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Abstract
Professional associations have a strong influence on what is covered in the
curricula of universities, especially that of professional degrees. They also
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provide members with professional development throughout their careers.
Professional associations have the potential to facilitate development of
sustainability competency in the workforce in many professions. A survey of
professional associations in Australia indicated that by the end of the 2000s,
few were facilitating sustainability, either through their input to university
curricula, or through professional development. The experiences of a few
associations that do facilitate sustainability can be used to build a strategy
for enlisting other professional associations to facilitate sustainability competency amongst their members.
Keywords: Professional associations, university curricula, sustainability
competency, professional development

INTRODUCTION

P

rofessional associations (PAs) have a close relationship with universities and
training institutions. In Australia, and other countries, there is a growing interest in sustainable development (or ‘sustainability’), especially in the context of
concerns related to climate change. Although some PAs (e.g., Australian Institute
of Management 2008) require their members to practice their profession in accordance with sustainable development principles, the majority of Australian PAs do
not. Likewise, while some seek to ensure that entering members have capabilities
in sustainable development by virtue of a relevant university degree (e.g., Engineers
Australia 2006), most do not. These factors are interconnected though the discussion
of ‘green jobs’ through which professionals and others will be directly working to
deliver sustainable development.
In this article, we, first, briefly explore the role of PAs and their involvement with
sustainable development, and the relationship of green jobs to professional activity;
second, report the results of a ‘desktop’ survey of a sample of Australian PAs, principally operating in the state of Victoria, to explore their relationship to sustainable
development; and third, discuss the possibilities for engaging PAs more closely in
promoting sustainable development amongst their members.

Professional Associations
According to Babylon Ltd. (2009),
a professional association is an organisation, usually non-profit, that exists to further a
particular profession, to protect both the public interest and the interests of professionals.
…On the one hand, professional bodies may act to protect the public by maintaining and
enforcing standards of training and ethics in their profession. On the other hand, they may
also act like a cartel or a labor union…

