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Exploring a sustainable world 
Research and education on sustainable development at Utrecht University1 
Margien C. Bootsma & Peter P.J. Driessen2 
 
Summary 
 
Utrecht University contributed to the COPERNICUS charter by bundling its broad 
expertise on sustainability issues in the Copernicus Institute for Sustainable 
Development and Innovation. The Copernicus Institute seeks to contribute to the 
development of knowledge and techniques as well as methods and instruments in 
the field of sustainable development, taking note of related social debates and policy 
processes. Closely related to the research institute, the master’s program 
Sustainable Development was developed. The main focus of this master’s 
programme is the scientific analysis of the complex processes of change related to 
the pursuit of a sustainable society. Students can specialize in Energy & Resources, 
Land Use, Environment & Biodiversity or Environmental Policy & Management. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Sustainable development requires a process of change in which a balance is 
achieved among ecological, technological, economic, and social-cultural values, from 
the local to the global scale, in both the short and the long term. Academics can play 
an important role in this transition by integrating knowledge. First of all, the 
integration of knowledge is needed in order to analyse, describe, and explain 
sustainability issues (in terms of cause and effect) and place these issues in their 
societal context. Secondly, knowledge integration plays a role in the generation, 
assessment, and implementation of measures that make a transition to that 
sustainable society possible. In this paper we will illustrate how the broad research 
expertise on these issues present at Utrecht University was bundled in the 
Copernicus Institute for Sustainable Development and Innovation in 2001, and was 
translated into education programmes.  
 
2. The Copernicus Institute for Sustainable Development and Innovation 
 
Background 
Utrecht University is the largest university in the Netherlands, with about 8000 staff 
members and 25.000 students. At present, research and education are organised in 
7 faculties: Humanities, Social sciences, Law, Economics and Governance, 
Geosciences, Medicine, Veterinary Medicine and Science. In the 1990s, there was a 
lot of environmentally oriented expertise present at Utrecht University, but this 
expertise was scattered and had no recognised image. As a contribution to the 
COPERNICUS charter of the Collaborating body of European Universities, which 
aimed to integrate and refocus the efforts of universities with regard to sustainable 
development, the initiative was taken to bundle and strengthen the research in the 
field of sustainable development at the university. The main aims were to facilitate 
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collaboration in research, and to create more harmony between research and 
education. Thus, the Copernicus Research Institute for Sustainable Development 
and Innovation was established in 2001. The acronym COPERNICUS stands for “Co-
operation Programme in Europe for Research on Nature and Industry through Co-
ordinated University Studies.” 
 
Mission 
The Copernicus Institute seeks to contribute to the development of knowledge and 
techniques as well as methods and instruments in the field of sustainable 
development, taking note of related social debates and policy processes. The 
specific character of the Institute is the combination of developing solid scientific 
knowledge and experience in the field of specific technical and scientific issues as 
well as in the field of processes of change and innovation. It is the ambition of the 
institute to make a difference – in science and education and in society at large – in 
the exploration of a sustainable world.  
Within the Copernicus Institute sustainable development is broadly defined, in line 
with e.g. the report of the World Commission of Environment and Development 
(Brundtland report, 1987), the outcome of the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro, 1992), and the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development (Johannesburg, 2002). The concept of sustainable 
development primarily refers to a development of our economy and society that can 
be maintained. The issue is not so much finding final situations in which sustainability 
is realised, as there is no fixed final situation. Striving for economic prosperity is as 
legitimate as striving to protect nature and the environment and striving for social 
justice, both across generations and within them. For each dimension of the issue of 
sustainable development – economic, social and ecological – there are questions 
about which values, goals, and principles are to be used, as well as about the 
effectiveness, efficiency, and justice of developing and applying options. Exploring 
sustainable development means investigating these questions in connection to each 
other. Starting point of the institute’s research programme is the cause and effect 
chain, which links economic activities and ecological qualities (Fig. 1).  
 

