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Abstract  

This paper analyses critically a three year candidate program for educating change leaders for 

Sustainable Development. The program was started in 2007 in co-operation between the departments 

of Quality Management and Business Administration in Gotland University. The analysis of the 

program is based on a review of learning outcomes, courses created, pedagogy applied, interviews of 

students, interviews of teachers and reflection on challenges in cross departmental co-operation. 

The program was created in consultation with companies and organizations being potential employers 

of the students after their education. The overall idea of the program embodies thoughts from Liberal 

Education and System Thinking [1], [2]. The pedagogy used could be summarized in the continuous 

cycle of theory-practice-understanding. Sustainable Development has been dealt with in theory and 

practice using the Triple Bottom Line in combination with companywide process management. 

Focus has been on describing components of change and change management. The theoretical 

foundations are found in structured methodologies for improvement such as Total Quality 

Management, Six Sigma, Lean Management, Project Management and in leadership theory with focus 

on group dynamics. Successful change seems to require, apart from a good solution, the willingness to 

implement the solution and the ability to manage change. 

Working across departments is not easy in spite of the closeness typical for the small Gotland 

University with some 200 employees. Academia and universities could be seen as strong advocates of 

the old functional order where cross functional process thinking is not easy. Changing a curriculum 

fixed for many years and changing educational culture are formidable challenges. Not everything went 

according to plans which have provided some valuable learning experiences. The overall results are 

positive and many of the ideas of integrating theory and practice by using organizations including the 

campus as a study object have been successful. 

Introduction  

The globalization and internationalization has resulted in that it has become easier and cheaper to 

transport goods and services. At the same time economies have been linked together closer through 

various partnerships and free trade agreements. This means that new markets opens for companies as 

well as the local competition will increase by new entrants to the local market. 

 

This means that globalization brings with it new demands on companies and organizations. Product 

lifecycles will become shorter and profit margins will decrease. To adapt to these conditions and to be 

competitive, we must focus on continuous improvement. It is important to be able to change to a more 

Sustainable Development where resources are used more effectively and where more value is 
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produced for less harm done. Future leaders must be able to see the organization as a system and be 

able to work in a constantly changing surrounding where the organization is formed from the leading 

stakeholders’ expectations and needs. Leadership for improvement and Sustainable Development are 

needed. This points out that there is a need for educational programs that address these issues. 

  

From the previous reasoning we concluded that there is a need for a new type of education that more 

clearly meets the need for students to be well equipped to work with and to lead sustainable change in 

a turbulent and demanding working environment. As a result, we chose to work on an education that 

combined the basics of Quality Management with a focus on continuous improvement with the basics 

of Business Administration. The main focus in the education was the perspective of sustainability, 

which included economic-, environmental- and social perspectives. 

 

At the end of 2005, Gotland University started a comprehensive strategic work on the development of 

basic education. Several projects started and the development of the program Leadership for 

Sustainable Development was one of these projects. 

Method  

As method for composing this paper we have gone through the documentation that was created during 

the development phase and during the three years when the program was executed. This paper is also 

based on material from interviews with representatives of various organizations and companies in the 

development phase of the program. Experiences from the three years of execution are mainly based on 

the results from course evaluations and ongoing discussions with the students during the program. 

Discussions with involved colleagues and the authors own experiences during the program have also 

been a source for this paper. 

Program development and course structure 

For developing the course we used customer and stakeholder focus as the main guiding values. We 

looked at needs starting from Sustainable Development on a global basis and then continued with 

looking at what the current demand from employers was. 

