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2.1  Introduction

Our aim in this chapter is to explore the transition 
to sustainability in the University of Helsinki. In 
particular, we assess how far the university’s new 
initiatives in research, education and operational 
management correspond with the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) agenda. We take a 
multi-level perspective on the socio-technological 
transition framework (Geels 2002; Geels and 
Schot 2007) and examine niche-level activities in 
the University of Helsinki so as to enhance under-
standing of how regime-level processes, particu-
larly at the university, but also in the wider context 
of Finnish science policy, have enabled or dis-
abled their emergence. We demonstrate that the 
transition was supported by several internal and 
external factors and processes related to the evo-
lution of sustainability science, research profiling 
and educational reforms. These ongoing and 
partly overlapping processes created windows of 

opportunity that facilitated the onset of a transi-
tion that was based on the emergent science of 
sustainability. We show that all these processes 
are interconnected, and we conclude that both the 
positive push of external funding and strong inter-
nal support contributed to the transition to cross-
disciplinary sustainability in the university.

Institutes of higher education are experiencing 
a growing need to redefine their activities, strate-
gies and organisations along the lines of sustain-
ability (Beynaghi et  al. 2016). Indeed, 
sustainability is among the key topics in educa-
tion, research, outreach and campus operations 
within universities (Barth and Michelsen 2013; 
Ferrer-Balas et al. 2009). Hundreds of them have 
joined networks related to sustainability, such as 
the Sustainable Development Solutions Network 
supported by the United Nations (UN) and the 
International Sustainable Campus Network 
(ISCN). A number of university-based centres 
or institutes focusing on sustainability research 
and education have been established (Lozano 
et al. 2015). Universities have started to imple-
ment SDGs in their internal operations, as well 
as in cross-sectoral partnerships with govern-
ments and communities to promote and support 
their adoption in society at large (Findler et  al. 
2019). All these activities could be seen as a 
response to the ‘sustainability call’ put out in 
recent international (e.g. the SDGs and Paris 
Agreement of 2015) and national conventions, as 
well as to real global environmental and social 
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challenges (e.g. climate change, biodiversity loss 
and immigration). They are further reflected in 
the growing body of research that is documenting 
and monitoring progress.

However, despite the advances and successful 
practices, many studies also highlight various 
internal and external challenges and constraints 
in the transition to sustainability in universities 
(see for example, Beringer and Adomßent 2008; 
Beynaghi et  al. 2016; Dedeurwaerdere 2013; 
Ferrer-Balas et  al. 2008, 2009; Trencher et  al. 
2014; Albareda-Tiana et  al. 2018). The nature 
and relative importance of these challenges and 
constraints may vary between countries and 
institutions, but there are some common 
characteristics, which we summarise as scientific, 
organisational, supportive, conceptual and 
ideological (Soini et al. 2018). First, sustainability 
research and education are distinct from mono- 
disciplinary research and education, requiring a 
paradigm shift on both the individual and the 
collective level towards systems thinking and 
interdisciplinary collaboration in research and 
education. Second, the organisational structure of 
universities has tended to support disciplinary- 
based research and education; hence, new 
structures and practices are required to cross- 
disciplinary boundaries and to increase the 
feasibility of research collaboration with non- 
academic partners. Third, current reward and 
funding systems within academia do not 
necessarily support inter- or trans-disciplinary 
sustainability research and education. Fourth, the 
conceptual vagueness of sustainability, along 
with the varying and conflicting aims and goals 
related to it, may cause problems in collaboration 
and communication across sectors and 
disciplines. Finally, although most parties agree 
on the need for sustainability in broad terms, 
there may well be differing views on how to 
achieve it.

Despite these challenges, research has also 
revealed many drivers that could enable the 
transition (Holmberg and Samuelsson 2006; 
Ferrer-Balas et al. 2008). These include visionary 
leadership, combined with arrangements that 
promote co-operation and collaborative efforts 
among existing networks of people (e.g. 

interdisciplinary research groups) that operate 
across the university. These ‘connectors’, as well 
as units and practices that facilitate 
communication and the coordination of activities 
and responsibilities between disciplines and 
sectors may support the transition, and external 
pressure (from society or peer institutes) and 
funding may push it further.

There are numerous ways of analysing the 
barriers to sustainability in universities, as well as 
the enabling factors and the pathways of transition 
or transformation. Ferrer-Balas et  al. (2008) 
introduced the Framework-Level-Actors 
framework when comparing the transition to 
sustainability in seven universities. The multi- 
level perspective on transition (MLP) and the 
transition-management (TM) framework that 
draws on organisational and management studies 
have also been found useful for analysing the 
transition process (Stephen and Graham 2010). 
Transitions are understood in the latter as long- 
term and fundamental transformation processes 
through which established socio-technical 
systems shift to new and more sustainable modes.

