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Higher education institutions play a significant role in preparing graduates to tackle the complex challenges of the
twenty-first century. As a widely recognized form of authentic learning, work-integrated learning (WIL) is
commonly adopted in higher education, primarily focusing on employability. However, given the emerging global
challenges facing employees, and citizens in general, it is timely to re-examine the role of WIL. This study explores
how sustainability is enacted through WIL, considering that WIL immerses students in the realities of workplaces
and their economic, social, and environmental impacts. A survey of WIL academics, representing a range of
disciplines and types of WIL, identified various approaches to enacting sustainability principles in WIL programs.
The findings reveal benefits of sustainability integration, barriers encountered, and enabling factors. This study
contributes valuable insights to inform future curriculum design and pedagogical practice, supporting a broader
educational purpose for WIL that includes sustainability literacy.
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In the face of twenty-first-century societal challenges, higher education institutions (HEIs) play a
pivotal role in equipping students with the skills and knowledge needed to thrive in an unpredictable
world (Oliver & Jorre de St Jorre, 2018). The rise of information technology, widespread adoption of
social media, concerns related to overconsumption, globalization, population expansion, climate
change, and significant shifts in workplace dynamics and national economies have all contributed to
this sense of uncertainty (Scott, 2019). Future professionals must not only be aware of environmental,
social and economic challenges but also actively engage in finding solutions (Ivkovic & McRae, 2021).
To meet these demands, graduates need to be sustainability-literate — that is, equipped with the
knowledge, skills, and values to address the broad challenges of the twenty-first century (Décamps et
al., 2017).

HEIs demonstrate their commitment to nurturing sustainability-literate graduates through active
involvement in global and national platforms, such as declarations, charters, and policy initiatives (R.
Lozano et al.,, 2013). The concept of sustainability literacy gained prominence during the United
Nations” Decade of Sustainable Development and is now recognized as a core pillar for achieving the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030 (Perkins et al., 2019). Despite the acknowledged
importance of sustainability education in HEIs, there is a notable lack of research focused on the
integration of sustainability principles and practices into work-integrated learning (WIL) programs.
This study adopts the widely recognized definition of sustainability articulated by the Brundtland
Commission’s (1987, p. 1) definition: "Meeting the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” Importantly, this definition differs from other
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uses of ‘sustainability’ in WIL literature, where it often refers to program longevity or viability, often
in relation to partnerships (Fleming et al., 2018) or WIL resourcing (Dean et al., 2023).

WIL is commonly viewed as a means of enhancing employability (Jackson, 2015; Zegwaard et al., 2023),
but there have been calls for WIL to be recognized as a pedagogical strategy that extends beyond
preparing students for the labour market (Caldicott et al., 2022; Fleming, 2014). Research indicates that
WIL initiatives frequently prioritize the development of skills for immediate employability, often at the
expense of a more comprehensive exploration of sustainability or broader social issues (Brabazon et al.,
2020). By concentrating primarily on job readiness, these programs may miss the opportunity to
cultivate a deeper understanding of the economic, social, and environmental impacts of professional
practices. Integrating sustainability into WIL could enrich students’ educational experiences,
equipping them with the knowledge and skills necessary to address the complex challenges of the 21st
century. This broader approach would not only prepare students for the workforce but also foster a
generation of professionals who are conscious of, and committed to, sustainable practices in their
respective fields and lives in general.

WIL placements and projects embed students in real workplaces that inevitably have economic, social,
and environmental dimensions to their operations. WIL could serve as a platform for students to learn
about sustainability challenges first-hand and to contribute to sustainable practices while they learn.
However, integrating sustainability into WIL is not straightforward. Aligning WIL experiences with
sustainability learning outcomes may require changes in curriculum design, partnerships with
different kinds of host organisations, and guidance for students to reflect on sustainability issues during
their WIL experiences. To date, sustainability has seldom been an explicit focus in WIL programs, and
literature on WIL has only recently begun to discuss its potential role in advancing sustainability
literacy (Wall et al., 2017).

This paper presents a study that investigates how sustainability is enacted through WIL programs at
Australian HEIs. The study was guided by two main research objectives:

1) to identify the ways in which WIL programs in Australia are integrating sustainability, and
2) explore the benefits, barriers, and enablers of integration.

Primary data was obtained via a survey of academics involved in the design and/or delivery of
contemporary WIL programs. The paper begins by summarizing the existing literature on WIL,
highlighting current knowledge about the incorporation of sustainability into WIL programs. It then
presents the methodology and results of the study, followed by a discussion on the implications for
WIL educators and practitioners.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The Role of Higher Education in Addressing Global Challenges

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are pivotal in preparing graduates to address the multi-faceted
challenges of the 21 century, including economic, social and environmental issues. In response, many
HEISs are integrating sustainability into their curricula, research and operations. A growing number of
institutions are adopting the principles of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
fostering a culture of sustainability among students and staff and equipping graduates with the skills
and knowledge needed to navigate and address complex global issues. In this context, transversal
competencies, such as critical thinking, collaboration, adaptability, and systems thinking, are
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increasingly recognized as essential for empowering students to engage with sustainability in
meaningful and transformative ways (Zamora-Polo et al., 2019).

