establishing where education about sustainability is 

already taught, and where skills for sustainability, such as global citizenship, inter and 

intra-personal skills and social responsibility are also taught in order to demonstrate 

that a) work has already been started, and b) the crucial difference between educating 

for and educating about sustainability.  

Communicating systemic sustainability 

Cross-institutionally, communication and strategies must focus on translating the 

sustainability discourse into language that is accessible and relevant to all stakeholders 
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within an organisation, highlighting common interest with existing business functions 

and curriculum areas. However, in order not to fall into the same trap that has 

constrained sustainability to operational and accommodative measures only, the 

emphasis must quickly move fro  ho  sustai a ilit  a  help ou  to ho  ou a  

help a hie e sustai a ilit , o  i  othe  o ds, f o  doi g thi gs ette  to doi g ette  

thi gs. A  i pe ati e e o e datio , the te  i itiati e  ust ot e used ithi  

communications regarding sustainability. What is required now is for sustainability to 

be the business model, not as something to add to existing business models. 

Awareness of the interpretation of sustainability and sustainable development must 

also too be kept in mind; as demonstrated by participants in this study, it can be used 

to suit different and conflicting agendas. 

Though such institutional work is critically important for at least remaining compliant, it 

is at a policy level where more rapid and effective progress can be made – 

institutionally by supporting sustainability practitioners or enthusiasts, and at a sector 

level by reviving a shared vision and purpose for the sector and its role in meeting the 

challenges facing future generations. 

Expectations of regime leadership 

Between the 157 Group and AoC there is a critical mass of senior leader membership, 

knowledge and resource available to both access and galvanise. For a sector that 

continues to suffer an identity crisis, sustainability could provide an opportunity to 

develop a unique selling point that can continue to serve the needs of the socio-

political landscape, but also encourage a ground swell of action that ultimately leads to 

the u e t edu atio al pa adig s edu da . As outli ed i  hapte  6.2.2, the TMF 

could act as the guiding framework to lead to this ground swell, but in the meantime 

there are still actions that could be taken at a regime level that could make tremendous 

differences. 

Though i e ti isatio  f o  the se to s fu di g odies e ai s a ti g, the 

challenges of unsustainability will only continue to increase in both complexity and 

severity. The sector can either wait for incentivisation, or recognise the implicit 

incentive and opportunity presented by all of the skills and attributes current and 

future students will need. 
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Dove-tailing in with work already taking place at a niche level, the AoC, 157 Group and 

other sector membership bodies could pursue the following ideas that could later be 

translated into policy: 

 Develop a joint-group statement to be sent to BIS and the DfE requesting their 

official bearing on sustainability and the role of colleges. This clarification 

should then indicate a position that the sector can work from or develop 

further if it felt as though the position was insufficient. 

 As a subsequent step, the 157 Group and AoC could invite comment and 

feedback from their membership that could subsequently reinforce the 

landscape position, or challenge it by evidence of more advanced work taking 

place at a niche level. 

 Exploring perceptions of sustainability held by the stakeholders who represent 

the breadth and reach of FE – namely students, staff and employers, would 

also be a useful exercise in determining where the sector may need to focus 

attention. For example, if new students expectations or perceptions of 

sustainability were different to those skills required by employers, colleges 

could address those skills gaps within the curriculum, leading to more satisfied 

employers and more employable students. 

6.3.2 Future research 

At the time of writing, no other studies have investigated this particular topic within FE 

and there are numerous lines of enquiry that future studies could explore.  

Firstly given the lack of policy guidance within FE, the reasons why colleges who have 

excelled at eco-efficiency or who may have gone further by integrating sustainability 

into some curriculum areas, and have retained the employment of a dedicated 

member of staff with responsibility for sustainability are even more elusive. Whilst the 

motives may be for reasons other than, or contrary to the principles of sustainable 

development (such as for economic gain only), they are certainly worthy of exploration 

and highlighting in order to understand how future policy may be effectively translated 

into action. For colleges who have carried out much work at an accommodative level, 

the question should also be explored as to what might inspire the next level of 

engagement.   
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Referring back to sub-chapter 2.2.2, a further area of research could investigate if, or 

the extent to which, sustai a ilit  de la atio s has i pa ted o  FE s sustai a ilit  

work? Have FE colleges been directly involved or aware of these declarations, or are 

pertinent ideas introduced within universities (as a result of, or irrespectively of 

sustainability declarations) adopted by neighbouring colleges?  

Examining this from a legislative point of view, environmental legislation remains the 

only enforced motivation for FE colleges to adopt a managed approach to mitigate 

some direct operational impacts such as carbon emissions (through the Carbon 

Reduction Commitment, where and if still applicable), waste to landfill, and hazardous 

and electronic waste. Equally, colleges are also required to comply with health and 

safety regulations, and equality and diversity regulations, both of which started life as 

pe iphe al uisa e  additio s to usi ess p a ti es a d ha e e o e i easi gl  

culturally embedded within organisations processes and practices. The point has 

already been made that health and safety and equality and diversity are based on 

principles that are required for sustainable development, consequently there are two 

areas for exploration in future research 1) how can the principles within health and 

safety and equality and diversity legislation be demonstrated as being pertinent to 

sustainable development in order to help overcome issues of perception of 

sustainability and help build a sense of achievement and progress with regards to 

achieving sustainable development. And 2) what would inspire the same level of 

legislative intervention for environmental accountability as there has been for social 

and economic accountability within the FE sector, or indeed the education sector as a 

whole. As previously discussed, the indirect environmental impacts of education are 

invisible but arguably more damaging than the combined direct environmental impacts 

of all other sectors. 

Staying on a similar line of enquiry, it would be useful to understand the reasons 

behind why the sector has pursued some reco e datio s su h as Foste s  

recommendation to form a group whose remit was to explain the economic 

contribution of colleges. This recommendation, in paragraph 157 within the 2005 

epo t ealisi g the pote tial , as the asis upo  hi h The  G oup was formed: 

We ad o ate a ui k e ie  of eputatio  led  DfE“, i ol i g L“C a d AoC to o e 

forward with a range of practical proposals that capitalise on this lead. This review 

could result in a greater involvement of Principals in national representation, in 
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particular those from larger, successful colleges where management capacity and 

capability exists to release them for this work. There is a strong need for articulate FE 

college Principals to be explaining the services they give to society and how colleges can 

ake a sig ifi a t o t i utio  to the e o o  a d to de elopi g fulfilled itize s  

(Foster, 2005: 39).  

If Foste s app oa h as o side ed app op iate a d/ o  of sufficient value to be 

applied to sustainability, perhaps the same urgency of action would emerge and assist 

with the difficulties in defining some of the ambiguities su ou di g ope atio alising 

a d sta da disi g e i o e tal a d so ial p i iples  “h i e g, : .  

Furthering this point, the values that underpin sustainability as well as topics that were 

o e pe iphe al  to o e usi ess su h as e ualit  a d di e sit  a d health a d safet  

must ultimately be the way society conducts itself. In other words, what society would 

not want to be equal, fair, safe and respectful? Exploring the perception that 

sustai a ilit  a d the e i o e t  a e s o ous ith pe so al sa ifi e ight e a 

useful avenue of exploration to understand what precisely society is in fear of losing at 

the expense of the very ecosystems we rely upon to survive.  

Fa la et al  ask fo  futu e esea h to e plo e ho  so e a to s  st ategies a d 

resources impact on the outcome of sustainability at a regime level. This study has 

de o st ated that the la ds ape le el s i te itte t esou i g of hat it perceives to 

be sustainability has impacted on the way in which sustainability has been practiced at 

a niche level, though not exclusively. What is more pertinent is that sustainability when 

interpreted holistically is perceived to be an externally driven responsibility, but 

conversely, all stakeholders are expected to take responsibility for their financial 

sustainability. An area for future research may therefore be to determine why 

sustainability initiatives – not eco-efficiency based- were treated as initiatives and not 

integrated as standardised practices. For example, though market forces were to blame 

for their demise, the teaching of renewable technologies to construction students 

could have continued with the wider appreciation of the finite nature of an oil based 

economy, encouraging innovation and systemic thinking from students and teaching 

staff. 

Finally, there is much further work to be carried out on the TMF itself, both on the 

feasibility and assessment of the revised framework put forward by this study, and the 
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dispersal of power in particular, as identified by Stephens and Graham (2010). This 

study demonstrates that power is an implicit but under-articulated component of the 

TMF, and future studies that explore the complexity of power could not only influence 

TM theory, but sustainability theory as a whole. While the science that supports the 

need for change may be quantitatively demonstrable, the mechanisms for change rely 

upon complex and qualitative social issues and social mobilisation. As previously 

mentioned within chapter 2.3.4, an action research study that tests the prescriptive 

function of the TMF as well as implicitly exploring in greater detail the power dynamics 

relating to sustainability leadership within an organisation would be a logical next step 

when examining the niche level of leadership.  

