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This paper is 
meant to explore 
what  people in 
higher education 
institutions 
(like Ravensbo-
rune University 
London) think of 
sustainability, 
do to become 
more sustain-
able, and what 
mechanisms and 
platforms they 
use to do so. 

Cosustain

What do you think of when you hear the word ‘sustainability’? 
Do you think about the pack of crisps that you ate yesterday 
and forgot the put the empty pack in the right bin? Do you 
think about the switch you felt too lazy to turn o� after 
hoovering your house? Or do you think about the last time 
you chose a cheaper flight ticket with a layover in Europe 
although you knew the flight you chose emitted more CO2 
than a direct flight? If you recognized yourself in any of these 
questions, you must be thinking about sustainability in a very 
straightforward way, like many of us do (inclusing myself). 
Also, I hope you questioned whether the crisps you ate ware 
a sustainable choice for the environment and your body, 
which is also part of the environment. But we will get back to 
that later. First, we we explore what other people think by 
and about sustainability.
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Sustainability became a buzz word; it ‘has become a grossly 
overused and misused term, but when correctly employed it 
refers to a variety of important, interrelated ideas’ (Walker, 
2014, p. 45). Do you agree? Everyone is trying to label their 
products as ‘recyclable’ or ‘biodegradable’. For instance, 
Ravensbourne University London serves food in its cafeteria 
in biodegradable lunch boxes for hundreds if not (two) thou-
sands people a day (1). After having served their purpose the 
boxes find themselves in the university’s bins that are, appar-
ently, not recycled as it was revealed to several Ravens-
bourne postgraduate students during one of the meetings of 
Ravensbourne’s Environmental and Sustainability Working 
Group (2). Of course, this begs the question – what does than 
this university (the students and the sta�) think or do to be 
sustainable? 
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Figure 1. A biodegradable food box similar 
to the ones Ravensbourne University London 
cafeteria uses to serve food to students 

and staff. Lorem ipsum



A Listening 
Campaign  is a 
classic commu-
nity organizing 
tool - inter-
view method, 
which allows 
you to learn 
about the con-
cerns a social 
group is having 
about any issue 
that is the 
subject of in-
quiry. 

In search for this answer, we – Ravensbourne postgraduate 
design students took on a research mission. We asked 
Ravensbourne students to tell us what sustainability means 
to them (3). According to the results of the Listening Cam-
paign, Ravensbourne students think of sustainability in terms 
of the three Rs – reduce, reuse and recycle. 

Figure 2. Visual representation of the 
three Rs - reduce, reuse, recycle, which 
were in the top ten responses from the 
Listening Campaign. 
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Figure 4. These are the 
repsonses we got from 
the Listening Campaign 
at Ravensbourne Uni-
versity London. For a 
full table, please see 

annex 3. 

Reuse Reuse Reuse Reuse Reuse Reuse Reuse Reuse 
Recycle Recycle Recycle Recycle Recycle Recycle Recycle Recycle 
Environmentally friendly Environmentally friendly Environmentally 
friendly Environmentally friendly 
Not impactful Not impactful Not impactful Not impactful 
Lifestyle Lifestyle Lifestyle Lifestyle
Longlasting Longlasting Longlasting
Worth using Worth using Worth using
Reduce Reduce
Not harmful Not harmful
Renewable Renewable
Sharing Sharing
Useful
Replenishable
Progress Not wasteful
Not obsolete
No pollution
Green
Cost-effective
Conscious
Careful
Process
Concequences
Fast fashion
Hard
Back and white
Order
Healthy
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Ravensbourne students believe that being sustainable 
means being ‘not impactful’ and ‘environmentally friendly’. It 
is our impression that Ravensbourne students care very 
much about sustainability (as all respondends provided us 
with a  thoughtout answer) out and think of sustainability in 
terms of being ‘less bad’. Only one respondent mentioned 
that sustainability means ‘progress’.  Being less bad, howev-
er, is looking at only one side of sustainability because [...] to 
be less bad is to accept things as they are, to believe that 
poorly designed, dishonourable, destructive systems are the 
best humans can do’ (McDonough and Braungart, 2009, p. 
67). 

