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Abstract: In almost all institutional discourses about universities, students are mentioned. 
Universities are defined as dynamic areas that pave the way for students to acquire and 
develop scientifically based professional skills. Students are also given importance in ex-
planations about creating a sustainable university. However, their contributions have 
been neglected in the development of this idea. Based on this inspiration, this study aims 
to examine the kind of expansions the university reality constructed by university stu-
dents with their cognitive patterns can provide to the idea of creating a sustainable uni-
versity. To achieve this aim, firstly, the university reality constructed by students enrolled 
in an associate degree program at a university, with their cognitive patterns, is explained 
through metaphors. Accordingly, open-ended questions were asked to 200 university stu-
dents who were in the process of experiencing university life and volunteered to partici-
pate in the study. The answers received were evaluated through descriptive analysis and 
content analysis. As a result of the research, it was seen that 119 metaphors were pro-
duced, and these metaphors could be divided into seven categories with the titles of uni-
versity as a structure that expresses, develops, and enlightens university reality; univer-
sity as a structure that reaches goals; university as a social life area that accommodates 
differences and offers diversity; university as a structure that limits; university as a struc-
ture that challenges; university as a structure that liberates; and university as a structure 
that provides security and peace. Then, it was discussed how university students’ expla-
nations about university reality would benefit the establishment of a sustainable univer-
sity. While this study provides insights into university students’ perspectives on the uni-
versity, it also contributes to strengthening and expanding the existing idea of a sustain-
able university. 
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1. Introduction 
In today’s world, sustainable development goals have become one of the leading is-

sues that concern all countries globally. Sustainable development aims to ensure that ex-
isting human communities meet their own needs by considering the resource needs of 
future generations [1]. Sustainability, closely tied to culture, refers to the interplay be-
tween social systems and the biophysical, economic, and political worlds and how they 
influence and are influenced by each other [2]. Therefore, sustainability encompasses a 
broad range of content that extends far beyond environmental issues, encompassing eco-
nomic and social conditions [1]. In terms of achieving sustainable development goals, 
higher education institutions are of critical importance and play a crucial role in guiding 
society towards sustainability [2–4]. To build a sustainable future in all areas, such as the 
environment, economy, politics, and technology, awareness must be created in the social 
sphere [5] Accordingly, universities are regarded as institutions equipped with the struc-
tural and intellectual resources needed to support such transformation. They serve as dy-
namic environments that contribute to the scientific, technological, economic, social, and 
cultural development of society, and help students acquire and refine scientifically 
grounded professional skills essential for advancement in these areas [6–8]. 

A sustainable university is defined as an institution that strives to minimize the eco-
nomic, environmental, social, and health impacts resulting from resource use while con-
ducting research, education, and training activities and to create social awareness about a 
sustainable lifestyle [9]. 

Although Transformative Learning Theory [10] is a powerful framework for under-
standing personal change in adult education, the present study does not aim to analyze 
individual transformation processes. Instead, it investigates how students cognitively 
construct the university through metaphors and how these constructions might contribute 
to the discourse of sustainable universities. 

Upon examining the relevant literature, numerous studies on sustainable universities 
are encountered. For example, [3] stated in their study based on the Deming Cycle that 
sustainable universities have four basic components: policy (mission, vision, strategic 
goals), operations (sustainability of education, research, and practices), evaluation (meas-
urement of sustainability practices), and optimization (improvements in problem areas). 
In their study, [11] identified 10 factors that enable sustainability in universities. These 
include sustainability curriculum, research and innovation, collaboration, media, peda-
gogy, sustainability leadership, instructor qualifications, government policies, sustaina-
bility auditing, and organizational commitment [12] investigated the place and im-
portance of sustainability in the curricula of universities providing education and training 
in the field of hotel management. [13] examined the campus operational practices imple-
mented worldwide for sustainability. [14] conducted a systematic review of sustainable 
universities based on the findings of 66 articles and obtained striking results regarding the 
characteristics and activities of sustainable universities. The researcher emphasized that 
the concept of sustainable universities should encompass all dimensions of sustainable 
development, requiring universities to go beyond preventing resource waste and devel-
oping their relational networks. This involves addressing all issues related to society and 
stakeholders, providing guidance, and implementing these strategies at a strategic level. 
As seen in Figure 1, the researcher noted that universities should adopt a two-way man-
agement approach, combining top-down and bottom-up approaches, and involve the stu-
dent group in their practices. 
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Figure 1. Key features of the sustainable university. Source: [14] 