 
 
Fig. 1 The cause and effect chain as a guide to the research of the Copernicus Institute  
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Within this context the mission of the institute is formulated as follows: 
The Copernicus Institute develops knowledge, methods and instruments directed 
 towards sustainable development, with specific attention for: 
- demand, supply and use of energy and materials; 
- land use, the environment and biodiversity; 
- social steering and innovation. 

 
Characteristics of the research programme 
Within the Copernicus Institute there is specific attention for:. 
1. Energy and resources 

• Energy and Materials Demand and Efficiency 
• Possibilities for a More Sustainable Energy Supply  

2. Land use, Environment and biodiversity 
• Land use, Biodiversity and Ecosystem Functioning 

3. Social steering and innovation 
• Innovation: systems, processes and policies  
• Governance for Sustainable Development  

4. Cross-cutting themes: 
• Integrative models and methods (e.g. complexity) 
• Management of risks and uncertainties  
• Sustainability sciences and innovation 

 
The research of the Copernicus Institute is both fundamental and strategic. The 
institute deals with issues that have a multidisciplinary character. Issues in the field of 
sustainable development often have a natural-science (beta) as well as a social-
science (gamma) component, whereby the components cannot be looked at 
separately. The Copernicus Institute strives to achieve an integrated approach to 
these issues. However, multidisciplinary research does not mean that the research 
always takes place in an integrated manner. There are issues that pose challenges 
for beta-research, others primarily for gamma-research. Doing high quality 
disciplinary research is required to feed the multi-disciplinary search for sustainable 
development. Consequently, the research approach can be described by the letter T 
(the T from Team work). The horizontal line of T describes the broad beta-gamma 
approach that is needed to investigate and understand problems and issues in the 
field of sustainable development and to formulate approaches of, and potential 
answers to these issues and problems. The vertical line of the T represents the 
disciplinary in-depth approach, also propagated by the institute. 
In 2004, an international committee of experts evaluated the institute. The committee 
assessed the quality of the research as very good to excellent. 
 
Organisation 
The Copernicus Institute houses a wide range of disciplines, with researchers from 
the natural and social sciences. There is input from the fields of physics, chemistry, 
biology, technology, economy, ecology, hydrology, soil science, geography, 
environmental sciences, innovation science, sociology, policy science, and business 
studies. Additional input is also guaranteed by the close relationship the institute has 
with the National Institute for Public Health and the Environment (RIVM) through two 
endowed chairs occupied by the director and a senior researcher of the RIVM at the 
Copernicus Institute. The researchers of the Copernicus Institute are also engaged 
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as lecturers in the teaching programmes. The researchers of the Copernicus Institute 
have a strong national and international cooperation network.  
The staff is organised in four sections. In the first three years of its existence the 
institute has developed rapidly. The total research capacity in 2001 was about 29 fte, 
including 12 fte PhD students. In 2005 we will have about 33 fte PhD students. That 
means that the institute was very successful in obtaining external research funding, 
especially from the Science Foundation of the Netherlands (NWO).  
About half the research of the Copernicus Institute is funded from external sources 
such as NWO, the European Commission, Ministries of the Netherlands, industries 
and other organisations. Often this research is executed in joint projects and 
programmes, for example within the Utrecht Centre of Geosciences (UCG) and the 
Utrecht Centre for Energy research (UCE). Some examples of multidisciplinary 
research programmes are described in box 1. 
 
PhD track 
The PhD track at the Copernicus Institute is accessible to a limited number of 
persons with a master’s degree. The number of PhD students has strongly 
increased. Funding for PhD projects is highly dependent on senior staff members 
who apply for funding by drafting research proposals. A further link between the 
research and teaching programme may result from a change foreseen in the PhD 
system and PhD funding in the Netherlands. The consequence of this will be a 
merger between the master’s and the PhD programmes. This implies that talented 
candidates could be identified and recruited earlier.  
 
