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A B S T R A C T A R T I C L E I N F O 

The growing importance of sustainable development constitutes a challenging trend for 

education. Universities create study programs and organize extracurricular activities in 

order to prepare future generations of professionals as well as political and social leaders 

for responsible actions toward sustainable development. The main objective of this  

article is to investigate how universities in Poland develop educational programs and 

extracurricular activities to enable students to shape sustainability competencies. The 

study employed a triangulation of research methods including a literature analysis, desk 

research analysis of the universities’ educational programs, and quantitative research 

among students. The findings suggest that Polish universities attempt to shape  

sustainable development-oriented competencies not only through formal sustainable 

development education, but also via non-formal activities toward social and 

environmental challenges. The research results have practical implications for 

universities and can support the advancement of educational programs related to 

sustainable development. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Sustainable development is a concept centered around achieving human development goals and 

simultaneously sustaining the ability of ecosystems by providing natural resources and protecting wildlife and 

nature without diminishing the chances for future generations. It is perceived as a significant concept of social 

and economic development since it was first defined by the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED) of the United Nations in 1987. The report Our common future defined sustainable 

development as one that strives to meet the needs of present and future generations in compliance with the 

environment (Brundtland1987). The WCED attempted to explore the causes of environmental degradation as 

well as the interconnections between social equity and economic growth. The sustainability goals integrate the 

three aspects of economic, societal, and environmental to ensure development for future generations. 

Given the current activities at an international level, the Agenda of United Nations for Sustainable 

Development based on the document ―Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Global Action‖ (United 

Nations2015) was designated in 2015. The new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), with the prospect of 

2030, emphasize among others, the relevance of higher education in endeavors toward a better future 

(Ramos2016). Including the UN Sustainable Development Goals into the curriculum will support the 

development of future-oriented competencies. This can be achieved by promoting societal, economic, and 

political change, which can be supported by professional leaders and specialists.The latest developments also 

show that the European Union strategy ―Europe 2020: A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth‖ 
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adapted in 2010 (European Union2010) points out the crucial importance of innovation, education, digital 

society, training, and lifelong learning in this context. 

According to the Global Action Program on Education for Sustainable Development, adopted by UNESCO 

in 2014, it can be stated that political agreements, financial incentives, and modern technologies are not enough 

to achieve sustainable development (UNESCO2014). Radical changes are indispensable, especially in the way of 

thinking and acting when shaping relationships in a social context and together with the Earth’s ecosystem. In 

order to ensure sustainable development that will meet the needs of present and future generations, it is necessary 

to equip all individuals with the appropriate knowledge and skills to shape a system of sustainability-related 

values. Leaders of change, whose involvement and actions will evolve in the general public’s awareness are 

necessary (Hesselbarth and Schaltegger2014). 

In the literature, numerous research has been already conducted on human resource management, 

responsible leadership, employee well-being, and job satisfaction in the context of responsible and sustainable 

development in organizations (Kudłak and Low2015). Responsible leaders, with a strong willingness to 

contribute to the sustainability in different organizations, might significantly influence both the strategy and the 

employees. They can lead employees to engage in responsible actions and behaviors that address not only 

internal, but also external problems of the organization (Groves and LaRocca2011; Cameron2011;Gond et 

al.2011). Sustainable development requires a change in people’s consciousness and provides a framework for 

further  decisions  and  actions.  In  line  with  this,  a  ―new  culture  of  learning‖  is  needed  (Erpenbeck  and 

Rosenstiel2003) that should be focused on self-organization and competence. The purpose of education is to 

support the development of personality in order to manage complex situations and make appropriate decisions, 

bear responsibility, and have high ethical standards in accordance with the requirements of sustainable 

development (Urbaniec2018). 

The research objective of this article was to explore how universities in Poland develop educational 

programs and extracurricular activities in order to enable students to shape sustainability competencies.  The 

study was conducted based on a triangulation of research methods including a critical literature analysis on the 

role of higher education in shaping sustainability competencies, a desk research analysis of the universities’ 

educational programs, and quantitative research among students. 

The article is structured as follows. The introduction explains the research background and determines the 

main goal of the study. In Section2, the literature review on the role of universities in education for sustainable 

development and in shaping sustainability-oriented competencies is conducted. Section3focuses on the materials 

and methods used with regard to the research methodology, the chosen sampling, data collection, and analysis 

methods. Based on the desk research analysis of the universities’ educational programs and quantitative research 

among students, the empirical results of the study are presented in Section4. In Section5, the discussion of results 

is provided, the main findings are summarized, and the limitations and future research are outlined. 

 
 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

There is a consensus among researchers that universities play an important role in meeting the challenges of 

sustainable development through education (Mochizuki and Fadeeva2010;Boström et al. 2018;Eizaguirre et 

al.2019;Sibbel2009). Universities are considered to be change agents in many issues including sustainability 

awareness (Mochizuki and Fadeeva2010). In addition to education and research, the so-called ―third mission of 

the university‖ consists of working toward the improvement of people’s lives and solving global problems 

(Miottoet al.2018). Universities constitute a fundamental vehicle to explore, test, develop, and communicate the 

essential conditions for sustainable development (Salvioni et al.2017;Disterheft et al.2013;Leal Filho2012) and 

education worldwide has become an investment which has to pay off for the student. Therefore, universities need 

to be reformed in the field of teaching and research (Britoet al.2018). The role of universities in this process is 

essential,because they play a crucial role in the development of economic systems through disseminating 

knowledge, creating innovation, promoting sustainable development, environmental friendliness, and fostering 

cultural growth (Salvioniet al.2017). Universities develop adult skills such as ―problem solving, critical thinking, 

ability to cooperate, creativity, computational thinking, self-regulation, which are more essential than ever before 

in our quickly changing society.‖ (The Council of the European Union2018, p. 2). Universities have the 

possibility of using di fferent tools to connect those skills with expert knowledge and enable students to generate 

new ideas, new theories, and new products evolving around sustainable development issues. 