6.4 Thesis summary  

The purpose of this study was to demonstrate that the unique characteristics of the FE 

sector qualify it to be treated autonomously within sustainability academia. This study 

has demonstrated a clear relationship between historical and current management 

approaches to sustainability and the funding and pedagogy of FE whereby sustainability 

has been largely used as a tool to refine business practices to suit funding criteria for 

new building developments, or the drive for austerity as a result of annual reductions 

in government funding.  

Conversely the term sustainability has also been adopted as a term to demonstrate 

leadership commitment to the financial health of individual colleges and the socio-

economic role colleges play within their communities. No such leadership however was 

de o st ated ith ega ds to the o e holisti  u de sta ding of sustainability, but 

this was found to be particularly towards environmental sustainability. 

The relationship between how leaders within the FE sector perceive sustainability and 

sustainable development as a term was therefore identified as weak because 

whichever way sustainability was conceptualised, examples of sustainability in practice 

were exclusively related to environmental eco-efficiency.  

As stated by Garud and Gehman (2012), a transition to sustainability relies on its ability 

to sustain being sustainable. Current and historic methods of sustainability 

management within FE are more linear in their approach, which is self-evident and self-

perpetuating when activities are typically understood and pursued for their eco-

efficiency credentials. Their success is assessed quantitatively through direct or indirect 
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financial savings, with activities continuing if they are financially viable and are able to 

be resourced without disrupting existing practices. Though this assessment of whether 

an activity can feasibly continue assumes some reflexivity, it is reflecting only on the 

(typically) environmental activity itself, in isolation from the focus of maintaining the 

sustainability of other business as usual practises. This principle was demonstrated in 

practice by colleges who gave examples that often focussed on recycling, and therefore 

were not, or felt excused from addressing the more environmentally damaging 

consumerist practices that occur sooner within a decision making process, i.e. they do 

not stifle the demand for the manufacturing, transportation and procurement of goods 

in the first place – just different goods, or different methods of packaging or 

transportation. 

This identified the further conflict and question of, if environmental sustainability is 

o siste tl  the fo us of ollege s a age e t app oa h, the  h  is the 

environmental facet of sustainable development the one that leaders indicated the 

least accountability towards? Indeed, it was in relation to environmental accountability 

that a strong trend of power pointing was revealed between all tiers of FE leadership. 

Whereas the landscape level of leadership stated it was an eco-efficiency activity that 

should be pursued independently by colleges, the niche and regime levels of 

management viewed it as the responsibility of the government to provide the 

necessary funding and impetus to facilitate more significant action at a college level. 

Ho e e , the fo us o  fu di g still e eals the p o le  of sustai a ilit  ei g 

synonymous with investment and therefore tangible quantitative inputs and results. 

This negates the intangible qualitative cultural and values based shifts that are required 

to move society from the current unsustainable paradigm and transition to a more 

sustainable, equal, fair and respectful paradigm. 

The conclusion that this study has reached is therefore simple, yet daunting. Power and 

its distribution is both the opportunity for a more sustainable society and the curse of 

an unsustainable one. Without its redistribution, action at an individual, company, or 

societal level cannot be taken because its impact will be underestimated. However, it is 

the actual or perceived locus of power that is debilitating the discourse of sustainability 

and therefore its relevance or importance at a more micro level. The FE sector 

de o st ates this as ase i  poi t: the se to s responsiveness to changing 

technological and societal imperatives is both an opportunity and curse. The purpose of 

this espo si e ess is to de o st ate the se to s perceived relevance and value to 
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national economic priorities, therefore ensuring its continued funding. However, this 

urgent need to remain economically afloat is clouding the value and relevance of other 

less tangible but increasingly insidious threats such as the collapse of the very 

ecological systems society as a whole relies upon. 

Scott and Gough (2010) identify that the tensions between continuity and change, and 

present and future skills, are felt more by FE colleges than universities due to their 

greater vocational and less academic nature. The repercussions of the landscape level 

remaining the major source of FE funding makes FE particularly influenced by the 

de a ds of the go e e t. Ho e e , HE s depe de e o  tuitio  fee i o e as its 

major funding source can be no more or less intimidating to universities who also must 

remain and be perceived as being relevant and valuable to its customers. Perhaps the 

implicit autonomy of thought within HE as a result of its ability to conduct research 

leads to a greater confidence to diverge into other practices and schools of thought, 

should they want to. As stated by Loorbach et al (2010), organisations must understand 

the level of their influence to sustainable development. FE s depe de e o  

government funding may lead to a more urgent and changeable culture that is less 

conducive for the skills sustainable development requires, however it is not 

fundamentally or significantly different to the rest of the education sector, or indeed 

any sector when such unsustainability prevails. What the education sector as a whole 

fails to acknowledge is the particularly effective role it has had in creating and 

contributing to the dominance of values that are embedded within and maintain the 

existing unsustainable paradigm. Therefore, it has an equally effective potential role in 

unravelling and changing these values for a more sustainable future, as stated by 

Stephens and Graham (2010).  

The stakeholders that hold the education sector to account could act as a strength for 

the sector in achieving such dissemination of values and cultural change. In the 

meantime however, the perceived requirements for environmental decision-making 

continues to produce conflicts of interest between governments and society (Monbiot, 

2006), customers and businesses, and current and future generations.  

Even though the intrinsic value of the environment was recognised by most 

participants, their perceptions of sustainability indicated that it should remain 

subservient to maintaining economic prosperity and not derail aspirations for 

economic growth. The issue with environmental responsibility is that it has become 
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synonymous with austerity (Monbiot, 2006); it is not desirable to take the first step 

towards decelerating economic growth and being content with less when nobody else 

is perceived to be doing so. It is therefore easier to perceive the problem of 

sustai a ilit  ei g att i uted to so eo e  o  that ou t s  a tio s e ause the 

perceived sacrifices that must be made at home and individually are too high. FE 

therefore is not alone in its management approach as it only mirrors the pattern 

demonstrated by much of society, whereby environmental responsibility is limited to 

alleviating the impact of some existing practices but not changing the practices 

themselves. I.e. focusing on prevention rather than the cure.  

There is a difficult cycle of power pointing to unpick and address as identified by 

Monbiot (2006), Gamble (2009), and Scott and Gough (2010) whereby current 

sustai a ilit  o  e i o e tal  easu es a e ased o  te h olog  a d a ket 

solutions, but the actual solutions instead rely on politics and a change in values and 

culture. Governments will not act until we want them to, but the continued rhetoric of 

individual action leading to a ground swell of demand from the government alleviates 

the government taking responsibility itself. Indeed, there is even evidence to suggest 

that grassroots expectations and actions are not sufficient to divert the government 

from its economic gro th o je ti es, as de o st ated  the go e e t s e e t 

de isio  to o e ule a La ashi e o u it s a d lo al go e e t s oppositio  to 

f a ki g. O  the o e ha d, if the go e e t s pe eptio  is that the ete tio  of 

political power is dependent on satisf i g the ele to ate s p io ities, the  the la k of 

co-ordinated and articulated demand for a more environmentally sound society could 

explain the continued favour of economic decision making. However, as demonstrated 

in the previous example, a co-ordinated and articulated position does not necessarily 

lead to the respect of decisions made at a devolved local level. This raises a question: it 

has been assumed throughout this study that the government does not systemically 

understand the implications sustainable development presents. However it may be 

that systemic thought has been applied and it is the implications presented by 

sustainability that has led to even less motive to do precisely what is required 

(Monbiot, 2006).  
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6.4.1 A summary of contributions to literature 

The conceptual themes to emerge from this study, as indicated in table 14, chapter 5.3, 

contribute to three main areas of existing sustainability research: 

1) A human world-view  

This study has demonstrated that definitions and perceptions of sustainability and 

sustainable development held by FE leadership favour those that are compatible with 

current industrial and consumerist trajectories (Quilley, 2009). Dominant perceptions 

fell into two interchangeable categories, with participants either expressing a 

conventional economist perspective whereby sustai a ilit  is o o e tha  o e 

ele e t of a desi a le de elop e t path  “ta i s et al, : , o  a o -

environmental degradation perspective, interpreting sustainability as an issue that 

concerns the natural environment only (Cullingford, 2004[a]; Lozano, 2006; Doppelt, 

2008; Dade and Hassenzahl, 2013).  

