
sustainability

Article

Building Sustainable Societies through Purpose-Driven
Universities: A Case Study from Ashoka University (India)

Anirban Chakraborty 1,2,* , Sumit Kumar 1, L. S. Shashidhara 1 and Anjali Taneja 1

����������
�������

Citation: Chakraborty, A.; Kumar, S.;

Shashidhara, L.S.; Taneja, A. Building

Sustainable Societies through

Purpose-Driven Universities: A Case

Study from Ashoka University

(India). Sustainability 2021, 13, 7423.

https://doi.org/10.3390/su13137423

Received: 24 May 2021

Accepted: 1 July 2021

Published: 2 July 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

1 Science Policy Initiatives, Ashoka University, Sonipat 131029, India; sumit.kumar1@ashoka.edu.in (S.K.);
ls.shashidhara@ashoka.edu.in (L.S.S.); anjali.taneja@ashoka.edu.in (A.T.)

2 International Centre for Higher Education Management, University of Bath, Bath BA2 7AY, UK
* Correspondence: anirban.chakraborty@ashoka.edu.in

Abstract: Sustainable Development (SD) is the universal essentiality of present times, and universities
have a critical role in implementing this initiative through their functioning, policies and practices.
To integrate SD goals, universities should have a global outlook that is still locally rooted in its
strategies. In the last decade, various theories and recommendations have been proposed and
adopted globally for integrating sustainability in higher education systems. In India, environmental
education has been mandated at all formal levels in the education system. Still, there is a strong
argument that it is not simply a matter of overhauling syllabi and curricula. Instead, universities
should be incorporating SD goals into their research and their own operations. Our study aims to
investigate the sustainability model of Ashoka University (India) that approaches its commitment
through sustainability-focused courses, research, and operations. This study involves an in-depth
literature review and uses an established framework to assess the condition of the university towards
sustainability issues. Our case study employed observations, data collections, document reviews,
and interactions with different stakeholders. The study concludes that the university is mostly
in adherence with the framework at this stage. Critical areas of future development within the
framework are proposed considering the global context. This research serves as an entry point for
evaluating sustainability issues of the Indian higher education system, and hopes to motivate higher
education communities to do further research to improve their sustainability performance and their
role as agents of change.

Keywords: Indian higher education; sustainable development; sustainability model; sustainabil-
ity approaches

1. Introduction

Traditionally, universities’ role was primarily to educate young minds and offer
them ample opportunities to use their potential for their self-growth and well-being.
This perception has evolved gradually to include environmental management, public
participation, community development and social responsibility in university teaching and
research. In 1998, UNESCO declared that the responsibility of such institutions of higher
learning is not only to educate the young population and provide them opportunities but
also to educate them on how they can use their abilities and talent with the greatest sense
of social responsibility [1]. According to Velazquez et al. [2], higher education institutes
(HEIs) should promote minimisation of negative environmental, economic, societal, and
health effects generated to fulfil its teaching, research, outreach, and partnership functions.
Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar [3] define a sustainable campus as one that maintains a
balance between economic prosperity, environmental conservation and social and economic
justice. Thus, sustainability in educational institutions goes beyond environmental concerns
and focuses on addressing social and economic challenges. There is a growing demand to
include complex social issues such as racism, inequality, and poverty as part of universities’
sustainability concepts [4].
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1.1. The Sustainability Debate

The Stockholm Declaration of 1972 was the first declaration to make an indirect
reference to sustainability in the higher education sector [5]. However, there has been
an ongoing debate around the interpretation of the word ‘sustainability’ or ‘sustainable
development’ [6]. The World Commission on Environment and Development defines
sustainable development in its report titled ‘Our Common Future’, also known as the
Brundtland Report [7]. The report explains Sustainable Development (SD) as “meeting
the needs of the present generation without harming the future generations’ capacity to
meet their needs” [8]. There are three main pillars of sustainability—social, economic and
environmental [9]. The Talloires Declaration of 1990 was the first statement from university
administrators to commit to environmental sustainability in higher education [10]. After
the Talloires Declaration there has been several national and international declarations and
institutional policies related to environmental sustainability in HEIs [5]. The 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the United Nations (General Assembly, 2015) rep-
resent a universal set of goals that are interconnected in a complex network of interactions.
Their universality implies that none of the SDGs are prioritised, whereas their integrated
multi-dimensional nature results in complex feedback between the SDG targets [11].

1.2. Sustainability and HEIs

Education is one of the critical aspects of the SDGs and HEIs play an important
role in addressing the challenges of sustainable development through education and
research [12–14]. Studies by Salvioni, Franzoni and Cassano [15] reinforce that universities
constitute a fundamental vehicle to explore, test, develop and communicate essential
conditions for SD [16]. Therefore, they need reforms in teaching and research [17]. In
their study, Mohammadalizadehkorde and Weaver [18] highlighted three key reasons why
universities should care about sustainability. First, the education and research institutions
generate and disseminate knowledge on sustainability. Second, these institutions are semi-
autonomous communities and thus have the opportunities to implement evidence-based
research practices to test the efficacy of those practices. Third, these institutions have the
social responsibility to make the communities around them a better place. Watson et al. [19]
revealed in their study the need for the teaching of sustainability concepts in a holistic
way—i.e., covering environmental, economic and social dimensions—in the curriculum
taught at the universities. Similarly, Colombo and Alves [20] emphasised promoting
teacher training programs and interdisciplinary pedagogical methodologies to integrate
sustainability as a concept in education. Teachers’ awareness and training programs have
also been emphasised in a survey undertaken by Uitto and Saloranta [21]. According to
them, subject teachers’ experience in sustainable education counts and must be taken into
account in teacher training and education. Similarly, HEIs should also actively promote a
contextual rethinking of curricular content to include the teaching of sustainability in all
its dimensions [22]. In other words, the curriculum taught at HEIs must have a holistic
vision. Researchers have also examined universities’ critical role and responsibility and
emphasised that teachings and research in such places must be focused on producing
graduates as critical thinkers [23–25]. In their study, Nagy and Robb [26] reinforced
the ‘societal role of universities as institutions that equip individuals to become critical,
analytical and adaptive is fundamentally linked with the ability to engage in questioning
issues within society in a proactive way’. The term ‘University Social Responsibility (USR)’
was first coined by them and has been used to date as one of the significant parameters to
evaluate a university’s contribution towards development and community participation
in society.

