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Abstract
UK universities have been successively declaring a climate emergency, following the University of Bristol’s lead in 2019.
Universities are key actors in climate change education, and potentially progressive organisations researching, teaching
and implementing low carbon futures. Using universities’ sustainability strategies, we present a secondary analysis identi-
fying neoliberalism’s significant role in influencing universities’ sustainability policies and practices. This plays out through
university boosterism where universities use their sustainability work to claim sustainability leadership, representing a
form of sustainability capital to attract funding and potential students. Furthermore, we suggest a cognitive-practice gap
exists between those researching sustainability and those implementing sustainability in universities. Thus, we conclude
that there are inherent tensions in universities’ sustainability governance, with universities embodying contradictory sus-
tainability discourses and advancing a form of green capitalism. Entrenched neoliberal ideologies present challenges for
those declaring a climate emergency and how such declarations are subsequently operationalised.
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1. Introduction

The climate emergency notion, although not new, gained
rapid ground during 2019, following statements from
the IPCC, the global youth climate strikes, and a grow-
ing number of climate-related events such as the exten-
sive and devastating wild-fires in Australia (Gibbs, in
press). A wide range of organisations have made dec-
larations, yet for Hulme (2019) the climate emergency
declarations are reductionist. UNEP (2018, p. vx) stated
that 2020 is the latest year when emissions should
peak to meet the Paris Agreement temperature targets.
The IPCC projections indicate the need for socioeco-
nomic transformation (Gills &Morgan, 2020, p. 894), yet
there is little sign of emissions abating nor the neces-

sary institutional change (Dobson, 2019; Gills & Morgan,
2020). The high-carbon conjuncture, now known as the
Anthropocene, provides a strong rationale for such insti-
tutional change. Universities are one actor amongst
many that have declared a climate emergency, albeit not
all universities have made such climate emergency dec-
larations. However, they are frequently seen as having
moral responsibility (Croog, 2016) to drive sustainabil-
ity transitions (Lightfoot, 2019; Ramísio, Pinto, Gouveia,
Costa, & Arezes, 2019). The educational role of universi-
ties in influencing future generations’ sustainability prac-
tices is seen as critical, and university campuses repre-
sent opportunities for greening. Many universities have
committed to sustainability strategies, with some devel-
oping sustainability centres, and other organisations
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promote sustainability within the sector (e.g., Green
Gown Awards, Students Organising for Sustainability,
and the Sustainability Exchange).

In this article, we present our secondary analysis
of university sustainability strategies, as well as media
and sector-specific discussions of the climate emergency.
As Blythe et al. (2018) observe, the language used in inter-
nationally agreed goals and policies shapes the discursive
context for sustainable development agendas, including
sustainability research, policy, funding, and interventions
(see also Hatzisavvidou, 2020). Discursive frameworks
are adopted and interpreted by a range of actors, which
guide (or limit) the key foci and the types of action
deemed appropriate for addressing sustainable develop-
ment and the climate emergency. The sustainability dis-
courses universities employ reveals how they currently
define and practice sustainability and offers insights into
future actions arising from their declarations.

Gormally, O’Neill, Hazas, Bates, and Friday (2019)
argue that the neoliberalisation of the university sec-
tor creates points of tension in relation to sustain-
ability. The recent climate emergency declarations
have emerged within this neoliberal context, which is
potentially problematic given that neoliberalism works
against sustainability more widely (Hatzisavvidou, 2020).
Climate change represents a potential impediment to fur-
ther capital accumulation, but the creation of new mar-
kets centred around clean technology, electric vehicles
and efficiency savings purportedly address this, whilst
remaining firmly within continued neoliberal capitalism
(Ciplet & Roberts, 2017).We argue that universities work
in ways compatible with the notion of a socio-ecological
fix (Chambers, 2020) whereby climate change represents
the latest capitalist crisis in need of a fix. Incremental
responses to climate change will not deliver urgently
needed transformative action (Bulletin of the Atomic
Scientists, 2020). This article contributes to an emerg-
ing body of literature on climate emergency declarations
and makes important observations regarding neoliberal-
ism and potential sustainable transformations.

The next section reviews the relevant literature, we
then discuss our methods and data sources. In section
four we present our findings, before offering some con-
clusions and avenues for future research.

2. The Climate Emergency and Neoliberalism

In the global North, many universities have engaged
with sustainability and are seen as change agents, offer-
ing new ideas to help address significant global envi-
ronmental problems. Enacting a low carbon transition
raises questions for institutions about how they can reori-
ent their operations to meet such environmental objec-
tives (cf. Dobson, 2019). As Dobson (2019) notes, the
very institutions and organisations that are perceived as
being able to facilitate transformation may be stumbling
blocks. The path to decarbonisation is far from straight-
forward (Jänicke, 2008), and there can be many diver-

sions and distractions. The neoliberalisation of both the
UK university sector and responses to climate change
present distractions and challenges, as agendas of inter-
nationalisation and research metrics continue to pro-
mote unsustainable practices (see Whitmarsh, Capstick,
Moore, Jana, & Qu, 2020).

