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ABSTRACT

This study is to understand the current status of online sustainability reporting (SR) practices by Irish univer-
sities. The paper reveals that online SR is in its infancy at the sample universities and there is significant
room for improvement. Irish universities have initiated using web-based SR to inform their stakeholder
groups, but they tend to report symbolic contents rather than substantive ones. The findings indicate that
online SR practice by Irish universities is for the purpose of gaining legitimacy rather than satisfying the
information needs of stakeholders. The assessment of online SR practices serves as a first step to help the uni-
versities use new technologies, in particular the internet, to improve the dialogue with stakeholders. This
paper reminds universities that they should seek more than merely to meet the minimum acceptable level of
online SR disclosure in society. The study will be of interest to university administrators, policymakers, regu-
lators, and other stakeholder groups of universities.
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Introduction

Sustainability refers to the ability of a system to endure and main-
tain a desired state over the long term without harming the natural
environment or depleting natural resources (Meadows et al., 2018). It
encompasses social, economic, and environmental dimensions, and
its ultimate goal is to achieve sustainable development, which the
Brundtland Commission (1987, p. 6) defined as “development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs.” Sustainability reporting
(SR) is the process of communicating an organization’s sustainability
performance to stakeholders (Kolk, 2016). SR provides information
on an organization’s social and environmental impact and its efforts
to achieve sustainable development. The practice has become
increasingly important in recent years as stakeholders are becoming
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more interested in the sustainability performance of organizations.
The demand for SR has also been driven by regulatory requirements,
investor expectations, and reputation management.

Universities, as important engines of growth and innovation in soci-
ety, play a crucial role in ensuring the sustainable development of the
global society and have a responsibility to use sustainable communica-
tion channels to report their social impacts (Marra, 2022; Richardson &
Kachler, 2017; Sepasi et al., 2019). According to Richardson and Kachler
(2017), universities “can model sustainable practices for society ... by
promoting sustainable practices in the campus environment” (p. 3). Sus-
tainability practices and related initiatives that have become customary
among universities include providing sustainability-related programs
and courses, campus greening, and engaging in sustainability research
(Alonso-Almeida et al., 2015; Sanchez et al., 2015).

A number of universities across the globe have signed national,
regional, and international declarations on sustainable development,
including the Stockholm Declaration, Talloires Declaration, and Ubuntu
Declaration (Lozano et al, 2013). Some university-specific assessment
tools that focus on measuring sustainability performance have also
emerged, such as the Auditing Instrument for Sustainability in Higher
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Education (AISHE) (Roorda, 2000), the Campus Sustainability Assessment
Framework (CSAF) (Cole, 2003), the Graphical Assessment of Sustainabil-
ity in Universities (GASU; Lozano, 2006), and the Sustainability Tracking,
Assessment and Rating System (STARS; Richardson & Kachler, 2017).
Apart from declarations and assessment tools for sustainability, universi-
ties are called to present to stakeholders and society their sustainable
activities and performances through SR. SR helps universities to satisfy
stakeholders’ information demands (Lozano, 2006), gain legitimacy
(Alonso-Almeida et al., 2014, 2015), improve their public image (Sanchez
et al, 2015), increase admission and talents (Alonso—Almeida et al.,
2014), to attract more funding (Alonso—Almeida et al., 2014; Sassen &
Azizi, 2018a; 2018b), and to increase university competitiveness (An et
al., 2018). A standalone annual sustainability report is a common commu-
nication channel for a university to report its sustainability-related efforts
and initiatives. However, with the development of information and com-
munication technologies (ICT) and digital innovations, an alternative com-
munication tool to the traditional standalone sustainability report—online
SR adhering to the website—emerges. The use of the website helps in
improving information transparency so that stakeholders can access
information quickly and easily at a low cost (Meijer, 2009).

According to the extant literature, some universities have used
websites to publish sustainability-related information and websites
are increasingly a source for the public to learn about university sus-
tainability (Amey et al., 2020; Filippo et al., 2020; Gamage & Sciulli,
2017). However, online SR on the university website has not been as
well investigated as other ways universities have for revealing infor-
mation, such as the standalone sustainability report. In other words,
few studies have used the university website as a means for assessing
sustainability-related disclosures to understand what and how uni-
versities are communicating about sustainability online (Gallego—Al-
varez et al,, 2011). In this paper, we add to the previous literature by
examining the online SR practices of Irish universities.

There are eight publicly financed universities in total in Ireland
(Department of Education & Skills, 2020). According to the QS World Uni-
versity Rankings, all eight Irish universities were ranked within the top
800 in the 2020 World University Rankings, with Trinity College Dublin
obtaining the highest ranking of 105. The sustainable development
endeavors of some Irish universities have received worldwide recogni-
tion. For instance, the University College Cork (UCC) was the world’s first
university to be accredited by the 1SO50001 standard certification for
Energy Management Systems (Reidy et al., 2015); it was also awarded the
status of the world’s first “Green-Campus” by the Foundation for Environ-
mental Education. UCC and the National University of Ireland Galway
(NUIG) are also members of the Association for the Advancement of Sus-
tainability in Higher Education, which developed the STARS assessment
system. While there are no explicit legislative mandates requiring univer-
sities in Ireland to prepare sustainability reports, several initiatives have
been undertaken to facilitate and encourage higher education institutions
(HEIs) to incorporate sustainability into organizations. For instance, An
Taisce (the Irish National Trust) launched the Green-Campus Programme
in 2007, aiming to promote long-term sustainable campuses for HEIs
(Green-Campus, 2016). In 2014, the Department of Education and Skills
published a policy document (known as the “Education for Sustainability”
National Strategy on Education for Sustainable Development in Ireland 2014
—2020), to facilitate and promote sustainable development initiatives in
HEIs. This policy aims to ensure HEIs include sustainability in their educa-
tion and research and train students to contribute to the development of
sustainability strategies, but does not enforce SR per se. The Higher Educa-
tion Authority (HEA) Act 2021 aims to enhance governance, accountability,
and performance in HEIs. It emphasizes the importance of sustainability,
alongside equality, diversity, and inclusion, as part of the governance
framework. While the Act does not explicitly mandate sustainability
reporting, it does promote the integration of sustainability into the strate-
gic goals and operations of HEIs. Additionally, the Corporate Sustainability
Reporting Directive, which Ireland is set to adopt, introduces broader SR
requirements for large companies and public interest entities. Starting
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from 2025, entities with over 250 employees will need to comply with
these standards. Although HEIs are not directly mentioned, those that
meet the criteria will likely be subject to these reporting obligations.
Therefore, while there is no specific legislative requirement solely for HEIs
to produce sustainability reports, the general trend toward comprehen-
sive SR in Ireland affects them indirectly, especially the larger institutions.
HEIs are encouraged to align their practices with these evolving standards
to ensure compliance and promote sustainability within their operations.

The focus of this study is the online SR practices of universities in
Ireland, which are predominantly publicly financed. As key contribu-
tors to national education and research, these institutions play a vital
role in promoting sustainable development within the community
and the broader global context. This study aims to understand the
current status, stakeholders’ perceptions, and underlying motiva-
tions, addressing two main questions: (1) How are Irish universities
currently practicing online SR? (2) What are stakeholders’ percep-
tions of these practices and the motivations behind these practices?
To answer these, we performed content analysis of the universities’
websites and conducted interviews with key stakeholders to gain
insights into their understanding and perceptions of SR.