1.3. Sustainability Issues in the Indian Higher Education System

The Indian higher education sector’s size and scale highlight its importance in ad-
dressing the nation’s social, economic, and environmental sustainability. According to
the All India Survey of Higher Education (2018–2019), nearly 37.4 million students are
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enrolled in the higher education sector. Currently, there are 993 universities, 39,931 colleges,
and 10,725 stand-alone institutions [27]. Higher education has been acknowledged as a
vital development driver for the country [28]. ‘Environmental Education’ (ED) has been
a crucial strategy element in various policy documents by recognising the relationship
between environment and development [29]. To make citizens more sensitive and respon-
sible towards environmental issues, the country’s highest court has mandated ED at all
levels of education [29]. The University Grant Commission (UGC) of India also mandated
an undergraduate environment course as the first step, providing an opportunity to in-
troduce SD issues to higher education. The newly released National Education Policy
(NEP 2020) also talks of the crucial responsibilities of HEIs in community engagement,
support for the school system, and value-based education and ED [30]. However, the idea
of sustainability in the Indian higher education system is nascent and under-researched,
which primarily addresses environmental issues [31]. Unfortunately, Indian universities
generally focus only on the curriculum, the intake number, faculty development, facilities,
necessary infrastructure but not enough thought has been given to the campus sustain-
ability [32]. We can see only a few universities and institutes that practising only certain
aspects of sustainability. A study carried out at the Indian Institute of Science and Indian
Institute of Technology (Kanpur) reported some sustainability aspects such as rainwater
harvesting, waste and wastewater management, transportation, biodiversity enhancement
and utilising renewable energy resources [31]. However, they have not taken any step
to integrate these practices into their system. At TERI University, the researchers have
used the initial environmental review (IER) and SWOT analysis to analyse the university’s
environmental concerns. Energy consumption, waste generation, transportation, energy
efficiency, and water conservation were identified as the key parameters related to envi-
ronmental sustainability [33]. Few universities are building the concept of SD through
courses and programs in environmental studies and resource management [33]. Indian
Institute of Technology (Madras) has a course on Technology and Sustainable Development.
The Indian Institute of Management (Calcutta) Public Policy program offers courses on
environment and development [29]. An analysis by Parvez and Avlokita [34] compared
few rating systems and reported a comprehensive list of sustainability parameters to check
the presence of these indicators in the Indian Institute of Technology Roorkee (IITR). The
Indian Green Building Council (IGBC) has launched green campus rating systems to pro-
mote sustainability concepts [35]. Although government agencies have acknowledged
environmental education as a crucial element in its development strategy, it is not widely
reflected in India’s social, economic or environmental realities. Additionally, the Indian
higher education system has been criticised for these inadequacies [29]. Sustainability
education and issues in most Indian universities are confined to specific courses and often
isolated from research and are unlikely linked to campus operations [36]. Thus, HEIs in
India possesses a tremendous opportunity to grow their sustainability initiatives. There
is a need to focus more on research and studies to develop monitoring and assessment
systems to determine how Indian HEIs are doing with sustainability and to pinpoint areas
where they can improve [34,37].

1.4. Purpose of This Study

This study aims to investigate the sustainability model of an Indian university that ap-
proaches its commitment to sustainability through sustainability-focused courses, research
initiatives, and operations. Given the complex nature of sustainability issues, SD education
must pursue an integrative approach to modelling sustainability in the university’s core
functions and systems [36]. While it is challenging to implement changes in older Indian
institutions, few new-aged institutions are managing things differently [38]. Ashoka Uni-
versity (AU), built on collective public philanthropy principles, has attempted to integrate
education, research, and operations to address SD issues. The university, through official
documents, has demonstrated its commitment to inclusion, diversity and emphasis on SD
of 21st-century skills and leadership attributes. From the preliminary data and document
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analysis, we observed that currently, the university campus sits on 25 acres of land in
Rajiv Gandhi Education City (RGEC) with a proposed vision to scale it up to 100 acres in
10 years. The university has various academic programmes (undergraduate to PhD) and
focused research areas in Humanities, Social Sciences, Economics, and Sciences. It is a fully
residential campus with good facilities for extra-curricular activities. At the time of the
research, the university had 132 faculty members, 546 staff members and 1998 students
(56% women). Its students on campus include international students from 27 countries
and domestic students from over 29 states and 190 plus cities in India. For its unique
governance model, premier global partnerships, distinguished faculty from around the
world, innovative pedagogy and curriculum structure, we considered AU as a good case
study model addressing university sustainability themes in a different way for the Indian
higher education sector.

The idea is to critically review the AU’s sustainability model and provide a case
study to motivate higher education communities to make attempts towards making them
platforms for testing various sustainability methods. This study will also help rethink and
re-construct sustainability policies and practices and contribute in a better way to HEIs
sustainable development at local, national and international levels.

2. Sustainability Assessment Practices in HEIs

Incorporating the concept of SD involving multiple stakeholders (teachers, staff and
students) is a must for all HEIs [39]. As sustainability assessment gained the attention
of several higher education policymakers and planners during past decades, multiple
frameworks have been developed to assess university campuses’ sustainability, with the
tendency of witnessing more in coming years [40]. Most of the tools or frameworks de-
veloped have focused on the institutions in the western countries, with very few of them
taking into account the context of the non-western countries. The Assessment Instrument
for Sustainable Development in Higher Education (AISHE) was a qualitative tool devel-
oped by scholars in 2000 to do the sustainability assessment of two universities in the
Netherlands. The tool has been further redeveloped, covering 30 indicators focusing on five
dimensions for assessing the HEIs in western countries [41]. The Education for Sustainable
Development and Global Citizenship framework was developed to assess the implemen-
tation of higher education in universities in the UK and Wales, and the Government of
Wales supported the initiative. The framework focused on five key areas: commitment
and leadership, teaching and learning, institutional management, partnerships, research,
and monitoring [42]. Good Company’s Sustainable Pathways toolkit was developed by
a private company in the US; however, it lacked the inputs from the experts and actors
related to the HEIs. The framework did not focus on research and stakeholder management
to assess the university’s sustainability initiatives [43]. The Higher Education Partnership
for Sustainability is another framework developed by the 18 universities in the UK to
monitor the implementation of sustainability in these universities. This framework mostly
focused on organisational management change with less emphasis on the social indica-
tors [43]. The Penn State Indicator Report (PSIR) was developed by the Penn State Green
Density council to be applied to universities in Pennsylvania to communicate how these
universities took the sustainability initiatives [44]. Applicability of this framework in other
universities outside of the US is difficult. The Sustainability Assessment Questionnaire
(SAQ) was developed by the secretariat of the Talloires Declaration to be used by all the
universities signatory to the declaration. The framework used 35 indicators and focused
on eight dimensions such as research, scholarship, operations, faculty, opportunities to the
students, administration [45].

