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Abstract 

Higher Education Institutions (HEI) face increasing expectations to engage in sustainabil-
ity reporting despite limited resources and heterogeneous practices. This study explores 
how Joint Sustainability Reports (JSR), built on the EU Voluntary Sustainability Reporting 
Standard for non-listed SMEs (VSME), can serve as a cooperative and digitally supported 
framework to enhance transparency, comparability, and efficiency while strengthening 
universities’ third mission of societal engagement and knowledge transfer. Qualitative 
interviews with six sustainability experts from German and Austrian universities of ap-
plied sciences (UAS) highlight persistent challenges such as data gaps, staffing shortages, 
and weak strategic anchoring. The findings show that VSME-based JSRs, through shared 
data collection, centralised coordination, and modular reporting, enable resource and data 
pooling, standardised indicators, and cross-university synergies. By making social contri-
butions more visible and credible, JSRs reinforce accountability and advance universities’ 
third mission in fostering community outreach and sustainable development. 

Keywords: universities; higher education institutions (HEI); sustainability reporting; 
CSR; ESG; joint sustainability reports (JSRs) 
 

1. Introduction 
Universities have expanded sustainability reporting (SR) over the past decade, yet 

the literature consistently depicts fragmented practices, uneven indicator coverage across 
their core missions, and limited comparability, which undermines benchmarking and 
weakens societal accountability tied to the third mission [1,2]. Conceptual foundations of 
sustainability remain multifaceted: ecological perspectives emphasize planetary limits 
and resource preservation [3], functional perspectives stress durability of structures and 
processes [4], distinctions between weak and strong sustainability refine substitution as-
sumptions of natural capital [5], and the triple bottom line foregrounds ecology, economy, 
and society [6]; these strands inform SR’s mix of impact- and risk-oriented disclosures in 
all organisations but interact differently in universities due to their service-dominant 
value chains, diffuse impacts, and resource constraints [7]. Foundational HEI reviews 
show an operational and environmental tilt with weaker integration of pedagogy, re-
search, outreach, and governance, limiting internal learning and external legitimacy, 
while early and subsequent methodological contributions argue for structured indicator 
frameworks to improve quality and usability of HEI reports [8–10]. In parallel, scholar-
ship on the third mission documents universities’ societal role beyond teaching and 
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research—e.g., knowledge transfer, regional development, and social innovation—and 
calls for operational mechanisms that link SR to transparency, social legitimacy, and stake-
holder dialogue, warning that absent or superficial reporting diminishes visibility and 
public accountability [2,11–14]. 

Within Europe, evolving sustainability policy strengthens the case for proportionate, 
comparable reporting architectures. Even where universities sit outside direct CSRD 
scope, value-chain expectations and partnerships with CSRD-reporting entities increase 
demands for structured and interoperable disclosures [15,16]. The European Commis-
sion’s Voluntary Sustainability Reporting Standard for non-listed SMEs (VSME) offers a 
modular, proportionate scaffold—basic and comprehensive modules—aligned with ESRS 
logic and sustainable finance datapoints, designed to streamline essential metrics and nar-
ratives while allowing sector-specific additions; this architecture is directly relevant to 
universities that share SMEs’ constraints in data, tooling, and specialist capacity [17,18]. 
Stakeholder feedback further advocates explicit avenues to report positive impacts and to 
strengthen governance transparency in VSME, aligning with third-mission aims to en-
hance visibility, comparability, and credibility of social contributions [19]. Together, these 
developments suggest that adapting VSME to HEIs—particularly through cooperative 
approaches—could address known barriers of fragmentation and burden while better 
linking SR to third-mission outcomes [15,17]. 

Reviews document a diverse but still-maturing HEI SR landscape with methodolog-
ical heterogeneity and non-standardised indicators across environmental and social do-
mains, which constrains comparability and dilutes the accountability dividends of report-
ing [1,8]. Evidence from university cases indicates that structured reporting processes can 
catalyse organizational learning and integration across operations, education, and re-
search; however, absent sector-sensitive and resource-proportionate frameworks, uptake 
remains uneven and comparability weak, limiting the broader societal value and policy 
relevance of SR for third-mission purposes [2,13,14]. Conceptually, the field lacks a widely 
accepted mechanism to operationalize universities’ positive societal impacts within pro-
portionate reporting while safeguarding efficiency and interoperability; practically, many 
HEIs face capacity constraints that hinder alignment with comprehensive standards [4,9]. 
These gaps motivate testing frameworks that deliver essential comparability at lower cost, 
while explicitly connecting SR to transparency, legitimacy, and stakeholder dialogue 
foundational to the third mission [11,12,16]. 

The VSME’s core features—modularity, proportionate datapoints, and reconciliation 
with sustainable finance indicators—make it an attractive candidate for adaptation to 
HEIs, with scope to add education- and engagement-specific content where appropriate 
[17,18]. A complement to this represents a Joint Sustainability Report (JSR) model—co-
authored by multiple universities in a consortium, region, or system—that can create 
economies of scale in data collection and assurance-readiness, reduce duplication, and 
raise indicator consistency, thereby improving visibility and comparability across institu-
tions [10,15]. If aligned with recommendations to recognize positive impacts and 
strengthen governance transparency, a VSME-based JSR could further enhance perceived 
credibility and social legitimacy, reinforcing third-mission outcomes through clearer 
stakeholder communication and engagement channels [2,14,19]. 

A Joint Sustainability Report (JSR) should be understood as a collaborative reporting 
format in which several universities pool their sustainability data and activities into a sin-
gle, centrally coordinated report. Instead of each institution preparing separate docu-
ments, JSRs enable resource efficiency, standardization, and comparability by combining 
contributions from all participating universities. A key feature of JSRs is their digital ori-
entation: data collection, management, and processing are increasingly supported 
through digital platforms, shared databases, and automated reporting tools. This allows 
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universities to reduce administrative effort, ensure consistent indicator tracking, and re-
use data flexibly for multiple purposes such as accreditation, funding applications, or 
public communication. Digital JSR platforms can also facilitate real-time access, bench-
marking across institutions, and interactive dashboards for stakeholders, thereby 
strengthening transparency and stakeholder dialogue. So JSRs provide a cooperative and 
digitally supported mechanism for sustainability reporting that addresses the resource 
constraints of universities while enhancing visibility, comparability, and alignment with 
proportionate reporting standards such as the VSME. Based on the mentioned literature, 
it can be assumed that JSRs will also offer advantages for the first (i.e., teaching) and the 
second (i.e., research) universities’ mission the same way single sustainability reports do. 
For example, contribution to teaching, as they provide practice-oriented data and exam-
ples for courses, thus enabling project-based work and fostering interdisciplinary formats 
that help students develop key skills such as systems thinking and stakeholder commu-
nication. Also, there will be contribution to research by generating cross-university da-
tasets for empirical studies and comparative analyses, facilitating benchmarking and 
strengthening the evidence base for third-party funding and policy advice. However, JSR 
are not only accountability tools but also platforms for teaching and research that promote 
exchange between universities and make sustainable development more visible overall—
especially if this enables universities that previously lacked the resources or opportunities 
to implement SR. However, while JSRs support teaching and research, their greatest trans-
formative power lies in the third mission (often described as societal engagement or commu-
nity outreach): they provide a collective platform for universities to engage society, share 
knowledge, and drive sustainable change far beyond the own campus. 

This study has two main objectives: first, to evaluate whether VSME-based JSRs can 
provide visible, comparable, and efficient documentation of universities’ sustainability 
activities (RQ1); and second, to examine how VSME-based JSRs can strengthen the third 
mission via enhanced transparency, social legitimacy, and stakeholder dialogue [16,17] 
(RQ2). Conceptually, the study integrates ecological, functional, and triple-bottom-line 
conceptions with a proportionate EU reporting scaffold, operationalizing a sector-sensi-
tive approach that addresses fragmentation and burden while preserving mission-rele-
vant breadth [3–7]. Empirically, it investigates whether joint processes and VSME data-
points reduce duplication, standardize indicators, and improve disclosure quality in ways 
stakeholders perceive as credible and useful for engagement, echoing EUA’s priorities on 
strategic sustainability and transparency [2,13,15]. Policy-wise, it connects a voluntary EU 
standard and stakeholder guidance to a practical, scalable pathway for universities, align-
ing practice with European sustainability aims and sustainable finance interfaces even be-
yond mandatory CSRD scope [17,18]. 

The study employs a qualitative design using semi-structured interviews with sus-
tainability leaders and administrators from six universities of applied science to assess 
feasibility, benefits, and challenges of VSME-based JSRs; documentary analysis of EU 
VSME materials ensures fidelity to policy and framework requirements and its impact on 
the third-mission outcomes [15,17,18]. 

The paper proceeds as follows: a literature review synthesizing university SR and 
third-mission linkages; methods detailing sampling, interview protocol, and analysis; 
findings on the suitability and perceived effects of VSME-based JSRs; discussion connect-
ing results to academic discourse and EU policy; and conclusions outlining implications 
for practice, limitations, and directions for future research [10,16]. 
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2. Theory—Literature Review 
2.1. Sustainability Reporting by Universities 

Prior sustainability reporting (SR) research concentrates on large, listed private-sec-
tor firms subject to regulatory mandates [20]. In parallel, scholarship examines compre-
hensive sustainability management in universities, including resource optimization and 
consumption reduction [21]. Numerous studies evaluate such initiatives and their out-
comes [22–28]. However, the regulatory implications of the CSRD for universities across 
EU legal contexts remain under-researched, reflecting the framework’s novelty, diverse 
institutional legal forms, and limited case law. Empirical work on implementation, re-
sourcing, formats, and data challenges is also scarce, and joint sustainability reports have 
not yet been examined systematically [1,29,30]. 

