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Abstract
In recent years, societies all over the world have been confronted with new challenges, 
such as the increasing pace of climate change, stimulating a growing debate about the 
role of higher education institutions (HEIs) to help tackle these grand challenges. Con-
sequently, this impacts how technology transfer is pursued and what societies want it to 
produce, making the third mission in the higher education context also a green mission. 
Thus, excellence in sustainability complements excellence in research and teaching, re-
sulting in a demand for new metrics to rank and position HEIs globally in terms of their 
sustainability efforts. A widely accepted and prominent ranking has been established by 
the University of Indonesia, the UI GreenMetric ranking. Since its founding a decade 
ago, substantial literature has been published about this ranking to examine and evaluate 
it from multiple perspectives and with various methodologies. This paper summarizes 
the body of literature on the UI GreenMetric and provides a critical analysis, indicating 
a tendency towards a self-selection reporting bias of the participating universities and 
countries, which demonstrates a potential use of the ranking as a means of greenwashing.

Keywords  Higher education · Sustainability · Greenwashing · University rankings · 
Competitiveness · Internationalization

JEL Classification  I21 · I23 · I28 · O32

1  Introduction

The needs and pressures of modern society call for higher education institutions (HEIs) to 
take on a more socially minded orientation in their approaches and goals beyond research 
and teaching to think about how their activities constitute a service to society (Audretsch et 
al., 2022b; Civera et al. et al., 2024; Guerrero et al., 2019; Hahn et al., 2019; Lehmann et al., 
2024; Otto et al., 2021). In the last decades, a major focus of HEIs in fulfilling this service 
mission – commonly known as the “third mission” – was to foster economic dynamism and 
competitiveness via technology transfer (Civera et al., 2020; Lehmann et al., 2020; Otto, 
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2021). HEIs have been seen as the main sources of creating knowledge (i.e. ideas and new 
technologies), and an interpretation of the third mission was to transfer this knowledge 
into society via commercial means. This process is referred to as technology transfer and 
it consists of a multitude of vehicles, like patenting, licensing, and spin-offs among others 
(Audretsch et al., 2022a, 2023; Audretsch & Link, 2012; Cunningham et al., 2022; Link 
et al., 2007; Siegel et al., 2003). In recent years, societies the world over have been con-
fronted with new challenges, such as the increasing pace and devastation of climate change, 
the COVID-19 pandemic and increasing social inequalities, among others (Lehmann et al., 
2022). HEIs are called upon to help tackle these challenges, requesting a new conceptualiza-
tion of the third mission, namely that of the green transition, which is no longer limited to 
technology transfer, but is connected to a broader mission of public engagement, involving a 
more intense dialogue with society. This then impacts how HEIs pursue technology transfer, 
and what societies want it to produce, making the third mission in this context also a green 
mission (Lehmann et al., 2024; Cohen et al., 2024) at the costs of increasing ambidexterity 
(Audretsch & Guererro, 2023).

This green mission is a HEI’s contribution of a strategic answer to climate change, 
encompassing new business models by reshaping resources towards the green or sustain-
ability mission (Menter, 2024; Suchitwarasan et al., 2024). Consequently, excellence in 
sustainability complements the excellence in the research of HEIs, resulting in a demand for 
new metrics to rank and position global HEIs in terms of their sustainability (Johnes, 2018). 
Metrics to measure the efforts and success of HEIs in pursuing their new sustainability-
driven business models have complemented the traditional measures of excellence, such 
as the number of graduates, publications, citations, or patents (Galleli et al., 2022; Otto 
et al., 2021). The traditional rankings of excellence in research such as the Quacquarelli 
Symonds World University Rankings (QS Rankings), the Academic Ranking of World Uni-
versities (ARWU or Shanghai Rankings) and the Times Higher Education World University 
Rankings (THE-WUR), have been complemented by newer green rankings, particularly the 
University of Indonesia (UI) GreenMetric, the first green ranking in the market, which was 
established in 2010 (Galleli et al., 2022; Hazelkorn, 2018). The UI GreenMetric has served 
as a pioneering ranking worldwide to express the effort and success of HEIs in pursuing 
their green mission. Since its establishment, a substantial amount of literature has been 
published about this ranking, examining it and evaluating it from multiple perspectives and 
with various methodologies. This paper summarizes this body of literature and provides a 
critical analysis.