The body of literature on sustainability education in higher education is extensive and outlines various
approaches. Holdsworth and Thomas (2021) categorize sustainability education into different
typologies. Education about sustainability, focuses on imparting knowledge without challenging the
existing paradigm. Education for sustainability, on the other hand, views knowledge development as
an adaptive response, promoting learning for change. Lastly, education as sustainability (sustainability
education) not only encompasses understanding, but also emphasizes the process and quality of
learning. This perspective aligns with the evolving approach taken by many HEIs, moving away from
traditional education models, such as ‘sage on the stage’, to now incorporating WIL opportunities,
global partnerships and interdisciplinary approaches that reflect the contemporary challenges
graduates will face. Despite these efforts, integrating sustainability across all programs and disciplines
remains challenging. Often, sustainability content in higher education has been concentrated in
environmental or development studies, leading to calls for more innovative approaches to weave
sustainability into various educational approaches (Strachan et al., 2023). WIL has been recognized as
one such approach (Wall & Hindley, 2019).

The pedagogical foundations of WIL have evolved significantly in recent years, reflecting a shift from
ad hoc placement models to more intentional curriculum design. Ferns et al. (2024) argue that WIL is
not merely a mode of delivery but a distinct pedagogy that integrates theory with meaningful practice
through structured engagement with external stakeholders. A range of learning theories underpin
WIL, including experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991),
reflective practice (Gibbs, 1988; Schon, 1983) and transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1990).
These theories support context-rich learner-centred approaches that encourage learning through doing,
ethical reasoning, deep engagement and transformative learning. Such approaches align closely with
the goals of sustainability education, which seeks to empower students to address complex global
challenges through adaptive and responsible action. WIL pedagogy is characterized by its flexibility
and responsiveness to disciplinary contexts, while maintaining core principles such as authenticity,
relevance and collaboration (Ferns et al., 2024). As such, WIL provides fertile ground for embedding
sustainability not only as content but as a process of transformative learning.

Recognizing the pedagogical potential of WIL for advancing sustainability education, Wall and
Hindley (2019) adapted a conceptual model originally developed by Painter-Morland et al. (2016) to
outline four distinct strategies for integrating sustainability into WIL. The first, piggybacking, involves
embedding sustainability content into existing curricula, such as through an additional module or topic
within a current subject. Digging deep refers to the creation of new, discipline-specific curricula where
sustainability is a central and intentional focus. Mainstreaming integrates sustainability into common
core curricula, often through the assessment of broad graduate capabilities within authentic, work-
based learning contexts. Finally, focusing involves the development of new cross-disciplinary curricula
that draw on innovative pedagogies and experiential learning to address sustainability challenges.
These strategies reflect the flexibility of WIL as a pedagogy where real-world engagement,
collaboration with industry, and authentic learning experiences support the integration of
sustainability principles. However, despite the well-defined structure of this model, there is a notable
gap in empirical research that examines how these strategies are implemented in WIL programs.
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Work-Integrated Learning and its Emphasis on Employability

WIL has become an integral component of contemporary higher education, primarily focused on
enhancing student employability. By providing opportunities for students to engage directly with
industry, WIL facilitates the development of crucial skills and competencies that are highly valued by
employers (Smith et al., 2014). Studies indicate that students who participate in WIL programs report
increased confidence and a better understanding of workplace expectations, attributing their success to
the practical experiences gained during their placements (Jackson et al., 2022). This alignment with the
needs of industry, makes WIL a central component of academic curricula aimed at producing job-ready
graduates.

Rather than simply delivering immediate employment outcomes for participating students, WIL has
been recognized for its capacity to foster graduate employability (Jackson, 2016). Employability, as
defined by Yorke (2006), encompasses a blend of achievements —including skills, knowledge, and
personal attributes—that improve graduates’ ability to gain and sustain meaningful employment.
These benefits not only support individual career success but also contribute to broader societal,
economic, and workforce development. More recent perspectives on employability shift the focus from
acquiring job-specific skills to a broader process that incorporates a graduate’s human, social, and
cultural capital as key enablers of labour market access (Tomlinson & Jackson, 2021). This expanded
view includes elements such as career identity (Fugate et al., 2004), pre-professional identity (Jackson,
2016), workplace learning (Billett, 2011) and attitudes toward career pathways and labour market
engagement (Bridgstock, 2009). Despite these broader interpretations, employability, by definition,
remains fundamentally oriented toward employment (Caldicott et al., 2022).

Whilst employability remains a central focus of WIL, recent scholarship has begun to question its
dominance as the primary goal of higher education, highlighting how this emphasis may overlook
broader educational objectives like fostering critical thinking and sustainability awareness (Lackovic,
2019; Tight, 2023). Some authors argue that a singular focus on employability can lead to a narrow
educational experience that inadequately prepares students for the complexities of modern societal
challenges (Arvanitakis & Hornsby, 2016; Caldicott et al., 2022). Others propose that it is essential to
move beyond a singular focus on employability as the primary objective of higher education by also
emphasizing the importance of graduates' engagement in social and political initiatives, as well as their
personal development (Ivkovic & McRae, 2021; J. F. Lozano et al., 2012). This view is supported by
others who advocate for a more integrated approach to education that balances employability with
sustainability (Leal Filho et al., 2016). Thus, the current framework for WIL may inadvertently restrict
the cultivation of a mindset oriented toward sustainability and responsible citizenship.

