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Abstract
Universities, for their role in training future generations of decision-makers and professionals, play
a key role in ensuring access to inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all in line with the Sustainable Development Goals. This research aims to
analyze the state of the art of the sustainability reporting initiative and communication in
universities. In particular, the research proposed a comparative case study analysis between two
young European universities (the University of Rome "Tor Vergata" - Italy and the University of
Lisbon NOVA) analyzing the best practice actions and the governance model adopted to promote
sustainability. The two Universities have moved differently to achieve the goal of Agenda 2030:
University of Rome “Tor Vergata” uses a top-down model, while the University NOVA of Lisbon uses
a bottom-up approach.
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Introduction
Education is one of the most important economic sectors, it promotes economic growth,
employability and contributes to individual and collective development, and reduces
social inequality (Sustainable Development Goals 4, 10, and 17 of Agenda 2030). During
the Coronavirus pandemic in 192 countries, the Government closed the school and
university, interrupting learning for nearly 1.58 billion students (91.4% of the total
number of students enrolled) and pushing almost all education systems to implement
another kind of learning solutions. The outage also affected the work of over 63 million
primary and secondary school teachers, as well as education support staff, early
childhood education staff, technical training staff, and higher education, teachers. An
evolving university cannot neglect its task (Tanese, 2004) to provide citizens with an
account of the results obtained with the use of public resources and communicate the
efforts made to promote sustainable sectors and communities, and the results that the
education system got during the pandemic emergency. The sustainable reporting of
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universities represents a primary element of the communication policies to
stakeholders about the commitment and pro-active vision for the achievement of a more
sustainable future. Through the drafting of a sustainability report, universities can
promote and improve: the process of interaction with their stakeholders; activities, and
results achieved; support decision-making processes; set outcome objectives to be
pursued with adequate governance and strategy. As part of this process, accountability
is, therefore, a functional mechanism also for organizational learning and continuous
improvement.
This contribution aims to provide an overview of Universities’ sustainability reporting.
Therefore, after a brief introduction of the tool to communicate the sustainability action
promoted by the Universities, is conduct a comparative case study analysis of the two
European experiences: The University of Rome "Tor Vergata"-TVG (Italy) and the
University of Lisbon NOVA (Portugal). The data was acquired on websites (in specific
sustainable section or page), reports (Sustainable Report for TVG; Strategic Plan TVG
and NOVA), ad-hoc interviews for the referents of the University of Lisbon NOVA
(conduct in November 2019 by the authors during the research visiting in the
University).
Literature review of Sustainability Report (SR) and Integrated Report (IR)
The institutions that operate in the fields of education, training, and research and, more
generally, the development of human and intellectual capital in the various national
contexts, such as universities, use different models and practices at the national and
international levels. The university, in particular, needs to communicate to stakeholders
the efficient use of public resources (Guthrie, Ball, & Ferneti, 2010). The development of
new forms of reporting goes beyond the limits of the traditional one (Ball & Osburne,
2011) and at the same time boosts the spread of sustainability paradigms (Williams,
Wilmshurst & Clift, 2011; Farneti, Guthrie & Siboni, 2011). The resulting tools are
increasingly aimed at integrated management of the organization's performance
(Giusepponi, 2004; Farneti et al., 2011) to make public bodies more aware of their work
through a growth process (Hinna, 2004). In recent years, increasing attention has been
paid to the topic of social accountability, although the literature only highlights some
empirical studies on the subject, underling a significant gap (Moggi, 2016), because
sustainable reporting is considered as a final reporting phase of one's work, neglecting
tools aimed at its communication and dissemination to stakeholders (Velazquez et al.,
2006; Fonseca et al., 2011) draft one of the first studies on the reporting of universities
based on Canadian experience. The research results are an imbalance in the drafting of
the reporting, detecting a prevalence of reporting on environmental issues compared to
social and economic ones. Lonzano (2011) makes up for these shortcomings with a
sample-based and weighted analysis.
In Italy, the first studies of accountability in University analyzed in which are the
characteristics of the first published reports (Frey, Melis, & Vagnoni, 2010; Del Sordo et
a.l, 2010) and the main critical factors of their implementation (Milon & Melchiori,
2011). These studies show that in the Italian panorama the social reporting of
universities is almost focused on the development of the Social Report, in its largest
sense. As suggested by Moggi (2016), the forms of reporting can be summarized in the
following categories (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Reporting: From Social Report to Sustainability Report
(Author’s elaboration)

The implementation of a form of sustainable reporting for the university means
presenting to its stakeholders the commitment of the organization in the economic,
social and environmental fields (triple bottom line; Elghinton1997; Gray, 2001) and the
results achieved. The reporting activity is explicit through the adoption of the
Sustainability Report. Sustainability reporting, therefore, consists of balanced
accountability towards stakeholders, both internal and external. The model recognized
as an interaction benchmark and most commonly used and for sustainable reporting is
that proposed by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). Another relevant reporting
model is the one proposed by the "Social Report Group" (GBS).