Implicit within the conventional economist perspective is the desire to maintain or 

protect the current paradigm and its processes (Reid and Petocz, 2006; Christie et al, 

2014). Not only does this naturally undermine the equal consideration of 

environmental and social issues by prioritising instead economic development, but also 

provides an alibi from having to consider the implications of its alternative meaning 

Ch istie et al, ; as stated  Culli gfo d [a]:  the ost i po ta t easo  

fo  the isuse of the te  lies i  its e  sig ifi a e .  

This study has demonstrated however that this may not have been a conscious 

decision, certainly at a niche and regime level, as colleges individually and collectively 

have enthusiastically followed sustainability guidance when it has been forthcoming. 

This guidance from the government, the AoC, and sustainability practitioner 

communities across HE and FE have naturally focussed on elements of sustainability 

that are compatible with a human world-view, cosmetically demonstrating 

sustainability, but fundamentally remaining subservient to the dominant economic 

paradigm. This a o odato  response is the most typical response from 

universities (Sterling, 2004) as well as FE colleges, and involves practices that – as listed 

in chapter 2.3.4 – typically preclude sustai a ilit s pe ei ed ele a e to o e 

business planning (Sterling, 2013). Instead, elements of sustainability that are 

o pati le ith the p e aili g o ld ie  “te li g, :  ha e ee  

enthusiastically pursued and celebrated, but have falle  sho t of se ious g ee i g  
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(Sterling, 2004:58), which is associated with personal and organisational austerity 

(Monbiot, 2006), inconvenience (Cullingford, 2004[b]), and is at odds with the pursuit 

of economic growth (Williams and Millington, 2004; Waas et al, 2011). 

Not only is this inherently prohibitive for sustainable development to really gain 

traction, but it is also self-perpetuating, as the focus on sustainability ideas and 

initiatives within specialist areas has led to habitual and prolific power pointing. As 

stated by Moore (2005), Bardati (2006) and Hoover and Harder (2015), sustainability is 

ofte  pe ei ed to e so eo e else s espo si ilit , the po e  fo  a tio  the efo e 

being pointed to others. 

This study set out to identify if, rather than assume, that there was a problem with how 

sustai a ilit  is pe ei ed. The stud s esults ha e i deed ide tified that how 

sustainability is perceived and defined remains a debilitating problem for sustainability 

action within FE, and is a problem that is closely related to the issue of power.  

2) Power pointing 

Eco-efficiency within the workplace demonstrates its economic value and as a result of 

initial surges of activity, has become the habitual responsibility of specialist operational 

roles within colleges to manage. Whilst this may remain the dominant trend of 

sustainability management, both in FE colleges and in universities (Blewitt, 2004; 

Posner and Stuart, 2013), that is not to say that this is an agreed approach within 

institutions.  

For example, participants within this study demonstrated that it is perceived by all but 

the niche to be solely its responsibility, whereby operational roles looked for external 

leadership of sustainability as well as broader ownership and more senior leadership 

within their institution.  

Perceptions of responsibility higher up the FE leadership hierarchy, as well as Principals 

themselves indicated that sustainability is a niche and specialised responsibility to be 

led by colleges or specific roles within colleges.  

These perceptions support Hoover and Harder (2015) who identify the common theme 

of explicit and implicit power pointing during discussions of organisational change for 

sustainability within HE institutions. Much power pointing is still taking place within 

colleges, oth i  te s of hose espo si ilit  it is to lead o  do  sustai a ilit , as ell 
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as whose fault it is for the current unsustainability – not to mention the still potent 

opinion within society that climate change is a hoax. 

The human world-view that typical accommodatory approaches in HE and FE favour, as 

well as the power pointing of sustainability that these approaches encompass, suggest 

that incremental change can only have limited reach whilst operating within the same 

paradigm (Loorbach et al, 2010; Markard et al, 2012). Compounding this issue is the 

sustainability discourse itself, which as demonstrated by this study, is adopted to either 

mean activities that simply refer to business longevity, limited to environmental issues 

to which leaders feel unable to challenge or resolve, or as something that their sector 

does not impact on other than resource use. The issue with the discourse is therefore 

both a problem of environmental bias and a lack of systemic understanding of the 

indirect role education plays in legitimating social and economic inequality and 

environmental demise (Warren, 2004; Adombent, 2013). FE s pote tial ole is 

therefore significant but not recognised, demonstrated by the exhaustive lack of 

leadership for sustainability ithi  the se to , a d the se to s leade ship fo us o  

aligning its purpose with values counterintuitive to those required for sustainable 

development (Garner, 2004; Phillips, 2009[a]; Bessant et al, 2015). 

3) Incremental change 

Supporting Stephens and Graham (2010), this study has demonstrated that power is 

u de esti ated ithi  the TMF, although lite atu e does e og ise that t a sitio s 

a e ulti atel  shifts i  po e  (Stephens and Graham, 2010: 616). Indeed, more widely 

this study has demonstrated that the distribution of power is an implicit issue within 

unsustainability (Bawden, 2004; Cullingford, 2004[b]; Polistina, 2009; Doppelt, 2012); 

its redistribution therefore must be an essential method by which society could 

become equipped to behave sustainably. This supports the need for further study on 

the relationship between power, multi-level leadership and a transition to 

sustainability asked for by Stephens and Graham (2010), Loorbach et al (2010) and 

Farla et al (2012).  

Stephens and Graham (2010) have also asked for the exploration of how a sector or 

sub-sector may be more oriented towards maintaining the status quo rather than 

fostering change. The TMF as stated by Loorbach (2010) may be one method of 

assessi g this, as ell as putti g i to pla e the e ha is s fo  ha ge: this 

framework, besides that it could be used to assess how actors in general are dealing 
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with long-term changes in society, is the basis for the transition management cycle, 

hi h is used to a tuall  i ple e t st ategies to i flue e so ietal t a sitio s  

(Loorbach, 2010: 178).  

What this study has demonstrated is that the FE sector and its leaders are not averse to 

change; the sector is in fact intrinsically responsive and adaptable to changing 

economic and social priorities, and therefore has made fostering change part of its 

business model. However, it is fearful of the risk of making any changes that would 

disassociate it from its purpose to satisfy government, student and employer demands 

and unfortunately, it appears that this continues to be at the expense of not 

considering the environmental issues that run in parallel with and are exacerbated or 

altered by, these social and economic changes. 

Rather than it being therefore an issue with the TMF per se, it is likely to be relevant to 

any framework that assesses and guides sustainability and sustainable development 

ithi  eoli e al pa a ete s, o  ha ge ithi  ha geless ess  as put  “te li g 

(2013: 33). 

The TMF however was extremely useful in identifying that long-term wide scale change 

relies upon a harmonisation of values at all levels of leadership within society and an 

ability for sustainability to become sustainable (Garud and Gehman, 2012). This, as 

indicated by this study, is not happening within FE or any of its leadership levels whose 

approach to sustainability has been the ad-hoc adoption of some eco-efficiency 

practices when additional resourcing or incentives have become available. Given that 

universities despite their autonomy of thought are as much influenced by the norms 

and dominant beliefs of wider society (Sterling, 2004; Stevenson, 2007), this must also 

be true of colleges who remain particularly influenced by government trends and 

priorities. Within both sectors of education, it is likely that resistance to sustainability 

reflects a wider cultural resistance to, or suspicion of sustainability (Wals and Blewitt, 

2010). 

Confusion surrounding the terminology of sustainability and the assumption that it was 

synonymous with environmental issues neglects the social and economic facets of 

sustainable development (Scott and Gough, 2004; Sterling and Maxey, 2013), therefore 

indicating a lack of systemic understanding of sustainability as a term and the problem 

of unsustainability (Westley et al, 2011; Sterling, 2013).  
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This study has also demonstrated the potent role of power dynamics that impact not 

just on existing societies, but the wellbeing of futu e so ieties a d the pla et s a ilit  to 

support them. It has therefore come full circle from a desire to demonstrate that 

sustai a ilit  is ot just a out the e i o e t  and environmental management, to 

the stud s esults suggesting that cultural and practical changes are made only when 

there is a clear benefit to humans and preserving or enhancing the effectiveness of the 

current paradigm. This continues to be at the expense of the natural world and those 

societies that have the least political and economical power, therefore, sustainability is 

a problem that mostly relates to the environment and at the root of this cycle of 

environmental unaccountability is the issue of power and its distribution. 

