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ABSTRACT.

This paper aims to assess and compare
sustainability reporting (SR) practices of Chinese universities in
seven regions of China from an online and comparative
perspective. An integrated framework is used to assess and compare
SR of Chinese universities. Content analysis is used for data
analysis and a comparative approach is emphasised. It is found that
all of the sample universities in the seven regions display a large
amount of sustainability information on their official websites but
none of them publish explicit sustainability reports. Surprisingly,
the results show that the sample universities in South China
although have the lowest average ranking, actually they perform
much better than universities in the other six regions. SR
differences are further discussed and explained. It is suggested that
governments should play a key role in the SR of universities in
China. The environmental dimension is important, thus sustainable
development of the urban environment should be encouraged.

KEYWORDS: sustainability, reporting, online, university, China.
JEL classification: H83, I23, M41.

Introduction
Sustainable development is important for universities as well as students because it
will generate many competitive advantages. Instilling public awareness and concepts of
sustainability through university courses and research can enhance students’ understanding of
social, economic, and environmental issues and it will help students become leaders of
companies and other administrations in their future careers (An et al., 2020). The sustainable
business concept will help people establish a local, national, and global perspective on the
meaning of sustainable living and work (Trukhachev et al., 2018; Kozlovskyi et al., 2019;
Ceulemans et al., 2015a; Nie et al., 2019; Lušňáková et al., 2019; Razminiene, 2019).
Students may keep the environment in mind and appropriately take their social responsibilities
in their future careers (Wals, 2014). In addition, if universities can integrate sustainable
TRANSFORMATIONS IN BUSINESS & ECONOMICS, Vol. 19, No 3 (51), 2020

