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ABSTRACT: Change is the only constant in life, so every organisation is interested in change. This article provides a coherent, theory-
informed, integrated framework for leading the systemic change of higher education (HE) towards sustainable futures. Based on the
Transformative Change Theory, Institutional Theory, and Systems Thinking, it synthesises how HE systems operate as adaptive complex
networks and how resilient reform emerges from multi-level cross-actor processes. To offer practical insights for leaders and policymakers, this
discussion navigates five intertwined dimensions: curriculum transformation (ESD and interdisciplinary learning), governance and leadership
models, research/knowledge production for sustainability, campus operations/net-zero transitions, and community engagement with societal
impact. The article details its three central propositions: HE is a learning system; the fundamental need for boundary-spanning governance/
distributed leadership to create intentional co-alignment between policy, practice and resource deployment, and between SUD goals;
legitimacy/funding structure ecosystems co-evolve with reform, as drivers of systemic inertia and key enablers in re-orienting institutional
purpose and ongoing iterative learning; and stakeholder co-production, co-design and cross-sector collaborations are necessary to transition
scale-ready innovations emerging from pilot projects into systemic transformation outcomes. The analysis avoids prescriptive recommendations
yet recognises tensions between central coherence and local autonomy, the long-term investment required, and the necessity for equity and
inclusion. The article ends with some specific implications for policy, governance and practice, along with an evaluative framework to help
track whether the change achieved through such mechanisms can be construed as durable over time.

KEYWORDS: Higher education, Resource constraint, Sustainable, Systemic change, Universities.

1.0 INTRODUCTION

The transformative potential of higher education institutions (HEIs) for global issues such as climate change, social inequity and technological
disruption has led to them assuming responsibility roles. In this regard, universities are no longer considered only as sites of knowledge production
but rather as agents of systemic change that can contribute to building sustainable futures (UNESCO, 2021). This change represents a recognition
that incremental, situational reforms are inadequate; rather, transformational systemic changes are required to reorient higher education in line
with sustainability imperatives and changing societal expectations (Sterling, 2011; Ogbolu, 2026).

Systemic change within higher education encompasses aligned changes across interdependent areas, including curriculum, governance, research
and community engagement. These complexities are increasingly difficult to represent through the traditional linear models of change. So modern
research focuses on a systems approach and a multi-level perspective, which underscore feedback loops, interdependencies of institutions and
adaptive capacity as keys to transformation (Geels, 2002; Meadows, 2008). Recent studies have also highlighted the urgent need for adaptive
governance and feedback-oriented institutional approaches to help universities adapt more dynamically to sustainability challenges (Flori et al.,
2025). Leadership plays a pivotal role in this paradigm, not only as administrative governance, but also as a dynamic and relational practice that
engages stakeholders and aligns institutions with sustainability outcomes (Wamsler et al., 2024; Nduji et al., 2023; Jafar et al., 2025).

Also, since sustainability is getting more important, higher education takes on another meaning. This goes beyond the economic and academic
roles of universities (Wals & Blewitt, 2010), where they are now viewed as partners in creating societal resilience, ethical governance and
environmental stewardship. Recent studies also indicate incorporating environmental, social and governance (ESG) principles in higher education
systems, making sustainability an integral institutional mission rather than a peripheral issue (Basheer et al., 2024). Yet, the pathways to this
transformation are uneven and context-specific, shaped by different governance structures, resource constraints, and cultural logics (Marginson,
2016).

In addition, the context of contemporary higher education is more globalised and stratified than in decades past, meaning that international
rankings, policy diffusion and sustainability agendas can shape its institutional priorities and reform trajectories (Hazelkorn, 2015). This resonates
with recent evidence that universities are extending their influence on sustainability leadership and beyond, through research, partnerships and
community engagement, anchoring their transformative position in global sustainability transitions (Leal Filho et al., 2025). Concurrently, new
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research underscores the significance of leadership practices in institutionalising sustainability in organisational cultures and strategic choices
while advocating context-sensitive-participatory approaches (Hua, 2025; Oyenuga, 2026).

This article makes an analytically strong argument for how systemic change can be directed in higher education against this backdrop. Building
on systems thinking, institutional theory and sustainability transitions, it creates an integrative framework linking leadership, governance and
sustainability practices. It advances both theoretical and policy debates on higher education's future by engaging with international experiences
that are critically examined for transferability. It ultimately asserts that leading systemic change is a strategic necessity for universities, which are
critical to the creation of sustainable and equitable global futures.

2.0 CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS

2.1 Defining Systemic Change in Higher Education

Systemic change in higher education (HE) is defined as a big, multi-actor and multi-level change that restructures the organisation, governance,
culture, practices and outputs of universities and their complementary higher education systems. Expanding the landscape beyond isolated
programmatic tweaks and/or single-institution initiatives to generate lasting, transformational change at scale that gets HE on course with
sustainable development goals, equity, quality learning and social impact (Whittaker & Montgomery,2022; Middlehurst,2013; Vargas et al., 2021;
Uljens & Elo,2024).