Since their nascent stages, HEI ranking systems in general have been intensively dis-
cussed in the literature. Researchers have explored if the rankings really express and mea-
sure excellence in research, if metrics based on citations and publications are reliable, if 
these metrics also capture excellence in teaching, or whether such rankings lead to a ‘rat 
race’, a competition wasting myriad resources just to climb up the ranking positions instead 
of focusing more intently on achieving the three missions (Altbach, 2012; Hazelkorn, 2014, 
2018, 2023; Johnes, 2018; Lim, 2021; Pusser & Marginson, 2013; Marginson & Van der 
Wende, 2007, Marginson, 2007, 2009, 2014). Our study differs from this prior literature. 
We will not enter or open a discussion on the pros and cons of rankings, or whether a 
new ranking that measures excellence in being green is important and necessary. Our main 
motivation is the endogeneity of such rankings and, consequently, the bias induced by self-
selection – i.e. self-selection by countries participating in these rankings, self-selection by 
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HEIs participating in these rankings, and, subsequently, also self-selection of authors of the 
literature on these rankings and a potential bias of their results.

Ranking positions are politically useful, reflecting competitiveness and thus strength, 
power, and dynamism (Otto, 2023; Pusser & Marginson, 2013). Therefore, such rankings 
are not free from political power and are in and of themselves a political instrument. Either 
in sports, in science, or in any other field, rankings are used by political actors to achieve 
political aims, and the metrics used in these rankings are often more or less influenced (i.e. 
illegal performance enhancement, artificially augmenting participant selection or metric cri-
teria, unfairly shifting resources, etc.) to improve their ranking positions (Hazelkorn, 2014). 
Ranking management in HEIs has become as important as technology transfer itself or 
even accreditation efforts and is often more important than the management of courses and 
study programs. This even results in central offices and positions within HEIs that are solely 
dedicated to working on the HEI’s performance in the rankings (Lim, 2021). Consequently, 
countries use the ranking positions of their HEIs to demonstrate their competitiveness over 
other countries, or the competitiveness of political programs or ideologies over others. The 
improvement of ranking positions of HEIs not only serves as a measure of their increased 
performance, but also as a signal of the increasing competitiveness of a country’s higher 
education system in comparison with others (Hazelkorn, 2018). And, like rankings and met-
rics expressing efforts and success in science and research, green rankings may serve as 
signals for outstanding success in the green mission, making the planet more sustainable and 
thus expressing the contribution of countries and states to the health of our shared global 
environment (Galleli et al., 2022).

Whether or not the academic research around the UI GreenMetric complements this 
signaling effect, or sheds also a critical light on this ranking, is the main motivation of this 
systematic literature review (SLR). Our main finding is that the literature is unbalanced in 
favor of the UI GreenMetric ranking, as it largely comes from the countries and HEIs that 
are themselves self-selecting as participants in the ranking. This is surprising since most 
of the worldwide literature on general HEI rankings is rather critical, while for sustain-
ability rankings there has been more favor (Calderon, 2023; Galleli et al., 2022; Hazelkorn, 
2023; Marginson, 2009). We also find that the studies investigating the UI GreenMetric are 
mainly published in new or relatively unknown journals from new or relatively unknown 
publishers with a large circulation and dissemination in the main countries participating 
in the UI GreenMetric, producing rather high citation numbers despite not being promi-
nently recognized in most of the countries that have more famous higher education systems 
(Oviedo-García, 2021). Our SLR, while acknowledging limitations, tries to shed light on the 
UI GreenMetric literature and, as reflected by the increasing number of HEIs and countries 
participating in the UI GreenMetric ranking, tries to provide an outlook for policy and prac-
tice which accounts for the current and future importance of self-selection and HEI ranking 
systems. This is a fundamental contribution, as helping HEIs pursue sustainability efforts, 
and tracking those efforts, is crucial to how HEIs aid in the achievement of the UN SDGs.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. The second section provides a brief descrip-
tion of the UI GreenMetric ranking and its development over time. Section three presents 
the selection process of the included studies and the results. Section four presents the discus-
sion of the SLR and section five concludes the study.
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2  The founding of the UI GreenMetric