The call for a balanced approach that integrates employability with sustainability principles has become
increasingly apparent. As society grapples with multifaceted issues requiring innovative solutions,
education must evolve to prepare graduates not only for employment but also for their roles as
informed and active participants in sustainable development (Alimehmeti et al., 2024; Leal Filho et al.,
2016). WIL, with its authentic learning experiences and emphasis on reflection, presents an ideal
platform to bridge this gap. It encourages students to critically examine the implications of their work,
fostering a sense of responsibility and agency that is essential for addressing the challenges of the
future. Despite this potential, in practice the intersection of WIL and sustainability remains an
emerging area requiring further exploration.
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Integration of Sustainability into Work-Integrated Learning Programs

Despite WIL’s potential as a catalyst for sustainability literacy, there is minimal research in this area.
Most existing literature stems from the UK, Europe, and North America, with few contributions from
the Australian context. With the exception of Wall et al. (2017) and Wall and Hindley (2019) studies on
WIL as a catalyst for sustainability, there is a noticeable gap in scholarship that explores how WIL can
foster sustainability literacy. This lack of research presents a challenge for educators seeking evidence-
based approaches to embed sustainability into WIL programs.

A small but growing body of literature has begun to explore the integration of sustainability into WIL,
often using the UN SDGs as a guiding framework. For instance, research by Cordoba and Bando (2021),
situated in the field of social work, examined a student placement at the Australian Association of Social
Workers that was explicitly aligned with the SDGs. In the field of education and sustainability
pedagogy, Rekalde-Rodriguez et al. (2021) investigated environmental internships addressing plastic
pollution in the Basque region. Similarly, Argento et al. (2023) and Alm et al. (2022) based in business
education, explored how WIL in a Master’s program in business administration was reoriented around
sustainability challenges to foster transformative competencies. Despite their disciplinary differences,
these studies collectively demonstrate the potential of WIL to simultaneously advance employability
outcomes and promote broader social and environmental objectives.

Overall, the existing literature highlights the significant potential of WIL to foster sustainability literacy;
however practical challenges remain. Whilst many educators are intrinsically motivated to embed
sustainability in their teaching, often guided by personal values and a commitment to social and
environmental responsibility, this motivation alone is not sufficient to ensure effective integration
(Argento et al.,, 2020). Further investigation is warranted to deepen our understanding of how
sustainability can be purposely integrated into WIL across different settings. Building on the insights
from prior studies, the present research explores the current state of sustainability integration in WIL
programs within Australia HEIs from the perspective of WIL academics. It aims to identify strategies
for overcoming barriers and to examine the conditions and practices that enable effective integration.

METHODS
Study Design

This study employed a pragmatic, cross-sectional survey design to investigate how sustainability
principles and practices are enacted in WIL from the academic perspective. Rather than testing
predictive hypotheses, the research explores current practices and perceptions. The descriptive nature
of the data is consistent with the exploratory aims and pragmatic approach of the study. Focusing on
academics is justified due to their critical role in curriculum design and the implementation of WIL
programs. Academics not only influence the content and structure of these programs but also shape
the pedagogical approaches employed, making their insights essential for understanding how
sustainability can be effectively integrated into WIL. Guided by a pragmatic approach (Creswell &
Creswell, 2017), the study aimed to generate practical insights into current academic practices by using
a survey instrument that included both quantitative and qualitative items. The survey instrument was
developed in Survey Monkey and peer reviewed by two current WIL academics external to the research
team, to ensure relevance and clarity prior to distribution.
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Participants

Academics involved in teaching and/or designing WIL programs from the 43 universities within
Australia were invited to participate in the study. Some universities have centrally managed WIL
programs, while others base their WIL programs in specific faculties/disciplines. The targeted
participants were subject/unit convenors, lecturers/tutors, program coordinators and curriculum
designers. A total of 81 participants attempted the survey, with participants asked to respond based
on their professional practice across their WIL programs (courses/units). Incomplete responses were
removed from the data set. Seven participants identified multiple programs, and their responses were
combined with those of the primary WIL program respondents. WIL programs providing academic
credit were the focus of the analysis, leading to the exclusion of four complete responses (two with no
academic credit and two stated uncertainty).

Data Collection

After ethics approval was provided by the Human Research Ethics Committee of Charles Sturt
University (H23576), the electronic survey was disseminated via the Australian Collaborative
Education Network (ACEN) national newsletter and an email request to ACEN institutional
representatives at member universities. ACEN (as known at the time), the national professional
association for WIL in Australia, comprised 43 tertiary education institutional members during the data
collection period. In recognition that not all WIL programs would be accessed through these
approaches, the study also employed a purposive sampling strategy, seeking to gain rich responses
from a sample of respondents most likely to yield appropriate and useful information (Campbell et al.,
2020).

The survey comprised of a range of predominantly closed-ended questions, however some questions
provided options for open-ended elaborations. This design choice acknowledged that WIL is a complex
phenomenon with varied interpretations and terminology unique to institutions or faculties. The
survey was accessible, written in clear and simple non-ambiguous language, with detailed instructions
provided for participants. In WIL literature, sustainability is typically discussed in terms of whether
WIL practices or programs can be maintained or are ongoing. However, in this project, the term is
defined in the context of environmental, social, and economic sustainability, emphasizing the capacity
to meet present needs without compromising future generations’ ability to meet their own needs
(Brundtland Commission, 1987). This definition was included in the survey’s preamble to ensure a
shared understanding among participants.