Our study makes four main contributions. First, this study aims to pro-
mote sustainable development in Irish society. According to Shawe et al.
(2019), impediments to SR practices among Irish universities include the
lack of appropriate policy response from the Irish Government and the
lackluster approach of the Irish universities, which seek only to meet the
minimum acceptable level proposed by the government. If Ireland is to
achieve the Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations, its uni-
versities need to model sustainable practices for society. Universities are
expected to play a leading role in sustainable development and to provide
guidance for practitioners in the area of SR practices (Adams, 2018). Pro-
viding an example of SR practices would lend more credence to universi-
ties’ operations and to the suggestions those universities make regarding
the sustainability and corporate social responsibility practices of business
practitioners. Thus, it is important to know to what extent Irish universi-
ties report information on sustainable development. To the best of our
knowledge, there is a lack of research that investigates the online SR prac-
tices of Irish universities. This study provides evidence on how well HEIs
in Ireland disclose sustainability online using the most recent informa-
tion available on the internet. Second, from a methodological per-
spective, the university-specific SR framework constructed in this
study is comprehensive and elaborative; it covers the most
important elements of SR by comparing multiple relevant articles
to prevent the omission of any important disclosures. The SR
framework proposed by the current study would provide a more
comprehensive set of guidelines for the implementation and eval-
uation of SR practices by Irish universities and could be applied
to explore the SR of HEIs in other jurisdictions. Third, from a the-
oretical perspective, previous SR studies in HEIs infrequently pro-
vide theoretical explanations for SR practices. This study
supplements the literature by focusing on stakeholder and legiti-
macy theories to explain the state of online SR practices by Irish
universities. Fourth, from a practical perspective, this study con-
firms some limitations of SR practices that have been identified
by previous, similar studies, while also complementing the litera-
ture by capturing some of the unique limitations of SR practices.

The remainder of the paper is structured in the following manner.
Section 2 provides a review of the extant literature. Section 3 outlines
the underlying theoretical framework. The research method is
described in Section 4. Section 5 describes the results and discusses
the research findings. Section 6 concludes the paper.

Literature review
Prior studies have explored SR by universities in various jurisdic-

tions, revealing significant variability and numerous challenges in
achieving comprehensive and transparent reporting practices.
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Fonseca et al. (2011) examined the sustainability reports of seven
Canadian universities and found that sustainability disclosure, with a
primary focus on the environmental dimension, was not common.
Similarly, Sassen and Azizi (2018b) noted that Canadian universities
report a high level of environmental disclosures due to their involve-
ment in the STARS program, while social disclosures remain low. This
environmental emphasis raises concerns about the holistic under-
standing and communication of sustainability in HEIs. In the US, Sas-
sen and Azizi (2018a) found that high levels of environmental
disclosure are influenced by financial support for environmental
projects from the US Government. However, Sdnchez et al. (2013)
pointed out that US universities’ SR often neglects the social dimen-
sion, which is critical for a balanced approach to sustainability. A pre-
liminary analysis by Dade and Hassenzahl (2013) on US universities’
websites found that only 21 % addressed sustainability, indicating a
lack of commitment to comprehensive SR. Australian universities, as
examined by Sanchez et al. (2015), show a high level of environmen-
tal and socially responsible academic activity disclosures, particularly
in energy management and recycling. However, there is an observed
discrepancy in the emphasis on different sustainability dimensions,
reflecting a fragmented approach to SR. This inconsistency under-
scores the need for a standardized reporting framework tailored to
the higher education sector. Despite these efforts, SR in universities
remains in its infancy with numerous shortcomings. Ceulemans et al.
(2015) criticized the fragmented nature of SR, which hinders the pub-
lic comparison of sustainability performance among universities. Fur-
thermore, the lack of a generally accepted disclosure standard for
universities exacerbates the issue, leading to variability in the quality
and extent of disclosures (Sassen & Azizi, 2018a). This often results in
misleading sustainability information (Fonseca et al., 2011), compli-
cating efforts to assess true sustainability performance.

Recent studies by Nicolo et al. (2023), Andrades et al. (2024), and
Moggi (2023) provide critical insights into the pressures and chal-
lenges faced by universities in SR. Nicolo et al. (2023) investigated
the impact of universities’ board characteristics on online SR practi-
ces in Italian universities, finding that board gender diversity and the
presence of female directors influenced SR practices. Andrades et al.
(2024) highlighted how institutional pressures in the Spanish setting
drive universities toward symbolic rather than substantive SR, aimed
more at gaining legitimacy than addressing stakeholder needs. This
aligns with Alonso-Almeida et al. (2015), who noted that universities
often use SR to improve their public image and attract funding rather
than genuinely enhancing sustainability practices. Moggi (2023) cri-
tiqued the applicability of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) stand-
ards to universities, arguing that these standards are not fully
tailored to the specific needs and contexts of HEIs. This misalignment
can lead to superficial compliance, with universities focusing on
meeting minimum requirements rather than pursuing meaningful
sustainability improvements. Consequently, universities may adopt a
box-ticking approach to SR, undermining the potential for substan-
tive stakeholder engagement and accountability. Hinson et al. (2015)
found that Ghanaian universities do not release standalone sustain-
ability reports, opting instead to disclose sustainability-related infor-
mation through websites and annual reports. This practice, while
increasing transparency, often leads to incomplete disclosures and
fragmented information. An et al. (2017, 2018) similarly observed
that universities in New Zealand and Hong Kong report high levels of
environmental disclosures, yet economic and social disclosures are
limited, reflecting a narrow focus that undermines comprehensive
sustainability communication.

In conclusion, while there has been progress in adopting SR practices
by universities globally, significant challenges and criticisms persist.
While some studies highlighted the importance of external programs
and governmental support in driving these disclosures, others pointed
to the limited use of websites for comprehensive sustainability commu-
nication. Critically, these studies often overlooked the impact of
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legitimacy-seeking and stakeholder pressures on the quality and extent
of SR. This study aims to build on these findings by examining the online
SR practices of Irish universities, focusing on the extent and quality of
disclosures and the motivations behind these practices.

Theoretical background
Conceptual framework for online SR

Reporting sustainability-related disclosures online has become a
common practice among universities around the world (Nicolo et al.,
2023). It requires a systematic and comprehensive approach to
ensure accurate and transparent reporting of sustainability perfor-
mance. Thus, a plausible conceptual framework for online SR needs
to be introduced to clarify the most effective ways of reporting.

