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Abstract: The process of management professionalization is progressing in many universities in the
world. It results from the growing importance of technology, globalization, social and economic
transformations, including the requirement of competitive operation in market conditions. This
process is based on the principles of social responsibility for the quality of services provided with
transparency as well as respect for the idea of sustainable development. The subject of the con-
siderations in the article is the impact of sustainable development on the culture of the quality of
professionalization of management in universities operating in Poland. The exploratory inspiration
came from the authors’ own experiences and secondary sources, including books, articles and reports.
The research methods used were participant observation and critical analysis of the content of the
collected materials. The obtained results made it possible to design and conduct a descriptive and
explanatory nomothetic study based on survey with direct questionnaire. The collected material
became the basis for implementation of the idea of sustainable development and its impact on the
quality culture of professionalization of university management in the future. The suggestions
proposed by the authors may be used by university managers to define a development roadmap in
the field of professionalization of teaching and organizational processes management based on the
concept of sustainable development.

Keywords: sustainability culture; higher education; professionalization of management

1. Introduction

The concept of sustainable development requires a balanced approach in social, eco-
nomic and environmental areas [1–4]. Especially policy and educational culture supports
the process of mutual understanding for diversity and creating a better world for the
future in the trend of sustainable development [5]. The role of sustainable education can
be expressed as “learn to know”, “learn to act”, “learn to live together”, “learn to be” and
“learn to transform yourself and society” and “learn to live sustainably” [6,7]. In this spirit,
education institutions and especially universities are treated as those organizations that
should not only create knowledge, but above all create “environment-human-economy
balance” solutions based on the ideas of diversity.

Both in practice and in the literature on the university management professionaliza-
tion, some trends can be observed when it comes to the change of widely understood
management in the higher education sector. Changes in the area of higher education are
dictated by economic, social or political trends, e.g., globalization, internalization or social
economy. At present, the Polish higher education sector is a perfect example of that. The
state authorities in charge of higher education have introduced regulations entitled “Act
2.0”, which has resulted in a number of changes in higher education. To a large extent, the
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new regulations have led to a transformation in the academic order. In Poland, one can ob-
serve massification of higher education, increased competition or partial commercialization
of the sector. New legal regulations impose even greater responsibility on universities to
take action. Universities ought to act in a transparent manner. This policy is consistent with
global trends, assuming the autonomy of universities in the ways of managing their assets
and in creating study programs in which universities are required to take responsibility for
the quality of the provided services [8]. In the Polish system of higher education, mecha-
nisms aimed at controlling the quality of education have been strengthened through the
evaluation of educational programs, research on the scientific development of scientific and
teaching staff, evaluation of conducted classes or examination of the career development
of graduates.

An important point of the changes in the Polish higher education system is the
promotion of the idea of education quality assessment by external institutions among
universities. In this way, Polish higher education institutions (HEIs) have a chance to create
curricula consistent with international trends and based on common criteria. According
to Normand, international institutions, assessing the quality of education at universities,
are increasingly becoming regulators. At the same time, they create a coherent quality
assessment for all universities, thus ensuring their transparency [9]. The literature on the
subject devotes significant attention to the issues of methodology of university quality
assessment [10–12], which largely depends on the region in which a given university is
assessed. This usually depends on the culture of the country the university comes from.
On the other hand, a certain universality of educational quality assessment programs is
emphasized, which makes it possible to evaluate universities according to transparent
rules and criteria [13–15]. This approach is consistent with the principles of the concept
of sustainable development, which refers to issues in the area of socio-economic policies
with an impact on other areas, including education, which has and will have a significant
impact on the future of societies.

Along with the growing awareness of quality assessment at universities, the number
of internal units at universities, whose aim is to control and ensure proper quality of
education, has also increased. These units are, in a way, a binder connecting universities
with external accreditation bodies. There has been a change in the course of academic
culture at universities towards internal control [16]. Such a situation has also been observed
over the last decade in Polish HEIs. In the literature on the subject, there are many views
on internal quality control at universities [8,17–22]. A common feature of all contemporary
views on the issue of internal quality control in HEIs should be its specific responsibility
towards the HEI stakeholders and the society itself in international and not only local
terms. Such an approach is supported by the fact that universities participating in the
processes of international evaluation of education become the guarantor of the quality
of their diplomas which can be used all over the world. It is also important to adjust
internal units and procedures of quality control at universities to international standards
and requirements [23]. While a balanced approach is often and readily included in legal
acts and executive documents of universities, it is then difficult to implement specific
solutions and monitor progress. Finally, it is extremely important to have it implemented
because of the social responsibility of the university as educational units.

In the era of globalization, an important area of universities’ activity is their social rela-
tion, which should manifest itself in their social responsibility [24,25]. Universities should
build this responsibility through transparency and clarity of their management processes.
They should be transparent, and the information about procedures and results of control
should be open and available to the society. This is a rather complicated issue, considering
some kind of limitations occurring at universities, e.g., cultural limitations, resulting from
the country of the university origin, or legal constraints. Moreover, institutions examining
the quality of universities should act in a transparent way and treat all the universities
participating in the assessment process equally. This is only possible if uniform quality
assessment procedures and criteria are established. Gaston, on the other hand, points out
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that excessive formalization of qualitative assessment and, consequently, accountability of
the university, may contribute to the reduction of its autonomy [26].

In this context, professionalization in university management, based on the idea
of sustainable development, reflecting the balance between the systemic approach and
academic autonomy resulting from respect for diversity is important. The aim of the article
is to discuss the impact of the idea of diversified and sustainable development on the
culture of professionalization of management in universities operating in Poland.