X. Zheng, Z. Wang, Y. Zhai, Y. An,
J. Zhang

40

ISSN 1648-4460

Regular Paper
initiatives into their daily operations, it would enable them to gain the support of various
stakeholders and communities in which they collaborate, and thereby increase their
reputations (Lämsä et al., 2008).
In fact, recently a large number of universities in the world are trying to incorporate
the concept of sustainability into their curricula, research programs, as well as their
community involvement and outreach (Alonso-Almeida et al., 2014, Gibb et al., 2009).
Moreover, many universities around the world have begun to produce annual reports or
separate sustainability reports and release information more closely related to sustainability
such as environmental, social and economic activities, etc. via the Internet. This kind of
information helps promote the interaction and supervision of various stakeholders in the
sustainable development of universities (Bice et al., 2016).
However, research on online SR of Chinese universities is quite limited. Given
China’s large number of universities, it is interesting to compare the online SR of Chinese
universities in different regions. The main research question in this study is that what are the
online SR differences and their reasons for Chinese universities across the country? In this
regard, the study compares online SR practices disclosed by the top ten universities in seven
different regions of China. A rating framework (“1+6” model where 1 represents “general
characteristics” and 6 represents six specific disclosure dimensions: “economic”,
“environmental”, “teaching”, “social”, “human rights” and “research”) is innovatively
designed as a tool to analyse the official websites and authoritative media reports of sample
universities in order to make reliable judgements. Each university is graded according to this
rating framework for further comparative analysis. Universities in all seven regions have
published extensive information about their sustainability initiatives through official websites.
This research contributes to the research gap on SR in the sector of higher education in China,
especially from an online and comparative perspective.
The rest structure of the paper is as follows. The second section reviews the literature
on sustainable development initiatives and guidelines in the higher education sector. The third
section introduces the research method and the research framework. The fourth section
presents, discusses, and compares research results. The last section summarises the main
research findings and concludes the study.
1. Literature Review
Sustainability is commonly referred to as “corporate social responsibility” (CSR),
“sustainable development”, and “sustainability report” for companies (KPMG, 2013). For
universities the concept of sustainability is similar. Gasset (1991) first introduced the concept
of social responsibilities to the higher education sector and he advocates that universities
should also pay attention to social activities and has a responsibility to better serve the public
and society. Since then, a sizable number of well-known universities have introduced multiple
initiatives to promote policies and practices related to the sustainable development of the
higher education sector (Cotton, Motta, 2011). In addition, many universities around the
world have signed various national and international declarations about environmental
commitments to more effectively promote sustainable development strategies, such as the
Halifax Declaration, Tbilisi Declaration, Tarova Declaration, Rio + 20 Declaration (Buhr et
al., 2014, Wright et al., 2014).
Similar to companies, some universities tend to disclose information on sustainable
development management and actions through sustainability reports or websites to highlight
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their efforts, reinforce communication with stakeholders, and bring their activities to the
communities in which they operate the co-construction project (Elbassiouny, Elbassiouny,
2019; Hsieh, 2019, Hasanudin et al., 2019; Salmerón-Manzano, Manzano-Agugliaro, 2018;
Sinha, Chaudhari, 2018; Tsang et al., 2009; Yarime et al., 2012). In recent years, the number
of universities issuing independent sustainability reports has increased, from one in 2004 to
about 136 in 2018 as shown by the Global Reporting Initiatives (GRI, 2018). Although this
number is insignificant compared to the total number of universities in the world, it has made
significant progress in this field. On the other hand, it indicates that SR for universities is still
at its early stage and it needs further improvements (Ceulemans et al., 2015b, Adams, 2013).
In the process, it is important to involve key stakeholders which would promote the
dissemination and institutionalisation of sustainable practices and reports in universities (An
et al., 2011). Though there are no universally accepted standards for SR, GRI has established
the most widely used guidelines (GRI, 2018). It emphasises the need for organisations to
report on the economic, governance, social and environmental aspects of their daily
operations (Disterheft et al., 2015; Shephard et al., 2008). The GRI introduced the first
guidelines (G1) in 1997 (GRI Guidelines, 2019). Since then, it has developed four versions of
the SR guidelines (G1-G4), including some sub-versions (i.e., G3.1). In addition, the GRI has
developed some sector-specific guidelines, such as the Energy and Financial Sector
Guidelines (Alghamdi et al., 2017; Ceulemans et al., 2015b). As for education, GRI did not
provide specific guidelines for this sector. Nonetheless, many researchers in the field believe
that universities should not only report on the traditional dimensions such as economic,
environmental, and social recommended by the GRI but also include other dimensions such as
research, teaching, stakeholder engagement, and community promotion because of their
specific characteristics (Bañegil-Palacios, Sánchez-Hernández, 2018).
In the last decade, due to the increasing awareness and interest of universities in
sustainable reporting, research in this field has continued to increase (Lozano, 2011; AlonsoAlmeida et al., 2015; Belás et al., 2016; Brusca et al., 2018; Cabedo et al., 2018; Bazan et al.,
2019; González-Zamar et al., 2020; Huang, Hsieh, 2020). Among these studies, an in-depth
analysis of the online sustainability report was conducted on universities in New Zealand and
Hong Kong through a multiple case study (An et al., 2018). In the research, researchers used
content analysis and interviews to collect data, and they also derived an evaluation framework
from previous literature as well as the latest GRI guidelines as the tools for content analysis.
However, research on SR of Chinese universities is quite limited so far (Lu et at.,
2019). The existing research either discusses the meaning of social responsibilities for the
higher education sector (e.g. Han, 2014), or it compares social responsibilities of universities
between China and other countries (e.g. Kang, 2014; Wang, Liu, 2014). However, very little
research has been conducted to comprehensively evaluate and compare SR within Chinese
universities. China itself has around 3000 universities and these universities often have
different practices and characteristics in terms of SR due to many social and economic factors.
Many people think China has a uniform market and/or culture but actually the country shows
vast differences in terms of market, culture, etc. Therefore, it would be meaningful to evaluate
and compare SR of universities within China to have a better understanding of the Chinese
mode of SR. In addition to the online and comparative perspective to study SR of Chinese
universities, this study also takes a few COVID-19 factors into account in SR assessment as
COVID-19 factors are part of important sustainability indicators and they provide a good
window to further assess and compare SR. Thus, this study aims to fill in the research gap in
SR and its contribution is twofold: first, a comprehensive framework is built up to assess SR
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of Chinese universities across the country taking into account some COVID-19 factors.
Second, a comparative approach is used in the data analysis for Chinese universities because
the Chinese higher education sector should not be considered as a uniform one. SR results are
compared, differences are explained and discussed, and policy implications are outlined.
2. Research Method and Framework
In this study, content analysis is used as the main research method. The whole China is
divided into seven regions: Northeast, North, East, South, Central, Northwest, and Southwest.
Each region is represented by 10 universities, and the whole sample consists of a total of 70
universities. The top 10 universities from each region were chosen based on the prestigious
2019 Alumni Association’s latest ranking (The ranking of Chinese universities in the network
of Erishen alumni association, 2019). The Alumni Association Ranking is one of the most
influential authoritative and credible university rankings in China. The following table (Table
1) presents the sample universities selected in this study.
Table 1. Sample universities
Region
Northeast

