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Abstract 

Higher education for sustainable development (HESD) can be  

challenging for university teachers. The normative core of the concept 

may be perceived as a contrast to the ideal of objective knowledge 

production which has dominated Western academia for a long time.  

As university teachers concurrently fulfil different roles, they can be 

exposed to sometimes incompatible expectations. In this paper, we 

present role conflicts university teachers may face when implementing 

ESD in their courses. For this, we used sociological role theory as a 

framework to analyse data from a qualitative interview study conducted 

with university teachers. The results show three typical role conflicts:  

1. the “personal stance” conflict, 2. the “practice what you preach” 

conflict, and 3. the “lethargic institution” conflict. In order to support 

university teachers in coping with these conflicts, we recommend 

reflecting on ESD-related values and ambiguities in university classes, 

reinforcing professional development for university teachers in ESD, 

especially in the field of emotional competence, and the implementation 

of Whole Institution Approaches.
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Massive human intervention in eco-systems has, among 
others, led to increasing global warming and is fuelling 

the loss of biodiversity (Richardson et al. 2023). The central objec-
tive of the United Nations 2030 Agenda (UN 2015) is socio-eco-
logical transformation reached through the 17 Sustainable Develop­
ment Goals (SDGs). Education for sustainable development (ESD) 
is considered to be of great importance to achieve the SDGs (UN-
ESCO 2020). The concept embraces not only the idea to include 
sustainable development topics into teaching, but also applying 
suitable pedagogical-didactical methods (Bellina et al. 2020). 

Higher education institutions are important leverage points 
for societal change, as the future decision makers and multipli-
ers are trained there (Mader et al. 2014). At the same time, they 
are embedded in different fields of ambiguities concerning the 
relation between science and society (objective observation vs. 
active design of solutions), the mission of universities (scientif-
ic excellence vs. social relevance), the understanding of knowl-
edge (pure vs. applied) and the educational approach (human-
istic vs. instrumental) (Bien and Klußmann 2023). Questions of 
ethics of science are closely linked to these fields of ambiguity: 
Does science have a societal responsibility to contribute to socio-
ecological transformation, as advocates of a “transformative sci-
ence” point out (Schneidewind and Singer-Brodowski 2014)? Or 
would such an understanding be running the risk to abandon 
researchers’ original task of searching for knowledge proper in-
stead of practical solutions, possibly even leading to a scientific 
expertocracy (Strohschneider 2014)? All these ambiguities relate 
to ethical questions on the goals and practices of both research 
and teaching. This has consequences for the way in which ESD 
is envisioned at universities.
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To date, ESD has been increasingly included in university laws, 
study regulations and curricula, but its practical implementa-
tion is often limited to certain subjects and few universities. To 
anchor ESD structurally, ESD should not only be implemented 
in university teaching, but also in operations and campus man-
agement, governance, communication, networks and capacity 
building (Holst 2023). Research also shows that especially the 
qualification of ESD multipliers is highly important (Holst and 
Singer-Brodowski 2022). 

ESD implementation is not always an easy task, as sustain-
ability problems often lack simple solutions, include multiple 
stakeholders and therefore challenge traditional role understand
ings and values (Cébrian et al. 2013, p. 288). In order to analyse 
wicked sustainability problems, considering different perspec-
tives and the underlying individual and societal values is of great 
importance (Miller et al. 2011). For conveying ESD competences 
to students, university teachers are required not only to transmit 
sustainability-related fact knowledge to their students, but to 
create participative learning environments and open rooms for 
normative discourses, which implies taking different roles like 
expert, coach and learning companion (Bellina et al. 2020, pp. 
69 – 79).

In this paper, we give empirical examples of which specific 
role conflicts university teachers may face when putting ESD in-
to practice. For this, we draw on a qualitative interview study con-
ducted with ten teachers in five German universities. In order to 
analyse the various expectations placed in them in their daily job 
life, sociological role theory offers a fruitful framework. With the 
help of this theoretical lens, we identified three different types of 
role conflicts related to higher education for sustainable develop-
ment (HESD). 

State of research 

The field of higher education presents some specific character-
istics which can influence the way university teachers deal with 
ESD in their courses. Firstly, in Germany (as in many countries), 
many researchers also have teaching assignments and need to 
qualify young academics. They often identify more with their 
role as researchers than with their role as university teachers 
(Schimank and Winnes 2000). Besides the roles of teacher and 
researcher, there are multiple other roles they have to cover, for 
example being an examiner, an administrator etc. (Billot 2010). 

