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Abstract  
Purpose –To understand the roles that social capital and real-world learning may play 
in enhancing the effects of university education for sustainable development (ESD) on 
social sustainability.  
Design/methodology/approach – A conceptual framework that identifies the plausible 
effects of university ESD on social sustainability along three outcome dimensions 
(think-act-leverage), broadening desirable program learning outcomes, and proposing 
enabling roles for social capital and real-world learning, is substantiated and validated 
through qualitative insights from a focus group. The framework serves to structure a 
survey to alumni of a postgraduate program in sustainability (2011-2018). Hierarchical 
clustering analysis is used to identify differences in perceived, sustainability-related 
effects of the program on direct beneficiaries and their relationship with stakeholders in 
their communities.  
Findings –Implementation of real-world learning in partnership with organizations in 
the community that actively involves alumni not only extends desirable effects beyond 
individual program learning outcomes and outside the academia but may also renew 
them over time. 
Practical implications – University administrators should foster the creation of new 
social capital of students and alumni, and their commitment with service-learning and 
other credit-bearing opportunities as actionable enablers to enhance the social 
sustainability effects of university ESD. 
Originality/value – The paper contributes to a dual theoretical and empirical void 
related to the effects of university ESD on the social dimension of sustainability through 
the proposal of a conceptual framework and quantitative assessment of the dynamic 
effects of university ESD at the local level. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Research interest in education for sustainable development (ESD) grew considerably 
between 1992 and 2018 (Grosseck et al., 2019). In parallel, not only a broad consensus 
emerged that education is pivotal for achieving sustainable development in practice 
(UNESCO, 2014), but also quality education was recognized as one of the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) of United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for sustainable 
development (UN, 2015). The commitment of universities with ESD, in particular, 
visibly advanced since 1990, when the Talloires Declaration urged universities to 
“engage in education, research, policy formation and information ... to move toward a 
sustainable future” (ULSF, 1990, p. 1). Currently, universities are critical for attaining 
sustainable development along two main venues: implementation of sustainable 
management in their operations and campuses (Leal et al. 2019a), and university ESD 
or integration of sustainability policies, contents and tools in university teaching, 
learning, research and outreach activities (Leal et al., 2019b).  
 
The impact of university ESD should ideally be assessed in terms of its net effects 
across all three dimensions of sustainability: economic, environmental and social 
(Elkington, 2004). University ESD affects not only production techniques, consumption 
patterns or the biophysical environment, but also impacts social sustainability, that is 
sustainability-related changes in the relationships between relevant university 
stakeholders, internal or external, and other individuals, social groups or organizations 
in their surrounding communities (Wolff and Ehrström, 2020). These changes are both 
necessary steps towards impacting broader societal transformation, and a goal of ESD 
per se. 
 
However, a deeper understanding of the social dimension of sustainability in a 
university ESD context is still needed to fully grasp its potential contribution to self-
transformation of universities and to the transition of societies towards sustainability. 
On one hand, the social dimension was integrated late into debates on sustainable 
development, leading to a lack of theoretical and empirical studies in comparison with 
the other dimensions (Eizenberg and Jabareen, 2017; Wolff and Ehrström, 2020). On 
other hand, disentangling the social effects of ESD requires integrating the perspective 
of multiple stakeholders, including external ones and, more broadly, that of society and 
politics (Aikens et al., 2016); through interdisciplinary, holistic approaches (Grosseck et 
al., 2019).  
 
By contrast, the attention of extant ESD literature has mostly focused on the 
environmental dimension of sustainability from the perspective of two groups of 
internal stakeholders: a) students and faculty in connection with the development of 
adequate teaching and learning strategies towards acquisition of key competencies in 
environmental sustainability; and b) university administrators as regard to the 
integration of environmental sustainability policies (“greening”) in higher education 
institutions. Consistent with this, previous ESD research has largely originated at the 
intersection between education educational research (59.51% of total publications), 
green sustainable science technology (31.43%). and environmental studies (22.77%) 
and sciences (17.37%) (Grosseck et al., 2019).  
 
The apparent lack of “a  clear  theoretical  concept  of  social  sustainability” (Littig and 
Griessler, 2005, p. 5) has led to conceptualization efforts from different disciplines such 



 

as Sociology, stating that it is “a  quality  of  societies”  that “signifies  the  nature-
society  relationships,  mediated  by  work, as well as relationships within society” (p. 
11). From the perspective of human needs and work-related institutional arrangements, 
the central elements of social sustainability are wellbeing, social justice, human dignity 
and participation (Littig and Griessler, 2005). Additionally, in university settings, it 
encompasses “elements like cultural diversity, gender issues, individual capabilities, 
and quality of life” (Wolff and Ehrström, 2020, p. 4178).  
 
From a theoretical angle, social sustainability is often associated with the concept of 
social capital, as a reflection of the value of social relationships along two dimensions: 
a) a normative dimension, composed by a set of norms embedded in the social structure 
of a group (values and mutual influence) that leads participants to concerted action; and 
b) a resource dimension, that focuses on group relationships (with participants 
competing for resources that can be harnessed or transferred) and the benefits of 
networks (Fulkerson and Thompson, 2008). Nevertheless, the concept of social capital 
has rarely been used to understand how university ESD may impact social 
sustainability. Instead, academic discussion on the social dimension “has focused on the 
ways individuals benefit from social relationships: such as individuals' improved 
professional opportunities and outcomes… while the impact of social capital and 
networking on social change has not been sufficiently considered” (Dlouha et al., 2018, 
p. 4264).  
 