However, Millerson (1964) argues that PAs are different from trade unions, principally because PAs are concerned with multiple functions, rather than the single
economic function of unions.
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The evolution of PAs has a long history, as indicated by Carr-Saunders and Wilson
(1968). In Europe, before 1200, medieval traders and craftsmen, teachers and students formed groups, similar to guilds of learning. From such associations, universities developed granting the degrees that allowed teachers to practice. Universities,
which produced ‘learned men’ to administer societies, became closely associated
with churches, and the students and teachers entered ecclesiastical orders—teachers
and priests became almost indistinguishable. Around the end of the 1500s, the professions became secularised, and through the 1700s they were regarded as gentlemen’s
occupations. As Carr-Saunders and Wilson (1968) note ‘though they might not offer
large material rewards … (the professions) did provide a safe niche in the social hierarchy’ (p. 295). At this point, some half dozen professions provided all the skilled
services that society needed to function. The newer crafts that developed were more
closely based on science, and the work of engineers led to the evolution of intellectual techniques associated with other professions.
The disciplines evolved in parallel with the professions. In his review of Foucault’s
analysis of disciplines, Deacon (2002) emphasises the role the disciplines have in exerting control over their interests, ‘with the advent of the disciplines, we enter the age
of the effectivity of knowledge and the productivity of networks of power’ (p. 447),
with power being exercised through hierarchical observation and normalising judgement, which provide the context for examination. Examination provides the ability
to include or exclude members on the grounds of knowledge and, as Macdonald
(1995) points out, it may lead to the exclusion of ‘those of a particular race, gender,
religion, and thus play a part in the structured inequality of society’ (p. 29). Members
of the discipline become participants in the power networks to implement the discipline’s goals, more effectively than if goals were imposed by an external agent; such
as government (Deacon 2002). The background of Christian pastoral practices also
assisted in shaping the modern disciplines, which have played an important role in
education and social advancement. Deacon (2002) comments that while other analyses of the development of education point to personal growth, economic growth and
the like, the power networks of disciplines have helped to create a situation where
’society as a whole is becoming more and more like a school’ (p. 456). While power
networks and ‘schooling’ can work to maintain historical ideas and processes, they
can also assist in bringing about change.
The original objective of the disciplines and related societies that led to modern
PAs was to promote ‘study’. Yet, as noted by Macdonald (1995) the development of
knowledge provides the basis for a monopoly. By the beginning of the 1800s, the associations’ functions had expanded to include promotion of respectability and status
for their members, which led to the protection of their interests. This protection of
interests brought about a response from the state, since ‘the almost inevitable consequence that a bid for monopoly will, if successful, elicit from the state the imposition
of a number of restrictions and requirements’ (Macdonald 1995: 12). Thus, in Britain
at least, Parliament began to regulate professions that rendered a service that was
vital; fiduciary (mainly the legal professions); or had an immediate relation to public
safety to ensure the efficiency of the profession and remove suspicion of favouritism (especially with professionals employed by the government) (Carr-Saunders and
Wilson 1968).
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In the 1500s there was a rapid increase in the number of universities stemming
from the demand for lawyers and administrators. Since the early 1800s, ‘qualifying’
PAs developed that examined the qualifications of prospective members; previously qualifications were confirmed through pupilage or apprenticeship programs
(Millerson 1964). Although PAs rarely maintain a training institution, occasionally
they have been granted power by government to conduct an entrance examination
to their profession (Carr-Saunders and Wilson 1968).
More usually PAs are involved in outlining what should be taught to students wanting to enter the profession. In these situations, the professional associations ‘including some of which have founded schools of their own, have pressed upon universities
and technical colleges the need for courses to meet the needs of their own students;
they have even founded lectureships and endowed scholarships’ (Carr-Saunders and
Wilson 1968: 376). This trend, discussed by Millerson (1964) increased substantially
during the early 1990s so that admission to the associations has come via completion
of university degrees (or similar). As a consequence, an important part of PA’s educational role has been the coordination and advice provided to educational institutions, like universities. As Millerson (1964: 143–44) notes ‘some organisations ensure
that these connections remain active two-way lines of communication and influence’,
with the extent of engagement depending on the PA’s area of interest and work, and
on its status.
An example of PA’s involvement in the accreditation, or testing, of members to
confer a level of professional standing, is reported by Harris and Jago (2001) in respect of the Australian tourism professions. More broadly Gonczi (1994) has noted
the involvement of PAs in the development of competency-based approaches to assessing the performance of students (potential members of the PAs), and comments
on the widespread involvement of Australian PAs in working with governments and
universities on this project—whereas in other countries this had not been the case.
The role of many PAs has moved from direct testing to directing institutions,
such as universities, to test applicants. Yet, as PAs have lost this direct contact with
members, an additional educational role has developed. Newall and Swan (1995)
have reported that PAs have the ability to be mechanisms for innovation by virtue of
their role in diffusion of knowledge to practitioners, creation of informal networks,
and linking members from different organisations. Based on a survey of professionals these authors note that PAs are important for innovation in specific, operational
technologies. However, ‘for more complex technologies that have implications for
the overall philosophy of operations, different predictors—the existence of a … (relevant) strategy, the level of external communication, and the level of influence of
individuals—are relevant’ (p. 371). In the context of sustainable development,
Dickson (2009), Dzinkowski (2007), and Oblinger (2009) report examples of how
innovation has been facilitated through PAs.
The extent to which both roles were evident in PAs in Australia, in relation to education about sustainability, was the focus of our study.

Sustainable Development Context
Before the introduction of environmental protection legislation, most private organisations and government agencies did not recognise environmental concerns. With
Journal of Education for Sustainable Development 6:1 (2012): 121–136
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this legislation most were required, at a minimum, to make sure that their discharges
of pollutants were within their agreements with the relevant environmental protection agency (e.g., Mennenöh 1997; Phillipson 1995; Smith 1995). In addition, however, corporations began to look beyond compliance with legislation, to embrace the
concept of sustainable development as promoted in the Bruntdland report (World
Commission on Environment and Development 1987). In parallel, Callenbach et al.
(1993) set out a clear rationale for corporations to take the need for environmental management seriously based on arguments as outlined in the response of the
Business Council for Sustainable Development to the (then) developing discussion of
the United Nations’ call for sustainable development (Schmidheiny 1992).
A clear indication that the business community has recognised the need to engage
with government and community expectations for environmental management was
its role at the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in
Rio de Janeiro. A major outcome of the conference was Agenda 21, which provided
directions for governments, communities and businesses in facilitating sustainable
development.
Four chapters were directly relevant to professional associations:
Chapter 27—Strengthening the role of nongovernmental organisations: partners for sustainable development
Chapter 30—Strengthening the role of business and industry
Chapter 31—Scientific and technological community
Chapter 36—Promoting education, public awareness and training (Division
for Sustainable Development 2009)
Of relevance to universities was the proposal in Chapter 36 that:
Countries should set up training programmes for school and university graduates to help
them achieve sustainable livelihoods, and encourage all sectors of society, including industry, universities, governments, non-governmental organizations and community organizations, to train people in environmental management.