First, we briefly describe our approach and 
our method. Second, we analyse some of the key 
documents reflecting the transition to 
sustainability in light of the SDGs. Third, we 
explore the hindering and enabling factors and 
fourth, we summarise the key issues that emerged 
from the analysis.

2.2  The Transition 
to Sustainability

In line with Stephen and Graham (2010), who 
applied frameworks concerning socio-technical 
transition and transition management in the 
context of the transition to sustainability in 
universities, we suggest that there are initiatives 
(such as sustainability centres and 
interdisciplinary Master’s programmes on 
sustainability) that could be considered niche- 
level innovations in attempts to create amenable 
scientific and organisational conditions for inter- 
and trans-disciplinary sustainability research and 
education. Most of these innovations are 
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developed on the niche level by small networks 
of dedicated actors, driven by internal momentum 
in the form of learning, performance improvement 
and support from powerful groups, and often 
constrained by time, space and scope (Bulkeley 
and Castán Broto 2012). Experimentation on this 
level is triggered by the intentional destabilisation 
of existing institutions and routines as the actors 
seek novel opportunities and outcomes through 
informed deliberation.

The evolution of innovations is influenced by 
the socio-technical landscape, in other words the 
wider socio-political context from market to 
national and international policy, and from 
demography to technology. Destabilisation of the 
regime due to pressure in the landscape (for 
example, and in the case of universities new 
societal requests for science or funding 
availability) may create windows of opportunity 
for niche innovations.

The transition-management framework adds 
four types of activity within the evolution of a 
transition: strategic, tactical, operational and 
reflexive (Loorbach 2007, see also Stephen and 
Graham (2010). Strategic activity focuses on 
high-level engagement in visioning, laying out 
long-term system-level goals and objectives and 
establishing a structure and context for social 
change. The emphasis in tactical activity is on 
agenda and coalition building on the sub-system 
level and on negotiations among stakeholders 
and actors. The focus on the operational level is 
on experimentation, project building and 
implementation, and more specifically on 
learning and the co-production of knowledge in 
the short term. Reflexive activity involves 
evaluating and assessing the current situation on 
various levels.

The theory of multi-level socio-technical tran-
sition has been successfully applied in many 
cases across various sectors, but it has also 
attracted criticism. Berkhout et al. (2004) criticise 
the emphasis on bottom-up at the cost of top- 
down activities: although experiments are crucial 
in the process, there is no less urgency in 
transitioning the whole system. It must also be 
acknowledged that not all emerging experiments 
are viable or prove to be sustainable. Therefore, 

careful analysis of practical examples and 
experiments constitutes a good basis on which to 
design and adapt policy frameworks in line with 
the recognised barriers and opportunities.

2.3  Methods

This study is based on a close monitoring of the 
transition to sustainability in the University of 
Helsinki. The authors were involved in the 
meetings and in the planning of new sustainability 
activities between 2014 and 2018. The material 
for the study consists of planning documents, 
research-profiling applications, descriptions of 
Bachelor’s and Master’s degree programmes, and 
annual review documents (Table 2.1).

The first part of the analysis comprises the 
SDG mapping of key documents depicting the 
processes of sustainability transition in the 
university during years 2015–2018. The choice 
of documents for the analysis reflected the aim to 
shed light on current developments in the main 
tasks of the university: research, education and 
societal activities and its internal operations.

We analysed research-profiling applications 
because they represent new initiatives that cross 
current faculty borders and existing administrative 
structures or strengthen existing research foci. 
The Ministry of Education and Culture and the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment 
in Finland drafted a policy action programme for 
research and innovation in 2012, following which 
the Finnish Government agreed on a crucial 
strategic decision. This resulted in the creation of 
a new, targeted funding instrument to strengthen 
the research profiles of Finnish universities. The 
Government’s public finances plan for the years 
2015–2018 earmarked 50 million euros of central 
government finances for universities to be 
allocated through the Academy of Finland over 
the time period 2015–2019. These funds were 
dedicated in their entirety to strengthening the 
research profiles of universities (Academy of 
Finland 2018).

Similarly, we analysed the newly established 
Bachelor’s and Master’s degree programmes that 
cross traditional current and rigid disciplinary 

2 Towards Realising SDGs in the University of Helsinki
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and faculty borders. These new cross-faculty pro-
grammes were established in connection with the 
educational reform at the University of Helsinki 
that was initiated in 2015 and have been opera-
tional since August 2017. The traditional current 
educational structure based on separate and inde-
pendent disciplines offering major subjects in the 
university curriculum was replaced with broader 
degree programmes incorporating several disci-
plines. In total, 15 programmes were classified as 
crossing faculty boarders and were therefore 
included in the SDG mapping analysis.

