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Abstract

Sustainability is a fundamental value that all organizations strive to achieve,
including universities. Some academics argue that sustainability is not only
a principle to which universities should commit, but also that they have the
potential to accelerate its implementation and catalyze social change towards
more sustainable practices.

This study presents the specific case of the Faculty of Economic and Business
Sciences (FCEyE) at the Catholic University of Cuyo (UCCuyo), examining the
implementation and outcomes of a University Social Responsibility (USR) plan.
The methodology employed is qualitative, using a case study approach.

The results reveal the impacts generated by the implementation of the USR
plan in key areas such as management, teaching, research, and outreach at the
FCEyE of UCCuyo. These findings hold significant implications for leaders of other
universities in Argentina. In conclusion, the study highlights the importance of
strategic leadership in effectively, comprehensively, and sustainably adopting
sustainability policies in the university context.

Keywords: Commitment, higher education institution, sustainability, university
social responsibility plan.
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Introduction

Sustainability is fundamental to human and environmental well-being
(Biggeri & Mauro, 2018). The United Nations highlights the role of education in
promoting sustainable practices (Arias-Valle, 2023), with educational institutions
playing a key role in adopting sustainable approaches. This involves integrating
sustainable principles into their management and training future generations to
address emerging social, economic, and environmental challenges (Christou et
al,, 2024; Holst, 2023)they tend to fall short of the achievement of this objective.
Multiple studies indicate that HEIs assign high importance to the integration of
environmental sustainability on a strategic level but generally lack dedicated
policies of integration in operational aspects. This paper’s research aim is to
provide a meta-study that reviews, analyzes, and assesses the state of the art on
research on HEI sustainability. The paper also contributes to the state-of-the-
art by mapping institutional sustainability self-assessment models, tools, and
guidelines in four prominent research areas: (1.

The concept of sustainable development, introduced by Dr Gro Harlem
Brundtland (1987), has evolved into practical frameworks like the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), with
education recognized as a key driver for achieving sustainability (Agbedahin,
2019; Sachs, 2012). Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), promoted
by UNESCO, reinforces the importance of integrating sustainability into global
education systems, particularly in higher education (Cortese, 2003).

Universities have developed indicators to demonstrate their commitment to
sustainability, using strategic management tools to embed these values into their
institutions (Aimen et al., 2024; Lozano et al.,, 2013). Effective implementation
includes aligning mission statements, developing strategic sustainability plans,
and creating dedicated sustainability offices (Filho et al., 2019; Papadimitriou
& Schiffecker, 2023).

The implementation of sustainability has been studied from various
perspectives. For instance, Filho et al. (2023) provide a global mapping of
universities’ commitment to SDGs, while Xue (2022)the current study firstly
showcased how universities have embedded sustainable development goals into
their visions, strategies, management, and plans across different continents. Then
it reviewed the landscape of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs and Zhou
(2024) explore how institutions have integrated SDGs and ESD in their agendas.
Monteiro et al. (2024) examine Portuguese universities’ sustainability integration,
and Arias-Valle et al. (2021a, 2021b)por ejemplo, la Organizacién de las Naciones
Unidas (ONU analyze Spanish universities’ commitment to sustainability, with
Fuchs et al. (2023) focusing on Latin America.
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In this context, the research questions arise: (1) What are the impacts and
outcomes of implementing an USR plan at the FCEyE of UCCuyo? (2) What is
its relevance for promoting sustainability policies in higher education? The
objective of this study is to examine the implementation and outcomes of an
USR plan at the FCEyE of UCCuyo, focusing on its impacts in key areas such as
management, teaching, research, and outreach. This study offers valuable insights
and contributes empirical evidence to the literature, providing practical examples
for other institutions aiming to promote sustainability in higher education.

Methodology

The methodology used in this study is based on a qualitative approach,
employing the case study method following the guidelines established by Yin
(2013). The research process was carried out in several stages. Initially, an
exhaustive document analysis was conducted, examining the content of the
USR plan, UCCuyo’s founding regulations, management reports, and meeting
minutes. Subsequently, relevant stakeholders were identified, along with the
programs designed for each group, their execution, and the resulting impacts.
Surveys were then administered to assess the expectations of these stakeholders,
complemented by interviews with key actors to evaluate the success of each
program. Finally, a report was prepared based on the findings.