From a practical viewpoint, there is the expectation that university ESD not only 
improves individual employability, but also that it “can qualify people for the role of 
active participant and provide them with the proper learning experience to 
democratically achieve sustainability” (Van Poeck and Vandenabeele, 2012, p. 544). 
Thus, social sustainability uptake in university education depends not only on teaching 
and learning directives, but also on actual implementation of policies and strategies with 
participation of internal and external stakeholders, “so the universities can make links to 
the real world” (Wolff and Ehrström, 2020, p. 4181).  
 
Therefore, the understanding of program learning outcomes needs to be broadened to 
capture relevant effects of ESD on social sustainability. Expected key competencies in 
sustainability –cognitive, affective and behavioral effects of university ESD on 
students– have been traditionally defined as “the set of knowledge, skills and attitudes 
required to successfully perform functions of a sustainability work setting” (Charli-
Joseph et al. 2016, p. 382). However, if graduates are to effectively cope with society’s 
most difficult problems, university ESD needs to contribute to further other social 
sustainability competencies of students across three knowledge clusters: 1) strategic, 
involving systemic, anticipatory, normative and action-oriented competencies; 2) 
practical, involving implementation competencies to bridge the think-action gap; and 3) 
collaborative, involving competencies needed to work in teams and with different 
stakeholders in the community (Brundiers et al., 2010). Furthermore, the values of 
social sustainability –trust, common meaning, diversity, etc.– need to be handled also in 
the policy development and enactment realm, in order to lead to changes in practices 
(Aikens et al., 2016). 
 
This is where real-world learning opportunities that expose students to real-world 
problems in real-world settings may come into the picture as potential enablers of the 
effects of university ESD on social sustainability. Such opportunities “help students 



 

increase their understanding of sustainability problems (knowledge), and complement 
their methodological competence in applying problem-solving approaches (strategic 
competence cluster)"; while at the same time allowing them "to gain hands-on 
experience in how to link knowledge to action for sustainability (practical competence 
cluster)" (Brundiers et al., 2010, p. 312).   
 
In this context, the goal of this article consists of understanding the roles that social 
capital and real-world learning may play in enhancing the effects of university ESD 
along the social dimension of sustainability. More specifically, which roles do these two 
mechanisms play in the pathway that connects the activities of university ESD with its 
desirable effects on students, alumni and the local community, ultimately impacting 
social sustainability? 
 
In responding to that question, this research aims at filling the aforementioned voids in 
the literature in two specific ways. From a theoretical perspective, it proposes a multi-
level, multi-stakeholder, and multi-dimensional conceptual framework that explores the 
roles that social capital and real-world learning may play as mechanisms intervening on 
the social value chain of university ESD. The concepts of social capital and social 
sustainability are operationalized at a micro-level that encompasses the interactions 
between participants in university programs in sustainability (specifically, students and 
alumni) and their relationships with other individuals and organizations in the 
community. The framework is substantiated through integrating insights from literature 
on ESD, social impact evaluation, and social capital. 
 
From an empirical perspective, this study contributes to alleviate the “paucity of 
research which examines [universities’] contributions towards sustainability efforts at 
the local level, i.e. in the places they are situated” (Leal et al. 2019b, p. 1004). To this 
end, the proposed conceptual framework is used to ground an in-depth case study on the 
portfolio of ESD activities of a corporate-sponsored Chair in a public university 
between 2011 and 2018. The program under analysis includes a postgraduate diploma in 
sustainability (equivalent to 25 ECTS or 625 hours of certified academic training per 
year), an annual lecture series and real-world learning opportunities (mainly service-
learning projects). Plausible effects of ESD along the social dimension may include 
changes in knowledge, behaviors, perceptions and welfare conditions, among other 
factors. This research focuses on social sustainability-related changes along the three 
aforementioned knowledge clusters (Brundiers et al., 2010) as perceived by program 
alumni. Mixed methods are used for collecting data from two groups of relevant 
stakeholders: a focus group with sustainability experts and a survey to program alumni. 
Finally, results are discussed, and conclusions and implications drawn. Also, limitations 
of the research are acknowledged, and further lines of study are suggested. 
 
2. Theoretical background  
 
Measuring the effects of university ESD on social sustainability 
 
Social impact is defined as “the change caused within a ‘social system’ (outcomes that 
result from outputs delivered by an intervention) minus the change that would have 
happened anyway (‘deadweight’)” (Anheier et al., 2019, p. 5). The value approach to 
the social effects of organizational interventions provides a useful frame to trace the 
pathways between the value proposition of ESD programs, their social change model 



 

and their effects on the community and society (Ebrahim, 2019). The social or impact 
value chain refers to the different levels of effects accomplished as a result of the 
combination of inputs and activities: program outputs (immediate effects, for example 
number of real world learning opportunities), outcomes (intermediate direct effects on 
target beneficiaries and communities) and impacts (long-term and net effects, both 
direct and indirect, on whole issues, for example social sustainability) (Van Tulder et 
al., 2016). 
 