While the above examples highlight the models or frameworks developed by the
scholars to assess the sustainability initiatives by HEIs in the western countries, there are
examples of some frameworks for evaluating initiatives taken by the HEIs in the ‘global
south’ or the non-western countries. To suit the assessment of sustainability in HEI in an
Asian context, the researchers from the University of Hokkaido (Japan) developed the As-
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sessment System for Sustainable Campus (ASSC) framework in 2013. This framework used
four categories; administrative, environmental, education, and regional society covering
170 criteria that were later used in other universities in Japan [46]. The Adaptive Model
for Assessing Sustainability in Higher Education (AMAS) is a tool developed by scholars
from Chile in 2015 consisting of four levels with an analytical hierarchy process applied to
different weight criteria. The sustainability implementation in campus operation was given
the highest weight [47]. The Alternative University Appraisal was developed by Promotion
of Sustainability in Postgraduate Education and Research Network (ProsPER), an alliance
of the academic institutions in Asia and Pacific regions. This framework consists of four
categories; governance, education, research, and communication, applied to 28 universities
in the Asia-pacific region [47]. The CITE AMB—Red de Ciencia, Tecnologia, Innovacion y
Educación Ambienal em Iberoamerica framework developed by the Network of Science,
Technology, Innovation and Environmental Education in Iberoamerica focused on four key
areas: management, research, education and community in the university. This framework
was developed to assess the university’s sustainability initiatives in a non-western country
such as Colombia [40]. The Unit Based Sustainability Assessment Tool (USAT) has been
developed by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) using various frame-
works such as SAQ and AISHE to assess the sustainability initiative led by the universities
in Africa [48]. The University in Indonesia has developed the Green Metrics University
Ranking to assess the environment-centric initiatives around energy, water, waste, and
climate change. The framework has been used widely across the globe to assess similar
university initiatives in higher education [49]. Even though most of these tools focus on the
HEIs in non-western countries, they lack a holistic approach. Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar,
researchers from Saudi Arabia, attempt to be more holistic and cover a wide range of
dimensions to develop the integrated campus sustainability model. As a result, researchers
have widely used this framework to assess the sustainability initiatives focusing on the
HEIs in non-western countries [3]. Table 1 presents the comparison in terms of the key
focus areas of popular sustainability assessment frameworks proposed for HEIs.

Table 1. Comparison of the key focus areas of popular sustainability assessment frameworks for HEIs.

Framework Key Focus Area

Assessment Instrument for Sustainable Development in
Higher Education (AISHE 1.0/AISHE 2.0) [41,50] Operations, education, research, society, identity

Penn State Indicator Report (PSIR) [44] Campus, transport, decision support, research and community

Sustainability Assessment Questionnaire (SAQ) [45]
Curriculum, research and scholarship, operations, faculty and staff,

extension and services, student opportunities, administration,
mission and planning

Education for Sustainable Development and Global
Citizenship (ESDGC) [51]

Commitment and leadership, Teaching and learning, Institutional
Management, Partnerships, Research and Monitoring

Good Company’s Sustainable Pathways toolkit (GC) [43] Operations

Higher Education Partnership for Sustainability
(HEPS) [43] Organisational management

Integrated campus sustainability [3] Environmental management, public participation and service,
teaching, research

Alternative University Appraisal (AUA) [47] Governance, education, research and communication

Unit Based Sustainability Assessment Tool (USAT) [48] Teaching, research and community services, operation and
management, student involvement, written policy and statement

Green Metrics University (GMU) [49] Scenario and infrastructure, energy and climate change, waste, water,
transport, education and research
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Table 1. Cont.

Framework Key Focus Area

Adaptive Model for Assessing Sustainability in Higher
Education (AMAS) [47]

Institutional commitment, leadership,
advanced sustainability

Graphical Assessment of Sustainability in University
(GASU) [52] Economic, environmental, social and educational

Assessment System for Sustainable Campus (ASSC) [46] Management, education and research,
environment, local community

CITE AMB—Red de Ciencia, Tecnologia, Innovacion y
Educación Ambienal em Iberoamerica [40] Management, research, education, community

Sustainability Tracking Assessment and Rating System
(STARS, 2012)

Report preface, academics, engagement, operations, planning and
administration, innovation and leadership

Different popular tools for evaluating sustainability in higher education such as Sus-
tainability Tracking Assessment and Rating System (STARS, 2012), Graphical Assessment
of Sustainability in University—GASU [52], Assessment Instrument for Sustainability in
Higher Education—AISHE [41], GIS-based model [53], Sustainable Campus Assessment
System—SCAS [46], have different challenges in conducting campus sustainability as-
sessments [43,54]. Further complexities arise in non-western countries due to regional
variations. After studying and examining several campus sustainability assessment tools
with a comprehensive review of extant literature, we selected the integrated campus sus-
tainability framework proposed by Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar [3] to investigate AU’s
sustainability model. The main reason for adopting this framework was that it allowed all
sustainability issues systematically and integrated [3]. Many researchers have applied it
for the sustainability review of university campuses for the Middle-East and Asian coun-
tries [55]. Castro and Jabbour [56] have used this framework for evaluating sustainability
in the Indian higher education context.