Systemic change in higher education is a deliberate process of re-orienting governance, leadership, policy, pedagogy, research, operations and
external partnerships at the system-level to effect meaningful advances in educational quality, equity, sustainability and social impact. It consists
of distributed leadership and cross-institution/cross-sector multi-level collaboration (across a whole system) to transform roles, relationships and
routines in all parts of the system, meaning the institutions, sectors and communities, so that the whole learning system learns together, scaling
towards shared sustainability goals, reclamation into inclusive co-production at each geographic scale for resilient futures for higher education and
society (Sun et al. 2023; Alberdi & Zubillaga, 2021; Gawande & Kumar, 2022).

2.2 Characteristics of Systemic Change

Drawing on a broad body of leadership, governance, and systems-change scholarship, systemic change in HE is characterised by (a) a holistic
view of the education system as a complex, adaptive network; (b) intentional coordination across stakeholders and levels; (c) shifts in power,
policy, and resource flows; and (d) embedded, sustainable changes in policy, practice, and culture that endure beyond specific initiatives (Fig. 1)
First, a holistic view of the education system as a complex, adaptive network. Systemic change considers HE as an interconnected web of
microsystems (departments, programs, and research groups), mesosystems (institutions, consortia, and networks), and macrosystems (national
policies or funding regimes and global governance). Behaviour change comes not from isolated interventions but rather from dynamics throughout
and between these levels. This perspective captures nonlinearity, feedback loops and emergence by removing the finality behind nodes and instead
suggesting that small shifts at one node could propagate and reconfigure practices elsewhere. It as well highlights the significance of partnerships
cutting across disciplines, sectors and communities, to harmonise educational purposes with societal needs, for instance, attitudes that promote
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Oyenuga & Apata, 2026) and climate resilience (Alberdi & Zubillaga, 2021; Evans et al., 2021; Azizi,
2022). According to scholars, learning-oriented capabilities at the level of systems, collective visions and willingness to share knowledge across
units, and adaptive learning loops (Liiséna-Ezera & Silina-Jasjukevica, 2024; Silina-Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Aver et al., 2021) are key components
for sustaining reform within the dynamic higher education landscape. This comprehensive perspective in practice translates to considering policy,
governance, pedagogy, and research priorities as inseparable elements of an overall learning system rather than separable domains (Sun et al.,
2023; Vargas et al., 2021).

Second, intentional coordination across stakeholders and levels. All the actors- university leadership, faculty, students, staff, external partners, and
funders/policy actors- have to be of one mind regarding what outcomes they want. Systemic change requires intentional alignment of goals and
incentives with resources and accountability across them all. Coordination is not just about synchronising top-down orders; it involves creating
governance and organisational arrangements that facilitate unified action while enabling local flexibility. That is, literature suggests that as a
precondition for sustainable reformation, distributed leadership and multi-actor collaboration (Harris, 2020; Haniff & Daya, 2023; Uljens & Elo,
2024) need to become a shared matter and belong at multiple levels rather than only with higher executives. Effective coordination also includes
arrangements and processes that enable cross-sector, cross-level engagement, joint planning and decisions, as well as feedback mechanisms to
track progress and adapt in response to learning/ evidence (Alava et al., 2023; Woods et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2023; Jameson, 2012; Azizi, 2022;
Kurowski, 2020). In this sense, systemic change represents a purposeful transition from episodic project-based to sustained networked reform that
is flexible with changing contextual circumstances while still maintaining strategic coherence (Sun et al., 2023; Jameson, 2012; Torres, 2023;
Azizi, 2022).
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Third, shifts in power, policy, and resource flows. The structural realignment of power, policy design and implementation processes, and the flow
of resources, financial or human, is a key element of systemic change. This encompasses reconfiguring autonomy-accountability configurations,
redesigning funding models that reward collaborative, longer-term sustainability outcomes and fine-tuning performance metrics so they focus on
system-wide impact rather than narrow institutional wins (Alava et al., 2023; Woods et al., 2020; Harris, 2020; Middlehurst, 2013). Another
consistent finding in the literature is that sustainable reform involves alteration of power relations at different levels, in terms of the quality and
breadth of participation and identifying decision rights (who participates, who has decision rights, etc.), as well as generating professional capital
throughout system actors (Whittaker & Montgomery, 2022; Uljens & Elo, 2024; Haniff & Daya, 2023). At the same time, controversies remain
regarding the balance that should exist between centralised policy coherence and local autonomy, with research pointing to context-specific
iterative approaches which respect local conditions while safeguarding a common sustainability agenda (Sharma, 2021; Uljens & Elo, 2024). This,
among other implications across studies, is a suggestion towards the need to ‘redesign resource flows (funding, human resources, data and
infrastructure) in support of collaborative governance, learning ecosystems and sustainability-oriented outcomes' (Silina-Jasjukevica et al., 2023;
Aver et al., 2021; Kurowski, 2020; Mutanga et al., 2024).