However, measuring the effects of ESD on social sustainability is not easy due to 
conceptual and practical reasons. First, sustainability challenges are generally “complex 
problems that are characterized by long-term implications and non-linear behavior; cut 
across economic, social, and environmental domains on local to global scales; and 
display high degrees of urgency and damage potential” (Brundiers et al., 2010, p. 309). 
Thus, multiple levels of analysis (micro-, meso- and macro-), stakeholders (internal and 
external), and levels of effects (outputs, outcomes and impacts) should be taken into 
account and their interconnections explored. Second, the concept of social sustainability 
is strongly value- and culture-laden (Wolff and Ehrström, 2020). Third, measuring the 
levels of social capital in a community or society is not an easy task either, as its most 
relevant components are tacit and relational, and individual attitudes, perceptions and 
behaviors may provide proxy measures but do not assess social capital per se (OECD, 
2001). Fourth, practical barriers include the limited utility of economic approaches to 
social impact when it is difficult to recruit a control or benchmark group, or when 
symbolic outcomes are involved (e.g. changes in values and norms as a result of ESD); 
the causality or attribution problem; measurement problems; and the fact that under 
multiple-stakeholder contexts numerous and subjective criteria of performance should 
be relied upon (Anheier et al., 2019; Liket et al., 2014). ESD, in particular, may be 
considered a paradigm example of an “emergent” strategy for social change, as there is 
high uncertainty about cause-effect or “the causal logic or pathway through which a set 
of interventions is expected to lead to a long-term goal" (Ebrahim, 2019, pp. 38-39); 
and low control over the activities and conditions necessary for producing the desired 
long-term outcomes. Fifth and last, a shared understanding about the meaning of impact 
should be developed prior to implementing the measurement of ESD activities that are 
co-produced in partnership (Van Tulder et al., 2016), as is the case with many real-
world learning opportunities.  
 
In order to overcome these challenges, social impact evaluation frameworks are being 
broadened to include “indirect measures of actual effects, or subjective impressions of 
impact” (Kendall and Knapp, 2000, p. 112), including stakeholder perceptions of 
change. Also, the “outcome” reporting question (how much have we contributed to the 
intended beneficiaries?) should be answered first if impact (the net contribution of ESD 
on social sustainability) is to be assessed over the long-term (Liket et al., 2014, p. 176-
177). Thus, understanding the transformative potential of university ESD on social 
sustainability requires assessing, in the first place, its (perceived) effects on its target 
beneficiaries (Rey-Garcia et al., 2013, 2017), i.e. program participants and their social 
capital.  
  
The role of social capital in the effects of ESD on social sustainability 
 
The definition of social capital hereby adopted, as “networks together with shared 
norms, values and understanding that facilitate cooperation within or among groups” 



 

(OECD, 2001, p. 41), is integrative of its normative and resource-based dimensions 
(Fulkerson and Thompson, 2008). Social capital is composed by three structural 
elements: 1) social networks of both formal (to organized groups) and informal 
connections (to non-organized groups), that facilitate collective flows of information 
and participation; 2) social trust, or the level of trust developed among individuals in a 
community, both generalized –towards people in general- and particularized –within 
certain social groups-; and 3) institutional trust, in connection with perceptions by 
individuals of the effectiveness of the policies, management and behaviors of entities 
that they relate directly or indirectly with (Jones et al., 2013). 
 
Research has linked social capital, and access to such capital, to a myriad of positive 
social outcomes: improved health, greater self-reported survey measures of wellbeing, 
lower crime rates, or better-quality government (OECD, 2001). In the realm of 
sustainability, studies on the role of social capital in reducing poverty and promoting 
sustainable development have emphasized the role of institutions, social arrangements, 
trust and networks in allowing individuals, groups communities for more efficient 
problem solving (World Bank, 1998).  
 
It is remarkable that the first known reference to the influential idea of social capital in 
its contemporary sense was made in the context of its importance for education and 
local communities (Woolcock, 1998). In the case of universities, extant literature has 
mainly explored the role of social capital as regard to the effects of ESD and university 
management on environmental sustainability. First, the role of social networks has 
received the most attention. At the institutional level, the external impact of university 
networks as drivers of the overall ESD policy environment has been recognized 
(Dlouha et al., 2018). At the individual level, the role of dense social networks in 
transmitting information about environmental regulations, standards and impacts of 
university operations has been highlighted, as increased levels of knowledge by students 
and other stakeholders are a prerequisite for the success of greening efforts (Jones et al., 
2013). Second, the role of social trust has been explored in connection with the 
assumption that the perception of environmentally responsible behaviors by peers (e.g. 
through recycling practices) may foster the creation of a green culture among other 
stakeholders. Third and last, the role of institutional trust has been underlined in 
connection with the idea that both the stakeholder collaboration (consistent with SDG 
17), and top management involvement are needed in order to increase the effectiveness 
of greening efforts (Jones et al., 2013).  
 
Along this line of reasoning, it may be argued that enhancing sustainability-related 
social capital among relevant stakeholders –that is networks of individuals and 
organizations that trust each other, share sustainability knowledge, and cooperate to put 
it knowledge to action– may be both one of the most desirable outcome effects of 
university ESD, and an enabler for broader social sustainability impacts. On one hand, 
university ESD may enhance personal resources of graduates towards improved 
employability and social recognition. On other hand, social capital may enhance the 
effects of ESD beyond the group of program beneficiaries through three mechanisms 
(Lin, 1999): 1) facilitation of useful information flows; 2) social credentials and 
reinforcement of individuals' identity and recognition as belonging to a social group 
with similar resources, interests and values that motivates behavior consistent with 
them; and 3) social ties that influence organizational stakeholders who play a critical 
role in decisions involving individual actors.  