The defined research objective was translated into a research problem with the fol-
lowing content: definition and evaluation of the hitherto favorable circumstances and
adversities in the implementation and application of solutions for the professionalization
of management based on the concept of sustainable development in the structures of
the University.

This educational sector is particularly important because it prepares future genera-
tions of economic, political, technological and social leaders who will be responsible for
introducing the concept of sustainable development into societies’ DNA. Ergo universities
themselves should be marked by the spirit of sustainable development to “teach sustain-
able existence”. This means that the way they are managed should be sustainable. An
exemplification adequate to the requirements of the situation seems to be the concept of
professionalization of management based on the sustainable development path.

To determine whether the indicated development direction is expected by the aca-
demic community and possible to be achieved, the authors decided to verify the following
hypothesis: the idea of sustainable development implemented in the process of uni-
versity management professionalization influences the creation of a diversified quality
culture. Here the following questions arise:

• How to create such sustainable universities?
• Are the universities subject to transformation and already transforming in accordance

with the idea of sustainable development?
• Do the employees perceive these changes?
• What decisions concerning the structural and resource components of the universities

have already been made?
• What areas of relations with the environment are currently taken care of by the universities?

In order to obtain answers to such questions, the authors had to refer to their own
experiences in contacts with scientific and didactic institutions and organizations, analyze
the aggregate knowledge in published materials such as books, articles and reports, and
obtain information from university employees as members of the academic community.
The research methods used in this respect were, respectively, participant observation,
qualitative desk research analysis and a questionnaire study on the professionalization of
university management.

Maintaining the academic ethos related to social trust in a turbulently changing reality
with financial, social and organizational challenges poses an adaptation necessity for
higher education. Understanding the approach and operation of Polish universities in the
field of professionalization of university management in accordance with the directives of
sustainable development is important, according to the authors, for at least two reasons—
firstly because of the authority assigned to universities as guides shaping the minds of
future generations and secondly because of the organizational functionality in the socio-
economic structures of countries.

The analysis of the collected material allowed us to determine the theoretical and
practical implications of the application of the idea of sustainable development in university
management processes, with exemplification in the form of creating possible differentiated
formulas of quality culture in universities on the example of Poland.

2. Sustainability Culture of University

The notions of “sustainability” and “sustainable development” are increasingly emerg-
ing in the science and practice of management in contemporary society, starting with
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business, through international development, and ending up with education and poli-
tics [27,28]. Both terms are complex in nature, but “sustainable development” can be
characterized as a response to the awareness of dynamic economic growth and industri-
alization which contribute to the degradation of the environment and, consequently, to
the dramatic consequences of ecological and social changes. The literature on the subject
shows a great diversity regarding the conceptualization and implementation of sustainable
development in various academic disciplines [29–32].

In the context of sustainable development, it is worth mentioning the United Nations
(UN) initiative, Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN). It was set up in
2012 under the auspices of the UN Secretary General. SDSN mobilizes global scientific
and technological expertise to promote practical solutions for sustainable development,
including the implementation of the sustainable development goals and the Paris Climate
Agreement. SDSN works closely with United Nations agencies, multilateral financing
institutions, the private sector, and civil society. SDSN’s mission is to promote integrated
approaches to implement the sustainable development goals and the Paris Agreement
on Climate Change, through education, research, policy analysis, and global cooperation.
One of the goals of sustainable development is education quality to ensure inclusive and
equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. According
to latest sustainable development report (2021) Poland ranks 15th out of 165 countries with
education quality indicator on track and some challenges remain.

The first attempt to define the role of education in contributing to a more sustainable
society at the global level was made in the Stockholm Declaration of 1972. In 1990, the
first declaration (the Talloires Declaration) was created on the role of higher education
in response to the ever-growing global environmental problems. Since then, work on
sustainable development in HEIs has continued, both as a mission of universities in shaping
society and as a response to the growing importance of sustainable development [33–35].

E. Hoover and M. Harder believe that the role of universities in shaping future mem-
bers of society and potential leaders is significant. HEIs carry out these tasks by introducing
innovations, conducting scientific research and shaping knowledge that contributes to the
perception of a world where there can be no lack of sustainable development. It should be
stated that not only activities undertaken by universities are crucial, but also the way they
are conducted is important [33,36]. Changes in the educational quality processes, decision
making and organizational structure are able to be carried out only when accompanied
by a simultaneous creation of a sustainable quality culture. This is a huge challenge for
the higher education sector on a global scale, requiring overcoming internal resistance on
the part of academic teachers, legal and organizational barriers, as well as the interests
of numerous stakeholders who often have diversified views on the possibility of making
changes in the traditional academic order shaped over the years.

A quality culture can be defined in different ways. There is no single definition
that clearly characterizes it. J.A. Woods defines a quality culture by combining it with a
systemic approach, characterizing six fundamental values that constitute a pro-effective
quality culture: (1) focus on processes; (2) learning is crucial; (3) all stakeholders work
together towards the same goal; (4) there is open access to all information regarding intra-
organizational processes; (5) there is open and transparent communication; (6) there are
partner relationships within the organizational structure. Some definitions refer to quality
management, while others define it in relation to the activity. In this approach, a qual-
ity culture of HEIs is a derivative of academic culture. Over twenty years of experience
in managing institutions of the higher education sector in Poland prove that the imple-
mentation of a formalized education quality control system does not directly affect the
provision of high-quality education. Therefore, the key issue seems to be the engagement
of stakeholders in the process of improving quality culture in the higher education sector.
Through the increasing participation of internal and external stakeholders, its development
is very important and brings results. Therefore, the quality culture in HEIs can be a kind of
synthesis of academic culture and business methods of quality management [22].
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According to the definition of the European University Association, a quality culture
is an organizational culture whose main objective is to continuously improve quality. It
distinguishes two essential elements of quality culture: the first one has a structural and
managerial nature, related to the quality improvement process, whereas the second one
concerns cultural and psychological aspects referring to common expectations, beliefs
and values in the area of quality improvement. HEIs should manage in such a way that
both of these elements support the others in synergy, thus contributing to the systematic
development of the higher education sector. The concepts of quality management and
quality assurance had emerged earlier than the concept of sustainable quality culture. The
latter responds to the emerging concerns of the academic community who are skeptical
about the introduction of changes to the existing procedures and tools typical for quality
management which do not necessarily have a positive impact on the management process
of HEIs [37].