We analysed the actions and operations of the 
university using the annual review reports for the 
years 2016–2018. These reports highlight the 
main attainments, developments and novel 
initiatives of the reporting year. We excluded the 
sections dealing with research and education, 
having analysed new developments in these areas 
using the more focused and relevant material 
described above and used the remaining sections 
in our analysis of actions and operations. The 
titles of the sections varied from year to year, but 
the contents comprised an introduction by the 
rector, a review of changes in the operating 
environment (including achievements in 
university rankings) and sections on social 
responsibility and public engagement, staff and 
HR, finances, services and facilities.

All the documents were analysed in line with 
the SDG framework as follows. The new 
developments within the university were not 
planned and designed from the perspective of 
implementing SDGs, which are not explicitly 
mentioned in them. Thus, the quantitative 
analysis is based on a qualitative interpretation of 
the materials using the SDGs and their 
descriptions and sub-targets as a framework. 
When we read the documents we collected and 
organised direct quotations referring to distinct 
SDGs. On the level of individual profiling areas, 
degree programmes and annual review reports, 
we determined the occurrence of each SDG and 
formed a quantitative aggregate by a grouping 
them in four-tier categories. We followed this 
with a further qualitative analysis. We added a 
qualitative weighting to stress the relative 
differences in importance of the respective SDGs 

in these categories by raising its category level by 
one. For example, SDG 10 is included in four 
profiling areas, but given that one of them is 
entirely devoted to inequalities (INEQ), we 
stressed its qualitative weight. Differences in the 
number of mentions as well as in the qualitative 
weighing are indicated in Fig. 2.1 by the relative 
size of the white circles. We used the framework 
presented in Getting started with SDGs in 
Universities—guide (SDSN—Australia/Pacific 
2017) to identify and group management 
operations and activities, as well as organisational 
policies linked to sustainability and presented in 
the annual review reports.

In addition to SDG mapping, we identified 
factors enabling and restricting the transition 
through a qualitative analysis of the planning 
documents supplemented with our notes from the 
observations in the planning processes and the 
changes happening in the policy landscape of 
Finnish science and education. We used this 
information to interpret the transition initiatives.

2.4  Realising SDGs 
in the University of Helsinki

2.4.1  SDG Mapping

We conducted SDG mapping of the selected 
University initiatives that represent new openings 
in the field of research and education, as well as 
in the university’s operations and activities. A 
summary of the SDG mapping of selected 
documents depicting the transition to 
sustainability in research (2015–2017), teaching 
and education (2017–2019), and activities and 
operations (2016–2018) at the University of 
Helsinki is presented in Fig. 2.1. The size of the 
circles indicates the frequency of the hits on the 
particular SDG under consideration: no 
circle  =  no hits or only one hit, the smallest 
circle =  a few hits, a medium-sized circle =  an 
intermediate number of hits, and a large 
circle = several hits.

The analysis of research-profiling activities 
reveals both obvious and surprising aspects. The 
fact that SDGs 8, 9, 17 and 3 are the most 
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frequently mapped with regard to new research 
initiatives reflects the principles of profiling 
rather than the dominant foci. Given that the 
application form for profiling funding includes a 
question about the significance of the profiling 
and deselections for competence-based growth or 
other societal benefit, it is obvious that almost all 
the applications mention this as one of the core 
elements of success. Additionally, in that the 
profiling of research is based on the principle of 
strong national and international collaboration 
with relevant partners, SDG 17 is inherently 
included in all the applications. Quality Education 
(SDG 4) is mentioned in 10 of the 14 applications, 
which is hardly surprising given that the analysis 
concerns an institution of higher education.

We also found that the profiling of research in 
the University of Helsinki stresses Good Health 
and Wellbeing (SDG 3) and Industry, Innovation 
and Infrastructure (SDG 9). Both of these goals 
are broadly connected to many kinds of research 
initiatives. ‘Well-being’ as a very general goal in 
particular is easy to incorporate into various 
kinds of research. However, the particularly 
strong emphasis on Health and Wellbeing is 
evident in the fact that apart from being mentioned 
in 10 of the 14 applications, one of the profiling 
areas (OneHealth) is devoted entirely to health- 
related research. The strong emphasis on Industry, 
Innovation and Infrastructure could be an 
indication of the pressure exerted on public 
universities in light of diminishing funding. A 
focus on industry and innovation could be 
perceived as a strategy aimed at securing and 
increasing research funding. Developing and 
more effectively utilising diverse research 

infrastructures are general aims that apply to 
many kinds of research foci, and thus are rather 
naturally emphasised along many research paths.