The development of sustainability-oriented competencies should be supported by improving education and 

introducing innovative forms of teaching and learning. Acquiring competencies is significantly different than 

learning (understood as knowledge acquisition) because competencies are defined as learnable, but not teachable 

(Weinert2001). Numerous authors have discussed the matter of sustainable development competencies.Lozano et 

al.(2017) conducted a literature review and identified the following synthesis of sustainability competencies: 

systemic thinking; interdisciplinary work; anticipatory thinking; justice, responsibility, and ethics; critical 
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thinking and analytical work; interpersonal relationships and collaboration; empathy and change of perspectives; 

communication and use of the media; strategic thinking; personal engagement; assessment and evaluation; and 

tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty.Lambrechts et al.(2013), comparing the findings and definitions 

by De Haan(2010) andRoorda(2010), indicated six sustainability competencies: responsibility (values, 

ethics, reflection); emotional intelligence (transcultural understanding, empathy, solidarity, compassion); system 

orientation (interdisciplinarity); future orientation; personal involvement (self-motivation, motivating others, 

learning); and the ability to take action (participatory skills). Another typology developed by the UNESCO in the 

document   ―Education   for   Sustainable   Development   Goals.   Learning   Objectives‖   embraces   similar   key 

competencies for sustainability: systems thinking competency, anticipatory competency, normative competency, 

strategic competency, collaboration competency, critical thinking competency, self-awareness competency, and 

integrated problem-solving competency (UNESCO2017). 

Given the different types of sustainability competencies, it can be emphasized that higher education 

institutions are faced with enormous challenges in developing the appropriate knowledge and skills. An 

exemplary initiative relates to the Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME) established in 

2007 by the UN, which is increasingly adopted by business schools around the world as a framework for various 

programs and activities (Prandiet al.2018). The PRME is a platform promoting sustainable development at 

universities around the world by providing business school students with the ability to make social and 

environmental changes. It underlines the necessity of ―a process of continuous improvement among institutions 

of management education in order to develop a new generation of business leaders capable of managing the 

complex challenges faced by business and society in the 21st century.‖ (PRME2019). Universities that are 

members of PRME aspire to develop a range of students competencies, grouped in six key areas (PRME2018): 

- Social skills: teamwork, team building, communication skills, presentation; 

- Business in the real world: stakeholder management, engagement of community needs through 

business, marketing, sustainability enhancement, entrepreneurship, project management; 

- Personal skills: critical thinking, self-awareness, decision making, leadership, creativity, problem 

solving; 

- Intercultural skills; 

- Academic research, business models, planning and coordination; and 

- Service, volunteering, empathy, social responsibility, global mindset, ethical awareness, empathy. 

These competencies emphasize the need to strengthen holistic and integrated education without indicating 

the main priority, which is acquiring knowledge, in order to not limit other forms of learning (Urbaniec2018). 

This approach is convergent with The Council of The European Union’srecommendation (The Council of the 

European Union2018) on key competencies in the lifelong learning process where all competencies are 

considered equally important and each of them contributes to a successful life in society. Competencies can be 

used in many different contexts and combinations. Their ranges coincide and are interrelated, for example, 

aspects necessary in one area support competencies in another. Skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, 

team work, communication and negotiation skills, analytical skills, creativity and intercultural skills are all part  

of key competencies (The Council of the European Union2018). 

Many scientists perceive sustainability-oriented competencies as a determinant of the effectiveness of an 

individual’s function in society (Argyle1983;Goleman2006;Borkowski2003) as these competencies have a 

positive effect on ones’ adaptation and function in society (Z˙ ur2016). Therefore, a sustainable future will be 

achieved if societies are properly educated. Enabling learners to acquirecompetencies in the field of sustainable 

development will be successful by making the present learning process more effective (by obtaining better 

learning results: deeper  understanding longer retainment of knowledge solid learning) (Cerone and Persico2014). 

The dilemma of how to acquire these competencies via learning programs is of increasing relevance 

(Weinert2001). As students are growing up in a world of global media, where the voices of many cultures 

compete for attention (De Block and Buckingham2007), it is a challenge for lecturers to teach them to analyze, 

critically manage, and understand the flow of information to be able to use it for the common good. The main 

difficulty in sustainability education results from the multidisciplinary context, which makes the difference with 

regard to education in traditional disciplines. Teaching and learning in the field of sustainable development 

requires new approaches (Aktas et al.2014; Sibbel2009; Cortese2003;Eizaguirre et al.2019). The  paradigm shift 

is complicated, because it should be implemented throughout the whole university system (Setó-Pamies and 

Papaoikonomou2016) and therefore the crucial role of lecturers relies on the inclusion of global issues within the 

existingcurriculums (Tarozzi and Inguaggiato2016). It is expected that a university graduate should have 

entrepreneurial competencies and, at the same time, social competencies, so that they can be morecompetitive 

while finding their place in the demanding global job market (Lackéus2015). Key business education forums and 

scholars debate that business studies students need more competencies relatedto professional business ethics and 
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social responsibility (Blasco2012;AACSB2009;Beyond Grey Pinstripes2009;EQUIS2010;Ghoshal2005;Sims 

and Felton2005;PRME2018). 