Universities do not have a monolithic texture, as they produce a living space woven 
with their understanding and values [15,16] They consist of actors and actor groups that 
have the potential to produce different meaning patterns within their organizational struc-
ture and are in a spiral of interactions and relationships. Unlike other institutions, univer-
sities have stakeholders rather than shareholders [17]. University students constitute an 
important group within these groups that are more passive than other groups [15]. When 
defining their reasons for existence, universities adopt an institutional discourse that pri-
oritizes this group. Within this discourse, universities emphasize that they provide stu-
dents with the skills of problem-solving, a critical approach to facts, and the ability to 
interpret, process, and apply acquired knowledge to new situations, thereby developing 
intellectual competencies [18]. Even at the center of the unique characteristics of university 
education, where learner characteristics and individual preferences such as undertaking 
research and learning on their own and making this process sustainable are dominant, 
there is a student group with a heterogeneous and dynamic structure [18,19]. In today’s 
world, many universities have demonstrated their support for the concept of a sustainable 
university through sustainability leadership [20]. They have transformed towards stu-
dent-centered learning, which can challenge traditional mindsets and encourage creativ-
ity [21–23]. 

On the other hand, the teaching style has evolved from a traditional teacher-to-stu-
dent approach to a student-to-student learning style [24]. This requires having the capac-
ity to create sustainability competence, including students [25,26]. At this point, the fol-
lowing questions arise: What is the university reality that the student group, which is 
given importance within the sustainable university reality, has constructed through their 
cognitive patterns? Does the university reality from the students’ perspective contribute 
to the idea of building a sustainable university? If so, in what ways do these contributions 
expand and/or develop the idea of a sustainable university? 
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When the literature on sustainable universities is examined, no study has been found 
that evaluates universities through the lens of their students. Inspired by the gap men-
tioned and the information provided above, it is claimed that addressing the university 
through the perspectives of university students will provide strong openings for both ac-
ademics and practitioners interested in building a sustainable university. Therefore, this 
study aims to examine the kind of openings that the university reality, constructed by 
university students through their cognitive patterns, can provide to the idea of building a 
sustainable university. In this context, the research question of the study is expressed as 
follows: What kind of expansions does the university reality constructed by university 
students with their own cognitive patterns provide to the idea of creating a sustainable 
university? Qualitative research methods and the power of metaphors are used to answer 
the research question. 

The power of metaphors is frequently employed in interpretive analyses of organi-
zations (for example [27–32]).  Because metaphors can map how individuals transform 
organizational life into a subjective reality by passing it through the processes of percep-
tion, interpretation, and evaluation, the use of metaphors in interpretive and symbolic 
analyses of organizations is privileged compared to other symbols [15,27]. With the help 
of metaphors, abstract concepts can be restructured into more concrete concepts that are 
easier to understand and define [33,34]. Thus, abstract concepts that have an unknown 
feature can be given more known and definable features. Metaphors enable us to make 
meaning transfers by likening concepts that we have difficulty understanding to concepts 
that we understand better at the cognitive level [35]. By acting as evocative metaphors that 
condense and facilitate our understanding of the concept or phenomenon being explored, 
it is transformed into a cognitive image and defined, becoming a powerful communication 
tool [32]. In this way, it will be possible to go into the depths of a multi-layered phenom-
enon regarding how university students approach the university. The information ob-
tained at that depth will inspire us to build sustainable universities. 

2. Method 
The problems sought to be addressed within the scope of the study are those that can 

be answered by illuminating the data obtained from the lived world. Efforts in this direc-
tion require that the research in question be grounded in an empirical discussion and that 
a realistic and descriptive picture be presented regarding the subject [27]. This require-
ment prompts the researcher to adopt a descriptive methodology (idiographic methodol-
ogy) and qualitative research methods that aim to understand how actors make sense of 
situations [36,37]. Descriptive methodology (also known as idiographic methodology) ar-
gues that discovering and understanding the social world can be achieved through sub-
jective experiences and that actors actively participate in the process of constructing mean-
ings [36,38]. It is interested in discovering subjective situations that happen inside rather 
than an external objective reality. Qualitative research, a subjective research method, of-
fers a more in-depth opportunity to explore all dimensions of the identified problems and 
provides strong clues for understanding why and how social events and phenomena are 
experienced [27,37,39]. Therefore, the qualitative research method was adopted in this 
study (Table 1). 
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Table 1. A general overview of the research method. 

