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Abstract: This article builds upon the experiences and results of the application of 

sustainability assessment instruments in higher education. First, a short overview of 

existing sustainability assessment tools will be provided, as well as their contribution 

towards the integration of sustainability in higher education. Second, a reflective case 

focuses on the use of sustainability assessment for policy development in higher 

education. This case is  based upon the application of the Auditing Instrument for 

Sustainability in Higher Education (AISHE) in a Belgian higher education institution, 

focusing on four consecutive assessments in the department of Business Studies (2003, 

2004, 2009, 2010). Based on the assessment reports and an evaluation of the 

assessments, the contribution of sustainability assessment to policy development is 

reflected upon. The article provides a research-based, reflective study, and focuses on 

the consecutive application of sustainability assessment tools (i.e. more than 1 ad-hoc 

initiative); the contribution of sustainability assessment to policy development (i.e. 

defining a sustainability vision, drafting a sustainability policy plan, defining indicators 

to follow-up); the contribution of sustainability assessment to connecting a bottom-up 

approach to a top-down approach. The article results in specific recommendations on 

the use of sustainability assessment for policy development in higher education. 

Keywords: Sustainable higher education; sustainability assessment; policy 

development; AISHE 

 

Introduction 

Higher education institutions bear a profound societal responsibility, i.e. contributing to the 

transition process towards sustainable development. This responsibility is derived from the so 

called ‘wicked problems’ in society, and the inability of societal stakeholders to find answers 

to these problems (Rieckmann 2012; Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman 2011). Higher 

education institutions are expected to help students acquire the competences that enable them 

to cope with these problems and find sustainable solutions, however the integration of these 

competences for sustainable development remains fragmented and implicit (Lambrechts et al. 

2013). Furthermore, as a part of their societal responsibility, Higher education institutions are 

ought to lead by example, and thus integrate sustainability principles within their campus 
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operations, research and outreach. This approach, where sustainability integration is 

encouraged within all working fields of higher education, is envisioned within numerous 

charters and declarations for sustainability in higher education (Lozano et al. 2013; Wright 

2004). To enable higher education institutions to follow up their own initiatives to integrate 

sustainable development, sustainability assessment has become –or should become– an 

inevitable part of these working fields (Lozano et al. 2013), however results from a worldwide 

survey show that sustainability assessment is lagging behind in higher education institutions’ 

practices (Lozano et al. 2015, in press).  

Regarding sustainability assessment in higher education, a lot of attention has been 

given towards the development of criteria, indicators, tools and instruments. The variety of 

approaches to apply sustainability indicators in higher education institutions is abundant, and 

covers conceptual frameworks, environmental management systems, reporting guidelines, life 

cycle assessments, ranking tools, indexes, etc. (Ramos and Pires 2013). Specifically focusing 

on sustainability assessment, initiatives reported in the literature range from applying existing 

instruments within the context of higher education, e.g. the ecological footprint to assess 

campus operations (Lambrechts and Van Liedekerke 2014); adapting existing instruments to 

be used in higher education, e.g. Global Reporting Initiative (GRI 2011); or developing 

specific instruments to be used within the framework of higher education, e.g. the Assessment 

Instrument for Sustainability in Higher Education (AISHE), as described by Roorda (2001). 

In describing the different assessment tools and instruments, their position and 

contribution to the sustainability integration process in higher education is often highlighted 

as threefold (Lambrechts and Ceulemans 2013): 

(1) Sustainability assessment contributes to policy development; 

(2) Sustainability assessment contributes to mainstreaming sustainable development in 

higher education; 
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(3) Sustainability assessment contributed to transparency and communication. 

Sustainability assessment is seen as an important tool for decision-making in a variety 

of contexts, as an assessment contributes to understanding the sustainability challenge in a 

given context, provides information on sustainability impacts and fosters the defining of 

objectives (Waas et al. 2014). Also in the context of higher education institutions, applying 

tools for sustainability assessment and (self) reporting, can encourage the planning process for 

sustainability goals and actions (Lidstone, Wright, and Sherren 2015) or the comparison of 

different higher education institutions in an attempt to benchmark results (Shriberg 2002). 

