UNIVERSITY SUSTAINABILITY ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS rootAbility

This list provides an overview of 15 frequently asked questions about UniSAF. Please send Anselm an email, if you have

more questions that are not addressed below. (Published: 03.02.2017)
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For whom did you develop UniSAF?

f Sustainability managers that are tasked with writing a sustainability report can use the indicators to improve
existing reports or get started on the issue,

f  Green Offices / Sustainability Hubs who are just starting out and are looking for a great project that they can do
with the whole team,

f Student groups who want to improve the transparency of their university’s sustainability efforts and lobby for
changes,

f Course coordinators who are looking for a challenging project and want to assign a group of students to apply
UniSAF to their own university,

f Students looking for a thesis topic and want to collaborate with us to improve UniSAF and apply the framework
to their own institution.

1 PhD students passionate about sustainability assessment and want to include UniSAF in their research.

What is the added benefit of UniSAF, compared to other frameworks?

Several frameworks have been developed to assess, rank and report on the sustainability performance of universities:

(A) Sustainability ranking and rankings benchmark, including College Sustainability Report Card, Sustainabul, People

& Planet Green League and GreenMetric. The main objective of these frameworks is to provide points for different

actions that universities take and then to publicly rank universities regarding their performance. These frameworks can
be powerful to incentive universities to take certain actions. Still, a major downside is that they do not assess
performance as such (e.g. total energy consumption in kWh), but mainly look at actions taken (e.g. presence of energy
efficiency plan). UniSAF adds to these framework, by providing indicators that focus on outputs and outcomes, rather

than just actions taken.

(B) Sustainability Self-Assessment Tools, including STARS, AISHE, LiFE, SUStainability Tool for Academic INstitutions,

Campus Sustainability Assessment Framework and Unit-Based Sustainability Assessment. These frameworks include

powerful self-assessment tools that universities can use to self-assess their current sustainability performance. The tools
differ in the level of their sophistication and scope. Some are free of charge and other’s paid for. Again, a downside is
that the tools mix actions taken with regards to sustainability and actual outputs and outcomes achieved. Also costs
can be a barrier. UniSAF complements these tools as a free-off charge, list of indicators that can be used to report on

progress on sustainability.

(O) Reporting based on commitments that universities made, including Principles of Responsible Management
Education (PRME), UN Global Compact or the American College and University Presidents’ Climate Commitment. The
main objective of these reporting frameworks is to determine progress made on the commitments that universities
signed. These frameworks narrowly focus on the progress made with regards to the commitments, whereas UniSAF

provides a more diverse set of indicators.

(D) Non-university sustainability reporting framework, including GRI (Global Reporting Initiative). The International

<IR> Framework provides another interesting approach to reporting, without mentioning specific indicators to
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measure performance. These approaches were developed for companies and not universities and therefore miss

indicators for education and research. UniSAF provides these indicators.

Can UniSAF be used in combination with other frameworks?

Yes, UniSAF overlaps with other frameworks and allows you to assess performance in combination with other
frameworks. For instance, GRI indicators with regards to energy consumption or CO2 emissions are equivalent to the
UniSAF indicators on these issues. To conduct your assessment, you can use indicators from GRI that you find relevant

and then use the indicators for education and research that UniSAF provides and that are missing in GRI.

Why should | engage in sustainability assessment in the first place?

The process of assessing your institution’s sustainability performance and communication the results...

1 Allows you to better understand your institution, the sustainability issues that are uniquely important for you and
how your institution performs,

1 Makes sustainability more tangible,
Enables you to get in touch with other stakeholders within your university and to talk with them in the process
of data collection,

1 Enables you to identify areas of improvement,

 Provide a well-researched analysis to make your policy recommendations more credible,

Improves the visibility and transparency of your sustainability performance among students, staff and faculty.

Will anyone read my report?

The main goal of assessment is to analyse the strengths and weaknesses of your sustainability performance, and to
communicate this information to help your stakeholders make better decisions. The extent to which people will use
your findings thus depends on how the report is written and communicated. Our experience shows that not many

people read and remember lengthy sustainability reports.