In 2002, the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg reconfirmed and promoted the need to reorientate the role of education within the sustainability agenda. Subsequently we saw the declaration of a United Nations Decade
of Education for Sustainable Development which began in 2005. As Thomas (2004)
notes, there has been a growing emphasis on the integration of sustainability into
university curriculum, to the point that Filho and Carpenter (2006: 9) comment that
universities ‘are very well placed to promote sustainability both in respect of policy
and in respect of academic practice’. These directions have been given specific emphasis by government policies such as ‘Living Sustainably: The Australian Government’s
National Action Plan for Education for Sustainability’ (Commonwealth of Australia
2009) and ‘Sustainable Development in Higher Education’ (Higher Education Funding
Council for England 2005).
Green Jobs
Many reports predict an upswing in ‘green’ technical jobs that will be needed to
address changes in energy technology and various conservation measures that will
Journal of Education for Sustainable Development 6:1 (2012): 121–136
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be needed to limit CO2 emissions. A comprehensive overview of global green job
trends and future demand is ‘Green Jobs: Towards Decent Work in a Sustainable
Low-Carbon World’, a report from a coalition of four highly respected international
organisations—UNEP, International Labour Organization, International Organisation
of Employers and International Trade Union Confederation (UNEP 2008a). In essence
the report argues (p. 13) that there is ‘tremendous potential’ for green jobs:
Encouragingly, the business case for greening both the economy and the job market has
been growing increasingly powerful.… The greening of the economy presents a major
opportunity to start new businesses, develop new markets and lower energy costs.

Other reports express similar optimism and advocacy for green jobs (American
Solar Energy Society, Gallon 2001, Apollo Alliance 2008, Green For All 2009, Global
Insight 2008 in North America; Ghani-Eneland and Renner 2009 in Europe; The
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Environment, Recreation and the
Arts 1994, Hatfield-Dodds et al. 2008, Department of Education and Training 2009,
Ehmcke, Philipson and Kold-Christensen 2009, in Australia).
What is a ‘green job’? Although many reports focus on jobs associated with
energy management needed to slow climate change (e.g., Bezdek 2007, Pew Charitable Trusts 2009), the United Nations Environment Programme (2008b) proposes
that:
Green jobs are found in many sectors of the economy from energy supply to recycling and
from agriculture and construction to transportation. They help to cut the consumption
of energy, raw materials and water through high-efficiency strategies, to de-carbonize the
economy and reduce greenhouse-gas emissions, to minimize or avoid altogether all forms
of waste and pollution, to protect and restore ecosystems and biodiversity.

Green jobs play a crucial role in reducing the environmental footprint of economic
activity (p. 5).1
Green jobs will affect all areas of employment. Thus PAs in all sectors can assist
in the move to sustainability. Lo (2003) has argued that PAs are intimately connected
to the state and the market, and particularly to social issues such as race, ethnicity
and gender. He suggests that PAs provide the location for professionals to identify
and promote their relation to social issues in the context of their professional institution. Further, he proposes, since the professions are intimately connected with
society we need to understand their role in caring about social issues—one of which
is sustainability.
In this context, how are PAs positioning themselves to help their current members
apply themselves to environmental and sustainability issues, and how are they guiding future members graduating from universities? To gain insight into the activity of
PAs in the Australian context we undertook a brief ‘desktop’ survey of PAs in the State
of Victoria (many of which operate nationally).
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SURVEY OF AUSTRALIAN PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS
The initial stage of the project entailed the identification of relevant PAs. We sought all
PAs operating in Victoria, including those with a national focus with a Victorian presence. Internet searches (using Yahoo and Google) identified PAs aligned to industry
sector titles. A list of 52 professional associations was developed. The range included
those administering tertiary education accreditation (some associated with trade or
vocational certification), a small number of professional interest groups or institutes,
and three unions. The list of PAs represented a range of sectors (listed in Table 1).
Extracting Relevant Information
The following information was sought from each PA’s website:
z