Research Process 
Methodology Qualitative research 

Research Design Discourse analysis 
Unit of Analysis  University students 

Population of the Study  Active students enrolled in an associate degree program 
Sample of the Study  Participants in the study were active students enrolled in an associate degree 

program 
Data Collection Method  Interview 

Data Collection Tool Semi-structured interview form 
Data Analysis Content analysis and metaphor analysis based on descriptive analysis 

In this study, it is deemed appropriate to employ a discourse analysis design as the 
research approach. In this study, a query is conducted through metaphors [33] that con-
cretize abstract concepts, making them more familiar and allowing us to define the con-
cept in question more easily. 

The universe of the study was selected by considering the principles of feasibility, 
suitability, accessibility, and voluntariness [40]. It was preferred to conduct interviews 
with active students enrolled in the first and second years of an associate degree program 
of a higher education institution. Therefore, students studying within this higher educa-
tion structure constituted the data sources of the study. The study universe consists of a 
total of 278 students. A total of 78 students were excluded from the scope because 6 stu-
dents out of the 278 students who comprised the universe refused to participate in the 
study, 25 students were determined to have withdrawn their registration, and 47 students 
could not be reached. The remaining 200 students constituted the sample of the study. The 
200 participants who were interviewed within the scope of the research constitute 71.94% 
of the universe. The achieved representativeness rate shows that the data obtained within 
the scope of the study have the power to describe the current situation. In this study, cri-
terion sampling was employed, where the main criterion was being an active first- or sec-
ond-year student in an associate degree program. The unit of analysis was not the partic-
ipants themselves, but rather the metaphorical expressions they produced to conceptual-
ize their university experience. The role of the researcher is of great importance in meta-
phor analysis [27,41]. The researcher can either pre-determine the metaphors and present 
them to the participant as options or leave the task of determining the metaphors to the 
participant and act in a way that detects, evaluates, and interprets the images. In both 
ways, the role that the researcher assigns to himself during the data collection process 
directly affects the data acquisition method. In this study, the researchers embarked on a 
metaphor hunt, adopting an identity that enabled them to detect and evaluate the images 
and subsequently allowed the participants to produce the metaphors. Since the metaphors 
in the study were requested to be produced by the participants, interviews were con-
ducted through a semi-structured interview form. 

Before planning the study, the top management team of the relevant university was 
informed about the study’s content and course, and the necessary permissions were ob-
tained. After the universe of the study was determined, lists were prepared for each re-
searcher to interview. Participants on the lists were called one by one and informed about 
the study. It was explained that their participation would be voluntary. It was clearly 
stated that their names would not be used in the study under any circumstances and that 
they would be assigned a pseudonym during the analysis process. Participants were re-
assured about the security and confidentiality of the study, and an appointment was re-
quested. 



Sustainability 2025, 17, 5934 6 of 16 
 

In this study, the interviews were conducted via a webinar (online) platform that 
allows face-to-face interaction via the internet. Thus, the features of the internet, such as 
eliminating geographical boundaries, providing researchers with flexibility in terms of 
time and space, expanding the research area, facilitating continuous communication, and 
reducing data loss, were utilized [27,42]. In addition, the necessary sensitivity was demon-
strated to establish trust between the researcher and the participant before each interview. 
The interview began with a chat-style, unstructured conversation to eliminate social bar-
riers between the researcher and the participant [43].  During the data collection process, 
qualitative research ethics were adhered to, and the ethical contingency stance, defined as 
minimizing the threat of personalization arising from the researchers’ experiences, was 
employed [44]. 

The interviews conducted during the data collection phase of the research lasted ap-
proximately 30 min. All interviews were recorded, along with detailed interview notes. 
The records obtained were analyzed and written in a manner that ensured textual integ-
rity, thus creating a raw data text [40]. The interviews made it possible to obtain a rich 
qualitative data set. Based on the obtained data set, firstly, the responses of the partici-
pants constituting the sample to the question, “If I asked you to compare the university to 
an object, a plant, an animal, a living being, a shape, a historical figure or a fairy tale hero, 
what would you compare it to?” were evaluated. The metaphors used by the participants 
were determined. After identifying the metaphors, the following question arose: What do 
the participants mean by the metaphors they use when describing the university? As a 
result of the stated curiosity, the participants were asked whether they had a reason or 
not. Moreover, by evaluating the responses received, a descriptive text table was created 
by remaining faithful to the participants’ expressions. Then, metaphors with the same 
meaning were grouped based on the descriptive expressions. Thus, a table of categories 
and metaphors regarding university students’ cognition towards the university was cre-
ated (Table 2). 