The descriptive objective of the study is to present the design, implementation,
and outcomes of the USR plan at the FCEyE of UCCuyo. This process involved
analyzing the characteristics, roles, and profiles of the institutional actors, as
well as their expectations and the sustainability processes in areas such as
management, teaching, research, and outreach. All of these elements were
evaluated to determine the possible impacts of the USR plan implementation.

The study population was the FCEyE of UCCuyo, with the identified
stakeholders being the authorities, administrative staff, lecturers, researchers,
and students of the institution. A strategic stakeholder mapping was employed
based on the methodology proposed by Freeman (1984).

Regarding data collection tools, interviews were conducted with key
stakeholders to understand their perceptions, expectations, and experiences.
Surveys were also administered to all internal stakeholders, and a document
analysis of various relevant institutional and legal materials was performed.

The data collection process was divided into several phases, which included
initial interviews with key stakeholders, document analysis to identify existing
policies and sustainability-related areas, and surveys to assess stakeholders’
perspectives. The data analysis was conducted through the coding and
categorization of emerging patterns and themes from the interviews and
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documents, triangulating data from different sources to ensure validity and
reliability, and creating an impact matrix to assess the current and potential
contribution of the FCEyE of UCCuyo to sustainability.

Process of Implementing Sustainability

Since 2014, the FCEyE of UCCuyo has been implementing the USR plan that
is conceived and designed by the Institute of Sustainable Development (ISD).
The conception of this plan stemmed from extensive research conducted by the
ISD, which examined the strategic implementation of sustainability in higher
education institutions (Nasution et al., 2024) universities are facing an increasing
challenge to nurture human resources that are capable of thriving and excelling
in global competition. Universitas Sumatera Utara (USU. Following this research
and under the leadership of the relevant authorities, it was decided to implement
the USR plan at the FCEyE, following the six steps outlined in a guide developed
by the ISD (Pujadas et al., 2008). This process took into account the tools of
organizational strategic management (Fumasoli & Hladchenko, 2023).

The six steps followed were as follows:

1. Review of the mission, vision, and values of the FCEyE to include
sustainability in its institutional statement. A mission was agreed upon
that reflects the commitment to sustainability and the training of ethical
and entrepreneurial professionals.

2. Stakeholder analysis to understand their expectations, needs, and
opportunities for collaboration. A matrix was used to identify, prioritize,
and classify stakeholders, highlighting authorities, students, teaching
and research staff, administrative personnel, the environment, the local
community, and other related entities.

3. Definition of the Social Responsibility Policy of the FCEyE, identifying
priority areas of service to society and contribution to the common good.

4. Development of the USR plan, which is currently aligned with the SDGs.
It includes specific programs for each stakeholder, with concrete projects
aligned with the mission, vision, and social responsibility policy of the
faculty.

5. Implementation of the USR plan, with the commitment of the authorities
and the appointment of a plan coordinator reporting to the ISD. Prior
to implementation, the concepts involved in the plan were widely
disseminated, and priorities were set for its execution.

6. Continuous monitoring and evaluation of the USR plan to ensure its
effectiveness and to adjust actions as necessary.
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Results of the USR Plan Implementation

The results will be presented according to the different areas, outlining the
impacts generated:
Management Area: Organizational Impact

Work environment: surveys conducted by the researchers on employees’
perceptions of the work environment and flexible working hours show
that over 80 % are satisfied with these aspects.

Environmental care: the results of the implemented policies are evident
through the recognitions received from the Secretariat of the Environment
of the San Juan provincial government.

Institutionalization of sustainability: the outcomes of the creation
and work of the ISD can be demonstrated through agreements signed
with various institutions, such as the Ministry of Mining, Productive
Development, and Human Development. The ISD is also involved in
teaching, research, and outreach activities.

Teaching Area: Educational Impact

Teaching sustainability involves not only the transmission of knowledge but
also the development of values and skills that encourage ethical and responsible
decision-making concerning global challenges.