Furthermore, sustainability assessment could be seen as a part of the process of sustainability 

reporting, however the two terms can clearly be differentiated and defined (Ceulemans, 

Molderez, and Van Liedekerke 2015, in press). 

The specific contribution of sustainability assessment towards sustainable 

development integration in universities has been reported in various cases (e.g. Mader 2013; 

Meisch et al. 2015),  however Ramos and Pires (2013) state that more research is needed 

towards the contribution of sustainability assessment to structural organisational change in 

higher education institutions, in order to foster the contribution of higher education to the 

sustainability transition (Miller, Muñoz-Erickson, and Redman 2011; Ramos and Pires 2013). 

Furthermore, as higher education institutions see sustainability as a new way of organising 

themselves in times of educational reforms towards efficiency, management and control 

(Wals 2014), the contribution of sustainability assessment to these specific conditions and 

evolutions is recommended. In this context, the link between sustainability assessment and 

quality assurance in higher education institutions is seen as an important next step in the 

sustainable development integration process (Vettori and Rammel 2014).  

This article focuses on the first asset of sustainability assessment in higher education 

described by Lambrechts and Ceulemans (2013), i.e. its contribution towards policy 
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development. Section 2 further focuses on tools and instruments to assess sustainability in 

higher education institutions, with a focus on education, research, outreach and campus 

operations, their position in the integration of sustainable development in higher education 

institutions, and a presentation of the AISHE instrument. Section 3 describes the research 

questions, method and scope of the study. Results of the reflective case are described in 

section 4. Section 5 presents the discussion, connecting the results of section 4 with previous 

research on the case. Finally section 6 describes conclusions and recommendations for further 

research and policy development in higher education. 

 

Sustainability assessment tools 

In recent years, as an answer to the need to define guidelines for sustainability integration in 

higher education, a variety of sustainability assessment tools have been developed (Shriberg 

2004; Siemer, Elmer, and Rammel 2006), each with their own scope (education, research, 

outreach, campus operations), criteria (qualitative, quantitative), and methods (survey, focus 

groups, interviews, etc.). Providing an exhaustive overview of existing tools and instruments 

would stretch far beyond the scope of this article, however, some examples are given in order 

to demonstrate the variety of approaches in the field. These examples are chosen in an 

arbitrary manner, based on the reports about these instruments in recent peer reviewed book 

chapters and articles. The Graphical Assessment for Sustainability in Universities (GASU) 

provides guidance to assess education, research, outreach and operations in a qualitative and 

quantitative way. This tool uses desk research as the main method to collect data (Lozano 

2006). The Sustainability Tool for Assessing UNiversities’ Curricula Holistically 

(STAUNCH, RTM) is specifically focusing on education, providing qualitative and 

quantitative data through desk research methods (Glover, Peters, and Haslett 2011; Lozano 

2010). The Sustainability Tracking, Assessment and Rating System (STARS) covers 
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education, research, outreach and operations, providing qualitative and quantitative data 

through desk research and self-reporting methods. The instrument has been developed by the 

Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE 2012). 

The Auditing Instrument for Sustainability in Higher Education (AISHE) was 

launched by the Dutch Committee for Sustainable Higher Education, and developed by 

Roorda (2001). Later on, the name of the instrument was changed to ‘Assessment Instrument 

for Sustainability in Higher Education’, still using the same acronym. AISHE is based on a 

model for quality management, i.e. the European Foundation for Quality Management 

(EFQM), with the underlying idea that an organisation can be positioned in a certain phase 

when assessing its performance on a given topic. AISHE defines five phases: (1) Activity-

oriented; (2) Process-oriented; (3) System-oriented; (4) Chain-oriented; (5) Society-oriented. 

The assessment process of AISHE is based on twenty criteria, clustered in five groups, as 

shown in table 1. An AISHE assessment is performed by a group of approximately 15 

participants, ranging from teachers, administrative staff, policy makers, students, and if 

possible external stakeholders. Each of the participants first evaluates the twenty criteria 

individually, deciding in which phase the higher education institution or study program is 

situated. Later on, a consensus meeting takes place, in which the group of participants has to 

reach consensus about the phase of each criterion. The result of an AISHE assessment is a 

written report, with a graphical representation of the scores of all criteria (Roorda 2001). In 

2009, a new version, called AISHE 2.0 was launched, using the same process oriented 

method, but covering five modules: education, research, societal role (outreach), operations 

and policy. Furthermore, it provides both qualitative and quantitative data (Roorda et al. 