The various roles influence each other, are not free of overlaps 
and are sometimes very contradictory (Müller-Christ et al. 2018). 
Secondly, a specificity of universities is their strong differentia-
tion into disciplines, among which epistemological and method-
ical approaches may vary largely (Becher 1989). (Sub-)Disciplines 
have a high degree of autonomy both in their organizational struc-
ture and in the contents they work on, which is why universities 
can be described as “loosely coupled systems” (Weick 1976). This 
can be a challenge when dealing with inter- or transdisciplinary 

ESD topics. Thirdly, another difference between modern West-
ern higher education and other educational fields is that the uni-
versities are strongly influenced by the ideal of creating and im-
parting objective knowledge (Schneider et al. 2019). Through a 
critical approach to this epistemological ideal, ESD can offer new 
perspectives and possibilities for academic teachers to address 
normative questions and to deal with insecurity, complexity, am-
biguity and different forms of knowledge (Cébrian et al. 2013), 
as well as with emotions, which play an important role in trans-
formative learning processes (Grund et al. 2023).

ESD topics often contain complex entanglements of (seem-
ingly) objective facts and ethical aspects (Potthast 2015). Con-
cerning the way how educators include these in their teaching, 
Öhman and Östman (2019) describe three traditions in environ
mental and sustainability education in schools. The fact-based 
tradition is related to a knowledge-based approach to sustainabil
ity problems. In this tradition, facts are seen as separated from 
values. In the normative tradition, sustainability problems have a 
moral character, the focus is on sustainable values, norms and 
lifestyles. The aim is to encourage students to commit to sus-
tainability issues. The pluralistic tradition also emphasizes the 
value dimension of sustainability issues but focuses on different 
perspectives and interests in sustainability topics. These are seen 
as political issues (Öhman and Östman 2019, pp. 73 – 76). The 
authors stress that it is important for teachers to reflect on their 
own ESD tradition in order to understand what ideas and strat-
egies implicitly structure their teaching. Focussing especially on 
the question of teacher neutrality, Heybach (2014) argues that 
trying to be neutral as a teacher may be a way of ignoring one’s 
own subjectivity and can lead to the reinforcement of existing 
ideologies. Referring to the example of the Holocaust, she shows 
that this may be very dangerous. 

Especially in in higher education, the question of how to re-
late to objective facts and ethical values arises in a way which dif-
fers from other educational contexts. Several qualitative studies 

Education for sustainable development can be a great chance to critically rethink  
the idea of objective knowledge in academia and to further develop university teaching 
in order to enhance the students’ competencies for dealing with ambiguity,  
complexity and normativity. 
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have been conducted in order to show how values can be reflect-
ed on in HESD (e. g., Anselm et al. 2018). On a more theoretical 
level, Müller-Christ et al. (2018) elaborate that university teach-
ers find themselves in role conflicts as they have to navigate in 
two tension fields: on the one hand, they need to convey both 
objective specialized knowledge and “orientation knowledge” 
(which includes ethical-moral decision skills); on the other hand, 
they need to position themselves between freedom of research/
of teaching and societal responsibility.

If academics adopt stances closer to the pole of societal respon-
sibility, this can have far-reaching implications for their roles. 
Concerning their roles as researchers, Wittmayer and Schäpke 
(2014) discuss activities and ideal-typical roles in the context of 
action research related to sustainability transitions. One poten-

tial role conflict concerns the extent to which science and socie
ty overlap when researchers address real-world problems, gen-
erate knowledge and formulate solutions for a more sustainable 
future. Other studies show that how academics understand sci
ence and their role as researchers in society not only influences 
the way in which they conduct research, but also how they teach 
(e. g., van der Rijst et al. 2008).

The overview has shown that the question of how to deal with 
normativity in the context of ESD may cause role conflicts in 
university teachers. In this paper, we address the following cen-
tral research questions: Which role conflicts occur in the field of 
HESD? Are there any specificities compared to other education-
al fields? We approach these questions by using sociological role 
theory to understand expectations on diverse social positions.