With the aim of assessing HEI sustainability, a few green-focused rankings have been pro-
posed in recent times, including the Times Higher Education Impact Rankings (with a focus 
on broader sustainable development issues rather than just specifically on the environment) 
and the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment and Rating System (with a focus on the envi-
ronment while neglecting social and economic components). Among sustainability ranking 
systems, the UI GreenMetric appears to have gained substantial popularity in recent years 
(Atici et al., 2021; Boiocchi et al., 2024). This is reflected by the increasing number of par-
ticipating HEIs and countries (see Figs. 1 and 2). With the UI GreenMetric having started in 
2010, the number of participating HEIs has been constantly increasing with a nearly steady 
rate of growth, while the growth in the number of participating countries has started to level 
off in recent years, indicating the increase in participating HEIs is attributed largely to an 
increase in HEIs from countries that were already represented in the ranking (Atici et al., 
2021; UI GreenMetric, 2024). A prior study has identified that a majority of the more recent 
uptake in the UI GreenMetric comes from countries in the Global South, while participation 
in Global North countries has either stalled or declined (Matulová, 2023).

Aside from its increasing popularity, statements and declarations of presidents, rectors 
and high-level administrators of HEIs ranking in the top positions of the UI GreenMetric 
underline the relevance and validity attributed to this ranking system by many of the HEIs 
and countries participating in it (Boiocchi et al., 2023, p. 2), increasing its value as a market 
signal. These HEI leaders’ statements provide evidence of multiple motivations for par-
ticipating in the UI GreenMetric ranking system which are also reflected in documentation 
regarding the ranking’s founding, implementation, and expansion on the UI GreenMetric 
website (UI GreenMetric, 2024). The website highlights the various explicit missions of the 
ranking, which include leveraging the ranking to encourage sustainable practices, foster-

Fig. 1  Yearly trend of the number of HEIs taking part in the UI GreenMetric ranking system (UI Green-
Metric, 2024)
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ing sustainability-focused international partnerships, supporting HEIs with sustainability-
centered services and filling a gap left by other ranking systems that do not credit a HEI’s 
efforts to reduce their carbon footprint (Puertas & Marti, 2019; UI GreenMetric, 2024). The 
website also includes multiple statements that directly express the implicit motivations of 
starting the rankings, writing that the GreenMetric ranking was launched via a UI-hosted 
conference on world HEI ranking systems, intended as a way of improving UI’s interna-
tional standing and reputation (Calderon, 2023; UI GreenMetric, 2024). In their guideline 
materials designed to attract new participating HEIs, the UI GreenMetric highlights the use-
fulness of using the rankings to advertise and promote a HEI’s sustainability efforts to gain 
recognition and visibility on the international stage as the first listed benefit of participation 
in the ranking – again pointing toward a green mission signaling effect of taking part in the 
UI GreenMetric (Calderon, 2023; Ragazzi & Ghidini, 2017; UI GreenMetric, 2024).

Therefore, it is important to balance the motivations, purposes, and practicalities behind 
the UI GreenMetric when evaluating its usefulness as a ranking system for HEI sustain-
ability. While the ranking calls for HEIs to become active in the pursuit and measurement of 
sustainability practices at their campus (Lauder et al., 2015; Suwartha & Sari, 2013), a very 
proactive and positive notion, it largely ignores sustainability research or other aspects of 
sustainability that do not directly deal with the protecting the physical environment (Puertas 
& Marti, 2019; Ragazzi & Ghidini, 2017). Moreover, the ranking itself has little explana-
tory power in that an HEI’s performance in the ranking is only relative to the rest of the 
participating institutions. In this manner, measurement provides unclear takeaways, particu-
larly when some world regions are underrepresented and others are overrepresented in the 
ranking, as is the case with the UI GreenMetric (Matulová, 2023). This insinuates that the 
sustainability focus and benefit of the ranking may be overstated, leaving the marketability 

Fig. 2  Yearly trend of the number of countries with HEIs taking part in the UI GreenMetric ranking sys-
tem (UI GreenMetric, 2024)

 

1 3



C. Alberti et al.

of participating in a “green ranking” as the primary benefit that the ranking produces for 
participating HEIs and countries, as previously highlighted (Boiocchi et al., 2023).

Given what we know about the signaling motivations behind the founding of, and par-
ticipation in, the UI GreenMetric ranking, we address the research question regarding pos-
sible biases in what has been written and published about this ranking. We theorize that 
while many papers may be written which espouse the benefits and efficacy of using the UI 
GreenMetric ranking to measure and pursue HEI campus sustainability, many authors may 
be motivated by signaling effects to write favorably about this ranking system due to the 
participation of their own HEI of affiliation and/or an active participation of other HEIs in 
their country.

