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Case Study: Leading Through Partnership – A Holistic Approach to 
Sustainability Management at Lingnan University 

 
1. Introduction: A Model of Integrated Sustainability 
In an era where social impact is at the heart of running a university, Lingnan University in 
Hong Kong has emerged as a global leader. Its historic achievement of ranking No. 1 
worldwide for SDG 4: Quality Education in the Times.Higher.Education.(THE). Impact.
Rankings.868❶ is an outcome of a deeply integrated sustainability strategy. This case 
study examines how Lingnan embeds the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
into its core operations, demonstrating that authentic sustainability is achieved through 
a comprehensive model where robust internal policies, academic excellence, strategic 
partnerships, and community co-creation are mutually reinforcing. 
 
2. Institutional Framework: Policy-Driven Environmental and Social Sustainability 
Effective sustainability management begins with a strong policy foundation. Lingnan has 
established a robust University Policy on Environmental Sustainability that translates 
high-level SDG commitments into actionable, measurable practices, providing clear 
guidelines to reduce the university's environmental footprint and work towards carbon 
neutrality before 2050. The policy’s strength lies in its specificity, mandating practical 
measures for energy management (e.g., LED lighting, solar panels), water conservation, 
and waste management (e.g., banning disposable plastic tableware, food waste pre-
treatment). 
 
Our focus extends beyond environmental sustainability to include a robust commitment 
to social sustainability. The Equal Opportunities Policy, prohibits discrimination on 
grounds including sex, disability, and race, covering all university activities. 
Complementing this is the policy on Social Responsibilities, which safeguards 
fundamental labour rights. It explicitly affirms staff’s freedom of association and 
maintains a zero-tolerance stance on modern slavery, prohibiting child and forced labour. 
A cornerstone of its equity commitment is adherence to Equal Pay for Equal Work (EPEW). 
An Equal Pay analysis showed the overall average salary gap was reduced to an 
insignificant around 1% in 2024. By formalizing these commitments, Lingnan 
demonstrates that its institutional framework is truly comprehensive, fostering a campus 
culture that is both environmentally responsible and deeply humane. 
 
3. Academic Excellence and Inclusivity: The Hallmark of SDG 4 Leadership 
Lingnan's world-leading ranking for SDG 4: Quality Education is built on a philosophy 
that extends beyond traditional teaching to embrace inclusivity, lifelong learning, and 

https://www.ln.edu.hk/ocdm/sustainability
https://www.ln.edu.hk/eoc/eo-policy
https://www.ln.edu.hk/hr/social-responsibilities
https://www.ln.edu.hk/sdgs/lingnan-university-s-strong-commitment-to-sdg4-quality-education
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technological empowerment. Key initiatives include: 
• Free and Accessible Learning: The Teaching and Learning Centre (TLC) offers free 

public workshops on generative AI, empowering hundreds of community 
members, including seniors and secondary students. This is complemented by 
the Open Doors to Learning Initiative and free access to many forms of university 
facilities and resources. 

• Intergenerational Learning: Programs like the Elder Academy Sit-in 
Programme allow seniors to audit undergraduate classes, embodying lifelong 
learning. 

• Community Outreach: Through the Secondary School Engagement Programme, 
Lingnan connects with over 200 schools, engaging more than 30,000 students. 

 
These efforts demonstrate that quality education at Lingnan is defined by its 
accessibility, relevance, and power to connect generations, creating a widely 
recognized societal impact. 
 
4. Strategic Collaboration: The SDG 17 Partnership Multiplier 
Lingnan treats SDG 17: Partnerships for the Goals as the essential engine that amplifies 
all its sustainability work, nurturing a dense network of collaborations with government, 
NGOs, and international institutions. This model operates on multiple levels: 

• International Research: Lingnan is a key player in the Partnerships and Exchanges 
Baseline Research (PEER) project, collaborating with universities across the UK 
and Asia. 