Table 2. Categories and metaphors regarding university students’ cognitions about university. 

Categories Metaphors Number of 
Participants 
Forming the 

Category 

Number of 
Metaphors 
in the Cate-

gory  
The university as a 

structure that develops 
and enlightens 

Book (21), Waterflower (1), Tree (6), Fruit tree (1), 
Flower (2), Forest (2), Monkey (1), Venus (1), Beehive 

(1), Owl (1), Virginia Woolf (1), Rope (1), The place 
where we build our future (1), Personality (1), Mother 
(1), Glass and water (1), Rollercoaster (1), Spiderman 

(1), Personal development (1), Bridge (1), Clothing (1), 
Lion (2), Notebook (2), Life (5), Mirror (1), Culture (1), 

Amusement park (1), Beast (2), Theater (1), Bird (1), 
Sun (2), Growing up (1), Song (1), Gülseren Bu-

dayıcıoğlu (1), Science nest (1), Network (1), Hot wa-
ter bag (1), Time capsule (1), Hydroelectric power 

plant (1), Car (1), Banner (1), Empty frame (1), House 
(3),. Google (1), Library (4), Intellectuality (1), Magni-

fying glass (1), Factory (1), Information source (1), 
Treasury (1), Dictionary (1) 

91 51 

The university as a 
structure that achieves 

goals  

Ladder (1), Compass (1), Ant (4), Map (1), Effort (1), 
Diploma (4), Road (3), Future (3), Money (2), Pen (2), 

29 17 
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Career (1), Transportation (1), Step (1), Athlete (1), 
Bus stop (1), Love (1), Freedom (1) 

The university as a social 
living space that accom-
modates differences and 

offers diversity 

Rainbow (1), Chameleon (1), Puzzle (1), Unicorn (1), 
Hogwars Academy (1), Equality (1), Encyclopedia (3), 

Ocean (3), Sea (2), Fan (1), Congested traffic (1), Bü-
lent Ersoy (1), Bookshelf (1), Sycamore tree (1), Anthill 

(1),. Family (2), Space (1), Socializing environment 
(11), Cafe (1), Club (1), Monkey (1), Cat (1), Camping 

(1), Holiday resort (2) 

41 24 

The university as a limit-
ing structure 

Despair (1), Command (1), Loneliness (1), Prison (1), 
Computer (1), Waste of time (1), Working (1), Course 
(1), Changuu Island (1), Trailer (1), Building without 

foundation (1) 

11 11 

The university as a coer-
cive structure 

Russian novel (1), Koala (1), Trading house (1), Uncer-
tainty (1), Moving (1), Car (1), Wall (1), School of 

hardships (1) 

8 8 

The university as a liber-
ating structure 

Dove (1), Road (1), Freedom (2), Eagle (1), Bird (3), 
Canvas (1) 

9 6 

The university as a 
structure that gives con-

fidence and peace of 
mind 

Home (9), Coast (2) 11 2 

Monkey, Bird, Freedom, Road, Car, and Home metaphors are included in more than one category. 

The coding process followed the steps of identifying recurring metaphorical expres-
sions, grouping them under semantically similar categories, and validating these catego-
ries through expert review. Each metaphor used by the participants was first documented 
in raw form, then interpreted contextually based on the participants’ own explanations. 
These steps formed the basis of the analytical framework presented in Table 2. 

To ensure the appropriateness of the research, the criteria of credibility (internal va-
lidity), consistency (internal reliability), transferability (external validity), and confirma-
bility (external reliability) were employed [34]. In this context, the entire research process 
was explained in detail, and the obtained data were grouped by consulting expert opin-
ion. Finally, a table was prepared that included all metaphors and descriptive expressions 
(Table 2). Content analysis and descriptive analysis were conducted at the data analysis 
point of the relevant study. The content analysis aimed to determine the relationships be-
tween the data and the concepts that would explain the data. The descriptive analysis 
aimed to reflect the opinions of the participants and to include their direct statements in 
this direction [34]. Thus, the data obtained within the framework of the categories that 
emerged from descriptive analysis and content analysis were classified, presented, and 
interpreted within the scope of the research purpose. 