3. Framework and Methodology

The framework proposed by Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar [3] encompasses the en-
vironmental dimension of sustainability with social issues and organisational activities,
preferring it more appropriate for our study [57,58]. It indicated that the sustainability
of a university campus depends on three major axes of action: (i) Environment Manage-
ment System (EMS) implementation; (ii) public participation and social responsibility; (iii)
sustainability teaching and research (Figure 1).

An ‘EMS’ comprises a set of practices, procedures and processes of an organisation re-
lated to the environmental management system. The EMS assessment provides a balanced
overview of identifying university’s best practices regarding environmental aspects and
impacts. The second vertical of the framework, ‘Public participation and social responsibil-
ity’ is related to participation, access and partnerships of the external medium with the
university, the services offered to society and management of equality and diversity on the
campus. Another vertical, ‘Sustainability teaching and research’, concerns the university’s
mission to promote sustainability by developing effective teaching, research and public ser-
vices. It identifies and analyses courses, curriculum and subjects on sustainability offered
to various audiences and research and development activities in the area [3].

We undertook a qualitative case study on AU’s sustainability model. We designed the
case study with ‘particularistic’, ‘descriptive’, and ‘heuristic’ features [59]. Particularistic,
as this study focused on a specific situation of sustainability at a single institution of
higher education in India. The study included analysis of several variables, and their
interplay, over time (descriptive) and aimed to enhance and extend understanding of the
sustainability model at an institution of higher education (heuristic) [60]. We examined a
set of critical considerations for conducting the case study suggested by Corcoran et al. [61]
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for sustainability research in higher education. The study involved gathering information
related to “ecological, social and economic dimensions of sustainability.

Figure 1. Framework for evaluating sustainability at universities. Source: Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar [3].

Following Yin’s definition of a case study, we used multiple sources of evidence [62].
Our study included reviewing and analysing various policy documents and reports to
collect information about AU’s mission, vision, courses, curriculum, research, operations,
student opportunities, outreach, and local community engagement. We made visits to
classrooms, laboratories, libraries, dining areas, infirmary, construction sites, green zones,
and power-houses of the campus to observe the reality. The team visited the admission, out-
reach, horticulture, maintenance and infrastructure offices. We also attended several events
(conference, seminars, meetings) related to sustainability matters during the academic
year (July 2019–June 2020). Documentary evidence of AU bulletins/calendars, speeches,
mission statements, minutes of meetings, brochures reports helped understand different
policies, strategies, and pro-grammes to support sustainability efforts. Most documents
examined in this study are public documents obtainable on open sources, but we specifi-
cally solicited some documents for this study. During the study, we paid much attention to
all the documents being used in this study in terms of the circumstances and contexts in
which they were formulated.

Additionally, we administered semi-structured interviews consist of several key topics
of discussion on sustainability issues (Table 2) with relevant university stakeholders (faculty,
policymakers, and staff) to gather specific information on individual perspectives on AU’s
sustainability efforts [63,64]. We utilised the Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar [3] framework
as the instrument for carrying out the interactions and discussions and used the thematic
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content analysis method for analysing the conversations [65,66]. The flexibility of this semi-
structured approach, particularly compared to structured interviews, is that the goal is not
to reach definitive responses but rather to seek out how the interviewee understands what
they have seen, heard, or experienced [64]. Interviews were carried out with 15 individuals.
Five full-time faculty (including Deans), five researchers (from various disciplines), and five
staff members (operations, outreach, admission, and consultant) participated during the
study. Each respondent was interviewed at least once, for about an hour, or twice in three
cases in order to obtain more information and clarify apparently unclear discussions. All the
interviews were recorded and transcribed for thorough analysis and review afterwards. We
marked all descriptions relevant to the topics of inquiry and identified distinct codes and
categories (themes) using keywords or phrases copied from marked texts. We repeatedly
went through the transcripts for identifying and revising distinct codes and categories
for different groups. Transcripts of the interviews, findings and analysis were sent to all
participants, and, in several cases, changes were made in accordance with the wishes of
the participants. The relevant findings and analysis of semi-structured interviews were
also compared with the data and information generated from documentary evidence. The
method is appropriate since the relationship between universities and the sustainability
theme is considered to be recent, and limited case studies and research articles are available
in the Indian context. [56].

Table 2. Key topics of discussion on sustainability issues during semi-structured interviews with
various stakeholders.

Operations Teams Outreach, Student Affairs
and Admissions Teams Deans, Faculty, Researchers

Protection of the environment;
limiting environmental

degradation; maintaining
indoor air quality standards

and practices; ensuring energy
conservation; waste reduction

and recycling; water
conservation and integrated
pest management practices;
sustainable landscaping and

maintaining natural
biodiversity; Transportation

and accommodation facilities.

Activities/actions to ensure
active engagement; setting the

benchmark for students’
enrolment/admission;

involvement in sustainable
community work and service;

service-learning and/or
internship programs; student
groups across campus directly

involved in sustainability
initiatives.

Sustainability focused
multidisciplinary teachings,

education, and research;
opportunities to enhance
teaching and research in

sustainability issues;
seminars and conferences for

promoting sustainability.

All interviews were administered virtually due to COVID-19 protocols. This might
have potentially had an impact on the responses provided by them. The outcome of an
interview very much depends on the local interactional contexts from within which both
interviewees and interviewers work towards the construction of a particular story. Several
studies have identified gaps between what people say they do and what actually happens
inside their respective institutions. Despite their shared interest in sustainability, the par-
ticipants in this study did not speak with one voice, although their level of agreement
outweighed their level of disagreement on many issues. Nonetheless, a key outcome of
this study was the surprising commonality of view between participants representing all
three groups. Besides that, the current research lacks the students’ perspective, who are
the critical stakeholders for promoting sustainability. Social, economic, and environmental
aspects are considered the three main pillars of this sustainability framework. While the
Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar [3] framework captures the universities’ social and environ-
mental initiatives to achieve sustainability, it does not grasp the financial implications or
indicators [55]. Additionally, other research methods, such as an extensive scale survey,
was not considered be-cause the generalisability of findings is not the main concern of
this study.
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4. Results and Discussion

The results focus on analysing the adherence between the framework developed by
Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar and the efforts made by AU on addressing the issues related
to sustainability. Table 3 is the summary of the initiatives taken by the university and its
adherence to the Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar framework. The structure of the table has
been borrowed from research papers published by other researchers who have used this
framework for sustainability assessment [55,56].