There are ongoing debates regarding the extent
to which sustainability should be embedded into uni-
versities’ routine activities. These discussions relate
to whether sustainability should feature in research
and teaching across all disciplines and guide the daily
operation of the institution and infrastructural settings
(Disterheft, Caeiro, Azeiteiro, & Leal Filho, 2013; Lozano,
2006). There are multiple incentives including bench-
marking schemes (e.g., People and Planet Index), certi-
fication schemes (e.g., Food for Life), and awards and
prizes (e.g., Green Gown awards) which offer financial
and reputational benefits in recognition of sustainabil-
ity achievements. These are often used to showcase
an institution’s (green) identity to prospective students,
researchers, academics and funders, enabling institu-
tions to cultivate a ‘sustainable’ image.

Research-intensive universities have been identified
as significant contributors to sector carbon emissions:
The 20 research-intensive institutions that make up the
Russell Group contribute to over half of the UK’s uni-
versities’ carbon emissions (Wadud, Royston, & Selby,
2019). Universities are simultaneously viewed as being
uniquely equipped for practicing sustainability and lead-
ing the sustainability movement—indeed, it has been
suggested that they have a moral duty to reach the
next generation of influencers and leaders (Croog, 2016;
Disterheft et al., 2013). Renouf et al. (2019) contend
that with the scale and severity of the climate crisis,
universities should prepare staff and students for living
with a new ‘normal’ of a changing climate, which will
fundamentally reshape all forms of work and life. For
them, universities owe it to their students to be at the
forefront of addressing the ecological and climate emer-
gency and should act now given their significant carbon
and environmental footprints (see also Hoolohan et al.,
2021). Moreover, graduating students have the poten-
tial to disrupt business-as-usual to create amore hopeful
Anthropocene (cf. Buck, 2015).

There is symbolic and performative importance in
declaring a climate emergency, but the declarations have
implications for action. However, how universities (and
other organisations) will be held to account for meet-
ing/failing to meet their goals is yet to unfold. Gills and
Morgan (2020) reflect that despite multiple global cli-
mate agreements, emissions have increased. With inter-
national agreements such as the Paris Agreement reliant
on voluntary agreements that have yet to demonstrate
their effectiveness (Ciplet & Roberts, 2017), how can
the climate emergency declarations signal a new and
more radical political future? Researchers argue that we
need new and creative ways of living with the world that
enable “alternative framings of the actual, the possible
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and the desirable” (Castree, 2015, p. 12) to be explored
and pursued, yet these ideas remain disconnected from
the ways many universities are managed. Radical ideas,
such as complete systems change, are promoted beyond
academia too, for instance, Greta Thunberg (2020) wrote
to European heads of state demanding climate action:
“Our current system is not broken—the system is doing
exactly what it’s supposed and designed to be doing. It
can no longer be fixed. We need a new system.”

Scholars focusing on the ‘climate emergency’ fre-
quently express that we need to “articulate a no-carbon,
radically democratic alternative” (Cohen, 2020, p. 52),
and that universities need to be part of this, mov-
ing beyond capitalist, neoliberal, business-as-usual prac-
tices. However, Gills and Morgan (2020) suggest that, in
many organisations, there is little evidence of appropri-
ate action beyond recognising the climate emergency.
In January 2020, The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists
(2020) wrote to leaders and citizens of the world empha-
sising the climate emergency: They specifically focused
on the inadequacy of government policies and actions
that fall short and are incommensurate with the scale
of the climate emergency. Such inaction has worsened
the climate emergency. Thus, many now recognise that
crises cannot be solved within existing, dominant, typi-
cally market-driven structures, but instead require a sys-
tem transformation towards decarbonisation.

2.1. The Neoliberal Institution

Bergland (2018) argues that ‘academic capitalism’
(Slaughter & Leslie, 1997) has seen universities shift
from being public goods to companies producing knowl-
edge, delivering key skills of competitiveness and
entrepreneurialism. Students are thus reconceptualised
as atomised individuals buying an education from the
market, while universities compete for students, fund-
ing, and league table positions. There is growing recog-
nition that the “system of capital accumulation with its
commitment to material growth of economies” (Gills &
Morgan, 2020, p. 897) represents a major barrier, exac-
erbating environmental problems whilst working to pre-
serve the status quo. Gills and Morgan thus suggest that
degrowth must be repositioned as responsible, not rad-
ical. This would necessitate major interventions in the
neoliberal economies that we have become conditioned
to accept as natural and enduring (Feola, 2020), yet Gills
and Morgan (2020) see degrowth as the only realistic
option. However, as Cupples and Pawson (2012, p. 16)
note, neoliberalism is not “monolithic, inevitable and
stable,” thus there is potential for the disruptive promise
of climate emergency declarations.

It is important to reflect on the discourse of an
‘emergency’ or ‘disaster,’ and what this may suggest is
possible as a result of the declarations—declarations
are not an end point, but should rather signal a new
beginning, yet even the language of ‘climate emergency’
can foreclose some possibilities whilst opening others.