3  Methodology

To address our research question, we identified a proper methodology which would allow 
us to collect and analyze data on relevant literature which has been written and published 
regarding the UI GreenMetric, namely, a systematic literature review (SLR). By imple-
menting a SLR we can identify relevant publications, eliminate spurious articles, group the 
literature into different categories and analyze our findings in order to answer our research 
question and derive meaning that is useful for policymakers and researchers (Fisch & Block, 
2018). We follow the process for a SLR set out by Cunningham et al. (2024a, b), by (1) iden-
tifying research questions, (2) identifying an appropriate database, (3) retrieving articles 
through the definition of inclusion and exclusion criteria and (4) analyzing data by coding, 
grouping and interpreting results. See Fig. 3 for a visual representation.

For the first step, we established the focal point of the investigation and the research aim. 
The aim of the SLR is to examine the current state of research on UI GreenMetric rankings, 
to determine whether these publications suffer from biased results and whether the self-
selection mechanism affects the discussion of the ranking within them.

For the second step, we chose Clarivate’s Web of Science (WoS) as the database to utilize 
for our SLR for two key reasons. First, the WoS database is widely used and respected in the 
scientific community, being utilized commonly in other systematic literature reviews due to 
its indexing of a multitude of scientific journals across many disciplines (e.g., Atkinson & 
Cipriani, 2018; Schmitz et al., 2017). Second, as we aim to detect possible biases in article 
distribution according to authors’ country and HEI affiliation, as well as journal characteris-
tics and statistics, WoS serves as the best source of information for our analysis.

For the third step, we first define the inclusion criteria, such as keywords and time frame. 
We were able to glean from our initial reading that there are multiple name configurations 
that authors use when referring to the UI GreenMetric, so we knew that we would need to 
use several different key terms to find as many relevant publications as possible. For this 
reason, we selected “UI GreenMetric”, “UI Green Metric”, “GreenMetric” and “Green Met-
ric” as key terms that we searched for in article titles, abstracts and keywords. We wanted 
to focus our SLR on papers that were principally about the UI GreenMetric or papers where 
the UI GreenMetric plays a key role in the narrative of the paper, which is why we chose 
to limit our key term search to only titles, abstracts and keywords. To cast the broadest net 
possible, we used the search qualifier “or” between each key term – meaning that a paper 
needed to only have the presence of one of our key terms in either its title, abstract or 
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keywords to be identified by our search and included in our initial results. We consider all 
papers published up to the end of 2024. This initial search yielded 43 papers. Then, we were 
able to make inclusion versus exclusion decisions about each individual paper by deter-
mining if the paper indeed had the UI GreenMetric as a key focus of the paper. This was a 
relevant criterion for inclusion/exclusion as our research question pertains to the existing 
literature which bears a focus on the UI GreenMetric or employs the UI GreenMetric in the 
narrative of the paper. After excluding spurious papers, we arrived at our final sample of 39 
scientific papers for our SLR.

Fig. 3  Identification process for articles included in the systematic literature review
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For the fourth and final phase we evaluated, analyzed and synthesized the data from 
these 39 articles. We created a database of information on each paper so that we could 
accurately code them and group them together. For each paper we ascertained the following 
information that is relevant for addressing our research question: paper title, language of the 
paper, geographical context of the study, methodology of the study (quantitative or qualita-
tive), publication year, number of citations in all databases, name of journal of publication, 
journal of publication JCI (impact factor), open access designations of the paper, authors 
of the paper, affiliations of the authors, and whether the paper handles its discussion of the 
UI GreenMetric in a positive, negative, or neutral way (the sentiment of discussion). To 
determine how each paper handled the discussion of the UI GreenMetric, we performed a 
close reading of each paper’s content regarding the ranking utilizing concepts from content 
analysis (Krippendorff, 2018). See Table 1 for an overview of the papers in our final sample.

Then, for each affiliation, we retrieved the following information: country locations 
of the affiliations, whether or not the affiliations are participants in the UI GreenMetric, 
whether or not the affiliations are located in countries that contain HEIs participating in the 
UI GreenMetric, whether or not the affiliations participated in the Times Higher Education 
Impact Rankings (THEI), whether or not the affiliations are located in countries that host 
HEIs participating in the THE Impact Rankings and whether the country of affiliation has 
a green party in parliament. See Table 2 for an overview of the affiliations and the related 
information retrieved. Lastly, to conduct our analysis, we transformed the information con-
tained in the binary variables into dummy variables to test differences among groups of 
variables in reference to the sentiment of discussion by performing Chi-Square tests. Posi-
tive discussions of the ranking, as well as all ‘Yes’ values, are assigned a value of ‘1’, while 
negative or neutral discussions, along with all ‘No’ values, are assigned a value of ‘0’.