 

 
The role of real-world learning in the effects of ESD on social sustainability 
 
ESD literature calls for adequate teaching and learning strategies towards acquisition of 
key sustainability competencies, including pedagogical innovations that provide 
opportunities for interactive, experiential, transformative, real-world learning (Grosseck 
et al., 2019). There is a consensus “that sustainability education should include a variety 
of capacity-building pathways that engage ‘head, hands, and heart’” (Brundiers et al., 
2010, p. 310). Real-world learning should address an actual sustainability 
problem/challenge, provide students with the opportunity to apply the concepts and 
methods learned in the classroom to address it with faculty supervision and involve 
collaboration with relevant stakeholders outside academia; striving to produce 
actionable contributions to the problem/challenge (Brundiers et al., 2010). Beyond 
extracurricular activities, its implementation requires integrating within ESD curricula 
techniques such as problem- and project-based learning (PBL), service learning (SL), 
community-based research or role-playing.  
 
Empirical evidence has confirmed the potential of real-world learning opportunities for 
transformative ESD beyond traditional program learning outcomes (Charli-Joseph et al., 
2016) and along all three dimensions of sustainability. In the case of PBL, making 
students work through actual interactions of human decisions and the biophysical and 
social environment within the classroom may prepare them to solve real-world, 
interdisciplinary sustainability problems once they become working professionals and 
active citizens. Furthermore, it may also change their consumptive patterns as measured 
through EFA (Brody and Ryu, 2006; Ryu and Brody, 2006), or foster personal 
development, affective learning outcomes, and the willingness to solve environmental 
and societal problems through community involvement (Savage et al., 2015). 
 
As regard to SL, it is defined as “a credit-bearing educational experience in which 
students participate in an organized service activity that meets identified community 
needs and reflect on the service activity in such a way as to gain further understanding 
of course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of 
civil responsibility” (Bringle and Hatcher, 1996, p. 222). Different from internships, 
acquired knowledge is process rather than output oriented. Participating students 
collaborate in the diagnosis and solution of real-world sustainability problems with 
organizations in the community; while the new role of faculty is to accompany both the 
students and the partner organizations during the process of establishment, development 
and conclusion of SL (Grosseck et al., 2019). The resulting experience-based learning 
includes the provision of a meaningful work, reflective thought engaging students in 
higher order thinking skills, problem solving, analysis of complex issues, and 
evaluation. Studies show that SL has significant positive effects on a diversity of 
outcome measures, that are strongest for academic performance measures (specially 
writing skills), but also include values (commitment to activism and to promoting racial 
understanding), choice of a service career, or plans to participate in service after 
college. Furthermore, students who participate in SL develop “more sophisticated 
metacognitive abilities, better strategic planning and task-analysis skills, and better 
ability to discriminate useful from insignificant information” (Molderez and Fonseca, 
2018, p. 4400). Along this line of reasoning, we propose that PBL and SL may be 
pivotal in putting social capital to action across the three knowledge clusters (Brundiers 
et al., 2010) towards social sustainability. 



 

 
A proposal for a conceptual framework 
 
Under the light of previous discussion, our proposed framework (synthesized in figure 
1) defines a sequence of the ‘‘plausible effects” (Van Tulder et al., 2016, p. 8) of 
university ESD along the social sustainability dimension. First, the framework takes 
into account multiple levels of effects and stakeholder groups beyond students’ program 
learning outcomes, e.g. other outcome effects that can be attributed to changed 
relationships between students and external stakeholders like alumni and other 
individuals and organizations in their surrounding communities. As students acquire 
key sustainability competencies, they may propend to apply them in their domestic, 
professional and social realms; in doing so, they may tend to influence other individuals 
and organizations in their networks to think or act more sustainably. Specifically, 
sustainability-related knowledge and shared norms and behaviors acquired by graduates 
may spill-over to SL partners and other organizations that students and alumni relate to 
from different professional or civil roles (i.e. employees, entrepreneurs, consultants, 
clients, suppliers, volunteers, trainers, authors, members of formal networks, etc.). 
 
Second, the framework integrates three outcome dimensions in correspondence with the 
social sustainability competencies to be developed by university ESD across the three 
knowledge clusters (Brundiers et al., 2010): 1) the “think” dimension: program learning 
outcomes, or (perceived) effects on individual levels of key competencies for 
sustainability –knowledge, values, norms, attitudes, skills and perceptions–, 
encompassing relationships between program’s students, alumni and faculty; 2) the 
“act” dimension: (perceived) effects on behaviors of program recipients in the 
individual or household realms, particularly consumer and domestic behaviors, 
encompassing relationships with closest indirect beneficiaries (relatives and friends), 
and individual application of key competencies to real sustainability problems in the 
domestic or professional realm; and 3) the “leverage” dimension: the (perceived) 
influence that current and former program recipients (direct beneficiaries) may exert on 
other acquaintances and organizations they relate to from their professional or civil 
roles; so that they too think or behave in more sustainable ways. Thus, the leverage 
dimension tries to capture the community outcomes of social capital in action. 
 
Third, the framework proposes two key mechanisms enabling the social sustainability 
effects of ESD: 1) real-world learning opportunities; and 2) social capital, that may be 
fostered by ESD and, at the same time, enhance the social outcomes of individual-level 
effects. While PBL may be crucial to bridge the “think” and the “act” dimensions, SL 
methodologies may be pivotal to bridge the “act” and “leverage” dimensions; further 
enabling the creation of shared social sustainability norms and resources, as 
relationships between program participants and with other individuals and organizations 
in the community (particularly SL partners) are built. 
 

[Please insert Figure 1 here] 
 
 
3. Methodology 
 
A case study on the portfolio of ESD activities of the Inditex Chair of Sustainability at 
the University of A Coruña (UDC), Spain, was developed using mixed methods, in 



 

order to create a research outcome stronger than either method individually. Merging 
quantitative and qualitative methods enables exploration of more complex aspects and 
connections. Qualitative methods (e.g. focus groups) imply the generalization to theory 
by persuading through rich description and strategic comparison across different cases 
(Yin, 2004); whereas quantitative methods (e.g. surveys) lead to results that are 
generalizable to populations (Malina et al., 2011). In Table 1, the methodological 
approach employed is explained in detail. 
 