Before reporting on sustainability performance, a university con-
ducts a materiality assessment to identify the sustainability issues that
are most relevant to its operation and stakeholders (Calabrese et al.,
2016). The materiality assessment involves identifying the economic,
social, and environmental impacts of the university, and the level of
importance of these impacts to stakeholders. The university engages
with stakeholders, including students, faculty, staff, and the community,
to understand their sustainability expectations and needs, and incorpo-
rate them into the reporting process (Adams & Frost, 2006; Fonseca et
al., 2011). This could include conducting surveys or focus groups to
gather feedback on sustainability-related issues. After identifying the
material sustainability issues, the university selects the indicators that
will be used to measure and report on their sustainability performance.
Indicators should be relevant, reliable, and comparable over time and
across different universities. By following the conceptual framework for
SR, universities can effectively report on their sustainability perfor-
mance and meet stakeholder expectations. Reporting standards provide
guidance on SR and help ensure consistency and comparability of indi-
cators (Lozano, 2011). There are several generally used SR standards
available, including the GRI Standards, the Sustainability Accounting
Standards Board Standards, and the Integrated Reporting (IR) Frame-
work. Universities can choose the reporting standard that best suits
their SR needs. Some HEIs-specific sustainability assessment tools, such
as STARS and the Higher Education Sustainability Initiative can also pro-
vide sustainability indicators that universities can use to report on their
sustainability performance (Yanez et al., 2019). SR from other universi-
ties or organizations can provide examples of best practices and bench-
marks for SR. Government reports can provide indicators relating to
sustainability performance and regulatory requirements as well.

The data collection from within the university includes the follow-
ing steps. The first is to define the period for collecting data. The sec-
ond is to identify sources of data. Online SR preparers determine
which departments and units within the university are responsible
for collecting data on the identified sustainability issues. For example,
data on energy usage and greenhouse gas emissions may be collected
by the facilities-management department, while data on waste man-
agement and recycling may be collected by the sustainability office.
The third step is to work with the relevant departments and units to
collect the required data. This may involve reviewing existing data
and reports, conducting surveys or interviews, or installing monitor-
ing equipment. The fourth step is to verify the accuracy and com-
pleteness of the collected data. This may involve comparing the data
to sector standards, conducting data audits, or consulting with exter-
nal experts. The fifth step is to analyze the collected data to identify
trends, areas for improvement, and opportunities for sustainability
performance. The sixth step is to update the data. It is important to
ensure that the data are updated regularly to track progress toward
sustainability goals and to ensure that the report remains accurate
and relevant. Collecting data from within the university is a critical
part of preparing sustainability-related disclosures. After collecting
data, preparers determine the frequency of SR, such as annual or
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biennial reporting, and the level of disclosure. Then they make SR
accessible to stakeholders by publishing it on the university’s web-
site. By following this conceptual framework for online SR, organiza-
tions can effectively report on their sustainability performance and
meet stakeholder expectations.

Stakeholder theory and legitimacy theory

This study adopts a theoretical framework, consisting of stake-
holder theory and legitimacy theory, to explain the online SR practi-
ces by universities. Stakeholder theory asserts that organizations
should be accountable to various stakeholders who have interests in
the organization’s operations and outcomes (Carpenter & Boyle,
2011). In the context of universities, stakeholders include students,
faculty, staff, alumni, government bodies, local communities, and
potential donors. Each of these groups has distinct expectations and
needs regarding the university’s performance and contributions to
society. Universities operate in a multifaceted environment where
they must address the concerns of these diverse stakeholder groups.
For instance, students are particularly interested in the university’s
sustainability practices as they relate to campus life and their future
employability. Faculty members focus on the support for sustainabil-
ity research and teaching, while local communities are likely inter-
ested in the university’s economic and social impacts on the local
area. Applying stakeholder theory, universities can use SR to provide
transparency about their efforts and achievements in sustainability.
This transparency helps to build trust and maintain positive relation-
ships with stakeholders. Effective SR should, therefore, include com-
prehensive information that addresses the specific interests and
concerns of these stakeholder groups, demonstrating how the uni-
versity’s actions align with their expectations and contribute to
broader societal goals (Aly et al., 2010; Debreceny et al., 2002; Dee-
gan & Samkin, 2008; Gray et al., 1996).

Legitimacy theory suggests that organizations seek to operate
within the bounds and norms of their respective societies (Del Sordo
et al., 2016). For universities, this means acting in ways that are per-
ceived as socially responsible and aligned with societal values. The
theory posits a “social contract” between the university and the pub-
lic, where the university must demonstrate its legitimacy by con-
forming to societal expectations and contributing positively to the
community. Public universities, in particular, are scrutinized by soci-
ety as they rely on public funding and resources [1]. To gain and
maintain legitimacy, universities need to transparently report their
sustainability activities and impacts. By providing detailed and accu-
rate sustainability reports, universities can demonstrate their com-
mitment to sustainable development and social responsibility,
thereby reinforcing their legitimacy (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975;
Newson & Deegan, 2002; Sassen & Azizi, 2017). In practice, legitimacy
theory implies that universities should not only perform sustainable
activities but also effectively communicate these actions to the pub-
lic. This involves not just fulfilling regulatory requirements but also
showing leadership in sustainability. Comprehensive SR helps uni-
versities to meet public expectations and maintain their statuses as
reputable institutions that contribute to societal well-being (Branco
& Rodrigues, 2006; Herzig & Godemann, 2010).

Stakeholder theory and legitimacy theory are not mutually exclusive
but rather complementary in the context of universities. Stakeholder
theory focuses on meeting the needs and expectations of specific
groups, while legitimacy theory emphasizes the broader social contract
and societal expectations. Together, these theories provide a robust
framework for understanding and enhancing SR practices in universi-
ties. By integrating both theories, universities can ensure that their sus-
tainability reports are comprehensive and transparent, strategically
aligned with the expectations of specific stakeholder groups and society
at large. This dual approach helps universities to build stronger relation-
ships with their stakeholders while simultaneously reinforcing their
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legitimacy and social license to operate. In the context of this study,
stakeholder theory is used to examine the extent to which Irish univer-
sities use online sustainability information to communicate relevant
details to their stakeholders. Legitimacy theory helps to explain the uni-
versities’ motivations for engaging in online SR, particularly how these
reports help universities gain legitimacy by demonstrating their com-
mitment to sustainability practices and societal contributions. These
theoretical perspectives guide the analysis of online SR practices by Irish
universities, providing insights into the motivations behind these practi-
ces and their implications for stakeholder engagement and societal
legitimacy.

Methodology

This section outlines the research design of our study, which
includes both content analysis and an interview survey. The combi-
nation of these methods provides a comprehensive understanding of
the online SR practices by Irish universities.

Research design

The research design of this study employs a mixed-methods
approach, integrating both qualitative and quantitative techniques.
This approach allows for a thorough examination of the online SR
practices and provides richer insights by triangulating the findings
from different data sources. The study is conducted in two main
phases. The phase of content analysis involves a systematic examina-
tion of the sustainability-related information available on the web-
sites of Irish universities, focusing on the actual online SR disclosures
made by the universities. To complement the content analysis, we
then conduct semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders from
the universities, exploring stakeholders’ perceptions of online SR
practices and the motivations behind these practices.

Sample selection

There are eight publicly financed universities in Ireland, repre-
senting the main compositions of the Irish higher education sector.
These institutions are crucial in understanding the broader landscape
of sustainability practices within publicly funded educational envi-
ronments. Among the eight universities, the oldest is Trinity College
Dublin, founded in 1592, and the newest is Technological University
Dublin, established in 2019. Our sample includes all eight publicly
financed universities [2] (as indicated in Table 1) that are members of
the Irish University Association [3].