HEIs should strive to create a sustainable quality culture that is achievable through
a long-term development that takes into account quality assurance processes, academic
ethos and mutual trust of all stakeholders engaged in this process. A sustainable quality
culture can be achieved through regular evaluation and control, while balancing excessive
bureaucracy. One of the barriers may be fixed financial expenditure and investment in
human resources, which constitutes significant costs for universities. On the other hand,
the benefits of this should be treated as a long-term investment resulting in increasing
a competitive position in relation to other universities and ensuring a high quality of
educational offer. The key mechanisms considered to be strategic in the context of creating
a quality culture include widespread knowledge sharing, promotion of processes that
foster ownership distribution and sharing. Additionally, it is necessary to involve all em-
ployees of the university, reduce barriers of change and introduce appropriate supporting
mechanisms—all these elements together should contribute to the development of a quality
culture of higher education [37–39].

The literature review shows that the features indicating a university with integrated
sustainable development include, among others [40–44], the following:

• integrating the concept of sustainable development into teaching and research;
• promotional actions regarding the concept of sustainable development;
• leadership and vision, with an emphasis on sustainable development;
• engagement in social activities that contribute to environmental sustainability.

Universities have a high environmental impact through energy consumption and
waste generation. An increasing number of universities are joining the group that has
improved environmental management through their activities. Unfortunately, a full in-
tegration of sustainable development into the creation of a quality culture is progressing
much slower than the “greening” of campuses along with the emergence of a “third wave
of sustainability” in the learning-focused higher education sector [45]. The number of
universities reporting on sustainability as well as the level of sustainability reports is still
far less advanced than that of corporations [46,47].

3. Professionalization of the University

In an attempt to understand the expansion of concepts, methods and organizational
techniques in universities, we should begin by defining the term “management profes-
sionalization”. In the dictionary understanding, professionalization is “the process of
separating new professions or specialties in a given field, the transformation of some inter-
ests, activities into a profession or the acquisition of skills necessary for the profession” [48].
In the literature on the subject, there are a number of terms related to the term profession-
alization, but only a few connect this term with the area of university management. The
nomenclature of management is dominated by two levels of analysis of professionaliza-
tion [49]. The first one concerns the organization itself, which is professionalizing itself
through an efficient allocation of its own resources, and thus gradually becomes more
and more effective in achieving its goals. The second perspective focuses on the person
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in the organization who can act professionally and become a professional. The necessary
condition for the professionalization of human resources is the increase of competences,
including knowledge, skills and attitudes, allowing for permanent, effective action in the
organization. Therefore, management professionalization may mean the acquisition and
use by the organization and its managers of competences enabling effective management
of the organization. Professionalization presupposes organizational sustainability and
continuity and strengthens management improvement processes; it is reflected at differ-
ent levels of the organizational system and therefore concerns both strategies, as well as
organizational structures and cultures. Responsibility, reliability, striving to achieve the
assumed goals are the characteristics of people, but they are also cultural norms, which can
be part of the organizational identity [50].

In the area of organization management, we can see the development of meth-
ods and techniques that strengthen the professionalization of management, which in
the functionalist-system paradigm is seen as a stage in the organization’s pursuit of
progress [51]. According to B. Fanning, the process of professionalization is complex
and long lasting; however, in the area of human resources management, one can observe
a long-term trend, strengthening this process [52]. In many organizations at the strategic
level, human capital development plans have been created and implemented, and they
have been operationalized in the form of quality systems, procedures, operational plans
and schedules [53]. Many researchers emphasize that professionalization is a process
that takes into account not only organizational systems and resources but also complex
interactions with the dynamic environment of the entity [54].

Professionalization of university management is taking place in many countries and
is part of the transformation of the higher education sector. The development of concepts
for the management of public and nonpublic universities and the strengthening and im-
provement of managerial professions in the higher education sector are manifestations
of the professionalization of university management in the USA, Great Britain, many EU
countries and other parts of the world. Concepts of new public management have dis-
seminated methods of management adopted from business in the public sector, including
education [55]. The concept of new public management aims to identify good practices in
the field of university management [56]. It should be noted, however, that in a certain part
it contradicts the logic of traditional, academic thinking [57]. Nonpublic universities are to
a large extent based on business sectors, the best example of which in recent decades may
be the expansion of private for-profit universities. Modifications that have occurred in the
management of universities can be found in the administrative structures of universities,
legal regulations of university functioning, in the missions and strategies of universities
and in the values of universities, looking through the prism of changing the “academic
ethos”. It should be noted that these transformations deeply interfere with the current
view on the way universities are managed and their autonomy. The changes in the area of
university management are a result of the transformations that have taken place in the uni-
versity environment, and in particular in the society where there have been changes in the
hierarchy of values and norms, standards, customs and widely understood life priorities.

