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Abstract 

This paper explores Social Sustainability Consciousness (SSC) with the main objective of examining 

levels of awareness and practices of SSC relevant for attaining the 2030 Sustainable Development (SD) 

Goals among Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) guided by the social theory. This paper is guided by 

three key questions: Are there any differences in having heard of SD among stakeholders in HEIs? 

What is the level of SSC awareness among HEIs? How do HEIs practice SSC for SD? Structured 

questionnaire was distributed to 6 HEIs in Tanzania. Quantitative data collected from 119 academic 

staff and 743 students was analyzed descriptively and complemented with Key Informants Interviews 

from 8 HEI leaders where thematic analysis was employed. The differences on having heard of SD 

among the stakeholders in HEIs showed that the staff (99.2%) compared to students (94.1%) had heard 

of SD. On SSC awareness, the findings include staff (53.4%) and students (49.1%) strongly agreed that 

to achieve SD then every human being is entitled to access good education. Level of SSC awareness 

shows that staff (71.6%) and students (59.5%) strongly opined that men and women throughout the 

world must be given the same opportunities for education and employment. Staff (61.5%) and students 

(53.7%) as HEI stakeholders strongly agreed that they practise SSC by being ready for sustainable 

living. Some HEI leaders added that for SSC practices in HEIs for SD, there is the need for “identifying 

talented students is crucial for innovation when considering SD as well as allowing staff mobility”. 

This study concludes that there are differences among stakeholders in having heard of SD and that the 

level of SSC awareness for SD is more for staff compared to students while staff, students and leaders 

of HEIs practice SSC by stating that they are ready for sustainable living.  

Key Words:  Social Sustainability Consciousness, Higher Education Institutions, Sustainable 

Development,  Tanzania 
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Introduction: - 

Education and lifelong learning are critical in the post-pandemic. Lifelong learning has been 

documented from an educational setting perspective by scholars such as Thwe and Kalman (2024) by 

revealing that the three common research trends are policies, learning abilities and factors which 

influence lifelong learning. On the other hand, scholars like Omotosho et al. (2025) commented that 

there is a growing prominence of sustainability in academia. Furthermore, Omotosho et al. (2025) 

opined that sustainability projects can give priority to issues like stakeholder engagement and 

university-community partnerships. It is clear that universities as Higher Education Institution (HEIs) 

should embrace sustainability to support Sustainable Development (SD) which is anchored in three 

pillars of economic, environment and social.    

 

In addition, the importance of education and lifelong learning is not just for economic resilience but 

also social resilience. The existing past studies on social resilience particularly for Tanzania such as 

Hambati and Yengoh (2016), Kamanyi (2023), Mngumi (2021), Obrist et al. (2022), and Sweya et al. 

(2021) have concentrated on issues related to water, health, social capital and natural disasters but not 

in higher education. For instance, Mngumi (2021) found that bonding and bridging social capital 

contributes to building resilience for climate change in peri-urban areas.  

 

Therefore, this paper adds to the body of knowledge on resilience particularly social resilience by 

exploring Social Sustainability Consciousness (SSC) with the main objective of examining levels of 

awareness and practices of SSC relevant for attaining the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

among Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) guided by the social theory. This paper is guided by three 

key questions: 

I. Are there any differences in having heard of SD among stakeholders in HEIs?  

II. What is the level of SSC awareness among HEIs?  

III. How do HEIs practice SSC for SD?  
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Literature review: 

Social Sustainability Consciousness 

Sustainability Consciousness (SC) has been generally defined as awareness of the sustainability 

phenomena (Bacci et al. (2024). On the other hand, sustainable development covers 3 pillars which are 

economic, social and environment (Fischer et al., 2023). However, Thondhlana and Nkosi (2024) 

focused on sustainability in universities confirming that awareness in campuses is key. Hence, in this 

paper, the term Social Sustainability Consciousness (SSC) refers to the overall awareness of the social 

aspects of sustainable development among the stakeholders (students, staff and leaders) of universities.  

   

Higher Education Institutions 

Literature on the concept of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) exists such as the JRC technical report 

by Bonaccorsi et al. (2019). The report by Bonaccorsi et al. (2019) described HEIs as having the ability 

to increase the level of education of the region and thus contributes to the creation of human capital. 