• Cross-Sectoral Dialogue: The university hosts forums like the Conference for 
Higher Education Research (CHER) and participates in the THE Global 
Sustainable Development Congress. 

• Community-Based Action: Partnerships with NGOs like Food Angel and 
the Chinese YMCA provide students with structured volunteering opportunities 
addressing food waste and social support. 

• Social Innovation: The Lingnan Entrepreneurship Initiative (LEI) collaborates with 
universities in the Philippines to foster inclusive business across Asia. 

• Global leadership: Reinforcing Lingnan’s leadership in Humanitarian Innovation 
and Technology (HIT), the university partnered with the United Nations University 
(UNU) to establish Asia’s first UNU Hub on HIT. 

 
By formalizing these connections, Lingnan creates a powerful multiplier effect, ensuring 
local actions contribute to global solutions. 
 

https://www.ln.edu.hk/sdgs/unuhub
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5. Co-Created Sustainability: Engaging Students, Staff, and Community Partners 
A defining characteristic of sustainability at Lingnan is that initiatives are actively co-
designed and implemented with students, staff, and the wider community. For example, 
the Lingnan Gardeners project, contributing to SDG 2: Zero Hunger, has for over a decade 
transformed campus spaces into community gardens. To date, over 1,000 
individuals have participated, with the produce given away free of charge to address food 
insecurity. Critically, the project fosters knowledge exchange with local farmers—many 
of them Lingnan graduates—by providing access to campus plots and offering workshops 
on sustainable agriculture. 
 
Lingnan’s commitment to SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities is brought to life 
through partnerships like the Chamber of Young Snow Art Exhibition Hall (CYS Hall) , 
which offers free cultural programs and trains students and community members as 
docents. Academic research also directly engages the public; the Hong Kong and South 
China Historical Research Programme (HKSCHRP) has created teaching kits on local 
history used in primary and secondary schools across Hong Kong. 
 
In addition, the university’s work on SDG 15: Life on Land embeds students in real-world 
conservation alongside community experts. Through service-learning courses 
like CUS2411: Food, Technology and Environments, students explore food production 
with local stakeholders. Specialized programs, such as the "A Date with Nature" field trip, 
are co-designed with partners like the Hong Kong Bird Watching Society (HKBWS) and 
local fish farmers, allowing participants to learn directly about sustainable fisheries 
management. These are active collaborations where knowledge is shared between 
academics, NGO professionals, and local practitioners. 
Through these examples, Lingnan demonstrates that sustainability impact is amplified 
when stakeholders are active co-creators of solutions, fostering deep, experiential 
learning and a resilient, shared commitment to a sustainable future. 
 
6. Conclusion and Key Takeaways 
Lingnan University’s case provides a compelling model for sustainability management in 
higher education. Its success stems from a strategy where robust, integrated policies 
create the foundation for academic excellence, which is then amplified through strategic 
partnerships and community co-creation. 
For other institutions, Lingnan’s approach offers key lessons: 

• Integrate, Don't Isolate: Connect operational policies with academic and 
outreach missions to create a unified sustainability identity. 

• Define Quality Inclusively: Excellence in education means ensuring it is 

https://www.ln.edu.hk/sdgs/our-commitment-to-sdg2-zero-hunger
https://www.ln.edu.hk/sdgs/promoting-sdg11-preserving-local-cultural-heritage-at-lingnan-university
https://www.ln.edu.hk/sdgs/our-commitment-to-sdg15-safeguarding-ecosystems-and-biodiversity


4 
 

accessible, lifelong, and equips all members of society. 
• Leverage Partnerships Strategically: Treat partnerships (SDG 17) as a core 

competency to amplify research and extend impact. 
• Make Sustainability Tangible: Create hands-on, experiential programs that allow 

the community to directly engage with sustainability challenges. 
 
By embedding the SDGs into its core strategy, Lingnan University demonstrates that 
higher education can be a powerful, proactive driver of sustainable development, 
creating lasting value for its students and the wider world, a true embodiment of its 
founding motto, "Education for Service." 