Table 3. Adherence of the initiatives taken by AU with the Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar framework (the structure is based
on Castro and Jabbour [56]).

Strategy Initiatives Activities Formally
Implemented

Exist
Informally No Action

University EMS

Environmental
management

and improvement

Minimise negative impacts
of operations X

Pollution prevention X

Energy efficiency X

Resource conservation X

Environmental
improvement X

Waste reduction X

Recycling X

Green campus

Green buildings X

Green transportation X

Campus preservation X

Public participation
and social

responsibility

Public
participation

Campus community X

Alumni X

Partnership X

Community
services

Public lectures and
awareness X

Community projects X

Other services X

Social justice
Equity X

Care for handicap X

Sustainability teaching
and research

Conferences,
seminars,

workshops

Conferences, seminars,
workshops X

Courses and
curriculum

Sustainability X

Health and safety X

Livable settlements X

Research and
development

Renewable energy X

Environmental protection X

Climate change X

The findings indicate that AU has made efforts to follow sustainability drives in
and around the campus. This not only extends/stretches into its teachings and research
but also across the natural environment, energy consumption, water management, food
waste reduction and recycling, resource conservation, healthcare, sanitation, transportation,
public participation and social justice.
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4.1. University Environmental Management System (EMS)

EMS is a standard approach to assess the direct and indirect impact of the operations
and activities of the HEIs [67]. EMS can be considered as a series of policy evaluation,
planning, formulating, and employing environmental strategies [68]. Thus, EMS estab-
lishment is the key for the HEIs to integrate their environmental sustainability in their
operations and activities. However, before establishing the EMS, it is important to assess
the environmental impact of the university’s operations and activities. The impact of the
operations and activities can be categorised into both direct and indirect. While the direct
impact refers to the effects generated because of the consumption of power, water and
generation of waste (organic and inorganic), the indirect impact relates to impacts caused
because of the transportation of students, staff through (road, rail and air) and construction
activities [3,67].

Environmental Management and Green Campus

AU is located in the state of Haryana and is part of the National Capital Region (NCR),
one of the country’s fastest urbanising regions. Rapid urbanisation has affected the climate
as well as the air quality of the region [69]. National Highway 1 (NH 1) runs next to the
university, built-in 25 acres of land with a future plan to expand to 100 acres. The heavy
vehicles’ regular movement on the NH is a constant source of noise and air pollution in the
region. To address the problem of noise and air pollution, the university has planted trees
along its boundary, which creates a natural barrier to guard against the dust and noise
caused due to movement of heavy vehicles.

Electricity is essential for the lightning of several academic and non-academic build-
ings, including the library, common areas, pathways, among several others. The university
currently has a high dependence on the electricity supplied from external sources such as
the power plants operated by the state and private companies. At present, a small amount
of electricity used in the operations is generated internally using renewable energy sources
such as solar. In order to reduce its carbon footprint, the university has taken several
measures. Focusing on energy-efficient buildings is one of the major initiatives led by
the university. Under this initiative, the university plans to become self-reliant in energy
production and consumption. The plan is to use solar energy by installing solar panels on
the buildings’ rooftops to meet the majority of their energy requirement. However, the gov-
ernment’s policy of buying back the extra electricity produced through the decentralised
grids has not been implemented yet, thereby leading to a delay in expanding the current
solar production capacity of the university. However, this should not deter the university
from enhancing its current capacity to produce solar energy to meet the campus’s energy
needs. Various initiatives led by the university have helped reduce the energy load, but
electricity consumption has gone up over the years. Even though the efforts to reduce
energy consumption are voluntary, the university has conducted two audits in the past to
keep track of its efforts to reduce its carbon footprint. While complex interventions such as
installing solar panels are critical in reducing the carbon footprint reduction in electricity
usage, it is equally important to focus on soft interventions to reduce energy consumption,
thereby achieving the carbon footprint target. Nudging human behaviour through digital
intervention has been a strategy to decrease energy consumption [70].

AU should plan to use this strategy by installing digital meters in the hostels and
further use the data generated from these digital meters to nudge students’ behaviour to
reduce energy consumption. In an effort to encourage students, faculty and staff members
of different departments to shape up their idea on sustainability, Yale University launched
a pilot in 2009. As a part of the pilot, each department was suggested to create a document
that reflected how the school’s discipline is connected to the university’s sustainability
priorities. Although the pilot was not but very successful, it laid the foundation stone to
promote the sustainability culture within the university departments. During the period
2013–2016, Yale University announced the Yale Sustainability Strategic Plan where-in each
department prepared their respective plans to support the institutional level goals. The
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plans made by the different departments included various initiatives such as the reduction
in the emission of greenhouse gases, recycling of waste, among several others [71]. AU can
also undertake similar initiatives to promote sustainability by keeping the university’s key
stakeholders in the planning and implementation.

AU is located in the northern part of India, and in this region, water is a scarce
resource [72], and thus, it is crucial to reduce the water footprint [73]. The geographical
location where the university is located has witnessed a sharp decline in the groundwater
table in the past several years [74]. Therefore, recycling water to reduce the carbon footprint
is very important from the sustainability perspective. The university consumes water in
day-to-day activities, such as supply for the university-managed food courts, cafeterias,
residential areas, cleaning, construction and gardening at the university premises, among
several other activities. As part of an initiative to recycle, the wastewater coming out of
the kitchen is passed through various grease traps, further fed into the water treatment
plant. The wastewater coming from the toilet is connected to the sewage treatment plant of
100 kilo litres per day (KLD) and 300 KLD for recycling. This recycled water is then further
used for irrigation of the lawns and green areas on the campus.