The professionalization of management of public universities is carried out according
to the stakeholder model, while nonpublic universities operate more often under the
shareholders model, which should, however, take into account the noncommercial nature
of the scientific and didactic mission. The literature indicates the need to perceive the
professionalization of university management as a kind of dialogue and compromise
between stakeholders [58]. S. Collini notes that the professionalization of universities
creates an opportunity for them to open up to society in order to meet its needs [59].

The change brought about by the professionalization of university management has
been reflected in new practices in relation to various professional groups operating in
universities: scientists, didactics and university administration. Traditional administration
is developing thanks to professional groups of academic managers, including, for example,
chancellors, presidents and rectors (president, rector, provost) registrars, chief information
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officers, presidents and board members of trustees. The gradual increase in management
professionalization observed in the Polish higher education sector [60] is caused by several
factors, including increased reporting requirements, development of methods of univer-
sity classification, diversification of universities, growing competition and strengthening
of internationalization.

4. Sustainability Culture Relations between Professionalization of HEI and
Sustainability of HEI

The article attempts to indicate the relationship between sustainability and the concept
of professionalization of management in higher education in terms of a culture of quality.
This specificity manifests itself in at least a few areas, such as academic culture, methods
and techniques of university management, university strategies, degree of cultural diversity
of students in the university.

It can be noted that in recent years, universities are increasingly introducing initiatives
related to sustainable development. The literature presents different approaches to the
implications of university approaches to the subject of sustainable development [33,47,61].
The initiatives taken by universities to implement sustainable development are manifested,
among other things, in the concentration of universities in the implementation of indi-
vidual university programs such as student exchanges, the implementation of evaluation
of these initiatives and the promotion of education related to the idea of sustainable de-
velopment [62,63]. Lozano et al. [34] as an important barrier to the implementation of
sustainable development in universities indicate lack of awareness of the idea of sustain-
able development and a treating sustainable development as kind of threat to the stable
and well-structured academic community. According to the research, the human factor in
universities has a significant impact on the process of adaptation of the idea of sustainable
development in higher education institutions [64].

The literature also indicates the ambiguity and complexity of the concept of sustainable
development itself as a blockade or slowing down the implementation of the idea of
sustainable development. According to P. Sylvestre [65], this can lead to a lack of common
understanding and willingness to implement, a lack of policy to promote the idea of
sustainable development, an overly broad curriculum as a consequence of which it is not
possible to add an additional subject in sustainable development, a lack of funding for
sustainable development programs for universities [34].

It seems that the basis for the implementation and construction of the concept of
sustainable development in modern higher education institutions could be the document
Transforming our world: the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development, which was
adopted at the 70th session of the UN General Assembly in 2015. It is a global and universal
document that can be implemented in all countries regardless of the level of economic
growth. The Agenda 2030 includes 17 goals for sustainable development. Objective 4 is
addressed to the education direction: “Provide quality education for all and promote
lifelong learning”. This objective should be implemented through a number of specific
objectives, including ensuring access to quality education for all genders, nationalities and
ages, ensuring access to primary and secondary education for all.

To sum up, it can be concluded that the proper addressees of Agenda 2030 point
4 are universities. They are gaining more and more importance in the implementation of
the above-mentioned postulates due to the continuous increase in the number of people
entering higher education—the gross enrollment rate in 2019 was 38.85%. Among the
reasons for the increase in this rate are change in the policy of countries encouraging
women and minorities to enroll, increase in the wealth of society [66]. An important role in
increasing access to higher education was played by private universities, which created
conditions and places to study [67–69].

The progress in the implementation of the concept of sustainable development at
universities can be dated back to 1990; this year, the representatives of the universities
signed Talloires Declaration; it was to promote the key activities that were to serve the
development of the concept of sustainable development at universities. In 1992, the Uni-
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versity Leaders for a Sustainable Future (ULSF) was founded. Various organizations were
later established, including the Global Higher Education for Sustainability Partnership
(established 2000), the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Edu-
cation (established 2005), and the Higher Education Sustainability Initiative (established
2012) [70].

Such a direction of change in the higher education sector is confirmed by the of
professionalization occurring in universities. Universities are significantly strengthening
their relationship on sustainability issues. This can be seen in numerous examples of
reflecting the idea of sustainable development in the strategies and missions of universities,
establishing cooperation between partner universities, drawing the attention of universi-
ties to environmental aspects (modernization of campuses, construction of green areas),
cooperation with government institutions for a sustainable future [71].

An important aspect of the professionalization of the management of universities in
the area of sustainable development is to take action in the field of didactics. More and
more universities are replacing their infrastructure (e.g., lighting and heating) with the
environmentally friendly one and also introducing programs of environmental education,
conducting research for the benefit of the environment [72,73]. International funds sup-
porting such initiatives have been and still are an important factor in the development
of didactics towards sustainable development [74,75]. The support for teaching towards
sustainable development is also provided by e-learning and Learning Management System
(LMS) programs. The literature points out many benefits and dangers of using modern
technologies in the educational process [76].

Implementation of sustainable development in universities requires changes in the
area of university organizational structures. Many universities have created specialist,
dedicated units specializing in sustainable development. They take care of the realization
and implementation of the strategy of sustainable development in the activities of the units,
according to the strategy adopted by the universities. In the literature, there are studies
on organizational changes in universities and their impact on the directions of sustainable
development [61,77].

The directions of sustainable development in universities in the context of the profes-
sionalization of management of these units are also seen in the economic development of
the university, the mission and strategy of the university, participation in work and in the
third mission of the universities (creating mutual relations between the university and its
environment). It can be noted that the adjustment of the process of managing universities
in the area of sustainable development is characterized by a high degree of diversity. This
diversity is influenced by many factors such as the area of university functioning, university
status: state/private, development strategy adopted by the university, etc.