Nonetheless, the micro-definitions of sustainability given by 
the student body (Reduce, Reuse, Recycle) rhyme very well 
with Three facets of human meaning and their interrelation-
ships, which are Personal, Social and Practical meaning 
(Walker, 2014, pp 10-11). Ravensbourne students’ personal 
meaning  as ‘individuals with distinct sense of selfhood’ is 

expressed by fighting  overconsumption (reduce); their prac-
tical meaning is expressed by recycling materials and 
acknowledging the finite character of many of the planet’s 
resources, and lastly social meaning is expressed by buying 
second-handed clothing and technology (reuse).

But Ravensbourne students, though numerous, are only one 
part of the ‘solution’/‘problem’, according to some Ravens-
bourne sta� representatives, whom we interviewed because 
they are stakeholders. Our point of entry into the Ravens-
bourne management web was through Ravensbourne Envi-
ronmental and Sustainability Working Group [4], which con-
sists of administrative sta�, teaching sta� and student repre-
sentatives. 

It is clear from these interviews that even Ravensbourne sta� 
think of Ravensbourne sustainability in two ways: managing 
the building in a sustainable way and deliver courses that 
have a sustainability component.  





 
“I think the Rave approach is quite lacklustre. It's 
not particularly prominent in the discussion. I think 
individual course leaders and individual academics 
are left to their own devices in terms of what they 
are doing. Some people are choosing to engage with it 
[sustainability] and some people are choosing to not 
engage with it as much”
                      
                      (Marsh, 2020, online interview) 

“Fashion department has been the most progressive in 
embedding sustainability in the curriculum”. 

                     (Library staff 2020, interview)

If we extended the teaching day and reduce our amount 
of teaching hours, we could definitely reduce our 
carbon footprint a lot. And if we looked, I think 
this Corona thing will be a big interesting look at 
it. We've been that for years with resistance to dis-
tance learning and e-learning”. 
                          
                   (Brunton, 2020, online interview).
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Carbon footprint, mentioned above by one of the interviews, 
is one of the ways in which people measure the impact of 
human activity on the environment. According to John Thac-
kara in In the Bubble: Designing in a Complex World ‘materi-
al flows of industrial society have been measured with 
increasing precision since the 1960s’, be it by weighing where 
di�erent impacts are assessed and expressed in damages 
to human health, ecosystem quality and resources (e.g. 
disability-adjusted life years), or ecological footprint, ‘which 
translates various categories of human consumption into 
areas of productive land needed to support them’ or materi-
al flow analyses, which is the ‘ecological rucksack’ that any 
product carries around (Thackara, 2006, pp 16-17). 

In 2015, the United Nations gave the world a new way to 
measure sustainability measures – the 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development. However, this time the toolkit includ-
ed a powerful promotional toolkit – the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs). Governments, businesses, charities, 
education institutions can take the SDGs and align their work 
to help the world community to achieve the set goals. 

However, due to its overarching nature, SDGs prove to be 
di�cult to embed in local contexts, argues Geo� Mulgan [5]. 

A similar toolkit that has the two functions was tailored for UK 
universities – the People and Planet University League, with 
which this journey started. The League ranks all UK universi-
ties against a set of 13 criteria such as strategy, ethical invest-
ment, carbon management and reduction, waste recycling, 
education for sustainable development, etc. Interviewed 
Ravensbourne sta� welcome this, although they seem to 
have a vague understanding of the League and criticize the 
way data is collected.

It also ranks the universities between themselves and that is 
what we need to question. Is sustainability a zero-sum 
game, in which universities compete against each other as it 
is presented in the People and Planet University League . 
Can universities excel at sustainability if one is meant to be 
better at it then the other?  



Figure 5. These are the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
and their icons, which are included in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development adopted at the United Na-

tions developement Summit in September 2015.  



 

“I think it's a good idea. So, it comes down to how 
good the measurements are, and whether they are 
things that can be measured and whether they the 
right things to measure”. 

                  (Blustin, 2020, online interview)
 
“And I think there's not really a lot that's holding 
universities to account, at the moment, in terms of 
the action on sustainability. And while the index has 
some issues which were raised in the meeting and are 
probably quite well known by everyone. And it does 
give some level of incentive for universities to do 
something. And I think a lot of universities wouldn't 
be as productive as they are without the level of ac-
countability that index actually provides. Even if it 
is a bit inaccurate”. 
                    