Although the university strand of sustainability reporting (SR) remains compara-
tively under-examined, available evidence indicates that social expectations and external 
funding exert measurable influence on disclosure decisions, with studies finding that rep-
utational pressures from stakeholders and the availability of targeted financial support 
can trigger initial reporting and shape its scope, thereby suggesting that SR in higher ed-
ucation is often motivated more by legitimacy and resource acquisition than by fully in-
stitutionalized accountability systems [31]. On the other hand, sustainability has long been 
recognized as multifaceted and dynamic in higher education, shaping responsible teach-
ing, sustainable research, equitable governance, and social engagement [32]. Building on 
this, comparative and methodological contributions show that disclosure practices have 
expanded across both universities and firms, yet the maturity of reporting varies mark-
edly; for example, assessments of reporting quality point to uneven indicator coverage, 
limited assurance, and weak integration with governance and strategy, and reviews of 
determinants reveal that organisation size, governance structures, and contextual pres-
sures explain part of the variance, underscoring the need for sector-sensitive frameworks 
and capacity building to improve completeness, comparability, and decision-usefulness 
of university SR [1,8,9,33]. Consistent with these findings, cross-national HEI studies doc-
ument that SR in universities is frequently nascent and heterogeneous, with disclosures 
concentrated on operational environmental data and ad hoc narratives, which limits 
benchmarking and weakens the link between reporting and mission-specific domains 
such as teaching, research, and societal engagement; this pattern invites future research 
on the mechanisms through which universities can professionalize data systems and align 
disclosures with governance, curricula, and outreach in a cost-effective manner [34,35]. 

To address conceptual fragmentation, scholars propose mapping CSR categories to 
SDGs as a unifying taxonomy, arguing that such alignment can standardize indicator se-
lection, improve cross-study comparability, and clarify material linkages between tradi-
tional CSR disclosures and SDG targets; this integrative move sets a research agenda for 
developing validated mapping protocols, testing their reproducibility across institutional 
contexts, and evaluating whether SDG-aligned reporting enhances stakeholder compre-
hension and strategic utility in university settings [36]. An SDG-oriented content analysis 
of 37 university reports finds consistent emphasis on climate and environmental topics 
but limited comprehensive SDG coverage, which signals a tendency to report where data 
and tools are readily available and to underreport social and institutional dimensions; this 
imbalance implies that universities would benefit from proportionate, mission-aware 
templates that operationalize SDGs beyond environmental indicators and encourages fu-
ture work on how to embed SDG-relevant metrics in education, research, and engagement 
portfolios without imposing prohibitive reporting burdens [37]. Given the resource con-
straints and methodological heterogeneity that characterize university SR, the literature 
recommends intensified cross-university and cross-sector collaboration to co-develop 
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common indicators, share data infrastructure, and pilot interoperable templates, with the 
expectation that networked approaches can reduce duplication, accelerate learning 
curves, and produce evidence on scalable governance and assurance mechanisms; future 
work should rigorously evaluate these collaborations through comparative designs to de-
termine which consortia models most effectively translate reporting investments into im-
proved transparency, legitimacy, and SDG progress for higher education institutions [38]. 

Table 1 is focused on European universities, emphasizing frameworks’ scope, objec-
tives, frequency, and contextual suitability. 

Table 1. Comparative overview of sustainability reporting standards in European universities. 

Reporting Stand-
ard/Framework & 
Main Objective 

Scope & Structure  Use in European Universities  

Global Reporting Initia-
tive (GRI)—compre-
hensive, comparable 
ESG reporting for all 

stakeholders 

Broad coverage (economic, environmental, 
social, governance); modular structure; fo-

cused on materiality and stakeholder engage-
ment. Sometimes considered ‘too corporate’ 

for academia but adaptable; serves as the 
foundation for many hybrid models (e.g., GRI 

+ SDG + AA1000). 

Widely used in Spain, Ireland, the UK, Ger-
many, and the Nordic countries. Mainly public 

and research-intensive universities [39–41]. 

SDG-linked report-
ing—demonstrating 

contribution to the UN 
Sustainable Develop-

ment Goals 

Cross-cutting approach linking research, 
teaching, campus operations, and outreach to 
the 17 SDGs. Used as a narrative and strategic 
framework, often combined with GRI indica-

tors. 

Almost all reporting universities apply SDG 
mapping; standard approach in European Uni-
versity Association (EUA) and national sustain-
ability initiatives. All university types [39,40]. 

Integrated Reporting 
(<IR> Framework)—
linking financial and 

non-financial value cre-
ation 

Structure: strategy, governance, performance, 
and outlook; based on six ‘capitals’. Comple-

ments GRI by emphasizing strategic and 
long-term value creation. 

Selective adoption in the UK and Northern Eu-
rope; primarily large, research- and manage-

ment-oriented universities [39,41]. 

AA1000 (AP/SES/AS)—
ensuring credible stake-
holder engagement and 

assurance 

Principles-based (inclusivity, materiality, re-
sponsiveness, impact). Not a topic-based 

framework but a process and quality tool to 
complement other standards. 

Applied occasionally (Spain, UK) to strengthen 
quality assurance of GRI/SDG reports. Public 
universities with strong stakeholder engage-

ment [39,41]. 
UN Global Compact 

(CoP)—reporting pro-
gress on 10 principles 
(human rights, labour, 
environment, anti-cor-

ruption) 

Narrative progress reports; ethical and nor-
mative focus. Serves as a value-based comple-

ment to GRI. 

Moderate use among European United Nations 
Global Compact (UNGC) member universities 

(mainly business and management schools) 
[41,42]. 

ISO 14001 (Environ-
mental Management 

System)—environmen-
tal management and 

certified improvement 

System-oriented (Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle); 
focuses on environmental performance, com-
pliance, and continuous improvement. Not a 
reporting framework, but provides indicators 

for environmental sections in reports. 

Common in the UK, Germany, and Nordic 
countries; applied by technical and public uni-

versities [40,43,44]. 

National and regional 
frameworks (e.g., 

EAUC UK, French CSR 
Charter, EUA Guide-
lines, AUHEP Aus-

tralia, Hochschul-DNK 

Based on GRI/SDG indicators and adapted to 
HE-specific missions (education, research, 

governance). Promote comparability and ac-
countability within national university net-
works. Includes the Hochschul-DNK (Ger-
man Sustainability Code for Universities), 

structured around 20 criteria (strategy, 

Implemented in the UK, France, Australia, and 
Germany. The Hochschul-DNK is widely used 
by German universities, universities of applied 

sciences, and colleges [45–49]. 
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Germany)—sectoral 
harmonisation 

process management, environment, society) 
plus higher education indicators. Compatible 

with GRI and SDGs. 
AASHE STARS (Sus-
tainability Tracking, 
Assessment & Rating 

System)—performance 
benchmarking for 
higher education 

HE-specific scoring system covering academ-
ics, engagement, operations, and planning & 
administration. Produces a public Bronze–

Platinum rating; not a reporting standard but 
widely used for transparency and bench-

marking. 

Most popular in North America; increasing 
adoption in Australia and some European 
HEIs. Applicable to all types of institutions 

[41,47]. 

QS Sustainability Rank-
ings Framework—com-

parative global index 
for HE sustainability 

performance 

Weighted scorecard across environmental im-
pact, social impact, and governance indica-

tors. Data-driven assessment integrating SDG 
dimensions. 

Rapidly expanding globally; mainly used for 
reputational benchmarking and international 

visibility [50]. 

PRME (Principles for 
Responsible Manage-

ment Education)—busi-
ness school–specific 

sustainability integra-
tion 

Framework for integrating UNGC principles 
and SDGs into curricula, research, and opera-
tions. Designed for management and business 

schools; emphasizes ethics and responsible 
leadership. 

Widely used globally; signatory schools publish 
annual Sharing Information on Progress (SIP) 

reports [41,51]. 

Times Higher Educa-
tion (THE) Impact 
Ranking Metrics—

global performance-
based sustainability 

benchmarking 

Ranking methodology measuring universi-
ties’ contribution to SDGs using research, 

teaching, and outreach indicators. Combines 
quantitative metrics with self-reported data. 

Used globally by over 1500 universities; com-
plement to reporting frameworks; not a stand-

ard per se [52]. 

As shown in Table 1, several reporting standards are commonly applied within uni-
versities, each differing in scope and suitability for higher-education institutions. The GRI-
Standards [53] provide a comprehensive framework for reporting an organisation’s sig-
nificant economic, environmental and social impacts using an “impact materiality” ap-
proach. Numerous universities have adopted GRI because it supports stakeholder en-
gagement and aligns with the public-interest missions of higher education [13]. However, 
no dedicated higher-education sector standard exists, so institutions must tailor indica-
tors. GRI, without higher-education related adaptations, insufficiently covers teaching, re-
search, and the third mission [42]. On the other hand, the Sustainability Tracking, Assess-
ment and Rating System (STARS) is designed specifically for higher education, covering 
academics, engagement, operations, and planning/administration with a transparent scor-
ing system [54,55]. It enables benchmarking across universities and is widely used inter-
nationally [56]. Because it is an assessment and rating system, STARS is most effective 
when paired with a narrative framework such as GRI. Evidence from systematic reviews 
suggests that a combined approach is the most effective (i.e., GRI for broad sustainability 
narrative and STARS for higher-education-specific benchmarking) [57,58]. The literature 
repeatedly calls for higher-education-specific extensions and greater comparability; ap-
proaches remain diverse and priority-driven, and sector-wide consensus standards are 
still lacking [13,34,59,60]. Institutional initiatives—formal sustainability policies and prac-
tices—are increasing, but fragmented projects, personnel turnover, and limited continuity 
impair reporting quality [61]. These capacity constraints echo prior findings on resource 
limitations and integration challenges in higher education [62–65]. External assurance of 
university SR remains uncommon [33]. Dedicated roles (e.g., sustainability managers/am-
bassadors) support implementation [66], and reporting outcomes depend on the interplay 
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of institutional innovation profiles, political context, and internal structures [67]. Digital 
tools and information systems further automate and facilitate SR processes [68,69]. 