Universities contribute to the development of sustainability competencies through both formal and non- 

formal education. Formal education is understood as curricular education and non-formal education consists of 

extracurricular activities offered by the universities (outside the official learning program) (European 

Commission2012).The Council of the European Union(2018) highlights the importance of not only formal 

education, but also non-formal learning as crucial for acquiring experience through culture, youth work, and 

voluntary work as well as sporting activities. Non-formal learning greatly supports the development of essential 

interpersonal, communicative, and cognitive skills such as critical thinking, analytical skills, creativity, problem 

solving, and resilience, which facilitate young people’s transition to adulthood. Active citizenship and working 

life are strongly connected to sustainable development (The Council of the European Union2018). 

Based on this conceptual framework, it can be assumed that education for sustainable development is a 

process that goes beyond acquiring knowledge and learning about theories related to sustainable development. It 

should be a holistic education process concentrated on searching for correlations, presenting a coherent picture of 

the world, and preparing to operate within it. Therefore, teaching for sustainable development must be supported 

by undertaking specific activities that translate into the functioning of the university and its relations with the 

environment (Kalinowska and Batorczak2017). It is important that educational programs take into account the 

expectations of the labor market and current socio-economic and civilizational challenges, which  require 

dialogue between academia and business. Higher education institutions play an important role not only in 

education, but also as promoters of changes in business practice (Jamali2016) and as a support system for 

sustainabilitydevelopment in the market economy. It is important to determine the difference between 

sustainability being perceived as a particular aim to be reached through technical innovation and efficiency, and  

a normative direction that needs to be determined democratically (Holfelder2019). The UNESCO has also 

indicated that education for sustainable development promotes learning to make decisions that secure the 

economic, environmental, and social future. Given the student’s varied knowledge and attitudes toward 

sustainable development, it is necessary to support the implementation of sustainability in curriculums to achieve 

more positive perceptions, change mindsets, and form values and attitudes (Brito et al.2018;Sammalisto et 

al.2015). 

Improving competencies and developing ecologically and socially friendly skills and attitudes through 

formal and non-formal learning are an essential part of striving for sustainable development (European 

Commission2012). This is particularly visible in the area of higher education where students are prepared to  

enter the labor market and implement the principles of sustainable development accordingly. Therefore, it can be 

stated that the universities’ actions in the field of formal education as well as non-formal (extracurricular) 

activities for sustainable development may have a positive impact on shaping competencies relevant for solving 

social and environmental problems. 

 
 

3. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

3.1. Research Sampling and Data Collection 

The main objective of this study was to explore how universities in Poland developed educational and 

extracurricular programs in order to shape sustainable development competencies. The applied research design 

included both the analysis of the educational programs in sustainability at Polish universities and a survey among 

students. The main research questions focused on determining whether there was a sustainability-oriented 

educational program at Polish universities as well as what kind of socially responsible activities (extracurricular) 

are provided for students. The research analysis allowed us to explore (1) whether Polish public universities 

offered students the opportunity to develop competencies that enabled them to actively meet the sustainability 

challenges; (2) to what extent students actually engaged in activities related to sustainable development offered  

by the universities; and (3) how the students perceived the development of competencies through non-formal 

education in the form of extracurricular activities. Furthermore, research on the most desired competencies by  

the business environment from the students’ point of view will enrich the empirical analysis. 

The research analysis was carried out in two steps. In the first step, the educational programs of Polish 

universities in terms of sustainable development, especially social responsibility issues, were examined based on 

secondary data, for example, a literature review and university websites. The research sample included all public 

universities in Poland that offer majors in economics and/or business studies. As a result, 23 higher education 

institutions (18 universities and five economic universities) were identified that are officially listed as public 

universities under the supervision of the Polish Ministry of Science and Higher Education(2019). The first of the 

examined aspects was the occurrence of courses related to sustainable development and corporate social 

responsibility in the educational program. Another aspect was the social responsibility engagement of the 

universities and their sustainable development policies as well as the number and type of socially responsible 
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activities. The third area of research focused on the offering of postgraduate studies related to CSR (corporate 

social responsibility) and sustainable development. 

The second step of the research analysis allowed us to explore to what extent these universities shaped 

students’ ethical, sustainability-oriented, and responsible attitudes and how they created opportunities for the 

development of competencies. For this purpose, quantitative research among students at universities in Cracow  

in November and December 2018 was conducted. The material used for this research was collected from full- 

time students (approx. 86% of respondents) and part-time students at three universities in Cracow. In total, 261 

respondents participated in the survey, amongst whom women prevailed (approx. 74%). More than half of the 

respondents were students betweenn18–24 years old, of which 69% students were from the Cracow University of 

Economics, 20.3% from JagiellonianUniversity and 10.3% from the AGH University of Science and  

Technology. Given the type of studies, the most respondents were bachelor students (69.4%) and master students 

(20.1%). Postgraduate students (8.5%), MBA students (1.2%), and PhD students (0.8%) also participated in the 

survey. The research sample included students not older than 40 years old. The sample was selected using the 

non-random selection method, which is characterized by choosing a sample according to the investigator’s 

subjective assessment or choice at random. It does not require expert knowledge and qualifications and does not 

allow for the level of error nor the level of accuracy of the estimates to be determined (Szreder2004). 