 
Defining Sustainable Development 

We all tend to agree that current development is not sustainable, but still mostly have difficulties in 

defining what Sustainable Development is. We realized that the interpretation of what Sustainable 

Development is could be major challenge both for students and teachers. What exactly is Sustainable 

Development? We started from the United Nations 1987 Brundtland Commission definition of 

Sustainable Development, "Development which meets the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs"[3]. This is widely used but also rather 

abstract and lending itself to many interpretations. From on organizational point of view we can look 

at sustainability performance using the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) that measured performance in the 

economic, environmental and social dimensions [4]. The TBL dimensions could also be called People, 

Profit and Planet [5]. The Global Reporting Initiative guidelines for sustainability reporting largely 

follow the TBL and can be used to identify aspects of Sustainable Development [6]. Still, the result is 

that many can things be included in these definitions. Meanwhile, many people have their own 

interpretation of Sustainable Development. As a part of the feasibility study for the program we 

interviewed a number of students, they saw apprehensions having Sustainable Development as a part 

of the programs name, because the risk of that the program would be associated mainly with 

environmental and ecological studies. This is because of the public debate often seems to deal with 

Sustainable Development based on environmental issues. The same was shown in many of the 

interviews we did with companies and organizations. Sustainable Development is often associated 

with environmental issues. However, when we started discussing the concept Sustainable 

Development, most people seemed to be aware of that there are many other aspects than 

environmental issues in the concept. In an interview with one of the company representatives, he 
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expressed the following about the program title: "Why does the program have that strange name? 

What is Sustainable Development? There is a risk that Sustainable Development is too unknown and 

too abstract as a concept!" 

 

We did not come up with any universal definition of what Sustainable Development is, but have tried 

to explore different interpretations in the courses carried out. One which we have further developed is 

Eco Efficiency defined as value per harm [7]. A definition for this is presented below.  

 

“We could apply the eco-efficiency “value per harm” in a broader sense and state that focus should be 

on maximizing the value produced for all stakeholders compared to the harm done to all stakeholders 

over the life time of the system. An additional condition is that there are maximal levels of harm for all 

of the stakeholders.” [8]. 

   

It has to be said that since starting the development of the program in 2005 things have changed and 

Sustainable Development seem to be more broadly known in 2010. Still, in interviews of lecturers 

within various topics in Gotland University carried out in 2010 on the issue of Sustainable 

Development, many expressed doubts on what it really is and a concern that it mostly is interpreted as 

environmental management.  

 
Guiding values 
In the field of Quality Management different models and Management systems often have their own 

core values and principles that the whole management system or model is based on, like ISO 9001 

leadership principles, core values for Total Quality Management or the core values of EFQM. The 

purpose of these core values is to lay a foundation for methodologies and tools used in the different 

models. To get an overarching picture of the program idea we created core values for the program. The 

idea was that these core values would guide the work with course development and create connections 

between the different courses. As base for our program idea we chose to start with the core values of 

TQM, committed management, customer focus, focus on processes, continuous improvement, 

everyone's opportunity to participate, decisions based on facts and creating an overview picture [9]. 

The next step in our work was to modify the TQM values and identify new core values necessary for 

the needs that the program should fulfil. The fundamental guiding values that the working group 

developed and formed for the program were: 

 

 Stakeholder focus (extension of customer focus where the customer often is the most 

important stakeholder, but where also nature is seen as a stakeholder) 

 System thinking 

 Committed management 

 Openness (transparency) 

 Focus on processes 

 Continuous improvement 

 Everyone's opportunity and responsibility to participate 

 Decisions based on facts 

 Diversity 

 Long term perspective  

 

In the forthcoming work, when we formed the courses in the program and the course content, we 

applied the chosen guiding values to identify methodologies and tools. A management system can be 

defined as consisting of values, methodologies and tools that are linked to a goal [10]. The values 

themselves do not solve any problems but it is through the methodologies and tools that we taught the 

students how to support and achieve the guiding values. As an example risk management can be seen 

as a methodology that for instance supports the guiding values stakeholder focus and decisions based 

on facts. The tools for the methodology risk management are for example Failure Mode and Effect 

Analysis (FMEA), Fault Tree Analysis, Risk Management plans, etc. This means that we carried out 

extensive work in identifying and documenting what the student had to learn to be able to respect the 
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guiding values listed above, in terms of course content and what skills and abilities that would be 

trained in the respective course. As an overall approach we chose the three dimensions of the Triple 

Bottom Line - environment, economy and social responsibility. We tried to relate the TBL to the all of 

the programs courses. 

 
Needs analysis 

In the project for developing the program we carried out a needs analysis using focus group 

methodology. For this we talked to final year students in Quality Management and Business 

Administration. They were asked to reflect on their current programs and compare it with our program 

idea. 

