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GUIDANCE PACKAGE: 
CONNECTING AND DEVELOPING SYNERGY BETWEEN HEALTH AND SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT AGENDAS 
 
KEY CONCEPTS AND TERMS 
It is increasingly being argued that public health, sustainable development and 
climate change agendas are so inextricably linked that they need to be considered as 
one broad overarching system that can catalyse action and policy change (UKPHA, 
2007; Griffiths and Stewart, 2008; Griffiths et al, 2009).  
Public health is commonly defined as ‘the science and art of preventing disease, 
prolonging life and promoting health through the organised efforts of society’ 
(Acheson, 1988), whilst health promotion has been defined as ‘the process of 
enabling people to increase control over, and to improve, their health’ (WHO, 1986). 
It is widely acknowledged that health is determined by a complex web of 
environmental, economic, social, cultural and lifestyle influences acting at many 
different levels – as illustrated by Barton and Grant (2006) in their health map (Fig. 1). 
 
Figure 1: A Health Map for the Local Human Habitat 

 
Source: Barton, H. and Grant, M. (2006) A health map for the local human habitat. The 

Journal for the Royal Society for the Promotion of Health, 126 (6). pp. 252-253. ISSN 1466-
4240 developed from the model by Dahlgren and Whitehead, 1991. 

 
Dahlgren G, Whitehead M (1991). "The main determinants of health" model, version 

accessible in: Dahlgren G, and Whitehead M. (2007) European strategies for tackling social 
inequities in health: Levelling up Part 2. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe. 

 
http://www.bne.uwe.ac.uk/who/healthmap/default.asp  

http://www.bne.uwe.ac.uk/who/healthmap/default.asp
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Sustainable development is commonly understood to be ‘development which meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs’ – a definition that was popularised following the publication of 
the Brundland Report (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). 
Subsequent to this, the 1992 Rio Earth Summit on Environment and Development 
was important in establishing an international policy framework for sustainable 
development. Significant outputs included:  
 Rio Declaration (United Nations, 1992), which, as its first principle, affirmed that 

‘human beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable development, they 
are entitled to a healthy and productive life in harmony with nature’ 

 Agenda 21 (United Nations, 1993), which in Para 6.1 stated that ‘health and 
development are intimately interconnected’ 

 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, which has been 
pivotal in the development of a growing consensus that climate change is 
happening, that it is largely the result of human activity and that it poses an 
enormous threat to the environment and human health (IPCC, 2001, 2007; 
WHO, 2005).  

The breadth of the concept – which embraces environmental, economic and social 
dimensions – is often represented visually through interlocking circles. This model 
can also been used to demonstrate key influences on health – showing how the 
same forces determine how sustainable and how healthy human and societal 
development are (see Fig. 2). 
 
Figure 2:  Visual Representation of Healthy and Sustainable Human and                    

Societal Development 

 
Source: Adapted from Hancock, 1993 

 
The links between healthy communities and sustainable development are numerous 
and encompass the social and economic determinants of health, quality of life and an 
ecological model of health where health is viewed as a resource for life (Orme et al, 
2007). This synergy and connectedness is powerfully illustrated by Barton’s and 
Grant’s health map (Fig. 1), which is particularly useful when considering a whole 
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system approach to health and sustainable development. A whole system 
perspective underpins the settings approach to health promotion and public health 
(Dooris 2005; Dooris et al. 2007), which adopts an ecological model of health and is 
based on the premise that ‘health is created and lived by people within the settings of 
their everyday life; where they learn, work, play and love’ (World Health Organization, 
1986). Healthy Universities is one application of this approach, which is explored 
further in a parallel Guidance Package on a Whole System Healthy Universities 
Approach. 
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WIDER CONTEXT AND EVIDENCE BASE 
Nationally, the UK Sustainable Development Strategy has five guiding principles, as 
illustrated by the model in Fig. 3 (H.M. Government, 2005). This suggests that by 
building a sustainable economy, using science responsibly and establishing dynamic 
participative governance systems, it will be possible to ensure a strong, healthy and 
just society that lives within and respects environmental limits.  
Locally, ensuring a strong, healthy and just society requires a commitment to 
supporting people’s capacity to meet their fundamental human needs; to tackling 
economic, social and health inequalities; and to creating vibrant, resilient 
communities. Sustainable development provides a logical starting point and an 
essential analytical framework for finding ways to reduce health inequalities (Marmot, 
2010) – through seeking to minimise both illness and environmental damage across 
social and ethnic groups. Universities are key players in local strategic partnerships 
and it will be important that action for health and sustainable development is aligned 
with and contributes to the delivery of sustainable community strategies. 
 