University
Jilin University, Harbin Institute of Technology, Northeastern University,
Dalian University of Technology, Northeast Normal University,
Harbin Engineering University, Liaoning University; Heilongjiang University, Northeast
Forestry University, Dongbei University of Finance and Economics
North
Peking University, Tsinghua University, University of Chinese Academy of Sciences,
Renmin University of China, Tianjin University, Nankai University, Beijing Normal
University, Beijing University of Aeronautics and Astronautics, Beijing Institute of
Technology, China Agricultural University
East
Fudan University, Zhejiang University, Shanghai Jiao Tong University, Nanjing
University, University of Science and Technology of China, Shandong University, Xiamen
University, Tongji University, Southeast University, East China Normal University
South
Sun Yat-Sen University, South China University of Technology, Jinan University, South
China Normal University, South China Agricultural University, Shenzhen University,
Guangxi University, Guangdong University of Technology, Southern Medical University,
Guangdong University of Foreign Studies
Central
Wuhan University, Huazhong University of Science and Technology, Central South
University, Hunan University, Central China Normal University, Wuhan University of
Technology, Huazhong Agricultural University, Zhengzhou University, China University
of Geosciences (Wuhan), Hunan Normal University
Northwest
Xi'an Jiao Tong University, Northwestern Polytechnical University, Lanzhou University,
Northwestern University, Xidian University, Northwest Agriculture and Forestry
University, Shaanxi Normal University, Chang'an University, Xinjiang University,
Northwest Normal University
Southwest
Sichuan University, Chongqing University, University of Electronic Science and
Technology of China, Southwest University, Southwest Jiao Tong University, Kunming
University of Science and Technology, Yunnan University, Southwestern University of
Finance and Economics, Guizhou University, Southwest University of Political Science
and Law
Source: created by the authors.

All these universities are ranked in the top 130 in China. Therefore, these sample
universities represent the best Chinese universities and they are at the same level which makes
it more reliable for comparative purposes. In particular, we made a statistical analysis of the
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average ranking of sample universities in different regions to explore whether the ranking of
universities is consistent with their sustainability levels.
The average ranking of the top ten universities in these seven regions is shown in the
following table (Table 2). Among them, universities in North China are ranked the highest,
with an average ranking of 14.5. East China is a bit behind, with an average ranking of 15.6.
Both of them are far ahead. The average ranking of universities in Central China is 35.2,
leaving a gap with the bottom four regions. At the bottom of the list is South China, with an
average ranking of 78.2.
Table 2. The average ranking of the sample universities
Region
North
East
Central
Northwest
Southwest
Northeast
South
Source: own calculations.

The average ranking
14.5
15.6
35.2
62.7
63.2
64.4
78.2

The universities mainly use innovative methods, implement research-based education,
and develop leadership skills to train talents with a sense of sustainability and then contribute
to the sustainable development of the region. Therefore, universities play a vital role in
promoting regional development so that the region can achieve sustainable development. Both
in environmental protection and economic development as well as scientific research and
education, universities have become important strategic partners for the sustainable
development of the region. Universities also play an essential role in matching the strategic
map of the region’s sustainable development vision.
Through browsing websites of the sample universities, we found that these universities
are gradually developing a series of teaching and research programs related to sustainability,
as well as some other sustainable development programs, such as those related to environment
and society. In this study, in order to determine the sustainability indicators of universities in
each region and compare them, we explored and compared their sustainability programs via
the Internet. For research purposes, the official websites of the sample universities are the
main source of data collection since the websites usually consist of a wide range of
information relating to sustainability. In addition to the official websites, authoritative social
media reports also serve as our data source.
In this study, the content analysis of university websites is the main research method.
By analysing the websites and SR of 70 universities in these seven regions, the sustainability
disclosure levels of universities in these seven regions are determined and compared.
Moreover, the framework is mainly measured from two perspectives, including general
characteristics (Table 3) and specific disclosures (Table 4).
In order to give each sample university a quantitative rating, we designed a scoring
system with a total score of 100 points in “1+6” dimensions. The first perspective is to rate
“General Characteristics”, as shown in the following table. For this dimension, the full score
is 10.
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Table 3. Rating framework for general characteristics
General characteristics
If there is a web map indicating sustainability-related information is available
If there is a specific section for sustainability reporting on the website
If there is a specific sustainability office/committee or alike
If there is a statement of vision and strategy for sustainability
If there is a regular stand-alone sustainability report online
If the online sustainability report has been assured or audited
Identification of stakeholders’ Particular emails for the contact of sustainability issues
Online forums for communication of sustainability issues
Social media particularly for sustainability information
Online surveys particularly for sustainability
Source: created by the authors.