6.4.2 Very last thoughts 

Satish Kumar (2013) believes that devolved economies born of handiwork redeveloped 

during formal education is the reconfigured socio-economic fabric that could be the 

solution to social and environmental problems: 

What ou a e good at p odu i g lo all , ake lo all . A d hat you cannot produce 

locally, that 10 or 20 percent of the economy will be the icing on the cake. At the 

moment our globalisation is the icing and there is no cake, there is no local economy, so 

we are living without cake and just icing, icing, icing. Just icing is not good for your 

health  Ku a , : 18). 

Continued focus on cost cutting and tinkering around the edges rather than the 

fundamental decisions required inducing positive change indicates that society simply 

may not be ready to make the changes necessary for the health and wellbeing not just 

of ourselves and other species, but the future generations of all living things. One 

esea h pa ti ipa t of this stud  lai ed that e a e aiti g fo  so ethi g to epla e 

fossil fuels  Interviewee 9, 16/07/2013), ignoring the fact that solutions and 

alternative technologies to fossil fuels already exist, but they remain politically 

unfavourable and even distasteful when the perception is that they threaten other 

opportunities for economic growth. I deed, technical and scientific solutions to most 

environmental problems are readily available to us, what has been lacking is the 

political knowledge necessary to provide us with the ability to utilise them to the best 

effect (Garner, 2004: 214).  

My research and my work as a police constable has suggested to me that the problem 
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of sustainability rests upon inequality and irresponsibility because people either 

perceive they have nothing to lose, or because they always want more. If the 

distribution of power is key to a more sustainable society, then perhaps a reminder 

that the human species does not hold ultimate power is the only method that we will 

learn to behave more respectfully and fairly. 

O l  afte  the last t ee has ee  ut do , 

Only after the last river has been poisoned, 

Only after the last fish has been caught, 

O l  the  ill ou fi d that o e  a ot e eate  C ee p ophe .
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8.1 Appendix one: Participant information sheet issued prior to 

arrangement of interviews 
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8.2 Appendix two: Interview schedule 
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8.3 Appendix three: Focus group schedule 
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8.4 Appendix four: Content analysis themes to emerge from sector publications 

Project Group Overview College 

participants 

Link to other projects Key message(s) 

From here to 

Sustainability: 

The Learning 

& Skills 

Cou il s 
strategy for 

Sustainable 

Development 

LSC 2005 Series of key actions relating to: buildings and 

estates; the curriculum; community engagement, 

and positioning the sector. 

n/a Referenced within all other 

projects  

The sector would welcome more examples of 

good practice to assist in becoming more familiar 

with the SD agenda.  

The LSC should be specific about how it and the 

sector will implement the strategy. 

Zero Carbon 

FE Colleges 

Policy 

Framework 

Arup on 

behalf of LSC 

2006 

Response to the UK Governments 2007 Climate 

Change bill. 

n/a Highlights limitations of AoC e-

mandate data. Not referenced 

within another project. 

The cost of zero carbon is dependent on the 

definition of zero carbon used. The sector requires 

updated energy consumption benchmarks. 

Green 

Colleges 

AoC 2007 Brochure of best practice examples nationally. 

SAFE project being re-launched under the RSA 

regional group 

26 colleges 

5 157 

Group 

members 

“AFE  p oje t (9 Staffordshire 

Colleges) resurrected under the 

LSIS RSA programme. 

  

A hie i g G ee  Colleges  

Colleges face largely financial barriers which could 

be overcome by changes in Government policy. 

AoC Survey  AoC 2007 Surveyed 95% (of 400 GFE 2008) membership on 

The sustai a ilit  of the FE estate  

95% of 400 

GFE (2007) 

AoC 

members 

Achieving Green Colleges Every college has recycling facilities. 

74% of colleges surveyed said they would 

welcome access to resources on environmental 

policies and practices. 

Towards 

leadership for 

sustainability. 

The CEL 

sustainable 

development 

Centre for 

Excellence in 

Leadership 

(CEL) 2007 

Supporting leaders in the sector in developing 

thei  apa ilit  to e leade s fo  sustai a ilit . 
n/a Achieving Green Colleges. 

  

  

If Colleges are to adopt a while college, holistic, SD 

strategy, much support is needed. 
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strategy 

Leadership 

for 

Sustainability; 

Making 

sustainable 

development 

a reality for 

leaders. 

CEL
5
 2007 To build understanding of catalysts & blocks to 

leadership for sustainability. 

To test the inseparability of good leadership from 

SD. 

5 Colleges 157 Group, EAUC, AoC 22 Internal and External block identified including 

lack of coherent leadership across national bodies 

and government on the  

SD agenda. 

Achieving 

Green 

Colleges 

AoC 2008 Short, medium and long term goals to assist 

Colleges embed SD within buildings & estates, 

curriculum & transport.  

Strategic paper for the sector. 

Used same 

examples as 

G ee  
Colleges  

L“C spo so ed “o ted  – now 

LSIS. 

Construction & the Built environment, Travel & 

Tourism and Landbased studies are the most 

common curriculum areas within which SD is 

addressed. In other curriculum areas, enrichment 

& tutorial programmes 

AoC SW Case 

Study 

AoC 2008/09 Case study on a group to examine the extent to 

which Colleges has adopted SD practices. 

Focussed on Leadership & Management; Building 

& Estates; Teaching & Learning; and Business & 

Community. 

1 x 157 

Group 

member 

“i  A d e  Foste , , A 
Review of the Capital 

Programme in Further 

Edu atio  

Ethos and values of individual colleges have a 

major impact on the starting point and 

subsequent development of SD. 

Autonomy of each college results in different 

approaches. 

BIS Toward a 

Low Carbon 

Economy 

BIS July 2009 Further Education Policy presentation by FE Policy 

representative BIS 

n/a BIS CRDP 

UK Low Carbon Transition Plan 

 

Ofsted 

Sustainable 

Development 

Action Plan 

Ofsted 2009/ 

10 

Ofsted s depa t e tal o t i utio  to the 
governments overall 2005 sustainable 

development strategy – Securing the Future 

n/a No subsequent document for the 

period 2010 – 2013  

The Ofsted Head of Sustainability post was made 

redundant in 2013. 

BiS 

Sustainable 

BiS August 

2009 – March 

The first plan for BiS setting out in detail what the 

department will do to ensure a more sustainable 

n/a The BiS Sustainable 

Development impact test - 

The BiS SD unit no longer exists  

                                                             
5
 CEL – The Centre for Excellence in Leadership transferred business and practice into LSIS in 2008. 
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Development 

Action Plan 

2011 and secure future. https://www.gov.uk/sustainable-

development-impact-test 

 

Securing our Future 2005 

Sustainable 

Development 

indicators in 

your pocket 

Department 

for Education 

2009 

National statistics booklet to present and assess 

the breadth and challenges of SD to those less 

familiar with the concept. 

n/a  

Securing our Future 2005 

Archived. 

Leading and 

Learning for a 

Sustainable 

Future 

LSIS
6
 2010 Strategy and action plan as a reponse to growing 

appetite in the sector to understand, apply and 

champion SD thinking & practice. 

n/a n/a See the 2011 LSIS sustainable development 

strategy and action plan 

BIS Carbon 

Reduction 

Delivery Plan 

BIS March 

2010 

First plan of its kind published by BIS. Aims to 

demonstrate how current BIS policies and 

activities could lead to a reduction in CO2 

emissions across the UK economy and from its 

own estate. 

 

n/a HEFCE Carbon Reduction Target 

and Strategy for HE in England 

(HEFCE 2010) 

 

Target of a 43% reduction of scope 1 and 2 

reductions by 2020 against a baseline of 2005. 

Based on the remaining capital investment 

programme and the sector providing leadership 

through the delivery of skills for a low carbon 

economy. Synergy between both agendas 

expected. 

Towards a 

Carbon 

Reduction 

Target and 

Strategy for 

the Further 

Education 

Sector 

BIS 2010 Conflicts with BIS target stated in the CRDP.  n/a BIS Carbon Reduction Delivery 

Plan 

FE colleges reduction of Scope 1 and 2: 34% by 

2020 

 

                                                             
6 Government funding of LSIS ceased on the 31

st
 July 2013; case studies of SD projects within FE remain archived on the LSIS website. 

https://www.gov.uk/sustainable-development-impact-test
https://www.gov.uk/sustainable-development-impact-test
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To 

sustainability 

and beyond: 

inspecting 

and reporting 

on progress in 

sustainable 

development 

Ofsted 2010 Provides an introduction to SD in the national 

context, and sets out Ofsteds role in embedding 

SD in inspection guidance, methodologies and 

frameworks. 

n/a Brighter futures – greener lives: 

sustainable development action 

plan 2008–10, Department for 

Children, Schools and Families, 

2008 

The government expects the public sector to take 

a lead in sustainable development by promoting 

and delivering it through all its policies as well as 

through its operational activities 

Greening FE: 

Creating a 

Carbon 

Reduction 

Culture 

AoC 2011 It is e ide t that the e te t of u  i  to the 
sustainability agenda varies significantly across 

the sector. Although most Colleges say they now 

have an environmental or sustainability strategy 

many do not contain specific targets and few have 

carbon reduction plans, although others are 

working towards it. 

n/a Carbon Trust Further Education 

Carbon Management 

Programme. 