Likewise, Olo et al. (2021) defined HEIs as instruments for development but also as agents that promote 

knowledge as well as transmit growth from the economic and social context through teaching, 

researching, and proving public service missions. Other scholars such as Filho et al. (2025) have opined 

that HEIs can contribute to sustainable development. Apart from sustainable development contribution, 

HEIs according to Lewicka (2022) have also been described as having a trend of evolving towards 

business organizations. For purposes of this study, HEIs refers to universities that focus on research 

and innovation in relation to sustainable development.  

Sustainable Development 

Sustainable Development (SD) is a concept that was coined in the Brundtland commission and the 

study by Fischer et al. (2023) indicate that the definition of SD is the development that meets the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. In 

connecting SD to higher education, the study by Filho et al. (2025) noted that HEIs can contribute to 

SD through many ways and examples of these ways can include community engagements, research and 

education but also to influence policy. The concept of SD has also been connected to education whereby 
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scholars like Chusniyah et al. (2025), Tejedor et al. (2022), Muhonen et al. (2024) and Urbano et al. 

(2025) have mentioned about SD in higher education. Tejedor et al. (2022) commented that Education 

for SD as ESD plays an essential role in enabling humanity to tackle various challenges through human 

actions on nature. In 2023, Mokski and others used an interdisciplinarity approach to connect education 

and sustainable development by stressing the need for dual curricula strategies (Mokski et al., 2023). 

This paper adopts the definition of SD according to the Brundtland commission.  

 

Social Theory 

Social theory was developed by several theorists who are Max Weber, Alfred Marshall and Vilfredo 

Pareto (Coleman, 1986). And according to Willis et al. (2007), the social theory assumes that there is 

the social context of human actions. This paper assumes that human actions are also present in 

universities as HEIs. Therefore, the use of social theory serves as a guidance in exploring SSC for 

purposes of examining the levels of awareness and practices of SSC that are relevant for attaining the 

2030 SDGs among HEIs.  

 

The application of social theory in investigating higher education in areas of service learning is noted 

by Abenir and Ka (2020). By using the social theory approach, the study found that service learning 

can be charity-based or community-based or liberating-based or critical-based. Other scholars have 

found that when using social theory, in particular, the critical social theory for studying physical 

education. For instance, Brown and Llyod (2024) professional learning to develop scholars by applying 

the critical social theory and concluded that a range of other aspects of critical social theory can be 

considered as a form of professional learning.    

 

Further application of social theory is evident in creative and reflective methods. For example, Mitchell 

et al. (2025) conducted research on playing with social theory for teaching and practices and found that 

the creative and reflective methods can apply in teaching and practices. However, several challenges 

were noted like disruption of normative dispositions when introducing play in classrooms (Mitchell et 
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al., 2025). Other social theories that have been applied in higher education include the social capital 

theory from a study by Gentry et al. (2025) which discovered that using a systematic literature review, 

there were 5 papers out of 80 publications that complemented the use of social theory followed by a 

social network analysis.   

 

In education, more literature exists of past studies that have applied the social theory and these include 

Dressman (2008), Low et al. (2024) and Patricia and Susan (2023). While Patricia and Susan (2023) 

ventured in pedagogy of hope using critical social theory, other scholars like Eybers and Paulet (2022) 

have even explored social theory in the context of sociocultural theory. However, the study by Low et 

al. (2024) examined social theory use in higher education and one of the contributions from the study  

is that theories are useful if these theories are linked with observable phenomena. In order to explore 

more methods towards the guidance of the social theory in examining SSC in HEIs, this paper applied 

both quantitative and qualitative methods to address the specific objectives concerning issues of 

differences in hearing SD, levels of SSC awareness and HEIs practices of SSC for SD.     

 

Social Sustainability Consciousness Practices among Higher Education Institutions   

Studies on SSC are limited and those that exist such as Gericke et al. (2019) focused on improving the 

sustainability consciousness questionnaire and concluded that both the longer and shorter versions of 

the scale for measuring sustainability consciousness in terms knowingness, attitude and behaviour can 

present excellent psychometric quality. This paper adapts the shorter version of the sustainability 

consciousness questionnaire as well as expands the sample study by including staff and academic 

leaders and hence combines staff, students and leaders of HEIs.  