The Voluntary Sustainability Reporting Standard for non-listed SMEs (VSME), de-
veloped by EFRAG and endorsed via Commission Recommendation, provides a propor-
tionate, modular scaffold—basic and Comprehensive modules—aligned with ESRS logic 
and sustainable-finance datapoints to streamline essential metrics and narratives while 
allowing sector-specific additions [17,18,70]. Although designed for non-listed SMEs, 
VSME might improve university practice in three ways: first, by reducing reporting bur-
den through standardised core datapoints that address frequent value-chain information 
requests from CSRD-reporting partners; second, by improving comparability across insti-
tutions via common metrics and an “if-applicable” principle that clarifies when disclo-
sures are expected; and third, by enabling incremental enhancement from the Basic to the 
Comprehensive module as data systems mature, which suits universities with constrained 
resources [17,71,72]. The Omnibus simplification package and the associated “value-chain 
cap” are expected to reinforce reliance on VSME datapoints for upstream data requests, 
further lowering duplication and ad hoc questionnaires [17,18]. For universities exploring 
JSRs, VSME’s harmonized datapoints could facilitate cross-institutional data aggregation, 
improve indicator consistency, and enhance the visibility and credibility of disclosures 
with stakeholders while leaving space to append higher-education-specific content on 
teaching, research, and the third mission [17,71]. 

2.2. Between In-House Implementation and Outsourcing 

Universities can outsource all or part of their sustainability reporting to external ser-
vice providers. In practice, this is often done in cases involving more complex require-
ments in order to obtain specialist knowledge and save internal resources. At the same 
time, many universities retain an in-house solution to ensure control, internal expertise 
and strategic relevance. 

Table 2 below summarises some important criteria in favour of an in-house or out-
sourcing solution [10,33,73–75]. 

Table 2. In-house vs. Outsourcing: Advantages and Disadvantages. 

Criterion In-House Solution Outsourcing Solution 

Control & Governance Full control over content, data, and strategic 
alignment 

Less direct control; risk of communication is-
sues 

Organisational Issues 

Builds internal know-how and learning, 
awareness, and embeds sustainability cultur-
ally with committee work and good institu-

tionalisation 

Learning and development processes partly 
‘outsourced’ 

Resource Requirements 
High staff and time investment; need to build 

expertise 

Relieves internal resources; lower staff require-
ments, dependence on data flows/data transfer 

points 

Costs Potentially cheaper in the long term, but high 
fixed costs for staff & processes/IT 

Clear cost calculation; often cheaper short term, 
but dependency on external providers 

Expertise Depends on internal know-how, which may 
be limited 

Access to specialized knowledge, best practices, 
and reporting tools  

Credibility May be perceived as less independent exter-
nally 

External providers or assurance can increase 
credibility 

Flexibility & Scalability Adjustments take time and require internal 
coordination 

External providers can scale more quickly, with 
lean processes and offer additional services  

Data Protection & Con-
fidentiality 

Data stays internal and under control Risk of data protection issues or lack of custom-
ization 
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According to this, in-house is ideal if the goal is to use sustainability reporting as a 
tool for internal transformation and to gain control over content, data processing and stra-
tegic use. Outsourcing is recommended if resources are scarce, external expertise is re-
quired or increased credibility through external assurance is sought. Nevertheless, the 
necessary budgets must also be available for commissioning. 

However, the decision between in-house implementation and outsourcing does not 
have to be so clear-cut. Many universities are now implementing hybrid models in which 
central control is carried out internally and external partners are involved on a selective 
basis for data collection, quality assurance or processing. This allows the advantages and 
disadvantages to be optimally combined. 

2.3. Networks for Sustainability Reporting 

Universities already cooperate with each other in networks. Some of the international 
networks in the field of sustainability reporting are briefly presented below (the list is not 
exhaustive): 

Probably the most extensive network is called the Sustainable Development Solu-
tions Network (SDSN), which comprises more than 2000 universities and is divided into 
regional and national sub-structures. The focus is not explicitly on reporting, but on pro-
moting education and research for sustainable development and implementing the UN 
SDGs [74]. In this regard, the Higher Education Sustainability Initiative (HESI) is also 
worth mentioning. This is a UN network that aims to promote exchange on SDG topics, 
sustainability measures and reporting on these issues. Universities can exchange ideas via 
webinars and group forums [76]. 

The International Sustainable Campus Network (ISCN) is an international forum that 
supports universities in sharing experiences in areas such as sustainable campus manage-
ment, integrating sustainability into teaching and research, and comprehensive reporting. 
It has its own Sustainability Reporting Working Group, which focuses specifically on best 
practice solutions for measurement, reporting and alignment with global standards [77]. 

The Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education 
(AASHE) is a US non-profit organisation that supports universities through advocacy, 
training and resources in the field of sustainability. For example, it also assesses how sus-
tainable universities are using the Sustainable Campus Index [78]. It also offers the STARS 
rating (Sustainability Tracking, Assessment & Rating System), which institutions can use 
to self-assess their sustainability progress [54]. 

In the field of reporting, the Centre for Social and Environmental Accounting Re-
search (CSEAR) is also worth mentioning as an academic network with 600 members from 
over 30 countries. It organises conferences on social and environmental reporting, pro-
vides resources and publishes its own journal [55]. 

In German-speaking countries, the HOCH-N-network or DG HochN, which pro-
motes sustainability development at German universities, is worth mentioning. The pro-
ject develops guidelines with examples of good practice and case studies from the partic-
ipating universities, which serve as a low-threshold introduction to sustainable reporting 
for other institutions [48]. 

Even though there are a number of international networks in which universities spe-
cifically exchange information on sustainability reporting and sustainable development, 
JSRs are not the focus. However, networks between universities have so far supported the 
further development of indicator sets and reporting standards for universities, for exam-
ple the HS-DKN in Germany [47]. Among other things, this project aims to promote a 
common understanding of sustainability and develop guidelines for sustainability report-
ing. However, there are no examples in the literature of networks leading to a collectively 
produced sustainability report. They generally only provide support, coordination, and 



Sustainability 2025, 17, 9587 9 of 32 
 

standardisation, leaving decision-making to the universities. So to date, universities have 
mostly published individual reports, while joint reports are rather rare [59] as reporting 
is often fragmented [79]. 

For this reason, it is necessary to empirically determine the conditions and possibili-
ties for such cooperation in the area of university reporting. 

3. Materials and Methods 
Given the incomplete theoretical and empirical bases, an exploratory qualitative de-

sign is appropriate because it prioritizes generating initial insights and detecting relation-
ships in under-explored domains [80] (p. 467). This approach suits new, dynamic, or hard-
to-access topics such as university sustainability reporting and the VSME standards, 
where constructs are still emerging [80] (p. 467). A descriptive strategy is not suitable here, 
as it emphasizes documenting established facts in status-report form to compare frequen-
cies and trends, which presupposes a mature and well-mapped phenomenon [81] (p. 22). 
The present study does not aim to produce counts or quantitative measurements; rather, 
it seeks to interpret meanings, action rationales, and subjective perspectives that underpin 
reporting practices and standard adoption [82] (p. 13). Accordingly, a qualitative ap-
proach centered on expert interviews is warranted to elicit informed, practice-proximate 
accounts and to build grounded explanations that can guide subsequent, more structured 
inquiry [83] (p. 17). 

3.1. Research Sample 

The data set originates from a study [84] in which six state universities in Germany 
and Austria were examined qualitatively. All interviews were conducted via Microsoft 
Teams between 7 April 2025 and 7 May 2025 and lasted in average 60 min. While the study 
[84] focuses on the sustainability progress made by universities and derives a maturity 
model, the data sets allow us to gain insights about JSRs potential application and useful-
ness. A careful assessment and selection process was carried out to ensure that the experts 
involved met the required criteria [85] (p. 38). Interviewees were selected through pur-
posive expert sampling of sustainability-reporting officers and comparable roles at the six 
case universities using the following criteria: professional role, knowledge and experi-
ence, institutional representativeness, and work experience. According to criteria pro-
posed by Bogner, Littig & Menz [86] (p. 9) all experts had implicit knowledge and relevant 
experience on the research topic as they held prominent positions at universities in sus-
tainability reporting at the time of the study (usually as management support units) [87] 
(p. 52). Furthermore, all participating institutions have had formal sustainability respon-
sibilities for several years, typically established after 2010, when German and Austrian 
HEIs began to institutionalise sustainability management in response to national climate 
targets and the UN SDGs. Many began with a Sustainability Officer or Environmental 
Management function that later evolved into a dedicated sustainability centre or depart-
ment. German institutions refer to sustainability or environmental management struc-
tures operating for roughly a decade (often linked to ISO 14001 [45] or EMAS certification 
cycles), while Austrian HEIs indicate sustainability offices or strategies established in the 
mid-2010s, aligning with the Austrian “Nachhaltige Entwicklung an Hochschulen” initi-
atives. 

The following Table 3 shows the key facts of the universities and experts selected (as 
of semester 2024/2025): 
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Table 3. Overview of selected universities for interviews. 