4  Results

This section presents the findings of our analysis. The first part is dedicated to the analysis 
based on publication characteristics, while the second part highlights the findings related to 
authors’ affiliations. Both sections are organized as follows: first, we present evidence based 
on the data, followed by statistical tests to identify associations between the variables.

4.1  Publications

As previously stated, our sample consists of 39 papers published between 2013 and 2024. 
Figure 4 presents a year-by-year breakdown of the data. There is a clear increase in the 
number of publications from year to year, which highlights the growing importance of this 
topic in the literature. Concurrently, Fig. 5 shows the journals where the publications have 
been published and most of them (11) are published in Sustainability. It is also noteworthy 
that most journals (20) published only one article on the UI GreenMetric. One possible 
explanation is that the topic is relatively new and sustainability in higher education has not 
been fully addressed yet. Moreover, so far journals tended to accept a positive assessment 
of the ranking, and a more critical debate on the topic has not been established yet. Another 
explanation is that being a topic at the intersection of different macro-disciplines, such as 
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higher education and sustainability, there is no unique target journal where to publish scien-
tific contributions on the topic.

By analyzing the details of the 39 papers, we first report how the publications discuss 
the UI GreenMetric ranking. Authors can adopt a positive, negative, or neutral perspective 
towards the ranking. Figure 6 illustrates the distribution of papers according to their senti-
ment towards the UI GreenMetric. There is a clear preponderance of studies with a positive 
view of the ranking, suggesting a possible bias in the literature on the topic, which is one 
of the aspects that this SLR aims to investigate. We have grouped together papers present-
ing either a negative or neutral assessment of the UI GreenMetric. Our choice is related to 
methodological needs, as we need enough papers to be able to statistically test the differ-
ence between the characteristics of papers with positive and non-positive assessment. Given 
that studies with a neutral or negative perspective have been published in recent times and 
are limited in number, we sum them up. This consideration is particularly noteworthy as it 
shows how UI GreenMetric ranking has been subject to criticism only very recently.

In terms of methodology, the publications analyzed adopt either a qualitative or a quanti-
tative perspective to study the UI GreenMetric. As shown in Fig. 7, the majority of publica-
tions make reference to a qualitative methodology. In particular, a year-by-year examination 
of the data reveals that qualitative methodology is used predominantly during the surge of 
interest in this topic within the literature. In the latter period there was a notable increase in 
the number of quantitative studies, which may be attributed to the growing availability of 
data on the ranking.

Figure 8 illustrates the scope of the analysis, summarizing if the paper considers a sin-
gle country or multiple countries in their study. The term ‘multiple country’ encompasses 
papers that took either a ‘worldwide’ or a ‘European’ perspective. In this category, 12 papers 
adopted a global perspective, while 2 papers consider the European context. Nevertheless, 
there is a notable prevalence of single-country studies, with 25 papers identified accounting 
for 64.1% of the total.

Lastly, we analyzed possible relationships between the sentiment of the paper with other 
characteristics of the paper, with the aim to find eventual biases in these studies. Table 3 
shows the Chi-Square tests performed to verify statistically the association between two dif-
ferent variables. Specifically, we tested the sentiment in relation to the context of analysis, 
the journal of publication and the methodology employed. The analysis reveals a significant 
difference between single-country and multiple-country contexts. Specifically, the positive 
outcome is much more prevalent in single-country studies suggesting that the context plays 
a crucial role in the observed patterns.

4.2  Authors’ affiliations

Subsequently, an in-depth examination of the authors and their affiliations can be under-
taken as a basis for analysis. First, Fig. 9 shows the number of researchers per country who 
have published UI GreenMetric-related publications with an affiliation at a HEI located in a 
country which participates in the ranking. Notably, the countries which are leading this sta-
tistic in our analysis are not, at this time, particularly known for their broader sustainability 
efforts. Furthermore, an examination of the number of HEIs ranked in the UI GreenMetric 
reveals that the countries with the highest number of researchers also demonstrate the most 
significant growth in the number of HEIs that participate in the rankings. Indonesia, Thai-
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Fig. 5  Journal breakdown of the number of publications on the UI GreenMetric ranking system

 

Fig. 4  Annual breakdown of the number of publications about the UI GreenMetric ranking system
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land, Brazil, and Turkey together account for more than 50% of the total number of country 
affiliations in our sample – countries that are also heavily represented in the UI GreenMetric 
rankings.