Variable: Curricular inclusion of sustainability.

Indicators:

Percentage of courses incorporating sustainability-related content.
Number of theses and final projects focused on sustainability, ethics, or
corporate social responsibility (CSR).

Results of student surveys on their perceptions of sustainability in their
studies.

Authors such as Barth et al. (2007) argue that including sustainability topics in
educational programs fosters critical awareness and problem-solving skills in
students. This approach ensures that future professionals are equipped to face
environmental and social challenges.

Curricular inclusion of sustainability: More than 40 % of Master Theses
or final projects from undergraduate degrees focus on topics related to
sustainability, ethics, CSR, and triple-impact research.
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e Contribution to the social fabric: Theses on CSR propose new ways
of understanding sustainability in organizations, with many of these
organizations adopting the proposals researched by students.

Research Area: Cognitive Impact

University research is key to generating innovative solutions to sustainability

problems. This research should focus on developing technologies and knowledge

applicable to resource conservation, social equity, and climate change adaptation.
Variable: Production of sustainability research.

Indicators:

¢ Number of research projects focused on sustainability topics.

e Indexed scientific publications related to sustainability.

e Participation in international conferences and seminars on sustainability.

Filho et al. (2019) argue that sustainability research should be a priority in
universities to generate applicable knowledge that promotes concrete societal
changes. Indicators such as scientific publications measure the institution’s
commitment to this mission.

e Sustainability research: The research activity adapts to the different
challenges of the university and the region. One outcome of this work was
the publication of a book on the research into the USR plan. Other relevant
sustainability research outcomes include projects such as “Developing
a Model to Implement a Sustainable Development Plan at UCCuyo”,
“Sustainable Best Practices for the Productive Sector of the Province”,
“Educating for Sustainable Development”, and “The Contribution of
UCCuyo to Sustainable Development”.

e Production and dissemination of useful knowledge: ISD researchers
present their work at international, national, and provincial conferences.
Additionally, they publish articles in indexed scientific journals.

e Contribution to the knowledge society: In addition to scientific articles,
contributions are made through dissemination in local media such as
radio and newspapers, as well as through the writing of book chapters.
Through these contributions, the researchers have earned academic
awards, scholarships, and other recognitions.
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Outreach Area: Social Participation Impact

University outreach enables the knowledge generated at the university to
reach the community through collaborative projects addressing social and
environmental problems.

Variable: Community participation in sustainability projects.

Indicators:

¢ Number of university outreach projects related to sustainability.

e Number of people benefiting from community projects.

e Collaborations with local organizations and governments in the
implementation of sustainable solutions.

According to Vien & Galik (2024), university outreach is a key tool for positively
impacting society by promoting sustainable practices at both local and global
levels. Measuring the number of projects and their reach helps evaluate the
success of these initiatives.

e Integration of social outreach: The commitment to social problems
is reflected in the implementation of projects such as the “Educating
for Sustainable Development” and “Sustainable Best Practices for the
Productive Sector of the Province”.

e Projects with long-lasting impact: The recognition from local entities,
such as the Rivadavia Municipality, highlights the FCEyE’s commitment
to social issues.

e Participation in development agendas: Actions such as the organization
of open lectures and the creation of observatories promote sustainable
development at local, national, and international levels.

Discussion

Sustainable strategic management must be the starting point for universities
to integrate sustainability into their institutional mission. Universities can revise
and align their mission to explicitly reflect sustainability as a fundamental value,
following the example set by the FCEyE of UCCuyo. This integration ensures that
all activities are aligned with a sustainable approach, as suggested by Lozano et
al. (2013), who emphasize the importance of strategic leadership committed to
these values.

According to Shetty (2024), universities play a crucial role in promoting
sustainability due to their inherent contribution to society. The experience of
the FCEYE in the development and implementation of its USR Plan underscores
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the importance of having a structured approach aligned with the SDGs. The
percentage of sustainability theses validates the effectiveness of the plan.