Participants were asked about the nature of their WIL program; whether and how their program
integrates sustainability; the challenges and opportunities impacting sustainability integration in WIL;
and their perspectives on WIL and sustainability. Closed-ended options were drawn from the
literature, but participants were encouraged to elaborate further as desired. Wall and Hindley’s (2019)
sustainability in WIL framework was utilized, excluding the co-curricular aspect given this study’s
focus on WIL as a ‘for-credit’ pedagogy. Additionally, participants were invited to provide their
contact details if they were willing to be interviewed to gain further insights. The findings from the
interview stage will be the focus of a separate publication.

Data Analysis

This exploratory study utilized descriptive statistics to examine the main features of the survey data.
Descriptive statistics are common in educational research to summarize and comprehend data
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distributions, facilitating meaningful interpretations of trends and patterns (Loeb et al., 2017). For the
analysis of ranked data, the main ranking was calculated for each enabler and stakeholder to determine
their relative importance, with lower mean values indicating higher perceived importance. Standard
deviations were also calculated to assess the level of consensus among respondents. The statistical
analysis was complemented by content analysis of qualitative comments provided by participants in
the survey. Content analysis is a widely utilized technique that enables the comprehensive examination
of data, with themes identified throughout the dataset and organized using a coding system
(Bengtsson, 2016). Rather than seeking statistical generalization, the project aimed to provide an
understanding of the general landscape of the integration of sustainability into WIL across different
institutions and disciplines. Notable exploratory studies of sustainability practices and WIL include
those by Wall et al. (2017) and Ivkovic and McRae (2021). An analysis of sustainability principles and
practices enacted specifically through WIL in Australian HEIs was previously lacking, underscoring
the relevance of this study.

FINDINGS

The diversity of names for WIL adds to the complexity of understanding WIL programs, as different
terminologies can lead to varied interpretations and practices across institutions. For example, some
universities use the term “placements’, whilst others use the term ‘internships.” Additionally, some
WIL programs encompass multiple types of WIL (for example, simulation AND internship). In total
52 participants responded to the survey, recording 136 WIL activities. Among them, five respondents
who completed the survey, repeated survey components for two WIL programs. Additionally, two
respondents who completed the survey, repeated components for three WIL programs. Effectively,
data for 59 programs were provided.

Characteristics

Table 1 below illustrates the characteristics of WIL, including its types, placement within the degree,
related disciplines, and requirements. Placement-based WIL (including work placements, work-terms,
internships, practicum, co-op) was the most common type. Of the 59 surveyed programs 49% included
‘work placements’ as the type of WIL. Furthermore, 39% of all programs used the term ‘internships’,
and 29% used the term ‘practicum.” “Applied projects” and ‘work-related projects” were also frequently
used, with 29% and 25% of all programs respectively, using these types of WIL. Simulations (including
virtual WIL accounted for 15% of programs and 12% of programs categorized their WIL as fieldwork.
Other types of WIL included service learning, entrepreneurships, student led enterprises, international
mobility experiences, professional experience, research projects, career development learning activities.
Typically, WIL programs were situated in the 3¢ and 4t years of the degree. Some programs contained
WIL in all years. Other programs noted that WIL occurred in terms/semesters between academic years
or were part of postgraduate level qualifications.

WIL programs identified in the survey were categorized according to the Australian Government
Fields of Education (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001). Disciplines most represented in this study
were health, society and culture, and management and commerce. The results revealed that a
significant majority, 66%, identified WIL programs as a core requirement. Meanwhile, 22% of
respondents indicated that these programs are offered as electives. The remaining 12% categorized
WIL programs under other requirements, such as a hurdle component.

International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, 2026, 27(2), 463-481 469



CALDICOTT, POWER, BARON: Perspectives on benefits barriers and enablers of sustainable WIL

TABLE 1: Characteristics of work-integrated learning.

WIL Type % of programs
Work placements 49
Work-terms 3
Internships 39
Practicum 29
Cooperative education (Co-op) 14
Applied projects 29
Work-related projects/competitions 25
Simulations (including virtual WIL) 15
Fieldwork 12
Other 15
Situated in the degree (n =59 responses)
1st year 13
2nd year 23

3rd year 37

4th year 24
Other 9
Disciplines (n =59 responses)
Health 20
Society and Culture 10
Management and Commerce 8
Multi-discipline/university wide 5
Education 4
Creative Arts 3
Natural and Physical Sciences 2
Engineering and Related Technologies 2
Agriculture, Environmental and Related Studies 2
Information Technology 2
Architecture and Building 1
Requirement (n =59 responses)
Core 66%
Elective 22%
Other 12%

Of the 59 WIL programs surveyed, 26 programs (44%) explicitly incorporated sustainability into their
curriculum. However, 23 programs (39%) did not include sustainability as a specific component.
Additionally, 10 programs (17%) had varied approaches, where sustainability was not explicitly
mentioned but could be integrated depending on the specific placement or project. Of the 26 programs
that explicitly incorporated sustainability, nine (35%) respondents confirmed that sustainability was
incorporated in the degree prior to the WIL experience. A further nine responses (35%) acknowledged
that sustainability practices and/or principles occurred concurrently with the WIL program. Others
were unsure. At the university level, 48% of respondents were aware of their institution’s graduate
attribute related to sustainability, 25% were not aware, and 27% were unsure.
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Integrating Sustainability in Work-Integrated Learning programs: Approaches, Methods, Instigators

Table 2 illustrates the various approaches to integrating sustainability with WIL programs as
conceptualized by Wall and Hindley (2019). The most common approach, with nine responses, is
mainstreaming sustainability into the common core curricula. This is followed by piggybacking
sustainability onto existing curricula, which received six responses. Focusing on new cross-disciplinary
curricula ranked third with five responses. The digging deep approach to sustainability, with new
disciplinary-specific curricula garnered four responses. Four respondents did not respond, and one
chose ‘other’ citing the approach used was project dependent.