Little in the way of specific legislation that 

o pels Colleges to i ple e t g ee  poli ies.  
There is a lack of information available about 

energy consumption figures in FE Colleges, much 

of the existing information combines the FE estate 

with the HE estate 

The 

performance 

across Skills 

Funding 

Agency 

funded 

college 

estates 

IPD on behalf 

of Skills 

Funding 

Agency 2011 

The performance results for all colleges funded by 

SFA presented for building efficiency, condition, 

maintenance and environmental sustainability. 

88% of SFA 

funded 

colleges. 

n/a Cleaning, maintenance and energy costs represent 

the bulk of the running cost base for colleges. 

The Prospects 

for Green 

Jobs to 2020: 

Further 

Education 

College 

Survey 

Dr Andrew 

Kythreotis, 

Centre for 

Adaptive 

Science, 

University of 

Hull. Research 

carried out on 

behalf of 

Yorkshire 

Cities, 2011. 

How are FE providers in the Y&H region 

approaching the green skills agenda based on the 

green jobs definition 

25 FE 

College 

providers in 

the Y&H 

region (74% 

response 

rate) 

including 

four 157 

Group 

members 

BIS (2010) Skills for Sustainable 

Growth 

Important issue for Y&H FE in developing a 

greener curriculum, "need for a joined up 

approach between partners in the form of a 

regional network that could share best practice"  
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The LSIS 

sustainable 

development 

strategy and 

action plan 

Updated LSIS 

2011 

Summarising progress and outlining opportunities 

for FE providers to understand, apply and 

champion sustainability. 

n/a n/a Progress on leadership, organisational capacity 

and partnerships since the strategy in 2010 has 

been encouraging, but changes in pedagogy been 

slow. 

Sustainable 

development 

in learning 

and skills 

inspections: 

guidance for 

inspectors 

Ofsted 2012 Guidance for learning and skills inspectors  to take 

into account providers contributions to a 

sustainable future 

n/a n/a There is no requirement for providers to have 

sustainable development policies. There is no 

separate grade for SD; findings can only 

contribute to evidence used when grading the 

aspects.   

Evaluation of 

the Impact of 

Capital 

Expenditure 

in FE colleges 

BiS 2012 The impact of capital spending by FE colleges in 

England between 2001 and 2010. 

Qualitative 

case study 

of 10 

colleges; 

quantitative 

analysis of 

142 

colleges.  

n/a The economic regeneration stimulated by college 

investment can be of direct and indirect benefit to 

the local community. 

Rio +20 the 

FE College 

context and 

contribution 

AoC 2013 – 

No longer 

available 

online. 

AoC submission to DEFRA and DECC outlining the 

contribution that FE Colleges will make to the 

priority areas agreed at Rio + 20. 

 

n/a Green Colleges Survey report – 

AoC 2007. Greening FE, AoC, 

2010.  

The key challenge identified by college leaders is 

how best they can integrate EfSD across the 

extensive curriculum whilst meeting existing 

demands. 

Sustainability 

in BIS 

House of 

Commons, 

Environmental 

Audit 

Committee 

November 

2013 

P og ess epo t o  go e e t s p og ess i  
embedding SD since the abolition of the SD 

commission in 2011. 

n/a ELSA > EAUC The environmental and social aspects of SD are 

not getting the same attention as economic 

factors. The RGF particularly illustrates this. BIS 

should encourage all of its agencies and NDPBs to 

produce sustainability strategies and make their 

production a condition for securing funding. 
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8.5 Appendix five: Content analysis themes to emerge from college websites 

College (Niche) Perceptions of sustainability (language used, 

location of information, etc). 

Key themes of sustainability practice Power and responsibility of sustainability 

– horizontal as well as hierarchical within 

the sector 

1. Bedford Microsite found using search tool (discussion – 

portrayed as something separate). 

Initiatives, energy reduction and efficiency (including 

external partnerships), communication & training, policy 

(aims & objectives), add-on curriculum engagement/ 

i itiati es, sustai a ilit  da , t a spo t egeta le oil , 
zero-landfill, commodity efficiency, low carbon skills 

Director of Sustainability (now 

redundant) 

2. Bradford  e s sto ies; e i o e t a d o u it  
webpage, 2010 Environmental policy, energy 

conservation procedures, green travel plan 

Environment, waste & recycling, community engagement, 

volunteering and fund raising, green travel, environmental 

policies and plans, fair trade. Core value on college mission 

Executive Director of Corporate Services 

responsible for policy 

3. Blackpool Website search 152 items; 80 documents, 26 

courses, (location of all information within the 

Estates  e page 

Engage staff and students, work with stakeholders, waste, 

utilities and sustainability targets, increase energy 

efficiency, embedding SD, SD Funding, ESD document 

repository (21 engineering, computing and motor vehicle, 

3 construction, 2 hospitality, tourism and sport), Eco-

centre, bike locker scheme, projects, recycling, car share 

scheme, travel and transport.  

Sustainability Manager 

4. City of Bristol Website search 49 results; sustainability page 

does t e tio  u i ulu . Cu i ulu  sea h 
results in CBE, and Geography 

Carbon emissions, CMP, waste, fair trade, travel (cycling, 

car share), procurement, new building award 

No power 

5. City and 

Islington 

Nothing (discussion – does this reflect 

interview?) 

- - 

6. Cornwall Website search 42 results; curriculum land 

based, CBE, or dedicated courses within energy. 

Carbon management, car share, cycling, renewable energy 

initiatives, dedicated curriculum on alternative 

technologies, environmentally friendly new builds and 

improvements 

 

No power (though an environment 

officer was mentioned in one news 

story). 

7. Derby Website search 5 results – green impact awards 

within SU, engineering curriculum areas 

- No power, but could be seen as a SU 

activity only. 
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8. Hull We site sea h u de  e i o e t  ge e ated 
CBE results (nothing for S/SD). 

Construction students, green energy skills – not linked to 

sustainability, was an award for CSR 

 

No power 

9. Leeds One search result for CBE - No power 

10. New 

College 

Nottingham 

Website search results for CBE, Geography and 

Tourism curriculum areas only 

- No power 

11. Stoke-on-

Trent 

Nothing (discussion – does this reflect 

interview?) 

- - 

12. Manchester “ustai a ilit  e page u de  A out Us ; 
sustainability web search results for CBE, 

business and economics 

Money focused - saved the college significant revenue, 

business case for reducing carbon emissions, sustainability 

consultancy. External relations, Reducing Carbon 

Emissions (commodities, cycle to work scheme, etc), 

recycling surplus materials, reusing natural resources, 

training 

Director of Property 

13. Sheffield 15 website results – building awards, energy 

efficiency projects; curriculum bee keeping, 

furniture making, plumbing, business admin 

Green travel plan (cycle to work, cycle mileage, car share), 

sustainable Buildings, carbon reduction, waste recycling, 

awards. Strategy for SD (unsigned) 

 

Sustainability strategy is responsibility of 

Property services manager and Director 

of Planning and Performance 

14. Trafford Website results – Green deal assessors, STEM 

centre opening and ISO14001 

Environmental technologies, employers Health and Safety manager 

15. Leeds 

College of 

Building 

O e sea h ite  o  sustai a ilit  a out 
construction students 

- No power 

16. Kirklees Website results – one item on engineering centre 

and BREEAM excellent on new build 

- No power 

17. Leeds 

College of 

Music 

Website of its own though quite difficult to find Energy saving, recycling/ waste management campaign, 

communications, external partnerships, catering 

 

Middle management and SU 
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18. Shipley Website search links to policies webpage; estates 

section states the college has an environmental 

and sustainability policy, a sustainability 

implementation group, green bulletin & fair 

trade policy. Horticulture curriculum area also 

within search. 