                     (Marsh, 2020, online interview). 



“I think within 
the university 
as a university 
system, I think 
more collabora-
tion between 
courses is 
needed’ 

(Brunton, 2020, 
interview).  
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Many would say that it makes complete sense. And it does, in 
a way, for example from a business perspective, making it a 
competitive advantage – ‘Ravensbourne University London 
is better than 44 other universities so come study here’. And if 
so, all knowledge about how to progress in terms of sustain-
ability would be kept a secret. However, if one university 
achieves better results than any other university, overall, the 
objective of being sustainable (as a wholesome educational 
ecosystem) is still not achieved. ‘[…] rankings and organisa-
tional strategies still present sustainability as a ‘competitive’, 
‘zero-sum game’ when in reality the very nature of sustain-
ability requires us to consider the connected reality of how 
we live and work’ (MDes04 Brief, 2020). 

Could this be di�erent? Could the situation change if univer-
sities did the opposite and collaborated for sustainability 
and shared their know-how? According to Ravensbourne 
sta�, UK universities must collaborate with each other to 
become more sustainable, and some already do so. Some 
interviewees even mentioned collaborating with surround-
ing businesses and urban facilities. 



“[…] I think as we start to plan for the future, 
we need to integrate sustainability into all of the 
courses, in addition to just how we function as an 
estate, and our facilities management, and I think 
that previously because it was being run by Colin 
and Linda had quite a strong facilities management 
feel to it, which is important. But it seemed to be 
lacking the academic integration into the teaching 
that all students receive, which is where I thought 
it needs to go. (Blustin, 2020, online interview).”. 

                   (Blustin, 2020,online interview). 
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While we were asking the bigger question – ‘How can uni-
versities collaborate for sustainability?’, we looked at several 
existing initiatives (or platforms) for collaboration. Men-
tioned at the beginning of this article, global (SDGs) or 
national (People and Planet University League) platforms. 
They have two main functions – to gather data/to measure 
and to promote the sustainability agenda. However, they do 
not o�er a chance to actively engage, using their websites.

A similar platform is the EllenMcArthur Foundation (men-
tioned by some of the interviewees), which ‘provides insights 
and resources to support learning about the circular econo-
my, and the systems thinking required to accelerate a transi-
tion and ‘has a focus on online platforms’” (https://www.el-
lenmacarthurfoundation.org/our-story/mission). This is an 
example of a third sector company enabling collaboration 
between universities (and businesses, and cities, etc). 

This approach to collaboration through online was taken to 
the next level by Ethical Angel – on online platform that 
enables employees (and students as it is currently collabo-
rating with students from London School of Economics, Uni-
versity of Cambridge and Birkbeck, University of London) to 
find a cause they would like to volunteer for. This platform is 
mapping the skills of its subscribers and matches them with 
causes and e-learning opportunities provided on the plat-
form. Interestingly, the platform has organized its projects by 
the SDGs, allowing its users to choose projects according to 
the SDGs they prefer. 

It’s worth noting that Ethical Angel is a tech start-up and it is 
an example of how the private sector can be an enabler for 
collaboration in the name of sustainability. This is good for 
the people and planet, and for the businesses because busi-
ness that create networks ‘receive valuations two to four 
times higher, on average, than companies with other busi-
ness models’ (Cicero, 2016, p. 6).  
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“And whilst 
Colin had start-
ed this sustain-
ability board, 
it didn't feel 
like it had the 
weight that it 
needed behind 
it”

(Blustin, 2020, 
online inter-
view). 

However, while exploring the subject of platforms and 
reviewing existing platforms, we realized  that we needed to 
first ask ourselves – ‘How can we, at Ravensbourne, collabo-
rate for sustainability?’ and ‘What are the mechanisms or 
platforms we have in place inside the organization to allow 
for such collaboration before we ask/suggest to collaborate 
with other universities?’ [7].