Content analysis

This study intends to examine the online SR practices by Irish uni-
versities. Content analysis refers to “a research method for the sub-
jective interpretation of the content of text data through the
systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes or
patterns” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). Content analysis is a
widely used technique in SR studies and different types of reporting,
including standalone sustainability reports and online sustainability
information, have been used in prior studies to examine the level of
SR (Fonseca et al., 2011; Sassen & Azizi, 2018b; Yi et al., 2019). In this
study, we apply content analysis to online sustainability information
released by Irish universities. In line with Yi et al. (2019), the web-
page, in web-browser format, is the only information source for con-
tent analysis, and other information sources, such as annual reports,
are not considered [4]. Internal and external search engines (e.g.,
websites’ search functions and Google Search [5]) are used to search
university websites for sustainability-related information (Hinson et
al., 2015). The searches for this study were undertaken at the begin-
ning of 2020.
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Table 1

Publicly funded universities in Ireland.
Name Abbreviation =~ Website
University College Dublin ucb www.ucd.ie
University College Cork ucc www.ucc.ie
National University of Ireland (Galway) NUIG www.nuigalway.ie
National University of Ireland (Maynooth)  NUIM www.nuim.ie
University of Limerick UL www.ul.ie
Trinity College Dublin TCD www.tcd.ie
Dublin City University DCU www.dcu.ie
Technological University Dublin TUD www.tudublin.ie

This study’s framework closely resembles that of Yi et al. (2019),
which is based on the GRI SR guidelines and several prior influential
studies (Fonseca et al., 2011; Lozano, 2011; Sanchez et al., 2015; Sas-
sen & Azizi, 2018b). The current study categorizes the analyses of the
status of online SR in Irish universities into two parts: the “form” area
and the “content” area. The “form” area identifies some general char-
acteristics of online SR according to the format. As in Yi et al. (2019),
there are five items in the “form” area. First, we measure the disclo-
sure level (frequency) of the “form” area. A binary scoring system is
used, in which a score of 1 is assigned when an item is found on a uni-
versity’s website, and a score of 0 otherwise. Thus, the disclosure
level of one specific item for all universities equals the ratio of the
sum of the score of this item for each of the eight universities to the
number of sample universities. The average disclosure level of the
“form” area by Irish universities is equal to the mean value of the dis-
closure level of the five items from all eight universities. Second, we
measure the disclosure level of the “content” area. The “content” area
identifies the disclosures related to the “economic”, “environmental”,
“social”, and “university” dimensions. The economic dimension
includes disclosures that reflect the financial impacts of the univer-
sity’s activities. This dimension is important because it addresses the
university’s economic performance, contribution to the local econ-
omy, and indirect economic impacts. These aspects are crucial for
understanding how universities manage their financial resources and
contribute to economic development. The environmental dimension
encompasses disclosures related to the university’s impact on the
natural environment. Universities have a significant role in promot-
ing sustainability and mitigating environmental impacts through
their operations and policies. The social dimension includes disclo-
sures about the university’s social responsibilities and its impacts on
society. It reflects how universities contribute to social well-being
and address social issues within and beyond their campuses. The uni-
versity dimension is specifically tailored to capture the unique
aspects of SR that are pertinent to HEIs. The inclusion of this dimen-
sion acknowledges the distinctive role that universities play in
advancing sustainability through education, research, and commu-
nity engagement. The four dimensions consist of 49 items. These 49
disclosure items were selected because they appeared at least three
times in various literature sources. Multiple academic articles were
compared to prevent the omission of important disclosure items and
to ensure the comprehensiveness of the disclosure list. However, the
list does not need to be too exhaustive, as including all possible dis-
closure items is unrealistic (Sun, 2021). As a result, 49 disclosure
items identified in the key literature were selected. Of these, 43 items
are derived from Vi et al.’s (2019) SR framework while six are sourced
from research by Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b), Sanchez et al.
(2015), Hinson et al. (2015), Fonseca et al. (2011), and Lozano (2011).
Thirteen disclosure items from Yi et al. (2019) were not selected, as
they were not used in other scholars’ research, and their validity
could not be confirmed. Details of the “content” area are exhibited in
Appendix A. The “content” area is scored using both a dichotomous
scoring scheme and a scoring scheme of “0—2" to arrive at the disclo-
sure extent and disclosure quality of the “content” area. In terms of
the disclosure extent of the “content” area, a score of 1 is awarded if
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an item appears on the website of the sample university, regardless
of whether it appears qualitatively or quantitatively, and a score of 0
otherwise. Under this approach, the disclosure extent of the “con-
tent” area of a university is computed as the ratio of the sum of the
actual score of 49 items to the maximum possible score (i.e. 49
items). In terms of the disclosure quality of the “content” area, we
use a scoring scheme of “0—2" to identify “how an item is described”
(Guthrie & Parker, 1990). A score of 0 is assigned when the item is
not disclosed at all, and a score of 1 if the universities provide qualita-
tive or quantitative disclosures. The highest score of 2 is assigned for
a detailed description incorporating both qualitative and quantitative
information simultaneously [6]. Under this approach, the disclosure
quality of the “content” area of a university is computed as the ratio
of the sum of the actual score of 49 items to the maximum possible
score (i.e. 2 X 49 =98).

To ensure the consistency and accuracy of the data, two research-
ers participated in the coding process as coders. After coding training,
which is considered necessary to avoid personal preferences or mis-
understandings, two coders conducted a pilot test for online SR
reporting by eight New Zealand public universities. Results attained
were then compared using SPSS macro to calculate the Krippendorff's
o coefficient for each comparison. The results—exhibiting that the
Krippendorff's o coefficients were all above the threshold of 0.80—
confirmed the reliability of the coding (Melloni, 2015). After the pilot
test, one coder conducted the formal content analysis for online SR
reporting by Irish universities independently to ensure reliability in
the process of content analysis (Milne & Adler, 1999).

Interview survey

Roberts et al. (2021) underscore the effectiveness of a mixed-
method design, integrating both content analysis and interviews, as a
potent methodology that bolsters the dependability of research out-
comes while also confirming their validity. As universities tend to
satisfy the information needs of different stakeholders (Fonseca et al.,
2011; Lukman & Glavic, 2007), this study conducted several semi-
structured interviews with university administrators, teachers, schol-
ars, alumni, and students to obtain a more in-depth understanding
regarding the degree of online SR from the universities, which com-
plements the content analysis. Eight participants, including two uni-
versity administrators, two teachers, three scholars who specialize in
the research area of CSR reporting and SR, one alumnus, and two stu-
dents participated in the interview surveys. The size of the sample is
small but suitable for this study. According to Patton (2002), the
number of interviewees involved should depend on its appropriate-
ness (e.g., usefulness, credibility, and considering time and resource
constraints) but does not depend on any strict formula.

The interviewees represented a range of institutions, rather than a
single university. This diversity helps to provide a more comprehen-
sive understanding of the SR practices across different universities,
rather than reflecting the practices of a single institution. Two open-
ended questions were used to guide the interview process. The first
was “What do you think about the online SR disclosure practices by
Irish universities?” The second was “Why do you think Irish universi-
ties chose such online SR disclosure practices?” Because of the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic, all respondents chose a telephone inter-
view. In total, eight interviews with a total of eight individuals were
carried out on the phone. Each interview lasted around 20 min.
Quotes from the interviews are provided in the following section.