 

The result of the focus group was that students who studied Business Administration felt the lack of 

methodologies for working as a manager, such as practical understanding of how to handle people on 

an individual and on a group level. In their program they study management, which deals with theories 

about how organizations work in a theoretical and in a larger perspective. The students in the Business 

Administration program were also of the opinion that their education had too much focus on theories 

and they wanted more practical elements in the form of projects with contact with the business world 

and organizations, as well as more guest lecturers. The Business Administration students also asked 

for a greater focus on the totality of their program, which means an understanding of how things fit 

together with other components, or in other words, a greater understanding of the whole. 

  

Students in Quality Management found that the link to Business Administration was logical and they 

saw clear connections and interest in such a program. Combining Quality Management with Business 

Administration, they considered also to be positive based on their experience of always having to 

explain what Quality Management is to potential employers. Business Administration students felt that 

everybody knew what their competence was about.  

 

The other part of the needs analysis was to interview representatives of various companies and 

organizations to see what needs they considered themselves to have. In this study, we chose for 

instance to interview representatives of Payex Finance AB, Svenska Spel, Job Security Foundation, 

Municipality of Gotland, Ericsson and Sida (Swedish International Development Cooperation 

Agency). From these interviews almost all the interviewees raised the need for more practical elements 

in higher education. They thought that today's graduates have very good theoretical knowledge but 

lack of practical experience and need a changeover period to understand how things work in practice 

when they enter the workplace. Furthermore also almost all interviewees considered that it is not that 

important to know all about theories and methods, instead it is very important to be able to see the 

totality of how a business works. They felt that the universities often miss the focus on the big picture, 

perhaps because courses are carried out in separate blocks with little integration. Some interviewees 

believed that perhaps these effects could be reduced by for example different pedagogical methods, 

such as group assignments, practical projects and assignments with external customers instead of 

written exams at the end of a course. In addition to more practical elements many of the interviewees 

recommended knowledge and skills in project management, leadership and group dynamics. On of the 

interviewees considered it very important that education becomes more practical "How many Business 

Administration students have seen a bill, or worked in a financial system during the training?"  

Furthermore, the students during their education need to co-operate more with companies and 

organizations and focus more on a good all-round education. Many of those interviewees were of the 

opinion that the students would be more generalists than specialists. With time they are going to be 

specialists within the branch they have chosen. 

  
Learning outcomes for the program 

Based on our approach, business intelligence and interviews, we formulated the program-specific 

learning outcomes as follows: 

 

Knowledge and understanding 

The student should after the completed education have 
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- An understanding of how economic systems and instruments work and affect resource use and 

sustainability. 

- Knowledge of methods and tools used in the field of organizational development. 

- Knowledge of how businesses and organizations are working individually and in larger 

context. 

- An understanding of how change occurs and is handled. 

 

Skills and abilities 

The student should after the completed education have 

- Skills in working individually or together with others. 

- Ability to describe, analyze, manage and change businesses. 

- Ability to lead and be part of improvement- and development projects with a long-term 

sustainability focus. 

 

Values and attitudes 

The student should after the completed education  

- Have a customer and stakeholder focus. 

- See development in terms of economic, ecological and social sustainability. 

- Apply the approach to development and improvement in a long-term perspective in which 

profits are not created by others' losses. 

 
Pedagogic 

In addition to providing students theoretical knowledge, we felt it important to also provide students 

with practical skills and experience. Therefore, we applied an educational three-stage model, theory-

practice-understanding. Our starting point was that we felt that reflection and discussion was an 

important piece of learning. In order to promote reflection and discussion, we considered that the 

application of theories and methods formed an important foundation. A similar pedagogical approach 

is also described by Anna Hedin [11]. In practical terms, for us it meant that we let the students work 

on different assignments during the courses, where students had to apply the assignments in various 

companies / organizations and analyze how the company / organization worked. 