However, four Sustainable Development 
Goals were rarely, if ever, targeted in the 
documents: No Poverty (SDG 1), Zero Hunger 
(SDG 2), Gender Equality (SDG 5) and Clean 
Water and Sanitation (SDG 6). These are goals 
that Finland as a country has succeeded in 
achieving (see Sachs et al. 2018). However, the 
fact that gender equality is not mentioned in any 
of the new research initiatives is also surprising. 
It might be that it is implicitly included in the 
more general mentions of inequality, which in the 
analysis is included in SDG 10 (Reduced 
Inequalities).

Of the remaining intermediate categories, the 
largest one comprises SDGs that are included in 
between two and five profiling applications of the 
total 14. This is not surprising, in that the very 
idea of profiling is to choose different, distinct 
and complementary core areas of research. 
Similarly, the inclusion of Clean and Affordable 
Energy in only two profiling areas stems from the 
profiling principle of decreasing national overlap 
in research foci: the area is largely covered by 
two other Finnish universities (Aalto University 
and LUT University) and is thus not as prevalent 
in the UH agenda. One profiling area, namely 
sustainability science and the related 
establishment of the Helsinki Institute of 
Sustainability Science (HELSUS), is a significant 
and recent transition towards a focus on SDG- 
relevant research at the University of Helsinki. 
Inherent in this profiling is an emphasis on 
various SDGs, but the overall range that will be 

Fig. 2.1 SDG mapping of the selected university initiatives
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covered within the related research remains to be 
analysed in the longer term.

Contrary to the analysis of research-profiling 
areas, mapping related to SDGs in degree 
programmes fell within the upper-intermediate 
level of hits. This means that several SDGs could 
be identified from multiple descriptions of degree 
programmes. This is quite understandable: UH 
profiling areas are meant to target rather than to 
span, whereas degree programmes crossing 
faculty borders may include elements related to 
various SDGs. However, the inventory also 
identified a large variation among the 
programmes: some were linked to only one or 
two goals, and even then quite vaguely, whereas 
others spanned most of the 17 goals. Although 
not developed with the SDG framework, courses 
of study such as the MSc in Environmental 
Change and Global Sustainability and the 
Bachelor’s programme in the Environmental 
Sciences were, according to the descriptions, 
aimed at tackling sustainability challenges within 
a wide spectrum encompassing almost all the 
SDGs. In addition, some programmes focused on 
one or two SDGs in particular. By way of an 
example, the MSc in Urban Studies and Planning 
(USP) highlights Goal 11 (Sustainable Cities and 
Communities), whereas the Master’s programme 
in Human Nutrition and Food-Related Behaviour 
(HNFB) specifically targets SDG 3 (Good Health 
and Wellbeing).

Our analysis of SDGs in university education 
reveals a generally strong emphasis on SDG 3 
(Good Health and Wellbeing). Three individual 
degree programmes targeted these themes in 
particular, but related themes could also be 
identified in other BSc and MSc programmes. 
This could be attributable to the university’s long 
tradition in focusing on health and medicine, as 
well as to the ideals of the Finnish welfare society 
emphasising well-being as such. A similar 
emphasis on health and well-being has also been 
identified in some Sustainability Course 
Inventories (SCIs) (see e.g. Brugmann et  al. 
2019). The minimal emphasis on SDG 1 (No 
Poverty) was in accord with the results of a 
similar study conducted in Spain (Albareda- 
Tiana et al. 2018).

Of the 17 goals, SDG 17 (Partnerships for the 
Goals) and SDG 4 (Quality Education) were also 
among those with the most hits related to the 
educational programmes. This could be 
considered unsurprising for various reasons. 
First, given that the description used in the Study.
info-platform includes a mandatory section on 
Co-operation with other parties, almost all the 
programmes (13/15) met the criteria for SDG 17 
(Partnerships for the Goals). Second, all the BSc 
and MSc programmes included in the inventory 
were deemed naturally to target SDG4 (Quality 
Education), having their origins and aims in 
providing high-quality university teaching. Thus, 
it could be claimed that this finding reflects both 
the principles of this particular mapping and the 
used data set, as well as the emphasis on these 
SDGs in UH degrees. This is further highlighted 
when the degree programmes are considered in 
the wider context of university transformation. 
One of the big changes that occurred 
simultaneously with the degree reform was the 
introduction of tuition fees in Finnish universities. 
Implemented on 1 August 2017, the reform 
introduced mandatory tuition fees for non-EU/
EEA nationals taking international Master’s 
programmes. Given the emphasis in SDG 4 on 
equal opportunities in education, this change 
could be seen as counteracting it in spirit and 
aims.