Figure 2. Reporting: From Social Report to Sustainability Report
(Author’s elaboration)

GRI Standards make common language on sustainability reporting. Moreover, this
Report is subject to assurances that will verify the compliance of the report to the
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guideline. In Italy the non-financial declaration for all public interest entities with over
500 employees is mandatory (DL n.254/2016, Comm. n. 2015/95/EU). So, the GRI has
published a document to fulfill the disclosure obligations of the Non-Financial Reporting
Directive using the GRI Standards.
A standard report is fundamental for the achievement of Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) promoted by Agenda 2030, a large and complex system where everyone is called
upon to contribute. The role and potential of SDGs in governments, companies, and civil
society towards shared and lasting development has been widely recognized in
governance and accounting studies (Hajer et al., 2015). Numerous contributions have
filled the scientific debate on sustainable development (Lozano, 2015) and Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR). Maybe different concepts (Ebner & Baumgartner, 2006) but
recall the role of companies to support Sustainable Development (Agenda 2030).
Besides, it is important to integrate the SDGs into corporate strategies (Boons and
Lüdeke-Freund, 2013).
The prevailing studies on SDGs and sustainable development have been mostly focused
on management (Annan-Diab & Molinari, 2017; Storey et al., 2017), accounting, and
accountability (Gray, 2010).In particular, since the time of the Brundtland Report
(UNWCED, 1987), these studies have had the task of supporting the implementation of
the SDGs at a political and managerial level both at the company and context level
(Bebbington et al., 2017; Bebbington & Unerman, 2018), raising awareness among
practitioners and regulators, starting from professional bodies and large companies, on
the issues in question and the potential inherent in the declination of the SDGs.
In the begging the studies have focused on the contingent factors that influence the
implementation of the sustainable development objectives and the related SDG
reporting (Hàk et al., 2016), investigating the exogenous and endogenous variables, i.e.
the external and internal contingent factors (organizational) that facilitate the decision
of organizations to pursue and report on sustainability objectives (Moggi et al., 2018;
Hahn & Kühnen, 2016; Liu & Anbumozhi, 2009).
The Integrated Report is a virtuous reporting model which aims to link the traditional
“Consolidated Report” (accounting) with “Sustainability Reporting” (accountability), by
inserting the performance data related to the Creation of Value within the company
results. According to the International Integrated Reporting Committee (IIRC-2013), the
Integrated Reporting (IR) can be defined as the new frontier of reporting. The
International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC 2013; Higgins, Stubbs, & Love, 2014;
King, 2016) is a global body made up of regulatory bodies, investors, companies,
regulatory bodies, professionals working in the accounting sector, and NGOs. All the
members of the institution agree that communication on the creation of value should be
the next step in the evolution of corporate reporting. Integrated Reporting means a new
approach to corporate reporting which demonstrates the link between strategy,
financial performance, and the social, environmental, and economic context within
which the organization operates. This type of approach, which is still being defined
internationally, requires documenting financial, environmental, social and governance
results through a single tool, to increase transparency towards the whole community
and all stakeholders. The Integrated Report differs from the previous financial
statements analyzed in that it does not just give information, but highlights the
relationships between the economic, social and environmental variables. In this way, the
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organization communicates its identity, its role, and its value more effectively to
stakeholders.
The Italian experience
To guide universities along this path, in Italy the Social Report Study Group (GBS) and
Network of Universities for Sustainable Development (RUS) are drafting a sustainability
standard for universities in partnership (SDG 17) and to ensure strong institutions (SDG
16), it is essential to guide universities towards sustainable reporting. The GBS is a
Research Group (born in 1988) that defined a standard for the Social Report. This must
be divided into at least three fundamental parts: 1) company identity, 2) calculation and
distribution of added value, 3) social relationship. The RUS - Network of Universities for
Sustainable Development, is the first experience of coordination and sharing among all
Italian universities involved in the issues of environmental sustainability and social
responsibility, promoted by CRUI - Conference of Italian University Rectors since July
2015.
The research of the working group GBS-RUS starts from an assumption document n. 7
on "The social reporting of universities", published by GBS in 2008 and already adopted
by some Italian universities since the first approaches to social reporting. The content
of this document has been integrated and modified to consider both the regulatory and
institutional innovations that have occurred since its publication (university missions,
indicators, accounting, etc.), and the practices and standards, developed at the national
level and international, on the issues of socio-environmental commitment required of
organizations (SDGs, reduction of emissions, gender equality, etc.). The sustainability
reporting standard of universities was designed as a content standard, capable of both
guiding the implementation process of the university's social responsibility
management systems and proposing the structure and content of the reporting. The
standard will also propose elements of connection with the planning and programming
systems of universities and with the system of indicators already present, to promote
functional reporting for the strategic planning of the university and its three main
missions (teaching, research, and third mission). The standard consists of an
introductory part and a more technical part. In the first, the objectives and principles of
drafting the sustainability report are defined, as well as elements that present the
identity characteristics of the University, such as the governance structure and its
mission. In the second, the real heart of the sustainability report, sets of indicators
(qualitative and quantitative) are presented aimed at measuring the university's
activities considering environmental, social, and economic impacts. In concert with the
metrics deriving from the works of the other RUS tables, the dimensions to be measured
and monitored will be presented considering the peculiarities of the measured variable.
It will then be the task of each university to adapt the structure and measurements
proposed by the standard to its peculiarities. To limit the risk of self-referencing of the
statement and to increase its credibility, the document recommends the use of the
statement's assurance by an independent third party.
The Sustainability Reporting Standard for universities will be accompanied by an
Operating Manual useful to support universities in drafting the various sections
proposed by the standard. The Operating Manual is a document that intends to assist
those involved in drafting the report by providing explanations on the various aspects