- Estates management 

19. Wakefield No search function > about the college, under 

policies and procedures. Environmental policy 

and green travel plan 

Energy, paper, waste management, transport and travel, 

building developments, building environment, carbon 

management plan 

Energy officer and Estates manager 

20. East Riding 22 website results; environmental award, SHE 

policy, tourism, energy technology centre 

Reducing waste, increasing recycling and raising 

awareness 

SHE manager, Director of Estates 
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8.6 Appendix six: Ethics committee approval 
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	As this chapter has indicated, literature concerning sustainability within education has almost exclusively focussed on higher education, with FE colleges receiving little to no specific academic attention as a result of those writing about HE having ...
	2.4.1 Interpretational confinements of the literature review
	2.5 Key theories from the theoretical background: applying the TMF as the conceptual framework.
	As previously discussed, existing literature within the research field of sustainability within higher education is dominated by empirical and descriptive studies, often including examples of best practice, and focusing on tactical and operational act...
	2.5.1 Adapting the TMF: conceptual framework
	2.6 Chapter summary
	This chapter has outlined this study’s research objective and questions and the key theories obtained from the theoretical background, which concluded that frameworks typically used to assess sustainability progression within education would be inappr...

	Chapter 3. Research approach and design
	This chapter provides a detailed description of the study’s ontological and epistemological approach, the choice of Grounded Theory (GT) as the research methodology and how this links with the study’s conceptual framework. The chapter then discusses t...
	3.1 Research approach
	While a number of different authors have developed models illustrating the relationship between ontology, epistemology, theoretical perspectives, methodologies and research methods (such as Crotty, 1998, Blaikie, 2007, Gray, 2009), it is Gray’s 2009 a...
	3.1.1 Constructivist research ontology; an interpretivist epistemology
	At the start of any research project is a researcher’s personal experience, which impacts on the researcher’s perspective of the world and what constitutes social reality, or a researcher’s ontological perspective (Crotty, 1998; Blaikie, 2007; Grix, 2...
	3.1.2 An exploratory, inductive and flexible approach
	As discussed within the background and literature review chapters, there is substantial literature and research based on the examination of sustainability within HE, but an absence of pre-existing theories regarding sustainability within FE specifical...
	3.1.3 Using symbolic interactionism within an interpretivist epistemology
	As we have seen, the ontological perspective of this study is founded upon a worldview that reality is socially constructed. The principle concern of this study is to gather knowledge using an interpretivist epistemology, through a congruent symbolic ...
	3.1.4 Research design: using a Grounded Theory methodology
	Grounded Theory is a commonly used qualitative, inductive and flexible research approach, heavily influenced by symbolic interactionism and interpretivism that seeks to develop theoretical ideas based on the emergence of themes arising from data (Crot...
	3.1.5 Linking the research approach to the conceptual framework
	The purpose of this final section of the chapter is to highlight the relationship and relevance of the study’s research approach to the conceptual framework being used to validate the study’s research findings. How these elements of the research proce...
	3.2. Data collection and analysis methods
	This chapter provides an account of the data collection and data analysis methods used within each stage of the research process. To begin with, the chapter discusses in turn the data collection methods used for interviews, focus groups, and secondary...
	3.2.1 Data collection methods
	This research used several data collection methods that were identified as appropriate to investigate perceptions of sustainability within the chosen field, and therefore to answer the research questions highlighted in chapter 2.4.1.
	3.2.1.1 Semi-structured interviews
	Forming the primary method of data collection, the aim of conducting interviews was to investigate how leaders of FE colleges conceptualise sustainability, power for sustainability leadership and what they perceive demonstrates sustainability in pract...
	The approach, sample and design of interviews
	The sampling frame for this study was initially limited to individual member colleges of the ‘157 Group’, chosen due to its quasi-leadership role within the sector. Access to this group, as well as the collective size of the group and its member colle...
	Inviting participation
	A research invitation asking Principal’s to take part in a one hour interview about their understandings of FE colleges and sustainability was distributed to member colleges by email through the 157 Group and was reinforced by the group Chair during a...
	Interview schedule

	3.2.1.2 Focus groups
	The aim of conducting focus groups was to gather information from middle to lower tiers of management within colleges in order to identify their perceptions of sustainability, power for sustainability leadership, and what they perceive demonstrates su...
	Advantages and disadvantages of focus groups
	Used in applied social research, focus groups have many advantages and disadvantages according to Robson (2002) and Gray (2009), the most relevant of which to this study are listed below:
	The approach, sample and design of focus groups
	The sampling frame for focus group participation was initially limited to members of a consortium of colleges, based within the same county as the researcher’s own college. The researcher considered this appropriate in order to mitigate some of the ad...
	Focus group schedules
	The focus groups were conducted at each participating college and were held November 2013 – April 2014. Before commencing the focus groups, which generally took no longer than one hour, participants were handed a consent form, which, along with the us...

	3.2.1.3 Content analysis
	The aim of conducting content analysis of college websites and sector based sustainability publications was to investigate the key characteristics of publicly available information displayed by colleges or made available on their websites, and the inf...
	The advantages and disadvantages of content analysis
	Content analysis is an unobtrusive and cost effective method of data analysis allowing the researcher to ‘observe’ without being ‘observed’ (Babbie, 1992; Robson, 2002; Gray, 2009). Essentially it involves the researcher inferring meaning from textual...
	The sampling of information
	The websites of the twenty colleges that participated in this study’s interviews and focus groups were analysed for common themes on the communication of sustainability.
	The collection of information
	The analysis of interviews and focus groups followed a Grounded Theory (GT) inductive process that allowed themes to emerge from the data as it was analysed. Content analysis on the other hand is deductive in nature, where coding criteria must be defi...
	Using the search criteria
	Where a search function existed, websites were searched using the terms ‘sustainability’, ‘sustainable development’, or ‘environment’ or ‘environmental’. All four search terms were used for each website to ensure accuracy and data saturation; in some ...

	3.2.2 Data analysis methods: the analysis of interview and focus group data
	3.2.2.1 Grounded theory
	Glaserian or Straussian?

	3.2.2.2 Theoretical sensitivity
	The challenge of working with qualitative data is to organise and reduce the multiple meanings implicit within the words and language used by the research participant (Walker and Myrick, 2006). This is central to maintaining ‘theoretical sensitivity’,...
	3.2.2.3 The application of Grounded Theory: data analysis of interviews and focus groups
	Though the data analysis process should be well defined, starting with a basic description, evolving into conceptual ordering and then theorising (Patton, 2002), Strauss and Corbin stated, “Sometimes one has to use common sense and not get caught up i...
	Step 1 – Open coding
	The purpose of open coding is to disaggregate the data into smaller units to identify initial themes or concepts important to the research participant, and not formulated based on the pre-conceived ideas of the researcher (Robson, 2002; Walker and Myr...
	Step 2 - Selective coding
	The next stage of substantive coding is the comparison of the similarities and differences of recurring incidents to produce a core category that links them all together; this was carried out for every in-vivo code until it was clear that conceptual s...

	3.2.2.4 The analysis of college websites and publications
	The analysis of websites and publications followed a method of content analysis rather than Grounded Theory, which rather than letting the data ‘speak’ instead asked very specific questions of the data. This method advocated by Robson (2002), relies u...
	3.2.2.5 The analysis of landscape documents and websites
	Websites and a sample of publications belonging to the 157 Group, the DfE, BIS, SFA, EFA, ETF, and the AoC were analysed using the same method as the college websites where manifest and latent properties of the information presented were examined. How...
	3.2.3 The limitations of data collection procedures
	This sub-chapter provides a detailed account of the limitations identified by the researcher, concerning the researcher and the research process. Firstly, an account of the limitations associated with the collection of interview data as well as the pe...
	3.2.3.1 Limitations relating to interview data collection
	Interviews as a method of qualitative data collection offer several advantages, and inevitably some disadvantages, as discussed by Robson (2002) and Gray (2009):
	3.2.3.2 Inherent limitations relating to the researcher
	It is appropriate within GT studies for the researcher to critically reflect on their influence on the research process (Gray, 2009), and in this study’s case, especially important to discuss the limitations relating to the researcher, due to the rese...
	The inherent biases of the researcher
	Undoubtedly the researcher’s experience of the sector was beneficial for the identification of the academic research gap, which subsequently led to the development of this as a research project. The researcher’s proximity to and reputation amongst sen...
	Data analysis limitations – tacit knowledge
	Tacit knowledge, or tacit skills, are often taken for granted and refer to a person’s unarticulated contextual understanding of a specific situation or context, for example, skills or knowledge that are acquired through professional experience (Ambros...
	Data analysis limitations – multiple interpretations
	It is important to note that the researcher’s professional experience will have inevitably led to some inherent biases when interpreting the study’s data. While it is the study’s intention to seek out the perceptions and interpretations held by FE lea...
	Data collection - the researcher: participant effect
	As stated by Onwuegbuzie et al (2008:6), “the interpretive researcher must reflect upon how the researcher may have affected the participants”. It is this researcher’s belief that the data collected during interviews and focus groups will have been su...
	Data collection - the participant: researcher effect
	The effects of research participants on the researcher are far fewer than in the converse situation.
	Data collection - the institutional: research effect
	As previously stated, colleges that participated in focus groups were chosen by the researcher as they belonged to a local consortium of colleges with which the researcher had professional experience, and which therefore simplified and eased travel an...