One of the fastest growing areas of sustainable development at universities is stu-
dent exchange. Student exchange between universities enables universities to make a
significant contribution to the progress of the concept of sustainable development [78] as,
e.g., ERASMUS exchange students contribute to sustainable marketing of the university.
Achieving sustainable development goals in the area of quality education, gender quality
and reduced inequalities is supported by student exchange because students from less
developed countries have access to the best universities. In recent years, there has been
a growing discussion about the new role of higher education institutions in the area of
sustainable development.

Higher education institutions play and will play an increasingly important role in
implementing the concept of sustainable development. Looking at the degree of profession-
alization of university management in the areas of sustainable development, it is possible
to indicate a number of activities that universities can still undertake in order to improve
this process. However, at this point, it is also possible to refer to the academic ethos, which
can play an important role in the process of impression of sustainable development. It is
the duty of universities to educate not only students but also academic teachers who will
promote the idea of sustainable development in the future and take care of its implemen-
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tation. According to Salihu there is a strong need to create global educators from the
university environment [79]. Their role would be to propose and communicate the idea of
sustainable development.

5. Materials and Methods

Primary research (descriptive–explanatory) was carried out as part of the project:
“Dialog”—the project—“Organizational improvement of universities of the future UNI-
FUT.PL” (Decision No. 0146/DLG/2017/10) at the turn of 2018 and 2019 in Poland. The
subject of the measurement was to gather information about the readiness of the uni-
versity employees to implement the concept of management professionalization based
on the concept of sustainable development. The research method used was survey with
direct questionnaire. The measuring tool was a questionnaire consisting of twelve sec-
tions of closed questions, including eight based on the scaling of attitudes according to a
Likert scale.

Due to the type of information received, these were quantitative and qualitative stud-
ies. The identification of the factors and their analysis allowed us to create a statistical
picture of the readiness of the university employees to implement the concept of man-
agement professionalization based on the concept of sustainable development. Taking
into account the focus on the recognition of opinions and attitudes, as well as the scope
of perception and interpretation of the rationale of reorganization in the approach to
management of the universities, the research can be described as qualitative research.

The empirical material was obtained from primary sources who were employees
working directly or indirectly and were involved in the implementation of Act 2.0 (The
Law on Higher Education and Science) at universities operating in Poland. Due to the
scope of the measurement, the research was fragmentary (a group of representatives of
a part of the university was sampled), deterministically characteristic for the surveyed
community (Figure 1). The selection for the sample was two-stage.

nmin = NP(α2·f(1 − f))/NP·e2+α2·f(1 − f) (1)

where

nmin—indicates the minimum sample size
N—the size of the studied population
α—confidence level for the results
f—fraction size
e—assumed maximum error
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In order to maintain the representativeness of the sample examined in the first stage,
out of 399 universities operating in Poland in 2018/2019, which constitute the finite pop-
ulation of the surveyed collective units, the layered selection method with proportional
allocation with systematic sampling was selected (taking into account the following criteria:
public/nonpublic university and the number of employees in public/nonpublic universi-
ties) with a 0.9 fraction for public units and 0.1 for nonpublic units, a random error of 6%
and a 0.9 sample size of n1 = 38.

Consequently, in the second stage, individual units were examined in the selected
collective units, i.e., 38 universities. Using the method of selecting typical units in each of
the indicated universities, requests for participation in the study were sent to people who
in the last year actively participated in the university management process, performing
managerial and administrative functions in various positions (rectors, vice-rectors, heads
of scientific units, heads of administrative units). The minimum number of subjects was
set at 454 with a fraction of 0.3 for managers and 0.7 for others, a random error of 5% and a
confidence level of 0.99.

Due to the size of the university’s population sample, n1 = 38, it was assumed that
at each university, at least 12 people would be asked to participate in the study (Z index
expressing the ratio of the minimum number of the university’s sample to the minimum
number of university employees), which translated into tested sample of 456 people in total.

Z = n2/n1
Z = 454/38
Z = 11,947 ≈ 12 units

The study was conducted on the basis of the direct questionnaire technique with the
use of a measurement tool in the form of a standardized questionnaire, which was filled
in by the participants of the study, i.e., people holding managerial and administrative
functions in various positions at universities (rectors, vice-rectors, heads of scientific
units, heads of administrative units). The study group was dominated by men (59% of
respondents) compared to women (41% of respondents). The overwhelming group of
respondents (85%) are people between 30 and 60 years of age. Most of the participants
(75%) held the PhD, DSc and professor titles. More than half of the employees (55%) have
more than 10 years of work experience, every fifth person (19%) is in a managerial position
and over half (68%) are employed in private universities.

χ2 =
r

∑
i=1

(ni−npi)
2

npi

where

pi—means the probability that the feature X takes a value belonging to the i-th class interval
npi—denotes the number of units that should be in the i-th interval, assuming that the
feature has a distribution consistent with the hypothesis.

In turn, the statistic has the distribution χ2 o k = (r − 1), where

k—means the number of degrees of freedom
r—is the number of class intervals
χ2—is the empirical value of the statistic obtained from the study

The form of a critical set
pχ2 > χ2α = α

where χ2α is the critical value from the distribution tables χ2 for k = r − 1 degrees of
freedom and p = α.

The composition of the surveyed sample reflected the surveyed population. The com-
parative analysis of the population and the sample was performed using the concordance
test based on the χ2 statistics. Due to the test procedure, the null hypothesis (H0) was
adopted in the first step, saying that the distributions of selected variables (type of univer-
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sity, gender and academic degree) were not consistent with the distributions characterizing
the general populations of universities and employees of higher education in Poland, and
the alternative hypothesis (H1) about the existence of such compliance.