Box 1 Multidisciplinary research projects within the Copernicus Institute – four 
examples 
 
The programme The sustainability challenge, an analysis of prerequisites for an integrated coastal 
zone management in the Netherlands consists of two PhD projects: the first project focuses on the 
role of partnerships approaches in coastal zone management and the second project focuses on the 
role of knowledge and models in coastal zone management. The programme aims to develop 
multidisciplinary knowledge about sustainable development for an integrated coastal zone 
management in the Netherlands. In the context of sustainable development the emerging paradigm of 
integrated resource management supports the replacement of traditional approaches with more 
flexible and integrated approaches that seek to reflect the complexity and interconnectedness of 
natural and human systems. The project will focus on these new approaches, their benefits and risks, 
and will result in prerequisites for an integrated coastal zone management in the Netherlands. 
The project Environmental Innovation and Regulation. Modelling and testing explanatory mechanisms 
aims at a quantitative, and explanatory approach of the complex relation between environmental 
regulation and the speed and rate of environmental innovations, their environmental impacts and the 
mediating learning processes. In this project we want to go into the black box of interactive learning, 
which is defined as the exchange and sharing of knowledge resources conducive to innovation 
between an innovator firm, its suppliers, and/or its customers. 
Accelerated Implementation of Renewable Energy (AIRE) is a multidisciplinary study in which 
research will be undertaken in both technical and non-technical factors affecting the implementation of 
different renewable energy sources in the electricity structure of the Netherlands, with a view to the 
Dutch target of  ‘10% renewables in 2020’. One PhD student focuses on the institutional and societal 
success- and/or fail factors for implementation of wind energy technology and on the application of 
suitable policy instruments. Special attention is paid to the liberalization of the energy markets. 
Another PhD student studies the technological development of renewable electricity technologies, 
such as wind turbines (both onshore and offshore), biomass energy systems and photovoltaic (PV) 
systems (solar energy).  
The programme Integrated Strategies for Identifying Optimal Bio-energy production & Utilisation 
Systems (BioPUSH) will examine two concepts that may lead to lower costs and less land-use for the 
biomass production: multifunctional land use and biomass cascades. One PhD student examines 
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whether the implementation of the identified multi product bio-energy systems is feasible and develops 
strategies to succeed in the implementation of these innovative biomass systems. In another project, 
the performance of multi-product cropping systems and the attractiveness of various combined 
functions (such as soil restoration and erosion control, water retention, buffer zones) are analysed. 
 
3. General characteristics of bachelor’s and master’s degree 
programmes at Utrecht University 
 
Utrecht University offers 47 bachelor’s degree programmes and 169 master’s degree 
programmes in science, social science, and the humanities that focus on academic 
and career development. Learning is self-directed, and much attention is given to the 
development of academic skills. Within the new teaching system, students work more 
explicitly and consciously on their academic development; they are given greater 
personal responsibility for their studies. 
Most bachelor’s degree programmes are in Dutch. To receive a bachelor’s degree, 
students have to take 24 courses: a major programme of 18 courses of 7.5 ECTS 
each and a free choice of six elective courses. The major is the main curriculum of 
the bachelor’s degree programme and consists of obligatory courses and major-
bound electives. Students may freely select courses from other bachelor’s 
programmes they are interested in. If they choose at least four courses in one 
discipline, this package may be listed on their diploma as a ‘minor’. After finishing 
their bachelor’s programme, students can continue their studies in a one- or two-year 
master’s programme. Most of these programmes are in English. Students may opt for 
a professional or a research master (Fig. 2). 

 

Master 

 

 

 

  Admission procedure   

      

Bachelor    

    

    
 
 
 
   Admission procedure 
 
Figure 2: The educational system of Utrecht University 
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Interactive small-group learning is the guiding educational concept. This implies that 
students work in small groups on a specific topic and present the results of their 
analyses to each other. Mutual learning is stimulated in this way. The programme is 
also problem-oriented. ‘Problem-oriented education’ takes a concrete problem as the 
point of departure for the learning process. The acquisition of knowledge and skills is 
related to the analysis and/or solution of the problem in question. ‘Activating 
education’ is a form of teaching whereby the students themselves are largely in 
control of the learning process. They take their education into their own hands by 
doing individual or group assignments, taking part in debates or simulation games, 
and applying the methods they have learned.  
 