Second, Fig. 10 illustrates the number of publications that include at least one author 
affiliated with a HEI participating in the GreenMetric ranking. The figure clearly indicates 

Fig. 7  Breakdown of the methodologies used in papers on the UI GreenMetric ranking system

 

Fig. 6  Sentiment of the Papers on the UI GreenMetric Ranking System, analyzed by percentage
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that most of the papers have at least one author affiliated to a HEI in the GreenMetric 
ranking.

By looking at HEIs in the same countries, we find a concentration of publications in 
just a few HEIs, as illustrated in Fig. 11. In this figure, each bar represents the total number 
of authors affiliated with HEIs in each country. The bars are divided into color-coded seg-
ments, with each color representing a different HEI. This segmentation illustrates the con-
tribution of individual HEIs in each country. A certain concentration of authors in the same 
HEIs can be detected. For example, in Indonesia, out of 20 publications, 9 are affiliated at 
UI and 6 at the University of Negeri Semarang. In a similar vein, in Thailand, 12 out of 19 
publications are written with at least one author affiliated to the Mahasarakham University.

It is then noteworthy to investigate the correlation between the sentiment of the publica-
tions and the variables pertaining to the country’s affiliation. In particular, we examine the 
positive, negative, or neutral sentiment in association with the following factors: (a) the 

Table 3  Chi square tests
Positive Sentiment
(N = 60.9%)

Negative/Neutral 
Sentiment
(N = 39,1%)

N % N % Chi 
square

Context of analysis Single country 25 64% 0 0% 7.95***
Multiple Country 10 26% 4 10%

Journal Sustainability – Journal 
of Cleaner Production

14 36% 1 2% 0.34

Others 21 54% 3 8%
Methodology Qualitative 22 56% 2 5% 0.25

Quantitative 13 33% 2 5%

Fig. 8  Breakdown of the context of analysis of the papers on UI GreenMetric ranking system, analyzed 
by percentage
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Fig. 10  Number of publications that have at least one author affiliated at a HEI participating in UI Green-
Metric ranking

 

Fig. 9  Country details on the number of authors publishing on UI GreenMetric ranking system with an 
affiliation in that country
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relationship between the HEI of affiliation and the context of analysis and (b) the partici-
pation of the HEI of affiliation in the UI GreenMetric ranking. Table 4 shows that authors 
which analyze the UI GreenMetric in their country of affiliation are more likely to discuss 
the ranking in a positive way compared to authors analyzing countries to which they are not 
affiliated – this difference is statistically significant. Furthermore, the sentiment appears to 
depend upon the participation of the authors’ respective HEIs in the ranking.

5  Discussion and conclusions

The topic of sustainability is gaining attention in academic and policy debates (Lehmann 
et al., 2024; Cohen et al., 2024). Similar to the traditional rankings, sustainability rankings 
have the potential to be used as political instruments (Otto, 2023; Pusser & Marginson, 
2013). Yet, contrary to the traditional rankings which have been heavily criticized both for 
the metrics used and for distorting behaviors they attempt to measure (Hazelkorn, 2014, 

Table 4  Chi-square test
Positive 
Sentiment
(N = 60.9%)

Negative/Neutral 
Sentiment
(N = 39,1%)

N % N % Chi 
square

Match between country of affiliation and 
country of analysis (if multiple country = Yes)

Yes 121 88% 6 4% 22.90 ***
No 6 4% 5 4%

Match between country of affiliation and 
country of analysis (if multiple country = No)

Yes 91 66% 0 0% 23.14 ***
No 36 26% 11 8%

Participation in GM of the HEI of affiliation Yes 82 60% 2 1% 9.14 ***
No 45 32% 9 7%

Fig. 11  Number of authors grouped by HEI affiliation per country
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2018, 2023), sustainability rankings are positively discussed in the literature (Calderon, 
2023; Galleli et al., 2022; Hazelkorn, 2023; Marginson, 2009). This lack of the criticism 
could stem from the fact that these rankings are still under-investigated (where our SRL then 
arrives at a crucial time to indicate potential areas of future research), or because an attempt 
to use the UI GreenMetric as a means of greenwashing may be at play.

