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Challenging the Academic
World – Social Sustainability

in Higher Education 
and Research 

Abstract

Universities are to become stakeholders of the education of sustain-
able development. So declared the UNESCO in 2004. This paper 
provides a basic concept for the implementation of social sustaina-
bility. If taken seriously, this requirement causes contradictions and 
irritations in the traditional academic world. The paper focuses on 
social sustainability and outlines five dimensions of social sustaina-
bility to be considered in academic programs. Socio-political aware-
ness, diversity, participation, communication, and skills are a prereq-
uisite in education as well as research. The consequences of such 
impacts on curricula and research projects are discussed and illus-
trated by examples of academic practice. Sustainable thinking and 
acting causes a paradigm shift in science as well as teaching and 
learning. Such fundamental change processes are not only challeng-
ing the universities and their organization structures, they also ques-
tion traditional science and education by demanding process ori-
ented teaching and transdisciplinary research patterns.

Key words: education of sustainable development, social sustain-
ability, indicators and dimensions of social sustainability, implemen-
tation of social sustainability in academic programs and research

In 2004, the UNESO published a declaration, naming the years 2005 
to 2014 as “[the] United Nations Decade of Education for Sustaina-
ble Development 2005-2014”, and highlighting that ideas of sustain-

challenging.indd   126 12.10.12   21:18



  Challenging Organisations and Society  127

Challenging the Academic World – Social Sustainability in Higher Education and Research

ability need to be implemented in societies. First and foremost, edu-
cational systems should act as stakeholders, giving those ideas a thor-
ough foundation in education and socialization. Questions to be 
addressed are: “What are the basic assumptions of sustainability and, 
if taken seriously, how would their implementation affect our educa-
tional systems?”

Yet, a bundle of colliding interests would most likely be the out-
come when criteria of the education for sustainable development 
meet today’s logic of organizations and the current functioning of 
educational systems.

This paper outlines expected contradictions when fulfilling UN-
ESCO’s educational system requirements with special focus on is-
sues of social sustainability in academic programs as provided by 
universities or colleges.

 
Sustainable Development

The above-mentioned UNESCO declaration is based on ideas of sus-
tainability that started in the 80s. The most famous definition and 
description of sustainable development was created during the UNO 
‘World Commission on Environment and Development’ in 1987, 
chaired by Gro Harlem Brundtland. According to the report called 
‘Our Common Future’, environmental issues and development can-
not be separated. The proclaimed intergenerational equity (regulating 
equal access to social resources within current generations) should 
guarantee that future generations have the same or greater access to 
social resources as current generations.

In general, sustainable development sets its goals in the present, 
in the future, and in the transition between now and then. To sus-
tain and develop future societies, investments will have to be made 
today in order to initiate the changes for the future. Sustainable de-
velopment is focused on protection and maintenance of the achieved 
and not focused on further economic growth and exploitation. It 
therefore conflicts with the primary economic goal of a forever-in-
creasing affluent economy and society. Seen from an individual per-
spective, this trait might be emotionally experienced as a restriction: 
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“The way of living towards a socially sustainable way may not neces-
sarily provide a promotion of luxury and wealth, but rather, the de-
velopment of reverse-consumerism. The ideal sustainable lifestyle is 
not to end consumption but understanding the minimalistic re-
quirement of it.“1 However, there are other obstacles to cope with 
when implementing sustainable development within current socie-
ties.

Sustainability has never been precisely defined. The Brundtland 
definition was more an initial signal to start thinking and discussion 
processes with regard to sustainability. The term itself became quite 
famous, as did its translation into other languages. It crept into com-
mon language by either emphasizing a given statement or by giving 
an interlocutor the impression of being up-to-date in a conversation 
of current political and social issues. To counterpart the inflation of 
the linguistic notion, the term ‘sustainable development’ has been 
established for serious discussions of the sustainability business.

In the meantime, different definitions of sustainable develop-
ment have been created. K. H. Robert2 for example refers to the cy-
bernetic nature of sustainable development:

“A transition to sustainability involves moving from linear to cyclical 
processes and technologies. The only processes we can rely on indefinitely 
are cyclical, all linear processes must eventually come to an end.”  
(K. H. Robert, 1991)

The cybernetic principle not only applies to ecological processes but 
social ones as well, taking into consideration revolving processes of 
actions, reflections, altered actions, and so forth.