Fourth, embedded, sustainable changes in policy, practice, and culture that endure beyond specific initiatives. Systemic change aims to entrench
reforms so that they are sustained through leadership changes and external shocks. That means institutionalising changes (Harris, 2020;
Middlehurst, 2013) into strategic plans through governance reforms and reward structures so that new practices become the norm within the HE
system (Jameson, 2012; Azizi, 2022), ingrained in organisational norms and routinised. Thematically, it relates to the concepts of a learning
organisation, where collective knowledge generation, sharing and leadership development permeate the entire organisational fabric, keeping an
ongoing momentum for reform towards sustainability (i.e., SDG alignment, Education for sustainable development in teacher education, climate-
responsive governance) (Luséna-Ezera & Silina-Jasjukevica, 2024; Silina-Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Aver et al., 2021). In addition, Harris (2020),
Sun et al. (2023), Torres (2023) and Azizi (2022) espouse the need for evidence that is not only tangible but scales across dimensions to record
those changes in governance, leadership, pedagogy, engagement with stakeholders and, over time, sustainability outcomes are meaningful rather
than simply observers conflating isolated interventions as systems change.

3.0 THEORETICAL ANCHORS FOR LEADING SYSTEMIC CHANGE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Systemic change in higher education can be most productively theorised through an integrative lens that draws on Transformative Change Theory,
Institutional Theory, and Systems Thinking with complexity.

Transformative Change Theory provides a normative and processual basis for understanding how deep, diverse, sustainability- and equity-oriented
transformative change occurs within a higher education system. The transformation entails disrupting entrenched practices, power relations, and
value assumptions while nurturing new shared visions, capabilities, and networks that enable the reconfiguration of governance, pedagogy, and
research to meet the demands of sustainability imperatives (Sun et al., 2023; Vargas et al., 2021). At the core of this orientation is the understanding
that change is transformative only when it accumulates through cycles of problematization, reframing of objectives, collective learning and
shipment deep into organisational layers and among social actors. On this basis, the theory of transformative change in HE provides such
scaffolding for framing long-term trajectories across multiple generations which go beyond episodic or single initiatives but instead galvanise
collective agency through faculty, students, administrators and external partners as well as policy actors (Uljens & Elo 2024; Alberdi & Zubillaga
2021).

Institutional Theory adds a complementary lens by emphasising the stability and reproduction of organisational structures, norms, routines, and
rules that guide behaviour in higher education. This shifts the focus to how institutions understand and react to environmental pressures (coercive,
normative and mimetic logics) and how legitimate arrangements (governance configurations, funding models, reward systems, accreditation
standards) not only become stabilised but also become settings of strategic contestation. For example, institutional theory helps to explain why

License: This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Corresponding Author: Michael Oyedele Oyenuga Page 398 | 407


https://doi.org/10.65150/EP-gjefm/V2E11/2026-01
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Glob. J. Educ. Financ. Manag. 02(11)2026, PP-396-407, DOI: 10.65150/EP-gjefm/V2E11/2026-01

some reforms are more enduring than one-off programs and why others dissolve when political turnover occurs in leadership or policy (Alava et
al., 2023; Woods et al., 2020). Technical and relational affordances are also significant in analysing different roles played by isomorphism,
legitimacy, and professional capital to enable system-wide reform, but give space for purposeful strategic realignment of power resources and
identities across levels & sectors. (Jameson 2012; Harris 2020; Haniff & Daya 2023)

The analytic toolkit offered by Systems Thinking and Complexity theory allows for an appreciation of HE as a complex adaptive system, where
many different agents at multiple scales with nonlinear feedback loops interact. This lens foregrounds interdependencies between governance,
pedagogy, research, operations, and external partnerships and emphasises that emergence, path dependence and nonlinearity yield effects beyond
the anticipation of linear cause-and-effect logic (Sun et al., 2023; Vargas et al., 2021; Alberdi & Zubillaga, 2021). For example, systems thinking
advocates for boundary-spanning collaboration, feedback-informed learning, and the design of resilient architectures capable of adapting to
uncertainty while maintaining overarching aims (i.e., equitable access, quality learning and sustainability outcomes). It also explains why small,
localised shifts can trigger wide-scale change when implemented in conjunction with a sound, systematic plan. To summarise, complexity
considerations make clear how strategies to render HE reform durable can be deliberately guided without over-programming or eliminating local
adaptability (Boocock, 2017; Torres, 2023; Azizi, 2022).

These theoretical anchors provide actionable implications for leading systemic change in HE. At the outset, we grounded Transformative Change
Theory in leadership as a vehicle for collective sensemaking and coalition-building, with a focus on value alignment around sustainability, equity
and resilience. This facilitates distributed leadership models where actors across a number of levels contribute to common goals and continual
learning, rather than being dictated to by one change agent (Sun et al. 2023; Harris 2020; Haniff & Daya 2023; Liiséna-Ezera & Silina-Jasjukevica
2024). Second, Institutional Theory focuses attention on how governance architectures, funding flows, performance indicators and policy
apparatuses are designed and reformed to reflect the legitimacy and stability needed for sustainability-related reforms (Alava et al., 2023; Woods
et al., 2020; Jameson, 2012; Azizi, 2022), yet remain responsive to local context/local needs. Third, Systems Thinking promotes the construction
of learning-enabled feedback loops, boundary-spanning collaborations and adaptive policies allowing for a cycle of reform trajectories that build
on necessary iterations in response to emergent dynamics and new evidence. This safeguards against reforms being just an instrumental task; they
become constitutive instead as learning-generated factors of the HE system and its organisational memory Vargas et al., 2021; Alberdi & Zubillaga,
2021; Silina-Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Aver et al., 2021).