	3.2.3.3 Limitations relating to focus group data collection
	The limitations surrounding the inherent bias of the researcher, the researcher: participant effect, the participant: researcher effect and the institution: researcher effect previously discussed are all relevant and transferable limitations to the fo...
	3.2.3.4 Limitations relating to secondary data collection
	Many of the limitations experienced within focus groups and interviews were related to the interaction with research participants; however because the analysis of website and publication documentation was conducted as a desk study independently by the...
	3.2.3.5 Limitations presented by the choice of conceptual framework
	Transition management theory has been developed using distinct timescales that are reflective of those represented by significant societal transitions. For the purposes of this study however, these time scales have had to be adjusted and downscaled in...
	3.3 Concluding thoughts: a reflection of the data collection and analysis processes. This chapter has described in detail the procedures followed for each of the data source collection and analysis methods and has endeavoured to provide an exhaustive ...

	Chapter 4. Results
	This chapter discusses sequentially the results to emerge from interviews, focus groups and content analysis, with the structure of each sub-chapter’s results corresponding with the themes explored within each research question, namely perception of s...
	Using a grounded theory analysis method, interview and focus group transcripts were explored individually and collectively to generate the open, selective and theoretical coding. Transcripts were therefore analysed as a whole, grouped by question cate...
	The theoretical codes generated from this grounded theory analytical method are denoted in table 13 and form the structure of interview and focus group results detailed in sub-chapters 4.1 – 4.2.3. Their interrelation and wider contextual relevance wi...
	4.1 Interviews
	The following section presents the analysis of dominant themes revealed within interviews. Responses to each of the thirteen interview questions have been sub-divided into three sub-chapters, with each sub-chapter corresponding to an over-arching them...
	4.1.1 What is the dominant perception of sustainable development by FE leadership?
	Perceptions of business continuity and sustainability
	Perceptions of eco-efficiency and sustainability
	4.1.2 What are leaders’ perceptions of power and leadership for sustainability within FE?
	This section will provide an analysis of responses that describe leaders’ perceptions of the role and power of colleges to achieve sustainability within the education sector, perceptions of how sustainability should be led within the FE sector, and w...
	Perceptions of FE colleges’ leadership role within the education sector
	Responses to this question were divided into two categories: firstly, some respondents did not perceive colleges as having a leadership role within the education sector due to the perceived investment required for sustainability to be implemented. Sec...
	Perceptions of sustainability leadership within the FE sector .
	Within discussions surrounding who should take leadership within the FE sector, a commonly cited issue that is perceived to prevent or delay leadership of sustainability was that of terminology. Respondents stated that sustainability has too many conn...
	What would encourage individual colleges to become leaders of sustainability?
	4.1.3 How are FE colleges perceived to contribute to sustainable development? Reflecting the dominant themes to emerge within discussions of perceptions and power for sustainability, eco-efficiency and organisational sustainability were the two domina...
	Perceptions of barriers and solutions to sustainability in practice
	Perceived best methods of implementing sustainability
	Unlike perceived barriers to sustainability, which were dependent on the interpretation of sustainability, leadership for cultural change was the strongest theme to emerge as a solution to overcoming barriers for sustainability irrespectively of its i...
	4.1.4 Conclusion
	Perceptions and strategy
	Dominant perceptions of sustainability as a term were largely synonymous with business continuity and maintaining (but improving) the status quo. Such improvements were believed to be achievable in part through the other dominant perception of sustain...
	Perceptions and power
	Perceptions and practice
	Perceptions of sustainability in practice were again dominated by the dual interpretations of sustainability. Respondents began by stating that sustainability is not just about eco-efficiency initiatives such as recycling or building improvements, and...

	4.2 Focus group results
	The following section presents the analysis of dominant themes revealed within focus group discussions, with sub-chapters corresponding to an over-arching theme interrogated within the research questions – perception, power, and practice.
	4.2.1 Sustainability perceptions and practices
	When participants were asked to describe their interpretations of sustainability, discussions focussed on the environmental facet of sustainability, most notably eco-efficiency. Included within all discussions were examples of more efficient use of en...
	4.2.2 Power for sustainability leadership
	Irrespectively of the question asked, the most dominant theme to emerge from all focus group discussions was that of power and where leadership responsibility for sustainability lies. The responsibility and power of the government to more actively adv...
	4.2.3 Conclusion
	4.3 Content analysis: the perception of sustainability and key themes of sustainability communication and practice
	4.3.1 Sustainability communication
	The websites of the twenty colleges participating in this study were searched for the communication of sustainability to determine what this communication might suggest about their perceptions, and how this is communicated to the public. One of the tw...
	4.3.2 Sustainability in practice
	In order to discern how colleges perceive they practice sustainability, focussed sustainability communications were examined for references of initiatives and activities, the common nature of these activities, and what (if any) management approach to ...
	Curriculum engagement
	A minority of policy documents included curriculum objectives in addition to operational objectives but were more limited in scope and in detail. Specified curriculum engagement initiatives or objectives to include sustainability within curriculum are...

	4.3.3 Ownership of sustainability
	Key themes of perceptions of sustainability and examples of sustainability in practice have been examined based on publicly available information found within college webpages. Evidence of power for sustainability where specified or inferred within th...
	4.4 Perceptions of sustainability at a regime and landscape level
	The availability of sustainability information within the websites of organisations operating as representatives or leaders of the FE sector depended on the interpretation of the term sustainability itself. If interpreted literally as a term to descri...
	At a regime level: The 157 Group and AoC
	The AoC
	At a landscape level: the SFA, EFA, ETF, DfE and BIS.
	The SFA
	All available SFA annual reports were therefore examined for evidence of sustainability. Though there were several common themes throughout, it is suggested that there was a gradual distancing of the SFA’s role to sustainability through education as a...
	The EFA and ETF
	The DfE
	BIS
	Searches of the BIS website generated 1111 results, however sustainability was either referred to within paper titles concerning economic growth, growth of industries, or within the terms of reference for the ‘Green construction board’. In one case, ...

	4.5 Results conclusion
	Sustainability means strategy, but must not change strategy
	Results to emerge from interviews, focus groups and content analysis correlate with the findings of Stavins et al (2003) and Lozano (2008) whereby perceptions of sustainability commonly adhere to a conventional economist perspective and a non-environm...
	As long as it pays, it is Estates’ job
	Perceptions of sustainability were certainly found to have bearing on how responsibility for sustainability was perceived. Indeed, this changed depending on the level of leadership being examined. At a college level, leaders indicated clearly their pe...
	Old habits die hard
	Despite the different emphases of perceptions of sustainability as a term, when discussing the holistic interpretation, all levels of management indicated a perception that sustainability is an add-on to core business or core curriculum and can only b...


	Chapter 5. Discussion
	This chapter presents the thesis discussion and is split into three sub-chapters: the first sub-chapter discusses the study’s findings under the three dominant themes explored by the research questions – perceptions of sustainability, power and practi...
	5.1 Perceptions, practice and power; an issue of the perceived diminishing return of environmental responsibility.
	5.1.1 The adoption of sustainability to refine unsustainability
	A human worldview of sustainability
	Leaders and focus groups shared the perception that colleges are unsustainable through their environmental impacts such as resource use and campus operations. Therefore colleges could become more sustainable through the better management, or improved ...
	Funded to be unsustainable; funded to fuel unsustainability
	At a landscape level, sustainability was similarly perceived to be compatible with existing development paths, evidenced by government online content’s only reference to environmental sustainability in relation to historic and current eco-efficiency t...
	Thriving on unsustainability
	Rather than ignorance of what constitutes sustainable development, participants are merely reinforcing what Strachan (2009), Tomkinson (2009), and Doppelt (2012) term a reductionist view of the world. This view does not dismiss the importance of the n...
	The risk of sustainability was similarly assessed as being based on quantitative factors such as economic conditions, and the need to build resilience in response to the perpetual reduction in government funding. Participants did not discuss the wider...
	The vicious circle of relevance and responsibility
	The incongruous application of sustainability as a concept to the FE sector is consistently confined to an eco-efficiency approach, which undoubtedly purports the view that sustainability concerns only environmental issues, yet as previously discussed...
	The enduring connotations of historical exposure to sustainability
	The focus of past initiatives and interventions such as the capital programme to which the majority  of colleges in England participated has clearly had a lasting impact on how the sector perceives and therefore practices one of its two most common in...
	Environmental unaccountability
	It is paradoxical that the ‘Building Colleges For the Future’ programme and its (albeit late) introduction of environmental requirements into the capital programme, forced environmental sustainability onto the agenda of all 330 colleges that benefited...