A similar difference in spirit would seem to 
affect the fulfilment of SDG 17 (Partnerships for 
the Goals). Many of the MSc and BSc programme 
descriptions emphasise co-operation within the 
University of Helsinki, regionally or within 
Finland. International possibilities were often 
generally mentioned in another mandatory 
section, ‘Internationalisation’, which includes 
information on internships and exchange studies. 
Thus, one might ask if emphasising national 
strategic partnerships is in line with the spirit of 
SDG  17, which highlights international 
co-operation, and especially North-South or 
triangular partnerships, which as such are non- 
existent in the descriptions. These questions 
support the choice of some HEIs to leave SDG 17 
out of the inventories on account of its ambivalent 
nature (see e.g. Brugmann et al. 2019).
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As with research, SDG 5 (Gender Equality) 
was not mentioned in any of Helsinki University’s 
degree programmes in the mapping of education. 
This could be attributable in part to the general 
nature of the analysed texts: paragraphs and 
sentences highlighting lower levels of inequality 
in general (linked to SGD 10, Reduced 
Inequalities) included mentions that also quite 
likely referred to the study of inequalities related 
to gender. This also highlights the 
interconnectedness of the 17 goals.

The mapping does not consider the curricu-
lum in detail, nor its implementation, and there-
fore does not take into account how the identified 
themes are acted upon. The general nature of this 
mapping highlights the need for further research 
into course content, which could be carried out 
with existing sustainability-assessment tools 
such as AASHE’s Sustainability Tracking, 
Assessment and Rating System (STARS) (see 
e.g. Maragakis and Dobbelsteen 2015). This 
would not only better enable comparison between 
the University of Helsinki and other HEIs, but it 
would also facilitate temporal monitoring within 
the university, which in turn would foster further 
discussion on the direction and time-span of 
desired changes. Although it might be hard to 
point out the desired high point or culmination of 
sustainability transition, monitoring and further 
target setting would help to guarantee continuation 
in the desired direction.

In terms of the University’s own operations 
and actions, the strongest contributions are 
directed to advancing quality education (SDG 4), 
good health and well-being (SDG 3), reducing 
inequalities (SDG 10) as well as partnerships 
(SDG 17).

The upper cluster of SDGs implemented in 
university societal actions and campus operations 
include those aimed at reducing inequalities. The 
University of Helsinki has an established 
committee for promoting and assessing equality 
and regularly runs several campaigns. Measures 
focused on promoting good health and well- 
being (SDG 3) and providing decent work (SDG 
8) include improving workplace well-being and 
healthcare services and providing re-location 
services for newly recruited staff members and 

their families. Improvements targeted at 
advancing quality education include retrofitting 
equipment for digital online teaching, ensuring 
Open University teaching and science events for 
the general public and strategic measures to 
improve degree programmes, student selection 
and pedagogical competences of teachers. The 
university also reports strong progress in 
strengthening and establishing new partnerships 
(SDG 17) such as with national research 
institutes, which operate in university premises 
and collaborate closely with the university both 
in the research projects and in using joint research 
infrastructures. New partnerships are also being 
established with industries and decision-makers 
to promote knowledge transfer and co-creation.

Achievements in improving energy and water 
efficiency, as well as sustainable production and 
consumption, mainly concern reducing the 
consumption of energy, electricity and water, 
which is also connected to the target of reducing 
the net floor area in use. Several actions have 
been taken to increase the output of renewable 
energy, including its production at the solar 
power plant on the Viikki campus and the wood 
chip power plant at Lammi biological station. 
Solar energy production is expected to represent 
between 5 and 6% of overall annual consumption 
on the Viikki campus, which has an energy- 
intensive research infrastructure. Other measures 
aimed at implementing SDGs 7, 12 and 13, which 
have an environmental and climate action focus 
include reducing energy and water consumption 
in buildings by developing energy-efficient 
solutions and technical systems, supporting 
sustainable construction projects such as the 
LEED-certified Kaisa Library Building and the 
Green Office environmental programme on the 
Viikki campus, and the launching of a programme 
to advance healthy and sustainable forms of 
commuting. In addition, UH has a fair-trade 
certification and is committed to considering 
aspects of fair trade in its operations.