3. Findings 
Within the scope of the research, it was determined that 200 participants who formed 

the research group produced a total of 119 metaphors. The 119 metaphors were grouped 
based on their meanings. Thus, seven categories were obtained, namely university as a 
developing and enlightening structure; university as a structure that achieves goals; uni-
versity as a social living space that accommodates differences and offers diversity; univer-
sity as a limiting structure; university as a challenging structure; university as a liberating 
structure; and university as a structure that provides security and peace (Table 2). 
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When Table 2 is examined, it is evident that most metaphors (51) are found in the 
university category, which is characterized as a developing and enlightening structure, 
and that this category has the highest number of participants (91 people). The dominant 
metaphor in this category is the book, which consists of metaphors such as a tree, a 
prompter, an owl, a rollercoaster, life, and a time capsule. Some descriptive expressions 
belonging to these metaphors are as follows: 

… Pushing the boundaries of life gives you the chance to discover them and have new 
experiences. It also makes you feel free, but the adrenaline you experience in that freedom 
teaches you to stand on your own two feet, and it is similar to having anxiety about the 
future, that is, the anxiety of whether you will be able to reach a conclusion. The different 
speed of the ups and downs on the rollercoaster may be similar to the opportunities and 
different experiences that come before us at university. At the same time, it is quite sim-
ilar in terms of the fast passage of time with the good and bad of university life. (P66) 

… But university life is a more personal place. A place where you are more yourself. A 
place where you are responsible. … (P45) 

… Actually, when we think about the time we started university, I assume that our 
character was not fully established and I really think that university contributed a lot to 
this. In other words, I believe that the further we are from university, the harder it will 
be to see our self in our development. In other words, the closer we are, the better we will 
know ourselves. (P17) 

… We can develop ourselves and get rid of our fears. It is a place where we can have fun 
and be happy, and also face our fears. I am afraid of amusement parks, I am afraid of 
heights, I am afraid of speed. I also protect myself from exams, I am afraid when I do not 
attend classes, I am afraid of not being able to do it. I am afraid of amusement parks but 
I love them very much. University also scares me, but I loved it as I got into it. (P23) 

… When I first started university, I was just like water, going on a determined path and 
in a flow where I did not know the outcome, but when I finished university, all my ac-
cumulations and the information I acquired produced a new me. Like water turning into 
energy in a power plant. University was what brought out the power that existed inside 
me. (P195) 

… Because it allows us to see things we cannot see more easily. (P108) 

… There are unlimited resources that I can access, including our teachers, they all help 
us, I can access any source or information I want from many places, including my teach-
ers. (P133) 

The category consisting of 17 metaphors, obtained from 29 participants, is the uni-
versity category as a structure that achieves goals. It is observed that this category com-
prises metaphors such as compass, ladder, freedom, an ant, and money. Some descriptive 
expressions belonging to these metaphors are as follows: 

… It guides us students like a compass to reach our goals in our careers. (P72) 

… Because it takes us to our career goals faster. … university is a means of transporta-
tion for this. (P161) 

… Because when we look at the current conditions of the country, they are hiring a high 
school graduate–not to judge–a cleaner. When you go to university, when you have a 
university diploma, your ranking increases a bit. (P41) 

…University is like a way of salvation for me to be able to stand on my own in the future, 
to be able to hold on to a life on my own (P119) 
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… I need something like this to give direction to my future and I want to achieve good 
things for my future. …University is the future for me. I think I need to progress in this 
in order to establish a new life, to achieve something, to be able to move forward. (P155) 

… Since I have to study because of my job… University is more of a tool for me to reach 
the profession I want rather than the goal. I am studying for the job I dream of. Since the 
most important reason for having a profession is to earn money. (P54) 

… The standards of this country are certain. University is a mandatory place for me to 
attend for graduation. (P71) 

… A situation that can give direction to my life may be useful for me in the future. I am 
currently doing business, I would have done without studying, but I am thinking of 
settling abroad, maybe it could be useful. (P139) 

Another category created within the scope of the study is the university category, 
which serves as a social living space that incorporates differences and offers diversity. The 
24 metaphors obtained from 41 participants in this category consist of terms such as ‘Uni-
corn,’ ‘Hogwarts Academy,’ ‘rainbow,’ and ‘chameleon.’ Some descriptive expressions re-
lated to these metaphors are as follows: 

… Because it has the ability to bring people from every race, ethnicity, and geographical 
origin together in a single area, I think this is truly incredible. Contrary to the norms of 
society, I think it proves that you can get along with people you think you won’t get 
along with, and even become a family with them. … (P67) 

… Because the people I have shared the same desks with throughout my life, some of 
whom are the sons of a CEO, some of whom come from a poor family, some from the far 
east, some from the west, some from different countries, we study together without dis-
criminating based on religion, language, or race, and we have the opportunity to meet 
people. (P34) 