The result of the analysis is the statement that it was not possible to confirm the null
hypothesis (H0) about the lack of conformity of the distributions. Thus, the alternative
hypothesis (H1) is true, i.e., the studied samples are consistent with the general community
(Table 1). However, due to the nonrandom selection of individual units for the sample, it is
difficult to assess the representativeness of the samples in a statistical sense.

Table 1. Sample representativeness—Statistical concordance test χ2.

Parameters
Value χ2 Value χ2α Test Realization

Number Number Real Theoretical χ2 < χ2α

university status
public 12 132

0.039 6.635 concordanceprivate 26 267

Gender
female 186 45,698

4.527 6.635 concordancemale 270 54,181

Education
prof. 48 11,114

2.566 6.635 concordance
dsc. 102 19,907
phD 194 48,939

master 112 19,919

6. Results

The research has been carried out on a representative sample of employees of universi-
ties operating in Poland in 2018/2019 and has made it possible to analyze the material in the
field of acceptance of the academic community for the concept of sustainable development
and the application of solutions in the field of professionalization of management based
on the concept of sustainable development. On the basis of the collected material, the
perception of the concept of sustainable development in the stream of education for the
future was analyzed.

The next step was to analyze the indications regarding the impact of sustainable
development on the way of thinking and acting of the university, broken down into
public and private universities, taking into account the similarity between them. The last
component of the analysis was the analysis of the representation of the idea of sustainable
development for the professionalization of activities in university management, broken
down into public and private universities, taking into account the similarity between them.

The results presented below constitute only a selected fragment of the analysis and
correspond to the nature of the issues discussed in the publication.

The vast majority of the respondents (Figure 2) identify the idea of “Sustainable
Development of the University” with supporting the intellectual development of society
(30.5% definitely yes and 52.9% rather yes) and responsible education and upbringing of
generations (29.2% definitely yes and 49.8% rather yes). According to the respondent’s
education for the needs of the labor market (49.8% definitely not and 3.9% rather not) and
treating employees and students as partners (18.9% definitely not and 6.6% rather not), they
do not belong in the terminological meaning of Sustainable Development of the University.
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Figure 2. Meaning of the idea of ‘Sustainable Development of the University’.

Such a result means that the Sustainable Development of the University is asso-
ciated with utilitarian and missionary goals of education rather than operational and
executive goals in relation to relations with the immediate environment and internal
organizational ones.

According to the respondents representing public universities, the approach to sus-
tainable development in the university’s activities manifests itself in the following order:
first, in building holistic study programs (47.9% definitely yes and 30.6% rather yes), then
in redefining the status of the universities, which are defined knowledge incubators and
stimulators of innovative activities (46.5% definitely yes and 31.3% rather yes), and third, in
the creation of a new value system based on respect for diversity and elimination of social
inequalities in terms of access to education (33.3% definitely yes and 44.4% rather yes).

On the other hand, respondents from nonpublic universities claim that sustainable
development in universities is manifested mainly in the creation of relational ecosystems.
stimulators of innovative activities (42.0% definitely yes and 22.8% rather yes), and only
in the third place in building holistic study programs (37.8% definitely yes and 35.9%
rather yes).

The analysis of the respondents’ statements regarding the impact of the idea of “Sus-
tainable Development” on the way of thinking and acting at the university (Figure 3)
indicates the existence of gradations of differentiation in the order of prioritization between
public and nonpublic universities, which is indicated by the result of the analysis of the
similarity of structures (Table 2) carried out using the Kolmogorov metric:

d(p, q) =
1
2 ∑r

i=1|pi− qi|

This means that the key manifestations of the approach to sustainable development
may result from the specification of activities in which the employees participate. Employ-
ees of public universities operating in Poland have been implementing the same curricula
for many years, and the innovative approach and shaping values based on respect and
elimination of social inequalities in terms of access to education have been inscribed in
the university’s DNA. Thus, the area perceived as significantly undergoing changes is
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precisely the study programs, and only then the other representations of changes follow.
The opposite is true in the case of nonpublic universities, which flexibly adapted their
study programs to the needs of the market. For the employees of these universities, a mani-
festation of significant changes are those resulting from greater emphasis on the creation of
relational ecosystems of the university.
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Figure 3. Influence of the idea of ‘Sustainable Development’ on the way of thinking and acting at the university.

Table 2. The similarity of the structure of the distribution of responses by respondents representing public and nonpublic
universities regarding the impact of the idea of “Sustainable Development” on the way of thinking and acting at the
university.

Similarity of Structures d (p, q)

there is a noticeable change in the awareness of the academic community 0.215812

a new value system is being created based on respect for diversity and
elimination of social inequalities in terms of access to education 0.373932

holistic study programs are built 0.121795

relational ecosystems university—its environment is being created. 0.299145

the status of universities is being redefined, which are referred to as
knowledge incubators and stimulators of innovative activities 0.130342
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Worth analyzing are the results showing how the idea of Sustainable Development
of the University determines the professionalization of activities in the field of university
management (Table 3).

Table 3. The impact of the idea of “Sustainable Development” as a component of professionalization of activities in the field
of university management (share in%).