3.2. Research Methods 

The study employed a triangulation of research methods. The empirical research analysis was conducted by 

using both desk research analysis of the universities’ educational offers as well as quantitative research among 

students. Aside from the desk research, as described in the previous subsection, a quantitative research analysis 

was carried out by using a survey. The research was based on computer assisted web interviewing (CAWI) by 

applying a standardized questionnaire. This technique was chosen due to a number of advantages that include the 

reduction of costs and time related to the implementation of the study. Moreover, the CAWI method creates 

conditions for anonymity, which may positively affect the reliability of answers as well as the opportunity to 

obtain answers to problematic or embarrassing questions. The limitations of this technique include the lack 

controlling the disturbing factors as well as lack of confidence in the credibility of the respondents and the 

reliability of their responses (Owens2002). The choice of this method was justified because it allowed us to 

identify the motives and activities from the point of view of Polish students as well as verify the sustainability 

competencies available in the literature as part of the analysis conducted on the example of a selected group of 

students from Cracow’s universities. 

The application of a quantitative research method based on a survey was an appropriate approach and 

developed in several phases to ensure validity and reliability. First, a comprehensive literature review on subjects 

related to the research area was carried out to provide a basis for selecting items to be included in the 

questionnaire. The proper definition and operationalization of the research issues was important to provide the 

validity of the concepts. The evaluation criteria for the research methodology included internal, face,  and 

external validity (Babbie2013). Internal validity is the approximate truth about inferences regarding cause–effect 

(causal) relationships (Cook and Campbell1979). In this study, on one hand, the importance of non-formal 

activities from the students’ point of view was explored (cause), and on the other hand, their impact on shaping 

the sustainability competencies (effect) was analyzed. The basis for the development of the questionnaire was the 

PRME competencies set presented in Section2, which was adapted to the needs of the research objective in this 

article. Moreover, face validity describes how respondents perceive the survey and whether—from their point of 

view—it is adequate to the goal it should achieve. For the surveyed respondents, the tool retained its validity and 

allowed us to achieve the research goal. Finally, external validity is considered as a generalizability of the 

research results (Crowther and Lancaster2008). Due to the non-random selection and not representative size of 

the sample, the research findings could not be used to describe all students at public universities in Poland. 

However, the research analysis exemplified by selected Polish students provides new insights into the 

development of sustainability-related knowledge, skills, and attitudes. It is also a preliminary attempt at the 

empirical verification of sustainable development oriented competencies defined on the basis of the literature on 

the subject. In order to increase the validity of the research results, a triangulation of research methods was 

applied including the literature analysis, desk research of the educational offers of the universities, and 

quantitative research among the students. 

Given the reliability, as a second evaluation criterion for the research methodology, it can be stated that the 

questionnaire used support re-examination, and thus created the possibility of replication. This isnespecially 

important in providing the reliability of the research analysis (Crowther and Lancaster2008). The questionnaire 

used in the study consisted of open, closed, semi-open, filtering, and metric questions. Several scales were used 

including the dichotomous scale, nominal scale, where respondents indicated a response from a previously 

developed set, and the balanced scale. This supported the formulation of questions in order to collect data for 

analysis and interpretation. A proof was made and various bias was taken under consideration. The questionnaire 

was anonymous and the researchers did not influence the respondents’ answers in any way. Furthermore, it 



Multicultural Education 

• Vol. 05, N0. 01, 2019 386 

 

 

should be emphasized that the use of a triangulation of research methods in this article allowed us to answer the 

main research question of how universities contribute to the development of sustainability competencies. 

 
 

4. RESULTS 

 

4.1. Sustainability-Oriented Offer at Polish Universities 

The educational offers of universities was based on desk research of the official data published by the 

universities chosen for the analysis. The majority of examined universities (70%) created a wide range of formal 

education possibilities by offering courses related to the CSR area, e.g., corporate social responsibilit y or 

business ethics, or they included sustainability issues in other courses. These courses are addressed at bachelor, 

master, and postgraduate students. Students from faculties related to economics, management, and social  

sciences were most likely (60%) to participate in such courses offered by the universities (Table1). 

 
Table 1. Formal educational offers on sustainable development and CSR at Polish universities. 

 

 
A growing number of universities provide education not only for students, but also for children, youth, and 

seniors. Among the universities studied, 26% have established so called Universities of the Third Age, which are 

important centers for activating seniors. The Children’s Universities, available only at 13% of the universities, 

are slightly less popular. In this regard, the University of Economics in Katowice can be mentioned, which, apart 

from the Economic University of the Third Age and the Economic Children’s University, also runs the Academy 

of the Young Economist and additional classes for high school students. 

Despite the visible involvement of universities in the educational programs to shape the sustainable 

development competencies, extensive research analysis showed that only three of the 23 universities provided 

postgraduate studies in CSR and sustainability. For instance, the Jagiellonian University offers a Social 

Investment Management major to postgraduate students and the Cracow School of Business (entity of the 

Cracow University of Economics) provides postgraduate education in the field of Corporate Social 

Responsibility in Management. Similar offers in the field of corporate social responsibility have also been 

introduced at the University of Economics in Katowice. 

Given the universities’ engagement in social responsibility issues, universities also offer non-formal 

(extracurricular) activities and support socially responsible actions. The main difference between them is the 

number and type of activities. The most popular activities are blood donations and bone marrow donations as 

100% of the examined universities organize them regularly. Students also have the opportunity to be involved in 

organizing donations for charity organizations during the Christmas season. In addition, the organized events at 
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the universities most frequently concerned issues of environmental and animal protection, health and safety as 

well as equality and social inequalities. 