JULIA HOFFMANN 2021
Unbequeme Wahrheiten | Inconvenient truths
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Sociological role theory as a framework for 
analysing role conflicts

People have different and various positions and roles, for exam-
ple as researchers, daughters, fathers, friends, club members, 
citizens, etc. Roles refer to socially pre-formed positions and cul-
turally pre-formed patterns of behaviour. A role does not cap-
ture a person’s entire personality, but rather one side of it. Ac-
tors always carry only certain roles: age, gender and social posi-
tion are more or less effective in every social situation (Röhl 1987, 
p. 347). However, social roles shouldn’t be understood in a me-
chanical way. From an interpretive perspective, every individu-
al has possibilities to disown role-expectations as well as possi-
bilities to create their own role (Röhl 1987, p. 345). 

A social position is related to several other social positions. 
Consequently, a position holder has diverse role partners, each of 
whom directs behavioural expectations towards them and de-
mands different role actions from them to a certain extent (Schulz-

Schaeffer 2018, p. 388). If different reference groups address di-
verging expectations to an individual, this may cause role con-
flicts. Almost every situation is overdetermined, individuals are 
constantly facing the problem of which roles and role expecta-
tions to orientate themselves to (Röhl 1987, p. 348). There are 
inter-role and intra-role conflicts. An inter-role conflict exists when 
a person is exposed to diverging expectations regarding his or 
her different roles. To give an example, a person might experi-
ence conflicting expectations in her roles of being a researcher 
and a mother. An intra-role conflict exists when conflicting expec
tations are directed to one and the same role by different role 
partners. This might be the case for a university teacher, for ex-
ample if the head of department and the students demand differ-
ent foci in teaching – the first related to the department’s spe-
cific research programmes, the latter related to their personal 
interests or future professions. Intra-role conflicts are more 
difficult to manage than inter-role conflicts because individual 
segments of the same role are more difficult to separate than 
different roles. 

Methods

The overall aim of the interview study is to examine how uni-
versity teachers deal with normativity in the context of ESD. Spe-
cial attention is paid to the challenges they meet when teaching 
controversial sustainability issues, and to their understanding 
of their role as university teachers in this context. The study is 
based on Constructivist Grounded Theory (Charmaz 2014). This 
approach was chosen as it is especially useful for research in 
relatively new fields and to date, only few studies on university 
teachers and normativity in the context of ESD exist (e. g., An
selm et al. 2018, Müller-Christ et al. 2018; see above, State of re­
search). A reconstructive research design seemed most appro-
priate, as the method is suitable for analysing implicit struc-
tures of meaning, which we found important to gain insights 
into the university teachers’ normative assumptions concerning 
ESD and university teaching in general. The research process 
is iterative, interviews and analyses are conducted alternatively. 
Ten interviews were carried out. In order to allow the interview-
ees to deploy their own meaning of and relevant questions con-
cerning normativity in HESD, but to be also able to ask critical 
questions, problem-centred interviews (Witzel 1985) were cho-
sen as interview type. The interview guidelines can be found in 
the supplementary material.1 The coding procedure was induc-
tive and started from the phenomena which occurred in the ma-
terial. Empirical findings, as, for instance, the role conflicts, and 
preliminary theoretical conceptualisations were elaborated and 
redefined during the entire research process. 

We assumed that basic knowledge of the concept of ESD was 
an important prerequisite for ensuring an adequate depth of the 
interviews. Therefore, we recruited the interview participants in 
an ESD course programme carried out in German universities 
by a research team from Heidelberg University of Education. 

ERIC MCDERMOTT 2021
“Love nature?”



367Ann-Kathrin Schlieszus et al.

GAIA 33/4 (2024): 363 – 371

FOCUS: SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND ETHICS OF SCIENCE | RESEARCH

>

The interview participants are university teachers from five 
different universities throughout Germany. The universities were 
chosen in order to represent a broad range of higher education 
institutions that exist in Germany: half of the interviews were 
conducted in small universities with around 3,000 students, half 
in middle size (10,000 to 15,000 students) or big universities 
(more than 25,000 students). Four of the universities offer a broad 
spectrum of academic disciplines, one is specialized in teacher 
education. The interviewees are affiliated to various disciplines: 
mechanical engineering, regional sciences, business studies, and 
pedagogy, including educational science, didactics and educa-
tional psychology. Beyond the above-mentioned ESD course, the 
teachers’ prior experiences regarding ESD in their own teaching 
vary significantly: some have implemented ESD for many years 
already, others are new to the field. 

