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Abstract

In times of intense social change that pose a new set of demands to education, higher education
institutions are called to face their inner values of social responsibility in the development of "public-
minded alumni’[1], in the promotion of equal opportunities for all, despite their different cultural and
social backgrounds, in terms of access, progression and completion [2] and in the provision of
opportunities for students to become involved in intervention projects and activities that promote active
citizenship and democratic participation, beyond academic knowledge [3]. University Social
Responsibility (USR) is pointed out as central by several international organizations such as UNESCO
[4] or ISO26000 [5] but despite the increase of research in this area [6] [7] the potential impacts of
students’ participation in USR training and projects are not yet sufficiently studied. Therefore, this
research aims to consider how students from three European universities (Edinburgh, Porto and
Kaunas) perceive USR and the impact of their participation in the Erasmus + project ESSA —
experiential training with involvement in a university social responsibility audit process —, through
focus-group discussions, along with the analysis of students’ diaries.
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1. University Social Responsibility: Beyond the Ivory Tower

USR linked to the classic role of public universities has now, in the post-Bologna European
context, a renewed interest that increased the reflection on the 'third mission' of HEIs and its ‘social
dimension’ [8]. Nevertheless, the concept of USR is elusive, ranging from a continuum between a
conservative and a critical-transformative pole [9]. The conservative pole favours a definition based on
a perspective of organizational governance, keeping intervention in the field of research and teaching
unalterable, and seeing USR as a result of the marketization of HE [10]. At the other pole, the notion
of USR crosses the mission of universities as a whole, conceiving a profound transformation at all
levels of the institutional endeavour [11] [12]. In spite of this diversity, an ecological-situated reading of
USR implies recognizing the university links with ‘the ground beneath her feet’.

2. The Ecological University: A commitment to the world

An ecological-situated vision of USR [9] underlies the significance of the interaction between
the university and its contexts — thus fostering a complex vision of the role of universities, with a
commitment to the common good, "critical and enquiring, acting to put [their] resources to good effect
in promoting world well-being" (pp.252) [13], but never forgetting the different shackles that hold them
to their ground. With diverse backgrounds and cultural contexts, there is no “one size fits all" model for
universities to follow. However, common objectives and principles regarding USR can be observed
[14] and USR projects can generate positive impacts both for the institution and the community [15].

Authors like Ye [15] suggest that "universities need to actively participate in various "projects"
and "programs" in order to promote economic development and social stability, and also improve the
livelihood of citizens" (pp.218). The university must "develop pro-active human minds for the full
exercise of citizenship through creative actions capable of building socially responsible and
economically sustainable societies" (pp.135) [16]. It's assumed that the involvement of students in
training and USR projects can be a good opportunity for them as critical citizens, promoting the
development of other skills that, ultimately, foster a better employability and a more complex, and
judicious exercise of citizenship.

The university is responsible for promoting multiple learning spaces that allows students to
learn in context and develop essential skills. Thus, USR activities and projects can promote the
development of "decision-making capacities, participation and personal involvement and responsibility
on the part of students, which are usually translated into autonomy behaviours" (pp.62) [17]. The
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students should be able to develop skills that allows them to become aware and improve the socio-
environmental impacts of their actions and ultimately become collaborative and creative future
professionals and, maybe more importantly, citizens of todays’ world [18].

3. Research context and methodology

This research is carried out in relation to ESSA Project - European Students, Sustainability
Auditing (funded by the European Commission's Erasmus+) which comprises a consortium of
European universities: University of Edinburgh, Kaunas University of Technology and University of
Porto, together with their student associations, the European Student Union and the National Union of
Students of the United Kingdom. Based on a multidimensional approach, the main objectives of ESSA
are to develop a certificate programme for students in USR auditing.

Although, this study is related to ESSA, his tasks are carried out autonomously using a
mixed research methodology [19] and will focus on the perceived impact of ESSA amongst 45
students, who participated in practical audit exercises, through focus-group discussions, along with
students’ diaries about their learning process.

4. Findings

Deepening the preliminary results that suggested ESSA could "empower students as critical
agents of social responsibility" (pp. 1173) [20] and that students valued "the opportunities to work
outside their disciplinary areas” (p.1174), the content analysis was based on three categories of
perceived impact in: academic life; civic/political life and professional life.

a) Perceptions of impact in academic life

Through the analysis, it was possible to understand that the students have different
approaches concerning the impact on their academic life: some of them identify the acquisition of skills
like leadership, team work, time management, public-speaking, reporting and analytical capacities;
and others consider that the project influenced the perspective of their studies and has led to a greater
involvement in their university.

b) Perceptions of impact in civic/political life

The students’ opinions regarding this category were fairly homogeneous. They repeatedly
highlighted the impact in the growth of their active civic participation and mostly in the knowledge and
conscience they developed about social responsibility, their capacity to identify social responsible
companies and their acknowledgement that everything has impact and that they can make the
difference.

c) Perceptions of impact in (future) professional life

Concerning the impact in their professional life and employability, the students mentioned
different sets of effects. A group of these effects are related to themselves: the content and the
development of extra skills, empowered capacities, hands-on training and field experience in the area
of their studies. The other impact is more external and related to future employers, with the perception
that participation in the project will differentiate them both on their CVs and in interviews, not just for
the subject but also for being an international project.

5. Conclusions

According to Barnett [13], the university is connected and interpenetrated by seven vital
ecosystems: "knowledge, social institutions (including the political sphere), economy, natural
environment, culture, learning, and human subjectivity" (p.46). Although all these ecosystems
influence students, he focuses on the latter two to say that the university should support its students to
become "ecological students". This vision allows students a “liquid learning”, in the sense that learning
itself is in constant movement and people are exposed to different forms, sizes, and intensities of
learning spaces. In the university, we find plural learning spaces, not only linked to the official
program’s content, but also to extracurricular activities and USR projects that can “offer students, (...)
a distinct opportunity for improving their practical and communication skills, enhancing their sense of
social responsibility and developing a better understanding of the connection between theory and
practice” (pp.423) [21].

The "ecological student" is immersed in different ecosystems that challenge and potentiate
learning situations, which are not only focused in the understanding and participation inside the walls
of universities, but in its transferability to their understanding and action in society in general. To
understand this process is considering HEIs as a “support to students in developing (...) the ability to
combine subject matter knowledge and a set of complementary skills in ways that go beyond



traditional classroom classic assignments and objective examinations” (pp.422-423) [22]. Our data
seems to suggest that ESSA has such a learning potential, and that experimenting USR in practice
can be a valuable experience for ecological students in these diverse universities.
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