Expert Name and Country Legal Form Key Data Position 

E1 

Leipzig University of 
Applied Sciences 

(HTWK)  
[Germany] 

Public  
6431 students, 6 departments, 
629 employees, 44 degree pro-

grammes 

Vice-Rector for Research 
and Sustainability 

E2 
University of Applied 

Sciences Mittweida 
[Germany] 

Public  
6094 students, 5 departments, 
495 employees, 58 degree pro-

grammes 

Climate protection man-
ager  

E3 
University of Applied 
Sciences Südwestfalen 

[Germany] 
Public  

10,479 students, 9 depart-
ments, 938 employees, 70 de-

gree programmes 

Head of the Sustainabil-
ity Unit 

E4 
University of Applied 
Sciences Burgenland 

[Austria] 
Public 

2840 students + 5573 distance 
learning students, 4 depart-

ments, 973 employees, 70 de-
gree programmes 

Head of the Sustainabil-
ity Unit 

E5 
University of Applied 

Sciences St. Pölten 
[Austria] 

Public 
3552 students + 459 distance 

learning students, 504 employ-
ees, 29 degree programmes 

Sustainability Coordina-
tor 

E6 

University of Applied 
Sciences Vienna 

(WKW) 
[Austria] 

Public 
2876 students + 500 distance 

learning students, 193 employ-
ees, 27 degree programmes 

Head of Competence 
Center for Sustainability 

In 2024, there were 249 universities of applied sciences in Germany, which were ei-
ther privately or publicly funded. A total of 1.14 million students were enrolled at these 
institutions so far. State universities represent the largest group of these officially recog-
nised institutions, accounting for approximately 64% of the total [88]. In 2024, there were 
a total of 21 recognised universities of applied sciences in Austria [89]. In the winter se-
mester of 2023/2024, approximately 59,136 students were enrolled in regular degree pro-
grammes and a further 16,360 in so-called university courses [90]. 

German and Austrian higher-education laws explicitly distinguish “(Fach-) 
Hochschulen” from “Universitäten” as separate institutional categories. These universi-
ties are part of the newer, application-driven tier of higher education. They were founded 
to provide practice-oriented teaching and applied research for regional labour-market 
needs and so less follow the Humboldtian research-university tradition that defines the 
“traditional” university in the German-speaking context. Legally speaking Austrian uni-
versities are often organised in the legal form of a limited liability company (GmbH). This 
means that they fall under national implementation laws on CSRD and company size 
thresholds (similar to SMEs). German state-owned universities of applied sciences are cor-
porations by public-law. Here, the legal form is not covered by the implementation laws 
on CSRD, but university laws and country-specific sustainability requirements apply. 

The universities of applied sciences selected are representative of the landscape in 
Germany and Austria in terms of size and type, as they reflect medium-sized state uni-
versities of applied sciences and exhibit the strong regional ties and practical and 
knowledge transfer orientation typical of this type of university. All sampled HEIs run 
joint research projects, technology-transfer centres, and continuing-education pro-
grammes with nearby companies and municipal partners—activities documented in their 
public profiles and cited in the manuscript’s case descriptions. A large share of students 
is drawn from the surrounding federal state or province, and graduates predominantly 
enter the regional job market, reinforcing the local talent pipeline. In this way, 
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sustainability reporting serves not only compliance, but also the legitimization of public 
funding and the visibility of the third mission. 

They thus reflect key structural and contextual characteristics that are relevant for 
the analysis of JSRs. Sustainability reporting often plays a greater role at these universities 
than at larger universities due to the engineering and economics courses they offer. So, 
universities have close ties to the business world. Companies that are themselves subject 
to CSRD requirements often expect ESG data from partner institutions. These universities 
are therefore indirectly subject to reporting pressure. As universities with strong regional 
roots, these institutions are particularly visible in their social functions (continuing edu-
cation, transfer, innovation for regions). In both countries, their legal mandate, pro-
gramme design, and day-to-day collaborations deliberately anchor them in their regional 
economic and social ecosystems, making them representative of the sector’s defining re-
gional connectedness. They are expected to maintain knowledge transfer and cooperation 
with local industry, SMEs and municipal actors, which sets them apart from most re-
search-university models. Mandatory internships, dual study tracks and cooperative ed-
ucation schemes bind them to local firms and public institutions. 

However, unlike traditional universities, they usually have fewer research resources 
and smaller administrative departments. This is a crucial factor in view of the model for 
JSR presented here. Some universities have already published sustainability strategies, 
while others are still in the early stages. This diversity is ideal for comparing experiences 
along a maturity model (from ‘first steps’ to ‘institutionalised’). 

3.2. Interview-Guide 

As the focus of the interview was on the current implementation of sustainability 
reporting at universities and the challenges that exist in terms of available resources, ex-
isting data and cooperation with other universities, a semi-structured approach was cho-
sen for the interviews. This allows the RQs be approached openly, with reference to ex-
pert’s individual experience, as the structure, questions and procedures are not com-
pletely predetermined by the interview guide [86] (p. 36) [91] (p. 472). It also allows for 
flexible adaptation of the interview and in-depth questioning as necessary depending on 
the context [91] (p. 472). Nevertheless, even in the case of the semi-structured variant, 
methodological comparability of the results is guaranteed due to the systemic survey [92] 
(p. 117). 

The interview guide comprised seven main questions with sub-questions. In order to 
allow as much space as possible for answers, only the open-ended questions defined be-
low were chosen [93] (p. 83): 

-Q1: What challenges and problems (e.g., human resources, data availability, exper-
tise) have you encountered in the area of sustainability reporting to date? 

-Q2: How would you generally assess your resources in this regard? 
-Q3: In which way and to what extent do other universities, networks and external 

companies work with you to implement sustainability reporting? 
-Q4: How in your opinion the requirement for sustainability reporting impacted the 

exchange of information between universities and their business partners? 
-Q5: In your view what guidance do private sector companies can offer you for sus-

tainability reporting? 
-Q6: What is your opinion on the requirement for all companies and other institutions 

in the country to use specific reporting formats for sustainability reporting? 
-Q7: How can in your opinion a joint sustainability report, where each university can 

contribute to, improve sustainability reporting of universities? 
These questions were, during the interviews, broken down into smaller units, such 

as sub-questions or key points, which enabled obtaining a comprehensive insight from 
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the interviewee into the topic under consideration [94] (p. 372). Q1 and Q2 shall identify 
current reporting practices, data gaps and resource constraints, directly addressing the 
feasibility and efficiency of VSME-based JSR (linked to RQ1). Q3 will explore existing col-
laborative structures and their potential for joint reporting, a core mechanism of the JSR 
model (linked to RQ1 and 2). Q4 is to capture stakeholder-dialogue dynamics and external 
drivers, testing whether JSRs could enhance transparency and comparability along value 
chains (linked to RQ2). Q5 will examine transfer of reporting know-how and benchmarks 
that could improve efficiency and credibility of JSRs (linked to RQ1). Q6 probes ac-
ceptance of proportionate standards (VSME logic) and perceptions of their usefulness for 
visibility and comparability (linked to RQ1 and 2). Finally, Q7 directly assesses perceived 
benefits and challenges of the JSR concept in promoting collective reporting and reinforc-
ing the third mission (linked to RQ1 and 2) 

3.3. Data Analysis 

Mayring [95] (p. 66) basically provides three options for data analysis, namely sum-
marisation with abstraction and reduction, explication with the inclusion of additional 
information, and defined structuring. A combination of these variants is permitted and 
often even beneficial to the research process. Obtained data was included in a summaris-
ing, structuring qualitative content analysis via transcription and using MaxQDA soft-
ware version 2024 in order to extract meaning structures as well as overarching patterns 
[95] (p. 23). This allowed us to condense essential content on the one hand and filter out 
important aspects on the other. In a first step, the structure was searched for prominent 
content aspects using the deductive-inductive category system and corresponding classi-
fications [83] (p. 71). The existing text material in each category was then reduced to its 
essentials through paraphrasing, generalisation or summarisation, without, however, di-
minishing the meaning of the content [83] (p. 67). In practice, structured summarising 
content analysis has proven itself many times over in semi-structured interviews [83] (p. 
110). 

The category system is the key tool for structuring the research material [95] (p. 96). 
A defined sequence of steps was followed. First, an initial category system had to be de-
veloped from the research design and the findings obtained in the literature. This was 
done by forming main categories that were deduced from the interview guide questions. 
So this context, deductive means that the categories did not arise from the interview ma-
terial (transcripts) itself but were developed from the state of knowledge before the anal-
ysis begins [83] (p. 85). In addition, it is common in exploratory research for new insights 
to emerge from the content of the interviews, which must be incorporated into the analy-
sis. In this way, further inductive sub-subcategories could be formed within the subcate-
gories based on what had been said. 

The next step was to review this original category system in order to reflect on its 
applicability to the entire material based on the findings from the initial text analysis. After 
various adjustments, such as differentiating, renaming or adding new categories, the en-
tire data material was coded, i.e., the link between the appropriate text segment and cate-
gory was established within the MaxQDA software (see example in the Appendix A). The 
following deductive subcategories emerged from the interview data: 

Q1—Challenges and problems in daily work, 
Q2—Assessment of existing resources, 
Q3—Cooperation with other HEIs, networks and external third parties, 
Q4—Supply chain information, 
Q5—Orientation towards the private sector, 
Q6—Specification of certain report formats, 
Q7—Common report for all HEIs. 
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Codes related to the above-mentioned categories are as follows: 

Q1—Obligation vs. voluntary action; lack of expertise; lack of data availability; lack of 
personnel; limited time resources; lack of automation; lack of regular monitoring of KPIs; 
lack of financial resources; qualification requirements; learning by doing; communication 
barriers; non-ownership of property; 
Q2—Insufficient resources; third-party funding; one-man/woman show; 
Q3—External cooperation; internal cooperation; superregional cooperation; 
Q4—Procurement processes; criteria for selection of suppliers; supplier evaluation; 
Q5—Scope of reporting; relevant key figures; best practice, brainstorming ideas for the 
report; orientation data points; conformity criteria; benchmark; bookable service offerings; 
digital solutions; 
Q6—Usefulness; automatic reporting; freedom of design; comparability; threshold and 
feasibility, exchange of information; 
Q7—Support; recognition of universities of applied sciences; incentives; complexity. 

All statements made by the interviewees were transcribed without alteration in order 
to incorporate a realistic picture of subjective meanings and contextual relationships into 
the research process [96] (p. 132). In addition, all survey steps (including transcription, 
interview conduct, analysis) were structured in sequence and described in a comprehen-
sible manner [68] (p. 146). In particular, the evaluation after the qualitative content analy-
sis was carried out according to a scientifically recognised procedure along clearly defined 
coding processes with category definitions and coding rules [97] (p. 75). Various data 
sources (primary and secondary data (i.e., policy papers, sector studies, and archival sta-
tistics)) were used to discuss the results in order to validate the qualitative findings [96] 
(p. 174). The needed quality criteria were further supported by presenting the interview 
guide, the transcripts and their evaluation openly and comprehensibly to the interviewees 
[83,84]. 