As Cupples (2012) suggests, ‘disasters’ or ‘emergencies’
have potential to cause destruction but also offer space
for transformative political change. However, the a pri-
ori political and social structures shape both the scale of
the disaster and the futures made possible post-disaster
(Cupples, 2012, p. 337). She points to the dangers of
neoliberal economic policies for recovery from hurri-
canes and applies this to the context of the neoliberal uni-
versity. Anderson, Grove, Rickards, and Kearnes (2020,
p. 623) discuss the discursive work that the term ‘emer-
gency’ does in the advent and (re)production of exist-
ing and new forms, practices, and relations of power.
They point to research that focuses on what the act of
formal declaration enables, and the kinds of action sub-
sequently deemed possible. Another body of research
problematises the ‘state of emergency’ by viewing ‘emer-
gency’ as a technique of liberal rule. Thus, govern-
ing through emergencies deploys mundane techniques
that work to enable the return of the non-emergency
(neoliberal) everyday (Anderson et al., 2020, p. 624).
In such framings, the idea of a climate emergency is
conceptualised as a problem with a (human) solution,
often articulated in geo-engineering approaches asso-
ciated with the Good Anthropocene (Wright, Nyberg,
Rickards, & Freund, 2018), and which may then pre-
cludemore radical outcomes (e.g., degrowth) and longer
temporal perspectives (e.g., Indigenous knowledge; see
Kopnina, 2020). As Jackson (2020) suggests, emergency
responses can lack reflexivity, a reflexivity that is greatly
needed when dominant biophysical approaches to the
Anthropocene are framed in Crutzen and Schwägerl’s
(2011) terms: “We…decidewhat nature is andwhat itwill
be. Tomaster this huge shift, wemust change thewaywe
perceive ourselves and our role in the world.”

Problematically, the term ‘emergency’ can be
employed to signify an event that is recognised, but
which can, nevertheless, be resolved by actions taken to
reach a point of closure. However, understanding the cli-
mate emergency in this way can bemisleading given that
climate change is already being experienced (Madden,
2019), and the already existing and altered atmospheric
greenhouse gas concentrations will have irreversible and
long-lasting effects (Dalby, 2019). Climate change is a
global, long-running emergency ‘event,’ with temporally
and spatially variegated impacts, requiring materially
different forms of governance. Moreover, decarbonisa-
tion processes will have global and uneven effects. As a
result, what the ‘emergency’ can address is the extent
to which the future follows different scenarios, ones of
high, low or no growth and associated greenhouse gas
emissions, but these futures may be co-opted to pre-
serve neoliberalism and economic growth. Thus, think-
ing about the terms ‘disaster’ and ‘emergency’ gives
rise to how they might be governed, what governance
techniques are required, the types of solutions made
possible, and how multiple actors can be enrolled to
both perceive the emergency and act on it. That climate
emergency declarations have been ‘heard’ offers hope
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of forthcoming action and change, as well as greenhouse
gas emission reductions, but the important work is yet
to come in how the state and other institutions respond.
This hopemay, of course, bemisplaced false hope, but as
Osborne (2019, p. 148) states: “There are still…possible
shared futures…and some of them are worth having.”
We can discern multiple ecological, climatic, economic
and social emergencies existing in tandem, yet each oper-
ating on different temporal registers affecting different
people and places unevenly. A key challenge is how to
create spaces of resistance and political intervention in
response to the climate emergency declarations. How
can the climate emergency be differentiated from other
emergencies, even when anthropogenic climate change
is a critical and omnipresent emergency framing all oth-
ers (Huijbens, 2021)? Given other events in 2020 (e.g.,
Black LivesMatter), howmight climate emergency decla-
rations work to benefit poorer and Indigenous or ethnic
communities rather than legitimising actions to their
detriment (Goh, 2019; Whyte, 2020)—or what Hulme
(2019) calls justifying the suspension of ‘normal’ poli-
tics? It is important to attend to the discourses that are
embedded in climate emergency declarations and dis-
cern the voices that may remain unheard.

In the analysis that follows, we discuss how the
neoliberalisation of UK universities affects how they
enact sustainability, leading to ‘solutions’ that are

framed in terms of, and which appeal to, market ideolo-
gies. The language, and the initiatives, follow trends such
as cleantech (see Goldstein, 2018) where ideas that were
once considered peripheral have become folded into the
neoliberal project yet emptied of their radical potential.
Weexplore how the act ofmaking the climate emergency
declarations by institutions such as governments, busi-
nesses, and universities may involve a reconfiguration of
what such declarations mean.

3. Methods

This article draws on secondary research focusing on
UK universities. We selected a representative sample
of 17 universities across England, Northern Ireland,
Scotland, and Wales, whose sustainability strategies
were analysed. In addition to geographical represen-
tation, we accounted for characteristics including:
Russell Group membership, university types such as
‘Redbrick,’ 1960s, and post-1992 universities, different
sized student populations, as well as universities with
sustainability champions. We also examined whether
respective local government bodies had declared climate
emergencies, and universities’ sustainability league
table positions (see Table 1 for an overview).