However, we found only a few new initiatives 
targeted at eradicating poverty and hunger, or 
safeguarding life on land and below water on the 
level of societal actions or university operations. 
One explanation for this could be the strong focus 
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on and expertise in technical development, such 
as the creation of technical solutions for energy, 
electricity and water supply.

In sum, there is a strong focus on quality edu-
cation in all the analysed areas, such as in research 
proposals, new degree programmes, societal 
activities and university operations. This indi-
cates the existence of well-established links to 
top educators active in research, active and con-
sistent pedagogical curriculum development, and 
high standards in teaching and learning facilities, 
including up-to-date information and communi-
cation technologies. The paucity of hits on SDGs 
1 (No Poverty), 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) 
and 5 (Gender Inequality) was surprising given 
the university’s goal to address global 
challenges.

The aim in the following analysis is to identify 
the factors that either enabled or hindered the 
transition to sustainability in the University of 
Helsinki.

2.4.2  The Internal Push 
for Sustainability: Active 
Grassroots Actors 
and Networks

A large volume of research linked to sustainabil-
ity has been conducted at the University of 
Helsinki in recent decades. Some of it has been 
carried out within established interdisciplinary 
networks and centres operating across faculty 
borderlines. Indeed, there is a long tradition of 
interdisciplinary co-operation in the field of envi-
ronmental research. The Helsinki University 
Environmental Research Unit (HERU) was 
established in 2002, for example. The name was 
changed to HERC—Helsinki University Center 
for Environmental Research, and until 2008 the 
centre was active in initiating interdisciplinary 
environmental research in six faculties. 
Eventually, the multidisciplinary environmental 
teaching initiative was incorporated into it and 
together they formed the Helsinki University 
Centre for Environment, HENVI, which was 
responsible for carrying out and coordinating 

environmental research and teaching. All HU 
faculties contributed to the activities of HENVI, 
which was successful in creating networks of 
researchers from different disciplinary back-
grounds. The experience gained in HENVI 
regarding the challenges and opportunities of 
interdisciplinary collaboration, and the academic 
networks created, played a crucial role in the later 
development of the Helsinki Institute of 
Sustainability Science. The Institute promotes 
sustainability research and supports the 
development of new degree programmes in 
environmental studies and sustainability science 
as well as other activities promoting the transi-
tion to sustainability in the university.

Helsinki University has also hosted several 
thematic networks of sustainability research: The 
University of Helsinki Global South Network 
(HUGS) concentrates on research and teaching 
on the Global South, whereas interdisciplinary 
urban research and teaching are tackled within 
the Urban Academy and the Helsinki Metropolitan 
Region Urban Research Programme.

Complementing these formal interdisciplinary 
networks are several informal networks 
established among researchers in areas such as 
environmental archaeology, sustainability and 
business, as well as the pharmacists’ going-green 
initiative the Generation Green Team. The active 
role played by a few individual researchers within 
these networks in creating spaces for 
interdisciplinary collaboration was also crucial in 
enabling the later reforms.

In the field of education, Helsinki University’s 
decision to re-structure both Bachelor’s and 
Master’s educational programmes facilitated the 
creation of novel sustainability approaches. The 
reform was initiated in 2015 and the new degree 
programmes were operational from August 2017. 
The current educational structure based on 
separate and independent disciplines organised 
as major university subjects in the curriculum 
was transformed into broader degree programmes 
involving several disciplines. The reform was 
conducted under the supervision of the Academic 
Affairs Council, which defined the general 
principles of the degree programmes in a meeting 
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held in October 2015. Primarily, the educational 
overhaul should facilitate the provision of high- 
quality degree programmes that would appeal to 
applicants and have a broad disciplinary scope 
enabling students to choose their specialisation 
later on in their studies. Second, the curriculum 
should be competence-based, highlighting 
career-relevant competences, and third, the focus 
should be on collaboration among teachers and 
academic disciplines implemented in the form of 
multi- and interdisciplinary teaching. In contrast 
to the current curriculum comprising a major 
subject and one of several minor subjects, the 
re-structured Bachelor’s and Master’s 
programmes were intended to encompass one or 
several fields of science, disciplines or thematic 
modules, and accordingly the faculties were 
asked to involve a large group of relevant parties 
from various disciplines, faculties and units in 
setting them up.

We claim that the educational reform created a 
window of opportunity for the planning of new 
degree programmes. Strong and functional 
teachers’ networks in environmental studies, 
urban studies, sustainability science and several 
other trans-disciplinary areas were activated and 
embarked on the negotiation and planning of 
degree programmes and curricula that 
incorporated current disciplinary approaches into 
interdisciplinary and novel degree structures.