4. Education programmes in the field of sustainable development and 
innovation 
 
Students interested in the field of sustainable development and innovation have 
different options to meet their interests. Undergraduates can follow a major or a 
minor in Environmental Sciences, Environmental Studies or Science & Innovation 
Management (Fig. 3). Graduate students interested in the issue of sustainable 
development and innovation, can enrol in the research master’s degree programme 
Sustainable Development, the professional master’s degree programme Natural 
Resources Management, or the research master’s programme Science & Innovation 
Management, all of which started in 2003. Since the programme Sustainable 
Development has the strongest link with the research on sustainability issues, we will 
present some details on the structure and the content of this program in the next 
section. 
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Figure 3: Bachelor’s and master’s programmes in the field of sustainable development and 
innovation at Utrecht University.             direct admission;               constraint admission  
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5. Master’s Degree Programme in Sustainable Development 
 
Main characteristics of the programme 
The master’s degree programme is entitled ‘Sustainable Development’. It is taught in 
English and has highly selective admission requirements.  
The main focus of this master’s programme is the scientific analysis of the complex 
processes of change related to the pursuit of a sustainable society. Besides a critical 
analysis and evaluation of these processes, the programme also deals with the 
various means by which societal and/or technological changes can be implemented. 
These issues are viewed from a multidisciplinary perspective. The programme 
comprises elements of the natural and social sciences. In an intensive programme, 
the students learn to apply scientific instruments in the areas of analysis, evaluation, 
and design. In addition, they become familiar with practical strategies for intervention. 
The programme devotes ample attention to the international dimension of 
sustainability issues. 
Students enrolled in this programme should be interested in the issue of sustainable 
development. Moreover, they should be willing and able to analyse and evaluate 
complex processes from a multidisciplinary perspective. 
 
Admission procedure 
Any student who is interested in taking the master’s programme has to go through an 
admission procedure. The Admissions Board is in charge of admitting students to the 
programme.  
A student will only be admitted to the programme after earning a relevant bachelor’s 
degree (or its equivalent). This applies to all students, Dutch and foreign alike.  
Students from institutions of higher professional education (in the Netherlands called 
HBO) may also be admitted. For students who wish to be admitted but are not 
eligible for direct access, a decision will be made on a case-by-case basis to 
determine whether there are sufficient grounds for admission. These decisions will be 
based largely on the kind of prior education as well as on the student’s motivation 
and talent. The minimum capacities that are required concern research skills, a basic 
level of knowledge in either the social or the natural sciences, and some general 
insight in sustainability issues and intervention strategies (from a social-science or a 
natural-science perspective). The Admissions Board may call for a supplementary 
load of courses from the bachelor’s programmes. By taking this supplementary 
package, the student would be able to make up for deficiencies. Moreover, foreign 
students should be able to communicate in proper English. They should have 
satisfactory results on the internationally recognised TOEFL test. 
 
The mission statement encapsulates the aims of the master’s programme in 
Sustainable Development:  

To educate scientists who will be able to make a substantial contribution to the 
transition to a sustainable society through their scientific research and their 
skills in the area of societal interventions.  

 
The educational targets derived from this mission statement are elaborated in 
Appendix 1. 
The master’s programme is classified as a ‘research master’. It prepares students for 
a PhD study, ultimately leading to professions in scientific research. Graduates of the 
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programme must be capable of writing a PhD dissertation. This competence profile is 
achieved in the following way: 
� The programme devotes extensive attention to scientific theories (paradigms), 

theory building, and methodology. 
� Students in the programme learn to apply scientific instruments for analysis, 

evaluation, and design, using them in an intensive and critical manner. They 
learn to use these tools during the fieldwork phase but also in other modules. 
In addition, students develop a research attitude, focused on accuracy, 
originality, critical thinking, creativity, etc.  

� The assignments give students the opportunity to learn how to work in 
multidisciplinary teams.  

� Students become acquainted with practical intervention strategies. 
� Students write a master’s thesis that is intended to generate new scientific 

knowledge. 
The societal orientation of the master’s programme makes it a good starting point for 
positions that do not directly involve scientific research as well. Graduates with a 
master’s degree in Sustainable Development can take various positions in research 
institutes, government, companies, consultancy bureaus and organizations in civil 
society. In the course of their career, the graduates should be able to fill managerial 
positions, notably with respect to the integration of knowledge and policy and in the 
field of change management (particularly of complex processes of societal change). 
The graduates are also qualified for good jobs in the international market (EU, 
NGOs).  
 