 

The course “Developing Leadership” can be used as an example of how we worked with the model 

theory-practice-understanding. A part of the course consisted of that the students would act as project 

managers to a group of international students. The international students had been tasked to conduct a 

process mapping of an organization in another course they were attending. In order to facilitate 

contacts with the host organization, as well as coaching the international students, the students of the 

leadership course were able to practice the project manager role by planning and administering the 

practical arrangement of the work and ensuring that the international students' project objectives were 

fulfilled. Using a gender mixed group of second year students to act as project managers, for generally 

older and mainly male foreign students, created certain tensions and problems that then were analysed 

as part of the leadership training.  

 

Furthermore, we also worked with a variety of project assignments in which the students sometimes 

had external customers, or would investigate how various companies / organizations worked. Central 

in these projects was that they integrated different courses, i.e. learning outcomes and course points 

from different courses were gathered in a common project work to increase the progression between 

the different courses in the program. 

 

In addition, each student was offered her or his own external mentor in year one that would follow the 

student during the education. The idea was that the mentor could help the students to get a better 

overview and better understanding of what was expected after the three years at the university.  

 

To help the students with their future thoughts we also offered each semester individual performance 

reviews, where the program coordinator coached each student based on their preferences and interests.  
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We were of the opinion that the final exams are far from an optimal examination form. We saw 

problems in that different students have different learning styles. Final exams fit very well for some. 

However for many students the final exam could be less beneficial. Therefore, we aimed for having 

continuous and varied ways of examination throughout the program. We did also use some traditional 

final course examinations. A way of course examination was to divide the examination in different 

parts, having a practical part in the form of seminars and labs where students were practicing different 

methods and a number of exams (short written tests) during the course. Furthermore, we used 

individual assignments and couple assignments, peer reflections, oral examination, project work, etc. 

Another goal that we had with the continuous examination was that it led to that the students had to 

study continuously. Our aim with that was to try to get more active students during the course and 

more discussions, which we believe we succeeded with. 

 

The idea of the degree project that was at the end of the program was that it should create an overall 

picture of the program courses. Students were also provided with the opportunity to practice their 

skills in almost real conditions. For the students who chose to take the bachelor's degree in Quality 

Management, the degree project was preceded by a course named “Pilot study for degree project”. The 

degree project (15 ECTS) was a full time study course for ten weeks and the course Pilot study for 

degree project (7.5 ECTS) was a ten week part time course (50%). During the pilot study course the 

students had to identify areas of improvement in a business or in a public organization. The aim of the 

pilot study was that it would result in an improvement area that the students would work with during 

their degree project. The results of the degree project were that the students would provide the host 

organization with a proposal to change and implement the change in the organization, alternatively 

provide the organization with a detailed plan for implementation if the implementation would require a 

long time. The two degree courses were performed as two projects, where representatives from the 

university and the host organization acted steering group. 

   
Program content for Leadership for Sustainable Development 

 

Year 1, Basics:  

Overall objective: 

After year 1 student has the skills to work individually or with others, such as project manager for 

smaller improvement projects.  

 

During the first year the student will study courses involving: 

- Management with a focus on individual and group level  

- Project Methodology 

- Quality Management and improvement 

- The organization's role in society related to Sustainable Development 

- Project work with a practical application of different methods and theories  

- Basic courses in Business Administration 

o Management / organization  

o Accounting  

o Cost-benefit analysis  

o Marketing  

 

Year 2, Consolidation / Application:  

Overall objective:  

After the second year, the student has skills to describe, analyze, manage and transform businesses.  

 

During the second year the student is studying courses that include:  

- Leadership with a focus on the individual as leaders  

- Law and Justice in the workplace  

- Development work based on management systems for quality, environmental and safety  

- Ecological economics  
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- Ethics and Gender  

- Environmental Laws  

- Process Management  

- Application of Sustainable Development  

- Immersion courses in Business Administration.  

- Project work with a practical application of different methods and theories  

 

Year 3 Integration / Holistic:  

Overall objective:  

After year three, the student is able to lead and be part of improvement-, and development projects 

with a long-term sustainability.  

 

The third year consists of courses such as:  

- Change Management  

- Project Management  

- Methods and concepts for business excellence  

- From planning to the monitoring of sustainable business development  

- Project with a practical application of different methods and theories  

- Immersion courses in Business Administration.  