Complementing this, some universities are involved
in wider sustainability projects—e.g., SOAS works

Table 1. Characteristics of the sample.
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Bristol 3 3 3 3 2 22278 3 11 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Cardiff 3 3 3 3 2 30180 3 46 3 3 3 3 3 3
Edinburgh 3 3 3 1 33609 3 38 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Lancaster 3 3 13336 3 91 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
LSE 3 3 11960 13 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Nottingham Trent 3 3 4 33255 3 UK #3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Oxford 3 3 3 1 23975 45 UK #1 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Queens Belfast 3 3 3 2 24695 103 3 3 3 3 3 3
SOAS 3 5800 31 3 3 3 3
St Andrews 3 3 1 8984 73 3 3 3
Sussex 3 3 3 3 19413 51 UK #5 3 3 3 3
Swansea 3 3 3 2 20620 3 9 3 3 3 3 3 3
UEA 3 3 3 17925 3 29 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Ulster 3 3 4 24530 57 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Westminster 3 3 4 19000 63 3 3 3 3 3

Notes: 1) Ancient universities; 2) Redbrick civic universities; 3) 1960s new universities; 4) Post-1992.
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collectively on sustainability with other London uni-
versities under the Bloomsbury Greenthing umbrella;
the University of Sussex has a large solar farm, while
Lancaster has its ownwind turbine; and Ulster University
has formed a relationship with Belfast City Council to
work together on the climate emergency. Furthermore,
seven of these institutions signed the global letter declar-
ing a climate emergency and committing to carbon neu-
trality by 2030, or 2050 at the latest, representing a
collective commitment to addressing the climate crisis
(SDG Accord, 2021). There are, thus, many interesting
and diverse partnerships emerging, as institutions seek
to make sense of, and act on, the climate emergency.

The nature of available documents varied between
universities; our analysis included 83 documents across
the 17 universities. These documents were typically
listed on a specific set of webpages dedicated to sus-
tainability. Some universities had a broad overarching
strategy for sustainability, whereas others had separate
strategies covering topics such as carbon management,
food and behaviour change. However, where universi-
ties had distinct thematic documents, the topics covered
were varied, as Table 1 shows.

We employed discourse analysis to focus on the
language and content of university sustainability strate-
gies to reveal the politics and practices of sustainabil-
ity. As Wilkinson and Clement (2021, p. 12) note, lan-
guage has power, history, and affects the nature of sub-
sequent responses and actions: Language affects actors
differently, reveals ideologies, and enables different
kinds of futures. Hatzisavvidou (2020) argues language
represents a ‘rhetorical invention,’ which involves ‘devis-
ing ways to articulate, define, and constitute relations’
between actors and their environments and practices,
which leads to the formation of ‘a particular environ-
mental common sense.’ The ‘common sense’ she identi-
fies is centred around neoliberalism, which she suggests
prevents the possibility of transformative sustainability
action. Our analysis employed thesemethods to uncover
the framing and rhetoric of sustainability amongst UK
universities. Our secondary analysis involved inductive
coding resulting in 40 codes, which emerged from the
data in conjunction with concepts from the academic lit-
erature. These were then organised into themes, before
being organised into higher-level themes. Whilst this
remains a relatively small-scale UK study, our analysis
was rigorous and thorough in attending to 83 docu-
ments produced by our sample, and with both authors
coding separately, then reviewing, discussing and refin-
ing codes.

4. Neoliberal Sustainability Practices: University
Boosterism and the Cognitive-Practice Gap

In this section, we contextualise the climate emer-
gency declarations in the UK before outlining how the
neoliberalisation of the university sector reduces space
for sustainability transformations. We propose a con-

cept of university boosterism, whereby universities act
extrospectively, employing their sustainability creden-
tials to attract students and funding, and to designate
their membership of a global cohort of sustainability
leaders. Furthermore, we outline a cognitive-practice
gap between university research and university man-
agement practices. Together this creates a situation
whereby universities are paradoxically sites of trans-
formative research despite practitioners implementing
mainstream versions of sustainability.

4.1. Contextualising Climate Emergency Declarations

The climate emergency website (climateemergency.uk)
details institutions that have currently declared a climate
emergency: 74% of UK local authorities have declared a
climate emergency (Mace, 2020), suggesting cross-party
commitment to the declarations. The number of univer-
sities declaring a climate emergency is lower, with 38
(∼33%) UK universities having made a declaration at the
time of the research. Bristol University was the first UK
university to declare a climate emergency (2019), follow-
ing Bristol City Council (2018). There is an uneven pattern
of declaring a climate emergency: Some universities that
have not declared a climate emergency refer to other
local institutions’ declarations, while other universities
do not mention the climate emergency.