Content of the programme 
In the first part of the programme, which is compulsory for all students, issues of 
sustainable development are discussed from a variety of standpoints. Students learn 
about the approaches used by both natural and social scientists and they have to 
work in multidisciplinary teams. In the second part of the programme, students 
choose a specialisation. The programme consists of three different tracks, allowing 
students to specialize in a natural-science or social-science profile, depending on 
their undergraduate education.  
� Energy and Resources (natural sciences) 
� Land Use, Environment, and Biodiversity (natural sciences) 
� Environmental Policy and Management (social sciences) 
 
Each track devotes attention to the theoretical background, research methods, and 
intervention methods. The student can broaden or deepen that basis in the room left 
in the curriculum for optional subjects. The programme culminates in a thesis. A 
research traineeship may form part of the final thesis project. The structure of the 
programme is set forth in Figure 4.  
The student must have passing marks for all parts of the master’s programme. The 
coursework is tested by having the student write papers, do assignments, and/or take 
an exam, which in some cases may be oral. The final research assignment is 
evaluated by the instructor who supervised the project, along with another instructor 
who does not bear direct responsibility for the supervision of the project. 
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Sustainable Development: the natural-science perspective (7.5 ECTS) 
 
 
The Sustainability Challenge (7.5 ECTS) 
 
 
Track A 
Energy & Resources 
(37.5 ECTS) 
 

 
Track B 
Land Use, Environment & 
Biodiversity (37.5 ECTS) 

 
Track C 
Environmental Policy & 
Management (37.5 ECTS) 

 
Optional Courses (15 ECTS) 
 
 
Assessment of Sustainable Practices (7.5 ECTS) 
 
 
Master’s Thesis 
Track A 
(45 ECTS) 
 

 
Master’s Thesis 
Track B 
(45 ECTS) 
 

 
Master’s Thesis 
Track C 
(45 ECTS) 
 

 
Figure 4: Structure of the master’s programme in Sustainable Development 
 
The purpose of the general part of the curriculum – the part that each student is 
required to take – is to provide all of the students with the same scientific foundation 
on which they can build in the rest of their study (box 2).  
The general part consists of the following courses: 

1. Sustainable development: the natural-science perspective (7.5 ECTS) 
2. The sustainability challenge (7.5 ECTS) 
3. Assessment of sustainable practices (7.5 ECTS) 
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Box 2: Multidisciplinary courses in the master’s degree programme 
 
In three obligatory courses students are trained to develop a multidisciplinary attitude towards 
sustainability issues. In these courses, science and social science students work together. The 
course SD – The Natural-Science Perspective gives students a general overview of the concept 
and content of Sustainable Development, including its history and attempts to operationalise this 
concept.  Other topics in this course are: the role of knowledge, especially in the natural and 
engineering sciences, and the meaning of uncertain knowledge; formal modelling approaches and 
methods to capture sustainable development and the contribution of various scientific disciplines to 
model building; the consequences of interdisciplinarity and uncertainty on the operationalisation and 
implementation of sustainable development initiatives. The second course, entitled The 
Sustainability Challenge, takes a social-science perspective. This course is directed towards 
governance issues. Governance denotes the ability to create organisational, procedural, and formal 
frameworks that allow the parties involved (the state, business and civil society) to move forward on 
issues of sustainability. Starting from a discussion on the concepts of sustainable development and 
governing, the course analyses the architecture and functioning of various modern forms of 
governance. Furthermore, various fundamental issues are discussed:, the relation between science 
and social science, between the environment and democracy, and between the environment, 
development and globalisation. In the third course, Assessment of Sustainable Practices, the 
leading perspective is ‘evaluation’. Assessment of the sustainability of activities is one of the key 
issues in the debate about sustainable development. Sustainability assessments are made to 
evaluate the degree of sustainability, either of ongoing activities (retrospective or ex post 
evaluation) of optional future activities (prospective or ex ante evaluation).  For both types of 
assessment, the students need the knowledge and skills to perform diverse tasks:  to analyse 
complex sustainability issues; to develop and apply sustainability indicators; to apply methods to 
evaluate and integrate indicator values; and to generate and evaluate options for transitions. 
 