Considering the promotion of volunteering among the academic community, it was noted that only 13% of 

the universities participating in the study created special organizational units for volunteering activities. In eight 

out of 23 institutions, there are also student organizations associated with volunteers. For instance, within the 

initiatives of the University of Warsaw, the Academic Legal Clinic and the Law Clinic were established to offer 

services related to the provision of free legal advice by law students to other students and indigent people. 

4.2. Respondents’ Perception Regarding the Non-Formal Education in Sustainability and Social Responsibility 

The aim of the survey was to investigate whether students actually engaged in activities related to 

sustainable development offered by the universities and how they perceived the shaping of competencies through 

non-formal education. The conducted analysis of the students’ perception about the universities’ offers did not 

differentiate the respondents by age, sex, or type of studies. One exception were the questions in which a 

differentiation of answers was valuable for the analysis. The survey among Polish students showed that 

competencies could be developed through participation in various activities. The first question related to  the 

issue of whether the university offered opportunities to engage students in extracurricular activities (understood 

as all activities outside the curriculum including social, charitable, organizational, and scientific actions). The 

majority of respondents (67.8%) replied that there was a broad spectrum of activities were available. Nearly 21% 

declared that they saw limited opportunities to participate in such activities and 8% were unable to answer this 

question because of lack of knowledge or interest in this matter. Only 3.5% of respondents indicated that the 

university did not create opportunities to engage students in additional activities. Several respondents explained 

that their lack of involvement was mainly due to a lack of time, distance and professional work (Figure1). It is 

worth noting that almost two thirds of the respondents were people aged over 30 years of age (master’s degree  

and MBA students). 

The next question focused on the current engagement of the surveyed students. The difference between the number of 
respondents involved and the number of students not participating in the extracurricular activities was relatively small. 

Almost 53% of respondents took part in such activities offered by the universities. The  respondents positively evaluated 

the university’s offers that enabled them to engage in non-curricular activities. However, each student individually decided 
whether to participate in those activities or not. Among all of the respondents who were aware of their university’s 

activities, only 66.7% decided to participate in them. 

 
Figure 1. Student perceptions of extracurricular opportunities created by universities. 

 

 

The results of the survey do not indicate any significant gender differentiation; more than half of women 

(53%) and men (51%) took part in the additional activities offered by universities. The data gathered in the study 

suggest that the longer the respondents study, the larger their engagement. The percentage of respondents 

involved in additional activities during their first year was only 36%, whereas for respondents between their 

second and fourth year, the involvement increased to 52% and 64%, respectively (Figure2). This may result from 

the need of initial adaptation to a new place of education, engaging in the learning process, or the lack of initial 

information on various activities. One exception is the first year of master’s studies where 40% of the 

respondents took part in extracurricular activities offered by the universities. This may be caused by their 

maturity and awareness of market expectations, and in some cases, their experiences from their bachelor studies. 
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In turn, during the second year of master’s studies, we observed an increase in the involvement in extracurricular 

activities of up to 56%. 

Figure 2. Students’ participation in extracurricular activities offered by the university. 

 

 
 

Respondents who were involved in extracurricular activities during their studies were asked to specify 

which additional activities they participated in and could choose more than one answer. The most frequent 

answers were: volunteering (30%), students’ research clubs and students’ organizations (27%), and organizing 

events at the university (25%). Other activities such as language courses, science fairs, and integration trips were 

mentioned only marginally. 

Respondents were also asked about their membership in student organizations. Engagement in  various 

types of organizations (scientific, sports, or international) enables the development of a number of PRME 

competencies. These include social skills such as teamwork and communication skills, cooperation with 

stakeholders, and strengthening sustainability and entrepreneurship. Engagement in international organizations 

(e.g., AIESEC or Erasmus Student Network, ESN) and cooperation with students from other cultures develops 

intercultural skills. Teamwork contributes to shaping personal competencies like decision-making, leadership, 

creativity, problem solving and empathy, social responsibility, and ethical awareness. The data obtained from  

this part of the study were not optimistic. Over 65% of the respondents were not a member of any student 

organization. Nearly 18.4% belonged to student research clubs, but other organizations were represented by a 

small number of respondents (e.g., ESN—nearly 5%, Academic Sports Union—4.2%, Independent Students’ 

Association—3.8%, AIESEC—3.4%, and Students’ Parliament—3.1%). 

The next question focused on the motivation of respondents to take part in extracurricular activities offered 

by the university (Figure3). Among the most frequent motivation was the need for self-development (over 60% 

of answers), the desire to develop already acquired skills and meet new people (54% of answers, respectively) as 

well as an interest in gaining experience (50%). The need to enrich one’s resume (approx. 45%) and to do good  

to others (over 40%) were also quite common answers. Undoubtedly, all of the above-mentioned motives 

contribute to the development of competencies supporting sustainable development. For example,  due to  the  

need for self-development, social and personal skills (such as teamwork, empathy, and ethical awareness) are 

increasingly important due to volunteering activities. 