TABLE 2: Approach to sustainability in work-integrated learning programs.

Rank Description Number of responses

1 Into common core curricula (mainstreaming) 9
Into existing curricula (piggybacking)

New cross-disciplinary curricula (focusing)

New disciplinary-specific curricula (digging deep)
No response

Other

Qg = k= LN
— & &~ 01 O

Sustainability principles and practices were enacted within WIL in various ways (see Figure 1 below).
The most common method was inclusion in the learning content, followed by a sustainability-related
discussion, and then learning outcomes relating to sustainability. Less common was the explicit
inclusion of sustainability related terms in the program description, specific assessment items related
to sustainability, or as a placement or project requirement. Respondents could select multiple options.

FIGURE 1: Ways that sustainability was enacted in work-integrated learning.

How sustainability was enacted in WIL

Placement/Project requirement
Assessment item
Program description

Learning outcome

Description

Sustainability-related discussion

Learning content

o
N
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6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Number of responses
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The survey responses indicated that the integration of sustainability into WIL programs was driven by
various factors, with most respondents indicating multiple influences. The most common instigators,
as shown in Table 3, included personal motivation, school/faculty sustainability orientation, collegial
decisions, and industry partner willingness and initiatives. University champions and accreditation
requirements were also significant factors. Management requirements were indicated by four
respondents, while two respondents cited ‘other” factors, such as meeting the interests of students and
international peak bodies such as the United Nations.

TABLE 3: Factors instigating integration of sustainability in work-integrated learning programs.

Rank Description Number of responses
1 Personal motivation 20
2 School/faculty sustainability orientation 16
3 Collegial decision 10
4 Industry partner willingness 9
4 Industry partner initiatives 9
5 University champions 8
6 Accreditation requirements 7
7 Management requirements 4
8 Other 2

Work-Integrated Learning and Sustainability Integration: Benefits and Barriers

The survey results indicate that academics perceive numerous benefits to integrating sustainability
with WIL programs. The most frequently cited benefit was an improved understanding and awareness
of sustainability among participating students, with 19 responses. This was followed by an increased
level of critical reflection (16 responses) and heightened interest in sustainability (15 responses).
Additionally, there was notable interest in partnerships from industry and stakeholders, as well as
increased collegial discussion and interest in sustainability, each receiving 12 responses. Improved
employment opportunities for students in sustainability-related fields were also noted, with 8
responses. Three respondents selected 'other' benefits, citing university ranking improvements and
increased enrolments, while two respondents indicated no perceived benefits.

Despite these benefits, WIL academics identified several barriers to integrating sustainability in WIL
programs. Among the 26 programs that integrated sustainability, 8 encountered barriers, while 12
stated no barriers. Others did not respond to this question. The most frequently cited barriers were
academic workload pressures (7 responses), crowded curriculum (5), limited resources (4), difficulty
finding suitable placements (3), resistance from colleagues (2), the challenge of being a lone champion
(2), other institutional barriers (1) and student background and expectations (1).

Future Integration: Importance, Preferred Strategies, Enablers and Key Stakeholders

The survey contained questions pertaining to the future of WIL and sustainability, including the
importance of incorporating sustainability in WIL, the strategies of integration, what the enablers
would be, and the key stakeholders.

Importance
Forty-seven (47) respondents provided insights into their views on the importance of integrating
sustainability principles and practices into WIL. As depicted in Figure 2, a significant majority of

International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, 2026, 27(2), 463-481 472



CALDICOTT, POWER, BARON: Perspectives on benefits barriers and enablers of sustainable WIL

respondents (93%) identified the integration of sustainability in WIL programs as important, with 36%
deeming it to be “very important’.

FIGURE 2: Importance of sustainability and work-integrated learning integration.

IMPORTANCE OF SUSTAINABILITY

AND WIL INTEGRATION
Somewhat
Very important,
important, 25%
36%
Not important Important,
at all, 7% 32%

Respondents were also asked for a justification for their response. Many respondents emphasized that
sustainability is a fundamental aspect of education and professional practice, highlighting its critical
role in preparing students for future challenges. They believe that sustainability should be a core value
embedded in all forms of work and life, with a strong focus on social responsibility and the needs of
future generations. This sentiment is captured in comments such as, ”Sustainability is important in
everything we do” and ”“The future of the planet and society relies on individuals embracing
sustainability.” Overall, while there is a strong consensus on the importance of sustainability, one
respondent felt that sustainability is not directly relevant to WIL, as noted in the comment,
“Sustainability is an important topic but has no particular relevance to WIL.”