4.0 THE DIMENSIONS OF SYSTEMIC CHANGE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Building on the four defining characteristics of systemic change in higher education (HE) discussed previously, this section translates those ideas
into a structured dimensions framework (Fig. 2) that can be used to analyse, design, and report on change efforts. The framework aligns with
Transformative Change Theory, Institutional Theory, and Systems Thinking/Complexity, and it is organised around five interlocking domains:
Curriculum Transformation; Governance and Leadership Models; Research and Knowledge Production for Sustainability; Campus Operations and
Net-Zero Transitions; and Community Engagement and Societal Impact. Each dimension integrates theoretical anchors with practical implications,
draws on cross-disciplinary evidence, and signals where tensions or contextual contingencies may arise.

4.1 Curriculum Transformation

Institutions that ensure sustainability, inter- and transdisciplinarity, and adaptive competencies become an integral part of the core purpose, and
daily practice of teaching and learning employ systemic curriculum transformation (Apata & Oyedele, 2025). This needs reframing of curricular
aims in the context of Equity, Sustainability, and social purpose (from a Transformative Change Theory perspective), as well as redesigning
learning with an orientation towards developing the capability to solve complex problems by thinking in systems and leading across disciplines.
Institutional Theory provides context for why faculty can not be expected to make lasting curricular change unless there are shifts in norms,
accreditation expectations, reward structures for faculty and programmatic standards align with competencies needed for sustainability practices
(Sun et al., 2023; Vargas et al., 2021; Uljens & Elo, 2024; Alberdi & Zubillaga, 2021; Alava et al., 2023; Jameson, 2012; Haniff & Daya, 2023).
Systems Thinking is therefore a design method for mapping out programs and cross-program sequences, identifying feedback loops between
prerequisites, capstones, field experiences and community partnerships (e.g., boundary-spanning experiences such as community-based projects,
SDG-integrated modules that create pathways between practice-oriented learning opportunities at the classroom level to applied sustainability
cases Silina-Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Azizi, 2022; Aver et al., 2021; Polin et al., 2024; Spulber, 2022).

4.2 Governance and Leadership Models

Systemic HE change requires governance architectures and leadership that will allow for a response time that can galvanise widespread agency,
cross-sector collaboration and sustainable reform. By way of contrast, from a Systems Thinking framing perspective, the aim in governance should
be to balance stability with adaptive capacity and provide space for local experimentation within some national or sector-wide sustainability
narrative. The broad concepts of legitimacy, formal and informal rules (Thin et al., 2016), and the systems by which power is distributed through
boards, senior leadership, and academic governance bodies are key areas of focus in Institutional Theory; as noted above, these must change if
reform efforts in terms of policy, funding regimes and accountability mechanisms are to be embedded more widely over time across multiple
transitions in leadership (Alava et al., 2023; Haniff & Daya, 2023; Sharma, 2021). A normative frame from Transformative Change Theory:
leadership is collective and transformational rather than singular & heroic, values-driven, to mediate conflict among stakeholders while nurturing
and sustaining a common vision for sustainability and social impact (Sun et al., 2023; Uljens & Elo, 2024).

4.3 Research and Knowledge Production for Sustainability

Building sustainable knowledge production requires a reframing of research agendas, tools, and outputs to address systemic real-world
sustainability problems and generate usable knowledge for diverse public audiences(Oyenuga, 2026). Systems Thinking emphasises co-production,
boundary objects and learning loops that link the academic world to communities and policymakers (Vargas et al., 2021; Uljens & Elo, 2024;
Alberdi & Zubillaga, 2021). The Transformative Change Theory highlights the need for research to disrupt prevailing assumptions of the status
quo and embrace efforts that challenge norms and power relations. The concepts of legitimacy and resource flows (e.g. funding, prestige, reward
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structures) in Institutional Theory provide insight into how sustainability research goals need to align with these measures for institutional
continuity beyond individual projects (Haniff & Daya, 2023; Evans et al., 2021; Aver et al., 2021).
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Fig.2: Dimensions Framework for Systemic Change in Higher Education

4.4 Campus Operations and Net-Zero Transitions

Net-zero and sustainability-oriented operations require systemic redesign of campus infrastructure, energy, procurement, and service
delivery(Oyenuga et al., 2025). In Systems Thinking, campus operations are treated as a coupled subsystem with the academic core: provision and
consumption decisions over energy, transport, waste, food and other campus services are linked to curriculum and research priorities.
Transformative Change Theory emphasises the importance of integrating sustainability management into daily operations, embedding
sustainability practices as routines to create a culture of sustainability. Institutional Theory suggests that governance, performance measurements
and accountability structures serve to legitimise and thus perpetuate operational changes (Silina-Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Aver et al., 2021; Polin
et al., 2024), such as the consistency of budgeting, procurement and facility management with sustainable objectives (Kilang, 2012; Gedifew &
Muluneh, 2020).