The strong pressure from environmentally 
aware students has also led to improvements in 
university operations and the development of 
environmentally- and sustainability-oriented 
courses and degree programmes. The 
sustainability science-oriented MSc programme 
has attracted the most applications since the 
reforms were introduced.

Furthermore, grassroots-level actors have 
played a key role in pushing for sustainability- 
focused reforms: for example, one person with a 
mission to think green and promote renewables 
and environmental awareness came up with the 
idea and initiated the process of establishing a 
solar power plant on the Viikki campus. Such 
grassroots efforts could be considered tactical 
and operational-level activities (Stephen and 

Graham 2010) in the transition to sustainability 
in the university—building an agenda and coali-
tions to push for reforms as well as initiating sus-
tainability projects.

2.4.3  External Pushing 
for Sustainability: Policies 
and Funding

Complementing the internal activism, the reforms 
in Finnish science and research policy created a 
window of opportunity on the regime level.

The funding scheme described above forced 
universities to strengthen their research profiles 
and to identify the areas in which they wanted to 
focus and profile themselves. As Finland’s largest 
and oldest university, the University of Helsinki 
has a unique position in the country. It covers 
almost all research fields with the exceptions of 
technology and business. Defining its future 
profiling areas and, on the other hand, deciding 
which areas to deselect to safeguard resources, 
was a hard exercise for the old, multidisciplinary 
university. Profiling areas include existing high- 
quality areas, emerging areas with top-level 
potential and new areas with high potential 
(Academy of Finland 2018).

The University of Helsinki made the strategic 
decision to add sustainability science as a new 
emergent area with high potential to its 
established and strong research fields such as 
health, atmospherics and data sciences.

This decision, as well as the successful fund-
ing application submitted jointly to the Academy 
of Finland by six faculties, formed the financial 
and organisational basis for the Helsinki Institute 
of Sustainability Science. The funding allowed 
the establishment of ten new tenure- track profes-
sorships, among other positions. Given the size 
of the country, and of its academia, this is a 
remarkable number of new research posts. The 
Academy of Finland will help to fund these pro-
fessorships for a 4-year period, after which time 
they will be funded by the participating faculties. 
In other words, the faculties will have to redirect 
existing resources to these newly established 

2 Towards Realising SDGs in the University of Helsinki



26

positions, having made the strategic decision to 
participate in the sustainability science initiative. 
This directly reflects the strategic-level activities 
in the transition to sustainability mentioned by 
Stephen and Graham (2010). Furthermore, this 
initiative will change the structures—new inter-
disciplinary professorships will replace the old 
faculty Chairs. A similar procedure applies in the 
other profiling areas, but the focus on sustainabil-
ity science is specific to the transition to 
sustainability.

Reform in the field of education was initiated 
by the university, but there was strong external 
pressure to renew the degree programmes and 
structures in light of the increasing competition 
in educational markets—namely attracting the 
best international students.

In terms of sustainable operations and actions, 
the increasing pressure to provide environmentally 
friendly and energy-efficient premises to tenants 
in university-owned properties has fuelled 
investments in new technical solutions. In 
addition, the national strategy was reformed in 
2013 and Society’s Commitment to Sustainable 
Development was established as the key 
instrument for implementing the UN Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. Soon after this, in 
April 2014, the Ministry of Education and 
Culture sent all Finnish universities a letter of 
instruction dealing with performance 
management and annual reporting, with a section 
on how to submit their strategies for advancing 
sustainable development in their tasks and 
actions. This prompted the University of Helsinki 
to establish a committee for corporate social 
responsibility. The group prepared the ground 
and the university made its sustainability pledge 
in 2015. It undertook to promote the more 
efficient use of water and energy, healthy and 
sustainable forms of workplace travel and the 
development of renewable energy. PhD education 
would also be tailored more to society’s needs, 
which committed the university to connect its 
doctoral graduates with the working world. These 
commitments reflect the established and strong 
focus on SDGs 3, 6, 7, 8 and 11, which is reflected 
in our analysis.

2.4.4  External Pushing 
for Sustainability: Timing

One of the major factors that enabled the faculty 
deans to make the crucial strategic decision to 
focus on sustainability science as well as other 
initiatives was the obvious urgency (or the lack of 
it) of sustainability as a real-world challenge to 
which Helsinki University needed to respond. It 
had defined sustainability as among the grand 
challenges of the era, as was stated in its strategy. 
Furthermore, Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) were set in 2015, and it became clear that 
countries such as Finland also needed to meet 
them.