We would advise you to make an interactive online report and to communicate individual findings in a targeted
manner to students, staff and faculty. This could be done through a presentation, campaign that highlights key findings
from your analysis, posters that are hung up in offices, blogposts and newspaper articles. Read our blogpost here about

how to develop a prezi based on your research insights.

Communicating the findings to the Executive Board, deans and directors in a short and concise way, is important to
make your findings relevant for policy makers. If the findings are not communicated well, then the report indeed risks

becoming a file drawer.

This also requires that you allocate sufficient time for the communication of the results.

How flexibly can | adapt the framework to my circumstances?
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UniSAF is inspired by the idea that you should only assess your institution’s sustainability performance, based on

sustainability issues that are relevant for stakeholders.

In very dry countries, water might be a bigger environmental challenge than in wet countries. In dictatorial countries,
democracy, participation and student involvement might be a bigger social challenge to focus on than in more
egalitarian countries. In countries with high tuition fees, accessibility to higher education might be a more pressing

economic issue to report about than in countries with freely available public education.

We recommend you to read through all indicators to get a first overview. Then, discuss with your team and consult
your stakeholders to identify relevant social, economic and environmental issues to assess. This will lead to interesting

discussions about what sustainability means in your context.

Is UniSAF still useful for me, even if | do not have time to write a long report?

Yes, you can use UniSAF as an inspiration to identify indicators. For instance, to track your energy consumption, assess
sustainability within your curriculum and the governance structure of your institution. In this way, the indicators can be
useful if you want to draft a short internal report, presentation to management, put information on a website or run a
campaign. In these cases, you will not develop a report based on all UniSAF indicators, but just pick the indicators that

suit your purpose.

Why should | not just develop indicators myself rather than use UniSAF?

You are welcome to develop indicators yourself, rather than to use UniSAF. You can also use indicators from UniSAF
and supplement them with indicators missing from the framework. (In this case, please also inform us about the

additional indicators that you developed so that we can include them in future revisions of the framework!)
While you can just develop your own indicators, there are some benefits to using UniSAF:

1 UniSAF provides you with inspiration of indicators which are based on experience we have with sustainability
assessments. This should make it easier to determine for yourself what indicators to use for what issue.

1 While sticking to the UniSAF indicators, it becomes easier to compare your assessment to other assessments using
UniSAF.

1 While using UniSAF, your methodology becomes more credible, as it is based on a standardised framework.

Where do I find the data | need?

This is a good question. If most information is not available yet, you will need to play detective.

f Data on sustainability in education and research might not be centrally available. Here you might need to
conduct a curriculum and research inventory. You can read in one of our blogposts on how to conduct such a

curriculum inventory. This is a great project for students.

f You will need to gather data on levels of awareness and behaviour within the community through surveys. An

overview of sustainability initiatives can be developed through a simple inventory.
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Depending on your institution, you should be able to find a lot of the data about electricity, gas and water
consumption, as well as procurement, waste and transportation from Facility Services.
A lot of data on governance, human resources and finances is often found with the Finance Department as well

as Human Resources. Also, consult the website of your institution to download the most recent Annual Report.

To assist you collecting and analysing the data, we drafted an implementation guide and a database template that

you can find on our website www.rootAbility.com.

How can | use UniSAF in my course?

UniSAF can be used for course work in multiple ways. Students can use UniSAF to...

f
il
il
il

assess their own university on a couple of key indicators,

compare different universities with each other,

draft a first, comprehensive sustainability assessment for their institution,

analyse UniSAF as a case study of how a sustainability assessment system could look like for institutions of higher

education.

If you are interested in using UniSAF academically, have more questions for us or want to collaborate with us, feel free

to contact Anselm.

What does it mean that UniSAF is open-source?

At rootAbility, we strongly believe in open-source change-making, as a great strategy to spread sustainability

innovations |
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