2009). 

Since the launch of the instrument in 2001, AISHE has been used in a number of 

universities worldwide (Roorda 2013), however reports about the experiences with the 
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instrument are limited available. The use of AISHE in the light of policy development 

initiatives was highlighted by Roorda (2004). Further reported cases focus upon the link 

between assessment and certification (Roorda and Martens 2008). First hand experiences with 

the instrument are provided by Lambrechts and Ceulemans (2013), reporting about the 

experiences with the use of AISHE in two Belgian higher education institutions, Leuven 

University College (KHLeuven) and Hogeschool-Universiteit Brussel (HUB). Based on 15 

AISHE assessments in these higher education institutions, they provide an evaluation of the 

instrument, including strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats related to its use. 

Another case is provided by Brandli et al. (2014), presenting the experiences with AISHE in 

the University of Passo Fundo (UPF), in which 30 study programs were assessed. The study 

shows that there is a lack of policy to support sustainability integration in higher education 

institutions’ academic and operational practices (Brandli et al. 2014). The cases reported in 

the literature point out that, when performing an AISHE assessment, policy development 

initiatives are regularly mentioned, both within the results of the assessment, as in the 

possibilities to further integrate sustainable development within the higher education 

institution. 

 

Research question, method and scope 

Sustainability assessment in higher education is often seen as important because of its 

(possible) contribution to policy development in higher education institutions. However, this 

statement is merely made out of the possibilities perspective and less from the perspective of 

real empirical data on the contribution of the use of sustainability assessment tools and 

instruments to policy development in higher education institutions. This article starts from the 

following research questions: 
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• Q1: What is the contribution of sustainability assessment to policy development in a 

higher education institution? 

• Q2: How are results of sustainability assessment used and integrated within the policy 

context of the higher education institution? 

 

In order to find an answer to the two research questions, the grounded theory approach is used 

(as described by Strauss 1987), in which data are systematically and intensively analysed in 

an iterative and cyclical process, in order to organise and structure different trends within the 

concept. In order to do this, this article presents a critical interpretative analysis of 

sustainability assessment reports of a higher education institution. In order to structure data on 

the contribution of sustainability assessment, a framework for analysis is drafted using the 

structure of the model as described by Verhulst and Lambrechts (2015, in press), with a focus 

on human factors in an organisational change process: (1) organisational culture; (2) 

resistance against change; (3) empowerment and involvement; (4) internal communication on 

changes. 

 This article looks at sustainability assessment and policy development at the level of a 

single higher education institution, Leuven University College (KHLeuven). Choice for this 

in-depth case is based on several arguments: first, this higher education institution is the only 

one in Belgium with a considerable amount of sustainability assessment reports (i.e. more 

than ten, of which four consecutive), thus providing sufficient data for policy development 

analysis. Second, this higher education institution has a well-documented history regarding 

the integration of sustainable development, providing a lot of supplementary materials for 

analysis. The reports are based on AISHE, and provide structured information based on 

twenty criteria. The choice for AISHE was made 2003 because of its innovative nature (as 

described by Shriberg 2002), the specific structure of the instrument (process oriented, based 
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on quality management approach) and because the instrument was available in Dutch, which 

was the working language within the higher education institution (Lambrechts, Van den 

Haute, and Vanhoren 2009). This availability in different languages improves possibilities to 

use the instrument at a local level.  

 The critical iterative process consists of three steps. In a first step, during a first 

reading of the reports, the described information is categorised and labelled in an open 

analysis (i.e. without prescriptive parameters). The outcome of this step is a long list of 

categories discovered in the reports. In a second step, the reports are analysed again with 

prescriptive parameters derived from the human factors model, thus clustering categories 

according to their contribution to, or inference with, organisational aspects, barriers against 

change, stakeholder involvement, and communication on change. In a third step, the 

categories specifically referring to policy development are interpreted and analysed in depth. 