Food is an important source of generation of both organic and inorganic waste inside
the university campus. The organic and non-organic wastes are segregated in the campus
at the beginning of their sources. Nearly 70 kg of kitchen waste generated every day is
handed over to the local piggery, while 30 kg of waste from the food plates is incinerated
and converted into manure, which is used to meet the internal requirement in the university.
Concerning the generation of hazardous waste, science laboratories such as biology labs
and chemistry labs are the primary sources. The authority takes proper measures to
properly collect and hand over the waste to authorised vendors only.

Construction activities are a source of different kinds of pollution and generation of
waste. Construction can have both short-term and long-term impacts on environmental
sustainability. Noise generated by the construction activity affects the well-being of the
people in and around the university campus. Thus, to mitigate its short-term impact,
construction activities are avoided during the nighttime. Efforts have also been made
to reduce the impact of oil spills in the soil because of the new campus’s construction.
Jali (shaded structure) has been used for shading, LED bulbs have been used to reduce
the consumption of electricity, and sensors have been used in the urinal to minimise the
wastage of water. Moreover, to reduce the energy requirement for cooling the buildings,
the peripheral walls are made up of blocks instead of bricks.

Besides focusing on environmental sustainability as part of the construction activity,
the university has also focused on ensuring inclusive education for students irrespective of
their disabilities. Taking cognisance of the students with certain disabilities, the university
has focused on constructing the ramps in all building entrances, braille signage and acces-
sible toilet facility. The university authorities felt that there was less focus on sustainability
during the construction of the existing campus; however, in the construction of the new
campus, a sustainability expert has been hired to have a greater emphasis on sustainability.

Transportation poses a considerable challenge to sustainable development [75]. Many
students and faculty members use vehicles operating on fossil fuels such as petrol or diesel
for commuting to the campus. The university has made efforts to encourage bicycles
and battery-operated cars for mobility and transportation of people and goods within
the campus.

Although the efforts made by the university to conserve the scarce resource such as
water, recycle the waste and reduce the impact caused because of the operations is in the
right direction it not sufficient. This is also because of the lack of a standard mechanism
in India to track these efforts. Alshuwaikhat and Abubakar have argued the need for an
environmental audit to assess the universities’ performance to achieve environmental sus-
tainability. Several universities worldwide have received external certifications such as the
ISO 14001 or Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) to prescribe the sustainability
initiatives taken by the university in the US and Europe. AU has conducted energy audits
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but has not received any external certification that would certify if the current practices
of the university complaint with the environmental management. AU may become signa-
tories to various conventions or declarations such as the Higher Education Sustainability
Initiative (HESI) created in 2012 in the run-up to the United Nations conference on sus-
tainable development (Rio + 20). Initiatives such as these will reaffirm the university’s
commitment to sustainable development. Lack of funds is a major challenge for supporting
projects focused on promoting sustainability to achieve long-term and short-term bene-
fits [76]. To address this gap, the University of Melbourne used the university governance
structure to fund the carbon reduction projects to trade off the short-term benefits with
programs of longer-term benefits [77]. AU could also initiate similar initiatives to promote
campus sustainability.

4.2. Public Participation and Social Responsibility

AU is one of the few liberal arts HEI in India [78]. The university website and
admission brochures highlight that the university’s vision is to help students become
well-rounded individuals who can think critically about issues from multiple perspec-
tives, communicate effectively, and become leaders with a commitment to public service.
Official reports of operation, admission and outreach offices confirm that AU engages
with, involves and inspires people on its campus, communities, and around the world to
understand social inclusion and how it can foster inclusive and effective solutions. This
has been reinforced during multiple discussions and interactions with various faculty and
staff members of AU.

4.2.1. Public Participation and Community Services

AU’s annual reports (2016–2020) suggest that the university aims to deepen the
involvement and engagement with the local communities through opportunities to meet,
share knowledge, collaborate, and inspire mutual benefit. Several research projects and
programmes are being carried out within the state of Haryana by AU’s faculty and students
to engage the local communities. These initiatives address local issues such as streamlining
the implementation of the state government’s policies in the field of education, women’s
safety, health and sanitation, higher education and e-governance [79]; Stubble burning—a
major cause of air pollution in North India [80]; optimising testing for COVID-19 [81];
conducting studies on archaeological sites [82].

Concurrently, the university also carries out social engagement and public partici-
pation through various centres such as the Centre for Social Impact and Philanthropy
(CSIP)—focused on enabling strategic and robust philanthropy for greater social im-
pact [83], Centre for Social and Behaviour Change (CSBC)—designs, advances and enables
evidence led communication interventions for low income and marginalised Indian com-
munities, and Centre for Studies in Gender and Sexuality (CSGS)—to study the nuances
of these issues concerning both gender and sexuality in India. These centres are trying to
entrench SD principles, including social justice, equity, democracy and religious tolerance,
significantly relevant to Indian societies. The local engagement is also fostered through
various partnership programmes, the flagship being the Chief Minister’s Good Gover-
nance Associates (CMGGA) Programme—a strategic collaboration with the Government
of Haryana. CMGGA is directed towards improving governance in the state and driving a
mass impact on the ground [84].

Public engagement covers the many ways HEI can connect, share and involve the
public with its work locally, nationally and internationally [85]. AU has a dedicated me-
dia and outreach office, which sets out its vision to carry out high-quality engagement.
According to one of the Deans, “We aim to create supportive environments for faculty, staff
and students to engage, understand and work with diverse audiences and to evidence the impact”.
The office of Student Life organises multiple on-campus cultural and intellectual activities
all around the year. Our study identified nearly 18 languages are spoken on the campus.
Over 25 student-run clubs and societies function in different fields such as sports, fashion,
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entrepreneurship, animation, quizzing. They prove to be an opportunity to contribute and
enrich the campus experience and create an interactive space for artists and performers
to express themselves. The university has increased its public outreach through domestic
and international partnerships. For example, the university has been conducting vari-
ous exchange programmes through its Global Education and Strategic Programs office
with its partner institutions globally [86]. It also offers an Advanced Summer Internship
Programme (ASIP) with social impact groups, research organisations.