[Please insert Table 1 here] 
 
From a qualitative approach, focus group discussion is frequently used to gain an in-
depth understanding of social issues. This technique aims to obtain data from a selected 
group of individuals to discuss a specific topic, aiming to draw from the complex 
personal experiences, perceptions and attitudes of the participants through a moderated 
interaction. Focus group discussion is perceived as a cost-effective and promising 
method in participatory research. Composition of the group depends on the aim of the 
research, and number of participants should range between 4 and 15. 6-8 participants 
are deemed sufficient as focus groups with more than 12 members are difficult to 
manage and may be split into smaller groups with independent discussions (Nyumba et 
al., 2018). This technique was selected as the most appropriate to integrate different 
insights from recognized professionals in the field of sustainability and ESD. To that 
end, an online focus group with 8 sustainability experts from different sectors 
(academic, business and third sector) was held on April 25th, 2019 and moderated by 
authors.  
 
Regarding the quantitative approach, an online questionnaire survey, targeted to the 215 
alumni of the first seven editions of the Chair (2011-2018), was developed. The goal 
was to overcome the limitations of research focusing on the effects of ESD on students 
during the academic year. Not only most of the social sustainability outcomes unfold 
over time, lagging past the end of each year; but also, alumni may tend to have more 
insight on the dynamics of career development and a heightened sense of civil 
engagement with sustainability issues than current students. 
  
The questionnaire was structured in four sections: 1) extent of participation of alumni in 
the Chair’s activities; 2) perceived effects by alumni of their participation in the 
postgraduate diploma and lecture series in alignment with the Chair’s mission and 
across the three outcome dimensions; 3) perceived effects by alumni of their 
participation in team/SL projects in alignment with the Chair’s mission; and 4) socio-
demographic profile of alumni (e.g. gender, age, educational background, occupation, 
geographical area where they develop their professional career, etc.). With the 
exception of the latter, all variables were measured using Likert scales from 1 to 5 
(where a score of 1 is low and 5 is high). 
 
The survey was emailed and remained open between May 10 and May 30, 2019. It 
achieved a total of 66 responses that constitute the final sample employed in our 
research. The predominant profile of alumni is female (71.2%), aged between 25 and 34 
(42.8%), and with an academic background in law and/or business administration 
(21.9%) (see Table 2).  
 



 

Although there is no minimum response rate below which survey estimates are 
necessarily subject to bias (Groves, 2006, p. 650), one of the main problems of a 
survey-based methodology is nonresponse bias. To assess its potential existence, a 
comparison between respondents’ results and the “known values” for the key subgroups 
of total population (e.g. age, gender, education, etc.) was undertaken (Armstrong and 
Overton, 1977). According to this method, it can be stated that there is no evidence of 
nonresponse bias if the response rates are similar across subgroups (Groves, 2006). In 
this research, comparison between survey responses and the total population resulted in 
no statistically significant differences across subgroups (see Table 2).  
 

[Please insert Table 2 here] 
 
A hierarchical clustering technique was used to combine cases (i.e., alumni) into 
homogeneous clusters by merging them together one at a time in a series of sequential 
steps (Blei and Lafferty, 2009; Yim and Ramdeen, 2015). Data were analyzed in two 
steps or phases. Firstly, a hierarchical cluster analysis was carried out using SPSS 
software to identify different groups according to: 1) the self-reported, perceived effects 
of the postgraduate diploma and lecture series on alumni for each of the three outcome 
dimensions considered (“think”, “act” and “leverage”); and 2) the self-reported, 
perceived effects of team/SL projects for the “think” and “act” dimensions. In a second 
step, cluster analysis allowed identification of the most influential factors that may 
contribute to enhancing the outcome effects of the Inditex-UDC Chair on alumni and 
other beneficiaries. 
 
4. Analysis of the case 
 
The Inditex Chair of Sustainability at the University of A Coruña (UDC) (2011-2018) 
 
The Inditex-UDC Chair of Sustainability was created in 2010 as result of a partnership 
between Inditex, a global fashion retailer, and the public University of A Coruña (UDC) 
in the province of A Coruña, Spain. The mission of the Chair consists of fostering social 
responsibility and sustainability within the university community and amidst society at 
large (including other public administrations, companies and nonprofits). According to 
the emergent nature of the initiative (Ebrahim, 2019), and in the face of the challenge of 
increasing control over the activities and conditions necessary for producing the 
desirable outcomes, the academic director of the Chair designed a portfolio operational 
strategy, consisting of bringing together “a wide range of activities that, in combination, 
are likely to increase its control over outcomes" (Ebrahim, 2019, p. 42). The Chair’s 
portfolio of activities includes: 1) a postgraduate diploma offered during one semester 
per year; 2) dissemination through an annual lecture series; and 3) credit-bearing, real-
world learning opportunities such as problem-based or service learning teamwork in 
partnership with organizations in the community, resulting in knowledge creation and 
exchange between students, alumni and local external stakeholders (knowledge 
transfer).  
 