 

HEIs and sustainability are concepts which have also caught the attention of Abo-Khalil (2024) when 

examining the challenges and opportunities for universities when integrating sustainability. The study 

by Abo-Khalil (2024) utilized a mixed method approach of quantitative and qualitative. The study 

found that in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), one of the major challenges when integrating 
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sustainability in universities is awareness, lack of collaboration,  financial constraints, complexity of 

teaching, cultural differences and understanding of sustainability by both educators and students 

whereas the opportunities include investment and enhancement of the university reputation.  

Not only university reputation has been studied but also exploring stakeholder engagements as the case 

for the study by Filho et al. (2025). Promoting sustainable development is crucial and requires the 

involvement of stakeholders in higher education. For instance, Filho et al. (2025) stated that there is 

the need to explore how the various stakeholders in higher education actually contribute to SD. In fact, 

Filho et al. (2025) embarked on studying 29 cases in order to provide actionable insights and guidance 

on how to enhance sustainability efforts with results indicating that HEIs from the analysis of Africa, 

Asia, America (South and North), and Europe are engaging diverse stakeholders across the academic 

and social context. These diverse stakeholders include students, faculty, administration, alumni, 

research community and even industry partners. Filho et al. (2025) suggested that inclusive 

participation and interdisciplinary educational programs which integrate sustainability in the curricular 

is crucial for engaging stakeholders effectively.  

 

Similarly, Omotosho et al. (2025) found that collaboration is one of the effective practises for 

university-led projects on sustainability and thus echoing Abo-Khalil (2024) findings on integrating 

sustainability in HEIs. However, Eraslan et al. (2024) concentrated on SC and environmental 

behaviours among sports science students particularly the demographic differences. Using a 

quantitative approach and both analysis of ANOVA and regression, the findings indicated that there 

are significant differences in terms of gender, age and academic achievement among the sports science 

students in Turkey. Most importantly, Eraslan et al. (2024)’s findings revealed that there is a significant 

positive relationship between SC and environmental behaviours among the sports science students (p 

< 0.001). 

 

From the perspective of Indonesia, the study by Farlina et al. (2024) applied a Structural Equation 

Modelling (SEM) and found that SC in higher education among students show that attitude towards 
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sustainability have stronger influence on behavior than knowledge. Farlina et al. (2024) commented 

for the need to foster SC to achieve SD.  For Africa, studies on SC exist in South Africa and Zimbabwe 

(Ncube et al., 2024; Shange et al., 2024; Uleanya & Yassim, 2025; Uleanya et al., 2024) but also other 

African countries like in Somalia where Abdullahi et al. (2024) discovered that university students 

displayed a significant positive relationship between education for SD and behaviour. For East Africa, 

Kidere and Mkwizu (2022, 2023) examined sustainability in relation to education but concentrated in 

tourism only. In expanding literature on SC in the context of Tanzania, this study examines the levels 

of awareness and practices of SSC relevant for attaining the 2030 SDGs among HEIs.     

Methods:- 

The utilization of mixed methods (quantitative and qualitative) deemed fit for this study which explores 

SSC in HEIs. In order to address the specific objectives, this paper used qualitative method to 

supplement the quantitative results. The study location for this research is in Tanzania where structured 

questionnaire was distributed to 6 HEIs  indicated in Table 1. The quantitative data was collected from 

a sample size of 119 academic staff  and 743 students. Both purposive sampling and snowballing 

sampling were applied to obtain the respondents in this paper. In fact, the study by Palinkas et al. (2015) 

noted that sampling strategies can be combined and this approach may be more appropriate according 

to the aims of the implementation research and even more consistent with current developments in 

quantitative methods. The purposive sampling in this study was deployed by involving the staff and 

student leaders and then snowballing sampling was used by the staff leaders and student leaders to 

inform their colleagues to fill in the online survey questionnaire. The quantitative data from staff and 

students was analyzed descriptively using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software 

version 25 to avail percentage distributions. The descriptive analysis was complemented with Key 

Informants face to face interviews from 8 HEI leaders where thematic analysis was employed.  