 
The track Energy & Resources (A) deals with the analysis of energy systems and 
materials systems. The object of study is the production and consumption of energy 
and materials in society. One research direction is to describe and explain historical 
developments; another looks toward the future and identifies possible technological 
and societal developments. An important research priority concerns the possibilities 
for sustainable development within these systems. To a large extent, this track 
makes use of a conceptual framework derived from the natural sciences, though it 
also uses knowledge and methods derived from the social sciences. 
The curriculum of Track A consists of the following elements: 
� Energy and resource policies (7.5 ECTS) 
� Energy conversion and environmental technology (7.5 ECTS) 
� Research methods for energy and resources (7.5 ECTS) 
� Consultancy project (15 ECTS) 
� Master’s thesis (45 ECTS) 
 
The track Land Use, Environment, & Biodiversity (B) is a multidisciplinary natural-
science programme. It is concerned with the interaction between land use and the 
quality of the physical and biotic environment. The multidisciplinary character of the 
programme shows up in the integration of knowledge from the fields of physical 
geography, hydrology, landscape ecology, toxicology, mathematics, physics, and 
chemistry. Some of the relevant priority areas are the following: land use; dispersal of 
substances in water, soil, and air; impacts on ecosystems and biodiversity; 
possibilities for remediation; and the value assigned to the quality of nature and the 
environment. 
The curriculum of Track B consists of the following elements: 
� Themes in land use, environment, and biodiversity (7.5 ECTS) 
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� Ecosystem modelling (7.5 ECTS) 
� Research project (22.5 ECTS) 
� Master’s thesis (45 ECTS) 
 
The track Environmental Policy & Management (C) is a multidisciplinary social-
science programme dealing with environmental issues and environmental policy. The 
multidisciplinary character shows up in the efforts to confront and integrate 
knowledge from the fields of policy science, sociology, human geography, planning, 
economics, and law. The programme is concerned with issues surrounding the 
management of sustainable development. The students are taught the research and 
intervention skills that they will need in the practice of their profession.  
The curriculum of Track C consists of the following elements: 
� The sustainability challenge B (7.5 ECTS) 
� International seminar (7.5 ECTS) 
� Interactive methods (7.5 ECTS) 
� Policy analysis (7.5 ECTS) 
� Research methodology (7.5 ECTS) 
� Master’s thesis (45 ECTS) 
 
The master’s thesis is a research project in which the student learns to conduct 
independent research, whereby new methods are developed and/or applied or 
existing methods are applied to a new problem. The research should be relevant 
from both a scientific point of view (it should expand the body of scientific knowledge) 
and a societal point of view (it should produce knowledge that can contribute to a 
better understanding or the solution of a problem). In total, the master’s thesis 
research counts for 45 ECTS. 
The research project may be carried out within university departments. All or part of 
the research may be carried out at a university outside the Netherlands, at other 
research institutes, or at consultancy firms, government agencies, etc. The 
supervision must be in the hands of an experienced researcher. 
Students are offered the opportunity to do an internship in the stage of study 
dedicated to their thesis research. For instance, they may be trainees in tiers of 
government, research organisations, consultancy bureaus, NGOs, or companies.  An 
internship is always part of a student’s thesis research and thus constitutes ‘research 
training in the field’.  
At the beginning of the project, a project plan should be made. This plan must include 
personal data, the background of the research, the problem definition and research 
question(s), theoretical approaches and analytical methods to be used in the project, 
a work plan (including time schedule), and an overview of the relevant literature. 
The project is prepared by the student and is agreed upon with the supervisors. The 
project plan can be seen as a contract between the student and the supervisor(s). 
The project plan has to be approved by a professor or associate professor. 
After the thesis has been completed, the student must present the outcomes to the 
faculty staff and fellow students. In each case, a different student will be called upon 
to serve as discussant.  
 