Figure 3: The Principles of Sustainable Development 
 

 
 

Source: H.M Government, 2005 
There is now a substantial body of policy and evidence advocating an integrated 
approach to promoting sustainable development and public health (e.g. WHO, 2005; 
Butland et al, 2007; UK Public Health Association, 2007). This is supported by work 
within particular sectors such as the NHS, demonstrating the enormous contribution 
to both agendas that can be made through concerted institutional action with a 
particular focus on climate change mitigation and adaptation (e.g. Griffiths and 
Stewart, 2008; Griffiths et al, 2009). Whilst there are obvious differences between 
health and social care and higher education sectors, there is much transferable 
learning in relation to institutional policy and practice.  
Useful links: 
NHS Sustainable Development Unit http://www.sdu.nhs.uk 
Good Corporate Citizen Scheme http://www.corporatecitizen.nhs.uk/ 
 

http://www.sdu.nhs.uk/page.php?page_id=167
http://www.corporatecitizen.nhs.uk/
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UNIVERSITY CONTEXT  
Higher education is one large and influential sector that has the potential to develop 
an integrated approach and make a substantial contribution to the promotion of 
sustainable development and public health – which are among the most critical 
issues facing global society and look set to increase in importance for this and future 
generations. Furthermore, they are closely interlinked in a number of ways (Orme 
and Dooris, 2010): 
 Firstly, the concept of sustainable development embraces environmental, 

social and economic dimensions and aspires to health-enhancing 
communities, societies and environments (H.M. Government, 2005). This 
highlights the importance of ensuring that action for sustainable development 
within higher education engages with and addresses health and wellbeing.  

 Secondly, it is widely recognized that health is determined by a range of 
environmental, social and economic influences and that the health of people, 
places and the planet are interdependent (see Fig. 2). It is widely 
acknowledged that the world is facing an environmental ‘triple threat’ from 
environmental degradation, climate change and peak oil/resource depletion – 
and that this threat is closely linked to and contributes to growing socio-
economic inequalities, poor health status and increasing inequities in health. 

 Thirdly, the causes and manifestations of both unsustainable development 
and poor health are interrelated and frequently pose further interconnected 
challenges . For example, poorly planned living environments and transport 
infrastructures can result in increased carbon emissions (thereby contributing 
to climate change) and decreased physical activity (thereby contributing to 
increasing rates of obesity). 

Whilst it can be argued that health and sustainable development are strongly linked 
in terms of the co-benefits of reducing carbon and improving health, the existence of 
a national-level strategic statement and action plan on sustainable development in 
higher education (HEFCE, 2008) has prioritised sustainable development as an 
important driver for HEIs in a way that has not happened for public health: 

‘We want to make sustainable development a central part of our strategy for the 
future development of the higher education (HE) sector. Our vision is that, within 
the next 10 years, the HE sector in England will be recognised as a major 
contributor to society's efforts to achieve sustainability – through the skills and 
knowledge that its graduates learn and put into practice, its research and 
exchange of knowledge through business, community and public policy 
engagement, and through its own strategies and operations.’  

In many institutions, sustainable development has therefore become the overarching 
‘umbrella’ for addressing health issues. This can offer a sensible and strategic way 
forward and has the potential to achieve significant improvement in health and 
wellbeing in higher education. However, the overriding emphasis remains on 
environmental sustainability, meaning that the social aspects – including a focus on 
personal health and wellbeing – tend to be marginalised. It would therefore be 
misleading to argue that the natural integration of sustainability and health is 
sufficient to be driving a whole system Healthy Universities approach, and it is crucial 
that higher education institutions (HEIs)  consider the visibility and overall 
embeddedness of health and wellbeing within their structures and processes. As 
Orme and Dooris (2010) argue: 

‘Public health, sustainability and climate change agendas are so inextricably 
linked that they need to be considered as one broad overarching system… Higher 
education is a large, distinctive and hugely influential sector that has both the 
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potential and the responsibility to lead for change regionally, nationally and 
globally, thereby catalysing integrated policy and practice responses.’  