 

 

Table 1: List of Universities for this Study 

List of Universities 
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    The Open University of Tanzania (OUT)    

  

     St. Augustine University of Tanzania (SAUT) 

 

    University of Dodoma (UDOM) 

 

    State University of Zanzibar (SUZA) 

 

    Mbeya University of Science and Technology (MUST) 

 

    Nelson Mandela African Institute of Science and Technology (NM-AIST) 

 

 Source: Field data (2024) 

 

Findings and Discussion:- 

Table 2 provides the general characteristics of the staff  in terms of age and gender. For Table 1, the 

staff age distribution shows that majority are between the age of 30 to 40 (44.5%) while the gender 

distribution indicates mostly males (68.9%). This suggest that the staff in the selected HEIs are mostly 

young males.  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Characteristics of Staff in HEIs (n=119) 

Variables Frequency Percentage (%) 

Age:   

         29 years or younger 

         30- 40 years 

         41-50 years 

         51-60 years 

         61 years or older 

 

14 

53 

33 

19 

0 

 

11.8 

44.5 

27.7 

16.0 

00.0 
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Gender:      

                   Male 

                   Female 

 

82 

37 

 

68.9 

31.1 

 Source: Field data (2024) 

 

On the part of the students in Table 3 is the age distributions which show that most of the respondents 

were between the age of 21-24 years old (56.3%) and they are males (64.7%). These findings imply 

that more than half of the students in the selected HEIs for this study were between the age of 21 to 24 

years with many being males.  

 

In summary, the characteristics for both staff and students in terms of gender indicates more males than 

females. The findings of this study differ from Abdullahi et al. (2024), Eraslan et al. (2024), and Farlina 

et al. (2024) due to the methodological approach whereby this study did not just sample students but 

also included the staff and leaders of HEIs when examining sustainability consciousness.  

 

Table 3: Characteristics of Students in HEIs (n=743) 

Variables Frequency Percentage (%) 

Age:  

         20 years or younger 

         21- 24 years 

         25-30 years 

         31 years or older 

 

 

49 

418 

79 

197 

 

 6.6 

56.3 

10.6 

26.5 

Gender:    

                Male 

                Female 

 

 

481 

262 

 

64.7 

35.3 

Source: Field data (2024) 

 

Differences in having heard of SD among stakeholders in HEIs  
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The differences on having heard of SD among the stakeholders in HEIs showed that the staff (99.2%) 

compared to students (94.1%) had heard of SD as displayed in Figure 1 for staff and Figure 2 for 

students. These results suggest that both (staff and students) have heard of SD but the students’ score 

is less than that of the staff meaning that the staff have heard of SD more than the students for the 

selected universities within Tanzania. The findings of this study differ from Filho et al. (2025) since 

this particular paper concentrated on staff and students only in the context of Tanzania. In Filho et al. 

(2025) the framework for SD in HEIs included other stakeholder engagements such as the industry 

experts, private sector, Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and even the general public. However, this 

implies that there is room for more future research within the context of Tanzania to involve other 

stakeholders.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

    

  

 

 

 

 

 

99.2% 

0.8% 
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  Figure 1: Staff who heard of SD 

   Source: Field data (2024)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Figure 2: Students who heard of SD 

   Source: Field data (2024)  

 

Level of SSC awareness among HEIs  

On SSC awareness, the findings in Table 4 include staff (53.4%) and students (49.1%) who strongly 

agreed that in order to achieve SD then every human being is entitled to access good education. More 

staff (61.2%) than students (50.3%) strongly agreed that peaceful conflict resolution through discussion 

is necessary for SD. Similarly, there are more staff (61.2%) than students (54.1%) strongly agreeing to 

the statement of respecting human rights which is necessary for SD.  Most importantly, the level of 

SSC awareness shows that staff (71.6%) and students (59.5%) have strongly opined that men and 

 

 

 

 

94.1% 

5.9% 
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women throughout the world must be given the same opportunities for education and employment. This 

implies that there are challenges in opportunities and thus opinions are calling for same opportunities 

be given to men and women. The statement on everyone ought to be given the opportunity to acquire 

the knowledge, values and skills that are necessary to live sustainably has scored 67.2% for staff and 

55.9% for students.  

Similarly, the statement concerning when I use a computer or mobile to chat, to text, to play games and 

so on, I always treat others as respectfully as I would in real life has received a score of 56.9% for staff 

while 37.4% for students. However, for the statement on supporting an aid organization or 

environmental group has a reverse score where students 37.1 % strongly agreed more than the staff 

(36.2%). This suggests that there is a difference of opinion in terms of supporting aid organizations or 

environmental groups but the difference is minimum. Generally, the staff scores for most statements 

on the level of awareness on SSC is higher than for students. The results from this study support Abo-

Khalil (2024) which confirmed that awareness is one of the challenges for integrating sustainability in 

UAE universities.   

