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4.2 Research

To achieve the SDGs, the global community will need to 
overcome many difficult and complex social, economic 
and environmental challenges, some of which will require 
transformations in how societies and economies function 
and how we interact with our planet. Universities, through 
their extensive research capabilities and activities, have 
a critical role in providing the necessary knowledge, 
evidence-base, solutions and innovations to underpin 
and support this task. 

To contribute to the SDGs through research, universities 
can:

Ø	Support the full spectrum of research approaches 
needed to address the SDGs, including 
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research

Ø	Support and incubate innovation for sustainable 
development solutions

Ø	Actively support national and local 
implementation of the SDGs

Ø	Advocate for national support and coordination 
of research on the SDGs

Ø	Support capacity building for developing 
countries to undertake and use research on the 
SDGs

Ø	Encourage and promote the SDGs as a topic of 
research within the university

Ø	Encourage and support researchers to engage 
in global research community efforts to support 
the  SDGs (such as international assessments 
and syntheses of the current state of knowledge)

Ø	Help researchers to understand how their 
research currently relates and connects to 
various goals

Ø	Map how the university’s research and research 
strengths align with the SDGs and identify the 
key researchers

Ø	Arrange innovating challenges to address the 
SDGs for researchers across the university and 
external stakeholders

4.3 Organizational governance, culture and 
operations of the university

As universities contain large entities so they and 
can have significant impacts on social, cultural, and 
environmental wellbeing within their campuses, 
communities, and regions – and sometimes far beyond. 
These impacts directly relate to all areas of the SDGs and 
by acting responsibly universities can make significant 
contributions to their achievement.

To contribute to the SDGs through organizational 
governance, university can:

Ø	Align university governance structures and 
operational policies with the aims of attaining 
the SDGs

Ø	Identify and address any key gap in the 
university in a response to the SDGs

Ø	Map how high-level university strategies, 
policies, plans and reporting indicators align 
with the SDGs and identify which organizational 
units are relevant to specific SDGs 

4.4 External leadership

Success in achieving the SDGs will depend on action and 
collaboration by all actors. By leveraging their unique 
position within society, universities – both individually 
and collectively – can help to lead, guide, and support the 
local, national, and international responses towards the 
SDGs. In most countries the public has little knowledge 
of the SDGs and little opportunity to actively participate 
in implementation. Universities can act as key driver 
to include the mass generation in the SDG agenda 
by increasing participation through disseminating 
knowledge. Universities devoted to knowledge creation 
and teaching for the benefit of society and traditionally 
occupied a unique position in society that makes 
them particularly suited to provide leadership on SDG 
implementation. 

To contribute to the SDGs through external leadership, 
universities can:

Ø	Strengthen public engagement and participation 
in addressing the SDGs

Ø	Initiate and facilitate cross-sectoral dialogue and 
action on SDG implementation

Ø	Play a lead role in policy development and 
advocacy for sustainable development

Ø	Demonstrate the importance of the university in 
SDG implementation

Ø	Demonstrate the commitment of a university to 
the SDGs

Box 5: Research is the basis for

1. Understanding the challenges

2. Localizing the SDG agenda

3. Developing solutions

4. Identifying and evaluating options and pathways

5. Supporting the operationalization of the SDG framework



5

5. Tools for SDG integration

The SDGs are a new agenda for providing a framework 
for governments, business, industry, civil society, and 
education to collaboratively work towards the future 
we want. This new agenda builds on and provides an 
enhanced space to introduce, progress, and normalize 
inter- and trans-disciplinary approaches. The below 
mentioned tools (Figure 2) will assist universities to 
address the new aspects of SDGs agenda:

Figure 2: Overview of the step-by-step SDG integration

6. Conclusion

The United Nations’ Transforming Our World: The 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development is one of the most 
ambitious and important global agreements in recent 
history. To create a more sustainable world and to engage 
with sustainability-related issues as described in the 
SDGs, individuals must become sustainability change-
makers. They require the knowledge, skills, values and 
attitudes that empower them to contribute to sustainable 
development. Education, therefore, is crucial for the 
achievement of sustainable development

However, not all kinds of education support sustainable 
development. Education that promotes economic growth 
only may lead to an increase in unsustainable consumption 
patterns. The well-established approach of Education 
for Sustainable Development (ESD) empowers learners 
to take informed decisions and responsible actions for 
environmental integrity, economic viability and a just 
society for present and future generations. All educational 
institutions must consider it their responsibility to deal 
intensively with sustainable development issues, to foster 
the development of sustainability competencies and 
to develop the specific learning outcomes related to all 
SDGs. Therefore it is vital not only to include SDG-related 
contents in the curricula, but also to use action-oriented 
transformative pedagogy. 

The above short review provides general tools and 
guidance of achieving SDGs for the universities that can 
be customized to different contexts and needs.  There 
is no ‘right’ way for a university to engage with the 
SDGs. How universities choose to act will depend on 
their size, context, research or educational strengths, 
funding availability, values, priorities and the needs of 
the communities that they serve. This review outlines 
general concepts, steps to help tailor an approach.
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