New governance frameworks and associated organi-
sations are emerging and evolving in response to climate
emergency declarations. In October 2020, 72 universi-
ties had Sustainability Champions or created sustainabil-
ity offices, while 117 had produced sustainability strate-
gies. Moreover, a Climate Commission for UK Higher
and Further Education Students and Leaders was insti-
gated in November 2019, aiming to develop an action
plan in response to the UK government’s climate emer-
gency declaration, and to create a strategic sector-
wide approach. Alongside the emergence of new insti-
tutions, incumbent organisations like the Environmental
Association of Universities and Colleges influence uni-
versities’ sustainability actions through setting policy,
sharing best practice, and running the annual Green
Gown awards. In addition, organisations like the non-
governmental organisation People and Planet run the
‘green league’ of UK universities, benchmarking univer-
sities based on sustainability criteria. Furthermore, the
National Union for Students hosts Students Organising
for Sustainability, an educational charity organised by
staff and students in response to the ecological and
climate crisis, and the University and Colleges Union’s
Green New Deal agenda (in conjunction with the
National Union for Students) “demands that institu-
tions declare a climate emergency” and prepare focused
action plans.

Nationally, UK universities are situated within differ-
ent legislative frameworks of the devolved governments
of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, each of which
treats sustainable development and climate change
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differently. At the UK level, the Climate Change Act 2008
is perceived as landmark climate legislation (Carter &
Jacobs, 2014); the Scottish government brought forward
their Climate Change Act Scotland in 2009. The Welsh
government’s focus is on sustainable development in
the Future Generations and Wellbeing Act 2015, while
in Northern Ireland a Private Members’ Bill for cli-
mate change legislation was presented to government in
Autumn 2020.

In sum, this suggests a complex,multi-scalar and rela-
tional landscape of sustainability legislation and prac-
tice within UK universities and the institutions that
support them.

4.2. Understanding Sustainability

Sustainability is a slippery term (Blühdorn, 2007), fre-
quently employed to suit the needs of different actors
and institutions, and while climate science is unequivo-
cal about the anthropogenic drivers of greenhouse gas
emissions, it is less precise about specific outcomes or
scenarios (Hulme, 2020). Most universities’ sustainabil-
ity and climate-related strategies recognised the ‘wicked’
problems of climate change, and specifically human influ-
ences on the climate:

Human influence on the world climate is clear, with
anthropogenic related carbon emissions the high-
est in history and warming of the climate system
unequivocal. Recent changes in climate have had
widespread impacts on human and natural systems
and continued emissions will cause further warm-
ing and long-lasting changes. This increases the likeli-
hood of severe, pervasive and irreversible impacts for
people and ecosystems. (Lancaster University Carbon
Management Plan)

We recognise that climate change is one of the
most significant global challenges of the century.
(Edinburgh University Climate Strategy)

When acknowledging the scale of environmental and cli-
matic problems, universities frequently present them-
selves as natural leaders with a moral responsibility to
act, and as institutions well placed to drive this agenda:
“Universities are a major force in creating a more sus-
tainable future, both in the way they conduct their
operations and how they build future capacity around
sustainable development issues” (Swansea University
Sustainability Strategy).

The need to act is accepted but the nature of that
action is more contentious (Rosol, Béal, & Mössner,
2017). Many universities draw on conventional defini-
tions of sustainable development, whereby action is
required to ensure “the physical environment remains
intact so that human needs can be met” (St Andrews
Sustainable Development Policy). Under such definitions,
the health of the planet and ecosystems should be pro-

tected only for anthropocentric purposes, to sustain
economies and societies rather than for the intrinsic
value of those ecosystems (Kopnina, 2012), thus treating
the environment as valuable only when employed to cre-
ate surplus value via production.

4.3. Natural Leaders: Being First and Inspiring Others

The UK media regularly promotes a limited number
of ‘exemplar’ universities, such as Nottingham Trent
University, Manchester Metropolitan and the University
of Gloucester. Certification schemes (e.g., EcoCampus,
GreenGownawards) are used to promote specific univer-
sities’ sustainability achievements, while some universi-
ties promote their own leadership for others to emulate:

LSE is a global leader in sustainability, not just in terms
of its teaching and research on climate change and
other environmental issues, but also as a community,
a large employer and a business. [It is] an example
of best practice that other universities will emulate.
(Lord Stern, LSE Sustainability Policy)

Universities’ sustainability strategies frequently refer
to their desire to be world-leading, world class and
adopting leadership positions. Universities, we argue,
see themselves as natural sustainability leaders, given
their innovative research scoping new intellectual ter-
rain and new forms of technology. Universities argue
they are well-placed to address the ‘wicked’ problem
of climate change: “Given the complex and challenging
transitions that the pursuit of sustainable development
requires, there is an opportunity for the University of
St Andrews to play a leadership role in this area within
Scotland, the UK and beyond” (St Andrews Sustainable
Development Policy).