 

Results 

KHLeuven has performed eleven AISHE audits in the timeframe of 2003-2010. Each study 

program of the higher education institution has been assessed. Furthermore, the Department 

of Business Studies performed four different audits in a timespan of seven years, allowing to 

analyse in depth the evolution of sustainability integration in this particular department. The 

first AISHE audits in KHLeuven (2003 and 2004) were organised within the framework of a 

pilot project on the integration of sustainability in business management study programs 

(marketing, finance and insurance, accountancy and fiscal studies). The audits of 2009 and 

2010 were organised as part of the departments’ efforts to link sustainability integration with 

the evaluation and accreditation frameworks. 
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Table 1. Results of the AISHE audits in the Department of Business Studies (based on: 
Lambrechts and Ceulemans 2013). 

 Year 

Criterion ’03 ’04 ’09 ’10 

1. Vision and policy 1.1. Vision 1 3 3 3/4 

1.2. Policy 2 3 3 3/4 

1.3. Communication 1 2 3 4/5 

1.4. Internal environmental management 1 1 2 2/3 

2. Expertise 2.1. Network 1/2 2 2 4/5 

2.2. Expert group 1/2 2/3 3 3/4 

2.3. Staff development plan 1 2 2 3 

2.4. Research and external services 1 2 4 4 

3. Educational goals and 

methodology 

3.1. Profile of the graduate 1 2/3 3/4 3/4 

3.2. Educational methodology 2 2 3/4 3 

3.3. Role of the teacher 1 1/2 3 3/4 

3.4. Student examination 1 1 2 2/3 

4. Educational context 4.1. Curriculum 1 1/2 2 2/3 

4.2. Integrated problem handling 1 2 3 3 

4.3. Traineeship, graduation 1 2 3 3 

4.4. Speciality 0 0 2 2/3 

5. Result assessment 5.1. Staff 0 0 2 3 

5.2. Students 0 0 2 3 

5.3. Professional field 1 1 1 3 

5.4. Society 0 0 1 2 

Descriptive analysis of the data 

Analysing the four consecutive AISHE audits of the Department of Business Studies, allows 

an in depth interpretation of the results, and describing trends in results and contributions to 

the policy development in the organisation. The AISHE audit results provide a clear score for 

each criterion, as achieved by consensus between the participants of the audits. Score 1 means 
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that the criterion is ‘activity-oriented’, score 2 stands for ‘process-oriented’, score 3 goes on 

with ‘system-oriented’, followed by score 4 ‘chain-oriented’ and score 5 ‘society-oriented’. 

Table 1 and Figure 1 both provide an overview of the results (scores) of the four AISHE 

audits in the Department of Business Studies. 

 

Figure 1. Results of the AISHE audits in the Department of Business Studies (based on: 
Lambrechts and Ceulemans 2013) 
 

The sustainability integration process as described within the AISHE reports 

The AISHE reports contain elaborate information about the current situation and desired 

situation of twenty criteria. Moreover, looking at the four subsequent reports of KHLeuven, 

information about the sustainability integration process can be detected and analysed. Table 2 

provides an overview of the content of the assessment reports, in the form of key messages for 

each of the twenty criteria. A closer look at the written reports reveals that the description of 

the criteria evolves from the majority being ‘ad hoc’ initiatives in the 2003 and 2004 reports, 

to a more systemic and structural approach in the 2009 and 2010 reports. Figure 2 provides a 

graph depicting this evolution. It shows the number of criteria within the AISHE reports 

referred to in a specific way. The 2003 report mainly refers to elements that can be 

categorised as ‘not available, not visible, implicit, ad hoc’ etc., while the 2004 report already 

makes reference to systematic, explicit initiatives, although still project based. The 2009 and 

2010 reports contain a high amount of references towards the categories explicit and 

systematic. However, what is striking in this analysis, is the re-appearance of individual 
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initiatives in the 2010 report, indicating that, although in some criteria a systemic approach is 

reported upon, a stagnation is taking place in the sustainability integration process. 

 

Table 2. Key messages of the AISHE reports. 