Preferred strategies

Respondents identified a range of strategies for integrating sustainability into WIL programs in the
future, with clear preferences emerging (see Table 4). Notably, 61% (28/46) of respondents indicated
three or more of the strategies should be used. The most popular strategy was encouraging students
to think critically about sustainability within their disciplines, reflecting a strong emphasis on fostering
reflective and context-specific awareness. Education and training on sustainable practices and
principles were also widely supported, highlighting the importance of equipping students with
foundational knowledge and skills. Integrating sustainable practices into WIL tasks and projects, along
with collaboration with industry partners, were similarly valued as practical ways to align learning
with real-world applications. Less frequently selected, but still notable, was the integration of
sustainability into student evaluation and assessment processes.

International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, 2026, 27(2), 463-481 473



CALDICOTT, POWER, BARON: Perspectives on benefits barriers and enablers of sustainable WIL

TABLE 4: Strategies for integrating sustainability in work-integrated learning.

Rank  Description Number of
responses
1 Encouraging students to think critically about sustainability in their field 38
2 Offering education and training on sustainable practices and principles 27
3 Incorporating sustainable practices into the WIL tasks and projects 25
3 Through collaboration with industry partners 25
4 Incorporating sustainability into the evaluation and assessment of students 19
5 Other 8

In addition to the quantitative findings, qualitative comments provided further insight into
respondents’ perspectives on preferred strategies. A small number of responses in the ‘other’ category
highlighted practical constraints and alternative approaches to integrating sustainability into WIL
programs. These included limitations due to resource availability, embedding sustainability in learning
prior to WIL, tailoring it to specific industry placements, and exploring a shift toward a regenerative
mindset.

Suggestions for future integration emphasized the need for practical guidance and stronger
collaboration. Respondents called for case study examples of how sustainability can be embedded
across diverse WIL contexts. One respondent noted, “What would be best is concrete examples of how
it is implemented in diverse kinds of WIL?” Another highlighted the need for alignment, stating,
“There needs to be alignment between universities and industry partners to make meaningful change
to current arrangements.” Additional comments underscored the need for clear definitions of
sustainability. One respondent commented that “Sustainability should be an LO [Learning Outcome]
of every unit in every course, however there is a need to clarify the meaning as it is a very loaded word
and like WIL can mean many different things across a range of applications.”

Enablers

Respondents were asked to rank the factors that would enable the incorporation of sustainability
principles in their WIL programs, on a scale from 1 to 7, with lower values indicating higher
importance. Thirty-eight (38) respondents completed the ranking of enablers that would support the
integration of sustainability principles into WIL programs. The findings, outlined in Table 5, indicate
that institutional support, workload allocation, and industry engagement are the most important
enablers, with strong consensus on their significance. In contrast, opinions on accreditation
requirements were divided, suggesting varying perceptions of their influence on sustainability efforts,
or some responses reflecting disciplines without accreditation requirements. Other factors, such as
collegial support and university champions, were ranked as less critical compared to institutional and
industry-focused facilitators.
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TABLE 5: Factors enabling sustainability in work-integrated learning (n=38).

Enabler Mean Ranking Standard Deviation
(Lower = More important)  (Lower = More consensus)
Institutional advocacy and support 3.00 1.76
Workload allocation 3.36 1.86
Industry partner willingness 3.79 1.69
Industry partner initiatives 4.15 1.81
Collegial support 4.10 1.90
Accreditation requirements 4.43 2.60
University champions 4.82 1.74
Key stakeholders

The survey asked respondents to rank key stakeholders in integrating sustainability in WIL on a scale
from 1 to 6, with lower values indicating higher importance. A total of 36 respondents provided
complete rankings of key stakeholders perceived to be important. Table 6 summarizes the results,
showing that course coordinators are considered the most important stakeholders, followed by
industry partners and institutional WIL leaders. Students, senior university executives such as DVC
education, and heads of school/faculty are also important but ranked slightly lower. The standard
deviation values indicate a moderate level of agreement among respondents.

TABLE 6: Key stakeholders in sustainability and work-integrated learning integration (n =36).

Stakeholder Mean Ranking Standard Deviation
(Lower = More important)  (Lower = More consensus)
Course coordinators 3.03 1.64
Industry partners 3.21 1.74
Institutional WIL leaders 3.24 1.26
Students 3.73 1.99
Senior university executive 3.81 1.97
Heads of school/faculty 3.86 1.48

Qualitative comments provided additional context to the ranked enablers and key stakeholders,
highlighting both the supports needed and the challenges faced in integrating sustainability into WIL
programs. Respondents frequently mentioned workload constraints and the need for additional
resources as significant barriers. They noted that while sustainability is important, the practicalities of
incorporating it into already crowded curricula can be daunting. For instance, one respondent stated,
“We have so much to do these days...I feel like taking on more without being allocated for that work
does not make sense.” Other comments pointed to key enablers, including institutional and industry
support. One respondent stated, “The support and initiatives from Uni and industry partners is
essential.” Similarly, another noted that “If sustainability was an explicit undertaking/strategy of the
university, more focus would be given to implementing principles in WIL units... Workload allocation
would also be necessary to thoroughly scaffold sustainability principles.” The role of students was also
acknowledged, with one respondent noting, “Students are our number 1 clients, so it makes sense to
include them and industry partners to enable application.”
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DISCUSSION
Expanding Work-Integrated Learning’s Purpose by Embracing Sustainability

WIL continues to play a central role in higher education, offering students practical, hands-on
experience. Despite differences in types, disciplinary contexts, and whether programs are core or
elective, higher education institutions adopt diverse strategies to embed experiential learning
opportunities. The distribution of WIL activities across different years of study, particularly
concentrated in 3rd and 4th years, suggests that institutions frequently position WIL as a capstone
experience, designed to consolidate disciplinary knowledge through real-world application. This
capstone approach, offers a strategic opportunity to build sustainability literacy throughout the degree,
leading to its practical application during WIL experiences.