Distribution of Answers in % Very Large Quite Large Rather Little Very Little I Don’t Know/I Don’t
Have an Opinion

Public universities

will improve the position of the
university on the educational

market
68.1 16.0 9.0 3.5 3.5

will increase the university’s
credibility by conducting more

projects with external
organizations

36.8 31.9 19.4 9.0 2.8

will strengthen the relationship
with the society 31.3 29.9 23.6 11.8 3.5

will allow the dissemination of
the ideas of equality, diversity,
tolerance, respect for human

rights and protection

61.8 30.6 3.5 1.4 2.8

will establish the principles of
mutual cooperation in the

workplace, cooperation between
departments and diversity

management in the workplace

60.4 16.0 11.8 9.0 2.8

Nonpublic universities

will improve the position of the
university on the educational

market
61.2 28.5 6.7 2.6 1.0

will increase the university’s
credibility by conducting more

projects with external
organizations

26.0 32.1 34.0 0.0 8.0

will strengthen the relationship
with the society 67.6 28.8 3.2 0.0 0.3

will allow the dissemination of
the ideas of equality, diversity,
tolerance, respect for human

rights and protection

57.4 35.3 2.2 3.2 1.9

will establish the principles of
mutual cooperation in the

workplace, cooperation between
departments and diversity

management in the workplace

47.1 48.7 0.3 1.0 2.9

will improve the position of the
university on the educational

market
61.2 28.5 6.7 2.6 1.0

The university is an institution building principles and values, influencing the views
of the society. Growing interest in sustainable development, care for social development
and the quality of relations with the environment somehow set the university’s natural di-
rection of development. The respondents representing public universities indicate that the
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implementation of the idea of sustainable development as a component of professionaliza-
tion of management is reflected in the improvement of the position of their universities on
the educational market (68.1% responses to a very large extent), allows the dissemination
of the ideas of equality, diversity, tolerance, respect for human rights and protection (61.8%
responses to a very large extent) and strengthens the principles of mutual cooperation in
the workplace, interdepartmental cooperation and diversity management in the workplace
(60.4% responses to a very large extent). On the other hand, the introduction of the idea
of sustainable development will have little impact on increasing the credibility of their
universities and strengthening relations with the society.

On the other hand, respondents belonging to the group of nonpublic universities
believe that the idea of sustainable development as a component of professionalization
of management will contribute to strengthening the relations of their universities with
the society (67.6% to a very large extent), will improve the position of the university on
the educational market (61.2% to a very large extent) and will allow the dissemination of
the idea of equality, diversity, tolerance, respect for human rights and protection (57.4%
to a very large extent). On the other hand, the introduction of the concept of sustainable
development will not increase the credibility of their universities.

Such diversity in the approach to the importance of the idea of Sustainable Develop-
ment as a component of the university’s professionalization is confirmed by the results of
comparing the structures (Table 4) with the Kolmogorov metric.

Table 4. The similarity of the structure of the distribution of responses by respondents representing public and private
universities regarding the idea of “Sustainable Development” as a component of professionalization of activities in the field
of university management.

Similarity of Structures d (p, q)

Will improve the position of the university on the educational market 0.125534

Will increase the university’s credibility by conducting more projects with
external organizations 0.198718

Will strengthen the relationship with the society 0.363782

Will allow the dissemination of the ideas of equality, diversity, tolerance, respect
for human rights and protection 0.065171

Will establish the principles of mutual cooperation in the workplace, cooperation
between departments and diversity management in the workplace 0.328526

7. Summary

The process of professionalization of management resulting from the growing re-
quirement of competitiveness, technologization and social and economic transformations
requires balancing the decisions made in line with the trend of social responsibility for the
quality of services provided, maintaining transparency and system transparency, and in
particular, respecting the idea of sustainable development. In this spirit, education, and
especially universities, are treated as those institutions that should not only educate in
the field of sustainable development, but above all implement the “environment–human–
economy balance” themselves. In order to meet this demand, universities operating in
Poland, both public and private, should operate in a transparent manner, and this is possi-
ble thanks to the comprehensive approach of management professionalization systems in
terms of quality. Planning activities, organizing resources, implementing with information
and controlling progress become the guarantor of the university’s market position.

The analysis of the literature sources presented in the article as well as our own
research clearly indicates trends and challenges in the implementation of the concept of
sustainable development at universities. Universities understand the need for sustainable
development in the context of their activities, and the professionalization of management at
universities seems to be one of the priorities for the coming years. There is some difference



Sustainability 2021, 13, 13894 16 of 22

in understanding and implementing the concept of sustainable development in public
and private HEIs. For example, public universities identify sustainable development to
a much lesser extent with the creation of an ecosystem of cooperation with stakeholders,
which may result from their structure, organizational culture and sources of financing. On
the other hand, nonpublic universities treat sustainable development to a lesser extent as
the creation of a new value system based on diversity, elimination of social inequalities
and open access to education. At the same time, public universities notice a change in
the awareness of the existence of an integrated academic community to a greater extent.
However, the differences between public and nonpublic HEIs in terms of understanding
and implementing the concept of sustainable development and general professionalization
of university management are not large. Representatives of both types of universities
indicate that the main dimensions of the concept of sustainable development at universities
are support for the broadly understood development of society and responsible education.

The literature on the subject referred to in this article as well as the practice of uni-
versity management indicate the necessity of full involvement of the university in the
process of promoting the concept of sustainable development. Analyzing the changes in
the approach of higher education institutions to the concept of sustainable development,
some basic discourses are indicated. The first discourse will give rise to the concept of
environmental sustainability and care for the planet, while the second discourse is directed
towards changes in the way the university is managed in a broad sense and changes in the
ways of education.

8. Conclusions

In conclusion, it turns out that in accordance with the vision of third generation
universities [80], the university can influence the process of creating a responsible society.
Other authors [81–83] emphasize the crucial role of Higher Education Institutions in
implementing practices for sustainable development in the education process, responding
to the needs of stakeholders such as cooperation and dialogue between the academic
community and the environment (enterprises, state and local government units). However,
it requires both university managers and lecturers to focus on competences other than
knowledge, namely shaping some kind of mentality and thinking about future generations.
As the presented results show, employees of the universities participating in the survey are
aware of the fact that they participate in creating a responsible society. Especially in the
era of universal, global access to information, the role of the university will not be limited
to creating knowledge but building and developing socially responsible attitudes. In this
context, sustainable development is an important component of the professionalization
of university management being an important decision-making component both in the
strategic and operational dimensions [84,85].