This leadership needs to involve a number of mechanisms:  
 Evidence-informed communication and advocacy for a ‘joined-up’  

understanding and integrated approach that clearly connects public health  
and sustainable development. 

 Corporate social responsibility – using leverage and ‘corporate muscle’ at 
institutional and sectoral levels, thereby contributing to public health and 
sustainable development and demonstrating inter-connectedness. 

 Development of values, knowledge and understanding among students and 
staff, shaping the views of future citizens, leaders and policy makers – 
thereby impacting on longer term public health and sustainability in families, 
communities, workplaces and society as a whole. 

 
Useful links: 
HEFCE Sustainable Development in HE Resource Guide 
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/susdevresources/ 
Environmental Association for Universities and Colleges 
http://www.eauc.org.uk  
 
PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION 
In engaging with sustainable development, climate change and carbon reduction 
represent a key focus for institutional practice. The UK Government has set a goal to 
cut CO2 emissions by at least 60% by 2050, and the higher education sector can 
clearly contribute significantly to this agenda. There are mechanisms for calculating 
improvements in areas such as energy efficiency, water usage and waste recycling – 
and with a particular focus on reducing emissions in vehicle fleets and academic, 
accommodation and leisure buildings, the Higher Education Carbon Management 
Programme http://www.carbontrust.co.uk/cut-carbon-reduce-costs/reduce/public-
sector/higher-education/pages/default.aspx run by the Carbon Trust is designed to 
help universities manage their carbon emissions better. There remains, however, a 
real challenge for institutions to calculate an overall carbon footprint for such large 
and complex organisations. The University of the West of England, Bristol and other 
universities are doing some innovative work on this which will be disseminated in due 
course. 
More widely, guidance on the rationale for and operationalisation of Healthy 
Universities is set out in a parallel Guidance Package on a Whole System Healthy 
Universities Approach. Systems thinking underpins this approach, offering a 
framework for seeing interrelationships between component parts. With regard to the 
interrelationships between health and sustainable development, Barton’s and Grant’s 
health map (Fig. 1) can be particularly useful as a tool for discussion and 
consultation – highlighting opportunities for integration and synergy.  
There are a number of ways in which HEIs can develop synergistic approaches that 
explicitly connect health and sustainable development. Perhaps the three best 
developed focus areas are travel, food and curriculum development. Case studies 
have been developed to demonstrate the work that has been achieved or is in 
progress at a range of universities in England.  
 
 

http://www.carbontrust.co.uk/cut-carbon-reduce-costs/reduce/public-sector/higher-education/pages/default.aspx
http://www.carbontrust.co.uk/cut-carbon-reduce-costs/reduce/public-sector/higher-education/pages/default.aspx
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Travel 
Sustainable and active transport policies are increasingly being developed and 
championed across the higher education sector. These contribute to action on 
climate change by reducing carbon emissions and help tackle obesity and other 
chronic diseases by promoting physical activity.  
UWE’s case study highlights a range of achievements to date which demonstrate an 
holistic approach to travel planning but also indicates the work that still needs to be 
done and the challenges to progressing such an important agenda for health and 
wellbeing.   
 LINK: Case Study – Active Travel @UWE 
 
Food 
Food is an issue that clearly highlights the interconnectedness of health and 
sustainable development agendas. It is evident that the personal and economic costs 
of food-related ill-health are huge, a particular concern being the year-on-year rise in 
obesity, which in turn is linked to increases in diabetes and heart disease. At the 
same time, there is growing understanding of the environmental and social impacts 
of food through how it is grown, processed, transported and disposed of and issues 
such as Fair Trade, food miles and local sourcing are now firmly on the public and 
political agendas. 
Recognising the important place that they occupy within the food system, both 
UWE and UCLan have developed a whole system approach through their 
procurement, catering, retail, education and research roles. UWE’s case study 
highlights what has been achieved, what is still to do and the challenges a 
comprehensive food and health strategy presents for universities. UCLan’s case 
study describes how it has established a Healthy and Sustainable Food Working 
Group to oversee the joint implementation by the university and its students’ 
union of an integrated framework that seeks to influence the delivery of a range 
of core strategies.  
 LINK: Case Study – Health and Sustainable Food @ UWE  
 LINK: Case Study – Health and Sustainable Food Working Group @ UCLan 
 