Rating criteria

0 for no,
1 for yes

The second perspective is the rating of the six specific disclosure dimensions, as
shown in Table 4, with a full score of 90. Among them, “economy” has a full score of 9;
“environmental” has a score of 18; “teaching” has a score of 18; “social” has a score of 21;
“human rights” has a score of 12; “research” has a score of 12.
Table 4. Rating framework for specific disclosures
Dimensions of
specific disclosures
Economic

Environmental

Teaching

Characteristics of specific disclosures
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

University-company cooperation
International exchange and cooperation
Economic performance
Contribution to the local economy
Indirect economic impacts
Donation of funds

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Environmental infrastructure
Concept of ecological civilisation
Garbage classification
Discharge up to standard
Energy-saving measures
A smoke-free campus
Greening
Health prevention and control mechanism
Food
Waste recovery and utilisation
Energy conservation emissions reduction
Environmental investment
Education and schooling conditions
Discipline construction
Sustainability related Policies/incentives
Sustainability related degree programs
Sustainability related courses
Sustainability related scholarships
Sustainable literacy assessment
Non-curriculum education
Administrative support

Rating criteria
Total score:9
None: 0;
Qualitative description:
1;
Quantitative
description: 1.5

Total score:18
None: 0;
Qualitative
description:1;
Quantitative
description: 1.5

Total score:18
None: 0;
Qualitative
description:1;
Quantitative
description: 2
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Table 4 (continuation). Rating framework for specific disclosures
Dimensions of
specific disclosures
Social

Human rights

Research

Characteristics of specific disclosures
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Social assistance
Volunteer service
Community activities and services
Internship
National policy
Procurement bidding
Infrastructure utilisation
Social service participation
Comply with relevant legislation
Appeal mechanism for social impact
Online teaching during the COVID-19 outbreak
A series of COVID-19 pandemic publicity activities
Employee safety protection
Students’ rights protection
The rights and interest’s protection
Recruitment
Safety and health service
Training and education
Diversity and equal opportunity
Equal pay for equal work
Sustainability related policies/incentives
Sustainability related centers/labs
Sustainability related programs/projects
Sustainability related grants/funding
Sustainability related publications
Sustainability related research support

Rating criteria

Total score:21
None: 0;
Qualitative
description:1;
Quantitative
description: 1.5 except
for items 11 and 12
which are assigned with
a number 3

Total score:12
None: 0;
Qualitative
description:1;
Quantitative
description: 1.5

Total score:12
None: 0;
Qualitative
description:1;
Quantitative
description: 2
Notes: The assessment for “online teaching during the COVID-19 outbreak” and “a series of COVID-19
pandemic publicity activities” are slightly different from other items in the “social” dimension: the score of
quantitative description is 3 for these two items because they represent a key sustainability concern, currently
and in the near future.
Source: created by the authors.

3. Research and Discussion
3.1 Comparison of General Characteristics
For the “General Characteristics” perspective, 70 universities in seven regions are
rated according to the rating framework in Table 3, and the percentage of an average score of
the sample universities in the region is calculated for comparison purposes (see Appendix 1).
The comparison of general characteristics for online SR is presented in Figure 1. It is not
difficult to find that universities in all regions perform poorly overall, and the highest score is
just 42.5%. The worst region is North China, with a score of only 32.5%, lagging behind other
regions. The average score of these seven regions is around 40%. All of the 70 universities in
these seven regions have specific offices for sustainability but none of the universities has a
regular stand-alone report. Thus, no university in these seven regions has their reports assured
or audited by a third-party independent agency.
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Source: own calculations.
Figure 1. Comparison of General Characteristics

A stand-alone sustainability report can provide information users with a more
systematic and comprehensive picture of the university’s sustainability initiatives and
implementation. If there is a lack of regular special reports, it will be a trouble for information
users to collect available information from massive information which will undoubtedly affect
their favorable opinion of universities. In a nutshell, regular SR is essential.
All universities do not identify stakeholders for online SR. Also, all universities do not
provide stakeholders with particular e-mails for the contact of sustainability issues. Similarly,
no university uses social media (e.g. Weibo) or other online forums to communicate
sustainability issues with stakeholders. The findings show that in general, all sample
universities do not pay enough attention to stakeholders and lack appropriate communication
channels. In the future, they need to enhance communication with stakeholders on
sustainability issues. It requires further improvement in this regard.
Based on the results, we believe that although the universities in these seven regions
strive to pay great importance to SR, they did not provide enough sustainability information to
stakeholders. Therefore, it is difficult for stakeholders and the public to follow the SR process
of the universities. Meanwhile, all the universities need to make efforts to improve the
accessibility and visibility of relevant information to better share sustainability issues with
information users.
3.2 Comparison of Specific Disclosures
For the “Specific Disclosures” perspective, all 70 universities in seven regions are
graded according to the rating framework in Table 4 and the average score percentage for six
specific dimensions in each region is calculated for further comparison (see Appendix 2). This
study measures the level of SR from the following six dimensions: “economic”,
“environmental”, “teaching”, “social issues”, “human rights” and “research”.
3.3 Economic
Firstly, Figure 2 presents a comparison of the “economic” dimension disclosure
among universities in these seven regions.
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Source: own calculations.
Figure 2. Comparison of “Economic” Dimension Disclosure