AISHE Criterion 2003 2004 2009 2010 
1.1. Vision “elements are 

integrated” 
“implicit” 

“is integrated 
explicitly” 

“vision both at 
departmental level 
and university college 
level” 
“stakeholder 
involvement” 

“four different texts 
on SD vision are 
available” 

1.2. Policy “rather implicit” 
“not visible” 

“policy is available 
through project” 

“university college 
wide policy plan, 
translated at the 
departmental level” 

“different internal 
and external 
stakeholders are 
informed, but mainly 
informal” 

1.3. Communication “rather incidental” 
“not systematic” 

“limited, ad hoc and 
not systematically” 

“variety of 
initiatives” 

“very strong internal 
and external 
communication” 

1.4. Environmental 
care 

“some initiatives” “ad hoc initiatives” “a lot of initiatives by 
HSE-comite” 

“HSE-comite drafted 
an EMS, however not 
yet operational” 

2.1. Network  “individual 
initiatives” 
“not embedded” 

“embedded quite 
systematically” 

“rather project based” “strong commitment 
in different local and 
regional networks” 

2.2. Expert-group “should be better 
positioned” 

“group of experts 
based on a single 
project” 

“group of colleagues, 
mainly oriented 
towards education” 

“experts are mainly 
project-based and 
with external focus” 

2.3. Staff 
Development 

“ad hoc” “ad hoc initiatives” 
“not systematically 
embedded” 

“several initiatives” “professionalisation 
activities for staff” 

2.4. Research “ad hoc” 
“based on single 
projects or 
initiatives” 

“more and more 
initiatives” 
“still ad hoc” 

“at the level of the 
university college, 
SD is prior focus” 

“policy for research 
with different 
elements of SD” 

3.1. Profile of 
graduate 

“elements available” 
“lecturers ask for a 
set of competences” 

“general competences 
available, room for 
SD” 

“competences for SD 
are (partially) 
available” 

“elements in 
competence 
matrices” 

3.2. Educational 
methodology 

“elements are 
available” 

“elements are 
available” 

“strong focus on 
critical reflection” 

“different initiatives” 
“not structurally” 

3.3. Role of teacher “based on interest 
and goodwill of 
individuals” 

“ad hoc” 
“some elements of 
structural approach” 

“5 key competences 
for staff” 

“different elements 
available” 
“not structurally” 

3.4. Assessment “ad hoc” 
“at the level of 
individuals” 
“incidental” 

“available in some 
courses” 

“still ad hoc” 
“depends on 
individual initiatives” 

“ad hoc” 
“assessment policy is 
still in its early 
development” 

4.1. Curriculum “singular cases” “list of initiatives, 
however SD has no 
place at the start of 
the study program” 

“SD explicitly 
integrated in some 
courses” 

“available in some 
courses” 
“however not 
structurally 
embedded” 
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4.2.Integrated 
problem handling 

“available, however 
not connected to SD” 

“strong initiatives” “is a focus point in 
our study program” 

“a lot of initiatives 
and examples” 

4.3.Traineeships “SD is seldom 
available” 

“concrete 
possibilities within a 
single project” 

“several initiatives” 
“no structural 
approach” 

“through integration 
assignment, fixed 
part of curriculum” 

4.4.Specialisation “not available” “not available” 
“possible in future” 

“general course on 
SD” 
“other initiatives” 

“different 
possibilities are 
available” 

5.1.Staff “no focus on SD” “not applicable” “SPA-surveys” 
“trend data through 
AISHE audits” 

“SPA-surveys, 
interim reporting of 
policy at 
departmental level, 
benchmarking” 

5.2.Students “no focus on SD” “not applicable” “SPA-surveys” 
“trend data through 
AISHE audits” 

“SPA-surveys, 
evaluation of SD 
courses” 

5.3.Professional field “initiative within the 
framework of a single 
project” 

“initiative within the 
framework of a single 
project” 

“data available from 
different sources” 
“no trend data” 

“surveys of graduates 
and alumni, external 
organisations, also 
focus on SD” 

5.4.Society “no data available “not applicable” “data available 
through informal 
contacts” 

“qualitative 
information through 
informal contacts” 

 

 

Figure 2. Description of criteria in the AISHE reports 
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Possible contribution to policy development 

In order to find out how and to what extent the process of undergoing an AISHE assessment 

contributes to the policy development in the case, the content of the four AISHE reports are 

analysed in depth, focusing on elements referring to policy development (in general) or 

connecting the AISHE criteria to ongoing policy developments (specific). Each of the four 

AISHE reports contained references to policy development initiatives, planned to take place 

in the near future, or already undertaken within the case. Table 3 presents some examples of 

different references to policy development initiatives within the AISHE reports. 