4.2.2. Social Justice

Public participation and social engagement cannot be successfully carried out by
a university unless actively supported by scholarships and grants [85]. Our findings
confirm that AU runs scholarship programmes to ensure quality education accessible to
deserving students, irrespective of their socio-economic backgrounds, ethnicity, gender,
gender identity or disability. It offers merit scholarships to deserving students and need-
based aid, including fee waivers, ranging from 25% on tuition to 100% on all expenses. The
financial reports suggested that AU has provided need-based financial aid of USD 34.2
million to over 3000 students in the last ten years. In 2020-21, nearly USD 8.4 million in
aid has already been granted by the university and over 51% of undergraduate students at
Ashoka are studying on financial assistance. The university also has tie-ups with financial
institutions that provide education loans at affordable rates without any collateral. It
actively reaches out to low-income schools and Non-Government Organisations in remote
areas of the country to admit students.

The university offers care for students with learning disabilities or psychological
support through special centres such as the Office of Learning Support (OLS) or the
Ashoka Centre for Well Being (ACWB). OLS acts as a central resource centre on specific-
needs-related information and services for the university and promotes collaborative
approaches to implement inclusion policies. The annual reports of the OSL suggest that it
has supported students with visual/hearing impairment, ASD, and cerebral palsy over the
years. On the other hand, the ACWB serves as a safe space to offer free and confidential
counselling support to the entire Ashoka community for the healthy development of mind,
body and soul. The team of counsellors, professionals and volunteers of ACWB offers
specialised services to help students build emotional resources and develop better-coping
strategies. These are unique initiatives in the Indian context, and AU should popularise
and encourage this as essential and mandatory support [87]. It is important to conduct
a third-party assessment suggesting how and to what extent have these initiatives and
activities contributed to fulfilling the universities’ commitment to sustainability.

4.3. Sustainability Teaching and Research

AU’s vision document, offering liberal education, focuses on providing holistic and
comprehensive teachings and sustainability research. The future of liberal education
depends on how best one creates and explores new forms of education that can enhance
social justice, public service, and environmental sustainability while also developing
students to lead a new era of growth and change [88].

4.3.1. Courses and Curriculum

O’Byrne et al. [89] stated that shared foundations between programs are essential for
developing mature sustainability courses that are understood by academics, employers,
and civil society and are effective in training the next generation. Various discussions with
faculty revealed that AU’s course structure fosters connection with the public and society
at the undergraduate level itself. According to one of the faculty, “At Ashoka, the consistent
exchange of knowledge through training, workshops, conferences, public lectures on diverse topics
enrich the thought process and network of young minds, thereby building their social circle”. Since
its inception, AU has been advocating an interdisciplinary mode of education and teaching.
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For example, its undergraduate programme is multidisciplinary to expose students to
different perspectives in and out of the classroom [90].

Foundation courses such as Critical Thinking, Quantitative Reasoning and Environ-
mental Studies are being designed to help cultivate students’ analytical ability. Simultane-
ously, the co-curricular courses in Performing Arts, Visual Arts, and Language strengthen
students’ extra-curricular skills, helping them cope with real-world challenges. Subject-
specific lessons taught at Ashoka are mostly cross-disciplinary. In the Environmental
Studies department, some of the courses such as ‘Agriculture, Food and Sustainability’;
‘Environment and Social Exclusion’; ‘Exploring Life in the Neighbourhood Lab’; ‘Envi-
ronmental Economics’; ‘Cities, Ecology and Equity’ are closely linked to the concept of
sustainability. The curriculum designed for one of the courses on Indian Civilisations (foun-
dation course) introduces students to Indian history, emphasising the diversity of Indian
culture and tradition. Sustainability-oriented teachings are also ingrained in the curriculum
offered by the departments of Economics and Sciences. Within the course on ‘Economy,
Politics and Society’, students are introduced to the various ways in which economic
thoughts have shaped geography, history and institutions and how basic concepts such as
work and labour define individuals and society. A foundation course, Principles of Science,
deals with the evolution of scientific thoughts and landmark discoveries, helping students
understand the essence of scientific temper characterised by unbiased observations and
multiple validations and falsification methods.

Besides the standard degree courses, the university also runs programmes such as
Young Scholars Programme (YSP), Young India Fellowship (YIF), postgraduate diploma
in Advanced Studies and Research and Ashoka-X (specially crafted programs and course
offerings through the online medium to a wider audience). Such programmes help AU to
offer many higher education packages and learnings on sustainability in all its dimensions.

However, other exciting initiatives started by various universities worldwide can
be replicated by AU, considering the local context. One such initiative is the Eco-Reps
program, which was started at Tufts University [91]. The initiative’s main objective is to
increase the students’ overall awareness about environmental issues and promote green
campus projects. The Eco-reps have to attend a weekly class organised around the topics
related to recycling, water conservation, climate change and other sustainability-related
issues. The students who successfully complete the course received a monthly stipend.

4.3.2. Interdisciplinary Research

During the discussions, many faculty have highlighted that AU’s interdisciplinary
nature of research pushes the boundaries and bridges disciplines to open possibilities
for exploration. The mission document describes that the university aims to pioneer
trans-disciplinary research and teaching that create lasting societal impacts. The university
currently has four board areas of disciplines: arts and humanities, social sciences, economics
and basic sciences. Research at the university is driven mainly by faculty/researchers from
all departments/centres with various interests. Some of their thrust areas are bound tradi-
tionally within the same disciplines, while others are compatible with new and evolving
specialisation areas. In addition to discipline-focused research activities, the university has
encouraged interdisciplinary research projects through its popular research centres such
as the CSBC, CSIP, CSGS, Centre for Writing and Communication (CWC), and Centre for
Entrepreneurship, and Centre for Economic Data and Analysis (CEDA). Our study revealed
that students, researchers and faculty are engaged in over 80 ongoing research projects
(2019–2020) addressing sustainability issues in fields ranging from history, anthropology, so-
ciology, economics to environment and basic sciences. Few departments and centres at AU
also conduct evidence-based research and knowledge sharing through its particular policy
cell such as the Science Policy Initiative, which promotes data-driven research, policy work
and advocacy on India’s science, technology and innovation landscape [92]. Researchers
at AU have made a significant contribution to the study of Covid-19 [93]. India’s first
large-scale agent-based simulation model for Covid-19 has been developed at AU [94].
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From working on the mathematical model for optimising testing for COVID-19 in India to
collaborating with different institutes, understanding the pandemic and lockdown’s effects
on the social, economic sector as well as on wide-range aspects of life—Ashoka’s faculty’s
efforts in this field have been highlighted in scholarly works [81,95,96].