… Everyone has different troubles, different life concerns, and different thoughts. It re-
minds me of heavy traffic. Some are extremely rich, some hitchhike to school. Everyone 
is extremely different from each other, but everyone is in the same place. It doesn’t matter 
whose child you are or the brand of the car. You will sit in those rows and take the same 
lesson. Just like you can move forward in a luxury car or a junk car in a traffic jam as 
much as the space in front of you. (P189) 

… There are many blessings in it, there are fish, there are different species. It is exactly 
the same in university… there are many people, there are many people with completely 
different mindsets, and establishing relationships with those people with different mind-
sets will be a great advantage for us in the future because different mentalities, different 
perspectives, different interpretations, different thoughts, etc. All of these have an ad-
vantage. Frankly, I didn’t come to my department very willingly, but I came anyway 
based on this explanation I made so as not to waste time. (P162) 

… University, like the sea, is an endless source of knowledge. Like different waves in the 
sea, university offers endless diversity between different disciplines and fields of 
knowledge. Each wave has its own power and knowledge. Likewise, each branch of 
knowledge offers a different perspective and depth. (P176) 

… We encounter a lot of people here. We encounter and meet many people without look-
ing at who they are, without knowing what they are for. Perhaps most of us come to hang 
out, make new friends, and have fun rather than study. That’s why I prefer to call it a 
social environment. (P165) 

… I see university as a social activity area rather than education. The advantages of 
being a student are very good. All kinds of social activities at university are more suitable, 
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more fun, and better. It is a place that allows you to experience all kinds of social activi-
ties and also provides education, and on top of that, it allows you to enjoy life. (P188) 

As indicated by the 11 metaphors obtained from 11 participants, the metaphors 
grouped in the study with the university category as a limiting structure consist of meta-
phors such as prison, remote control, waste of time, trailer, and Changuu Island. Some 
descriptive expressions belonging to these metaphors are as follows: 

… Because it is not a place I come to with great pleasure. I feel trapped when I am in it. 
I can’t say and speak what I want, where I want. It’s like I can’t get the information I 
want, in other words, it’s far behind my dreams. (P27) 

... It’s a place you put up with for a diploma. It’s like you pay the fee and join a course. 
There are very few people who come to learn information. (P129) 

... I describe it as loneliness because starting a university outside the city means spend-
ing time away from your family and friends. (P60) 

... I compare universities to Changuu Island in today’s world, they raise slaves to con-
tinue the system we are in. I think universities have moved away from their main pur-
pose of producing science, I think millions or even billions of people have been imprisoned 
within walls for years just to spend time, and I hope they return to their main purpose. 
(P197) 

... Because except for some departments, it seems like a waste of time, but the biggest 
advantage is general culture for me, and I think there are so many unnecessary univer-
sities. I don’t think it’s right to have so many universities. Many people go to university 
because they have studied there, but I think they could learn better things in those four 
or two years or develop better if they find a job. (P33) 

… Because there are many different unnecessary departments, you study while thinking 
they are unnecessary, but there are no job opportunities, you don’t know what the con-
tribution to your life will be. I would like university to be a place where people who want 
more knowledge know that they can definitely have a profession after studying, now in 
my eyes it is a school where I only study for a diploma. (P185) 

… Because after university education, you have a low chance of getting a job, you need 
to go to a good university department, otherwise it is a waste of time, money and years. 
You can have fun, that’s another thing, or you will start a business, that’s why you 
needed a diploma, it will be useful, otherwise it is a waste of a good department. (P81) 

It is observed that eight participants produced eight metaphors, and the category 
university as a challenging structure’ consists of metaphors such as ‘Russian novel’, ‘busi-
ness house’, ‘wall’, and ‘koala’. Some descriptive expressions related to these metaphors 
are as follows: 

…Because you learn to stand on your own feet at university. Most of us come from 
different cities and usually rent a house as part of this plot. This is usually what happens. 
That’s why it seems to me as a school of difficulties. Again, most of us live happily ever 
after in the family home. But here, with the hassle of making our own meals, laundry 
and dishes, I see it as a place where we leave the home hearth and transition to real life. 
That’s why I see it as a school of difficulties. (P187) 

…Student life is mostly coming from outside the city. It is difficult… Especially finan-
cially… University is something that impoverishes. Since Russian novels usually talk 
about poverty and destitution, students also face such difficulties. (P1) 