4.5 Community Engagement and Societal Impact

HE cannot undergo systemic change in isolation from the communities it serves. Engaging with communities, industry, policymakers and civil
society not only turns knowledge into impact; it also anchors reform in local needs and values. Stakeholder networks, coalitions and participatory
governance are the critical mechanisms to achieve sustainability-oriented reforms; therefore, equity considerations must be embedded in every
engagement process(Oyenuga & Jeresa, 2025). When viewed through a Systems Thinking lens, engagement serves as the mechanism for bridging
the university/society boundary, aligning all outputs of the university with societal needs and mutually co-owned learning collaborations by
multiple actors(Vargas et al., 2021; Sun et al., 2023; Uljens & Elo, 2024). This is how Transformative Change Theory conceptualises engagement,
as a means through which knowledge might be democratised, power redistributed, and new imaginings of what higher education can contribute to
society are grown. Formal collaborations, agreements and credit-bearing partnerships, since they become part of university governance systems
and funding frameworks, help these engagement practices gain legitimacy by bringing with them the institutionalised expectations that come
through such work (Alberdi & Zubillaga, 2021; Evans et al., 2021; Aver et al., 2021).
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Fig. 3 presents a multi-level, systems-based model of leading systemic change in sustainable higher education.

At the core, leadership functions as the integrative force, coordinating and aligning activities across the system. Surrounding this core are four
interdependent pillars: transformational leadership and agency, institutional governance and alignment, curriculum and research transformation,
and stakeholder engagement and societal integration. These pillars represent the primary domains through which change is enacted within higher
education institutions.

The framework is structured across three interconnected levels:

a. The micro level (individual) focuses on mindsets, agency, and behavioural change.

b. The meso level (institutional) captures governance structures, organisational culture, and operational systems.

c. The macro level (societal/systemic) reflects broader policy environments, market pressures, and global sustainability agendas.
Dynamic arrows across the model illustrate feedback loops and continuous interactions between levels and pillars, emphasising that systemic
change is iterative and adaptive rather than linear. Supporting mechanisms, including incentives, cultural normalisation, capability building, and
networked collaboration, reinforce and sustain transformation processes.

At the top of the model, three implementation pathways- strategic embedding, operational integration, and transformational scaling- highlight how
systemic change can be institutionalised and expanded over time.

Overall, the figure conceptualises systemic change as a coordinated, multi-level process driven by leadership and sustained through reinforcing
mechanisms, offering a replicable yet context-sensitive framework for advancing sustainable higher education futures.

5.0 BARRIERS AND TENSIONS IN SYSTEMIC CHANGE: AN INTEGRATED ACCOUNT

Systemic change in higher education (HE) toward sustainability is routinely impeded by a constellation of intertwined barriers that operate across
organisational layers, funding environments, and societal expectations. Conceptually, these barriers reflect the core dynamics highlighted by
Transformative Change Theory (which emphasises disruption of entrenched norms and power relations), Institutional Theory (which foregrounds
legitimacy, formal and informal rules, and isomorphic pressures), and Systems Thinking (which foregrounds feedback loops, networked
governance, and emergent constraints).

5.1 Institutional inertia, path dependency, and cultural resistance.

The most powerful hurdle is the ingrained inertia that pervades university cultures, governance practices and established professional norms. Path
dependency stems from familiar routines, reward structures, and credentialing practices that favour traditional disciplinary silos, usual research
measures and (less than innovative) pedagogical methods. Transformative Change Theory warns that breaking these ingrained habits demands that
feasible alternative visions, coalitions and capacity building reconnect incentives with targeted sustainable purpose. For example, the theory of
Institutional Theory elucidates that legitimacy pressures (via coercive state/funder channels; normative professional norms and mimetic peer
benchmarking)(Sun et al., 2023; Vargas et al., 2021; Alava et al., 2023; Woods et al., 2020) may reinforce conservative behaviour unless reforms
achieve widespread buy-in and are institutionalized as formal governance and accreditation expectations(Jameson, 2012; Haniff & Daya, 2023).
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This barrier can take many forms depending on context, from the slow introduction of new sustainability competencies into curricula, reluctance
to reshape reward systems for interdisciplinary collaboration, or fear that contingent governance structures will weaken traditional powers Woods
et al., 2020; Jameson, 2012; Haniff & Daya, 2023). In reality, scholars have argued that inertia often continues even when leaders are invested in
reform if structural structures (for example, committees, budgets and approval processes) do not shift away from being inflexible and hierarchical
(Jameson, 2012; Haniff & Daya, 2023; Sharma, 2021; Kurowski, 2020). This is further complicated by a lack of common language or shared
mental models on what makes a sustainable university that hinders collective sensemaking and coordinated action (Lomas & Bond, 2024; Robinson
et al., 2023).