Figure 4 presents the process of creating a diversified quality culture in the direction
of professionalization of management in the form of a working backwards scheme. The
expected result, which is mature, diversified culture of management quality at a university,
is backwardly decomposed under control of participants (shareholders in case of private
universities and stakeholders in case of public universities) to implementation actions and
idea. All areas must co-exist in the context of sustainable development of a university.
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Such approach confirms the hypothesis that the idea of sustainable development
implemented in the process of professionalization of university management supports
the creation of a diverse quality culture. This is a huge challenge. Building sustainable
universities requires transformation and reorganization. Extremely important here is the
implementation of the idea of sustainable development in the organizational structure
of the university and the fabric of the processes carried out. What really matters is open
access to information, transparency of communication and emphasis on the involvement
of members of the academic community. University employees should be informed and
involved in the process of changes towards a mature and sustainable Higher Education
Institution. An innovative approach requires sharing knowledge, promoting processes
conducive to distribution and sharing of property, both in terms of research and teaching.
Propagation of the idea of sustainable development should be represented both in a long-
term strategic approach and in tactical and operational activities. The priority is to eliminate
barriers and adapt ideas in both the scientific and functional fields. It is important to carry
out research, exchange experiences between domestic and foreign educational centers
as well as build study programs, prepare teachers and organize the educational process.
Equally important is the operation of buildings, daily energy consumption, the use of
machinery, equipment, means of transport and waste management [86,87].

Creating sustainable universities is a considerable challenge due to the current changes
in the hierarchy of values and norms, standards, customs and broadly understood life pri-
orities. The higher education 2.0 reform introduced in Poland forced university managers
to redefine the vision and strategy of universities towards market integration, an immanent
component of which is the concept of sustainable development. Creating sustainable
universities is a long-term process due to the dichotomies appearing in the logic of the tra-
ditional approach of the academic institutions versus the business needs and requirements
of the market. The transformations introduced are associated with a number of changes.
The key is to introduce professionalization in management at universities, which means the
necessity for organizations and their managers to acquire competences enabling effective
management. It is particularly important to redefine the mission and strategy of the uni-
versity towards marketization and changes in the management structure, emphasizing the
role of managers and the university’s accountability (indicators, rankings) due to initiatives
taken in accordance with the idea of sustainable development. Only this approach through
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the implementation of the concept of sustainable development in the university’s DNA can
be considered a professionalization of management in higher education.

Finally, yes, universities are undergoing transformation in line with the idea of sus-
tainable development. The backbone of changes is the introduced quality culture, which is
a synthesis of academic culture and business methods of quality management in higher
education, the signatories of which are vision and leadership, emphasizing the necessity
of sustainable development. Consequently, the site managers are modernizing the infras-
tructure (e.g., lighting, heating) to be more environmentally friendly. They rebuild the
organizational structure to take into account the participation of all stakeholders involved
in the educational process. They implement various initiatives to raise awareness and pro-
mote the idea of sustainable development (environmental education programs) addressed
to the general public and to the academic community.

University employees, both academics and administrative staff who participated
in the study, are aware of the importance of implementing the concept of sustainable
development both in the activities of the university as an organization and in the teaching
process. Employees are aware of the changes. Employees of public universities associate
them first with utilitarian and missionary goals and only secondly with operational and
executive goals. On the other hand, for employees of nonpublic universities, first strategic
and operational relationships in functional ecosystems are important, while research and
teaching utilitarianism are treated with less importance.

In line with the idea of sustainable development, university managers made a number
of decisions about infrastructure changes aimed at reducing energy consumption, reducing
the level of waste generated and increasing the greening of campus areas. In turn, in
planning study programs, the subject of sustainable development is more and more often
taken into account, which is intended to contribute to a change in the perception of
the availability and use of limited resources by students who will be decision makers
in organizations in the future. Student exchange is also an important role in this area.
The exchange of views, experiences and the acquisition of knowledge by participants of
programs such as ERASMUS allows for confrontation of knowledge and gaining new
experiences that can be used in the future. Learning to respect cultural diversity and
gaining knowledge about innovative solutions can be a strong incentive to promote and
implement the idea of sustainable development not only at universities, but also in the
communities to which the participants of the exchange will return.

Teaching about sustainable development principles forces universities to act in accor-
dance with their assumptions. Such approach may contribute to increasing the relationship
of universities with their environment, which finally may result in the improvement of the
image and position of the university on the educational market. In this area, activities may
include programs disseminating the idea of equality, models of respect for diversity, sup-
porting activities in the field of human rights and protection, strengthening the principles
of cooperation with governmental and nongovernmental organizations involved in the
implementation of the concept of sustainable development in the everyday functioning
of societies.

The idea of sustainable development will live in the academic environment, outlining
the trajectories of the future of the university on the basis of professionalization only if
the respect for difference and diversity is respected. The involvement of the authorities
plays a huge role. University authorities should not only postulate the idea of sustainable
development in the context of strategic assumptions, but also take specific actions in the
area of building structures, providing infrastructure and financial resources. People are
the system and process binder. The culture of sustainable development of universities in
the professionalization of management will guide the development of higher education in
Poland. Utilitarianism and marketization may, in contrast, become symbiotic components
of the new order of higher education.
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