The commitment of the FCEYE to this cause requires the active participation of
institutional leaders, as demonstrated by Ipsilandis et al. (2024). In this context,
the benefits of strategic management and its tools are evident, as highlighted by
Holst et al. (2024). To implement sustainability, the FCEyE followed the steps
outlined by the ISD, as mentioned by Pujadas et al. (2008). Elements such as
the sustainable mission statement provide a legal and institutional framework
for sustainability policies, as studied by Papadimitriou and Schiffecker (2023)
and Arias-Valle et al. (2021a). Moreover, the USR Plan, which encompasses all
sustainable practices, represents an integral, holistic, and cross-cutting process
for implementing sustainability, as presented by Monteiro et al. (2024). Filho
et al. (2019) stress that sustainability offices facilitate coordination between
areas and ensure the continuity of initiatives over the long term, ensuring that
universities can adapt to the changing needs of their communities.

Universities play a fundamental role in the holistic development of individuals,
the generation of knowledge, and the promotion of innovation, as pointed out by
Filho et al. (2024). Therefore, the USR plan covers the areas of teaching, research,
and outreach to achieve impacts in economic, social, and environmental aspects
(Lozano & Barreiro-Gen, 2023). The results from the teaching area highlight
the importance of sustainability education, which not only imparts knowledge
and skills but also plays a key role in promoting sustainability by conveying the
principles and challenges associated with sustainable development, as noted
by Budur et al. (2024). It is important to highlight the strategy of integrating
sustainability into the curriculum and offering postgraduate training programs;
this is evident in the interest shown by students in their theses, which address
environmental, social, and economic issues in an informed and responsible
manner, as indicated by Gozin and Hatami (2024). According to Tomasella et al.
(2024)values, mindsets, and abilities needed to address these challenges requires
educating society about the simultaneous pursuit of economic, environmental,
and social goals as advocated by the United Nations? (UN, this sustainability-
focused approach also fosters the development of essential skills such as critical
thinking, problem-solving, and teamwork, which are crucial for implementing
sustainable practices in various fields.

One of the key indicators validating the effectiveness of this plan is the
percentage of Master Theses focusing on sustainability topics. Currently, over
40 % of postgraduate theses from the FCEyE address sustainability-related
issues, which demonstrates a tangible commitment by students and academics
to these themes. This indicator not only reflects the integration of sustainability
into the academic curriculum but also serves as a reference for measuring the
interest and awareness of the university community towards the challenges of
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sustainable development.

Universities should prioritize interdisciplinary research lines focused on
sustainability, as recommended by Pfeifer and Helming (2024). The FCEyE
has demonstrated how collaboration with business and government sectors
drives the generation of concrete solutions, a strategy supported by Filho et al.
(2024). The creation of collaborative networks and participation in international
conferences by FCEyE researchers not only positions universities at the forefront
of research but also strengthens their social impact, as argued by Hamadi & El-
Den (2024).

Another important indicator is the number of research projects related to
sustainability that have been published. The FCEyE has achieved significant
scientific output in this field, participating in international conferences and
collaborating with business and government sectors. Such results show that a
Strategic Sustainability Plan should not only focus on training but also on the
generation of applied knowledge that can provide concrete solutions to local
and global problems.

The development of outreach programs centered on sustainability, such as the
FCEyE'’s “Educating for Sustainable Development”, promotes significant impacts in
local communities. Schmitz et al. (2024)business and management education has
failed to embrace the complexity and boundaries of organizational systems. This
failure has resulted in a disconnection from ourselves, the social environment,
and the natural environment. Our interconnectedness with the world could be
re-established through critical, mindful self-reflection and awareness, adding
an emotional layer to our cognitive-heavy education efforts that would ignite
behavioral change and action. In this chapter, we explore how to unlearn the
economics-driven perspective by approaching sustainable development using
a systems theory perspective and supplementing it with the sustainability
mindset concept. Systems theory supports the importance of identifying all
interrelated processes within the system and their multiple consequences across
it all, while the three pillars of the sustainability mindset, knowing (having the
knowledge to understand and do something assert that community engagement
is essential for the success of sustainable initiatives. Furthermore, the research
by Shyiramunda & van den Bersselaar (2024) reinforces the idea that outreach
programs strengthen local capacities by promoting community empowerment
and autonomy:.