 

Table 3. References to policy development in the AISHE reports. 

Level Type Quote AISHE 
report 

AISHE 
criterion 

Micro / 
departmental 

General vision / policy ‘different elements of SD are 
(sometimes implicit) integrated in 
the vision of the department and in 
supporting documents’ 

2003 1.1. 

Specific vision / policy 
on SD 

‘a specific vision on SD is defined 
at the departmental level’ 

2004 1.1. 

Meso / University 
college wide 

Specific vision / policy 
on SD 

‘the vision is defined both at the 
level of the university college, as at 
the level of the department’.  
‘four different texts concerning 
vision are available [i.e. university 
college wide, departmental, 
educational vision, vision on 
Health, Safety and Environment 
(HSE)]’ 

2009 
 
 
2010 

1.1. 
 
 
1.1. 

Macro / External 
factors 

Visitation / accreditation ‘continue the efforts [concerning 
evaluation by external 
stakeholders], and connect with the 
self-assessment report, to be drafted 
in 2007 in preparation of the 
visitation’ 

2003 & 
2004 

5.3. 

 

 

A first group of contribution to policy development is direct influence of the AISHE audit to 

the policy development at micro-level (i.e. the level of the study program or department). The 
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effect of this type of contribution to policy development is most obvious in AISHE-criteria 

1.1. and 1.2., focusing respectively on ‘vision’ and ‘policy’. Regarding 1.1. Vision, the 

AISHE report of 2003 states that ‘different elements of sustainable development are 

(sometimes implicit) integrated in the vision of the department and in supporting documents’. 

The AISHE report of 2004, intended as a follow-up of the 2003 assessment, clearly refers to 

the explicit departmental vision on sustainable development, as was drafted following to the 

2003 AISHE assessment. This vision was a policy development initiative at the departmental 

level (Verhulst and Lambrechts 2015, in press). In the years after the second AISHE report, a 

university college college wide vision on sustainable development was drafted, which is an 

initiatives at meso-level. 

 A second group of initiatives contributing to policy development are situated at the 

meso-level, referring to the university college wide level. The AISHE report of 2009 refers to 

this type, concerning the criterion 1.1. ‘Vision’: ‘the vision is defined both at the level of the 

university college, as at the level of the department’. The 2010 AISHE report states that ‘four 

different texts concerning vision are available [i.e. university college wide, departmental, 

educational vision, vision on Health, Safety and Environment (HSE)]’. 

 A third group of initiatives are situated at macro-level, and refer to external 

stakeholders or factors influencing policy development in the higher education institution. 

This kind of elements can be found in a variety of criteria, but mainly come into sight in 

criteria concerning quality assurance. The AISHE reports of 2003 and 2004, in describing the 

‘desired situation’ for criteria concerning assessment, both refer to the accreditation process: 

‘continue the efforts [concerning evaluation by external stakeholders], and connect with the 

self-assessment report, to be drafted in 2007 in preparation of the visitation’. Furthermore, the 

2009 and 2010 AISHE assessments were also seen as preparatory (self) assessments in light 

of the upcoming visitation and accreditation process of 2011. These examples point to the 
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potential of the AISHE instrument to contribute to policy development in light of external 

influencing factors. 

 

Discussion 

The higher education institution focused upon in this article, offers an elaborate case for the 

integration process of sustainable development. In this discussion section, the insights derived 

from the analysis of the AISHE reports are connected to the results of an elaborate study on 

the general implementation process in the same higher education institution, from a change 

management perspective, as reported by Verhulst and Lambrechts (2015, in press). In this 

study, the sustainability implementation process at KHLeuven was analysed using a human 

factors model, and empirical data from 2003-2013. The discussion is based on three elements: 

(1) the connection between sustainability assessment and policy development initiatives in the 

higher education institution; (2) the interlinking of sustainability assessment and the general 

sustainability implementation process; (3) the appearance of human factors in sustainability 

assessment reports.   