Curriculum Development 
Universities can also embed health and sustainable development into their core 
business through means of curriculum development linked to research and 
knowledge exchange. The growing literature on education for sustainable 
development acknowledges that sustainability is about systemic change within higher 
education that allows for transformative learning to take place. This means that these 
issues can be viewed from a range of disciplinary angles together with cultural 
perspectives, different time perspectives and a range of spatial perspectives. 
As part of UWE’s commitment to ensuring that the university supports the global 
sustainability agenda for a strong, healthy and just society living within environmental 
limits, its Institute for Sustainability, Health and Environment has established a 
Knowledge Exchange for Sustainability Education.   
 LINK: Knowledge Exchange for Sustainability Education 
http://www.uwe.ac.uk/ishe/sustainable-development/index.shtml 
 LINK: Higher Education Academy - Education for Sustainable Development 
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/ourwork/teachingandlearning/sustainability 
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CONSULTATION AND PARTNERSHIPS 
Developing a whole system understanding of health and sustainable development 
can be challenging. Consultation across a higher education setting can be a useful 
process in illuminating and supporting engagement and participation from different 
groups within a university. The need to forge partnerships internally can often be 
overlooked, particularly when there is a strong drive to be outward facing and to 
engage with a range of sectors, organisations and businesses. However, a 
commitment to gain widespread ownership of joined-up health and sustainable 
development agendas, to take people with you and to mobilise for change across 
services and disciplines is a sound premise from which to work.  
Alongside internal partnership building, it is important that HEIs remain active and 
influential players within wider strategic and operational partnerships at local, sub-
national and national levels. This in turn highlights the importance of aligning their 
institutional commitment to integrated action for health and sustainable development 
with sustainable community strategies and other multi-sectoral initiatives. 
A commitment to integrating health and sustainable development within higher 
education settings requires time, energy, commitment and skills. Effective leadership 
will prioritise consultative and participative approaches and take time to build 
effective partnerships. Whilst the scale of the health and sustainability challenges 
facing our society and our planet point to the need for whole system transformational 
change, smaller-scale projects are often an important means of engaging people, 
stimulating ideas and action, and developing tools for dealing with uncertainty and 
building alliances.  
 
EVALUATION AND IMPACT 
Evaluation is a key dimension of a Healthy Universities approach, helping to build 
evidence of effectiveness and develop understanding of what works and why. It is 
widely acknowledged that evaluation should be pluralistic, incorporating a focus on 
both process and impact, and action-focused, informing future policy and planning 
and contributing to the sharing of good practice (for further information, see the 
Evaluation Section of the main website). 
Whilst it is relatively straightforward to evaluate individual interventions and activities, 
it is much more challenging to evaluate the effectiveness and added value of a whole 
system approach. This is partly due to the availability of funding and to how the 
public health ‘evidence system’ is constructed, but it is also because it is much easier 
to focus on relatively small-scale projects and apply linear thinking than it is to 
engage with complexity and map and understand interrelationships, interactions and 
synergies (Dooris, 2005).  
With regard to sustainable development, a key initiative that supports HEIs in 
assessing the impact of their work is Universities that Count 
http://www.eauc.org.uk/utc, which is co-ordinated by the Environmental Association 
for Universities and Colleges, Business in the Community (BITC), CSR Consultancy 
Ltd. and the University of Gloucestershire. Drawing on BITC’s Corporate 
Responsibility Index and Environment Index, it provides a common benchmarking 
platform for HEIs, allowing them to measure and compare their environmental and 
social impact. 
 