Best practice is a key method for universities in pro-
moting their own sustainability practices, but they also
replicate the actions of others. Best practice can be
interpreted as meeting legislative requirements and a
common-sense narrative of accepted practice, both of
which can limit space for enacting transformative sustain-
ability practices:

We will remain committed to becoming an exemplar
of good environmental practice in the [university]
sector, in particular around effective carbon reduc-
tion. (University of East Anglia [UEA] Environmental
Sustainability Policy)

Globally, we are forging links as a member of the
International Sustainable Campus Network with lead-
ing universities such as Harvard, MIT and Oxford and
Cambridge. We are exploring partnerships with lead-
ing, European, American, Asian and other global uni-
versities to share best practice. (Edinburgh Climate
Strategy, emphasis added)

Politics and Governance, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 2, Pages 29–40 34

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Institutions such as Oxford, Harvard, Caltech, the
University of British Columbia and Yale make up a global
cohort of sustainability leaders, viewed as a benchmark
for others to follow. Amongst universities, in the UK and
more globally, we can identify ‘hot’ policy ideas (McCann,
2011) coalescing around sustainability activities and ini-
tiatives. Peck and Theodore (2015) describe these as
‘fast’ policies, driven by both the desire for ‘ideas that
work’ and the promotional work ofmobile policy experts,
gurus and consultants. They argue that ‘referencing’
ideas fromafar is commonplace, andwhile this is not nec-
essarily new, the speed and intensity of such processes
are new. While local expressions of such ‘hot’ ideas
inevitably reflect local circumstances, the idea of flag-
ship green buildings has found rapid traction amongst
universities. For instance, Oxford University adopted
Passivhaus standards for new buildings in 2017 (Oxford
University Sustainability Design Guide). These hot policy
ideas are shared and (re)shaped through national and
global networks such as the International Sustainable
Campus Network and the UK’s Sustainability Exchange
as well as certification schemes that promote ‘best prac-
tices.’ Such institutions and projects represent what
McCann (2017) calls ‘referencescapes,’ which prioritise
some problem framings over others, creating an ‘extro-
spective impulse’ that guides what is emulated or not.
Furthermore, alongside institutions like Sustainability
Exchange, universities act as beacons of best practice
and seek to share their sustainability actions via pol-
icy mobility circuits. We can identify a global circuit of
best practices and sustainability policies for universities,
underpinned by a neoliberal agenda that focuses on sus-
tainability as a marketable asset for universities, through
the physical (buildings), educational (teaching, curricula,
research) and institutional dimensions. Many universi-
ties are posturing for global leadership in sustainabil-
ity and climate responses and structure their strategies
around being the ‘best’:

Our carbon efforts form part of our sector-leading
sustainability performance. In 2012, we became the
first UK university to achieve the EcoCampus Platinum
mark. We were also the first to achieve ISO14001,
the international gold standard for environmental
management. We have consistently ranked among
the top five global universities for sustainability in
the UI Green Metric. (Nottingham Trent University
Carbon Management Plan)

Rosol et al. (2017) argue that such ranking efforts lead
to sustainability losing much of its transformative poten-
tial. Certification schemes act discursively to render sus-
tainability practical and technical (Okereke, Bulkeley, &
Schroeder, 2009, p. 76), often aligning to legislation
which may generate only modest results. Some universi-
ties pursued certification and benchmarking schemes as
ends in themselves for reputational purposes, a process
we term ‘university boosterism’:

This Travel Plan will support the University’s aspira-
tion to further improve the environmental perfor-
mance of theUniversitywith the ultimate aimofmain-
taining a top 20 place in the People and Planet league,
and a “First Class” award. (Sussex Travel Plan)

Having the platinum status and ISO 14001 certifica-
tion certainly adds weight to our marketing collateral
for attracting new students. They and the wider pub-
lic are certainly attracted by our green ethos which
is why we are fully committed to continual improve-
ment. (NQA Certification, 2014)

Similarly, Queen’s University Belfast maintains that they
need to be “ahead of the game” (Carbon Management
Plan), as students and external partners demand disclo-
sure on their environmental performance. Universities
frequently usemetrics-based schemes to ‘evidence’ lead-
ership, for example the Green League published by
People and Planet and the EcoCampus certification
scheme. The climate emergency declarations potentially
reproduce a metrics-driven approach to reach ‘zero car-
bon’ by a given date (2030, 2050, etc.; Hulme, 2019).
Such techniques facilitate corporate framings of sus-
tainability as improved (eco)efficiency (Freidberg, 2014),
which Hatzisavvidou (2020) suggests is regularly wit-
nessed in neoliberal institutions, andwhich creates quan-
tifiable, measurable policies that are beyond dispute.
Hatzisavvidou (2020) identifies three ‘commonplaces’
of neoliberalism (valuation, efficiency and competitive-
ness): the use of certification metrics aligns with ideas of
efficiency and competitiveness. Furthermore, we might
add leadership and ‘hot’ policy ideas (or ‘best prac-
tices’) to this list of the commonplaces of neoliberal-
ism, representing what it means to be a good neoliberal-
environmental institution.

4.4. Technology-as-Solution: Efficiencies and
Cost-Savings

Our analysis suggests universities frequently align their
climate change responses to technological improve-
ments and cost-savings, representing a capitalist fix by
attempting to solve the climate crisis through market-
based instruments, whilst neglecting more ambitious
change. This reinforces neoliberal ideologies of efficiency
and innovation, for instance Edinburgh University dis-
cusses controversial technologies like Carbon Capture
and Storage (Perlman, 2020). This involves universities
balancing sustainability alongside other considerations,
as UEA’s Energy and Carbon Strategy exemplifies: “In car-
bon reduction terms, we work to balance the three sus-
tainable development principles alongside three energy-
specific themes: Reputation, capital cost, and opera-
tional cost.’’