4. Results 
The following results can be drawn from the summarising and structuring content 

analysis: 

4.1. Current Challenges and Problems 

Experts believe that they are not currently legally obliged to report in accordance 
with the applicable guidelines (CSRD, CSDDD) and national regulations as universities 
are not directly covered by the rules. [E1:“…at least with these activities, we are not 
obliged to prepare such sustainability reports, neither by information from the EU nor by 
the recommendation of the national rectors’ conference”; E2: “…we are not obliged to do 
anything, these are all voluntary self-commitments that universities may choose to fol-
low”; E3: “Sustainability reporting is currently not yet mandatory at university level”; E4: 
“…we are currently not obliged to prepare a sustainability report. […] At present there is 
no legal obligation to prepare a sustainability report”; E5: “…there is nothing […] that 
would oblige us to submit a sustainability report as a university”; E6: “…we as a univer-
sity are not obliged to produce a sustainability report. This is mandatory for companies 
[…] but not for universities”]. 

Voluntary sustainability activities are more common. Only a few universities have 
already produced initial voluntary reports—usually when they see a USP for themselves 
in this area or conduct a lot of research. [E4: “…last year, 2024, we published our first 
voluntary sustainability report in line with the GRI standard”; E5: “…many universities 
say ‘we are doing it anyway, even though we are not obliged, perhaps in a reduced or 
slower form’”]. 
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Accordingly, the interviews reveal varying degrees of maturity with regard to sus-
tainability reporting. Some universities have established regular, structured processes, 
while others are still in the planning or orientation phase and are gathering initial experi-
ence with data, formats and processes. The picture is heterogeneous, ranging from pilot 
reports to established reporting routines. [E1: “…therefore, we are actually in a kind of 
initial stage now, meaning that we are just starting.; E2: “…since sustainability reporting 
has not yet happened, I cannot say anything about its success, but we are starting it”; E3: 
“…our goal is, that at the beginning of next year we will publish the first report and start 
covering the status quo. …there are indeed a few universities that have very much com-
mitted themselves to this, but it is still a niche topic”; E4: “…there are only a few univer-
sities of applied sciences that have already produced a voluntary report. I think we are 
quite far ahead. …we produced the first report last year […] much of it was learning by 
doing, we only set up the data flows then”; E5: “…we are still at the very beginning […] 
we are also giving ourselves time because I really want it to be solid and my resources are 
limited” E6: “…we do not have any, there is not even preparation for it”]. 

Reporting is mostly seen as a learning process. Initially, there is often uncertainty 
about structure, scope and content. [E1: “…in addition, the topic is, to put it quite frankly, 
rather nebulous for us. So, what has to be done, how it has to be done, and to what extent 
it has to go”; E2: “…if we were to decide, for example, on CSRD reporting, there would 
be many data points that we currently do not collect regularly at all”; E3: “…at that time 
we already carried out a double materiality analysis for a test, of course not CSRD com-
pliant, as we are not reporting yet—it is just being set up”; E5: “…I don’t want to only 
produce a marketing brochure, that’s not what I want to do”]. 

However, with increasing practice, better processes and greater clarity develop, and 
reporting becomes institutionally anchored. 

Challenges in daily implementation and difficulties arise in particular with regard to 
data availability and data quality, coordination between departments, clarification of re-
sponsibilities and, in general, the availability of resources. [E1: “…it is not that simple, 
because finances—or rather staff—are generally lacking, meaning we do not have the per-
sonnel to handle the whole matter professionally”; E2: “…it starts with human resources. 
Our project actually only runs until the beginning of next year. That means there will ba-
sically no longer be a position officially responsible for sustainability and climate protec-
tion. …data availability is the second major issue, because first we have to check what 
already exists and what the current data situation is”; E3: “…existing know-how is an 
issue, it is difficult to rely on expertise. …data availability depends as many data sets you 
have to take care of yourself”; E4: “…know-how is less of an issue for us. […] The real 
challenge is resources […] staffing and, of course, budget […] I am basically a one-woman 
show”; “…personally I do not have the resources for this, I have a 20-h position here. And 
it is neither part of my job description nor would I have the time to deal with it”]. 

It requires a great deal of effort to collect and analyse the relevant data in order to 
produce meaningful reports. Experts report a lack of strategic anchoring in the univer-
sity’s current governance instruments and preparation for reporting is often carried out 
by individuals (keyword: one-man show), which makes long-term continuity difficult. 
[E2: “…it is often simply a question of resources to implement and maintain something 
like this properly.; E3: “…in the current version of our vision, of our mission statement, 
sustainability is not yet a topic. …that you first have to create initial indicators … the 
structures are not yet properly established”, E4: “…in every department […] there are 
people who specifically have the mandate to advance sustainability. […] We have sustain-
ability ambassadors, meaning that there is a structure in place, as you say, governance”; 
E5: “…it is still very labour-intensive, […] data must be laboriously gathered […] and of-
ten further processed”]. 
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It is therefore emphasised that success depends heavily on whether sustainability is 
institutionally anchored (e.g., through coordinators, vice-rectors, sustainability ambassa-
dors). [E3: “…in the meantime we have a rectorate commission … a vice-rector … and 
sustainability officers in each faculty”]. 

The lack of expertise and the availability of sufficiently qualified personnel to prepare 
the reports is also highlighted as a challenge. 

4.2. Available Resources 

The resources available for sustainability reporting are considered insufficient. In 
particular, they are not sufficient to implement the required measures and produce high-
quality, CSRD-compliant reports. [E2: “…there are very different influences, for example 
that we are dependent in terms of staff and finances on the budget we have, and if the 
budget is smaller, then we can only start something like this reporting to a limited extent. 
…if we were to decide, for example, on CSRD reporting, there would be many data points 
that we currently do not collect regularly at all”; E3: “…I am of course doing it alone … I 
really have to manage my resources very carefully”; E4: “…the challenge is, of course, the 
resourcing, […] staffing and of course budget”]. 

More support and staff relief in order to be able to implement sustainability reporting 
effectively and efficiently is requested while there is often a lack of internal data and in-
formation required for reporting. [E4: “…data quality is an issue, because we naturally 
have to see where we get the information from”]. 

Universities have not yet created enough full-time equivalent positions or depart-
ments to address this issue in a more targeted manner. Only internal processes such as 
data collection and processing have been adapted to better prepare recording and com-
municating sustainability activities. 

4.3. Cooperation with Universities, Networks and External Companies 

Exchange with other universities and networks is considered very helpful. [E3: 
“…we are in a network with other universities, where we regularly exchange on sustain-
ability topics”; E4: “…we are in close coordination with other universities in Austria, there 
are working groups where exchange takes place”; E5: “…I looked at what other universi-
ties are doing, also in Germany, and I took a lot from that]. 

Cooperation with other departments of the university and external third parties (e.g., 
external research projects with third-party funding) plays an important role in voluntary 
or mandatory sustainability reporting—especially in order to be able to implement sus-
tainability reporting with personnel and expertise. [E1: “we are forming a commission 
that tries to generate know-how internally, to pass it on and to create networks. …the 
topic of sustainability is always taken into account in our externally funded research pro-
jects, because it is often a prerequisite.; E2: “…we are in exchange with other universities 
through networks, to learn from each other how they are doing it. …there are research 
projects where sustainability is considered, especially when third-party funders require 
it, and in those cases we also cooperate with other departments”; E3: “…through third-
party funded projects we often cooperate with other departments, where sustainability 
plays a role if required by the funders”; E4: “…sustainability is also a topic in our exter-
nally funded research projects, where we cooperate with various departments”; E5: “…we 
have research projects that also involve third-party funding, and there sustainability is 
already a topic—as a result we automatically work with other departments”; E6: “…in 
our research projects we also have topics related to sustainability, where we cooperate 
with other departments and external partners”]. 

External consulting (e.g., by private companies) is very rarely used, for example to 
establish structures for the first time. They are also rarely involved in advancing and 
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supporting the sustainability reporting process to an advanced level, for example by con-
ducting materiality analyses. By collaboration processes can be reflected by bringing in 
different perspectives and skills in order to finally report more holistically and effectively. 
However, the budgets for commissioning such companies are not available. [E1: “…so far 
we have not brought in external consultants; the budget for that simply is not available”; 
E2: “…we have not used external consulting so far; we simply do not have the budget for 
it”; E4: “…so far we have not used external consultants, financially that would not be fea-
sible”; E6: “…I don’t know of any university that hires external consultants for sustaina-
bility reports, financially that is not realistic”]. 

Rather, it is expected that a university has enough people with these skills due to its 
teaching activities of professors and lecturing staff. [E1: “…of course, we have professors 
who deal with this topic professionally, so it is assumed that the expertise is available 
within the institution”; E2: “…it is assumed that universities have enough expertise in-
house, since we have professors who are specialized in exactly these fields”; E3: “…it is 
assumed that we have the expertise in-house, since we have lecturers and researchers who 
deal with sustainability”]. 

4.4. Exchange of Information Between Universities and Business Partners 

Universities report very few experiences with information gathering and delivery 
along the value chain. [E1: “…so far we have not received any requests to provide data to 
our partners…”; E2: “…so far we have not received any request from partners to provide 
them with data; this has not played a role for us so far.; E5: “…that we had to pass data 
on to other companies, that has not happened with us yet”]. 