z

z

z
z

A strategy, plan or vision/mission statement that made reference to sustainability
A statement that the PA accredited any university programs as a pathway for
professionals.
If accreditation was undertaken, whether the criteria included anything that
related to sustainability.
A statement that the PA organised or provided professional development for
its members.
If professional development was provided, did it include sustainability issues.
Whether member feedback was encouraged through the site.

The format in which PAs present their identity on websites ranges from general
‘About Us’ statements to more detailed ‘Vision and Values’, or ‘Mission Statements’—in
some case including a corporate or strategic plan.
Identifying Accreditation, Professional Development, Feedback
The requirement of accreditation of education programs for entry to the profession,
the availability of professional development, and opportunities to provide feedback
(from members, or the public) has been tracked across the PAs. In some cases associations clearly identified their role in accreditation and working with educational
organisations, perhaps through a link titled ‘accreditation’. In other instances it is
implied.
Professional development activities were identified as ‘yes’ only where workshops,
seminars or activities are offered by the association. We did not include annual conferences in this category.
In some instances, PAs encourage feedback and include a specific feedback link
or discussion form. This feedback mechanism could provide a vehicle for members
concerned about sustainability, to promote its inclusion in the PA’s strategies and
activities. Where there is merely a ‘Contact Us’ section with a phone number, address
and email, and no feedback form, we concluded that interest in feedback was low.
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Identifying Sustainability
The concept of triple bottom line provides a framework for identifying sustainability
activity. Elkington (1999: 19) comments:
The sustainability agenda, long understood as an attempt to harmonise the traditional
financial bottom line with emerging thinking about the environmental bottom line, is
turning out to be much more complicated…. Increasingly, we think in terms of a ‘triple
bottom line’, focusing on economic prosperity, environmental quality, and—the element
which business has tended to overlook—social justice.

Indicators or descriptors used for the three elements of the triple bottom line, environment, social and economic, were used to measure the commitment or response
to sustainability of the PAs. A clear commitment was registered for each of these
three elements if the PA’s key source document addressed the following:
Environment—language that reflects environmental awareness or indicates valuing member knowledge and actions to avoid impacting the environment with
unsustainable workplace practices or actively promotes ecological awareness and
efficient use of resources.
Social/Cultural—language that reflects social awareness or indicates valuing member knowledge and actions to appreciate the importance of diversity and community and to avoid workplace practices that negatively impact human rights and
equity requirements. Framed positively, it could also indicate a valuing of diversity
or the empowerment of minority or disadvantaged groups.
Economic—language that reflects or values member knowledge of alternative
measures of well-being and progress and promotes workplace practices to enhance
these.
In some instances, key documents implied these indicators without direct reference to sustainability, or used some terms of these three elements, and in these cases
the PA was rated as having a ‘partial’ commitment. However, where there was no
reference explicitly or by implication, a zero commitment was recorded.
Other Information
Frequently, the PAs provided links to secondary-source documents; either policy
statements, areas of interest, or professional research that aligned more closely with
sustainability measures than the key organisational document, which were noted as
useful sources to track the associations’ evolving attitudes towards sustainability and
how they may eventually feed back into the associations’ key identity documents or
professional development activities. These documents might also provide a platform
for further discussions with the association.

Journal of Education for Sustainable Development 6:1 (2012): 121–136
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RESULTS
The intent was to determine the extent of PAs’ engagement in sustainability and
their potential for extending this engagement in regard to university programs and inservice professional development programs. It was not to catalogue the details by
which sustainability was pursued by individual PAs; subsequent researchers may wish
to explore these details to assess the effectiveness of specific forms of accreditation
or of particular types of ‘in-service’ programs.
For the vast majority of PAs sustainability issues were not on the radar screen
(Table 1).
Table 1 Professional associations mentioning elements of sustainability
in core documents

Yes (clearly indicated)
No (not indicated)
Partial (indicated)
Unclear

Environmental
Awareness

Social
Awareness

Economic
Alternate Measures

6

9

9

40

35

41

6

8

2

NIL

NIL

NIL

Note: Total professional associations surveyed = 52.