The severity of the climate crisis is not (currently)
matched with radical action, and universities adopt
and reproduce neoliberal responses to climate change.
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Greening contemporary capitalism has more traction for
its commercial potential compared to radically trans-
forming operations (Klein, 2014), an approach universi-
ties echo:

Mitigation and adaption open up opportunities to
apply new technologies, increase efficiency and
reduce costs whilst reducing emissions. (Edinburgh
Climate Strategy)

The University of Bristol is adopting a Circular
Economy approach to managing its resources. This
will offer potential cost savings as well as sustainabil-
ity improvements. (Bristol Circular Economy Strategy)

These statements reinforce how universities embrace
techno-fixes. For instance, a key aim of the University
of Bristol’s Emissions Strategy is: “Achieving financial or
operational efficiencies through implementing environ-
mentally sound initiatives.” The idea of saving money
through efficiency savings is pervasive and frequently
based on the adoption of new technologies. Universities
like Ulster, Sussex and Lancaster have ‘invested’ in renew-
able energies. LSE’s focus on improvements in energy
performance will increase “energy efficiency in build-
ings and equipment and minimising carbon emissions by
using low and zero carbon technologies wherever possi-
ble” (LSE Energy Policy). As Goldstein (2018, p. 17, 30)
explains, those involved in cleantech have worked to
develop a discourse that is coherent, legitimising and
appealing for its apparent radicalism, whilst remaining
compatible with capitalism, a new green (and ‘better’)
capitalism, which is anything but transformative. In this
vein, Ulster University argues renewable energy will
deliver carbon and cost savings: “The University has
in place some small-scale photovoltaic generation and
a large wind turbine generator. Both technologies are
mature, qualify for government subsidies, and can pro-
vide significant carbon and cost savings” (Ulster Carbon
Management Plan).

Universities are using technology and efficiency gains
to capitalise from their climate change practices, and
firmly occupying Hatzisavvidou’s (2020) ‘commonplaces’
of neoliberalism. As Blühdorn (2007) argues, relying on
technology and market-based solutions reduces envi-
ronmental issues to concerns about resource consump-
tion and emissions, resolvable via certification and mar-
kets, thereby neglecting alternative, more far-reaching
policies. This reinforces Chambers’ (2020) notion of a
‘socio-ecological fix,’ whereby environmental problems
are solved through a series of capitalist ‘fixes’ such
as new markets or technologies as a response to cli-
mate change. For Wakefield (2020, p. 51), promises
of such fixes “must be understood as the substrate
of a liberal regime promising neither redemption nor
progress but only survival of existing, ruinous conditions
amidst catastrophe.’’

4.5. Cognitive-Practice Gap

From our analysis, we suggest a cognitive-practice gap
exists: While universities are often sites of radical
research, this can be disconnected from the types of
actions universities-as-institutions propose for respond-
ing to climate change. Universities as spaces of research
are thus distinct from universities as spaces of sustain-
ability practice. The neoliberalisation agendameans that
research questioning dominant modes of consumption
andWestern lifestyles is often not promoted by universi-
ties in their sustainability and climate strategies. As out-
lined above, the language and ideas within universities’
sustainability strategies often adopts and reproduces
the hegemony of neoliberalism as governing paradigm
(Blythe et al., 2018; Swaffield, 2016). This is important,
because as Hall (2016, p. 205) has argued, paradigm
shifts cannot materialise unless “people have a language
to speak about where they are and what other possible
futures are available to them.” To bridge this cognitive-
practice gap, universities need to create space for dis-
sent and alternative futures to be imagined and expe-
rienced. This absence of radical policy and action may
be through indifference (Kopnina, 2020), but having
declared climate emergencies, indifference will not suf-
fice. As Hoolohan et al. (2021) have recently argued, the
climate emergency framing requires institutions to make
significant organisational changes to meet the necessary
and deep emissions reductions.

To contextualise our findings, we reviewed university
research strategies and statements to better understand
how universities themselves understand their research
activities. Such documents rarelymake ideological claims
or are explicit about their commitments to a political
or economic model, given the breadth of research uni-
versities undertake. However, these documents do fre-
quently refer to their world-leading potential and desire
to improve their league table rankings: This applies to
wider research landscapes as well as sustainability strate-
gies. Fundamentally, these research statements primar-
ily focus on the UK’s Research Excellence Framework,
being world leading and increasing grant capture.

Some universities (e.g., Bristol, LSE, Westminster)
align their research to the UN SDGs, which reproduce
mainstream definitions of sustainability: economic pros-
perity, ecological security and social wellbeing (UN,
2015). The SDGs have been critiqued for promoting an
anthropocentric and neoliberal vision, with the envi-
ronment secondary to economic and social concerns
(Hickel, 2019; Kopnina, 2016). The goal of promoting
continuous economic growth undermines environmen-
tal sustainability objectives, which Kopnina (2016, p. 113)
suggests creates a “further objectification of [the] envi-
ronment and its elements.” Aligning objectives to the
SDGs suggests that universities are not questioning dom-
inant practices of (over)consumption.