Regarding academic training activities, the Chair’s Postgraduate Diploma on 
Sustainability and Social Innovation (Curso de Especialización en Sostenibilidad e 
Innovación social or CESIS) started in 2011. CESIS students acquire key competencies 
and tools to advance the environmental, social and governance dimensions of 
sustainability (ESG) at the organizational and societal levels. The curriculum builds on 



 

an interdisciplinary approach and emphasizes innovation and good governance as tools 
towards the joint creation of economic, social and environmental value. As regard to 
teaching methodology, all sessions are based on the PBL approach and most are taught 
by sustainability professionals who challenge students with real-life problems relevant 
to the field. Students actively participate in case-study sessions, role-playing, structured 
debates and teamwork around these problems. Once a year they mix with alumni in a 
case session that is part of the continuous education opportunities that are offered to 
nourish the alumni network (Inditex-UDC Chair of Sustainability, 2020). 
 
Regarding dissemination, the Chair organizes a year-round lecture series (En Código 
Abierto) that is open to the broader community and tries to create awareness about 
sustainability-related topics. Attendance among alumni is substantial. Furthermore, 
students, alumni, faculty members and SL partners share a private group in the social 
network LinkedIn. 
 
Regarding knowledge transfer, students must complete team projects on how 
organizations deal with ESG challenges in practice. During the first fourth editions team 
projects dealt with these challenges through PBL methods, using online available 
information from/about real organizations. From the 5th edition onwards, team projects 
became SL projects developed in partnership with organizations in the community. 
Students collaborate with them to define the sustainability problem, perform a diagnosis 
and plan for solutions and produce actionable recommendations towards sustainability. 
SL projects are undertaken by highly diverse teams of 4-5 students, each under the 
guidance of two alumni: a methodological tutor, and one mentor facilitating teamwork 
dynamics and communications with the partner organization. The goal of SL projects is 
double fold: 1) students learn better by applying the acquired knowledge on 
sustainability to interdisciplinary, complex problems associated with real organizations; 
2) these organizations may benefit from students’ and alumni fresh perspectives, 
expertise, voluntary commitment and actionable advice. In fact, SL partners frequently 
hire CESIS graduates. Key outputs and other performance indicators of the first seven 
editions of the program are summarized in Table 3. 
 

[Please insert Table 3 here] 
 
Output-outcome matrix 
 
Qualitative insights from the focus group were used to validate the conceptual 
framework that emerged from the literature (see Fig. 1) and to apply it to the case under 
study in order to identify the connections between: 1) the different outputs or activities 
of the Chair that directly accrue to students, alumni and the community (the CESIS, the 
lecture series,  and the team/SL projects); and 2) measurements for perceived effects 
under the three outcome dimensions in the framework (think, act and leverage) (see 
Figure 2). The resulting output-outcome matrix was used to structure the survey 
questionnaire.  
 

[Please insert Figure 2 here] 
 
 
Hierarchical Clustering Results 
 



 

First, hierarchical cluster analysis shows two clearly different groups across each of the 
three outcome dimensions and the team/SL projects: a larger group of alumni for whom 
the perceived effects of the program are more substantial (cluster 1) and a smaller group 
for whom the perceived effects of the program exist but are less substantial (cluster 2). 
Average values of all variables considered are significantly superior in the case of 
cluster 1 (in blue) relative to cluster 2 (in red) (see Figure 3). 
  

[Please insert Figure 3 here] 
 
Second, and regarding the variables that have been analyzed under the different 
outcome dimensions and for the team/SL projects (see Table 4), we can highlight the 
following results: 
 
1) “Think” dimension: perceived effects of participation in the postgraduate diploma 
and lecture series were more substantial as regard to social responsibility and good 
governance of organizations; and less substantial as regard to eco-efficiency, climate 
change or circular economy. A possible reason is that the weight of environmental 
contents in the diploma was relatively small during the first editions. There is no 
significant difference between clusters. 
 
2) “Act” dimension: perceived effects of participation in the postgraduate diploma and 
lecture series were more substantial as regard to sustainability of alumni’s consumer 
behaviors, in terms of housing and its supplies (water, energy) and loyalty to brands 
committed to ESG. However, they were less substantial for nutritional habits and 
leisure/entertainment. There are differences between alumni from cluster 1 and 2: e.g., 
the expenditure on other training ESG programs adopts one of the highest values for 
cluster 2, and one of the lowest for cluster 1. This is consistent with the fact that 
perceived effects of the CESIS were more significant for the latter. 
 
3) “Leverage” dimension: the perceived effects of CESIS and lecture series were more 
substantial in terms of professional opportunities in ESG positions and integration in 
sustainability networks. However, they contributed to a lesser extent to the production 
of publications on ESG topics or more sustainable products. A possible interpretation is 
that these two effects require a longer time to happen. 
 
4) ”Knowledge transfer” dimension: participation in team/SL projects mostly 
contributed to increasing alumni’s specialized knowledge in identifying the priority 
stakeholders for an organization (stakeholder mapping), conducting an analysis of the 
entity's material issues (materiality analysis), and developing an action plan with 
specific actions to respond to real sustainability challenges. However, team/SL projects 
contributed to a lesser extent to the application of knowledge to the solution of real 
sustainability problems in their daily life and professional environment. Again, a 
possible interpretation is that implementing sustainability plans in real life requires 
longer time spans. 
 

[Please insert Table 4 here] 
 
Third, and consistent with the increased levels of both individual commitment and 
social capital that are needed as graduates move across the three outcome dimensions –
from “think” to “act”, and finally to influencing others to think/act sustainably–, the 



 

number of alumni in cluster 1 decreases at each step for the postgraduate diploma and 
lecture series, parallel to the increase of the number of alumni in cluster 2 (Table 4). 
However, if the perceived effects of team/SL projects on the “think and act” dimensions 
are considered, the number of alumni in cluster 1 (41) reaches a level similar to cluster 1 
for effects of the postgraduate diploma and lecture series on the "act" dimension (42). 
 