The next part of the survey focused on the respondents’ participation in courses, training, and workshops 

with the intention of developing their competencies. Participation in such activities from outside the curriculum 

can contribute to the development of competencies that are most desired by the business environment (e.g., 

teamwork or solving problems). Nearly 63% of the studied population declared their participation in this type of 

extracurricular activity. The assessment of the university’scapacity to develop these competencies is not clear. A 

positive assessment was given by nearly half of the respondents. The respondents evaluated the possibility of 

developing these competencies as very high (nearly 9% of respondents), sufficient (over 37%), and 17% assessed 

them as low (―none‖ and ―poor‖). Additionally, over one third of respondents (37%) considered the offer of such 

opportunities as partial. The analysis of the respondents’ answers also showed that over half of the respondents 

(56%) who negatively assessed the activities of universities in the scope of creating opportunities for 

competencies development did not participate in any trainings and courses. The most effective forms of 

developing competency were workshops with practitioners (75.5%), engagement in projects (58.2%), and 
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certified training (54.4%). Significantly fewer respondents mentioned study visits in enterprises (31%), activities 

outside of their university (29.5%), and charity work (18.8%) (Figure4). 

Figure 3. Motives for participating in extracurricular projects. 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Extracurricular activities supporting the development of competency. 

 

 
 

The respondents were also asked which competencies should be further developed. The following 

competencies were most often indicated: 

- knowledge of foreign languages (26%), 

- computer and programming skills (more than 14%), 

- favorable self-presentation and image-building skills (around 14%), 

- industry and directional knowledge (11.5%), and 
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- assertiveness (nearly 10%). 

The respondents planned to take  additional actions to  develop their competencies (Figure5), for example, 

by participating in courses, training, and workshops (66% of respondents), postgraduate studies (21%), studying 

another major (14%), and MBA studies (nearly 8%). A total of 15% of the population did not plan to invest in 

additional competency development in the near future. 

 
 

Figure 5. The respondents’ plans concerning additional actions for competency development. 
 

4.3. Impact of Non-Formal Education on Sustainability Competencies 

To investigate this issue more deeply, respondents were also asked how their involvement in extracurricular 

activities influenced the development of particular competencies useful from the point of view of sustainable 

development. Among the most developed competencies the respondents listed were flexibility and the ability to 

adapt, openness to learning and continuous development, teamwork and responsibility, effective verbal and non- 

verbal communication, and the ability to formulate and solve problems (Figure6). 

 
 

Figure 6. The impact of extracurricular activities on competency development of the respondents. 

 

Although the respondents were not students of the PRME Champions group of universities, the research 

showed that the competencies identified by the respondents can be referred to the PRME competencies set. 
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Respondents recognized the development of the most relevant competencies, whichnwere previously identified 

by them as the most desirable by the business environment (flexibility and adaptability, responsibility and 

teamwork, communication skills). One could see consistency between the most important competences for a 

sustainable environment identified by the respondents and the best developed competencies of the respondents. 

This allowed us to assume that students and graduates of universities and business schools might be future 

creators of sustainable values in both business and society. 

The respondents positively assessed the extent to which their universities created possibilities to develop 

their competencies. Most of the answers to this question were positive, but it should be highlighted that some 

respondents evaluated this level of created opportunities as significant (approx. 9%), some as sufficient (37.2%), 

or partial (36.8%). Only a few respondents assessed it negatively, as paltry (14.6%) or non-existent (less than 

3%). Perhaps this negative assessment was related to the passivity of these respondents. They did not use the 

university’s offers in terms of additional activities, were not members of any student organizations, nor took part 

in social/charitable activities during their studies. 

The next question focused on whether those respondents participated in any social/charitable actions during 

their studies. An affirmative answer was given by 41% and a negative response by 59%. Engaged respondents 

later pointed to participation in activities benefiting various stakeholder groups such as the ill (blood donation 

action), children (Students’ Social Responsibility), the poor and needy (preparation of Christmas presents for 

those in need), animals (Students for Animals), or students (yearly students’ festival, Job Fair, Open Day of the 

university etc.). These activities support a range of student competencies, covering six areas identified by the 

PRME Champions. 

Moreover, the respondents’ perception of the competencies most desired by the business environment (and 

whether they could be developed through involvement in extracurricular activities) was surveyed. Respondents 

were asked to indicate five competencies that were the most important for the business environment. Among the 

most important ones (more than one answer was possible), social activity and involvement (66.8%), openness to 

learn and constant development (52.2%), ability to work in a team (51%), responsibility (50.2%), effective  

verbal and non-verbal communication (42.3%), and flexibility together with the ability to adapt (41.9%) were 

mentioned (Figure7). 

Figure 7. Most desired sustainability-oriented competencies according to business environment. 

 

Based on this analysis, it can be stated that the willingness of Polish students to undertake further education 

to develop sustainability-oriented competencies is in line with the PRME initiative, which highlights the key role 

of universities in responsible managerial education (PRME2018) at every level of study. Universities pursue 

raising the student awareness of the challenges they face after graduationand in their future professional and 

social lives. Therefore, it is important that this includes courses, training, or majors (including postgraduate and 

MBA) that offer education concentrated on corporate social responsibility and sustainable development. 

 
 

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

James and Card(2012) showed that students were the key actors in diagnosing the perception and 

participation in practices on sustainability implemented by universities. Educating socially aware citizens and 

shaping sustainability competencies supports the development of a social and business environment. In 
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particular, it stimulates important skills and attitudes such as creativity, initiative, perseverance, team work, risk 

understanding, and a sense of responsibility. Students need to be better prepared to face sustainability challenges 

in all aspects of life and participate in business activities in the future. To support the evolution of the idea of 

sustainable development, higher education institutions should be reformed through curriculum changes that focus 

on action-based content, developing competencies associated with social responsibility and sustainability as well 

as providing multiple possibilities for the social and ecological engagement of students. 