Where an aspect of sustainability was clearly indicated, one aspect was indicated
by six PAs, two aspects were indicated by four, and three aspects were indicated by
three.
Beyond their mission documents, 26 PAs indicated an awareness of sustainability
to varying degrees on their websites as follows:
z

z

z

z

Ten PAs’ sites mentioned environmental, social and/or economic issues in
their standards, code of conduct or ethics statements
Two sites mentioned environmental, social and/or economic issues in reference to a statement of set of principles
Eight sites gave links to interest groups/websites/projects that mentioned
environmental, social and/or economic issues
Six sites identified a specific policy mentioning environmental, social and/or
economic issues; three of which related to environmental issues, and three to
sustainability broadly.

Table 2 shows that although most PAs do not sponsor an accreditation process,
most do sponsor professional development activities. A minority encourage feedback
on their websites.
Most PAs conduct professional development activities, while a smaller number
run an accreditation process. However, only a handful engage in sustainability. Most
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Table 2 Professional associations with accreditation process, professional
development activities and member feedback mechanism
Accreditation
Process Evident

Professional Development
Activities Evident

Feedback
Encouraged

Yes

17

41

17

No

32

10

27

Partial

1

NIL

1

Unclear

2

1

7

Note: Total number of professional associations surveyed = 52.

professional development activities are currently not delivering insights about sustainability. An exception is the Australian Institute of Management, which provides a
range of development activities, including the training course ‘Sustainable Business
Practices’ to explore sustainability and ways to introduce sustainable principles to
participants’ workplaces (Australian Institute of Management 2011). Similarly the
National Farmers Federation exposes its members to environmental and sustainability issues, often though partnerships with other organisations, for example the
FarmReady program (National Farmers Federation 2011) which provides access to
information and training for farmers to develop Environment Management Systems
(Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry 2011).
Table 3 shows which sectors are most involved in sustainability, accreditation and
professional development.
Table 4 suggests that there are PAs in the Construction/ Design/ Planning/ Real
Estate and Property sector where sustainability has been adopted, where professional
development activities are undertaken, and some where accreditation is required.
This industry is the best base for sustainability advocates to work with to expand the
incorporation of sustainabilty into other professions. Other, less-developed sectors
may also have experiences to offer.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This desktop study indicated that there has been some activity within PAs in relation to sustainability. Recognising the limits of the survey, that the associations’ web
pages may provide an incomplete picture of sustainability activity or may be out of
date, means that a more detailed survey could indicate a somewhat different picture.
However, it is reasonable to assume that if sustainability were a feature of a PA, the
organisation would want to promote it to its members and the public.
Within this context, the data indicate that very few PAs operating in Victoria have
engaged in sustainability and related issues. Of PAs that incorporated sustainability
in their key documents, such as mission statements, roughly 15 per cent indicated a
strong connection to sustainability. When we include those that indicate sustainability in some way (code of ethics, links to others’ pages) we see that slightly more than
50 per cent indicate some degree of awareness of sustainability.
Journal of Education for Sustainable Development 6:1 (2012): 121–136

Primary Industry

Some
Engagement

Construction/Design/
Planning/Real Estate and
Property and Legal

Accounting/Administration/
Management/Advertising,
Public Relations/Human
Resources; Community and
Sports

Accreditation Processes

Banking and Finance; Science and Technology

Accounting Administration/Management/Advertising/Public Relations/
Human Resources; Community and Sport; Construction/Design/
Planning/Real Estate and Property; Education and Training; Engineering/
Mining, Oil and Gas; IT Technology/Telecommunications; Environment;
Healthcare and Medical; Legal; Manufacturing; Primary Industry; Retail/
Sales and Marketing; Service; Transport and Logistics

Professional Development

Note: ∗At least some of the PAs in the sector show more than partial engagement with the three aspects of sustainability; or more than half in the
sector have accreditation or professional development activities.