The study’s findings support a growing imperative to reframe WIL as more than a pathway to
employment. Whilst employability remains a core outcome, the integration of sustainability principles
within WIL programs enables a broader educational purpose. Notably, nearly half of the surveyed
programs explicitly incorporate sustainability, indicating a shift toward preparing students for their
roles as socially and environmentally responsible professionals. This trend aligns with calls in the
literature for higher education to cultivate graduates who are not only work-ready but also
sustainability literate and prepared to contribute positively to society (Alimehmeti et al.,, 2024; Leal
Filho et al., 2016).

Pedagogical Value of Sustainability in Work-Integrated Learning

The objectives of the study were to identify the ways in which WIL programs in Australia are
integrating sustainability, and explore the benefits, barriers, and enablers of integration. The range of
approaches used by WIL academics to integrate sustainability into WIL programs highlights its value
and relevance to student learning. The findings indicated that sustainability principles were most
commonly embedded through learning content, followed by structured discussions and targeted
learning outcomes. These methods support the development of sustainability literacy by encouraging
students to critically examine the social, environmental and ethical dimensions through their thinking,
problem solving and decision making (Sanchez et al.,, 2025). Strategies such as mainstreaming
sustainability into core curricula and adapting existing content demonstrate flexible ways to embed
sustainability without requiring complete curriculum redesign which may be time and resource
intensive. Less common approaches, such as incorporating sustainability into assessment or making it
a placement requirement, suggest further opportunities to align learning with real-world application
and deepen student engagement.

The reported benefits of integrating sustainability into WIL further reinforce its pedagogical value.
Some respondents also noted enhanced employment opportunities for students in sustainability-
related fields, along with institutional gains such as improved university rankings and enrolments.
These findings highlight the potential of sustainability literacy to enhance employability outcomes, as
demonstrated by a recent study in which graduates with knowledge of the SDGs reported stronger
alignment between their skills and job roles, as well as higher earnings (Alimehmeti et al., 2024). Survey
respondents most frequently cited improved student understanding and awareness of sustainability,
followed by enhanced critical reflection and increased interest in sustainability-related topics. These
outcomes suggest that sustainability-focused WIL encourages deeper engagement and supports
transformative learning, prompting students to consider the broader implications of their work beyond
technical skills (Ferns et al., 2024). Additional benefits included stronger partnerships with industry

International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, 2026, 27(2), 463-481 476



CALDICOTT, POWER, BARON: Perspectives on benefits barriers and enablers of sustainable WIL

stakeholders, as well as discussions about sustainability among academic colleagues. Overall,
integrating sustainability into WIL not only enriches student learning but also assists higher education
institutions in meeting their dual agendas of employability and sustainability.

Structural and Cultural Barriers to Integration

Despite the clear benefits, the integration of sustainability into WIL is not without challenges.
Academic workload pressures, crowded curricula, and limited resources were frequently cited barriers
to integrating sustainability into WIL programs. These constraints reflect the realities faced by
academics who often struggle to find time and space within existing programs to embed new content
or approaches (Huss et al., 2021). Difficulty in securing suitable placements or projects that align with
sustainability goals was also noted. These findings point to broader systemic issues within higher
education, including bureaucratic constraints such as complex curriculum change processes (Weiss et
al., 2021) and the substantial workload involved in negotiating and maintaining relevant industry
partnerships (Bilgin et al., 2024). These factors can restrict innovation and responsiveness to emerging
global priorities. Without targeted institutional support and strategic planning, sustainability is at risk
of being sidelined despite its relevance to contemporary professional practice and active citizenship.
Addressing these structural barriers is essential for enabling more consistent and meaningful
integration of sustainability across WIL programs.

Beyond structural limitations, cultural and interpersonal dynamics also influence how sustainability is
integrated with WIL. In many cases, progress relies on individual staff members who champion
sustainability, often without formal recognition or institutional support. This reliance on personal
initiative can lead to inconsistent implementation and staff burnout (R. Lozano, 2006). Furthermore,
resistance from colleagues, whether due to differing disciplinary priorities or skepticism about the
relevance of sustainability, can further hinder collaboration and curriculum innovation (Wood et al.,
2016). Whilst most respondents acknowledged the importance of enacting sustainability through WIL,
one commented, “sustainability is an important topic but has no particular relevance to WIL.” This
view may reflect the dominant focus on employability and WIL, where preparing students for the
labour market is prioritized over broader societal contributions.

Enablers and Strategic Opportunities

The findings of this study highlight several key enablers that support the integration of sustainability
into WIL programs. Institutional support emerged as a critical factor, particularly in the form of
workload allocation, leadership commitment, and alignment with broader university strategies.
Respondents identified course/subject coordinators as the most influential stakeholders, followed
closely by industry partners and institutional WIL leadership. These roles are pivotal in shaping
curriculum, fostering partnerships, and embedding sustainability principles into learning experiences.
Our findings support Leal Filho et al.’s (2015) acknowledgement that universities should support
teaching staff in creating formal curriculum and career development resources that incorporate the
issue of sustainability.