Before the end of each interview, the participant was asked
whether the online SR disclosure practice of Irish universities met
his/her expectations concerning the sharing of information. All par-
ticipants expressed that they were not satisfied with Irish universi-
ties’ online SR disclosure levels and that there was significant room
for improvement. Then, participants were asked to indicate their
level of agreement with the statement, “Irish universities’ online SR
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disclosure level meets your information expectation”. There were five
options, namely: “strongly disagree” (1), “disagree” (2), “neutral” (3),
“agree” (4), and “strongly agree” (5). All eight participants selected
“strongly disagree” (1) and “disagree” (2).

Results and discussion
Analysis of the disclosure level of the “form” area

Table 2 shows the “form” area of the online SR of the eight univer-
sities. The disclosure level of the “form” area of online SR by Irish uni-
versities is 75 %. By contrast, the disclosure level of the “form” area of
online SR by Italian public universities is 65 % (6.5/10), and for Hong
Kong universities, it reaches 67.5 % (5.4/8) (Nicolo et al., 2021; Yi et
al.,, 2019). Thus, the results of a comparative analysis suggest that in
the “form” area of online SR, Irish universities perform soundly.

Some examples are provided to illustrate how different Irish uni-
versities are presenting their sustainability efforts online, providing a
clearer understanding of the “form” area disclosures. Trinity College
Dublin (TCU)’s website prominently features a dedicated section out-
lining its sustainability vision and strategy, emphasizing commit-
ments to reducing carbon emissions, and promoting sustainable
campus operations. This section includes detailed plans and targets
for the upcoming years, illustrating the university’s long-term sus-
tainability goals. UCC has a comprehensive SR section on its website,
where annual sustainability reports are accessible. These reports
cover various aspects such as energy consumption, waste manage-
ment, and community engagement initiatives, providing stakehold-
ers with in-depth information about the university’s sustainability
efforts. Dublin City University (DCU) includes a site map that guides
users to various sustainability-related pages, such as green-campus
initiatives, sustainability research projects, and educational programs
focused on environmental stewardship. NUIG publishes an annual
standalone sustainability report that is available on its website. This
report details the university’s progress on sustainability goals, includ-
ing specific metrics on waste reduction and energy efficiency
improvements. The University of Limerick (UL) provides information
about its dedicated sustainability committee, which is responsible for
coordinating and implementing sustainability initiatives across the
campus. The website details the roles and responsibilities of this
committee, including ongoing projects and contact information for
stakeholders interested in sustainability matters.

Analysis of the disclosure level of the “content” area (items and
dimensions)

The results of the content analysis of 49 items under four different
dimensions are summarized in Table 3, indicating how the sustain-
ability disclosures are reported.

Table 2
The “form” area of online sustainability reporting.
Aspects No. of Percentage
universities
Statement of vision and strategy of university on 8 100
issues about sustainability on the university
website
Section for SR on the university website 8 100
Site map indicating sustainability-related information 4 50
is available on the university website
Standalone sustainability report on the university 5 62.5
website
Information regarding a specific sustainability office/ 5 62.5
committee on the university website
Mean 6 75
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The items of “economic performance” and “employment” are
devoted particular attention by Irish universities given that the quali-
tative and quantitative information on the two items is reported by
each sample university. Another interesting finding is that all the
items disclosed using the quantitative form are also described using
the qualitative form. Nineteen items, accounting for 39 % of the total
number, are disclosed only in the qualitative form. However, 12 items
(e.g. “security practices,” “anti-competitive behavior,” and “sustain-
ability-related assessment”), accounting for 24.49 % of the total num-
ber of disclosures, are not reported by the sample universities at all.
Among the 12 un-reported items, six fall under the “social” dimen-
sion. An interviewee (a teacher) provides an explanation for the
reluctance to disclose such items by Irish universities:

I don’t mean social-level information such as anti-discrimination
or anti-corruption is not important, they are just not what these
rankings need ... They are the basis of Irish society and are what
the Irish are proud of ... there is no need for universities to over-
emphasize such information unless it is evident that universities
have risks in these fields.

For qualitative disclosures, the “economic” dimension was the
most widely reported among four dimensions. On average, 79.2 %
of Irish universities reported this dimension in a qualitative way.
By contrast, the “social dimension” was the least-reported dimen-
sion, as only 45 % of the sample universities chose to report this
dimension in a qualitative way. As seen from the quantitative dis-
closures, the “economic” aspect was also the most widely
reported (although only 50 % of universities disclosed this dimen-
sion). Only 8.8 % of universities chose to report the “social”
dimension in a quantitative way.

Comparative analysis among Irish universities

Disclosure extent is scored 1 if an item appears on the univer-
sity’s website, whether in qualitative or quantitative form, and 0
if it does not. It is calculated as the sum of scores for 49 items
divided by 49. Disclosure extent reflects the breadth of how uni-
versities are reporting their sustainability practices. Disclosure
quality is scored 0 if not disclosed, 1 if disclosed qualitatively or
quantitatively, and 2 if both. It is calculated as the sum of scores
for 49 items divided by 98. Disclosure quality reflects the depth
of how universities are reporting their sustainability practices.
We also conduct comparative analysis between Irish universities
and universities in other regions. By comparing the online SR
practices of Irish universities, we can identify which institutions
are leading and which are lagging. This internal comparison helps
in establishing benchmarks and best practices within the country,
encouraging institutions to learn from each other and improve
their SR practices. Comparing Irish universities with those in
other regions provides a broader context, allowing us to evaluate
how Irish universities perform on a global scale.

The average extent of online SR disclosures by Irish universities is
55.1 % (see Table 4). UCD has the highest extent of online SR disclo-
sures (69.4 %), whereas Technological University Dublin (TUD) and
UL have the lowest extent of online SR disclosures (40.8 %). By con-
trast, Fonseca et al. (2011) found that the Canadian university that
reported 30 out of the 56 items had the highest extent of SR disclo-
sures (54 %) and the average percentage of SR disclosures by Cana-
dian universities was 37 %. Hinson et al. (2015) documented that the
highest extent of SR disclosures among the six Ghanaian universities
studied was 62.5 % (35/56), while the average percentage of SR dis-
closures was 57.2 %. Nicolo et al. (2021) observed that the extent of
online SR disclosures by Italian public universities is high, reaching
59 % (29/49), and confirmed the “universities’ movement towards
the digitalization of services and reporting practices by adopting
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Table 3