The finding regarding the economic impact generated by the USR plan is
intrinsically linked to the areas of management, teaching, and research. The
policies implemented have fostered a favorable work environment, promoting
equality and facilitating the balance between work and family life (Chinchilla et
al,, 2017). The actions taken in this regard have resulted in tangible benefits, such
as reduced absenteeism, as well as intangible benefits, such as a strengthened
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sense of belonging and increased employee motivation. The social impact is
closely tied to university outreach. The outreach projects have had a positive
impact on the local community through the training of entrepreneurs and the
regularization of NGOs.

The environmental impact is primarily concentrated in the area of university
management. The analysis conducted by the ISD identified the faculty’s activities
that generate the greatest negative environmental impact, highlighting paper
as the most polluting waste. To mitigate this impact, various actions were
implemented, such as raising awareness about the responsible use of paper,
promoting battery and plastic recycling, and requesting the installation of
classified waste containers on campus. These initiatives were recognized by the
Provincial Government, underlining the faculty’s commitment to environmental
protection.

These findings have significant implications for both policymakers at the
governmental level and institutional leaders in the educational sector. In this
sense, the research highlights the importance of having leaders committed to
sustainable values to facilitate the effective integration of sustainability into
institutional policies and practices, as concluded by Lozano et al. (2013). These
leaders must possess a deep understanding of the principles of sustainable
development and be firmly committed to promoting sustainability across all
university functions, as emphasized by Ghasemy et al. (2023). Their leadership
is fundamental to inspiring and mobilizing both the Argentine university system
and the broader university community towards a more sustainable approach in
education, research, and outreach (Holst et al., 2024). Another key element is the
use of strategic management tools, which enabled a comprehensive institutional
approach to sustainability through systems thinking, as highlighted by Christou
etal. (2024).

The present study has several limitations that should be considered when
interpreting its results and conclusions. It focuses on a specific case of a single
faculty (FCEyE) at a particular university (UCCuyo) in Argentina, meaning that
the findings may only be applicable at the time the study was conducted. Future
changes in policy, administration, or context could impact the relevance of these
findings. Potential future research could include inter-institutional comparisons
between different universities in Argentina or abroad, to examine how varying
approaches to sustainability implementation affect management, teaching,
research, and outreach. Another suggestion is conducting a longitudinal study
to evaluate how the impacts of the USR plan evolve over time, particularly in
terms of sustainability and long-term effectiveness.
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Holistic and Systemic Perspective of the USR

The USR plan at the Catholic University of Cuyo is implemented integrally,
covering management, teaching, research, and outreach. This holistic approach
ensures that sustainability is not limited to isolated initiatives but is deeply
embedded across all university levels and activities. In management, the USR
promotes sustainable organizational practices, including resource efficiency
policies aligned with the SDGs. In teaching, sustainability is integrated into the
curriculum, fostering ethical and responsible training for students. Research is
directed towards generating knowledge applicable to sustainability challenges,
while outreach initiatives promote community projects that reinforce the
university’s social commitment.

This integrated approach aligns with recent studies that advocate for a holistic
perspective, emphasizing the need for a systemic shift in higher education to
effectively address global sustainability challenges (Salite et al., 2023). The
cohesive implementation of the USR offers a model for universities to act as
agents of change, fostering a culture of sustainability that transcends individual
areas and strengthens institutional commitment to truly sustainable education.

Potential for Replication and Adaptation in Other Universities

The USR plan implemented at the Catholic University of Cuyo offers a replicable
model for institutions aiming to integrate sustainability. Grounded in stakeholder
analysis and alignment with the SDGs, this approach is adaptable across various
academic contexts and aligns with an emphasis on organizational culture and
sustainability (Kravale-Paulina et al., 2023; Salite et al., 2023). Universities
can adopt this methodology to advance sustainable practices in management,
teaching, and research, thereby fostering a systemic shift towards sustainable
education.

Proposals for Implementing Sustainability Programs at Universities

1. Review and Align Institutional Mission: Universities should align their
mission with sustainability, establishing a framework that integrates
sustainability into all academic and administrative activities. The FCEyE of
the UCCuyo provides a practical example by incorporating sustainability
and social responsibility into its institutional mission.