There have been cases in which previous business partners had to provide infor-
mation to the university, for example in the context of material procurement (e.g., copy 
paper, laboratory equipment, work equipment). [E1: “…at most it comes up in tenders, 
for example for copy paper, where sustainability criteria are now requested”; E2: “…in 
tenders, for example for copy paper, sustainability criteria are now requested, which 
means that suppliers have to provide us with evidence”; E5: “…in tenders, for example 
for paper or laboratory equipment, suppliers have to provide evidence”; E6: “…in tenders 
for equipment, for example devices or paper, sustainability criteria are now being re-
quired”]. 

Conversely, universities have not previously had to provide their clients with any 
information, even if they were required to report it. [E2: “…conversely, we have not yet 
had to provide data, not even to companies that may be subject to reporting require-
ments”; E3: “…so far we have not received any requests from partners that we should 
provide data”; E5: “…conversely, no one has asked us for data yet, not even companies 
that are subject to reporting obligations”]. 

Difficulties arise when building data or consumption data is required (e.g., CO2 data 
for heat supply, electricity and water consumption), but the universities do not own the 
properties themselves. [E1: …we do not own our buildings; they belong to the state. Ac-
cordingly, we do not automatically receive consumption data but have to request them 
with considerable effort”; E2: “…one problem is the consumption data, because the build-
ings do not belong to us but to the state. We do not receive this data automatically but 
have to request it”; E4: “…we have problems with energy and consumption data, because 
we do not own the buildings ourselves. They belong to the state holding company, and 
we have to request this data separately”]. 

4.5. Guidance from Private Sector Companies 

Private sector companies provide important guidance for HE experts. Organisations 
that are already subject to reporting requirements and implement them can serve as 
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references for their experiences and practices. [E1: “…we look at what large companies 
are doing, since they are already obliged to report, and try to learn from them”; E2: “…we 
look at how companies prepare their reports, because they are already further ahead and 
legally obliged.; E3: “…we do orient ourselves by looking at how large companies report, 
because they are obliged under CSRD and are much further ahead”; “E4: “…when pre-
paring our report, we also looked at how companies do it, because they are already much 
further ahead”; E5: “…there are many reports you can orient yourself by, for example how 
they collect and present data”; E6: “…I look at reports from companies that are already 
subject to CSRD, because there you can see how they do it in practice”]. 

Published reports provide valuable insights and guidance. This applies both to the 
content of the reports and to the practical implementation of data collection. [E1: “…of 
course, there are already many sustainability reports from companies that we look at. 
From these, one can take away a lot, both in terms of content and processes”; E2: …there 
are many corporate reports that can be used as templates, both regarding the content and 
the processes of data collection”; E3: “…you can take inspiration from the content and 
procedures there, for example how data is collected and processed”; E6: “…you can learn 
a lot from them—which content they include, how they structure data, how the process 
works”]. 

However, these reports cannot be transferred to the specific circumstances of a uni-
versity without adjustments. [E1: “…at the same time, it is clear that we cannot adopt this 
one-to-one, because our structures are quite different. Research, teaching, third-party 
funded projects—these are not reflected in a corporate report in the same way”; E2: “…but 
you cannot adopt this one-to-one, because the logic of a university is different, with teach-
ing, research, and third-party funding”]. 

4.6. Use of Reporting Formats 

With regard to the requirement for uniform reporting formats, it is stated that a 
standardised format would enable comparability, reduce costs and avoid isolated solu-
tions. [E1: “…it would definitely make sense to have a standardised format, so that we 
don’t have to come up with everything ourselves and everyone cooks up their own little 
soup”; E2: “…it would be helpful if there were a uniform format so that not every univer-
sity has to develop its own model”; E3: “…it would be easier if there were a uniform for-
mat, then each university would not have to figure out on its own how to set it up”; E5: 
“…I would welcome it if there were a predefined format, then each university would not 
have to reinvent the wheel”]. 

This could also lead to a platform for publishing and comparing reports which would 
be advocated. This is seen as having advantages for transparency, benchmarking and peer 
learning. [E1: “…this would also allow the reports to be compared between universities 
and create a certain degree of transparency. …if there were a platform where the reports 
were published collectively, we could learn from each other and also develop bench-
marks”; E2: “…this would make it easier to compare reports and would save a lot of effort 
if the structure were predefined. …a platform where all reports are collected would be 
very desirable, because then you could learn from each other and benchmarking would 
also be possible”]. 

4.7. Opportunities of a Joint Sustainability Report 

There was interest in a joint sustainability report for all universities, in which each 
university could then incorporate its own content. [E1: “…I could well imagine that a joint 
report of all universities would be interesting, where each university contributes its part”; 
E2: “…I would find it exciting if there were a joint report in which each university could 
contribute its part”; E3: “…such joint initiatives and the exchange of best practices should 
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be more strongly supported, that would help us all. …through a joint report, synergies 
could be harnessed and standards tested that could then apply to everyone”]. 

Concerns were expressed regarding reflecting the existing individuality of each uni-
versity and uncertainties about coordinating the preparation of the report. [E1: “…the dif-
ficulty, of course, would be how to reflect the individuality of the universities and who 
ultimately takes on the coordination”; E2: “…the difficulty, of course, would be how to 
reflect the specific characteristics of each university and who would coordinate the whole 
thing in the end”; E5: “…the difficulty lies in making the characteristics of each university 
visible”]. 

According to the experts, cooperation, the exchange of best practice approaches and 
joint initiatives for sustainability reporting should be rewarded and promoted. [E1: 
“…joint initiatives or the exchange of best practices should be promoted much more 
strongly, as that helps us all move forward”; E2: “…it would be good if joint initiatives 
and the exchange of best practices were promoted more, that would help everyone”]. 

Joint reports could generate synergies and test comparative standards among uni-
versities. [E1: “…through such a joint report, synergies could be created and standards 
developed that could serve as points of reference”]. 

5. Discussion 
As the results show, many universities—similar to SMEs—face the challenge of lim-

ited resources for ESG reporting. They reveal that all six universities experience significant 
shortages of staff and funding for sustainability reporting (e.g., E1, E3, E4), with several 
describing their efforts as a ‘one-woman show’. So, participants consistently reported in-
sufficient human resources and the absence of permanent reporting positions (E2, E3, E4). 
These data support our interpretation that without coordinated governance, even simpli-
fied frameworks can overburden smaller institutions. This finding is consistent with ear-
lier studies highlighting that higher education institutions (HEIs) often lack staff capacity, 
technical expertise and funding for systematic sustainability reporting [2,10,33]. From the 
perspective of stakeholder theory, the problem is exacerbated by uncoordinated ESG re-
quests from different actors, including governments, accreditation bodies and business 
partners. Such fragmented demands undermine efficiency and create reporting fatigue, 
thereby weakening the strategic potential of sustainability reporting as an internal learn-
ing and external accountability tool [98,99]. In summary, this empirical evidence under-
lines earlier studies on resource constraints in higher-education institutions and provides 
a concrete rationale for applying a proportionate standard such as the VSME. 

The analogy with SMEs is highly relevant: universities are increasingly embedded in 
supply chains and partnerships with companies that are themselves subject to CSRD re-
quirements. Although fewer in number compared to corporations, these relationships il-
lustrate how HEIs are indirectly drawn into sustainability value chains, that can be an 
example of institutional isomorphism [100]. In this context, the VSME standards—de-
signed by EFRAG for small and medium-sized enterprises under the 2023 SME Relief 
Package—represent a transferable concept. Their proportionality (“think small first”), 
modularity (basic vs. comprehensive) and thematic consistency with the ESRS provide a 
pragmatic response to resource scarcity while maintaining stakeholder relevance [17,70]. 

Applying the VSME logic to HEIs offers several advantages. A basic module could 
ensure minimum transparency through a small set of indicators (e.g., energy use, diver-
sity, social impact), while a comprehensive module allows more advanced institutions to 
disclose detailed information. This aligns with legitimacy theory: universities can demon-
strate accountability and strengthen trust vis-à-vis funders, regulators and society [2,14]. 
However, as the literature stresses, the resource challenge remains critical. Without insti-
tutional support and coordinated governance, even simplified reporting frameworks risk 



Sustainability 2025, 17, 9587 19 of 32 
 

overburdening small institutions [10,38]. Future research should therefore examine how 
cooperation across universities—through joint sustainability reports (JSR)—could enable 
more efficient allocation of resources and create economies of scale [35,59]. Also, the 
VSME was designed for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) that operate as sup-
pliers or partners of CSRD-compliant companies. Universities are non-profit organisa-
tions with educational, research, and Third Mission responsibilities. But the VSME’s focus 
on supply chains, investors, and banks only partially fits the accountability needs of uni-
versities. For them, the main stakeholders are government, funding agencies, society, and 
students, not capital markets. So, the capital market logic does not reflect the broader so-
cial accountability role of universities. SME indicators follow the ESRS themes (environ-
ment, social, governance). In this way many university-specific contributions (e.g., teach-
ing, research, knowledge transfer, societal impact) are missing or only indirectly ad-
dressed. SME assumes clear corporate governance structures (board, management, super-
visory bodies). Universities have more complex governance (rectorates, senates, faculties, 
state ownership). 