It regards the disclosure of the economic dimension which is the best performing
dimension. Interestingly, all universities reported the seven items in the “economic”
dimension, there are “university-firm cooperation”, “international exchange and cooperation”,
“economic performance”, “contribution to local economy”, “indirect economic impacts” and
“donation of funds”. However, in terms of the level of disclosure, some only have qualitative
disclosure while others disclose more detailed information through quantitative data which
results in different scores.
The region that has the most detailed disclosure is South China, the average
percentage is 77.08%. East China has the highest number – 78.06%. North China has the
second highest number – 77.78%. North China has the lowest number – 55.56%.
3.4 Environmental
Figure 3 shows a comparison of the “environmental” dimension disclosure among
universities in these seven regions.

Source: own calculations.
Figure 3. Comparison of “Environmental” Dimension Disclosure
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For the reporting of the “environmental” dimension, South China universities receive
the highest score of 77.08%, followed by the Southwest at 75.97% and the Northeast
universities gain the lowest at 61.11%. All universities have “environmental infrastructure”,
“the concept of ecological civilisation”, “greening” but on the “garbage classification”, the
performance of universities in different regions vary significantly. In fact, all the universities
in the seven regions have related qualitative descriptions of various aspects of the
environmental dimension but the South region universities finally obtain the highest score
because the disclosure of quantitative descriptions is significantly better than that in other
regions. Therefore, we further conduct a deeper analysis and exploration of the overall
environment in the South region and explanations, as well as discussions, are presented.
Due to urban population growth and rapid economic development in China, the
consumption of freshwater, energy, and raw materials has increased rapidly. However, the
effective utilization rate is still low and urban ecological and environmental problems are
becoming increasingly acute. Especially it is evident with the problems of deterioration of
urban air quality, urban water quality crisis, waste pollution on urban solid, the contradiction
between residential commercial area and compression of urban green space.
First of all, the importance of universities emphasizing environmental issues reflects
the attitude of local municipal governments towards environmental issues. Since the State
Council’s “Ambient Air Quality Standards” published in February 2012, the country air
quality has been greatly improved. According to the daily environmental monitoring data of
cities, Haikou, located in the north of Hainan Island, has been long ranked number one for its
environment. It is also a coastal city with a distinctive seaside scenery. In addition, more than
half of the top ten cities with good air quality are located in the South, showing that the
location has played a key role in influencing air quality issues. Secondly, in South China, the
average temperature of the coldest month is more than 10 degrees Celsius, the extreme
minimum temperature is above -4 degrees Celsius, and the number of days with a daily
average temperature above 10 degrees Celsius is more than 300 days. Moreover, the annual
precipitation in most places is 1400-2000 mm. All these geographical advantages make a
“green” landscape that can be seen everywhere in the South China cities. Thus, the proportion
of urban green areas in South China is generally higher than that of other areas and its rich
marine resources also fully guarantee the water resources. Finally, cities in South China often
respond positively to environmental policies. For instance, Guangzhou has actively promoted
the “Guangzhou Municipal Waste Separation Management Regulations” which has played a
leading role in promoting the sustainable development of the universities in terms of the
environment. Due to the above reasons and discussions, the excellent performance of South
China’s universities in the environmental dimension can be justified.
3.5 Teaching and Research
Figure 4 shows a comparison of “teaching” and “research” dimensions disclosure
among universities in these seven regions. Since the reporting of the “Research” dimension
was very similar to the “Teaching” dimension, the combination of two dimensions could show
the most intuitive attitude of Chinese universities to sustainable development.
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Source: own calculations.
Figure 4. Comparison of “Teaching” and “Research” Dimensions Disclosure