- Research Methodology  

- Degree work (bachelor thesis) 

 
The students who started the program 

The program started in fall 2007 with 12 students. The student expectations of the program were quite 

different. What united many of the students was the interest in leadership issues, project management, 

business development, to get a broad education and be able to practice their skills and gain an 

understanding of how theories works in reality in companies and organizations. Some of the students 

had applied for the program to become economists with expertise in leadership and organizational 

development. One student had high expectations of knowledge about the social dimension and gender. 

Another student had an interest in Sustainable Development with a focus on the ecological dimension. 

Some students were worried about that the program would have an excessive focus on the ecological 

dimension of Sustainable Development. The starting conditions were not ideal. Instead of having a 

group of 30 starting with rather similar expectations we had only 12 with a wide range of different 

expectations. 

Analysis  

The three-year program started in autumn 2007. In 2008 the application figures showed that the 

numbers of students probably would not be higher for autumn 2008, than in autumn 2007. This in 

combination with that the programs in Business Administration at Gotland University had low 

application figures led to the strategic decision of the management to cancel the program in 2008. 

 

After three years there were seven students who completed the program in accordance with the 

training plan. After five semesters a student ended her studies due to school fatigue. Two of the 

students chose at the beginning of the third year to end the program and study national economics in 

order to have a bachelor’s degree in economics. This had from the beginning been their expressed 

wish. Two of the students had ended after the first year, one of them due to personal reasons and one 

because of the program having too little focus on environmental issues. 

  

In the evaluation after the three year program the students that had completed felt that they had 

received a broad education that opened opportunities for them to work in both goods- and service 

producing companies and organizations. The students also felt that pedagogy, which combines theory 

with practice, was very good and an effective way of learning. They also felt that they had learned a 

lot of useful methodologies and tools and had developed as individuals. 
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To create an overall picture that unites all the courses in a program proved far more difficult than it 

seemed from the beginning. Different subjects have their values and practices that are deeply rooted. 

The courses in Business Administration involved in the program were carried out together with the 

program for Business Administration with an international focus. In order to make the courses in 

Business Administration more program specific for the two programs, the courses were designed with 

program specific assignments as part of the course, in this case with a focus on Sustainable 

Development. However, the problem arose that teachers in Business Administration claimed that their 

existing courses could not be different from traditional courses at other major universities. The result 

was that the overall picture, with focus on Sustainable Development, was not continuously integrated, 

but was an add-on to the ordinary course. This was not appreciated by the students. Furthermore, it 

was also found that different subjects had different approaches in administration, i.e. number of weeks 

before a course starts, the information about schedule, literature to be used, schedule changes etc. This 

was something that the students experienced as frustrating. 

  

Using pedagogy based on the practice where the students work together in exercises, assignments and 

in the larger project turned out to be a problem the longer the program continued. In this case, the 

arrangement was not the problem; the students felt it was successful. The problem was seemingly that 

the class was rather small with 12 students who had different interests and objectives in terms of 

education. This affected the group dynamics negatively and they began to get tired of each other.  

 

Having a form of examination based exclusively on the continuous examination which students must 

read constantly has both its pros and cons. One of the advantages is that students are much more active 

in the classroom because they have studied the theory earlier in the course and can see the big picture 

in a completely different way compared to the situation where the overall picture is shaped only at the 

end of the course. Students mentioned that they experienced this way of examination as more 

demanding compared to courses with final exams. They had to spend much more time during the 

course, while working towards the end of the course was less extensive. 

  

The students are of the opinion that the program met the learning objectives set in the education plan. 

A change made in the training plan after one year was that students were given the opportunity to take 

a bachelor's degree in Quality Management as an alternative to Business Administration. The 

difference this would mean for students who wanted a bachelor's degree in Quality Management was 

that they instead made their thesis in Quality Management instead of Business Administration. This 

change occurred after strong requests from students during the first year. Of the seven students who 

completed the program in accordance with education plan, six chose a degree in Quality Management 

and one in Business Administration. 

Conclusion 

Many of the problems that we experienced during the implementation of the program were linked to 

what Kotter describes in his model 'The Eight-Stage Process of Creating Major Change "[12]. 