One obvious in-house platform is the Environmental and 
Sustainability Working Group at Ravensbourne, which was 
mentioned at the beginning of this article. However, accord-
ing to the members of the working group, it is poorly pro-
moted – sta� do now know they can volunteer to participate; 
it is sporadic – runs irregularly for the last three years; and is, 
essentially, powerless because senior managers with execu-
tive power are not part of it. 
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“I think you 
probably need a 
small talk 
force, and it 
would be a mixed 
ball – student 
body, exec and 
academic”

(Blustin, 2020, 
online inter-
view). 
 

According to Ramia Maze in her essay ‘Who is sustainable? 
Querying the politics of sustainable design practices’, sus-
tainability is a political matter [8] where ‘politics of knowl-
edge and everyday practical politics in which power is 
played out’ and that ‘that sustainability involves struggles 
between those maintaining and gaining influence and 
resources and other, subaltern, or as yet unformulated social 
groups’ (Maze, 2013, p. 85). 

We can apply the same understanding to the groups within 
Ravensbourne – groups with knowledge (academics and 
students), groups with power (management), and groups 
a�ected by un/sustainable behaviours (workers, students, 
and academics) need to come together to push Ravens-
bourne’s sustainability agenda forward. And it’s a vision 
already shared by the Head of Business Development who 
was asked where should the initiative or pressure come from 
- the student body pr university management, for change to 
happen at Ravensbourne?: 



These are the top nine insights that we got from our re-
search. The full list of all the insights can be found 

in Annex 1. 

There is insuffi-
cient horizontal & 
vertical communi-
cation at Ravens-
bourne

There is no shared 
understanding and 
vision of sustain-
ability at Ravens-

bourne 

(All) sustainabil-
ity efforts at Ra-
vensbourne are 
self-driven and 
disconnected

It is not clear if 
Ravensbourne stu-
dent body is a 
force for good or 
for bad (in terms 
of sustainability) 
at Ravensbourne

Ravensbourne staff 
do not factor in 
the People and 
Planet University 
League (ranking) 
in their work

Ravensbourne Envi-
ronmental and Sus-
tainability Work-
ing Group is pow-
erless and poorly 
promoted

Change will be 
successful if it 
will come from 
both above (man-
agement) and below 
(students)

Ravensbourne aca-
demics and manage-
ment prevent sus-
tainable be-
haviours 

Outsourcing ser-
vices at Ravens-
bourne prevents 
the university 
from implementing 
sustainable be-
haviours
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Based on this and other insights we got from talking to 
Ravensbourne sta� and students, a successful platform for 
collaboration could be designed around the existing Envi-
ronmental and Sustainability Working Group because ‘[…] a 
key aspect of platform design thinking: identifying existing 
incentives and motivation and design the platform along 
these lines’ (Cicero, 2016, p. 21). 

The existing working group already has some of the ele-
ments needed for a platform to work. It has some under-
standing of sustainability; it has what we call a Trim Tabs [9]  
or champions or campaigners that are willing to actively 
engage in sustainability initiatives at Ravensbourne and out-
side it (with other universities); it has some weight and a vari-
ety of expertise because its members are coming from 
di�erent departments within the university, which can tackle 
another concern that we learnt about from our research – 
the disjointed character of existing sustainability initiatives. 

Other universities can apply this approach and identify their 
in-house strengths or weaknesses, Trim Tabs and champions 
amongst students and sta�, existing sustainability initiatives 

and areas for potential development. One way to do that is 
by organising co-creation workshops where shareholders 
and stakeholders  (students, sta�, management representa-
tives, vendors, etc.) come together to design (or generate 
ideas for) a sustainable future of the university they are part 
of because 

‘for sustainable communi-

ties, design represents 

certain practices and in-

terests in negotiations 

over civic priorities and 

futures’ (Maze, 2013, p. 

85). 



“And when we're making the new design district commu-
nity, we should be collaborating with the businesses 
to try and come up with systems to reduce that waste 
and try and help out each other”. 

                         (Brunton, 2020, interview). 

“If universities are geographically close to each 
other, they can collaborate on certain things. They 
are close to each other, share the city and the fa-
cilities of the city. It’s easy to collaborate on 
things for the good of the city and make things more 
streamlined”.  
                   (Potter, 2020, online interview).