Results: University teachers’ role conflicts in 
the context of education for sustainable 
development

In our analysis, we identified three types of role conflicts that 
seem particularly significant for the field of HESD. 

The “personal stance” conflict
One conflict university teachers can face when implementing 
ESD is related to the fact that sustainability challenges often con-
sist of intricate socio-economic problems and it is often impos-
sible to find easy and clear solutions. Therefore, how academic 
teachers talk about sustainability topics and the future and which 
personal stances they take is closely linked to their own emo-
tions, values and world-view, as well as to teaching traditions.  

An interview passage with Bob2 illustrates this. Bob, a 40-
year-old junior professor, gave a seminar on global environmen-
tal governance. In one class, he was talking about a failed Confer­
ence of the Parties (COP) to his students, revealing his own pes-
simistic views: 

[…], and I myself was very, very negative or very pessimistic in 
that moment, and this is how I delivered my lecture. And then 
a student put her hand up and said […], why I was so negative, 
yes. She said, I should/my true task was to convey hope and to 
convey a future perspective, yes. And I should see that uhm (…) 
that students, as it were, want to know which potential ways 
there are, instead of being told, this and that is all rubbish.  
And that hit me hard in that moment. […] Well, there I really 
realized, right, in that point, my role actually is really different 
from what I was just doing, from what I was delivering. […] 
And uhm (..) yes and (.) I discussed that very openly then, […]  

I thus said very clearly: ‘I’m in a dilemma, yes. To/on the  
one hand to convey hope, but on the other hand to remain a 
realist, and I really can’t tell you that I think much of  
global environmental governance, it doesn't usually work.’ 

This excerpt shows an intra-role conflict: Bob doesn’t see him-
self able to teach the topic in the solution-oriented way his stu-
dents expect. On the one hand, there simply are no easy solu-
tions, as multiple actors and interests are entangled in the field 
of global environmental governance. On the other hand, Bob’s 
own emotions toward this topic make it impossible for him to 
teach in a solution-oriented way. Dealing with the discordance 
between the teacher’s and his students’ content expectations and 
emotional dispositions (which may also strongly vary among the 
students) may be especially challenging if teachers and students 
do not share the same understanding of the teachers’ role con-
cerning the relation between facts and values (see above, State 
of research, for the different teaching traditions). 

MAX HIRNING 2021
Duck with a mission

1	 https://doi.org/10.14512/gaia.33.4.7.suppl
2	All names are pseudonyms. All translations are by the first author. The  

number of dots (up to 3) or the digit (from 4) in brackets indicates the 
length of a pause in seconds. Particularly emphasized words are underlined.
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A second quote from Zoe, a 49-year-old lecturer, illustrates 
that the “personal stance” conflict may entail questions of au-
thenticity. Zoe having mentioned that she sees herself as a role 
model when implementing ESD in her courses, the interviewer 
asks if she finds this challenging. Zoe answers: 

Yes. (...) Well, because on the one hand it means being 
open-minded and for me it also means dealing with things that 
I didn't know about before or only dealt with in a rudimentary 
way. (.) And also to try things out for myself. And also dealing 
with privations […] And if I can’t do it as a person (.), let me 
put it this way, to take small steps toward change, but I 
demand it from others, °then° I realise, no, °how° strongly 
(taking a deep breath) uhm yes, subjectivity influences me 
there. So, I see a big dispute (.) between subjectivity and 
objectivity and I have no idea how to eliminate it in that 
context.

The quote shows that for Zoe, taking a certain personal stance, 
namely being a sustainability role model, is an important pre-
requisite to implementing ESD in her courses. She describes 
that if she herself is not able to “take small steps towards change”, 
she cannot expect her students to do so. Interestingly, for her the 
question of taking a personal stance is closely linked to “a big 
dispute (.) between subjectivity and objectivity”. Her own strug-
gle to behave sustainably is associated with subjectivity, where-
as objectivity seems to be an unattainable goal for her teaching. 
The quote hints at the fact that Zoe perceives being entangled 
in contradictions concerning sustainability values and behav-
iour as a limit to her own teacher authenticity – instead of see-
ing it as a starting point for critical reflection on her and her 
students’ personal stances. 