…It is a bit difficult for me to get used to it, it is difficult to make friends and get used 
to our teachers. University is like moving to a new city, moving to a new house has such 
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difficulties, I think, like making new neighbors, meeting new people, getting used to new 
places, learning new places. (P116) 

…I love cars a lot. I can even say that I am a car enthusiast. I love university a lot, but 
they have a common problem with cars. They are both extremely expensive. Although it 
is nice to be in it, live in it, and continue your life with it, it also causes back pain due to 
its expenses. Since the books that the school wants, the dormitory or house to live in, life, 
shopping, socializing, etc. are all financial, as I said, I compare it to a car. The same goes 
for expenses, fuel, maintenance, etc. (P95) 

It is observed that the category of university as a liberating structure comprises six 
metaphors generated by nine participants. Within the scope of the category in question, 
metaphors such as ’pigeon,’ ’freedom,’ ’road,’ and ’canvas’ were explored. Some descrip-
tive expressions belonging to these metaphors are as follows: 

... Young people live a slightly more restricted life in their own family homes, but when 
they go to university, they become a bit more comfortable. They become a bit more free 
in this regard. ... pigeons immediately came to my mind, when freedom is restricted in 
prisons and so on, pigeons fly, etc. (P101) 

... Because I can feel like myself at university. I can express my ideas as I wish. That’s 
why I feel free there. (P15) 

... I used the university not to learn something on a subject, but as a tool to go somewhere 
else from the environment I was in, to be alone and to socialize from time to time. I left 
the place I was in thinking that the single and free life that the university provided me 
would make me free. … the university atmosphere taught me something about myself, 
and that is, university is a path to self-awareness and freedom for me. (P184) 

… When we go to university, we can make our own decisions since we are far away from 
our environment. Also, due to our age, we can do many activities, programs, entertain-
ment and similar things on our own without asking permission from someone else. … 
(P94) 

… After we finish university, that is, after we finish, a bird flies and becomes free, just 
like people, they have a profession, become free, find a little more financial work oppor-
tunity, can direct their life, go wherever they want, achieve what they want by gaining 
financial freedom, like a bird, they can go wherever they want. (P112) 

The last category, university as a structure that provides security and peace, consists 
of beach and house metaphors produced by 11 participants. Some descriptive expressions 
related to these metaphors are as follows: 

…University is like my home. I spend all my time at school, do my homework, do my 
studies. (P9) 

…Since we are away from our families here, we try to create a family environment for 
ourselves. The teachers are our parents, the others are our siblings. We carry out differ-
ent responsibilities under the same roof. (P191) 

…We learn to walk and talk at home and continue this when we reach school age. (P19) 

4. Discussion and Conclusions 
Upon examining the relevant literature, it becomes apparent that various models 

have been developed regarding the concept of a sustainable university (e.g., 
[3,9,11,45,46]). When these models are examined holistically, it reveals how addressing 
the idea of a sustainable university only in specific dimensions, such as green campus 
and/or sustainable management, limits this idea. Therefore, these models indicate that the 
concept of a sustainable university encompasses all components related to the university, 



Sustainability 2025, 17, 5934 12 of 16 
 

from campus life to campus infrastructure, from collaborations to sustainable leadership, 
from technology transfer to sustainability research, and that these components should be 
addressed holistically. In this context, how students, who are one of the most important 
stakeholders and the reason for the existence of universities, evaluate the university’s 
structure and how their perspectives will be reflected in the idea of a sustainable univer-
sity is an important issue. The university period is a complex period in which young peo-
ple leave childhood and move towards adulthood; their individual preferences are 
shaped, they become more active variable and sensitive, and their characteristics such as 
self-learning, research, and meeting their needs develop [19,47,48]. Therefore, it was not 
surprising to encounter expressions that described being faced with economic, socio-cul-
tural, and emotional difficulties in the metaphors accessed. 

On the other hand, students stated that despite these difficulties, university life of-
fered them opportunities such as pushing the boundaries of their lives, revealing their 
potential, discovering themselves and the world, gaining new experiences, expanding 
their areas of interest, confronting their fears, acquiring knowledge, and achieving per-
sonal growth. Additionally, it is evident that university students, being a highly mobile 
group, significantly shape university life. The participants expressed their satisfaction 
with the fact that university life offers students with different thought structures, from 
different geographies and different social structures, an opportunity to meet, get to know, 
integrate, and socialize regardless of their religion, language, race, and ethnicity, and that 
it also provides them with access to exhaustive and comprehensive sources of information 
within the fields they are interested in. Descriptive statements were encountered indicat-
ing that, although they did not come to the department willingly, they chose to be univer-
sity students by prioritizing the university’s features, including its inclusive structure that 
accommodates differences and offers opportunities for diversity and socialization. The 
descriptive statements in question represent the heterogeneous, lively, energetic, colorful, 
and dynamic dimensions of university life. 