478

Strategica 2020

of structure and content present in the standard, proposing indications on the reporting
process, suggesting stakeholder engagement methods, and offering ideas for the process
assurance. The standard aims are:
a) provide a balanced and reasoned summary of the socio-environmental and
economic aspects of university operations;
b) highlight the current and future contribution of the universities to the
achievement of the sustainable development goals set by the UN 2030 Agenda;
c) guide and strengthen the commitment of universities towards the national and
international challenges that the institutional and social context will require of
them.
Comparative case study analysis of two Young European Universities: “Tor
Vergata” of Rome and NOVA of Lisbon
The University of Rome "Tor Vergata" and the University of Lisbon NOVA are two young
universities (less than 50 years old) sensible at the topic of sustainability. Another, they
collaborate to achieve the SDGs, with common projects or Network like YERUN (a
network composed of young research universities that have the mission to strengthen
and develop cooperation in the areas of research, academic education and service to
society among a cluster of highly-ranked, young research universities in Europe on an
equal basis and for their common benefit).
 University of Rome “Tor Vergata”
The University of Rome “Tor Vergata” is a young university in Italy, founded in 1982. Its
mission is to contribute to people's education and training, to scientific research and to
the technological, organizational and social innovation needed to achieve truly
sustainable development in Italy, Europe and worldwide pursuant to the Sustainable
Development Goals approved by the United Nations in September 2015. As the
implementation of the actions needed to accomplish such an ambitious purpose
requires high skills and management of complex processes, not only is the University of
Rome Tor Vergata deeply committed to excellent education and scientific research, but
it also closely cooperates with the private sector, public institutions, and non-profit
organizations at national and international level. These aims are favoring the adoption
of policies and behaviors focusing on sustainability both in terms of well-being for
people and ecosystem conditions. The “Tor Vergata” University in 2019 established the
Office for Sustainable Development, directly submitted to the Rector, in full top-down
logic. The office is supported by the Committee for the implementation of the Mission
and the University vision to sustainable development a working group made up of
representatives of each Department, which changes the top down to top-down
governance structure with participatory actions. The Committee has a dual mandate:
 give substance to the University's "mission" and "vision", based on the choice
for sustainable development and based on a broad approach: Teaching,
Research
 collaborate with the "Italian University for Sustainability Network" (RUS)
created by CRUI (National Network of Rector of Italian Universities) and Yerun.
The University, in line with the global objective promoted by Agenda 20230, has chosen
to draw up a Sustainability Report since 2017 on an annual basis, defined based on the
GRI4 criteria, to disseminate and better understand the strategies, the objectives, the
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performances achieved, the improvements that can be made, the actions taken in
response to the feedback received. The Report is drawn up with the support of one from
the Office for Sustainable Development and a specific working group specifically made
up of Professors, Researchers, Ph.D. students, and University staff experts in the subject.
The Sustainability Report represents, for “Tor Vergata”:
• a tool for communicating your commitment to sustainable development and
taking note of your responsibility towards all stakeholders by the University;
• a method to account for the efforts made and the progress made with a view to
sustainable development and innovation in the community of reference;
• a channel for listening and acknowledging the requests of the stakeholders,
with a goal of continuous improvement.
“Tor Vergata” has launched several partnerships and networks for sustainable
development. The University is part of UNICA - Network of Universities from the Capitals
of Europe, which in 2011 created UNICA GREEN a platform to discuss and exchange
experiences and practices for the implementation of environmental sustainability
strategies in universities. TVG is also a founding member of the RUS.
The University is active in the realization of Projects, Activities, and Good Practices in