In addition to structural support, the presence of motivated individuals and sustainability-oriented
faculties played a significant role in driving integration. Personal motivation, collegial decision-
making, and faculty level sustainability commitments were frequently cited as enabling factors. While
accreditation requirements received mixed responses, they were still noted as potential levers for
embedding sustainability systematically, particularly in disciplines where professional standards are
evolving. Collaboration with industry was also seen as essential, especially when partners were willing
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to engage with sustainability initiatives or had existing sustainability practices in place. These findings
suggest that successful integration depends not only on institutional frameworks but also on the
collective efforts of academics, administrators, and industry stakeholders working toward shared
sustainability goals.

CONCLUSION

The integration of sustainability in WIL programs is an emerging area of academic inquiry, reflecting a
broader shift in higher education toward preparing graduates not only for professional practice but
also for informed and responsible citizenship. This study provides valuable insights into how
academics perceive and enact sustainability in WIL. The findings reveal clear benefits to integrating
sustainability into WIL, including enhanced student engagement, critical reflection, and alignment with
real-world challenges. At the same time, academics face notable barriers such as workload pressures,
limited resources, and inconsistent institutional support. Despite these challenges, several key enablers
were identified, including strategic alignment, senior leadership commitment, and collaboration with
sustainability-oriented industry partners. The practical implications of this exploratory study suggest
that targeted institutional strategies and stronger industry partnerships could support more consistent
and impactful integration of sustainability in WIL. Together, these insights offer a foundation for
rethinking the role of WIL in higher education.

Whilst employability remains a central outcome of WIL, the integration of sustainability principles
reveals a broader educational purpose. The findings suggest that WIL can serve as a platform for
transformative learning, where students not only develop professional skills but also engage with
complex social and environmental issues. This expanded role aligns with calls for higher education to
cultivate graduates who are not only work-ready but also sustainability-literate to enable them to
navigate the complex challenges of the 215t century. To fully realize the potential of WIL in fostering
sustainability literacy, institutions must embed sustainability principles into curriculum design and
partnerships. This involves aligning WIL with broader strategic goals, acknowledging the workload
demands of curriculum innovation, and collaborating with industry partners who support
sustainability practices. Embedding sustainability across the curriculum can help scaffold student
learning and progressively build sustainability literacy throughout the degree. Course coordinators
and WIL leaders are well positioned to lead these efforts but require institutional support to do so
effectively.

LIMITATIONS

As an exploratory study, several limitations are acknowledged. Whilst the survey included academics
from a range of disciplines and universities across Australia, the findings are based on self-reported
data and therefore reflect individual perspectives. The study offers a broad overview but lacks depth,
as the survey format did not allow for detailed insights into curriculum design, partnership
arrangements, or institutional policy frameworks. The survey did identify academics who were later
interviewed for more in-depth insights, which will be presented in a separate publication. Future
research may build on these findings by examining disciplinary differences, and by focusing on student
and/or industry partner insights. Investigating how sustainability literacy can be effectively embedded
and assessed across diverse WIL contexts may offer valuable guidance for future curriculum
development and institutional practice.
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practicum, service learning, and cooperative education (co-op), and on-campus activities such as work-related
projects/competitions, entrepreneurships, student-led enterprise, student consultancies, etc. WIL is related to, and
overlaps with, the fields of experiential learning, work-based learning, and vocational education and training.

The Journal’s aim is to enable specialists working in WIL to disseminate research findings and share knowledge to
the benefit of institutions, students, WIL practitioners, curricular designers, and researchers. The Journal
encourages quality research and explorative critical discussion that leads to the advancement of quality practices,
development of further understanding of WIL, and promote further research.

The Journal is financially supported by the WILNZ, WACE, WIL Australia, and the University of Waikato.

Types of Manuscripts Sought by the Journal

Types of manuscripts sought by IJJWIL are primarily in two forms: 1) research publications describing research into
aspects of WIL and, 2) fopical discussion articles that review relevant literature and provide critical explorative
discussion around a topical issue. The journal will, on occasions, consider good practice submissions.

Research publications should contain; an introduction that describes relevant literature and sets the context of the
inquiry. A detailed description and justification for the methodology employed. A description of the research
findings - tabulated as appropriate, a discussion of the importance of the findings including their significance to
current established literature, implications for practitioners and researchers, whilst remaining mindful of the
limitations of the data, and a conclusion including recommendations.

Topical discussion articles should contain a clear statement of the topic or issue under discussion, reference to relevant
literature, critical and scholarly discussion on the importance of the issues, critical insights into how to advance the
issue further, and implications for other researchers and practitioners.

Good practice and program description papers. On occasions, IJWIL seeks manuscripts describing an example of good
practice, however, only if it presents a particularly unique or innovative practice or it was situated in an unusual
context. There must be a clear contribution of new knowledge to the established literature. Manuscripts describing
what is essentially 'typical’, 'common' or 'known' practices will be encouraged to rewrite the focus of the manuscript
to a significant educational issue or will be encouraged to publish their work via another avenue that seeks such
content.

By negotiation with the Editor-in-Chief, the Journal also accepts a small number of Book Reviews of relevant and
recently published books.
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