Fourth, and regarding the most influential factors that may contribute to enhancing the 
social outcomes of the Chair’s sustainability program, three variables emerge as the 
most explanatory of differences between clusters 1 and 2 (see Appendices 1 and 2): 
 
1) Participation of students in SL projects in partnership with organizations: in general, 
perceived outcome effects are more substantial for students who participated in SL 
projects in partnership with real organizations (with a higher portion of alumni from 
editions 5th-7th  in cluster 1); compared to those who did plain team projects (with a 
higher portion of alumni from editions 1st-4th in cluster 2). In particular, effects are most 
substantial for the 6th edition, with the largest portion of junior students (with 12 recent 
graduates and/or without previous work experience over a total of 28 students); and the 
least substantial for the 4th edition, with the smallest portion of junior students. Thus, 
the age mix of students may provide an additional explanation for the differences 
between editions within each cluster. 
 
2) Participation of alumni in tutoring/mentoring roles and new relationships with 
students and other stakeholders: overall, cluster 1 includes a larger portion of alumni 
that undertook roles complementary to that of students, most notably as tutors or 
mentors of team/SL projects, thus establishing new relationships with current students, 
other alumni and faculty from different editions of the program, and with SL partner 
organizations.  
 
3) Previous ESG experience of students: as may be expected, cluster 1 includes a larger 
portion of alumni who had no previous working experience in the ESG realm when they 
applied for admission into the CESIS.  
 
5. Discussion 
 
The longstanding insight from ESD literature that both real-world learning opportunities 
and social capital enhance the transformative potential of ESD for society (Wolff and 
Ehrström, 2020; Brundiers et al., 2010) is confirmed through quantitative analysis for 
the specific realm of social sustainability. Regarding real-world learning, and beyond 
confirmation the utility of PBL for the acquisition of key competencies by students, 
results highlight the importance of partnerships between higher education institutions 
and relevant stakeholders outside academia. Partnerships for SL are crucial not only to 
achieve "academic enhancement, personal growth and civic engagement" (Molderez 
and Fonseca, 2018, p. 4400) of graduates, but also to extend social sustainability 
outcomes to the surrounding community. This insight, in alignment with the idea that 
partnerships are necessary for the achievement of other SDG on a macro-scale (UN, 
2015), is now quantitatively supported in a local context. 
 
Commitment of alumni with new roles and relationships emerges as another powerful 
enabler of outcome effects across different student cohorts. If extant literature has 
treated real-world learning as one of the key teaching and learning strategies towards 



 

acquisition of competencies in environmental sustainability (Grosseck et al., 2019), this 
research calls for appropriate management of the creation of social networks, social 
trust and institutional trust between all relevant stakeholders (Jones et al., 2013). Along 
this line of reasoning, achievement of desirable program learning outcomes through 
adequate pedagogical strategies would be a necessary but insufficient condition for the 
fulfilment of social sustainability impacts. The expected cognitive (what graduates 
should know), affective (what graduates should care about) and behavioral (what 
graduates should be able to do) effects of ESD on individuals (Charli-Joseph et al. 
2016) need to be actioned through social capital in order to impact the broader 
community and societal transformation. The combination of partnerships with alumni 
involvement to implement real world learning not only extends outcome effects outside 
the academia, but also renews them over time.  
 
University administrators need not only to leverage the social capital that new students 
bring to the classroom, but also to build additional social capital in alignment with the 
missions of their ESD programs through formal mechanisms that reinforce social 
sustainability-related information, social credentials and social ties (Lin, 1999). This 
may be done through fostering networks of social relationships that encompass both the 
individual (facilitation of alumni networks and offering of continuing education 
opportunities and dissemination activities) and the institutional levels (facilitation of 
partnerships with organizations in the community) and allow for cross-fertilization 
between program cohorts. Results further highlight the importance of managing social 
capital from the very classroom, by integrating mechanisms such as mobilizing alumni 
to participate as tutors or mentors in credit-bearing initiatives, particularly those that are 
developed in partnership. An enabling circle is fed as team/SL project tutors/mentors 
are selected by the academic director among alumni from different cohorts that show a 
deeper individual commitment with the program, but also end up showing more 
substantial outcome effects over time. Alumni in tutoring/mentoring commitments not 
only bring back their own social capital to the program, but also build new relationships 
with current and former students and faculty, as they must attend a number of new 
sessions, visits or workshops in the academic year they become mentors/tutors. 
 
Finally, results suggest that outcome effects on social sustainability are non-linear. At 
an individual level, not only a course graduate may leverage sustainability in the 
organization he/she is committed with (as employee, consultant, supplier, etc.), and not 
behave sustainably in the domestic realm; but also outcome effects are less substantial 
for students who already had previous experience in the ESG realm. At an aggregate 
level, perceived effects of the training and dissemination activities where 
students/alumni (215) tend to massively participate lose intensity at every step across 
outcome dimensions (cluster 1 decreases in size). However, and thanks to the social 
capital actioned by the relatively small group of alumni who tutored/mentored students 
(44), the number of alumni with substantial changes in competencies and behaviors as a 
result of their participation in team/SL projects is similar to the number in cluster 1 of  
the “act” dimension of training and dissemination activities. Thus, relationships 
between the alumni who develop tutoring/mentoring functions and other stakeholders 
(students, alumni, faculty and SL partners) may act as a mediating variable between 
program outputs and outcome effects (Figure 1).  
 