5.2 Resource constraints and funding model misalignments.

Across HE contexts, financial constraints, restricted or unstable funding, short-term project cycles, and misaligned incentive structures pose
persistent barriers to systemic reform. Institutional Theory emphasises that funding models shape organisational priorities and legitimacy: if
sustainability outcomes are not competitively rewarded within funding formulas and performance metrics, reform efforts drift or stall.
Transformative Change Theory likewise highlights that resource reallocation and investment are necessary to underpin massive changes in
governance, curricula, and operations; without long-horizon funding, pilots cannot scale to system-wide adoption (Alava et al., 2023; Woods et
al., 2020; Jameson, 2012; Silina-Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Azizi, 2022; Gedifew & Muluneh, 2020). Several studies note that even when institutions
articulate ambitious decarbonization or SDG targets, the capital costs, maintenance budgets, and uncertain return on investment hinder
comprehensive implementation (e.g., decarbonization projects, campus retrofits) (Clair & Chiang, 2016; Kodikara, n.d.; Kourgiozou et al., 2021;
Goins et al., 2023). Moreover, market-like funding environments and competition for scarce resources can incentivise opportunistic or short-term
actions over strategic, cross-institutional transformations that require shared funding arrangements and joint investments Veidemane et al., 2024;
Kourgiozou et al., 2021; Abdelgaffar, 2021). When founders or governing bodies lack durable financing, reform efforts struggle to move beyond
ad hoc or pilot phases Polin et al., 2024; Gedifew & Muluneh, 2020).

5.3 Conflicts between marketisation and sustainability rationales.

It is well known that market-driven higher education logics (competition, performance-based funding, consumer choice, branding) and
sustainability aims (shared governance, public good, equitable access) are in tension with one another. Researchers have suggested that
marketisation creates the conditions under which collegial governance can erode by incentivising institutions to seek access revenues or status
indicators, strategic planning horizons may shrink, and equity objectives may be displaced (Jameson, 2012; Harris, 2020; Miller et al., 2022;
Mutanga et al., 2024). Alternatively, other studies acknowledge that sustainability can occur alongside market-inspired reforms if these reforms
succeed in remaking markets around new incentives that reward social impact, cross-boundary collaborations, and learning outcomes aligned with
the SDGs (though not without deliberately reconfiguring funding mechanisms, accountability regimes, and governance norms to ensure that profit-
maximisation does not supersede commitments on sustainability) (Woods et al., 2020; Haniff & Daya, 2023; Kurowski, 2020; Abdelgaffar, 2021).
Tensions are likewise revealed in terms of policy design, where policies relying on centralised coercive implementation may incentivise rapid
progress towards sustainability targets but also risk marginalising local stakeholders unless they are complemented by inclusive governance and
meaningful participation in decision-making processes. The literature has also suggested that, instead of using blanket approaches, one ought to
integrate market incentives into ethical and social objectives via multipartite governance structures, transparent decision processes, as well as
performance indicators that embody extended value (beyond mere market performance) (Sharma, 2021; Sharp, 2002).

5.4 Equity, inclusion, and justice challenges.

Equity and inclusion become not only a central goal but also an ongoing obstacle in systemic change. Systemic change creates clear winners and
losers, defined by structural inequities, longstanding disparities in access to basic goods and services, representation of marginalised groups in
power and leadership roles, as well as varied capacity to co-create systems reform. Justice-centred goals take centre stage in Transformative Change
Theory, which necessitates the distribution of power among owners and stakeholders (students, staff, community partners) and providing co-
creation opportunities.

According to institutional theory, legitimacy and normative pressures may impede the adoption of inclusive governance practices; without inclusive
policies and accountable mechanisms, reforms might reproduce or obscure unequal power relations (Meyer et al. 2013). Systems Thinking
emphasises that inequality is more than a moral failing; it is an organisational impediment: discriminatory cultures, compositionally non-
representative bodies making decisions and unequal access to learning environments restrict flourishing learning ecosystems and widen the gaps
in their spread across all population groups. Especially in the context of (curriculum) reform, knowledge production and campus services, empirical
work across contexts shows inclusion gaps often emerge when equity is deprioritised in planning or when the voice of one or more stakeholders -
especially users- is tokenistic rather than substantive" (Sun et al., 2023; Boocock, 2017; Liiséna-Ezera & Silina-Jasjukevica, 2024; Silina-
Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Aver et al., 2021; Shostak et al., 2023).

Where inclusion has been foregrounded, reforms tend to be more durable, as diverse perspectives improve boundary-spanning approaches and
legitimacy, but even there, persistent barriers, such as underrepresentation in governance or limited access to funding, continue to challenge full,
equitable implementation (Haniff & Daya, 2023; Silina-Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Polin et al., 2024; Veidemane et al., 2024; Caro-Barek & Steckert,
2024).

6.0 IMPLICATION

6.1 Policy and Managerial Implications for Global Higher Education Futures

The four systemic changes in higher education (HE) dimensions that can lead to greater transformation, and their specific managerial implications,
are: curriculum that drives systematic knowledge production for sustainability; governance and leadership models; research and knowledge
production for sustainability; net-zero transitions; community engagement.
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Recommendations for university leaders and governance structures

First, build an inclusive, multi-stakeholder strategy and vision around sustainability that is created together among various campus constituencies
[students/faculty/professional staff] as well as external partners. While Transformative Change Theory focuses on dislocating change that builds
legitimacy through coalition-building and leadership by values, institutional theory stresses the need for legitimacy through alignment with
accreditation and funding expectations to sustain reforms across transitions in leadership. Those practices are complemented by Systems Thinking,
which reinforces the need for boundary-spanning governance between curricular reform, research agendas, campus operations and community
engagement to form a cohesive whole. Overall, then, these lenses combine to recommend that university leaders create deliberately integrated
governance bodies (an SDG/ESD steering committee, for example) with specific mandates, shared decision rights and multi-year timeframes to
avoid the re-creation of silos or ad-hoc initiatives (Sun et al., 2023; Vargas et al., 2021).