In terms of the “teaching” dimension, South China gets the highest score of 48.61%,
then followed by North and Northwest with 47.22%. While other regions receive a score
lower than 45%, the worst is Southwest and East, both with 38.89%. Two items in this
category, including “education and schooling conditions” and “discipline construction”, are
reported by all the universities in all seven regions. However, few universities report
“sustainable literacy assessment” and “sustainability related scholarships”.
Overall, the performance of “teaching and research” dimensions is not particularly
good. Most environment-related universities provide more courses related to sustainability
and the overall education popularization in this area is not too good. It is recommended to use
effective methods like lectures or questionnaires to promote the overall sustainability
condition of the university. In terms of total points gained, North universities have better
performance than universities in the other six regions. This advantage can be attributed to the
sustainable development of the urban environment which is reflected in university education
strategies.
Simultaneously, the highest score of 55.21% is also obtained by North universities,
followed by South and Southwest at 54.58% and 54.17% respectively. The worst-performing
region is the Central Zone, with a score of only 29.17%, falling behind other regions.
Furthermore, there are environmental science research institutes in each region that
mainly responsible for monitoring and they all have cooperation with universities to varying
degrees. Monitoring activities are carried out on the atmosphere, soil, water, and green plants
but the specific data are undisclosed. Actually, all three regions that perform well in the
research dimension have something in common i.e. these research institutes pay more
attention to talent cultivation and have closer cooperation with universities.
3.6 Social and Human Rights
Lastly, Figure 5 shows a comparison of “social” and “human rights” dimensions
disclosure among universities in these seven regions. The overall performance in “social” and
“human rights” dimensions of these seven regions are consistent which shows that the
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universities are doing well in the distribution of social resources and the protection of human
rights.

Source: own calculations.
Figure 5. Comparison of “Social” and “Human rights” Dimensions Disclosure

For the “social” dimension, North China gets the highest score of 74.40% which is the
only region with a proportion of more than 70%. East China is ranked as the second at
68.45%, Central China is at third place with 67.26%, and the percentages of other universities
do not exceed 65%. The worst region is Northwest, with a number of 57.74%. On a smaller
scale, all universities do well in the sub-dimensions “social assistance” and “volunteer
service”. The performance of the two sub-dimensions: “supplier assessment for impacts on
society”, “appeal mechanism for social impact” is fairly unsatisfactory.
For the disclosure of the “human rights” dimension, as shown in Figure 5, there is
little variation in performance across the seven regions. The difference between the highest
score and the lowest score is less than 2%. Central China performs the best and gets the
highest score of 69.17%. The following sub-dimensions are disclosed by all universities:
“employee safety protection”, “students’ rights protection”, “the rights and interests
protection” and “recruitment”. However, the scores for “safety and health reserve” are not
ideal. Beyond that, some universities do not use quantitative data to disclose “human rights”
which should be strengthened in the future.
Through the data analysis of the specific dimensions’ disclosure, it has been found that
the specific sustainability disclosures in Chinese universities have some common features. For
example, on the “economic” and “human rights” dimensions, all universities perform
relatively well. However, in terms of “teaching” and “research”, the majority of regions get a
low score.
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Source: own calculations.
Figure 6. The Ranking Changes in Each Region in Each Dimension