A more political aspect of sustainable development can be  
found in the definition of Minsch3, reinforcing the idea of a demo-
cratic society meeting the challenges of its historical past, especially 

1  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_sustainability , accessed on Feb 1st, 2012
2 K. H. Robert, “The natural Step”, 1991, on the homepage of FORUM Umweltbildung: www.
umweltbildung.at, accessed on April 25th, 2007
3 Jürg Minsch, Gedanken zu einer politischen Kultur der Nachhaltigkeit, Ökologisch-
ökonomischer Essay, Unveröffentlichtes Manuskript, S. 1
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concerning ecological hazards (dangers). Sustainability can there-
fore also be seen as the search for a common social and political 
order.

Sometimes sustainable development is described in three over-
lapping dimensions. Since the Brundtland declaration, the social 
dimension continuously became more important as depicted in the 
following images by Colantonio (2009):

 

Fig.1: increasing importance of social sustainability (Colantonio, 2009)4

Whereas the environmental aspect of sustainable development was 
the most prominent area in the beginning, the other two aspects 
became more and more important over time. Environmental issues 
can only be dealt with successfully when simultaneously considering 
economic and social influences. Social changes seem to be especial-
ly essential when trying to move society toward a different and more 
protective environmental approach.

This paper will primarily focus on the social dimension of sustain-
able development and, in so doing, keep the other two dimensions 
and their respective impact of change in mind whenever one is mov-
ing or being moved.

Indicators of social sustainability

Social sustainability has a general and global significance as well as a 
more specific one. Global social sustainability focuses on social jus-
tice, world health, well-being issues, and human rights.

4 Colantonio, A.: ec.europa.eu/research/sd/conference/2009/presentations/7/andrea 
_colantonio_-_social_sustainability.ppt,
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Seen from an organizational perspective, social sustainability in-
cludes issues of community, diversity, employee relations, communi-
cation, empowerment, governance structure, participation, and so 
on. Colantonio depicts those nicely by stating: 

“[…] how individuals, communities and societies live with each other 
and set out to achieve the objectives of development models, which they 
have chosen for themselves taking also into account the physical bounda-
ries of their places and planet earth as a whole …” (Colantonio, 2009)5

 
There are two aspects in this definition of social sustainability affect-
ing society in the following ways: first, the “living with each other”, 
which indicates that we are dealing with relationships between peo-
ple and systems. Second, these individuals and systems have to make 
their own choices, which manifests itself by the task of decision-mak-
ing processes in a democratic and participatory mode.

A more philosophical view highlights individuals’ behavior, atti-
tudes, and actions, which lead us to the sources of these attributes – 
parenting and education – where behavioral patterns are laid out 
and values are imparted. Social sustainable development has its 
roots in indirect education, where individuals develop social aware-
ness and respect.

“It [Social Sustainability] also enhances the subtlety in an individual’s 
perspective on understanding between ‘wants’ and ‘needs’ in life. While 
leadership and motivational topics focus on prosperity in wealth and dif-
ferent social status, social sustaining role models take on the role of taking 
the risk upon changing what is necessary instead of what is wanted.“6

Colantonio (2009) lists some of the emerging key themes and do-
mains of social sustainability:7

– Demographic change, especially concerning aging and interna-
tional migration

5 Colantonio, A.: (Oxford Brookes University): ec.europa.eu/research/sd/conference/ 
2009/presentations/7/andrea_colantonio_-_social_sustainability.ppt
6 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_sustainability accessed on Feb 1st, 2012
7 Colantonio, A.: (Oxford Brookes University)  ec.europa.eu/research/sd/conference/2009/
presentations/7/andrea_colantonio_-_social_sustainability.ppt, accessed on Feb 1st, 2012 
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– Empowerment, participation, and access
– Identity, sense of place, and culture
– Health and safety
– Social mixing and cohesion
– Social capital
– Well-being, happiness, and quality of life
When summarizing the above, one could identify that social sustain-
ability calls for communication and participation in decision-mak-
ing processes of the people involved on a democratic level, and a 
general awareness of mutual respect. Furthermore, there’s the as-
pect of education where such democratic attitudes are imparted and 
experienced.

 
Education for Social Sustainable Development

To carry out the ambitious goal formulated in the agenda 21 of the 
UN conference in Rio in 1992, universities implemented so-called 
key competences in respective study programs. The principles of 
these key competences are outlined in the above-mentioned draft of 
the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment 2005-2014. In general, education should be of high quality, 
interdisciplinary and holistic, value-driven and problem-oriented, 
multi-methodological, participatory, critical, and concerned.