The “content” area of online sustainability reporting.
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Dimension Item Qualitative disclosure Quantitative disclosure
No. of universities Percentage  No. of universities Percentage
Economic dimension Economic performance (GRI 201) 8 100 8 100
Contribution to local economy 5 62.5 4 50
Indirect economic impacts (GRI 203) 6 75 0 0
Total 19 79.2 12 50
Environmental dimension ~ Materials 4 50 0 0
Energy (GRI 302) 6 75 6 75
Water (GRI 303) 7 87.5 5 62.5
Biodiversity (GRI 304) 7 87.5 4 50
Emissions, effluents, wastes, and recycling 7 87.5 5 62.5
(GRI303, GRI305, GRI306)
Building and grounds 4 50 0 0
Purchasing/supplier 6 75 1 12.5
Food 4 50 0 0
Compliance (GRI 307) 0 0 0 0
Overall environmental expenditure 0 0 0 0
Products and services 2 25 1 12.5
Transport 7 87.5 4 50
Total 54 56.3 26 271
Social dimension Employment (GRI 401) 8 100 8 100
Labor/management relations (GRI 402) 0 0 0 0
Health and safety (GRI 403) 8 100 0 0
Training and education (GRI 404) 8 100 3 375
Diversity and equal opportunity (GRI 405) 8 100 1 12.5
Investment 3 375 0 0]
Non-discrimination (GRI 406) 3 37.5 0 0
Freedom of association and collective bargaining (GRI 407) 4 50 0 0
Child labor and forced labor (GRI 408, GRI 409) 0 0 0 0
Security practices (GRI 410) 0 0 0 0
Indigenous rights (GRI 411) 0 0 0 0
Impacts on local community (GRI 413) 3 375 0 0
Anti-corruption 1 12.5 0 0
Public policy (GRI 415) 0 0 0 0
Anti-competitive behavior 0 0 0 0
Compliance 2 25 0 0
Customer health and safety (GRI 416) 8 100 2 25
Product and service labeling 0 0 0 0
Marketing communications 8 100 0 0
Customer privacy (GRI 418) 8 100 0 0
Total 72 45 14 8.8
University dimension Sustainability-related policies/incentives in curricula 4 50 0 0
Sustainability-related degree programs 8 100 1 125
Sustainability-related courses 8 100 1 12.5
Sustainability-related scholarships 4 50 0 0
Sustainability-related assessment 0 0 0 0
Administrative support for sustainability-related teaching 0 0 0 0
Monitoring of incorporation of sustainability into curricula 1 12.5 0 0
Sustainability-related research policies/incentives 0 0 0 0
Sustainability-related research centers/labs 8 100 0 0
Sustainability-related research programs/projects 8 100 2 25
Sustainability-related research grants/funding 8 100 3 375
Sustainability-related publications and products 8 100 1 125
Community activity and service 8 100 2 25
Service learning 4 50 0 0
Total 69 61.6 10 89

Table 4

The disclosure level of universities.

University

Extent

Quality

ucb
ucc
NUIG
NUIM
UL

TCD
DCU
TUD
Average

69.4 % (34/49
59.2 % (29/49
61.2%(30/49
53.1% (2649
40.8 % (20/49
59.2 % (29/49
57.1% (28/49
40.8 % (20/49
55.1%

43.9 % (43/98
44.9 % (44/98
37.8%(37/98
29.6 % (29/98
27.6%(27/98
39.8 %(39/98
34.7 % (34/98
23.5%(23/98
35.25%

innovative ways of collecting and communicating data such as web-
sites” (p. 8).

The average quality of online SR disclosures by Irish universi-
ties is 35.25 % (see Table 4). UCC has the highest quality of online
SR disclosures (44.9 %) while TUD has the lowest quality of online
SR disclosures (23.5 %). By contrast, Sassen and Azizi (2017)
report that the average quality of SR disclosures in Canadian
universities is 8.27 % (43/520) and the highest quality reaches
only 18 % (92/520). Moreover, Sassen and Azizi (2018a) find
that the average quality of SR disclosures in US universities
is 7.87 % (40.91/520) and the highest disclosure quality is 53.27 %
(277/520).
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Theoretical implications: stakeholder and legitimacy theories

Stakeholder and legitimacy theories can provide some explanation
for the state of online SR practices by Irish universities. Pursuant to
stakeholder theory, universities operate in a sustainable manner and
disclose a high level of sustainability-related information online to meet
the expectations of a wide range of stakeholders (Hinson et al., 2015;
Sassen & Azizi, 2018b). The results of the interview survey show that
the use of web-based SR by Irish universities indeed provides some
insights into university sustainability for stakeholder groups, such as
students, teachers, the government, and the community. Using online
SR can satisfy the information needs of students on the sustainability
performance of a university. A student interviewee points out that:

My university should communicate its sustainability performance
with us students ... we need to know if its operation threatens
the society or environment ... Yep, whether a university is sus-
tainable decides our university selection ... It is a very critical cri-
terion for sure ... When I applied to universities, I explored such
information on university websites on purpose.

As stakeholders of a university, students are capable of influencing
the university’s access to necessary resources (Dong et al., 2014). One
interviewee (a teacher) recognizes:

We have been experiencing a funding crisis for several years due
to the lack of students ... We need to attract more students espe-
cially those from overseas One of the most effective
approaches is to show our contributions to sustainability develop-
ment ... University websites provide a perfect platform for con-
veying such information to overseas students.

In a similar vein, the government is another important stakeholder
in a university. An interviewee (an administrator) believes that:

Students especially post-graduate students are interested in infor-
mation with regard to sustainability-related research ... This kind
of information is also of great interest to the government as it is
one of the important factors that depends on whether they should
fund the universities . ..

Teachers are also university stakeholders. An interviewee (a
teacher) states:

The university website is a good communication channel for
teachers to understand the status quo of human resources ...
Teachers are a critical intellectual capital of the university ... The
human resources of the university significantly impact teaching
and research activities ... Informing the public that teachers are
well treated is good for university new staff recruitment and the
stability of the current teachers’ team.

Moreover, a university has an intense connection with the com-
munity. Informing stakeholders about how a university contributes
to the community has become crucial to meeting stakeholders’ infor-
mation demands (Nicolo et al., 2021). An interviewee (an administra-
tor) explains that:

We would like to present the image of a sustainability-oriented orga-
nization to our local community ... We need the support of our com-
munity and the community also needs the contribution of the
university ...

Although the web-based SR is used to inform universities’ stake-
holder groups, the disclosure levels show that Irish universities are
not using this opportunity to adequately interact with stakeholders
in the management of university sustainability. Based on the
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legitimacy theory, to survive in society, universities obtain legitimate
status by reporting their activities, including their sustainability per-
formance (Deegan, 2002; Sassen & Azizi, 2018b). There is evidence
that the current online SR practice by Irish universities is largely for
the purpose of gaining legitimacy. First, in Table 5, we observe that
non-economic dimensions—such as the social dimension, with a
total of 86 disclosures—are the most widely distributed. Non-eco-
nomic dimensions are broader in scope, indicating that universities
are pursuing legitimacy. Sanchez et al. (2013) argue that if a univer-
sity is widely revealing non-economic aspects, this informs society at
large about the university’s activities and performances that fulfill
social responsibilities, which helps the university to obtain or main-
tain its legitimacy. An interviewee (an administrator) admits:

Universities are facing pressure from society requiring them to
become involved in more social affairs. Meanwhile, the university
has to give an active response to show it is making the commit-
ment to perform its social responsibility.