 The insights from the AISHE reports show that a lot of policy development initiatives 

are mentioned, both in describing the current situation as in describing the desired situation. 

Based on the four reports, information is available for 2003,  2004, 2009 and 2010, however, 

not all prospected plans and desired situation descriptions are touched upon in following 

reports. Here the elaborate study reported by Verhulst and Lambrechts (2015, in press) can 

provide the missing information to complete the picture on sustainability assessment and 

policy development in this higher education institution. The analysis of the AISHE reports 

shows the evolution of drafting a vision and policy plan, first at departmental level (micro-

level), in later years also at university college wide level (meso-level). The reports also show 

an evolution on two tracks: (1) drafting an explicit and exclusive vision and policy plan for 
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sustainable development; and (2) integrating sustainable development in other policy plans, 

e.g. the vision on education, the general key competences for employees, and het HSE-plan. 

In the reports, this seems like a perfect situation, where bottom-up initiatives are picked up by 

a top-down approach. These results are also confirmed by the study of Verhulst and 

Lambrechts (2015, in press), however the message is more multifaceted: bottom-up initiatives 

were indeed picked-up by a top-down approach, however they were not implemented properly 

within the structure of the higher education institution, leading to partial integration of the 

topic, and more worse, demotivation and sustainability-fatigue with the employees originally 

working on the topic. This leads to the impression that sustainability assessment in general 

and AISHE in particular could indeed lead to policy development initiatives, however more 

efforts are needed to thoroughly implement these initiatives within the higher education 

institutions’ structure. It confirms the findings in the literature that applying an assessment 

instrument is only one element in the process of policy development (Waas et al. 2014). It 

also confirms the findings of Brandli et al. (2014) that more policy support is needed after a 

sustainability assessment.  

The AISHE reports contain a lot of information regarding drivers, barriers, and other 

influencing factors of the sustainability integration process. The analysis showed references 

made towards single (pilot-)projects, possibilities to link AISHE criteria with general 

processes in the higher education institution, and obstacles that prevent further integration. 

These factors could be linked and compared to the human factors, as described by Verhulst 

and Lambrechts (2015, in press) as organisational culture; resistance against change; 

empowerment and involvement; internal communication on changes. By far the human factor 

with the highest influence mentioned in the AISHE reports is ‘communication’, although the 

importance of this factors is sometimes contested within the reports (see on this issue: 

Lambrechts and Ceulemans 2013). Resistance against change is also reported on in the 
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AISHE reports, mainly regarding the criteria 3.3. ‘Role of teacher’ and 3.4. ‘Assessment’, in 

both cases the reports point to the individual initiative and goodwill of teachers. Regarding the 

factor ‘empowerment and involvement’, the AISHE reports reflect on the specific 

involvement of both internal and external stakeholders, with special attention towards 

students. The factor ‘organisational culture’ is also present within the AISHE reports, mainly 

pointing towards the specific culture at the higher education institution, focusing on debate 

and involvement of employees and students, thus providing a connection between bottom-up 

and top-down approach. 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

This article started from a specific statement in the literature, i.e. that sustainability 

assessment of a higher education institutions’ education, research, outreach and/or campus 

operations, has a positive influence on policy development within the organisation. This 

statement is often made, however seldom with actual reference to empirical data from the 

field. As KHLeuven has extended experience with sustainability assessment, using the AISHE 

instrument, this article tried to find evidence for the statement from a practice based approach. 

The data, available from four different AISHE reports in the Department of Business Studies, 

provided information on the experiences and process of sustainability integration. 