RESOURCES 
Health and Sustainable Development Powerpoint Presentation 
 

http://www.eauc.org.uk/utc
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USEFUL LINKS  
Climate Change Act, Department for Environment, Farming and Rural Affairs, 2008 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/climate/legislation/index.htm 
Commissioning for Sustainable Development – How to Guide and Healthy Futures, 
NHS Sustainable Development Unit, 2010 
http://www.sdu.nhs.uk/page.php?page_id=167 
CRC Energy Efficiency Scheme, Department of Energy and Climate Change 
http://www.decc.gov.uk/en/content/cms/what_we_do/lc_uk/crc/crc.aspx 
Good Corporate Citizen Scheme 
http://www.corporatecitizen.nhs.uk/ 
Making the case for sustainable procurement: the NHS as a Good Corporate Citizen, 
NICE, 2005 
http://www.nice.org.uk/aboutnice/whoweare/aboutthehda/hdapublications/making_the_case_f
or_sustainable_procurement_the_nhs_as_a_good_corporate_citizen.jsp 
Procuring for Carbon Reduction Toolkit; NHS Sustainable Development Unit 
http://www.sdu.nhs.uk/page.php?page_id=159 
Procuring for Health and sustainability 2012: Sustainable Procurement Action Plan, 
Department of Health, 2007 
www.corporatecitizen.nhs.uk/resources.php/144/procuring-for-health-and-sustainability-2012-
sustainable-procurement-action-plan 
Procuring the Future: Sustainable Procurement Action Plan, Department for 
Environment, Farming and Rural Affairs/Sustainable Procurement Task Force, 2006 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/sustainable/government/publications/procurement-action-
plan/index.htm 
Saving Carbon Improving Health: a Carbon Reduction Strategy for England, NHS 
Sustainable Development Unit, 2009, updated in 2010 
http://www.sdu.nhs.uk/page.php?page_id=94 
Securing the Future 2005, HM Government 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/sustainable/government/publications/uk-strategy/ 
Sustainable Communities Act, Department for Communities and Local Government, 2007 
http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/localgovernment/sustainablecommunitiesact 
Sustainable Development Action Plan 2009 – 2011, Department of Health 
www.dh.gov.uk/en/Aboutus/HowDHworks/Servicestandardsandcommitments/Sustainabledev
elopment/index.htm 
Transforming Government Procurement, H.M. Treasury, 2007 
www.ogc.gov.uk/who_we_are_tranforming_ogc_-
_transforming_government_procurement.asp 
 
 
 

http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/climate/legislation/index.htm
http://www.sdu.nhs.uk/page.php?page_id=167
http://www.decc.gov.uk/en/content/cms/what_we_do/lc_uk/crc/crc.aspx
http://www.corporatecitizen.nhs.uk/
http://www.nice.org.uk/aboutnice/whoweare/aboutthehda/hdapublications/making_the_case_for_sustainable_procurement_the_nhs_as_a_good_corporate_citizen.jsp
http://www.nice.org.uk/aboutnice/whoweare/aboutthehda/hdapublications/making_the_case_for_sustainable_procurement_the_nhs_as_a_good_corporate_citizen.jsp
http://www.sdu.nhs.uk/page.php?page_id=159
http://www.corporatecitizen.nhs.uk/resources.php/144/procuring-for-health-and-sustainability-2012-sustainable-procurement-action-plan
http://www.corporatecitizen.nhs.uk/resources.php/144/procuring-for-health-and-sustainability-2012-sustainable-procurement-action-plan
http://www.defra.gov.uk/sustainable/government/publications/procurement-action-plan/index.htm
http://www.defra.gov.uk/sustainable/government/publications/procurement-action-plan/index.htm
http://www.sdu.nhs.uk/page.php?page_id=94
http://www.defra.gov.uk/sustainable/government/publications/uk-strategy/
http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/localgovernment/sustainablecommunitiesact
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Aboutus/HowDHworks/Servicestandardsandcommitments/Sustainabledevelopment/index.htm
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Aboutus/HowDHworks/Servicestandardsandcommitments/Sustainabledevelopment/index.htm
http://www.ogc.gov.uk/who_we_are_tranforming_ogc_-_transforming_government_procurement.asp
http://www.ogc.gov.uk/who_we_are_tranforming_ogc_-_transforming_government_procurement.asp

	References
	Useful Links
	Climate Change Act, Department for Environment, Farming and Rural Affairs, 2008
	Procuring for Health and sustainability 2012: Sustainable Procurement Action Plan, Department of Health, 2007
	Procuring the Future: Sustainable Procurement Action Plan, Department for Environment, Farming and Rural Affairs/Sustainable Procurement Task Force, 2006
	Saving Carbon Improving Health: a Carbon Reduction Strategy for England, NHS Sustainable Development Unit, 2009, updated in 2010 http://www.sdu.nhs.uk/page.php?page_id=94
	Securing the Future 2005, HM Government http://www.defra.gov.uk/sustainable/government/publications/uk-strategy/
	Transforming Government Procurement, H.M. Treasury, 2007