As the person in charge of implementing key competences in the 
academic curricula during my functional period as Dean of faculty 
at the University of Kassel, I pooled the indicators of social sustain-
ability into a concept based on five categories of teaching and study-
ing so as to guarantee the development for social sustainability in 
education. 

Socio-political awareness

People should be aware of the world they live in. They should know 
about the socio-political background of their surroundings and 
should be able to reflect upon existing issues – not just passively ac-
cepting the situation as it is, but understanding, valuing, and evalu-
ating their social and political circumstances. Examples for issues in 
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this category are poverty, social injustice, diversity, health, protection 
of the environment, and understanding of peace.

Teaching these topics does not simply mean providing students 
with information and theoretical knowledge. In addition, students 
should be able to apply their critical thinking to their own personal 
situations. In other words, they would have to be made affected.8

Making their own social experience a learning process, students 
develop social and political awareness of their individual, personal 
situations. Being aware of their own micro-climate also affects the 
surrounding systems. Ultimately, they get in touch with university 
faculty and experience the organizational principles of the academ-
ic world.

 
Diversity

Understanding, accepting, and respecting differences between peo-
ple is the main idea of this category of social sustainability, guaran-
teeing an understanding of social justice and human rights. Within 
a social structure, different aspects of diversity in groups as well as in 
organizations can be identified. In addition to the momentum of 
membership to a certain system, that by itself creates a difference of 
belonging and affiliation, those differences are most likely deter-
mined by culture and as such are encrypted in behavioral patterns. 
In general, these differences describe the relationship between gen-
der (men and women), generations (the old and the young), com-

8 Over the course of my four years as Dean, I taught courses on project management, conflict management, 
organizational development, and similar topics. The issues we dealt with in seminars were the ones that 
most urgently concerned matters of the university, the faculty, the student councils, the collaboration of 
students and professors, and the quality of the programs. Learning took place hands-on by dealing with 
real issues. Students not only experienced the progress and the downfalls, the support and the rejection by 
others, but also time pressure, moving targets, and all the hazards of a project’s life-cycle. The need to know 
how to proceed in their projects motivated students much more to actually read and study supplementary 
materials than the need to study for exams or complete papers.

For a period of three years, 22 students participated in a master’s study program for organizational 
consulting and coaching. Students were invited to learn about group behavior not only by gathering 
information from teachers and studied theory, but also by real-life experience of group processes. The 
reflection of ongoing group dynamics was a continuous learning process. Outcomes and consequences of 
such reflections were the source of permanent changes, organizing the learning and teaching in this 
particular program.
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munity (individuality and membership), and religion (life and 
death). There are also other differences influencing the relation-
ship between people with regard to social sustainability and organi-
zations: power distance (the superiors and the subjugates) and envi-
ronment (being controlled by the environment and actively control-
ling the environment). These differences do not follow an either / 
or pattern. Neither side is wrong or right; neither interest is the only 
one entitled. In all cases mentioned above, all are entitled and right 
in their individual way. Hence, whenever dealing with differences, 
one has to cope with contradictions. And to complicate matters even 
more, there is a difference in the difference – the differences within 
the existence of mankind are fundamental and occur in every cul-
ture and structure. But since cultures also differ amongst each other, 
cultural difference influences the differences mentioned above. 
Culture determines the behavioral pattern, the quality of relation-
ship between two opposite parties.

When applying these insights to a group of multicultural partici-
pants taking part in an academic learning program, one not only has 
to deal with the obvious, the range of age or power, the need for in-
dividuality or membership affiliation, the observation of the male 
and female. One also has to relate these differences to the different 
cultures present and how these cultures influence interactions.

By making themselves the case study, participants learn about di-
versity. By doing so, they have access to the resources of their obser-
vations and emotions and the opportunity to analyze the respective 
situation. A multitude of questions may arise: “How familiar am I 
with the unknown?”; “When do I withdraw rather than approach the 
unfamiliar?”; “Where is my curiosity, anxiousness, and where are my 
fears?”; “When does dealing with different cultures stress my nerves 
and how do I encounter resistance?”