Figure 6 shows the ranking changes in each region in each dimension. Compared
among the universities in these seven regions, universities in South China perform the best for
the reporting of two sustainability dimensions out of six. Likewise, universities in North
China perform the best on two of the six dimensions. However, in terms of the average total
score, South China is better. This is mainly because the assessment of South China’s
universities has no obvious shortcomings and scores are all above the average while North
China’s universities are ranked the last in one dimension. Therefore, the overall performance
of the universities in South China should be better than any other region in terms of specific
sustainability information disclosure. The following factors may explain the situation.
First, the policy is the primary factor. The resources of universities are mainly planned
and allocated by the Chinese government. The policies developed by the government have a
great impact on the SR of universities in different regions. Whether the sample universities are
directly affiliated with the Ministry of Education of China has an impact on the disclosure of
their sustainability information (MoE, 2020). Generally speaking, the universities under the
control of the Ministry of Education of China are required to implement government policies,
so it is not surprising that they perform better in SR. In addition to political factors at the
national level, the local government policies in different regions also greatly vary. For
example, more developed regions such as South and North China, have flexible policies
which promote the sustainable input of talents and funds. As a result, the quality of local
universities has also been steadily improved and then the regional gap is continuously
widened. As for the specific disclosure dimension of “Environment”, different regions pay
different attention to environmental protection. The environmental sub-dimensions “garbage
classification” also varies greatly among different regions. Only universities in Shanghai and
some universities in South China have responded to the call and implemented garbage
classification ahead of time.
Secondly, the different level of economic development among regions is a crucial
factor. The level of regional economic development is unbalanced among regions and it has a
direct impact on the university’s SR. If the regional economy develops well and funding is
abundant, the universities will have sufficient financial budget and scientific research funds.
Instead, in the less developed regions, such as the Northwest region, the universities do not
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have strong financial investments and the position is also disadvantageous. All these factors
will affect the attraction of high-end talents and enrollment of outstanding students. Similarly,
adequate education funds play a positive role in the formation of sustainable research
platforms and the implementation of major sustainable research projects. As a result, the
comprehensive competitiveness gap of universities in different regions is gradually formed
and increased. The level of sustainable development varies from region to region then.
Last but not the least, the different competitive pressures faced by different regions are
also important reasons. The density of universities in different regions is different, and so is
competitive pressure. The higher density of universities is, the more substitutable universities
are and the greater the competitive pressure is. Therefore, in order to attract better students
and teachers as well as obtain more education funds, universities in this region have stronger
motivation to develop themselves to improve the image and popularity. Therefore, a
competitive advantage is created. It is well known that North and South China have a high
density of universities which may account for the better performance of these two regions.
However, we have to admit that the SR of Chinese universities still needs to be
improved. None of the universities have regular reports on sustainability which remains a big
gap between domestic and foreign universities.
Conclusions
The study divides China into seven regions and compares the online SR from the top
10 universities in these seven regions. Based on the results, it is found that Chinese
universities are trying to pay more attention to their SR to report their sustainability
information to stakeholders and users on their official websites. This can be seen from the fact
that all of the 70 sample universities have development planning offices for this purpose.
Likewise, sustainability disclosures in Chinese universities have something in common. That
is, the performance of universities in different regions is roughly similar in different
dimensions and items. For example, on the “economic” and “human rights” dimensions, all
universities performed relatively well. However, in terms of “teaching” and “research”, the
vast majority of regions get a low score. In terms of the total score, it is found that universities
in South China perform much better than that of other regions, followed by universities in
North China. It is surprising that the SR disclosure level of universities is not in proportion to
its ranking. South China, the best-performing region, happens to have the lowest average
ranking. This is mainly due to the fact that South China has no shortcomings in the
performance of all dimensions and performs the best in the “environmental” dimension due to
the vigorously promoted sustainable development of the urban environment.
However, all sample universities have not identified their key stakeholders, lack
specific communication forums, and social media to communicate their sustainability efforts
to information users. Similarly, all universities lack regular independent sustainability reports.
In future reporting practices, these areas need to be improved.
This study has some limitations. First of all, this study is only based on a survey of the
top 10 public universities in each region. Future studies can use the framework of this study to
evaluate and compare SR levels of different types of colleges and universities in China such
as the private ones. More sample universities can be included for a better comparison.
Secondly, this study only analyses the differences from a regional perspective. Future research
may consider reclassifying and selecting diverse sustainability factors for evaluation and
comparison purposes.
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KINIJOS UNIVERSITETŲ TVARUMO ATASKAITOS INTERNETE: LYGINAMOJI ANALIZĖ
Xiaosong Zheng, Ziqi Wang, Yupei Zhai, Yi An, Jinggu Zhang
SANTRAUKA
Šiame darbe siekiama įvertinti ir, pasitelkus informaciją iš interneto, palyginti Kinijos universitetų
tvarumo ataskaitų (SR) teikimo praktiką septyniuose Kinijos regionuose. Siekiant įvertinti ir palyginti Kinijos
universitetų SR, naudojama integruota sistema. Duomenų analizei pasitelkta turinio analizė, kurioje pabrėžiamas
lyginamasis požiūris. Nustatyta, kad visi atrinkti universitetai septyniuose regionuose savo oficialiose interneto
svetainėse pateikia daug su tvarumu susijusios informacijos, tačiau nė vienas iš jų neskelbia detalių tvarumo
ataskaitų. Stebėtina, tačiau rezultatai rodo, kad atrinkti Pietų Kinijos universitetai, nors ir turi mažiausią vidutinį
reitingą, pasižymi geresniais rezultatais nei kitų šešių regionų universitetai. Toliau aptariami ir paaiškinami SR
skirtumai. Siūloma, kad pagrindinį vaidmenį Kinijos universitetų SR atliktų vyriausybė. Aplinkosaugos aspektas
yra labai svarbus, tad reikėtų skatinti tvarų miesto aplinkos vystymąsi.
REIKŠMINIAI ŽODŽIAI: tvarumas, ataskaita, internetas, universitetas, Kinija.
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Appendix