Second, as reflected in Table 5, Irish universities mainly focus on
the economic dimension. We can observe that both the extent and
quality of all non-economic disclosures are lower than those of eco-
nomic aspect. Sassen and Azizi (2017) believe that primarily focusing
on the economic dimension verifies that universities do not genu-
inely use SR to improve stakeholder relations nor convey their will-
ingness to dedicate themselves to being sustainable organizations.
Moreover, a high distribution of the non-economic dimensions
accompanying a low disclosure level reflects form over substance in
the online SR practices by Irish universities.

Third, it should be noted that the disclosure level of the “form”
area is higher than that of the “content” area, indicating that the cur-
rent online SR reporting practice by Irish universities privileges form
over substance as well. The reluctance of Irish universities to enhance
the disclosure of sustainability-related information suggests more of
a concern for legitimacy, than using online SR to satisfy the needs,
expectations, and demands of stakeholders in terms of sustainability
issues. An interviewee (a scholar) expresses a similar view:

It is good to see sustainability information on the university’s
website ... [Such information is] just emerging so [it is] often
symbolic ... People who care about university sustainability like
me are quite interested in those disclosures ... society puts pres-
sure on them ... Online SR is in its infant stage, universities just
use it to make symbolic management.

Fig. 1 exhibits the analysis of data gained from the content analy-
sis and interview survey; it consists of three dimensions: method,
results, and findings. The method dimension involves content analy-
sis—which systematically examines the distribution and level of sus-
tainability disclosure—and interview surveys. From the distribution
of SR disclosures, it can be observed that, overall, Irish universities
report more non-economic than economic disclosures. However,
although the quantity of non-economic disclosures is much greater
than that of economic ones, the extent and quality of non-economic
disclosures are lower than for economic ones. Moreover, the disclo-
sure level of the “form” area is higher than that of the “content” area.
As observed from the interviews, stakeholders perceive the online SR
practices of Irish universities as inadequate to genuinely addressing

Table 5

The disclosure level of dimensions.
Dimension Distribution ~ Extent Quality
Economic 31 83.33% 64.58 %
Environmental 80 57.29% 41.67%
Social 86 45.00 % 26.88%
University 79 61.61% 3527%
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Fig. 1. Data analysis.

their information needs. Derived from the three results of the content
analysis, the findings indicate that Irish universities primarily focus on
gaining legitimacy, as their online SR practices are symbolic (privileging
form over substance). The findings derived from the interviews also sug-
gest that Irish universities do not primarily focus on discharging
accountability to stakeholders. In summary, compared with quests for
legitimacy, stakeholder accountability plays a relatively minor role in
Irish universities. In other words, the pursuit of legitimacy overshadows
the aspirations of stakeholders for accountability.

Suggestions for online SR

Some interviewees also propose several suggestions for the
improvement of Irish universities’ online SR, particularly given that
the world has changed irreversibly due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
One interviewee (a teacher) admits:

All our staff and students are facing the challenges caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic ... how to ensure their health and safety and
exemplify our commitment? Online reporting provides a timely
answer ... You may see that every Irish university has a section
about COVID-19 on its website to offer advice and support for staff
and students . ..

Given the economic, social, and environmental challenges arising
from COVID-19, SR by universities is transitioning to a new form that
prioritizes reporting on how the university participates in overcom-
ing the crisis brought on by COVID-19 (Biondi et al., 2020; Nicolo et
al., 2021). IR, a new development in SR (Brusca et al., 2018; Monte-
calvo et al., 2018), is viewed as a key approach to help organizations
cope with future risks caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (ACCA,
2020; Integrated Reporting Committee of South Africa [IRCSA],
2020). One interviewee (a scholar) believes that IR is able to offer a
holistic picture of the organization by integrating financial and sus-
tainability information, and can therefore be applied by universities
when preparing online SR. According to Bommel (2014), IR “is a
hybrid practice that spans between the different worlds of financial
reporting and sustainability reporting” (p. 4), which supports the
interviewee’s opinion.

Given that not all sample universities provide sustainability
reports, an interviewee (a scholar) points out:

Although the websites of universities have offered abundant
information regarding sustainability, the sustainability reports are
still needed because online sustainability reporting of a university

is dynamic, and a sustainability report is a summary of the
dynamic information in one year.

This interviewee’s view is consistent with the argument of Hassan
et al. (2019). The researchers believe that the content of university
websites regarding sustainability tends to be replaced at regular
intervals, making it difficult to conduct a longitudinal analysis. How-
ever, permanent documents, such as sustainability reports, enable
users to make a comparative analysis across years. Similarly, all the
interviewees of Yi et al. (2019) admit that sustainability reports and
online SR are equally critical. Additionally, another interviewee (an
alumnus) finds that university information regarding sustainability is
hard to identify. The alumnus states:

As an alumnus, I am quite concerned with and interested in the
sustainable development of our university ... However, it is not
easy for me to locate this kind of information because, you know,
it is normally distributed fragmentedly on different webpages.

Similarly, Shawe et al. (2019) found that Irish universities’ infor-
mation related to sustainability is not easy to access, because this
kind of information is often not only unavailable, or non-existent, but
is also incomplete, or dispersed across many webpages without links.

Firms have used their official websites as a medium for SR and
accumulated experience in preparing online SR for many years
(Adams & Frost, 2006). Some interviewees suggest that universities
could learn from their corporate peers. Universities could identify the
best practices by firms engaged in online SR and these best practices
could serve as benchmarks. Moreover, universities could consider
university—firm collaborations in sustainability-related knowledge
sharing (e.g., online SR preparation). This kind of interaction between
universities and firms would be productive (Marra, 2022) and effec-
tive online SR disclosure practices could subsequently be achieved.

Conclusions

This study investigates the state of online SR practices by Irish uni-
versities. The paper reveals that although Irish universities have initi-
ated web-based SR to inform their stakeholder groups, online SR is in its
infancy at the sample universities. The content analysis and the inter-
view surveys suggest that online SR by Irish universities occurs to pro-
mote the universities’ legitimacy rather than to satisfy the information
needs of stakeholders. Specifically, content analysis reveals that Irish
universities’ online SR practices are in their infancy, with a primary
focus on legitimacy. The interview findings corroborate this by showing
that stakeholders perceive these practices as symbolic efforts to gain
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legitimacy rather than genuine attempts to satisfy their information
needs. Irish universities have not yet effectively used information tech-
nology to improve informational transparency and accountability. Pur-
suing legitimacy alone is not sufficient to effectively enhance the
disclosure level of online SR, which largely depends on the pursuit of
stakeholder accountability.

This study has several implications for academics, the government,
and university administrators. First, owing to limited studies on online
SR in universities, particularly in the Irish context, this study contributes
to the extant literature. Second, the Irish Government should pay more
attention to the sustainable development of Irish universities. Irish uni-
versities could play an important role in facilitating sustainable develop-
ment in Ireland and eventually help Ireland to achieve the Sustainable
Development Goals of the United Nations. Third, according to Sanchez
et al. (2013, p. 735), “the internet, has provided means by which the
expectations of different stakeholders can be identified and channeled,
improving dialogue, and informational transparency and accountabil-
ity”. Therefore, this study reminds Irish universities that they should
seek more than to merely meet the minimum acceptable level of online
SR disclosure and encourages them to seize the opportunity to use new
technologies, in particular, the internet, to “involve and interact with
stakeholders in the management of university SR questions” (Sanchez
etal, 2013, p. 735).