It would be possible to learn all about diversity by studying pa-
pers, creating colorful PowerPoints, going into ambitious discus-
sions, but that is not what is meant by learning for sustainability. 
Going through conflicts, finding the solution for the group, making 
a decision on how to proceed with identified differences, moving in 
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a permanent mode of acting out / analyzing a situation, etc., that’s 
what makes a learning experience sustainable.

 
Participation

I would call participation the main target to achieve when trying to 
interact in a sustainable mode. To participate means taking part, be-
ing part of something. It gives people involved the opportunity to 
create their own environment for discussions and decision-making 
processes. Taking part also means that everybody’s opinion is impor-
tant and must be considered. Participation is disrupted by dominant 
behavior of individuals, by trying to subjugate minorities. Even dem-
ocratic devices such as votes, creating majorities and minorities, are 
not meant to be participatory unless people involved agree upon 
voting beforehand. However, participation allows decision-making 
processes only via compromise or consensus. Only these two resolu-
tions of contradicting issues meet the requirements of participation 
and social sustainability.

As soon as a decision is made in the most preferable mode of so-
cial sustainability, the result of the decision will become the commit-
ment to which people involved avow themselves. They will act ac-
cording to their decision. No deviation will be allowed. When deci-
sions are finally reached, will subjugation be demanded by the par-
ticipants, thus contradicting the principles of participation.

At this point we are confronted with the core contradiction of 
social sustainability: Participation is necessary to reach a consensus 
and to define a result. However, as a result, participation is lost when 
the goal is achieved. One way of overcoming this dilemma is not  
to implement a decision reached – a solution that does not lead  
anywhere, but prolongs the process of decision-making. A decision 
marks the end of a process and at the same time starts the be - 
ginn ing of a new process, either searching for alternatives or inte-
grating aspects that previously have been left out by the decision  
itself.9

9 cf. Luhmann, N.: Organisation und Entscheidung, VS Verlag, Wiesbaden 2000
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Participation requires a never-ending process of action and re-
flection. If making a decision is an action, it has to be reflected upon 
thereafter. Participation processes move in loops. Whenever a deci-
sion is made, people fall back into action. Yet, the situation will never 
be the same as before. The new situation will be the object of aware-
ness and attention and will eventually lead to new decisions.

To come back to educational sustainability, students will have to 
experience such processes by themselves; they cannot be achieved 
‘secondhand’. The experience of success in doing so will have a 
strong impact and guarantee long-lasting and unforgettable learn-
ing outcomes.

The basic idea of this learning philosophy goes back to the begin-
nings of group dynamics. Sustainable learning is based on group 
dynamic ideas and premises. Participation is therefore not an inven-
tion of sustainable development but has already been established in 
the 70s in training laboratories in Bethel, Maine, based on Kurt 
Lewin’s field theory10. Even then, the motive for the search for a new 
learning and teaching mode was to establish democratic values. 
Group dynamics was originally meant to be a pedagogic device to 
deal with the differences in classroom situations before it spread out 
to other fields of interaction, such as work environments. The de-
mand of social sustainability and the education for sustainable devel-
opment (referring to the title of the UNESCO paper) meet the prin-
ciples of group dynamics and learning by participation. Thus, if we 
really want to teach in a socially sustainable mode, we will have to 
rely on group dynamic settings and patterns. As proved by the aca-
demic programs of the Universities of Kassel and Klagenfurt11, edu-
cation for sustainable development can be achieved by applying 

10 cf. Lewin, K.: Field Theory in Social Science. Selected Theorical Papers, Harper & Brothers 
Publishers 1951
11 Krainz, E.: Erfahrungslernen in Laboratoriumssettings. Gruppendynamik und Organi-
sationsentwicklung. In: Falk,G., Heintel.P, Krainz, E. (Hrsg.): Handbuch Mediation und 
Konfliktmanagement. VS Verlag, Wiesbaden 2005; Lackner, K.: Widerspruchsmanagement als 
Kriterium für Gruppenreife. In: Heintel, P. (Hrsg.): Betrifft Team. Dynamische Prozesse in 
Gruppen. VS Verlag, Wiesbaden 2006; Lackner, K.: Zur Aktualität von T-Gruppen. Überlegungen 
zum Nutzen aus den Erfahrungen aus T-Gruppen. In: Heintel, P. (Hrsg.): Betrifft Team. 
Dynamische Prozesse in Gruppen. VS Verlag, Wiesbaden 2006 
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group dynamic principles in creating and conducting the teaching 
and learning processes.