However, the analogy with consolidated reporting in non-profit organisations illus-
trates this potential. Similarly to charities or foundations with multiple entities, universi-
ties can be conceptualised as “reporting entities” [101]. Joint reports would allow them to 
combine transparency about shared sustainability strategies with space for differentiated 
institutional profiles. This resonates with debates on integrated reporting [102,103], which 
emphasise not only compliance but also the representation of public value creation. This 
also allows us to comply with the recommendation to strengthen cross-university and 
cross-sectoral collaboration and intensify networking efforts [38]. The recurring difficulty 
of obtaining building-related consumption data because facilities are state-owned (E1, E2, 
E4) illustrates the structural barriers a JSR must address. By pooling data collection and 
providing centralised digital platforms, the proposed model responds to this empirically 
documented challenge. Interviewees frequently emphasized the value of inter-university 
exchange and expressed strong interest in a joint report format (E1–E3). These statements 
substantiate our proposal that Joint Sustainability Reports could create economies of scale 
and promote peer learning, thereby operationalising calls in the literature for intensified 
cross-university collaboration. So, the JSR model thus extends the discussion by propos-
ing a collective, resource-sensitive and mission-oriented reporting practice that both ad-
dresses external stakeholder demands and strengthens the third mission of universities 
[11,14]. The analysis reveals a substantial thematic overlap between the internal sustaina-
bility report of the AUS Burgenland [104,105] and the examined research document. Both 
sources are guided by the principles of sustainable development and are aligned with the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), emphasizing ecological respon-
sibility, social inclusion, and transparent governance structures. However, their purposes 
and analytical depths differ considerably. The UAS Burgenland’s Sustainability Report 
serves primarily as a descriptive and accountability-oriented document based on GRI 
standards, highlighting achievements, institutional structures, and implemented 
measures such as audits, certifications, and stakeholder engagement. The Strategy 2025 of 
UAS Vienna (WKW) [106] also translates sustainability principles into an institutional 
framework guided by the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It embeds sustain-
ability in curricula, research priorities, and organizational self-reflection but remains de-
scriptive rather than evaluative. It converge on the normative value of sustainability. Aus-
tria’s Second Voluntary National Review [107] represents the national framework that co-
ordinates and monitors SDG implementation across all policy areas. While the national 
strategy provides the macro-level policy context, the UAS’s strategies exemplify opera-
tional application, and the results in this paper supply theoretical depth and reflection. 
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The “Integrated Climate Protection Concept” of UAS Mittweida [108] is primarily a 
technical and operational roadmap, emphasizing greenhouse gas reduction, energy effi-
ciency, and concrete mitigation measures. In contrast, the sustainability paper provides a 
meta-level analysis, critically reflecting on governance, communication, and the cultural 
dimensions of sustainability implementation. While both acknowledge the necessity of 
stakeholder engagement and long-term institutional commitment, the Mittweida report 
focuses on measurable outcomes, whereas the research document emphasizes interpreta-
tive insight and systemic reflection. Together, they represent two complementary perspec-
tives on higher education sustainability. In contrast, the Saxon Sustainability Strategy 
[109] represents a political and administrative framework that operationalizes the princi-
ples mentioned here through defined goals, indicators, and cross-ministerial responsibil-
ities. While emphasizing education, participation, and long-term responsibility as key 
drivers of sustainable development, the results in this paper document focuses on evalu-
ation and systemic learning, whereas the state strategy emphasizes coordination, moni-
toring, and policy execution. Also, the UAS Südwestfalen’s Sustainability Framework 
[110] operationalizes sustainability concepts through concrete structures, including a sus-
tainability office, participatory governance mechanisms, and the curricular integration of 
the SDGs. The references to sustainability activities for the first, second and third missions 
are also explained. Findings also reflects the North Rhine-Westphalia Sustainability Strat-
egy [111] which operationalizes these principles through a concrete political framework 
based on the UN Agenda 2030, structured implementation mechanisms, and measurable 
SDG targets. 

6. Joint Sustainability Reports (JSR) 
If the VSME-Standards and existing reporting of “reporting entities” were to be ap-

plied to universities, a joint sustainability report, referred to here as a Joint Sustainability 
Report (JSR), could be a concept for the future, enabling several universities with limited 
resources to report effectively on sustainability. It is designed to address previous gaps 
the empirical findings showed (lack of resources, lack of standards, heterogeneity) and 
consider institution’s needs regarding resource constraints, standardisation and compa-
rability, joint initiatives and networking. So, it is not an empirical finding itself, but a 
model derived from the study’s qualitative results—a kind of conceptual synthesis: it op-
erationalises the interview evidence (resource shortages, desire for comparability, open-
ness to collaboration) into a VSME-based JSR framework aimed at promoting universities’ 
third mission. Central coordination with basic/comprehensive module reflects the call for 
a uniform but flexible format that reduces duplication yet allows each university to high-
light its individuality. Pooling of data and digital platforms addresses the lack of person-
nel and automation reported in the interviews. Emphasis on third-mission visibility fol-
lows interviewees’ view that reporting should strengthen universities’ societal role, not 
just compliance. Figure 1 provides an overview of the report contents and modular struc-
ture. 
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Figure 1. Model of Joint Sustainability Reports (JSR). 

The JSRs are compiled and coordinated centrally by one body. All universities that 
wish to participate in the joint report work together with this body. Financial compensa-
tion (transfer prices) and the establishment of responsibilities and permissions for data 
transfer and use must be clarified in a contract. 

The JSRs are clearly based on the VSME standard, which provides for a modular di-
vision into basic and comprehensive information. This allows each university to decide 
which information it needs to collect at its level and forward to the central office for the 
JSR. Basic information comprises the core elements (e.g., CO2 values, supply chain infor-
mation, regulatory compliance) for reporting and the collection of basic information on 
the environment (e.g., greenhouse gas emissions), social issues (e.g., employee conditions) 
and business ethics (e.g., cases of corruption). These cover general information as well as 
environmental, social and governance indicators with reference to modules B1-B11 of the 
EFRAG’s recommendations [70]. This basic data should be relatively low in resources and 
practical in order to facilitate entry into sustainability reporting. Comprehensive infor-
mation builds on the basic information and allows for individualisation for each univer-
sity as well as specification for more concrete requirements vis-à-vis individual sharehold-
ers or stakeholders (e.g., potential students, potential employees, banks, investors, busi-
ness partners). This is necessary, for example, if universities are subject to different legal 
frameworks with higher requirements for sustainability reporting, are part of a corporate 
group, or simply recognise a particular unique selling point for themselves in this area. It 
supplements the basic data with additional disclosures according to C1–C9 of EFRAG’s 
standard [70]. In practice, this could include descriptions of strategies and business mod-
els, key target groups, relationships in the value chain, climate strategies, detailed infor-
mation in accordance with Scope 3, materiality assessments or risk analyses. It is 
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important that when using the Comprehensive Aspects, there is strict consistency with 
the Basis Reporting Information, i.e., there must be no contradictory information and the 
extensions must be traceable. 

The core task of data collection, including KPI tracking and mapping, remains the 
responsibility of each university. In future, progressive digitisation and automation could 
help to save human resources in this area. Provided that the data or information from the 
respective university is available, data collection, data management and data processing 
are carried out by the central office. This requires competent individuals with the relevant 
expertise in sustainability reporting. At the university level, sustainability managers or 
sustainability ambassadors with basic knowledge would support. JSR focus on digital ori-
entation: data collection, management, and processing are increasingly supported 
through digital platforms, shared databases, and automated reporting tools in order to 
reduce administrative effort for universities and also ensure consistent indicator tracking, 
and reuse data. This creates a platform with real-time access, where benchmarking across 
institutions and interactive dashboards for stakeholders are possible. The central office 
thus provides a uniform reporting format that can be used for basic or comprehensive 
information. The uniformity of the reporting format makes it possible to request infor-
mation in a more structured form and thus collect it in a uniform manner. At the same 
time, the information can be summarised in more comprehensive group reports. It is con-
ceivable that such a JSR could then have a common cover for topics that affect all univer-
sities equally (e.g., cross-disciplinary teaching and research initiatives, participation in 
networks, general contributions to ESG fields). In addition, there would then be the option 
of differentiated mapping of the comprehensive aspects, in which each university could 
also reflect its individuality (e.g., student engagement, special degree programmes, reno-
vations for climate protection, awards and grants, campus insights). 

The relevant information can be accessed at any time by the university from the cen-
tral office/platform and used for communication with authorities (e.g., ministries or su-
pervisory authorities) or for external, public communication (e.g., on the university’s web-
site or with banks, investors and business partners). 

The JSR model is consistent with existing models. It combines the consolidation con-
cept from financial reporting and adopts the idea from accounting that several legally in-
dependent but organisationally linked entities can appear in a consolidated report. This 
can be compared to non-profit organisations with several subsidiaries; consolidated re-
porting is common practice in order to create transparency regarding resources and im-
pact [103]. Similarly to the Higher Education DNK or the GRI adaptations for higher ed-
ucation institutions, the JSR attempts to take into account the specific conditions of the 
higher education sector (no production chains, focus on teaching, research, third mission). 
Studies show that standard frameworks such as GRI are often not a good fit without uni-
versity-specific modifications [1,13]. The JSR expands on this idea by adapting VSME 
standards. Also, JSR corresponds to the idea of network-based reporting, in which uni-
versities consolidate data and practices together. Networks such as HOCH-N in Germany 
or ISCN and AASHE internationally work with guidelines and benchmarking systems 
that often promote individual reports but structurally pave the way for common stand-
ards [60,77,78]. Studies on integrated reporting (IR) in the higher education context 
[35,101] show that elements such as resources, output and impact can be linked more 
closely. The JSR builds on this logic by providing basic and additional modules that in-
corporate economic, environmental and social dimensions—similar to the triple bottom 
line. International networks such as SDSN and HESI promote joint SDG orientation in 
universities, even though formal joint reports are rare. JSR would be a concrete manifes-
tation of these network ideas, implementing not only exchange but also joint reports. JSR 
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thus positions itself as a hybrid, cooperative model designed to address previous gaps 
(lack of resources, lack of standards, heterogeneity). 

In summary, the advantages and disadvantages of the model can be presented in the 
following Table 4: 

Table 4. Advantages and Disadvantages of the JSR-Model. 

Advantages Disadvantages 
Resource efficiency Coordination efforts 

Standardisation and comparability Heterogenity issues 
Transparency and visibility Data quality and availability 
Flexibility and individuality Dependency and sovereignty 

Accessibility and peer learning Basic resource requirements 

As central coordination and joint data collection allow several universities to pool 
scarce financial and human resources, economies of scale will reduce the individual re-
porting burden and so contribute to resource efficiency. Also, the modular VSME-stand-
ard (basis and comprehensive module) supports a uniform format that will improve com-
parability across universities [112] and strengthens external communication (e.g., with 
ministries, funding bodies or corporate partners). JSR will highlight the overall societal 
contributions of universities and so reinforce the third mission by documenting impact. 
However, universities can provide basis information while also showcasing individual 
strengths in the comprehensive module (e.g., unique programmes, student engagement). 
Also, this centralised data pool can be reused for multiple purposes (e.g., accreditation, 
funding applications, public communication) and collaboration between universities for 
JSR-issues can foster peer learning and exchange of best practices. 