The “practice what you preach” conflict
Another field of tension may occur when there is dissonance 
between teaching in a public role as university representative 
and actions in private life. This is especially relevant in the field 
of ESD, as sustainability challenges occur in all parts of every-
day life. When students expect their teachers to “practice what 
they preach”, conflicts may arise. If academic teachers do not 
lead a sustainable lifestyle, for example due to other priorities in 
a certain field of their private or professional life, students might 
question their authority as academic teachers. A quote from Bob 
illustrates this: 

[…] when it comes to sustainability values, yes, then (.) you can 
feel that our students place value on, (.) that a certain degree 
of sustainability uhm (.) is also practised within the institute. 
Well, they (.) when somewhere the lights are left on, then 
sometimes someone says ‘Well, who left this on?’ or ‘Can we 
not turn that off?’ or uhm. (.) I myself am a vegetarian,  
but colleagues have been asked on excursions, why they  
eat meat, (.) yes. […] Well, you are increasingly confronted  
with that also in everyday life.

According to Bob, the students clearly expect that sustainability 
is put into practice within their university department. Univer-
sity teachers as its embodied representatives are therefore ex-
pected to behave in a sustainable way. But the lines between the 
different roles of university teachers blur: The students expect 
Bob to behave in a sustainable way not only during his work in 
his role as higher education teaching professional (e. g., energy 
saving), but also in his private life (e. g., vegetarian diet). There 
is no clear distinction between the role of the public person, a 
representative of university, and the role of the private person, 
which causes an inter-role conflict: The wording “you are in-
creasingly confronted with that” (authors’ highlighting) hints at 
the fact that Bob perceives this as a challenge. 

A second quote illustrates the blurred boundaries with other 
examples for teaching and private life. Liz, postdoc, 50 years old, 
states:

Uhm or then we’re back to learning from the model, […] that 
you also have a role model function, so even as a lecturer  
I think uhm, we’re just human beings, uhm. (...) And because 
you’re also uhm a representative of an institution I think,  
which also has a certain responsibility in this area (4) […]  
It’s less about eating meat. Maybe it’s more about […] the 
utilisation of paper or uhm yes, heating and all that sort of 
thing. // I: Hm, hm (agreeing). // Or whether we all come by 
car (.) or by bike. (10) Exactly. (4)”

The quote shows that the students’ expectations addressed to 
Liz in her public role as university teacher do not only refer to 
domains of institutional action, but also to her private life. Liz 
states that her dietary habits are less part of her public role, but 
utilisation of paper and heating, clearly related to her tasks and 
the buildings in her institution, are. Interestingly, the choice of 
the vehicle with which she comes to university is perceived as 
part of her public role. Where does her role as a public person 
start and where does it end? Is it at the doors of the university 
or already when leaving home? How about personal choices which 
are sometimes visible in public settings as well? The two exam-
ples show that the transitions between public and private roles 
are fluent.

In Liz’ statement, the students are not mentioned at all, but 
the conflict seems rather to consist of what Liz expects from 
herself or what she thinks her students expect from her. Gener-
ally, it is difficult to discern whether the students really expect 
their teachers to act as sustainability role models, if this rather is 
the interviewees’ assumption or if it is more a conflict between 
the teachers’ own expectations toward their role and their limit-
ed possibilities to live up to these.

The “lethargic institution” conflict
In a third type of HESD-related role conflicts, institutional reg-
ulations are central. Liz gives two examples how her envisioned 
sustainable behaviour is limited by the university management’s 
regulations: 
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Uhm yes, the fact we keep bulldozing half a forest every time 
we have our exams printed on paper and such things. […]  
But why can we write exams online during the pandemic,  
but now that we are all back, we use up (sighing) yes bundles 
uhm of paper, which are shredded afterwards. Uhm (.) uhm 
that is something which actually does not correspond to my 
(slightly laughing) my values and standards in the field of ESD. 
Uhm. (16) Yes, sometimes how we teach also underlies uhm 
certain uhm norms I would say. That the requirement is,  
we (.) well we have this (.) well the sheer fact, these […] 
physical room conditions uhm, where one might sometimes 
want to break out to try different things and to do them in a 
different way.