2. Develop a Strategic Sustainability Plan: Universities must create a
clear sustainability plan that outlines key impact areas, such as teaching,
research, and outreach. This plan should include measurable objectives
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and a timeline for action. The structured approach of FCEyE’s USR Plan,
aligned with the SDGs, demonstrates the importance of this.

3. Integrate Sustainability into the Curriculum: It is crucial for univer-
sities to embed sustainability topics across academic programs,
either through specific courses or by integrating these themes into all
disciplines. FCEyE’s example, where over 40 % of Master Theses focus
on sustainability, shows how this approach prepares professionals
committed to sustainable development.

4. Strengthen Sustainability Research: Universities should prioritize
sustainability-focused = research,  encouraging  interdisciplinary
collaboration and community-impact projects. FCEyE’s participation in
international conferences and its research publications highlight how
universities can lead in generating sustainability knowledge.

5. Develop Sustainable Outreach Programs: Universities should promote
outreach programs that directly engage communities in implementing
sustainable practices. These initiatives not only strengthen university-
community bonds but also create tangible societal impacts. The program
“Educating for Sustainable Development” at FCEyE exemplifies how
universities can contribute to local and regional development.

6. Establish Sustainability Offices: Dedicated sustainability offices allow
universities to effectively plan, implement, and monitor sustainability
initiatives. These offices should work across university departments to
ensure a comprehensive approach. The IDS at UCCuyo has been central
to the success of the USR plan, demonstrating the importance of having a
dedicated entity to lead these efforts.

The findings of the USR at the Catholic University of Cuyo align with previous
studies that emphasize the importance of organizational culture and systemic
commitment in sustainability education. For example, Kravale-Paulina et al.
(2023) highlight how an attractive and collaborative workplace environment
is essential for implementing sustainable practices in educational institutions.
Additionally, Salite et al. (2023) underscore the need for a holistic perspective
in education, a focus reflected in the USR’s integration across all areas of the
university. These studies reinforce the USR model as an integrated strategy that
addresses both organizational culture and commitment to sustainability.

Based on the results obtained, we propose an adaptable sustainability model
that other universities can implement according to their specific contexts. This
model suggests practical strategies in management, teaching, research, and
outreach, emphasizing the integration of sustainability across all institutional
areas. By offering an adaptable guide, this approach provides practical value for
universities in diverse settings, aligning with the goal of fostering an applied and
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effective understanding of sustainability in higher education.

To effectively contribute to the academic discussion on sustainability
education, this article connects its findings with prior studies that emphasize the
need for an expanded and holistic perspective in this field. The results underscore
the benefits of an integrated approach to sustainability across management,
teaching, research, and outreach within higher education institutions (Kravale-
Paulina et al,, 2023; Salite et al., 2023). Additionally, as a prompt for future
research, the article includes a concluding discussion that raises open questions
and points for reflection to inspire further studies in diverse institutional and
cultural contexts. This approach encourages a deeper understanding of the
challenges and opportunities in sustainability education, fostering academic
engagement and the development of collaborative research within this emerging
field.

Conclusions

In conclusion, this study describes the implementation of the USR plan at
the FCEyE of UCCuyo and highlights the crucial role that universities play in
promoting and adopting sustainable practices. Through a holistic and cross-
cutting approach, the FCEyE has demonstrated a significant commitment to
sustainability, integrating it into all areas of management, teaching, research,
and outreach.

The results underscore both the tangible and intangible benefits derived from
the implementation of the USR plan, which goes beyond economic aspects to also
address social and environmental impacts. From the comprehensive education
of students to the generation of knowledge and innovation, the FCEyE has shown
how a sustainability-centered strategy can strengthen the university community
and contribute positively to society as a whole.

Ultimately, this study emphasizes the importance of having committed
leaders and a strong strategic direction to drive the effective integration of
sustainability into institutional policies and practices. With the right leadership
and a systemic approach, universities can play a fundamental role in promoting
a more sustainable future for generations to come.
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