Second, design and implement resilient financing models and incentive structures that promote sustainable financial flows. There are well-
documented persistent mismatches between short-term funding cycles and long-horizon sustainability goals, a collective learning challenge that is
resistant to scaling and institutionalised reform. Key concepts from the literature: Institutional Theory explains how funding regimes can shape
norms and legitimacy, and Transformative Change Theory argues that deliberate investment is required to transition from pilot projects into
transformative systemic change. Thus, leaders should seek out mechanisms for multi-year cross-institutional funds, joint appointments and
incentives that encourage working across departments and with external partners, as well as explicitly incorporate sustainability metrics into
performance assessments (Alava et al., 2023; Woods et al., 2020; Jameson, 2012; Silina-Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Azizi, 2022; Gedifew & Muluneh,
2020).

Finally, design leadership development that distributes change agency to all levels and sectors. At least across governance studies, a primary lesson
from many years of research is that distributed leadership, across senior leaders, deans, program directors, faculty members, student leaders, and
external partners, provides adaptive capacity and sustains reform and systems-thinking perspectives, which are further reinforced, showing that
boundary-spanning leadership not only accelerates learning but scales innovation. Investing in leadership pipelines, professional development in
change management, and communities of practice focused around sustainability leadership across the campus, or with collaborators external to
the institution (Harris, 2020; Haniff & Daya, 2023; Luséna-Ezera & Silina-Jasjukevica, 2024; Kurowski, 2020; Polin et al., 2024).

Fourth, institutionalise mechanisms to hold individuals and systems accountable, measure and learn from system-level progress (not just narrow
outputs). We suggest longitudinal, multi-level evaluation designs to assess governance reform, leadership practice, curricular change, research
impact, operational decarbonization and community outcomes. Incorporate qualitative and quantitative indicators that measure learning,
collaborative networks and societal impact with the bread-and-butter metrics. The distinction between systemic change and project-level artefacts
helps to sort the two apart where that distinction is possible (Harris, 2020; Azizi, 2022; Shostak et al., 2023), and this approach respects complexity-
informed evaluation.

Cross-sector collaboration strategies

Fifth, building boundary-crossing partnerships between HE and industry, government, civil society and communities. Systems Thinking, in
particular, gives recognition to boundary objects, co-production and shared knowledge platforms as important components for the translation of
research into practice and coupling education with society. Per Institutional Theory, partnerships strengthen legitimacy and access to resources;
according to Transformative Change Theory, collaborative approaches are critical for co-producing new social norms and capabilities. These
strategies include joint research centres, co-designed curricula with external partners, shared labs and facilities, and governance arrangements that
give partners a say in strategy and evaluation. They should also guarantee equitable involvement and joint advantages to prevent re-centring power
dynamics and maintain trust between all actors (Vargas et al., 2021; Silina-Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Aver et al., 2021; Adhikari & Shrestha, 2022).
Institutionalise Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and sustainability literacy throughout the university ecosystem, not as peripherals
but as core competencies underpinning curricula, research, and professional practice. Weiss et al.(2021) recognise patterns of curriculum change
and highlight shared responsibility, open communication, and collaboration across the campus as foundations for lasting ESD institutionalisation;
notably, SLO approaches are also identified in the literature for embedding sustainability knowledge and practices among departments and
programs (Melles, 2019; Popowska & Sady, 2023; Levesque & Wake, 2021). Governance can ideally mirror this by implementing accreditation
standards and degree outcomes to reward sustainability competencies, and fulfilling appropriate staff development while promoting
interdisciplinary and cross-sector collaboration (Weiss et al., 2021; Cebrian, 2019; Popowska & Sady, 2023; Melles, 2019).

Seventh, build a resilient, adaptive political system that can respond to global shocks (e.g. climate risks, pandemics) and slow structural change
(e.g., market forces). Reforms will be better sustained if systems of governance are nimble, cross boundaries and learn quickly. Routinised
anticipatory governance, cross—ministerial planning, performance monitoring and real-time intervention are recommended by the Centre-of-
Government and resilience literature, lessons that can be expressed in university operations through intercampus incident response teams (Mugano,
2022), strategic foresight workshops (Kaseke, 2022), or adaptive budgeting processes.

6.2 Implications for policy and practice in diverse contexts

Policy design with knowledge of context and SD and SDG integrations. In many contexts, this translates into a call for nuanced policy coherence
and local adaptability. People-lodging policy frameworks via decentralised mandates united with (inclusive, participatory) design create legitimacy
and relevance; policy experimentation at the regional or national level results in opportunities to learn what works at scale. The comparative
literature on governance and leadership in higher education clearly illustrates that countries take vastly different routes, from more centralised,
policy-led reforms to more decentralised, boundary-spanning governance, but each country can benefit from dedicated implementation roadmaps,
stakeholder engagement, and alignment of funding with sustainability objectives (Middlehurst, 2013; Woods et al., 2020; Jameson, 2012; Silina-
Jasjukevica et al., 2023; Azizi, 2022).