 
Communication

Whenever people deal with each other, whenever they get involved 
with each other, they need to communicate. Under normal circum-
stances, we are used to communicating facts and figures and are 
skilled in discussing issues. Consulting experience teaches us that 
talking about emotions and differences between partaking individu-
als becomes difficult. As easy as it might be to discuss the “what” of 
an issue, it becomes more and more difficult to talk about the “who” 
and the “how”. It’s the “who” that influences the mode of discussing 
an issue. If the person is important and cultural background sug-
gests honoring important people, one will be cautious and con-
trolled, not giving away feelings, perhaps not even participating in 
the discussion. A similar reaction might be the result of an unex-
pected positive feeling towards another participant – a feeling one 
would rather hide than express directly, but would certainly support 
the person’s contributions in the discussion of the task – the least 
obvious signal of sympathy. The emotional lining of a situation de-
termines the outcome of the discussion of the “what” and influences 
the decision-making process. If these linings stay under cover, the 
decision will be camouflaging the task. People do not participate 
even if they speak.

To participate, communication has to take place on all three lev-
els. That means the people involved will have to talk about their 
emotions, their motives, and about their position, their importance, 
and their influence on the group. Since this is not included in the 
usual mode of discussions, it is even less established in traditional 
academic programs. If we want to make social sustainability work, 
these virtues will have to be imparted and exercised.

According to the scheme of participation and mutual responsi-
bility, colliding interests that lead to conflicts will also have to be 
dealt with by parties involved and should not be delegated to hierar-
chy or legal paragraphs. Mediation as a device to support conflict 
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resolution is essential to carry out communication in the means of 
social sustainability.

 
Skills

People need the skills to express themselves, to make their state-
ments, to raise their voice. For the authors of the declaration of  
the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment 2005–2014, language and communication skills are most im-
portant.

For academic programs and the offer of courses within the cate-
gory of key competences, this sustainability requirement is most eas-
ily and most eagerly fulfilled. Language courses, presentation skills, 
use of Internet devices can be taught and offered without the un-
comfortable issue of participation and communication. There are a 
lot of didactic hints and devices that make teaching these subjects 
interesting and easy. Maybe this is the reason why we find a majority 
of courses and seminars in academic programs within this category 
of social sustainability. Still, it is only a device and not the core com-
petency. As far as language skills are concerned, it is a necessary skill 
when dealing with cross-cultural communication. Being able to com-
municate at least in a lingua franca is fundamental in intercultural 
surroundings. Handling the lingua franca causes a new difference in 
the ‘diversity department’. People are usually skilled quite differ-
ently in the use of the lingua franca and some might even suffer 
from language disadvantages. In a group setting, language expertise 
creates a situation where the group has to deal with language skill 
differences by reflecting and analyzing. Thus, the language task be-
comes one of participation and reflection.12

Science and research

So far, we have been discussing the impact of social sustainability 
and education for sustainable development concerning academic 

12 Lackner, K.: Cross Culture Pace. Interkulturelle Herausforderungen für Organisationen. 
In: Krainz, E., Lackner, K. (Hrsg.): Betrifft Organisation: Organisationsprozesse verstehen. VS 
Verlag Wiesbaden (in Druck, erscheint voraussichtlich 2013)
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learning and teaching. But the idea of social sustainability also influ-
ences the academic approach toward science and research. The 
premises of ‘real science’13 and ‘applied sciences’14 will not support 
social sustainability research.

Real science, describing also the oldest mode of science, is knowl-
edge-oriented. Results of research processes produce the next ques-
tions to be researched and so forth. Science is nurturing itself au-
topoietically, not taking into account any needs or requirements of 
environments. Science created its own closed world, a system follow-
ing its own laws and principles. Scientific communities define rules 
and values of the system. A scientific career is only possible if one 
accepts the requirements, e.g., the amount of publications, ranking 
of the peer reviewed journals, the importance of congress attention, 
etc. The scientific community defines not only publication modes 
but also the structure of academic education. How many semesters 
are required for a bachelor’s degree, how many years of postgradu-
ate school do students have to attend to achieve a master’s degree? 
The momentum of individual learning processes, the time it takes to 
mature as a psychological consultant, is not taken into account by 
real science, and neither is process-oriented thinking.