 

Based on this model, a greater focus should been put on all the key people with decision-making 

power and make them more actively involved in the project, something that did not happen due to lack 

of time that key persons experienced. Furthermore communication and information to all concerned 

teachers should have been clearer and more comprehensive, particularly about the program values and 

practices. This should have been done already in the development stages of the project. This means 

that even in young and small university with about 200 employees, different subjects have different 

values and practices that are deeply rooted and difficult to change. 
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The concept of Sustainable Development is complex. Everyone knows the term and everyone has their 
own idea and image of the concept, which means that it is sometimes subjective. Based on the 
definitions of Sustainable Development many things do fit into the concept. But our experience of the 
concept based on the interviews we did in the development of the program is that many 
subconsciously associate it primarily with the ecological dimension of the Triple Bottom Line.   
 
Our experience is that there are different views within the academy about what Sustainable 
Development is. Some teachers point out that their subject is Sustainable Development, such as 
Biology being seen as the same as the ecological dimension of Sustainable Development and Business 
Administration been seen as the economic dimension of Sustainable Development. There is no clear 
right or wrong in these interpretations. It is about finding a balance between the various dimensions of 
Sustainable Development in the education and to see how the different subjects and perspectives relate 
to each other to create a balance [13].  
 
Although the students still after three years in the program consider Sustainable Development as a 
complex concept, they seem to understand the meaning and scope of the concept in the organisational 
setting.  

Discussion 

As lessons from the development and implementation of this program, there are obviously some things 

we could have done differently and will think of in the future. Below some of them are listed. 

 

 To create a program that combines two subjects (Quality Management and Business 

Administration in this case) is difficult. The subjects can have values and practices that are 

deeply rooted and that differ. Much more work needs to be added to the process of change and 

active involvement of all potential stakeholders in the subjects. 

 To create guiding values and work procedures is useful. In order to simplify that all subjects in 

the program follow these guiding values a committed and active top management is required.   

 Class size, which means that the number of applicants is crucial for the future. There could be 

a minimum a critical mass of students as well as a maximum size. 

 Better marketing. It is not enough to launch a program that representatives from various 

companies and organizations think have very good prospects for the future and to believe that 

this sells itself. 

 Gotland University’s smallness and the fact that it is Sweden's youngest university could 

matter when a new training program is launched.  Unknown university with a new product 

could be present too much of a risk for many students. A question is of the number of 

applicants had been different if one of the larger universities in Sweden would have 

introduced a similar program? 

 Many people know what Sustainable Development is, but is the Sustainable Development 

subconsciously associated with environmental issues? Should we have chosen a different 

name for the program that did not include Sustainable Development? 

 The teachers and the students believe that we have succeeded with the educational three-stage 

model, theory-practice-understanding, although it has been demanding for the students as they 

had to study continuously. 

 

Our experience of working with this program is that the concept of Sustainable Development is broad 

and often perceived as abstract. Added to this many have their views of what Sustainable 

Development is and can be. In AISHE Sustainable Development is based on the dimensions planet, 

profit and people, where the contents of Sustainable Development are based on social-, political-/law-, 

ecological-, technological-, economical- and management aspects [14]. This indicates that an 

education that focuses on Sustainable Development has to be very broad to live up to the name of 

Sustainable Development. The risk is that a description of the program becomes vague. This may be 

one of the reasons why it has been difficult to attract students to the program. A broad area could lead 
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to many interpretations and varying views of the content, which might be why the students who began 

the program had such different expectations. 

  

The marketing of programs to get students is important. If Sustainable Development is perceived as 

abstract it does not make marketing easier. Gotland University being one of the smallest universities in 

Sweden and partly therefore ending up far down in different types of rankings makes marketing of 

new education programs even more challenging. 

  

Because we believe that Sustainable Development and Quality Management have important synergies, 

we have been working on with our ideas on Sustainable Development. In 2009 we launched a new 

two-year web-based program called Leadership - Quality - Improvement in which Sustainable 

Development is a central aspect of improvement. In 2010, that program was the program at Gotland 

University that had most applicants.  
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