A change initiative with a modular design can achieve cross-context scalability. They should be explicitly replicable and adaptable, with lessons
learned documented, checklists prepared for implementation, and metrics established for subsequent applicability. Finally, the literature also
proposes phased rollouts, pilot-to-scale trajectories and continuous local-feedback loops to adjust the reform package to the institutional culture
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and available resource envelopes (Harris, 2020; Sharma, 2021; Polin et al., 2024; Gedifew & Muluneh, 2020). While scale is desirable,
implementation fidelity and local relevance remain paramount.

International dialogue and knowledge sharing are critical for accelerating reform. By comparing experiences, HEIs can learn from international
comparative studies about governance innovations applied to higher education institutions (HEIs), relevant curricular pathways and sustainability
governance models. An international collaboration with the capacity to share tools, benchmarks and governance frameworks enabling rapid
learning without compromising local constraints can. This could involve international consortia, degree programs delivered jointly with
sustainability competencies, cross-border collaboration in research outputs and open-access pooled resources documenting best practices and
indicators for systemic change (Alberdi & Zubillaga, 2021; Evans et al., 2021; Polin et al., 2024; Sylvestre et al., 2013; Menon & Suresh, 2020).
6.3 Implications for global higher education futures: comparative insights, scalability, and international collaboration

Cross-case insights show that there is no single blueprint for reform. The combinations of coercive, normative and mimetic pressures that shape
the dynamics of Institutional Theory are different for each jurisdiction; policy coherence and local autonomy can be reconciled in ways that reflect
historical trajectories, governance cultures and resource endowments. Transformative Change Theory shapes an aspirational vision paired with
realistic roadmaps for coalition-building, capacity development, and intentional norm shifts; Systems Thinking provides the analytical lens to map
interdependencies, feedbacks, and leverage points for scalable reform. And integrated, these diverse theories undergird an adaptive model for
global HE futures wherein universities are less mass product factories delivering uniform curricula and more living laboratories for sustainability
co-producing solutions with communities and partners. Reflecting this view, the literature highlights multi-level interventions that integrate
synergistic dimensions of system-wide change, curriculum reform, governance redesign, research realignment and operational modernisation— but
gives special attention to equity and inclusion as means towards just transitions, inclusive development across populations and regions (Sun et al.,
2023; Vargas et al., 2021; Uljens & Elo, 2024; Alberdi & Zubillaga, 2021; Alava et al., 2023; Woods et al.,2019; Haniff & Daya, 2023; Levesque
& Wake, 2021; Melles, 2019; Weiss et al. 2021).

Explicitly designing for transferability is critical to offer scalability and applicability across contexts. Modular packages for curriculum
transformation, sustainability governance and campus operations that can be customised to fit local funding, regulatory regimes and stakeholder
landscapes should be developed by institutions. Policy-practice interfaces should be equipped with mechanisms that incorporate feedback from
local innovations, which are channelled into national or regional policy learning systems. Instead, international collaboration should be established
as two-way learning partnerships (instead of knowledge extraction), which include joint programmes of research, mutual governance laboratories
and co-developed indicators that are locally relevant but oriented towards common sustainability outcomes (Mutanga et al., 2024; Polin et al.,
2024; Gedifew & Muluneh, 2020; Sylvestre et al., 2013; Moon et al., 2018).

International collaboration in thinking about global HE futures. International cooperation to accelerate reform by cross-pollinating governance
models, curricula and sustainability practices. Yet, this needs to be paired with equity and capacity-building that encourages participation from
less-resourced institutions and regions. The governance networks, sustainability transitions, and international comparisons literatures highlight the
principles of joint action, common standards, and collaborative benchmarking (without overlooking fine-scale variation in institutional
environments and national policy ecosystems). Successful international cooperation must balance joint recognition of local limitations, co-
production of tools and indicators, as well as inclusive institutional arrangements that spread control evenly among partners (Jimu & Rennkamp,
2024; Avila et al., 2019; Edwards et al., 2017; Eichberg & Charles, 2024; Sylvestre et al., 2013).

CONCLUSION

At its best, systemic change in higher education for sustainable futures can be understood and enacted as a multi-level learning-centred reform
embracing interdependencies between governance, curriculum, research and operations as well as community engagement within an ecosystem of
complex adaptive universities. Deliberate reform, as defined in Transformative Change Theory (TC), Institutional Theory and Systems Thinking,
is one that calls for boundary-spanning leadership, consistent but flexible governance and multi-year investments with incentives for cross- and
interdisciplinary collaboration with potential for public good. Achievements are grounded in a sustainable core through Education for Sustainable
Development or sustainability literacy, with opportunities for inclusive participation by stakeholders, and learning and feedback loops embedded
systematically across all aspects. Some core design pillars to scale pilots into systems-level transformative approaches that are at once just,
regenerative and aligned with global sustainability ambitions are context-sensitive sequencing, strong accountability frameworks, and cross-sector
partnerships, both international and local. The key thing to take is that universities need to learn systems, designed for both shocks and
opportunities, in which they still share common goals of good teaching, justice, and sustainability.
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