The university is making efforts with its experienced faculty to develop new initiatives
and research centres to expand its horizon and scope of research and higher education in
sustainability fields. As an immediate next step, AU is all set to start its new Centre for
Climate Change and Sustainability (3Cs)—to strengthen collaborations in this field, enhance
education, research and awareness on climate change, and build a strong climate action
community. Some of the proposed initiatives under the 3Cs include online international
climate change conferences, lecture series, building a networking and outreach community,
generating proposals for legal remedies, and facilitating summer projects for students.

4.3.3. Conferences, Seminars, Training, Workshops

Literature reinforces the aspect that meetings and conferences are an important
medium for HEIs to promote various issues of sustainability through knowledge-sharing,
experiences, projects, initiatives and methods [97]. AU’s academic departments and centres
actively promote SD concepts by organising conferences, seminars, specialised lectures,
symposia series, and workshops for the students, faculty, and staff. Specialised centres
(OLS and ACWB) organise programs for the welfare and well-being of the students, faculty
and staff at AU. For example, the OLS’s remedial support instructional program helps
students with disabilities to achieve expected competencies in core academic skills such as
literacy and numeracy. Similarly, ACWB’s Gatekeeper Program is explicitly designed to
identify and address mental constraints such as anxiety, depression and connect those in
need of counselling help with the centre. Such initiatives help in improving the well-being
of the Ashoka community. Since the nationwide lockdown announced in India as a result
of the COVID-19 pandemic, AU has introduced a series of online programs such as the
‘Scientifically Speaking’ lecture series and ‘Beyond the Classroom’ seminar series to enable
a sustained and continuous process of learning and development. Our study identified
136 events (conferences, seminars, workshops) organised by the university during the
academic year (2019–2020) addressing sustainability issues in various fields.

This study aims to analyse AU’s key sustainability approaches through sustainability-
focused courses, research, and vital operational strategies adopted for the environment-
friendly campus, well-being, diversity and inclusion, and outreach. We have reviewed new
research areas promoted at AU to address the issues related to sustainability. Analysis has
been done on the new course curriculum and pedagogy designed to ensure sustainable
knowledge creation, communication, research and teaching. Table 3 systematically shows
the adherence between the framework and the condition at AU. In general, the university
has developed all of the sustainability strategies suggested in the framework. Ten strategies
are formally implemented; twelve strategies are informally implemented. In summary, we
may indicate that AU at the time this research was performed had mostly adherence levels
concerning the framework’s strategies.

Sustainable development is crucial to the future of the entire planet. Ensuring social
cohesion, economic prosperity, and protection of the environment are the main pillars of
the SDGs framework. HEIs play a significant role in the education, research, innovation,
culture, and capacity building, essential in achieving the SDGs. This study’s findings build
on the extant literature on sustainability of HEIs as it provides information and data on
sustainability policy and approaches of an Indian university. Re-imagining the societal role
and responsibility of HEIs, and associate operational changes has deep and rich epistemic
roots. Investigating the transformational roles of HEIs by breaking disciplinary silos and
bridging theory and practice through purpose-driven organisations is crucial to make
societies more sustainable. The assessment of the sustainability model of AU can serve
as guidelines to develop sustainability campus models for other HEIs in India, such as
large universities and technical institutes (IITs). Scaling up of this model is important in a
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fast-changing world for the better preparedness of any nation and for its uncertain future.
Being the largest producer of skilled human resources globally, India’s adoption of sustain-
ability education in HEIs benefits the entire world. The study can inform the decisions of
policymakers and administrators at HEIs to develop and implement policies to create a
learning environment to imbue sustainability perspectives into various stakeholders.

5. Conclusions

This study has critically reviewed what AU has accomplished in promoting sustain-
ability. The university has shown its commitment to SD issues through the delivery of
focused courses, research and operations. Since its inception, the university has imple-
mented strategies and taken initiatives directed towards ensuring affordability and access,
well-being and welfare, diversity and inclusion, as well as outreach and engagement of its
community, i.e., students, faculty, and staff. The pedagogy, courses, curriculum, activities
taught/undertaken at the university have been designed to promote sustainability in
exchanging knowledge, communication, research and teaching. Our noteworthy finding
is that AU manages its functions differently and provides guidance to the community
towards social upliftment and environmental sustainability by explicitly linking research,
educational, and internal operational activities. This study has also revealed that although
AU contributes to reaching the sustainability goals, it should pay considerable attention
to adopt global best sustainability practices. More formal approaches and external audit
processes are needed in specific areas for future development. Moreover, the sustain-
able development of Indian universities should look beyond the narrowed definition of
environmental aspects and broaden their roles to exert social and economic perspectives.

This study delineates the current debate governing the promotion of sustainability in
an HEI in a globalised world. Further, it has made an attempt to critically analyse the sus-
tainability approaches of an Indian university, i.e., AU, through a framework, suggested for
non-western countries. This work serves as an entry point for evaluating sustainability is-
sues of the Indian higher education system. The framework proposed by Alshuwaikhat and
Abubakar is a valuable instrument in assessing the campus sustainability of Indian univer-
sities. However, given the diversity (regional, social, economic, cultural and geographical)
in Indian university campuses, it is not easy to implement or follow a homogeneous system
or model. Further research on policy approaches, data analyses, and review of specific
case studies would provide practical insights with a specific understanding of this complex
topic. After all, a university is a place where learning is continuous, and adaptation to new
norms and practices is the best way to ensure sustainable development in higher education.
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Nomenclature

HEI Higher Education Institute
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
SD Sustainable development
SDGs Sustainable Development Goals
AISHE All India Survey of Higher Education
AU Ashoka University
EMS Environment Management System
KLD kilo litres per day
CoE Centres of Excellence
CMGGA Chief Minister’s Good Governance Associates
OLS Office of Learning Support
ACWB Ashoka Centre for Well Being
3Cs Centre for Climate Change
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