6. Conclusions 
 



 

This research highlights the importance of real-world learning that is deployed through 
partnerships as a lever to enhance the outcome effects of ESD and offers an integrated 
understanding of the role that changes in social capital play when enacted in the context 
of SL activities.  
 
From a theoretical perspective, the framework integrates outcome dimensions and 
stakeholders (students and alumni) that have been mostly explored by extant literature 
in a disconnected way and/or from an environmental sustainability perspective. It 
highlights the importance of going beyond traditional program learning outcomes to 
consider the effects of ESD on social sustainability in a holistic way; that is integrating 
the broader effects on households, workplaces and community organizations that can be 
reasonably accrued or attributed to changes in direct beneficiaries (students and alumni) 
and their relationships as a result of the program.  
 
From an empirical perspective, this research: 1) proposes operational measures for the 
“think”, “act” and “leverage” dimensions of outcome-level effects; 2) applies a 
quantitative technique to cluster alumni according to the intensity of outcome effects; 
and 3) undertakes a comparative analysis that facilitates identification of the enablers –
SL and social capital– that may enhance the effects of university ESD on social 
sustainability. We are confident that the measures used in this quantitative research to 
proxy outcome effects, used in combination with the conceptual framework, may be 
useful to guide further assessments of the impact of university ESD on social 
sustainability in local contexts. 
 
Both enablers –SL and social capital– mutually reinforce each other through a virtuous 
circle where alumni participation in tutoring/mentoring duties in the context of team/SL 
projects mobilizes and nourishes social capital within and outside the alumni network 
and beyond the duration of the annual program, ultimately enhancing social 
sustainability effects. The network of social connections and the set of shared values 
that students and alumni jointly develop over time and across editions is both a 
desirable learning outcome of ESD and a key lever to enhance its impact on the 
community. This line of reasoning is consistent with the idea by Bennett and Papi 
(2014) that the traditional concept of service learning should be “flipped on its head” to 
become learning service, where learning is not the outcome of serving the community, 
but a pivotal component of service itself. Focus of SL should shift from learning “for 
the community” to learning “with the community”. In the field of sustainability, 
students serve the community because they learn to think, act and leverage for 
sustainability with the community.  
 
As regard to implications for academic administrators, recruiting a diverse student 
cohort (in terms of socio-demographics, professional and academic background, and 
work obligations) seems key to enhance social sustainability. Junior, unexperienced 
students may adopt senior, ESG-experienced students as role models in sustainability, 
take advantage of peer learning or benefit from their social connections, as the latter 
tend to be more strategically located and/or hierarchically positioned in networks. 
Senior, ESG-experienced students, in their turn, may benefit from the fresh 
perspectives, digital competencies and willingness of junior students. However, our 
results evidence that social sustainability outcomes of one-size-fits-all programs are less 
substantial for students with more ESG experience/seniority. Thus, personalization of 
course contents and methodologies and customization of outcome metrics according to 



 

student profiles should be fostered in order to optimize outcome effects for diverse 
student groups.  
 
Finally, this research suggests that university administrators and faculty should 
reconceptualize social capital as a crucial asset to realize the potential of ESD for social 
change, that is under their capacity to grow and nourish. An emerging new role for them 
in the realm of social sustainability would consist of facilitating the advancement of 
students and alumni across the sequence of plausible effects identified in this research. 
Nourishing relationships with alumni networks and community partners in full 
integration with the academic curriculum seems key to leverage social capital as a 
renewable resource for social sustainability over the long term.  
 
7. Limitations and further research 
 
Limitations of this empirical research are acknowledged, as it is a survey-based, mono-
stakeholder exploration and the sample, though representative, is limited in size. 
Furthermore, data are based on self-reports of socially valued outcomes and therefore 
may be subject to desirability bias. Lastly, the fact that this research covers a long 
period of time in order to contribute a dynamic perspective on outcome effects has also 
drawbacks. First, ex ante motivations and ex post expectations of alumni (including 
employment prospects after graduation) varied widely as the economic crisis originating 
in 2008 developed and declined during the period of analysis. Secondly, memories of 
the alumni that graduated first are for sure weaker –and probably also more biased- than 
those of alumni of the 2018 class.  
 
Further research should include in the analysis negative effects and relevant 
stakeholders other than students and alumni, and the methodological approach should 
be broadened accordingly. In order to fully assess the effects of team/SL projects across 
the leverage dimension, the perspective of partner organizations (in grey in figure 2) 
should be also taken into account. It would be necessary to find out to what extent and 
with which results they have actually implemented the sustainability actions 
recommended by the students as part of their SL projects. A focus group in combination 
in-depth interviews with SL partner representatives may be useful. Also, as the mission 
of the Chair prioritizes sustainable university management, effects across other 
university stakeholder groups should be taken into account. A focus group and/or in-
depth interviews with the constellation of stakeholders that the Chair is accountable 
towards (Inditex as funder, UDC Social Council as promoter, UDC Secretary General, 
UDC Vice-Provosts for Research and for Social Responsibility, the Dean of the 
Economics and Business School, etc.) would be needed to explore the perceived impact 
beyond direct beneficiaries. Also, local media coverage of the Chair’s activities is 
another proxy for its social sustainability effects as it helps in assessing the visibility of 
sustainability topics within the community. Media support the effects of the program on 
relevant stakeholders and society both directly, by providing information about the 
Chair’s activities to prospects and reinforcing attendance and participation, and 
indirectly, by raising awareness about the importance of sustainability and supporting 
the Chair’s outreach efforts within the community.  
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