In the quote, Liz conveys a dissonance between her personal 
values and her possibilities for implementing them in her uni-
versity courses. According to the values she associates with ESD, 
paper waste should be reduced, for example by using online in-
stead of paper-pencil formats for written exams. Here, the uni-
versity’s examination office’s expectations set limits to Liz’ pos-
sibilities to enact holistic ESD in her courses, as they do not al-
low online examinations. This causes an intra-role conflict. Fac-
ing the unsustainable structures at her university, Liz feels like 
a “lone ranger” in front of rigid institutional regulations. As an-
other example, Liz describes that university teachers’ possibili-
ties of changing their way of teaching are limited by institutional 
norms materialized in the “physical room conditions” (see quote 
above). Some other university teachers also mentioned this, for 
example stating that controverse discussions and trustful ex-
change among students are merely possible in frontal lecture 
theatres. 

A second example shows that the institutionally given exam
ination regulations may cause role conflicts. Ann, postdoc, 55 
years old, describes it this way:

Uhm the other thing, the uncertainty, is perhaps really uhm:  
(.) this (.) somewhat distanced idea of what my role is perhaps. 
(.) […] I would like to work much more at eye level. (.)  
But sometimes I have the feeling that this is a problem insti- 
tutionally. So that […] in the exam […] that I have to keep a 
distance, which is a problem for my role. So […] I might appear 
completely different to the students in the seminar than I do  
in the exam. And, which is perhaps also normal, but you /  
I see a certain (.) yes, a (.) yes, conflict is perhaps an exaggera-
tion, but an ambivalence (7) [...] I believe that if we / if I were 
alone in the exam, it would be completely different. But I’m in 
a tandem with a colleague and uhm maybe this ambivalence 
(.) uhm arises from this exam situation that I’m anticipating. 
(...) Uhm in the exam situation it’s / that’s really stressful,  
I think. I [...] find it s/ insanely stressful to have two such 
different requirements sometimes / so sitting next to each other 
[…] And then we’re in a dynamic that I don’t feel comfortable 
with […] And that sometimes has an effect on the organisation 
of the seminars.

The quote shows that Ann’s attempts to adopt a new teacher 
role corresponding to HESD is limited by the examination re-
quirements of her institution. In line with HESD pedagogy, 
which proposes teachers to be at eye level with the students and 
to be a coach rather than a frontal lecturer and omniscient ex-
pert (see above, State of research), Ann established a new kind of 
relationship with her students in her seminar. But at the end of 
the semester, this comes to an abrupt end: the institution re-
quires Liz to be an examiner and therefore puts her in a hierar-
chic position. The institutional expectations toward this role are 
incorporated by her colleague with whom she holds the exams. 
Ann describes herself torn up between her colleague’s expecta-
tions and the ones of her students, with whom she had collab-
orated as a learning companion at eye level during the semes-
ter. Ann experiences this as “insanely stressful”, and mentions 
that it has effects on how she will organize future seminars, 
making her go back to more frontal teaching formats, as she ex-
plains later. 

 
Discussion

The interview examples show three different types of role con-
flicts of university teachers in the context of HESD: one linked 
to the need of taking personal stances, one linked to the conflict 
between public and private roles, and a third one linked to insti-
tutional constraints.

The conflicts are not exclusively present in higher education. 
But due to the specific conditions in this educational sector, they 
may be especially virulent here. As many universities tradition-
ally understand themselves as places of objective research and 
fact-based knowledge, where emotions have little room, it may 
be perceived more challenging by university teachers to take per-
sonal stances than by educators in other fields. Indeed, the di-
verse interview excerpts reveal that ambiguities and the emo-
tionality of ESD topics cause insecurities in the university teach-
ers. If university teachers are not clear about their own person-
al stances and underlying values and emotions, this may cause 
irritations in students, as especially the excerpt from Bob shows. 
Of course, the question of authenticity is not just an issue for 
university teachers, but also for school teachers (Bergmüller and 
Taube 2023). Nevertheless, dealing with one’s own and the stu-
dents’ uncertainty and emotions may be perceived especially chal-
lenging by university teachers, as mentioned above.

The conflict raised by unsustainable institutional regulations 
can also appear especially virulent in universities, as these edu-
cational institutions are less centrally regulated than for example 
schools (cf. Weick 1976, chapter 2). In some (sub-)disciplines, 
sustainability principles may be widely enacted, whereas in oth-
ers, they may be totally ignored. If university teachers see them-
selves as representatives not only of their own faculty or depart-
ment, but of the whole university, this may create irresolvable 
conflicts. Furthermore, university teachers may lack the neces-
sary support for implementing ESD, for instance if the univer-
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sity does not provide professional training opportunities or sus
tainable campus management. 