Table 1A. SR performance of Chinese universities on general characteristics

Source: own calculations.
Table 2A. SR performance of Chinese universities on specific disclosures
Dimensions/ / Items
Economic
1.University-enterprise cooperation
2.International exchange and cooperation
3.Economic performance
4.Contribution to the local economy
5.Indirect economic impacts
6.Donation of funds
Score
Environmental
1.Environmental infrastructure
2.Concept of ecological civilization
3.Garbage classification
4.Discharge up to standard
5.Energy saving measures
6.A smoke-free campus
7.Greening
8.Health prevention and control mechanism
9.Food
10.Waste recovery and utilization
11.Energy conservation emissions reduction
12.Environmental investment
Score
Teaching
1.Education and schooling conditions
2.Discipline construction
3.Sustainability related Policies/incentives
4.Sustainability related degree programs
5.Sustainability related courses
6.Sustainability related scholarships
7.Sustainable literacy assessment
8.Non-curriculum education
9.Administrative support
Score
Social
1.Social assistance
2.Volunteer service
3.Community activities and services
4.Internship

Northeast

North

East

South

Central

Northwest

Southwest

10.5
11
6.5
7
6.5
8.5
50

12
14
10
10.5
11
12.5
70

12.5
13.75
10.5
9
6.5
14
66.25

12.5
13
11.5
9.5
7.5
8.5
62.5

13.75
12.5
7.5
2.5
7.5
11.25
55

13.5
12
11.5
8.5
10.5
9
65

12.5
11.5
9.5
11.5
9.5
10.5
65

13.5
13
5
4
11.5
12
10
5
9.5
5.5
11.5
9.5
110

14
10.5
9
11.5
11.5
9
12.5
11.5
2
11
8.5
6.5
117.5

14
11
5
10
12.5
5
13.75
10
15
7.5
10
3.75
117.5

11
14.5
9.5
10.5
11.5
9
12
13
13.5
12
11.5
10.75
138.75

11
10
11.5
11
9.5
10
11.5
10
6
10.5
9
5
115

11.5
12.5
8.5
8.75
10
11
11.25
10
9
10
11.5
11
125

10.5
13.5
11
9.5
11.5
10
13
11
11.25
12
12.5
11
136.75

17.5
14.5
10.5
10
9.5
3
0
5
2.5
72.5

20
20
2.5
10
11.5
2.5
0
9.5
9
85

20
20
2.5
0
10.5
1
1
8
7
70

20
20
7
3
12.5
2.5
0
13.5
9
87.5

20
17.5
6.5
1
10
5
0
10
10
80

20
17.5
4.5
5.5
12.5
5
2.5
10
7.5
85

20
17.5
7.5
0
10
2.5
0
7.5
5
70

9.5
14.5
15
12

13.75
11.25
10
12.5

13.5
12
12.5
13.75

5
11.25
10.5
12

10
10
10
11.25

7.5
10
5
11.25

7.5
10
10
10
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5.National policy
6.Procurement bidding
7.Infrastructure utilization
8.Social service participation
9.Comply with relevant legislation
10.Appeal mechanism for social impact
11.Online teaching during the outbreak
12.A series of epidemic publicity activities
Score
Human rights
1.Employee safety protection
2.Students’ rights protection
3.The rights and interest’s protection
4.Recruitment
5.Safety and health service
6.Training and education
7.Diversity and equal opportunity
8.Equal pay for equal work
Score
Research
1.Sustainability related policies/incentives
2.Sustainability related centers/labs
3.Sustainability related programs/projects
4.Sustainability related grants/funding
5.Sustainability related publications
6.Sustainability related research support
Score
Total

6.5
4
7.5
15
9.25
11
15
12
131.25

10
13.75
9
10
11
3
25
27
156.25

13
14.5
11
10.5
10.5
2
15.5
15
143.75

9
10
11
9
10
4
19
20.5
131.25

11
9.5
8
7.5
10.5
4
24.5
25
141.25

11.5
10
9
10
9.5
7.5
15
15
121.25

12.5
10
10.5
10
9.5
12
23
10
135

11
9
11
10.5
12.5
11
8
7
80

11
10.5
10
15
9
11.5
10
3
80

12.5
12
11.5
13.5
12
11.5
8
0
81

10
11
9
12.5
10
9
10
10.5
82

11
9.5
10
12
11.5
9.5
11
8.5
83

10
8
10
11
11.5
10
9.5
10
80

12
10.5
8
11.5
9.5
11.5
13
4
80

8
4.5
9
12.5
7.5
8.5
50
493.75

5
12.5
10
5
13.75
10
56.25
565

0
15
12.5
0
7.5
5
40
518.5

2.5
15
15
12.5
12.5
10
67.5
569.5

5
12.5
7.5
5
2.5
2.5
35
509.25

2.5
7.5
15
12.5
12.5
10
60
536.25

2.5
12.5
20
17.5
12.5
12.5
77.5
564.25
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