Partnership, according to the quintuple helix approach, converging to the Sustainable
Development promoted by the 2030 Agenda, initiating various Third Mission activities
and stakeholder engagement and creation of shared value.
 University NOVA of Lisbon
Founded in 1977 as part of a Portuguese expansion of its tertiary education system, to
this day this law and sciences university is known as the 'Nova', or new University of
Lisbon. The mission of the University of NOVA Lisbon is to serve the society at the local,
regional and global level, through the progress and dissemination of knowledge and
understanding between cultures, societies, and people, by way of teaching and research
of excellence and of a provision of services based on a strong sense of community and
with the following components:
 an international profile with an emphasis on second and third cycles, but
founded on solid first cycles, focused on its students and providing them
rigorous knowledge, creativity, critical spirit and sense of citizenship and
justice that enables professional success and leadership;
 collaborative research, responsible and internationally relevant, concentrating
on interdisciplinary areas and including an investigation targeting the
resolution of problems that affect society;
 service that promotes solidarity and sustainable development in the health,
economic, technological, cultural and social plans, founded in the region of
Lisbon and compromised on a national and international level, dedicating
special attention to the countries where the Portuguese Language is spoken;
 a wide base of inter-institutional participation, oriented to an integration of
different scientific cultures to create innovative synergies for teaching and
research.
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To agree on SDGs, NOVA uses a Governance Bottom-up model through the creation of
the NOVA 4 The Globe - NOVA Institute for Global Development. It is one of NOVA's
strategic initiatives that is designed to work as a center across the institution that
promotes the collaboration and interdisciplinary of areas and that is guided by the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). NOVA does not draw up a
Sustainability Report but communicates its work on the website indicating the progress
towards each SDGs.
Nova doesn’t redact a continuative reporting but defines to communicate their activities
and project for the Agenda 2030 on the website, an overview of NOVA’s initiatives and
academic contribution to support the SDGs. The list does not claim to be comprehensive
but illustrates NOVA’s commitment to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.
Moreover, the University aims to achieve an ambitious project: the EcoCampus FCSH, by
joining the Eco-Schools program, a tool for the implementation of the Sustainable
Development Objectives (SDG - Agenda 2030). This program of the Foundation for
Environmental Education (FEE) is recognized by UNESCO as the world's largest
sustainability education network. This multi-level coordination, according to the
Bottom Up logic, allows the confluence with common objectives, methodologies, and
criteria to respect the specificity of each school in relation to its students and the
characteristics of the surroundings.
According to the NOVA Organizational Team, the creation of the Eco campus will impact
in that achieves the SDGs: 3 (Education), 4 (Gender Equality), 6 (Clean water and
sanitation), 7 (Renewable energy), 11 (Sustainable cities and communities), 12
(Responsible consumption), 13 (Climate action), 14 (Life below water), 15 (Life of land)
and 17 (Partnership for the goals). The EcoCampus project is oriented towards the
implementation of local Agenda 21, to apply environmental education and management
concepts and ideas to the daily life of schools following the proposed methodology:
 management of the school space in terms of sustainability (environmental,
economic, social);
 promote the change in behavior and attitudes in the rigorous and wide-ranging
community in which the educational institution is inserted.
The EcoCampus FCSH project is defined by a coordination group and a working group,
noting once again the Bottom-up governance approach. Therefore, the project is defined
by Project coordination and the Working Group “NOVA FCSH Ecological Schools
Council” of 15 members, that consisting of 3 teachers, 3 officials, 8 students, and external
entities, e.i. New Avenue Parish Council. So, it stimulates empowering the community to
participate, discuss and implement projects for a more sustainable Faculty and society.
Table 1 shows that the two young universities are moving to achieve the objectives of
sustainable development, raising awareness of the territory.