In order to tackle these conflicts, university teachers should 
become aware of and reflect on their own insecurities, values, 
role understanding and teaching tradition and make these ex-
plicit to their students, as Öhman and Östman (2019) describe it 
for the school context. They can thus better enable students to 
themselves disclose and question their meaning perspectives, 
leading them to discover more integrative perspectives on the 
world (Singer-Brodowski 2019). For HESD, the pluralist tradition 
can be particularly fruitful, as it allows to critically reflect on com-
plex entanglements of (seemingly) objective facts and ethical as-
pects (Potthast 2015). If academics recognize their entanglement 
in ambiguities (Bien and Klußmann 2023), this may also in-
crease their reflexive capacity as researchers (Singer-Brodowski 
2023). In this way, university teachers can avoid being seeming-
ly neutral (Heybach 2014). Thus, ESD can open up new perspec-
tives for academic teachers to address normative questions, deal 
with insecurity, complexity, ambiguity and different forms of 
knowledge (Cébrian et al. 2013) – offering possibilities for a crit-
ical approach to the epistemological ideal of objective science 
and visions of a socially engaged transformative science (Schnei-
dewind and Singer-Brodowski 2014). 

Research on and professional training in how to deal with 
emotions in the context of sustainability learning can help uni-
versity teachers and educators in all fields to create emotionally 
safe spaces (Singer-Brodowski et al. 2022). Conflicts arising on 
university level may be relieved by realizing Whole Institution 
Approaches (Holst 2023). If, based on the ethical justice princi-
ple of sustainable development, universities aim at sustainable 
working and learning environments, this would also support 
university teachers in holistically implementing ESD. In this 
way, universities can become motors of a socio-ecological trans-
formation (Schneidewind and Singer-Brodowski 2014, Vogt and 
Weber 2020). This would also help to address that taking seem-
ingly neutral positions is a way of supporting existing unsus-
tainable structures (Heybach 2014) and hence to reflect on the 
responsibility of university teachers. 

The study presents some limitations. Due to the small num-
ber of participants and covered disciplines, the results are not 
generalizable for the whole group of university teachers at Ger-
man universities. There might be other role conflicts in disci-
plines which we have not covered here. Moreover, we must as-
sume that the results underly the effects of a certain self-selec-
tion bias, as the interviewed university teachers all participated 
in an ESD course and therefore are likely to have generally pos-
itive attitudes towards ESD. Furthermore, the participants’ per-
spectives on ESD might be influenced at least partly by the course. 
Another important limitation is that the results may underly a 
certain confirmation bias. In order to reduce this as much as 
possible, the authors reflected on their own assumptions and 
beliefs on ESD, roles and normativity both before conducting 
the interviews and during the analytic process. Finally, the study 
was limited to a national scope. As the educational systems dif-

fer from country to country, the exact roles of university teach-
ers may differ, too. 

For further research activities, it would be interesting to in-
clude other disciplines in the sample3. Moreover, an internation-
al comparison could be endeavoured. Concerning the concrete 
teaching practice, it could be examined through which pedagog-
ical methods and attitudes university teachers can best create 
open and safe discourse spaces where ESD-related values and 
ambiguities can be discussed.

Conclusion

The aim of the paper was to give empirical examples which spe-
cific role conflicts university teachers may face when putting 
ESD into practice. We have shown that navigating through the 
described multiple expectations can be challenging for univer-
sity teachers, touching not only questions of their personal be-
haviour, emotions and stances, but also the purpose of science 
in our current unsustainable world. 

University teachers can perceive role conflicts as challenging, 
but not necessarily: if they are aware of their multiple entangle-
ments and deal reflexively with them, this may open up oppor-
tunities for learning processes – also for their students. ESD can 
therefore be a great chance to critically rethink the idea of objec-
tive knowledge in academia and to further develop university 
teaching in order to enhance the students’ competencies for deal-
ing with ambiguity, complexity and normativity. These compe-
tencies can help them to shape a more sustainable society in 
future, but also to address other societal challenges that touch 
norms and values. 
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