When – historically speaking – science became an interesting re-
source for economics, scientists had to leave the secure community 
of the science world and become service providers to outside order-
ing parties (clients). The results of such mostly technical research 
belong to the client. Research interest is defined by customers, 
sometimes even restricting the publication of discovered results. Sci-
ence is financially supported by ordering parties – a benefit for aca-
demic institutions. The constant need for financial resources shifts 
the scientific interest from pure knowledge acquisition to commer-
cial interest and, in turn, research issues become the ones with the 
most financial backing.

13 cf. Lackner, K.: Beratung – (k)eine Wissenschaft? In: Möller, H., Hausinger, B. (Hrsg.): Quo 
vadis Beratungswissenschaft? VS Verlag, Wiesbaden 2009
14 cf. Lackner, K.: Beratung – (k)eine Wissenschaft? In: Möller, H., Hausinger, B. (Hrsg.): Quo 
vadis Beratungswissenschaft? VS Verlag, Wiesbaden 2009
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Even though in some regards the two dimensions of science (real 
and applied science) contradict each other, they are congruent in 
one major way: They fulfill the criteria of science: the data is objec-
tive and reliable, indicators are statistics-based, and methods are 
quantitative. Pose a question and find the answers.

This research scheme does not always work for social sciences, 
and it definitely does not work for social sustainability. The investiga-
tion of a social system has an impact on the system and, thus, influ-
ences the system and the behavioral patterns of its members. A social 
system being researched or investigated is a system under the condi-
tion of investigation. That makes a difference for the scientist. They 
will never gather any knowledge about the system itself and about 
the condition of the system when not being the subject of investiga-
tion. Every result gained in the process of investigation will influ-
ence the system. Research changes the system and its patterns. These 
changes should be taken into account when designing the research 
plot. However, when taking that aspect into consideration, one loses 
the pattern of objectivity. The pattern of social sciences can be de-
scribed as a series of steps, mutually influencing each other. There is 
a question – either raised by the clients or by the researchers. The 
investigation that follows involves clients as well as researchers. With 
each answer found, clients and researchers gain new knowledge and 
experience. The object of research has changed, and not only 
changed quietly. The clients will react actively to the now changed 
situation. By reflecting upon their reactions they create a new situa-
tion. A new situation now raises different questions that will have to 
be investigated, and so forth. Research becomes a process. Where 
the process ends has to be decided by researchers and clients. This 
dimension of science is called transdisciplinary, because it does not 
separate role differences between the scientist and the objects of 
research. The division of subjects and objects is characteristic of sci-
ence dimensions one (real science) and two (applied science). Add-
ed to the repeal of subject – object division, this research pattern 
depends on the communication patterns that would allow shared 
reflection and analysis. Every research impulse works like an inter-
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vention to the system. Therefore, this kind of research is also called 
intervention research. Due to reflection, analysis, and process-orien-
tation, the adequate empirical research method is qualitative and 
interactive. Social sustainability metrics shift from purely statistics-
based indicators toward hybrid sets of indicators that conflate quan-
titative and qualitative data.15

Socially sustainable science understands itself as interdiscipli-
nary, transdisciplinary, and system-oriented.16 Sustainable issues can-
not be researched or resolved by one scientific discipline only. Social 
sustainability questions can only be approached through various dis-
ciplinary views.

The three dimensions of science – real science, applied science, 
and reflected science – contradict each other. Particularly, the ac-
ceptance of the third dimension causes resistance, discussions, and 
arguments. On the other hand, science, especially social science, 
needs all three dimensions. The first dimension is necessary to be 
accepted in a scientific community and to be able to conduct aca-
demic programs at universities. The second dimension is needed 
because social issues are always connected to clients and client-driv-
en needs. The third dimension is necessary because social issues can-
not be dealt with objectively. The reaction of the system being re-
searched plays a significant role in the research process.