“I think it's a shared goal that everyone should 
have. And I think among academics that is absolutely 
the case, there are a lot of informal networks for 
sharing information among academics who are generally 
quite happy to share the course materials, share 
whatever it is with other people from other institu-
tions”. 
                     (Marsh, 2020, online interview).



Negotiating futures requires an approach rooted in imagi-
nation and a safe place where workshop participants can ‘ 
forget how things are now, and wonder about how things 
could be’ (Dunne and Raby, 2013, p. 3), in other words – to 
speculate. This is why we chose to design a workshop  based 
on speculative design methodology, especially taking into 
account that the workshop will be attended by the Ravens-
bourne Chancellor, Vice Chancellor and Head of the Envi-
ronmental and Sustainability Working Group who are the 
leaders that must to have and be able to project a vision for 
sustainability at university. 

The workshop we proposed [10] would be centred around a 
speculative exercise called ‘Stories from the Future’.  The 
participants would be given by us – the designers/the con-
sultants, a story about Ravensbourne to complete. The story 
has a clear beginning but no middle and no end, and would 
be set in the present time but narrated sometime in the 
future as a lived past. The job of the participants is to imag-
ine the end of the story based on their vision and goals for 
Ravensbourne, and to design the middle of the story that will 
answer the question of how those goals were achieved. 
 

The proposed story (see next page or Annex 3), especially its 
beginning, presents challenges that are based on the 
insights found during the research phase of the project – 
insu�cient communication, lack of coordination of activities, 
etc. We envisage that the workshop participants will be able 
to identify these challenges from the story (and from the pre-
sentation about our research findings that will precede the 
exercise) and will be able to turn them into opportunities or 
problems solved (that will make up the end of the story) and 
will be able to identify ways or activities that helped achieve 
the goals. 

This approach will allow the participants to imagine and 
discuss the probable, the possible, the plausible, and the 
preferred futures (according to the Futures Cone) of Ravens-
bourne university. After the stories are written (in smaller 
groups), they are collectively discussed (in one big group). 
Us, the designers, will not define the futures for the workshop 
participants but together with the workshop participants will 
facilitate the discussion, will generate ideas about the kinds 
of futures they really want (Dunne and Raby, 2013, p. 6). 
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In the year 2020, Ravensbourne was a design and media 
specialised university that knew the importance of 
sustainability but found it difficult to implement it 
in all the aspects of its functioning - from manage-
ment facilities and course contents. Some Ravens-
bourne programme directors ran courses with sustain-
ability in mind, others did not (challenge 1), some 
unsustainable behaviours such as plastic cutlery were 
eliminated, but other unsustainable behaviours per-
sisted (challenge 2). In the grand scheme of things, 
Ravensbourne was far from achieving a good level of 
sustainability across all of its operations.

Middle - to be designed by workshop participants

End - to be designed by workshop participants



The proposed workshop model is designed to make the 
workshop participants react directly to the research findings 
and insights, which are mostly about the way Ravensbourne 
functions or not functions when it comes to sustainability and 
less about how Ravensbourne or other UK universities can 
collaborate with to become more sustainable within its own 
wall and add to the overall sustainability of the higher edu-
cation ecosystem and Planet Earth. 

Our re-interpretation and redesign of the brief allowed us to 
shift the focus from inter-university collaboration to in-house 
collaboration, which allowed us to understand Ravens-
bourne better. We know now know what students and sta� 
think about sustainability in general and when applied to 
Ravensbourne. This understanding was even more enriched 
by the sudden Covid-19 outbreak in the country and the 
world, which made us question everything about sustain-
ability and the project, and adapt to our new thinking. 

My (personal) thinking of sustainability changed, too. it at the 
beginning of the project, I thought that ‘sustainable’ meant 
green, recycleable, upcycleable (at best), today I believe that 
‘sustainable’ means ‘resilient’. Because (or rather thanks) to 
the Covid-19 outbreak, we (and I specifically as a manager) 

 

were able to test this new ethos - we had to change and 
adapt to the changes in the way we worked (swithing to 
online remote working), in what we propsed (our workshop 
model and contents) and for whom (changing our audi-
ence). 