On the other hand, JSR will create coordination effort after a central reporting body 
is established and funded (e.g., responsibilities, transfer prices, data rights). Furthermore, 
universities have very different legal forms, resource levels and a possible harmonisation 
can be difficult with regard to maturity stages. There might be a risk that individual insti-
tution’s profile will not be highlighted enough in the JSR. Also, many universities face 
challenges in gathering reliable ESG data (e.g., energy, CO2, supply chain data), which can 
lead to data gaps and inferior data [113]. In this regard universities could be concerned 
about data protection and data sovereignty while credibility is depending heavily on the 
professionalism and independence of the coordinating entity [114]. Finally, there is still 
the requirement that certain resources be made available at university level, e.g., trained 
staff (sustainability managers/ambassadors) to collect, prepare and evaluate the data at 
the basic level. 

So, the JSR model offers universities a realistic opportunity to ensure structured sus-
tainability reporting despite limited resources. It promotes standardisation, comparabil-
ity, and visibility in line with the third mission. At the same time, issues of coordination, 
resource allocation, and data quality must be addressed to make the model work effec-
tively in practice [115–118]. 

7. Conclusions 
This article provided an overview of the current requirements arising from regula-

tions in the area of sustainability reporting. A review of the available literature highlighted 
current research on sustainability reporting in the higher education context. It could be 
shown that there are opportunities for both in-house reporting and outsourced reporting. 
Many higher education institutions are already involved in networks and seeking 



Sustainability 2025, 17, 9587 24 of 32 
 

cooperation. However, no detailed studies have yet been conducted on joint sustainability 
reporting. 

The empirical qualitative study provided insights into the current challenges and ex-
periences with sustainability reporting. The six case institutions, each with approx. 2800–
10,500 students fall squarely within the mid-size range of the UoAS sector. So, the UoAS 
in the study are not special cases (e.g., extremely small or large) but cover representative 
medium-size HE institutions. This increases the transferability of the results to the typical 
university of applied sciences context in both included countries. The findings reveal that 
sustainability reporting in universities remains largely voluntary and uneven, as higher 
education institutions are not yet legally obliged under CSRD or CSDDD frameworks. 
Most universities are in early or pilot stages, treating reporting as a learning process hin-
dered by limited data availability, insufficient staff and financial resources, and unclear 
governance responsibilities. Implementation frequently relies on individual efforts rather 
than institutional structures, though progress improves with clearer procedures and com-
mitted leadership. Cooperation with peer institutions, networks, and third-party projects 
serves as a key enabler, while external consultancy remains uncommon due to cost con-
straints. Universities often draw methodological inspiration from corporate reports but 
recognize that direct transfer is impractical given their unique missions. Respondents fa-
vour standardized reporting formats and shared publication platforms to improve com-
parability, transparency, and efficiency, and many support exploring a joint national or 
sectoral sustainability report to harness synergies while maintaining institutional individ-
uality. 

The JSR presents a model that transfers the VSME standards to the context of univer-
sities. In this way, despite the lack of resources at universities, sustainability reporting can 
be ensured through centralised bodies and intensive cooperation. This makes it possible 
to achieve more standardised, comparable and effective sustainability reporting. At the 
same time, this can increase the number of universities that publish sustainability reports, 
ultimately promoting the third mission of universities, as described at the beginning of 
the article. 

Universities—especially universities of applied sciences—often have limited human 
and financial resources and problems with data collection (e.g., energy, emissions, social 
issues). A JSR bundles these requirements across several institutions, resulting in effi-
ciency gains. Alignment with the VSME standard enables a basic module for all (key fig-
ures, low-threshold entry) and a comprehensive module for differentiated presentations. 
This increases comparability and makes results easier to communicate. A common report-
ing structure also makes the sustainability performance of smaller universities visible, 
which would otherwise be unable to produce independent reports. JSR is thus a prag-
matic, cooperative tool that allows universities with limited resources to report systemat-
ically but proportionally, without bearing the full cost of an individual ESG or CSRD-
compliant report. 

A JSR makes the social contributions of universities more visible (e.g., regional de-
velopment, continuing education, social innovation). This enables institutions to fulfil 
their accountability obligations to politicians, the public and funding bodies. The model 
creates a basis for discussion for external stakeholders (companies, local authorities, 
NGOs). It promotes the connectivity of universities in networks and projects. Despite their 
common basis, universities can highlight their own strengths in the comprehensive mod-
ule. This strengthens their social positioning and underlines their third mission. So, JSR 
supports the third mission by giving universities a collective voice to document their so-
cial impact, promote dialogue and secure legitimacy. 
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7.1. Research Limitations 

Firstly, the methodological limitations of qualitative interviews with a small sample 
size should be mentioned. The results are not representative and are rather exploratory. 
In addition, there is the subjectivity of the assessments and dependence on the perceptions 
of the interviewees; possible distortions (e.g., institutional interests). There is also a lack 
of quantitative validation or statistical verification or a broader survey for generalisability. 

In addition, there are contextual limitations because the focus was on Austria and 
Germany, and thus only these national legal and organisational forms are considered in 
the results. Transferability to other countries/regions is limited. At the same time, the spe-
cific features of the university of applied sciences (UAS) sector are analysed; universities 
or special types of higher education institutions were not included; whose situation may 
differ. 

The model also has its limitations. A conceptual model has not yet been tested. It can 
therefore only be regarded as a proposal but should be implemented in practice or tested 
empirically. A certain degree of dependence on the further development of the VSME 
standards must be taken into account. Although it makes sense to use the VSME standard 
as a guide, VSME was originally designed for companies. Its transferability to universities 
is still theoretical and may require further adjustments. Such coordination and implemen-
tation issues remain open in the model. Similarly, the model does not provide any infor-
mation on governance, i.e., coordination, financing, data sovereignty and quality assur-
ance. Here, the model needs to be further refined on the basis of practical experience. 

The time constraints must also be taken into account. The legal environment is cur-
rently dynamic. The CSRD and its national implementation are still undergoing change. 
The obligations for universities and reporting requirements could change as soon as spe-
cific implementation laws or standards (e.g., ESRS, VSME) are adapted. It is also not yet 
clear what simplifications the Omnibus Directive (Substance Proposal) will bring for com-
panies and thus also for universities. 

This article provides valuable exploratory insights, but is limited by its small sample 
size, its focus on two countries, and the lack of practical testing of the JSR model. Its 
strength lies in conceptual development and raising awareness of a research gap, rather 
than in generalisable empirical findings. 

7.2. Directions for Future Research 

For further scientific analysis, it would certainly also be interesting to examine the 
extent to which the importance of sustainability at universities, university governance, 
existing resources and target agreements will be adapted by the JSR, and which indicators 
(KPIs) and data points can validly and effectively measure sustainability at universities. 
Empirical validation and expansion of the study could be achieved through larger sam-
ples or broader surveys among universities in other countries, or through a quantitative 
review of JSR suitability. This should also include a comparison of different types of 
higher education institutions, e.g., universities, universities of applied sciences, private 
universities, with their different governance and resource structures, and the international 
perspective, in order to test the transferability of the model. 

The VSME standards are still too new, so there are no studies on their applicability 
in the higher education sector. Future studies could investigate how often universities’ 
sustainability reporting is already based on the VSME and why. The theoretical develop-
ment of the model, in particular the adaptation of VSME, also requires an analysis of the 
extent to which VSME indicators need to be adapted for universities (e.g., integration of 
third mission, research, teaching). In this context, a link to integrated reporting (IR) could 
be explored, namely whether JSR should integrate elements of IR in order to achieve a 
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more holistic presentation (finance + sustainability) and which governance models (cen-
tralised vs. decentralised) are required. 

Implementation and process research could focus on a pilot project, i.e., an investi-
gation into how a joint sustainability report can be introduced in practice (governance 
structures, coordination, financing). It would also be desirable to conduct an impact and 
benefit analysis, i.e., to examine the impact on the third mission, for example, an empirical 
study of how JSR makes social responsibility (e.g., regional development, social innova-
tion, further education) visible. This would involve capturing stakeholder perspectives by 
analysing how external actors (politics, business, civil society) perceive JSR and whether 
it improves legitimacy and dialogue. A cost–benefit analysis would also be conceivable as 
a comparison of the costs and benefits between individual sustainability reporting and a 
JSR model. 

Digitalisation and automation tools could bring additional benefits to the JSR model. 
It would therefore be useful to investigate technological support, e.g., the development of 
AI tools or APIs for automatic data collection and processing for a JSR, or a comparison 
with existing digital platforms such as web-based, interactive dashboards as a form of 
cross-university collaboration. 
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Appendix A 

Sub-Category  Codes Illustrative Interview State-
ments 

Challenges and Problems in 
Daily Work  

Lack of expertise 
“Existing know-how is an is-
sue, it is difficult to rely on 
expertise.” (E3) 

Lack of data availability 

“Data availability is the sec-
ond major issue […] we have 
to check what already ex-
ists.” (E2) 

Lack of personnel  
“We do not have the person-
nel to handle the whole mat-
ter professionally.” (E1) 

Limited time resources  
“Personally I do not have the 
resources for this; I have a 
20-h position.” (E4) 
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Lack of automation 
“It is still very labour-inten-
sive; data must be labori-
ously gathered.” (E5) 

Lack of financial resources 
“The real challenge is re-
sources, staffing and, of 
course, budget” (E4) 

Qualification requirements  “A lot of learning by doing.” 
(E4) 
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