The present study is subject to some limitations, which, however,
may direct future research. First, as the institutional websites of uni-
versities are dynamic, the analysis only covers a single year to explore
the current status of online SR disclosure by the sample universities.
Many previous studies that explored online organizational disclosure
likewise chose a one-year research period to analyze (Liu, 2014; Yi et
al,, 2019). Nevertheless, this short timeframe fails to capture the
online SR disclosure trends over time. Future studies may consider
conducting a longitudinal analysis of online SR disclosure over more
than one year. Second, this study is confined to Irish universities,
which may limit the applicability of its findings to other regions.
Future research could be extended to universities globally to explore
the overall state of online SR worldwide and make a comparison
between countries, which may provide interesting findings on the
differences in online SR disclosure practices between different insti-
tutions. Third, the representativeness of interviewees in our sample
may be limited. As a result, our sample may not accurately reflect the
entire population of administrators, teachers, scholars, alumni, and
students at the universities studied. We acknowledge the limitations
of our sampling approach and recommend that future research use
probability sampling techniques, such as random or stratified sam-
pling, to improve the representativeness of the sample. Last but not
least, future studies with regard to the SR of HEIs could be carried out
in the context of IR, which is a new development in SR (Brusca et al.,
2018; Sun et al., 2022).

Notes

[1] It is important to note that legitimacy theory is not limited to
public universities. Private universities, though not financed by pub-
lic funds, still rely on societal approval and support to attract stu-
dents, faculty, and funding. Therefore, private universities also
benefit from demonstrating their commitment to sustainability
through transparent reporting, thereby maintaining their legitimacy.

[2] Our sample does not include the Munster Technological Uni-
versity, as it was established in January 2021.

[3] See https://www.iua.ie/ouruniversities/university-profiles/.

[4] We use website analysis here to assess online sustainability
disclosure instead of a structured sustainability report.

[5] In cases where links concerning sustainability are unavailable,
Google, Yahoo!, and Bing are adopted to locate the homepages of the
universities (Hinson et al., 2015).

[6] Examples of qualitative and quantitative information:
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¢ Sustainability-related Degree Programs and Courses: Qualita-
tive Information: The university describes the existence of
degree programs and courses focused on sustainability. For
example, “We offer various degree programs and courses in
environmental science, sustainable development, and renew-
able energy.” Quantitative Information: The university pro-
vides detailed data on these programs and courses, such as
the number of programs, courses, student enrollment num-
bers, and graduation rates. For example, “We offer 5° pro-
grams and 12 courses focused on sustainability, with a total
enrollment of 200 students annually.”
¢ Energy Consumption and Efficiency Measures: Qualitative
Information: The university describes its energy consumption
and measures taken to improve energy efficiency. For example,
“We have implemented several energy-saving initiatives, includ-
ing LED lighting and energy-efficient HVAC [heating, ventilation
and air conditioning] systems.” Quantitative Information: The
university provides specific data on energy consumption and sav-
ings. For example, “Our energy consumption for the year 2020
was 10,000 MWh, representing a 15 % reduction from the previ-
ous year due to our energy efficiency measures.”
e Community Engagement Activities: Qualitative Information:
The university describes its community engagement activities
related to sustainability. For example, “We conduct various com-
munity outreach programs to promote environmental aware-
ness.” Quantitative Information: The university provides
detailed metrics on these activities. For example, “In 2020, we
conducted 20 community workshops on sustainability, attended
by over 500 participants.”
Emissions and Waste Management: Qualitative Information:
The university describes its initiatives to manage emissions
and waste. For example, “We have adopted a comprehensive
waste management plan to reduce landfill waste.” Quantita-
tive Information: The university provides data on emissions
and waste. For example, “We reduced our carbon emissions by
10 % in 2020, and recycled 70 % of our total waste, diverting
500 tons from landfills.”
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Dimension Item Reference
Economic Economic performance (GRI 201) Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
dimension (2011)
Contribution to local economy Yi et al. (2019); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)
Indirect economic impacts (GRI 203) Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)
Environmental Materials Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
dimension (2011)
Energy (GRI 302) Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Sanchez et al. (2015); Hinson et al. (2015); Fon-
secaetal.(2011); Lozano (2011)
Water (GRI 303) Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (20183, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)
Biodiversity (GRI 304) Yiet al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano

Social dimension

University
dimension

Emissions, effluents, wastes and recycling
(GRI303, GRI305, GRI306)

Building and grounds

Purchasing/supplier

Food

Compliance (GRI 307)

Overall environmental expenditure
Products and services
Transport

Employment (GRI 401)
Labor/management relations (GRI 402)

Health & safety (GRI 403)
Training and education (GRI 404)

Diversity and equal opportunity (GRI 405)

Investment
Non-discrimination (GRI 406)

Freedom of association and collective bargaining
(GRI1407)

Child labor and forced labor (GRI 408, GRI 409)

Security practices (GRI1410)

Indigenous rights (GRI 411)
Impacts on local community (GRI 413)

Anti-corruption
Public policy (GRI 415)
Anti-competitive behavior

Compliance

Customer health and safety (GRI 416)

Product and service labeling

Marketing communications

Customer privacy (GRI 418)

Sustainability-related policies/incentives in
curricula

Sustainability-related degree programs

Sustainability-related courses

Sustainability-related scholarships

Sustainability-related assessment

Administrative support for sustainability-related
teaching

Monitoring of incorporation of sustainability into
curricula

Sustainability-related research policies/
incentives

Sustainability-related research centers/labs

Sustainability-related research programs/
projects

Sustainability-related research grants/funding

Sustainability-related publications and products

Community activity and service

Service learning

(2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Sanchez et al. (2015); Hinson et al. (2015); Fon-
secaetal.(2011); Lozano (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sanchez et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sanchez et al. (2015); Hinson et al. (2015)

Yiet al. (2019); Sanchez et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yietal. (2019); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)

Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Sanchez et al. (2015); Hinson et al. (2015); Fon-
secaetal.(2011); Lozano (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (20183, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (20183, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (20183, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (20183, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yiet al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (20183, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (20183, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (20183, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a,2018b

Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Fonseca et al.

Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Fonseca et al.

Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Fonseca et al.

Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Fonseca et al.

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a,2018b
(2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)

; 2015); Lozano (2011)

)
)

; Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)

2011); Lozano (2011)

2011); Lozano (2011)

2011); Lozano (2011)

2011); Lozano (2011)

; Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano

( ) (
Yi et al. (2019); Sanchez et al. (2015); Hinson et al.
Yiet al. (2019); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011
Yi et al. (2019); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011
Yi et al. (2019); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano (2011)

Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano (2011)
Yi et al. (2019); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Sanchez et al. (2015); Hinson et al. (2015); Fon-
seca et al. (2011); Lozano (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano
(2011)

Yietal. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (20183, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Hinson et al. (2015); Fonseca et al. (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Sassen and Azizi (2018a, 2018b); Hinson et al. (2015); Lozano (2011)

Yi et al. (2019); Fonseca et al. (2011); Lozano (2011)
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