Construction/
Design/Planning/
Real Estate and
Property

Strong
Engagement∗

Evidence of
Sustainability

Table 3 Sectors rated by evidence of sustainability goals and professional training

2
1
1
2
5
1
1

Legal

Manufacturing

Primary Industry

Retail/Sales and Marketing

Science and Technology

Service

Transport and Logistics

0

0

0

P

1

0

0

P

P

1

2P

0

2+P

0

0

1

0

Environmental
Awareness

0

P

1

P

1

0

P

P

2

0

2P

0

1+P

2

0

1

1+P

Social
Awareness

0

0

1

1

1

0

0

P

1

0

P

0

2

1

0

1

1

Economic
Alternate
Measures

0

0

1

1

0

0

1

0

2

0

2

1

2

2

0

4

2

Accreditation
Process

1

1

2

2

1

1

1

0

6

1

8

1

5

2

1

5

2

Professional
Development

0

1

0

0

1

1

2

0

3

0

2

2

1

1

1

3

1

Feedback

Note: The figures represent the number of associations that stated the attribute (e.g., Environmental Awareness) on their website; P indicates the attribute
was partially indicated.

9

1

Environment
1

8

Engineering/Mining, Oil and Gas/IT
Technology/Telecommunications

Hospitality and Tourism

2

Education and Training

Healthcare and Medical

2
5

3

Banking and Finance

Construction/Design/Planning/Real
Estate and Property

6

Administration/Management/
Advertising/PR/Human Resources

Community and Sport

2

Accounting

Sector

No. of
Records

Table 4 Analysis by sectors and attributes of sustainability practice

Professional Associations

The data indicate that while there has been some move to adopt sustainability in
PAs, there is clearly some way to go before PAs as a whole could be seen as drivers
for sustainability. The inertia associated with such change should not be underestimated, as change within organisations is complex and often difficult (e.g., Benn and
Dunphy 2006). AtKinson (1999) discusses the five stages of change in organisations—
innovators, change agents, early adopters, transformers and mainstreamers.
Our results suggest that at the time of our survey (2009) a small number of PAs
are innovators (or possibly change agents depending on their influence on others) as
they have engaged strongly with sustainability. Moving the bulk of the PAs towards
engagement with sustainability principles will take time and resources.
To begin this process, our results provide two clear opportunities for working
with PAs. First, the data provides information about PAs that currently operate accreditation processes. The opportunity exists to contact these PAs to discuss the
relevance of sustainability to their industry and government policy and legislation. It
should be possible to demonstrate the benefits of having new members, specifically
new graduates, entering the profession with sustainability attributes. Implementation
of this proposal may require assistance to the PAs to review their accreditation processes to include sustainability.
In Australia, where some PAs accredit university programs/degrees, these associations could make an impact on the content of the programs by requiring the inclusions of sustainability concepts and issues. Hence, universities would need to work
alongside the PAs introducing sustainability to ensure that programs and teaching
staff were capable of delivering the requirements of the PA.
The majority of PAs offer professional development activities. In some places, metalevel associations exist to help PAs plan their professional development agenda, and
in a few cases these organisations have formed sustainability agendas. For example, in
the United Kingdom, the Professional Associations Research Network, the Institution
of Environmental Sciences, and the Society for the Environment have formed a partnership called Professional Practice for Sustainable Development (PP4SD) to promote
sustainable practice among professionals. PP4SD develops professional development
materials and sponsors events that encourage cross-professional activity (PP4SD
2011). In the United States, the Disciplinary Associations Network for Sustainability
(DANS) is an informal network of professional associations working on, among other
things, professional development for association members (DANS 2008).
These initiatives provide Australian institutions with examples of targeted professional development activities to facilitate sustainability amongst professionals. It
would be interesting to investigate what has inhibited the adoption of these international initiatives in Australia.
An additional opportunity exists to encourage PAs that do not yet have accreditation processes, or professional development activities to include sustainability concepts from the start. This may be seen as a lesser priority compared with engaging
with PAs already involved.
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Note
1 This description focuses on the environmental aspect of sustainability and represents the
others currently discussing green jobs (as above). It appears that much of the impetus for
thinking about green jobs has been prompted by recent concerns about climate change.
As our understanding of the role of green jobs matures we can expect to see a greater
discussion of how social and economic elements are involved.
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