All these explanations demonstrate the crucial role universities play in creating a sus-
tainable environment for future generations in socio-cultural terms. This result supports 
the studies of researchers such as [3,49,50]. 

Some of the students interviewed within the scope of the study stated that university 
life gave them confidence and peace, that they felt comfortable just like at home, that they 
tried to fill the void of being away from their families by building a family environment 
for themselves, and that the university experience was a continuation of the learning pro-
cess at home. The United Nations University defines education for sustainable develop-
ment as an impartial, fair, safe, and comprehensive educational process that provides ac-
cess to human development [3]. Students often believe that university life offers them an 
experience that allows them to transition from a restricted life to a freer one, where ideas 
can be expressed more easily, where they can act without needing permission, and where 
their individual preferences are at the forefront. 

It has been stated that a lonely and free life leads the individual to self-knowledge, 
and self-knowledge, in turn, leads the individual to freedom. Ensuring individual aware-
ness should be a dimension supported by the idea of a sustainable university. This dimen-
sion will expand the definition of a sustainable university. 

The students perceive university life as a structure that brings about gains, such as 
acquiring a profession, obtaining a diploma, reaching a certain status, gaining social pres-
tige, earning money, building a career, and guiding all these pursuits. However, as we 
delve deeper into the descriptive expressions in this direction, they are future-oriented, 
viewing the university as a means of salvation and becoming a university student with 
the thought that it may be beneficial in the future. Descriptions stating that university is a 
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necessity in order to achieve the stated gains were encountered. In addition, some stu-
dents stated that university life liberated them because it offered them the opportunity to 
have a profession and gain economic independence. These expressions indicate that stu-
dents view the university as a tool for addressing real-world problems. Therefore, this 
situation presents an opportunity that needs to be considered. It can be considered normal 
up to a certain point that the gains mentioned by the students are evaluated as a small 
output of university education and life. However, considering the reality of university as 
consisting only of this output in the eyes of university students will reduce the idea of a 
sustainable university. In this context, it is essential to convey to students what the concept 
of a sustainable university entails and how it should be implemented. 

On the other hand, it is noteworthy that students state that university life limits them 
and make some criticisms. From the descriptions, it is evident that the university is a struc-
ture that makes students feel like they are imprisoned, restricts their freedom of expres-
sion, pacifies them, requires a diploma, isolates individuals from their families, and has a 
high number of universities and departments. Even though some departments are unnec-
essary, universities are raising “modern slaves” by moving away from producing science, 
and the possibility of finding a profession is low if they do not study in a valid department. 
Therefore, resources such as money and time are wasted. It is essential to take these ex-
planations seriously. For this, the question “why” should be asked to students who have 
these thoughts about the reality of universities. While this can be considered a limitation 
of this study, it also presents an opportunity for future research because the answers that 
can be obtained from the question “why” can expand the idea of a sustainable university. 

When the data obtained within the scope of the study are evaluated holistically, it is 
seen that sustainable development principles should be integrated into university life and 
activities. 

This study provides insights into university students’ perspectives on the university, 
making contributions that strengthen and expand the existing concept of a sustainable 
university. While the United Nations initially focused on “what” the concept of a sustain-
able university entails, it has shifted its emphasis to “how” the idea of a sustainable uni-
versity should be implemented in recent years [51]. Therefore, addressing the concept of 
a sustainable university from the students’ perspective will shape how this understanding 
should be constructed. 

Undoubtedly, this study has some limitations. Firstly, it is essential to note that the 
interpretation of data obtained through metaphor analysis involves the researchers’ sub-
jective meaning-making efforts; therefore, generalizations should not be made. In any 
case, the qualitative research reflexive framework does not promise the generalizability of 
the research results [34]. Therefore, it is worth noting that the study can provide important 
insights into the university reality that university students construct with their cognitive 
patterns, independent of generalization. On the other hand, the fact that each country and 
university has its dynamics limits the generalizability of the results obtained in the study. 
However, the contributions of these insights, which strengthen and expand the idea of a 
sustainable university, should not be ignored. 
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