Competency development takes place through formal education (courses in the field of social responsibility 

and sustainable development) and non-formal education (extracurricular, e.g., student organizations, 

volunteering). It is confirmation of the view that teaching sustainable development requires a multidisciplinary 

context and a modern approach (Aktas et al.2014;Sibbel2009; Cortese2003 ; Eizaguirre et al.2019). Non-formal 

and informal learning are key elements of gaining experience through culture, youth work, volunteering,  or 

sport. This has been repeatedly emphasized by The Council of the European Union(2018) and is an important 

element of the pursuit of sustainable development (European Commission2012). 

The goal of the study was to examine how universities developed educational programs to enable students  

to shape sustainability-oriented competencies. The research analysis included both the university and student 

perspective. The investigation of Polish universities showed that all of them implemented activities in the area of 

social responsibility and sustainable development. However, the number and type of curricular and 

extracurricular activities varied. The universities’ programs were addressed to undergraduate and graduate 

students as well as MBA, postgraduate, and PhD students. Only three out of 23 analyzed universities had 

postgraduate studies in CSR or sustainable development. Furthermore, taking into consideration the continuously 

increasing amount of over 500 international companies’ BPO (Business Process Outsourcing) with over 200 

thousand employeesin Poland (Górecki2018), there is a great demand for sustainability competencies. While all 

of these companies have already implemented sustainability or CSR strategies, the conducted research showsthat 

universities have not properly responded to the growing need for CSR and sustainability specialists 

(Górecki2018;Responsible Business Forum2019). As the CSR specialist will be o fficially included in the 

classification of occupations and specialties by the Polish Ministry of Family, Labor, and SocialPolicy in 2020 

(Responsible Business Forum2019), it is expected that there will be a larger demand for specialists in this 

profession. 

Another objective of this study was to investigate if students actually engaged in activities related to 

sustainable development offered by the universities and how they perceived competency development through 

non-formal education. The research showed that one in two respondents engaged in additional activities offered 

by the universities. Moreover, the respondents well assessed the level of their sustainability competencies gained 

during their studies. These competencies included flexibility with the ability to adapt, openness to learning and 

continuous development, teamwork and responsibility, effective verbal and non-verbal communication, and the 

ability to formulate and solve problems. These skills are useful regardless of the occupation or industry and their 

high level affects both the learning outcomes of the students and the labor market (Deming2015;Heckman and 

Kautz2012). Furthermore, the respondents’ perception about the competencies most desired by thebusiness 

environment (and if they could be developed through involvement in activities from outside the study program) 

also enriched the analysis. 

Coherence could be also observed between the most important competencies for sustainable development 

and the best developed competencies of the respondents. The best developed competencies through the 

extracurricular activities offered by the universities are indicated in Figure5. These competencies largely 

conform with the PRME framework: 

A. Social skills: teamwork, team building, communication skills, presentation, assertiveness, flexibility and 

adaptability 

B. Business in the real world: social activity and involvement, openness to learning and sustainable 

development, entrepreneurship, ability to use IT tools, industry knowledge; 

C. Personal skills: critical thinking, self-awareness, decision making, leadership, creativity, problem solving, 

the pursuit of results, flexibility and adaptability, openness to learning and sustainable development, 

analytical skills, ability to present oneself ; 

D. Intercultural skills, flexibility and adaptability, foreign language skills; 

E. Academic research, business models, planning and coordination, the pursuit of results, openness to learning 

and sustainable development, ability to use IT tools; and 

F. Service, volunteering, empathy, social responsibility, global mindset, ethical awareness, empathy, social 

activity and involvement, responsibility. 

This allows us to assume that university students will be active promoters of sustainable values for business 

and society. The implementation of the UN PRME initiative certainly enables the achievement of this goal. Its 
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principles and values are increasingly being adopted by business schools around the world as a framework for 

various programs and activities (Prandi et al.2018). Promoting social, economic, and political transformation 

begins with changes in individual behavior that will translate into a better and more sustainable future for all 

people. 

The PRME framework is also applicable when applying for various job positions (especially managerial or 

relations-oriented) because soft skills often play a priority role. According to the report presented by the Warsaw 

School   of   Economics,   the  American  Chamber   of   Commerce  in  Poland,     and   Ernst &  Young  entitled 

―Competencies and qualifications sought among graduates of higher  education on the labor  market‖, the most 

important criteria considered by the company while recruiting university graduates are personal and interpersonal 

competencies, with the emphasis on ethical and sustainable attitude and engagement (Ernst & Young1012). 

These competencies, as indicated by numerous researchers, will be also important in the 

future.McKinsey&Company(2018), in cooperation with the monthly ―Forbes Polska‖, prepared a report entitled 

―Arm in arm with the robot. How to use the potential of automation in Poland‖, which examined the impact of 

automation on the Polish economy and the labor market as well as outlining the key challenges and opportunities 

that it entails. The report emphasized the fact that key skills for the future labor market will be soft skills such as 

creativity, team work, empathy, critical thinking, problem solving, and the use of technical knowledge with the 

assistance of technology. Similar observations have appeared in other analysis (World Bank2016; World 

Economic Forum2018) which list problem solving, critical thinking, creativity, team work and team management 

as well as emotional intelligence among the key skills in the future labor market. Experts point out that skills 

identified in this article can be learned and that their high level improves both learning outcomes and the job 

market (Deming2015;Heckman and Kautz2012). 

The results of this study have practical implications. Polish public universities offer  students  a wide range 

of opportunities to develop sustainability competencies. Two thirds of students believe that there are many 

opportunities offered by the universities which include, among others, membership in student organizations, 

sports, international, scientific and charity organizations, volunteering, and other additional activities. 