2.4.5  Hindering the Transition 
to Sustainability: Resistance 
from Current Disciplines 
and the Faculty Structure

Counteracting the various enabling factors that 
pushed for the transition to sustainability were 
several hindering factors that, in the main, related 
to existing university structures. Sustainability 
was viewed not as a science as such, but rather as 
an activity of social interaction with its strong 
emphasis on trans-disciplinary knowledge 
co-production. Furthermore, the sustainability 
transformation as an aim and an approach for a 
new institute of sustainability science was 
considered too radical and political. This could 
be referred to as ideological resistance. Reciprocal 
prejudices concerning the essence of sustainability 
science were also evident among representatives 
of different scientific traditions: some social 
scientists saw it purely as a natural and 
environmental question, whereas some natural 
scientists claimed that it was social science 
devoid of strict scientific methodology. However, 
these views could be seen as reactions to the 
perceived risks involved in the profiling activities 
and the anticipated result of ultimately eliminating 
some of the established Faculty Chairs.

Experiences from earlier interdisciplinary 
activities also show that not all scientists are 
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comfortable with inter- and trans-disciplinary 
activities. This is something that has to be 
accepted.

It was not only the ideological and epistemo-
logical differences and emotional resistance that 
complicated the organisation of interdisciplinary 
cross-faculty activities in both research and edu-
cation: the faculty structure also proved to be a 
hurdle. The University of Helsinki has a very 
strong vertical structure—a rectorate and facul-
ties organised according to disciplines, with a 
few independent units responsible for specific 
activities or research areas (such as biotechnol-
ogy). However, these units have a very minor role 
in teaching activities. A new ‘joint action unit’ 
linking the faculties was therefore created for the 
sustainability science centre. The benefit of this 
kind of structure is that, as formally attached to 
them, it engages the faculties in the activities of 
the sustainability science institute.

Cross-faculty degree programmes also face 
the same difficulties in the field of education in 
that they operate in an undetermined space from 
the administrative and financial perspective. 
Although each degree programme is 
administratively assigned to one faculty, there are 
some unclear and undetermined decision 
processes and allocations of financial resources. 
As with the hindering factors distinguished in the 
transition to sustainability, ideological and 
epistemological differences as well as emotional 
resistance also play a role in the educational 
arenas. Cross-faculty degree programmes 
encounter resistance from teachers who value 
mono-disciplinary structures and research. The 
same pattern was observed in university 
operations and activities as problems with 
working across administrative lines arose in the 
planning and implementation of new 
sustainability initiatives.

In short, our analysis supports the results of 
previous studies on implementing SDGs in 
universities implying that whole-institution 
approaches are essential in the transition to 
sustainability (Müller-Christ et  al. 2014; 
Albareda-Tiana et  al. 2018). Mori Junior et  al. 
(2019) further conclude that universities are at 
the forefront in implementing SDGs, particularly 

in terms of educating leaders of the next 
generation. They also point out that the transition 
to sustainability requires the commitment of the 
leadership—which was also confirmed in our 
study.

2.5  Conclusions

The results of the SDG mapping in the University 
of Helsinki show that Quality Education (SDG 4) 
is the goal that is clearly important for all the new 
initiatives in research, teaching and in its own 
operations. In addition, SDG 17 (Partnerships) 
and SDG 3 (Health and Wellbeing) are also 
strongly emphasised in all the initiatives. On the 
other hand, SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 6 (Clean 
Water and Sanitation) and SDG 5 (Gender 
Equality) are not considered, or are given little 
emphasis. This raises questions about the 
university’s commitment to global development 
on the strategic level: surely these aspects should 
be covered in its new strategic planning if the aim 
is to have a global impact.

The Times Higher Education (THE) University 
Impact Ranking focuses on 11 SDGs, excluding 
SDG 1 (No Poverty) SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 
7 (Clean Energy), SDG 6 (Clean Water and 
Sanitation), SDG 15 (Life on Land) and SDG 14 
(Life Below Water). This focus was decided 
following consultation with HEIs (THE 2019). 
However, our analysis shows that universities 
could play a significant role in making use of new 
energy solutions (such as solar panels).

To conclude, the transition to sustainability is 
a complex process involving various actors and 
interests. If one considers the renewal processes 
that enabled such transition in the University of 
Helsinki in light of transition theory (Geels and 
Schot 2007), one could indeed conclude that 
small niche innovations, tactical and operational 
activities on the grassroots level, networks, 
science activism and student awareness pushed 
for regime-level changes. However, the financial 
incentives and policy changes initiated on the 
regime level facilitated niche-level innovations 
and led to the making of strategic decisions 
providing a window of opportunity for the 
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initiation of structural changes. This transition 
enabled the university to take an active role in 
solving sustainability problems and implementing 
Sustainable Development Goals (SGDs) on the 
societal level.
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