	5.1.2 The confinement of sustainability responsibility: a cause or effect?
	It was surmised in the previous sub-chapter that the lasting connotations of previous initiatives have led to a self-perpetuating cycle of how sustainability is perceived, which has consequently led to the compounding issue of where and with who the r...
	The muted ascendance of sustainability responsibility
	Though it was unclear to which interpretation of sustainability participants were referring, many stated that it was beyond the responsibility of a single individual within a college to lead on sustainability. However when discussing environmental sus...

	The inevitability of FE’s sustainability approach
	Power pointing at a regime level
	It is pertinent to note specifically the perceptions of power relating to answers given by participants belonging to 157 Group colleges when asked whether they perceived the group to have a sustainability leadership role within the FE sector. Individ...
	It is worth pointing out however that the 157 Group on its website states that the core function of its members is to secure and deliver the highest quality of teaching and learning and are strategic leaders within their communities. Furthermore, the ...
	The persistence of power pointing: an inherent problem of purpose and agency.
	With the exception of eco-efficiency to which leaders recognised the value in taking responsibility (as a contributor to overall organisational sustainability), the funding that sustainability is perceived to require was the most commonly cited reason...

	5.2. Answering the research questions
	The purpose of this chapter is to formulate conclusions to each of the study’s research questions and highlight the sector’s management approaches based on how it perceives sustainability, how it practices sustainability and how it perceives power for...
	5.2.1 Research question one; what is the dominant perception of sustainable development in FE leadership?
	Though there were nuances between the focuses of each data cohort when defining sustainability, perceptions of sustainability were tactically based on the interpretation that it is a process synonymous with business survival and longevity, a process t...
	5.2.2 Research question two; how are FE colleges perceived to contribute to sustainable development?
	Reinforcing perceptions of sustainability, examples of sustainability in practice were almost exclusively limited to examples of eco-efficiency, often involving waste management or new building developments, both of which also serve as a helpful analo...
	5.2.3 Research question three; what are leaders’ perceptions of power and leadership for sustainability within FE?
	Responsibility for solving sustainability was advertently or implicitly perceived by all levels of the FE management hierarchy to belong to ‘others’. Given that the environment was perceived to be the most pertinent aspect of sustainable development, ...
	5.2.4 Answering the research objective: the dominance of power
	The management approaches indicated by perceptions and practice of sustainability reveal that while either of the two dominant interpretations of sustainability indicate a more tactical approach to sustainability in theory, in reality sustainability i...
	Using the prevailing management approaches of the landscape, regime and niche levels of FE leadership identified in the previous sub-chapters, it is now possible to answer the research objective:
	Historical sustainability ‘initiatives
	It is suggested that the positive and negative connotations now associated with sustainability as a result of previous surges of activity and interest have led to or reflect issues of relevance, themselves which have led to a stagnation of ownership. ...
	Power dynamics and sector confidence
	It is unlikely that the sector would ever consider considering its purpose, let alone consider an alternative purpose while it remains so closely wedded to the priorities set by government, which as already discussed, remain inherently at odds with th...
	Power dynamics necessitate a prescriptive approach.
	Earlier in the thesis it was surmised that the sector appears not to need a prescriptive approach, however the results to emerge from interviews and focus groups suggested the contrary, whereby a renewed leadership of sustainability that endorsed part...

	5.3 Discussion conclusion
	All levels of FE management did not acknowledge understanding of the detrimental impact education has on unsustainability. Instead, FE as part of the education sector was celebrated as being a key contributor to the country’s economic and social susta...

	Chapter 6. Conclusions
	This chapter begins by discussing how the TMF was applied to develop this study’s theory, responding to calls from transition management authors for the framework to be applied to other sub-sectors. The limitations of the TMF’s use as well as how this...
	6.1 Revisiting the study’s purpose and conceptual framework
	As discussed in earlier chapters, FE colleges have received very little specific attention within sustainability literature when compared with universities and schools. This is problematic as although there are many similarities between the three, the...
	6.1.1 Responding to calls for TMF development
	This study responds to calls for further development of the TMF from three groups of authors – Jennie Stephens and Amanda Graham, Derk Loorbach and Jan Rotmans, and Jacco Farla et al, who seek the specific exploration of the TMF (i) within different s...

	6.1.2 Recap on the TMF’s functionality
	The TMF has a dual functioning role as both a descriptive and prescriptive framework: whilst the descriptive function has been adapted for use within this study, it will be discussed shortly that the prescriptive function should be utilised by the sec...
	Using the regime as a catalyst
	Incremental change
	One of the most contentious issues to arise from this study and the application of the TMF is the principle of incremental change.
	6.2.2 Revising the TMF to overcome sector inertia
	Despite speculation at the start of this thesis that the sector neither desired nor needed another prescriptive framework to be held accountable to, following the study’s research outcomes it is now suggested that a prescriptive framework for sustaina...
	A revised reflexive and prescriptive framework
	The themes to emerge from the study’s research questions and objective highlight that perceptions of sustainability have not exclusively impacted on how the sector has practiced sustainability, and it is the balance of power and power pointing through...
	Step one - Strategic authorisation from BIS
	Representing the first intervention for FE colleges in England only (due to the different funding structures responsible for Welsh and Scottish colleges), BIS (now BEIS) must provide a mandate for the establishment of a group whose role would be the g...
	Step two – Tactical collaboration at a regime level
	Representing tactical collaboration at a regime level, this group’s membership should include representation from the AoC, 157 Group, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), exam boards, teaching unions, (and as a legitimising role - the SFA and EFA) and ...
	Step three – Vision and goal setting
	This group should then develop its vision and goal setting for the sector based on its mandate, by identifying actors at a niche level to participate in the achievement of the group’s goals. This step within the framework echoes an approach advocated ...
	Step four – Operational implementation
	Operational implementation at a niche level would be the enabling of actor participation at a niche level through appropriate management support. At an individual college level this would be initiated through the relevant stakeholders at a regime leve...
	Step five – Appraisal of activities
	This step would appraise the methods by which the regime’s strategy has been implemented operationally in step four and would identify whether the activities in practice are engaging with leadership at all management levels within individual instituti...
	Step six – Reflexive learning

	6.2.3 Limitations of the TMF
	This sub-chapter will discuss the limitations encountered by using the TMF as this study’s conceptual framework which fall into two categories - mechanical, where issues relate to the application of the framework, and theoretical, relating to the prin...
	Mechanical limitations
	The most obvious limitation associated with the TMF’s application to this study was the adjustment of timescales that represent the activities conducted at a landscape, regime and niche level.
	Theoretical limitations
	The most unwieldy element of the TMF was its descriptive ability being constrained by the adjusted timescales, particularly at a landscape level where the assessment could only go back as far as a decade. Whilst it is accepted that the cultural change...

	6.3 Practice and research recommendations
	The aim of this study was to understand the relationship between how the FE sector’s leaders perceive sustainable development as a concept, and how this is related to the ways in which the sector is perceived to contribute to and practice sustainabili...
	6.3.1 Practical recommendations for the FE sector
	Though chapter 6.2.2 discusses the ways by which the TMF as a prescriptive framework could be applied as an alternative governance framework for the leadership of sustainability within FE, there are more immediate recommendations that this study can m...
	Case studies – understanding multiple stakeholder perceptions at a college level
	Curriculum engagement and development
	Communicating systemic sustainability
	Expectations of regime leadership

	6.3.2 Future research
	At the time of writing, no other studies have investigated this particular topic within FE and there are numerous lines of enquiry that future studies could explore.
	6.4 Thesis summary
	The purpose of this study was to demonstrate that the unique characteristics of the FE sector qualify it to be treated autonomously within sustainability academia. This study has demonstrated a clear relationship between historical and current managem...
	6.4.1 A summary of contributions to literature
	The conceptual themes to emerge from this study, as indicated in table 14, chapter 5.3, contribute to three main areas of existing sustainability research:
	6.4.2 Very last thoughts
	Satish Kumar (2013) believes that devolved economies born of handiwork redeveloped during formal education is the reconfigured socio-economic fabric that could be the solution to social and environmental problems:
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