Internationalisation was a common trope within uni-
versity research statements, with universities aiming
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to attract the best talent, for staff and students, and
to facilitate further university student and income
growth, attracting students from new and emerging
‘markets’ (e.g., St Andrews, Cardiff). Internationalisation
can undermine sustainability, with international stu-
dents and international academic conferences contribut-
ing to climate change (Baer, 2018; Whitmarsh et al.,
2020). The internationalisation agenda leads universities
such as St Andrew’s to conclude that they cannot ‘pick
and choose the size of the carbon footprint’ despite insti-
tuting policies that actively contribute towards this.

As above in relation to sustainability, we identi-
fied how university research statements also connect to
‘fast’ or ‘hot’ policy ideas, such as Innovation Centres
(e.g., Bristol, Cardiff) that connect university research
with business to create spin-out companies, based on
entrepreneurial logics and a commitment to (economic)
growth. About half of our sample specifically include sus-
tainability and climate change as core research priorities
(e.g., Bristol, Nottingham Trent, St Andrews, Edinburgh,
Sussex, Swansea, Ulster), yet we found no evidence of
universities discussing more critical or radical research in
these research strategies.

Consequently, these universities both disconnect
sustainability discourses developed in research from
physical actions implementing sustainability, and concep-
tualise and implement sustainability and climate initia-
tives in ways that advance specific forms of green capi-
talism. As Parr (2013, p. 11) writes, capitalism’s actors do
not recognise limits to capital accumulation, but rather
work to turn these into opportunities to ensure the conti-
nuity of economic growth, despite potential for negative
impacts on nature and society. For Goldstein (2018) this
represents a new formof capital: green capital. This green
capital commercialises climate change as (yet) another
opportunity for neoliberal economic growth and repro-
duces unequal power relations whilst (still) not address-
ing socio-ecological justice (Parr, 2013), maintaining and
even expanding resource intensive lifestyles (Goldstein,
2018). Our concern is that the climate emergency decla-
rations may be subject to the same processes of appro-
priation by capital, where they are employed to promote
further economic growth via cleantech and other techno-
logical and efficiency driven initiatives. This distracts from
the real work of the climate emergency declarations.

5. Conclusions

Overall, we suggest universities’ neoliberal ideology
often leads them to promote sustainability agendas as
a form of university boosterism and sustainability cap-
ital, rather than attempting more ambitious change.
A cognitive-practice gap exists, whereby radical research
undertaken within universities is absent in the climate
actions they operationalise. As we have discussed, there
is potential for the climate emergency declarations to
be co-opted by capital, locking in future greenhouse gas
emissions growth.

In this article, we have explored the recent climate
emergency declarations and have used UK universities’
sustainability strategies as a case study for thinking about
the possible actions arising from these declarations.
Despite a long history of committing to sustainability, uni-
versities appear to remain firmly wedded to neoliberal
ideals, whilst concurrently claiming to be sites of strong
sustainability. Radical changes are not (yet) evident in
relation to the climate emergency declarations. Existing
sustainability strategies offer insights into the ways of
thinking about, and acting on, the climate emergency
declarations. Neoliberalism acts as a hegemonic logic to
which othersmust succumb (Swaffield, 2016), whichmay
limit the emergence ofmore radical change following the
climate emergency declarations. Without such change, it
is unlikely that the current, unsustainable paradigm will
be transformed (cf. Bina, 2013). This represents a missed
opportunity for universities to create a bridge between
critical research and their sustainability practices, which
could be addressed in their climate emergency plans and
thus simultaneously contribute to wider societal goals.
As Malm (2018) suggests, the climate crisis lays the con-
ditions for a possible revolution against the continued
reproduction of capitalism: To what extent can univer-
sities help enact this revolutionary future? Universities
would need to promote a global transformation engen-
dering Wals’ (2010, p. 150) “planetary consciousness.’’

This study remains limited to the UK, and more
research is needed to examine whether these findings
apply in different spatial contexts and under different
political economic systems. Further research is needed to
understand the institutional complexities of new organ-
isations and governance processes emerging following
the declarations, and how those working in such organ-
isations and roles understand this work. The appoint-
ment of new staff in universities and local government
in response to the climate emergency declarations pro-
vides fertile ground for exploring these ideas, both in
the UK and internationally. Furthermore, research could
helpfully explore the alternative narratives that remain
unheard. The dialogue that does not happen may be as
important as that which is heard, seen and publicised:
Narratives framed around green growthmake other solu-
tions less tenable. We particularly note that universities’
sustainability and carbon management plans place inno-
vation centre stage and pay little attention to concepts
such as degrowth. At present, universities are not utilis-
ing the findings fromcritical social science researchwhich
leaves a gap between critical sustainability research and
practice. Given the severity of the climate crisis, universi-
ties could reposition their sustainability strategies to cre-
ate pathways to degrowth, rather than reproducing capi-
talist fixes such as technology-as-solution.
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