Furthermore, additional data are available through the elaborate case on human factors in the 

sustainability implementation process, as reported by Verhulst and Lambrechts (2015, in 

press). The article tries to answer the question whether the AISHE audits really did contribute 

to the policy development (Q1) and how the results of the assessments were integrated within 

the policy context (Q2). Analysis of the data showed some remarkable elements, and a 

complex situation, leading towards a much more nuanced answer that can hardly be 

comprised in a ‘yes’ or ‘no’. 
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Regarding Q1, a first conclusion drawn from the analysis of the AISHE reports shows 

that it is hard to talk about ‘policy development’ as ‘one’ concept within ‘one’ higher 

education institution. It is rather a multi-leveled concept, influenced by a variety of internal 

and external factors. The different AISHE reports mention three levels of policy development: 

micro-level or departmental level, in this case the Department of Business Studies; meso-level 

or university college wide level, in this case embodied by the overarching level of general 

policy and services; macro-level, in this case the Dutch-Flemish Accreditation Organisation, 

responsible for visitation of study programs  and thus influencing policy development at 

meso- and micro-level. The contribution of AISHE to each of these types of policy 

development is threefold: (1) encouraging and kick-starting the drafting of a specific vision 

and policy plan for sustainable development, first at micro-level, later at meso-level; (2) the 

integration of elements of sustainable development within the existing processes of the higher 

education institution, in particular the quality assurance framework at meso-level; (3) 

providing input for the self-assessment reports to be drafted as a preparation of the visitation 

and accreditation process. However, the AISHE reports of 2009 and 2010 also show a 

stagnation after some years, as some criteria still are not embedded structurally, or initiatives 

mentioned in 2003 and 2004 did not continue. This conclusion is relevant to other higher 

education institutions, depending on their profile and structure (centralised or decentralised), 

and the specific regional conditions (e.g. accreditation guidelines). It shows that higher 

education institutions should consider to acknowledge specific conditions when performing a 

sustainability assessment, as the different levels and influencing factors of policy 

development are determining the goals and process of assessment in the organisation. 

Furthermore, this leads to the specific recommendation to other higher education institutions 

to acknowledge the importance of continuing attention to the sustainability integration 

process, and to the possibilities as to integrate and link elements of sustainability assessment 
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within quality assurance frameworks within the specific higher education institution. 

Regarding the validity and effectiveness of the AISHE tool, the reports show an evolution in 

sustainability integration which was also discovered through other sources as described by 

Verhulst and Lambrechts (2015, in press). Furthermore, the findings approve earlier results 

reported in Lambrechts and Ceulemans (2013), stating that the quality management structure 

of AISHE is an asset, whereas the scope (i.e. a single study program) and subjective 

experiences might bias results. 

 Regarding Q2, the analysis shows a gradual process in which the bottom-up, 

individual initiatives are leading towards collective, top-down actions. However, the AISHE 

report of 2010 clearly shows the importance of individual projects and initiatives again, rather 

than a structural approach of embedding sustainable development within the organisations’ 

structure and policy. This gives the impression that the AISHE reports indeed contributed to 

policy development initiatives, but that this particular higher education institution did not 

(yet) succeed in structurally embedding the topic within the organisation, thus leading to a 

point of stagnation or even a fallback to individual initiatives. These findings could be 

relevant for other higher education institutions thinking about using sustainability assessment, 

providing food for thought on which process the higher education institution is envisioning: 

guiding a general sustainability integration process or rather using the assessment as a tool to 

report about initiatives to external parties. The AISHE assessments indeed contribute to 

certain elements of policy development, but a more structural support of the organisation is 

needed to ensure a systemic organisational incorporation of sustainable development. In other 

words, to be effective, setting all hopes on a single sustainability assessment to encourage 

policy development for sustainability in a particular higher education institution, should be 

combined with a strong and clear commitment of policy makers, in order to lead to successful 

integration of sustainable development.  
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 The scope and approach in this article also have some limitations. A first limitation 

concerns the type of sources used for the analysis. Although the assessment reports provide 

detailed information on the results of the assessments and the perceptions of assessment 

participants, it might not show the full state of policy development at a given moment, or omit 

detailed information on the initiatives referred to in the reports. Within this study, the specific 

higher education institution has an extensive body of reports available on the general 

sustainability integration process, which could be used to check and validate results of the 

iterative analysis process. Second, the choice for a single case study is often seen as a 

limitation regarding the transferability of results. However, given the topic of sustainability 

assessment in higher education, and more specifically its contribution to the general 

sustainability integration process within higher education institutions, there is still a need for 

in-depth cases. It is recommended that the same process would be analysed in other higher 

education institutions, whether they have used AISHE or other assessment instruments, in 

order to validate results and further elaborate on the topic.  
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