While the reinterpretation of the brief proved to be enriching 
is so many ways, it also took something away from the proj-
ect. For a project that was meant to answer the question of 
how universities can collaborate for sustainability, we still do 
not have an answer. We looked at platforms and models 
with similar goals like the People and Planet University 
League (whom I personally contacted for an interview but 
did not get a reply) or the Ellen McArthur Foundation. 

We spoke to sustainability o�cers at the University of She-
field and London School of Economics. This, of course, is not 
enough to propose a model that can be replicated by other 
universities. However, it is a good start that will allow all 
interested audiences, including you - the one who reads this 
report now - to start with yourself and with the insitution you 
represent. It is my strong belief, that resilience/sustainability 
starts from yourself.   
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[1] This is a direct observation and the statement might not reflect the opinion of Ravensbourne University London. 

[2] This happens not for a lack of understanding of the conflict between university’s sustainability e�orts and its internal culture as the Head of the Working Group mentioned that they 

tried to solve the problem and that it has to do with the businesses surrounding the university and lack of coordination with them and local authorities.  

[3] During the Listening Campaign at Ravensbourne, we asked 42 students (mostly undergraduate) to tell us what sustainability means to them. The representative number of respon-

dents for Ravensbourne is much higher – 

confidence level = 95%, population size = 2.500, a margin of error = 5%). We planned to interview more Ravensbourne students, but this plan was cut short as not everyone in the 

research group believed this research was important.

[4] Ravensbourne Environmental and Sustainability Working Group consists of 14 members – several representatives of the facilities management, several programme leaders, several 

Student Union representatives, Head of Business Development, Head of Prototyping, Library Sta� representative, and Events and Catering Manager. 

[5] Geo� Mulgan argues that many existing sustainability platforms are ‘patchy and unreliable’ and that ‘the lacks the basic knowledge and data infrastructures needed to achieve the 

SDGs’ whose generic character makes it very di�cult to be applied to local contexts. 

[6] People and Planet University Leagues is the only comprehensive and independent league table of UK universities ranked by environmental and ethical performance. It is compiled 

annually by the UK’s largest student campaigning network, People & Planet.

[7] At this point in our research, we understood that it was premature to think about thinking of designing platforms for collaboration with other universities and that first we needed to 

figure out where Ravensbourne stood terms of sustainability. And so we rewrote the original brief with a focus on understanding of sustainability by di�erent stakeholders within a single 

university (Ravensbourne) and the mechanisms that exist or don’t exist that can enable sustainability e�orts to become successful.  

[8] In the mentioned essay, Ramia Maze does not refer to ‘macropolitical notions, centered on inter- or intra-national relations, state sovereignty over a people, or organized party 

politics’; She refers to politics as to ‘concept concerned with distinctions among people and groups, the relational formation and contestation of identities, subjectivities, and collectivities 

that are fundamental to the human condition’ (Maze, 2013, p. 85). 

 [9] A metaphor developed by Buckminster Fuller, a Trim Tab is a person that like a miniature rudder on a ship is able to make big changes e�ortlessly by building a low pressure that 

pulls the rudder of a ship around. 

[10] It is important to mention that, originally, the workshop was meant to be organized at Ravensbourne Univeristy London on 24 March 2020 for approximately 40 participants; it was 

meant to last for at least two hours. However, becuase of the Covid-19 outbreak, the workshop was moved to online and would invite a selected number of Ravensbourne manage-

ment representatives. The original plan of the workshop can be accessed at https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1xvJ7wk4Pn6YYK_Pu-

la1ajE_psXiknh93A5E1hYnUr7M/edit#slide=id.g7f0d2023b7_0_0 

Notes



Figure 1. Biodegradable lunch boxes sold 
at Ravensbourne University London. 

Figure 2.  The three Rs - reduce, reuse, re-
cycle. 

Figure 3. Three facets of human meaning.

Figure 4. Listening Campaign results. 

Figure 5. United Nationas Deveopment 
Goals. 

Figure 6. The Futures Cone. 
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Ethical Angel (2020). Flexible working: How employers can engage their people via Ethical 
Angel 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U5Z2oUgT0Bw&feature=youtu.be
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/alice-potter/?originalSubdomain=uk
https://www.linkedin.com/in/alice-potter/?originalSubdomain=uk


https://www.linkedin.com/in/katy-smith-390854115/?originalSubdomain=uk






















 