A.

Mission
B.

Table 1. Comparison of two Young European Universities
Tor Vergata-Rome (Italy)
NOVA-Lisbon (Portugal)
In both, the mission is clearly linked and compressive of the
concept of sustainable development

Stakeholder
Engagements

both, dynamic for the promotion of activities of stakeholder
engagements
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C.

D.

Report

Communication

E.

Network

F.

Governance

comprehensive and annual
reporting based on the GRI
standard:
- -Office for Sustainable
Development
- -specific working group
(Professors, Researchers, Ph.D.
students, and University staff
experts in the subject).

Specific web-page of
sustainability and specific logo
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In the website, reporting
the academic contribution
to support each SDG, this
list does did not claim to be
comprehensive - however,
it illustrates NOVA’s
commitment to the
implementation of the
2030 Agenda;
Institution of NOVA 4 The
Globe-NOVA Institute for
Global Development.
Specific web-page of
sustainability

YERUN and many other networks
Top-Down (with elements of
participation).

Bottom-up

Conclusions and future reflections
The analysis shows that the two young universities are moving to achieve the objectives
of sustainable development, raising awareness of the territory, similarly at the best
practices. In both, the mission is clearly linked and compressive of the concept of
sustainable development and is more dynamic for the promotion of activities of
stakeholder engagements. Therefore, the universities communicate and reporting their
activities with different instruments.
Tor Vergata University uses comprehensive and annual reporting based on the GRI
standard. The Report is drawn up with the support of one from the Office for Sustainable
Development and a specific working group specifically made up of Professors,
Researchers, Ph.D. students, and University staff experts in the subject. The University
publishes its activities on a special page sustainable Tor Vergata has defined a specific
logo. Italian University collaborates with many networks like RUS, YERUS, and work
with GBS to promote a new standard of reporting. This report is published on a specific
sustainable website. Therefore, the university uses a top-down approach with elements
of participation.
NOVA-Lisbon adopted like an instrument of communication and report the website,
reporting the academic contribution to support each SDG, this list does did not claim to
be comprehensive - however, it illustrates NOVA’s commitment to the implementation
of the 2030 Agenda. To achieve the SDGs, it created NOVA 4 The Globe (NOVA Institute
for Global Development), a strategic initiative that is designed to work as a center across
the institution that promotes the collaboration and interdisciplinary of areas. The
approach of NOVA is more practical and directly at the communities, so it uses a bottomup approach.
However, the study evidence that the two case studies (Tor Vergata-NOVA) have
adopted different approaches to achieve the SDGs. An answer to this different approach
could be associated with different socio-economic contexts. The interaction with
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different environments leads to the adoption of different actions of reporting and
communicating, hence they don't start from the same starting point to do sustainability
education.
Lisbon, indeed, was announced as the winner of the European Green Capital Award for
2020 in June 2018. For this reason, the logical deduction is that the starting point of the
NOVA is advanced (understood as a very good level of culture and sensitivity to
sustainability). So, the approach of governance bottom-up is well-fitting. Instead, Rome
(and Italy) need an approach of governance top-down because (although is on the good
right, related to the SNSD and BES), It should be guided on the achievement of SDGs.
Although excellent communication was found with its stakeholders, the approach is
different a convergence towards a common model of sustainable reporting is desirable
and not impossible. Convergence towards a common model of sustainable reporting is
desirable and not impossible. However, it requires collaboration between the
Universities and an organization of every single University that goes from defining a
specific sustainable workgroup that works continuously and constantly to reporting, for
the preparation of an annual report, of any form (traditional or web reporting) and
methods (sustainability report or budget statement).
Furthermore, it is necessary to start a specific communication activity with a specific
communication plan (possibly with the definition of a specific workgroup, since the
ultimate goal of social reporting is not the report but the knowledge of the activities put
in place by these. The knowledge can be acquired by the local community even without
the need for a report, see Nova di Lisbon, but with the limit of local communication
(acquired from experience) and not open to the whole community (comprehensive
available from the web, report of public).
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