 

Table 4: Social Sustainability Consciousness (SSC) awareness for Staff and Students in HEIs 

Statements for SSC  Percentage (%) by Staff  Percentage (%) by Students 

To achieve sustainable 

development, every 

human being is entitled to 

the access of good 

education.   

53.4 49.1 

Peaceful conflict 

resolution through 

discussion is necessary 

for SD.  

61.2 50.3 

Respecting human rights 

is necessary for SD.   

61.2 54.1 

We have to ensure that 

future generations enjoy 

the same quality of life as 

we do today. 

69.0 54.5 
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Men and women 

throughout the world 

must be given the same 

opportunities for 

education and 

employment. 

71.6 59.5 

Everyone ought to be 

given the opportunity to 

acquire the knowledge, 

values and skills that are 

necessary to live 

sustainably. 

67.2 55.9 

I support an aid 

organization or 

environmental group. 

36.2 37.1 

When I use a computer or 

mobile to chat, to text, to 

play games and so on, I 

always treat others as 

respectfully as I would in 

real life. 

56.9 37.4 

 

Source: Field data (2024)  

 

HEIs practices on SSC for SD  

Additionally, Table 5 represents both staff (61.5%) and students (53.7%) as HEI stakeholders who 

strongly agreed that they practice SSC by being ready for sustainable living. Some HEI leaders added 

that for SSC practices in HEIs for SD, there is the need for “identifying talented students is crucial for 

innovation when considering SD as well as allowing staff mobility”. The results of this study suggest 

that the staff and students are ready for sustainable living and that, it is crucial to identify talented 

students for innovation purposes when considering SD in HEIs as well as allow staff mobility. Further 

findings also reveal that more students (32.1%) compared to staff (25.9%) stated to have adequate skills 

to promote sustainability practices. This finding is positive and supports Filho et al. (2025) to include 

students as stakeholders in HEIs practices.  
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Table 5: Social Sustainability Consciousness (SSC) practices for Staff and Students in HEIs 

Statements for SSC 

practices 

Percentage (%) by Staff  Percentage (%) by Students 

I am ready for sustainable 

living 

61.5 53.7 

I have access to resources 

for sustainability 

projects. 

25 28.8 

I have adequate skills to 

promote sustainability 

practices 

25.9 32.1 

I have internet 

connectivity to perform 

duties related to 

sustainability. 

26.7 24.8 

I am not hindered in my 

practice of sustainability 

due to geographical 

location. 

27.6 17 

 

Source: Field data (2024)  

 

Conclusion:- 

This study concludes that in examining SSC in HEIs within the context of Tanzania, there are 

differences among stakeholders in having heard of SD. The findings revealed more staff than students 

heard of SD. Interestingly, the findings also show that the level of SSC awareness for SD is more for 

staff compared to students while staff, students and leaders of HEIs practice SSC by stating that they 

are ready for sustainable living.  

 

Practical and Managerial Implications 
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These findings have both practical and managerial implications for HEIs. On the practical level is that 

HEIs should consider that there are more staff than students who have heard of SD. This further implies 

the need to roll out more education programs so that more students will be hear about the concept of 

SD. Similarly, HEIs should ensure that there are activities in place that increases the level of SSC 

awareness for students since results show that staff are more aware compared to students. From the 

managerial front, it is important for HEIs to ensure that the leaders within these education institutions 

continue to manage practices of SSC across the three stakeholders.  

 

 

Study Recommendations  

Hence, this study recommends that to achieve SD in higher education then HEIs should encourage 

stakeholders (staff, students and leaders) to continue the practice of identifying talent among students, 

allow staff mobility as well as ensure there is access to education but most importantly men and women 

be given same opportunities for education and employment to build social resilience for sustainable 

societies.  

 

 

Limitations for the study and Suggestions for further studies  

This study also has limitations. This use of cross-sectional study for this study is a limitation and 

therefore, future studies can explore a longitudinal research design. The sample units of analysis for 

this paper were staff, students and HEIs leaders. This gives room for future studies to expand the 

research to other groups such as CSOs, Alumni, general public and the private sector. In addition, this 

paper concentrated on HEIs whereas future studies to have the opportunity to explore other sectors 

within the country such as in agriculture, tourism, and mining in order to ascertain the SSC awareness 

among its stakeholders. Researchers in other parts of the world including African countries can use this 

study to conduct similar research for purposes of adding more knowledge about SSC.     
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