6. Concluding remarks 
 
In this paper we have outlined the research and educational programmes in 
Sustainable Development and Innovation at Utrecht University. The Copernicus 
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Institute for Sustainable Development and Innovation, which was established as a 
contribution to the COPERNICUS charter, is a young and rapidly developing 
research institute. The beta-gamma character of the institute offers opportunities for 
an inspiring environment for challenging multidisciplinary research; both within the 
institute, with experts in other parts of Utrecht University, and beyond.  
The multidisciplinary character of the education programmes is unique in the 
Netherlands. The programmes are fairly new – the first graduates will receive their 
degrees in July 2005. Official accreditation by the NVAO (Netherlands Flemish 
Accreditation Organisation) should be forthcoming in two years’ time. The 
programmes are broad in scope, dealing with a range of sustainability issues. But 
they are selective as well, emphasising the societal and scientific questions of 
energy, biodiversity, and governance. 
The results of the new programmes are promising so far, though their international 
reach should be extended. We would like to start some mutual exchange 
programmes with other universities with similar curricula. We can offer foreign 
students an interesting programme within the inspiring institutional context of the 
Copernicus Institute for Sustainable Development and Innovation. 
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Appendix 1:  Educational targets of the tracks of the Master’s in 
Sustainable Development 
 
In general, the graduates are able to: 
� analyse the issue of sustainable development from a natural-science and social-science 

perspective   
� engage in a scientific debate on the issue of sustainable development 
� set up and carry out scientific research on the issue of sustainable development in a creative 

and independent manner 
� formulate fundamental critique on the scientific work of others 
� communicate natural-science or social-science knowledge on the issue of sustainable 

development verbally and in writing to a wide audience 
� present the results of scientific investigation in the form of a scientific article or similar kind of 

publication 
 
Track A, Energy and Resources.  The graduates are able to: 
� build upon a thorough (natural-science based) knowledge of how society uses and produces 

energy and materials and of the consequences for people, the economy, the environment, and 
future generations 

� approach issues of energy and materials from an interdisciplinary angle, bringing in elements 
of natural science, social science, and economics   

� conduct independent research on energy and materials systems at various scales (micro, 
regional, national, and international) 

� design strategies to make energy and materials systems sustainable and to place those 
solutions in a natural-science and societal context  

 
Track B, Land Use, Environment, and Biodiversity.  The graduates: 
� have insight in processes determining the interrelations between land use, environment, and 

biodiversity 
� have insight in recent theories and developments in scientific research concerning land use, 

environment, and biodiversity 
� are familiar with a number of important research methods, including methods to investigate 

effects of land use on environment and biodiversity, to model processes in ecosystems, and to 
evaluate the sustainability of scenarios for future land use 

� are able to identify scientific problems related to developments in society and to translate them 
into a research design 

� are able to conduct research in an independent and creative manner on a sustainable relation 
between land use and the quality of the environment and ecosystems.  

 
Track C, Environmental Policy and Management.  The graduates are able to: 
� analyse and explain sustainability issues in the context of social, economic, cultural, and 

political processes – issues such as the internationalisation of politics and the economy; the 
changing relations between the state, the market, and civil society; the unequal distribution of 
wealth; and the individualisation of social life   

� integrate insights and approaches drawn from different social-science disciplines in the 
framework of an analysis of sustainability issues and to design policy aimed at sustainable 
development 

� analyse the policy that has been enforced thus far on sustainable development (that is, 
analyse policy in the form of deliberate intervention strategies that are targeted toward social 
change at the micro, meso, and macro level), and to evaluate that policy in terms of various 
criteria derived from policy science (such as efficiency, effectiveness, equity, contingency, 
legitimacy)   

� design new strategies for intervention to promote sustainable development and to supervise 
and evaluate them; in particular, to be familiar with methods of interactive policy 
implementation 

� develop and carry out scientific research in an independent and creative manner with respect 
to the societal aspects of sustainability issues and the solutions that can be reached through 
policy 

 
 