Academic education includes the qualification of students to 
conduct research projects. In addition to the topics of the discipline 
chosen, students learn about science and how to research a topic. As 
mentioned before, social sciences have to deal with all three dimen-

15 Colantonio, A.: Social sustainability: a review and critique of traditional versus emerg - 
ing themes and assessment methods. http://www.sue-mot.org/conference-files/2009/
restricted/papers/papers/Colantonio.pdf; Colantonio, A.: Social Sustainability: Exploring 
the Link Between Research Policy and Practice. In: Jaeger, C.C., Tàbara, D.J., Jaeger, J. (Hrsg.): 
European Research on Sustainable Development: Volume 1: Transformative Science 
Approaches for Sustainability. Springer, Berlin 2011
16 Heitzlhofer, T.: Von der Nachhaltigkeit zur Nachhaltigen Entwicklung zur Bildung für 
Nachhaltige Entwicklung. In: Supervision Heft 2 2008. Belz, Weinheim; Heitzlhofer, Bechtold 
(2009): Integration and Participation of the Students at the BOKU. In: 15th Annual 
International Sustainable Development Research Conference: Taking up the Global 
Challenge. Programme and abstract book, p.90. Utrecht University, NL.
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sions of science. The requirements of dimensions one and two are 
easily met, as they correspond to the academic system. Teaching sci-
ence becomes an academic challenge in dimension three. Process-
oriented research patterns (involving clients in the research process, 
organizing communication settings so that research proceedings 
and results can be reflected and discussed) do make a difference in 
the process of collecting quantitative data and evaluating that data 
statistically. To organize social research projects, transdisciplinary 
and interdisciplinary communication has to be established and con-
ducted. The pattern of communication is participative, which leads 
us to one of the main principles of social sustainability: participa-
tion.

Acceptance and implementation of all three dimensions of sci-
ence by academic institutions puts pressure on current university 
structures. The usual pattern of disciplines and faculties is disturbed 
by interdisciplinary projects. Social and sustainable research issues 
cannot be answered by isolated disciplines, but rather by the collabo-
ration of disciplines. Research topics do not originate from the point 
of view of disciplines – that would be the approach of dimension one 
– but from a reality beyond academically established disciplines. The 
scientific approach to sustainability problems can only be achieved 
by having all parties participate in the research process.

The principle of participation basically contradicts principles of 
organization and hierarchy. Participation means neglecting organi-
zational logistics, at least for the time of conjoint decision-making 
processes. A more thorough discussion of the impact of social sus-
tainability on organizations would go beyond the issues discussed in 
this paper.17

 
Conclusion

The UNO vision of 2004 – universities should become stakeholders 
of education for sustainable development – causes a lot of contradic-

17 The connection of sustainability and organization is outlined in Lackner, K.: Organisation 
und Nachhaltigkeit. In: Krainz, E., Lackner, K. (Hrsg.): Betrifft Organisation: Orga-
nisationsprozesse verstehen. VS Verlag, Wiesbaden (in Druck, erscheint voraussichtlich 2013)
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tions within the academic system. Neither teaching and learning pat-
terns, nor scientific patterns, nor the organizational structures are 
outlined to meet the requirements of social sustainability. There-
fore, it seems natural that the system in all three aspects reacts by 
resisting the impacts of sustainability, with the idea of participation 
causing the main trouble. The idea of participation will display itself 
in:  
•	 students	who	are	participating	in	educational	issues	and	in	uni-

versity politics, 
•	 clients	who	are	actively	participating	in	research	projects,	
•	 interdisciplinary	project	groups	that	are	disrupting	the	clean	dis-

cipline-oriented faculty structures of universities. 
Organizing universities by socially sustainable standards will cause a 
lot of problems for the traditional mode of management. By estab-
lishing a program of key competences for students overstepping the 
borders of various disciplines, universities took one first step towards 
social sustainable learning. Even there, the curricula are in danger 
of being overruled by disciplinary needs. The maintenance of such 
initiatives requires a lot of efforts and energy. Interdisciplinary re-
search projects suffer from competing disciplines within the project 
group, and transdisciplinary science still struggles to be accepted by 
scientific communities.

Although the challenge is great and the difficulties are plentiful, 
there is hope for the UN idea to be successful. The idea of social 
sustainability has not only been noticed, but has established itself 
within the academic systems. Ultimately, and to be fully integrated in 
academic systems, the idea of social sustainability will have to fight 
system resistances for quite a while in the future.
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This was 
a pleasure – it was my  

pleasure. It seems to be the nature of a 
dialog that there is no end; it is a living system that 
can be continued from each point. We started our 

conversation in Helsinki on a beautiful summer day sitting 
on a stone at the seaside, gazing at the horizon, and contin-
ued it via Skype and e-mail in Irvine (US) and Vienna (EU) 

and in virtual space.
And now we invite you – the readers of this dialog 

– to join us on this journal’s website:
www.cos-journal.com
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