Participation in various types of organizations and projects enables the development of a number  of  

competencies grouped in the PRME competencies set. These include social skills such as teamwork or 

communication skills, cooperation and stakeholder management, and thestrengthening of sustainable 

development or social awareness. Sustainability-oriented competencies are perceived by many scientists as a 

determinant of the effectiveness of an individual’s functioning in society 

(e.g.,Argyle1983;Goleman2006;Borkowski2003). In turn, a number of available analyses  and  reports 

(e.g.,World Economic Forum2018,McKinsey & Company2018;World Bank2016; Ernst & Young1012 ) 

emphasize that soft skills such as creativity, teamwork, empathy, critical thinking, or problem solving will be the 

key skills for the future labor market. Volunteering and other forms of charitable activities are important 

elements of shaping competencies that enable an active creation of the future. Volunteering shapes the  

acquisition of competencies by empirical or rather random learning. Individuals start to get involved and then 

face obstacles. They have to cope with different tasks, although they are not sure whether they are dealing with 

them because they have absolutely no experience, and try to develop problem solving strategies themselves 

(Barth et al.2007). Such activities help young people to be creative, confident, and socially responsible as well as 

shape attitudes such as honesty, responsibility, self-esteem, sustainability, entrepreneurship, and readiness to take 

initiatives in teamwork or citizenship. 

Even though the universities have developed educational programs and non-curricular activities, they still 

lack a market-oriented offer for postgraduate professionals. There is also a necessity for practical workshops, 

projects with companies, and business-oriented learning approaches that could enhance the process of shaping 

students’ competencies more effectively than regular classes. Solving real-life problems during classes enables 

students to be more prepared for future challenges. This shows that cooperation between Polish universities and 

business representatives as well as NGOs should be strengthened and might largely enrich the study program and 

extracurricular activities. Partnerships for sustainable development with other universities as well with the 

business environment, NGOs, public administration agendas, and the media might create a common network of 

mutual support and a platform for knowledge exchange and dialogue. According to the old Chinese proverb 

―Tell  me  and  I  forget.  Show  me  and  I  remember.  Involve  me  and  I  understand.‖  (Ochiai1993),  universities 

should implement innovative teaching methods and educational approaches that will transform sustainable 

development education from the system of supporting superficial knowledge into an action-based learning 

system. In this context, it is important to place emphasis on sharing knowledge, research, and good practices in 

order to promote sustainable development at universities. 

By considering the above-mentioned findings and implementing them into a PRME framework, there are 

different possible implications for Polish universities, which may also be applicable for other countries. First, 

given the educational offers of Polish universities providing business studies, it is important to develop a holistic 

approach to implementing the idea of sustainable development in the curriculums. The sustainability issues 

should not only be limited to courses on corporate social responsibility, but it is important to include these issues 
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across a broad range of courses in different fields. Universities should largely focus on the development of the 

ability of students to be leaders of change in the field of sustainable development and social responsibility 

(Hesselbarth and Schaltegger2014). Competencies related to sustainable development (such as critical thinking, 

problem solving, team work, communication and negotiation skills, analytical skills, creativity and intercultural 

skills) are useful in all areas of professional and private life. 

Another issue is related to making universities aware of the student and market needs in the area of 

sustainable development competencies and diagnosing the gap between educational offers and student needs in 

the scope of sustainable development. As the CSR specialist is officially becoming a profession, the development 

of these competencies will be also more important in the future, especially for postgraduate and MBA students. 

The research has shown that this type of activity is not well prepared and does not meet market needs. 

Furthermore, it is important to further analyze what the market expectations are and how to create a framework 

that could help to educate those specialists. 

This research has shown the necessity to study formal and non-formal (extracurricular) education  

separately. Underestimation of non-formal education by universities can be a mistake, leading to the inability to 

adapt to sustainable development educational needs. The study also points to theneed to create a better 

communication platform between universities and students. In order to equip students with the necessary 

knowledge, skills, and competencies for sustainable development, universities need to make  sure that students 

are well informed about the formal and non-formal educational activities on offer. Universities constitute a 

mechanism for sustainable development and need to adequately communicate the necessary conditions for 

effective sustainable change (Disterheft et al.2013;Leal Filho2012). 

This study has several limitations. The research analysis was conducted under the specific context of Polish 

higher education institutions, although the theoretical reasoning and recommendations are not specific to this 

context. There is also a limitation in the research design caused by the convenience sampling method, which is 

related to collecting data from population members who were conveniently available for participation in this 

study. Due to an under-representation of the research sample, this research cannot be generalized to the entire 

population of students in Poland. 

This article contributes to an important discussion about the key sustainability competencies. Based on the 

above considerations, this study may have broader implications intended to highlight the importance of the 

development of sustainability competencies at universities. This research is the first to study sustainable 

development–oriented educational programs on offer among Polish universities and highlights the need to 

continue studying the role of universities in the development of competencies on a broader scale. The 

investigated Polish case can be replicated to analyze other universities in Poland as well as in other countries by 

focusing on the role of sustainability competencies in education. Incorporating sustainable development issues 

into the university’s strategy can provide a better understanding of the role of universities in shaping 

sustainability competencies. 

Finally, the conducted analysis enhances the theoretical understanding of the role of universities in 

education for sustainable development. This study contributes to the literature on sustainable development 

competencies by highlighting the role of formal and non-formal education in this field. 
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