We lean towards the second argument for different reasons. First, the existing articles 
are extremely concentrated in just few journals. More precisely, almost 40% of the papers 
are published in only two journals: Sustainability (11 papers) and the Journal of Cleaner 
Production (4 papers). The choice to publish in Sustainability may be driven by the fact that 
it represents the perfect target as it has the subject matter of the rankings (sustainability) as 
its core topic. At the same time, the fact that these articles have been published in a journal 
of dubious credibility and impact generates some skepticism. Sustainability has been identi-
fied as engaging in predatory practices and exhibits a modest journal impact factor (Oviedo-
García, 2021). This is also true of the other most targeted journals in our sample, such as 
the Journal of Cleaner Production, the International Journal of Sustainability in Higher 
Education, and the International Journal of Technology. Therefore, publishing papers on 
the UI GreenMetric ranking in these journals might be driven by the rationale of publishing 
on the topic without seeking for high-quality publication standards, meaning that ease of 
publication may have been an influence in the choice of journal.

Second, publications are mostly concentrated in just a few countries and come from just 
a few HEIs (Atici et al., 2021; UI GreenMetric, 2024). This may be interpreted as a genuine 
scientific interest in sustainability and a consequent specialization in the field, or rather it 
might also be a signal of interest toward the UI GreenMetric to promote these HEIs and 
countries that would not normally be associated with sustainability. This second argument 
may be supported by the fact that those HEIs and countries where publications on the UI 
GreenMetric concentrate are generally not at the forefront in sustainability concept – see 
Matulová (2023) for a discussion of the polarization of UI GreenMetric in the Global South. 
Third, there is a disproportionate number of contributions providing a positive assessment 
of the topic – which casts doubt on the level of bias surrounding these publications in gen-
eral (Calderon, 2023; Galleli et al., 2022).

These findings have practical implications, as our study may raise a debate within HEIs 
that either participate or plan to participate in this ranking around the rationale behind their 
decision, and the intended and unintended consequences of their decision, in order to assess 
whether it is worthwhile pursuit. Participating in the UI GreenMetric can be expensive in 
terms of time, money and human resources devoted to data collection and transmission, 
which may be better allocated to pursuing further sustainable practices themselves instead 
of market signalling via a ranking. In addition, our study can inform policymakers around 
the (lack of) effectiveness of specific incentives devoted to sustainability in HEIs. Encour-
aging HEIs to participate in a sustainability ranking may be used as a signalling effect with-
out a real commitment to long-term sustainability behaviors in the higher education sector.

However, our study encounters some limitations as well. Although the UI GreenMet-
ric is well established, it is still relatively new compared to traditional rankings. This 
could influence publication behavior, and, as it gains wider acceptance, the literature may 
evolve accordingly. From a methodological perspective, we consider the participation of 
the researchers’ affiliated universities in the ranking as a potential source of bias. How-
ever, since researchers themselves are usually independent entities, this may not necessarily 
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impact their work. Nevertheless, we provide evidence on potential misbehaviors in terms of 
sustainability signalling. We therefore call for more studies on the topic by adopting mul-
tiple country perspectives in the research, especially a comparative perspective, in order to 
critically assess the implementation of sustainable practices as well as the effects of being 
ranked as a sustainable HEI and/or country. Moreover, based on the shortage of quantita-
tive analyses, we invite scholars to investigate sustainability in the HEI setting by applying 
statistical as well as survey-based approaches to provide empirical and anecdotical evidence 
on the subject. In addition, we call for contributions on the HEI sustainability debate from 
authors whose affiliations are not in the ranking, which can mitigate the risk of self-selection 
biases and self-promotion behaviors in the literature.

Ultimately, we find that while the aims of the UI GreenMetric are admirable – the pursuit 
of sustainability in the HEI space is crucial to our future development as a global society – 
the execution and implantation of the ranking has opened it up to be used for other means 
that point in the direction of greenwashing. Measuring HEI sustainability performance is a 
valid initiative, particularly as HEIs are being called upon to be problem solvers in modern 
society; however, how the measurements are conducted, and who is, and isn’t, in, matters. 
We hope that this study helps policy makers and practitioners improve upon these ranking 
and measurement efforts, so that HEIs the world over can improve their ability to help our 
global society work toward sustainability and combat climate change.
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