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Foreword  

Dear Members of the IAU,  

Dear Members of the Higher Education Community,  

Four years into Transforming our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, we are very 

pleased to present you with the outcomes of the IAU 2nd Global Survey on Higher Education and 

Research for Sustainable Development (HESD). The report shows that the higher education 

community is engaging on all dimensions with the 2030 Agenda, in particular the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs).  

Since the first IAU Global Survey on HESD, conducted in 2016, participation rates and commitments 

of universities and higher education institutions (HEIs) have visibly increased, with 536 respondents 

answering the 2019 iteration of the survey compared to 120 in 2016. This is good news, and makes 

the case for the International Association of Universities to continue its efforts to bring sustainable 

development higher on the agenda of the higher education sector. Without the strong contributions 

of higher education, the seventeen SDGs will not be reached. 

Already in 1993, the IAU Kyoto Declaration urged universities to establish and disseminate sustainable 

development principles and values. This commitment was renewed in 2014 with the IAU Iquitos 

Statement, in which IAU called for better integration of traditional knowledge systems in overall 

knowledge creation and dissemination. The drafting process leading up to the adoption of the 2030 

Agenda and the SDGs had already started. Thanks to significant IAU advocacy for better recognition 

of the role of higher education, universities are mentioned in a UN development agenda, under SDG 

target 4.3, which calls for equal access to education for all.  

In 2019, IAU was pleased to officially launch a new initiative: the IAU Global Cluster on HESD.  Global 

in scope, it fosters further engagement of universities with the aims and goals of the 2030 Agenda, 

while increasing and accelerating connections between universities from around the world in an 

innovative way. The Cluster is led by 16 IAU Member higher education institutions; they each work 

with universities from the other continents.  

Eight Member Universities, working on the SDGs under review this year, joined the IAU Delegation 

taking part in the UN High Level Political Forum at the United Nations Headquarters in New York, in 

July.  In addition, IAU organised a workshop with the Association of Commonwealth Universities 

(ACU), Agence universitaire de la Francophonie (AUF) and the UN Office on Drugs and Crime 

(UNODC), and took an active part in the Higher Education Sustainability Initiative (HESI). The Cluster 

Members have been involved in the drafting of the 2nd IAU Global Survey on HESD. 

We hope that you will find the 2nd IAU Global Survey Report on HESD as promising as we do. Higher 

education as a whole is increasingly being involved not only in sustainability debates, but is also part of 

global discussions and development processes, locally, regionally and globally. Challenges remain, but 

we are confident that if higher education and policy-makers continue to support each other, there is a 

much better chance that we together will be able to reach the SDGs.  

Happy reading  

Pam Fredman  

IAU President,  

Former Rector,  

University of Gothenburg, Sweden 

Pornchai Mongkhonvanit  

IAU Vice-President/Chair, IAU Working Group on HESD,  

SDG 11 Lead in IAU global Cluster HESD 

President, Siam University, Thailand  
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Executive Summary  

The Global Goals are our blueprint for a fair globalization. But we are far from where we need 

to be. We are off track. Thatõs why, today, Iõm calling for a decade of action to deliver the 

SDGs by 2030. We must step up our efforts. Now.  

(Antonio Guterres, UN Secretary General, Twitter remarks to HLPF 2019)

The adoption of Transforming our World: 

the 2030 Agenda for Su stainable 

Development  and the related Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) by the United 

Nations General Assembly in 2015 was the start 

of an increased interest in sustainable 

development beyond the initial circles. In 2019 

we see the end of the first four-year cycle of the 

Global Goals. It is also the end of the awareness-

raising period, the end of the ôtrialõ period for 

the SDGs. Starting in 2020, the world will have 

to do more to reach the ambitious Goals by 

2030. This is why, in the United Nationsõ 

political declaration issued at the first UN SDG 

Summit, world leaders called for a decade of 

action and delivery for sustainable 

development .  

Higher educationõs role in support of the 2030 

Agenda is essential; without higher education, 

the SDGs cannot be reached. Higher education 

educates future generations, conducts 

research  to find solutions to complex 

problems, supports and engages with the local 

communities , and creates initiatives to make 

campuses more sustainable. Furthermore, 

higher education provides for a critical voice  

to the issues presented in the SDGs, encourages 

systems thinking and critical engagement.  

The United Nations acknowledges this 

important role of higher education by including 

access to tertiary education and universities in 

SDG Target  4.3 and by creating special 

mechanisms for an increased science-policy -

interface  and therefore better recognition of 

research. Yet, more work needs to be done to 

integrate higher education fully into the 

mechanisms put in place for achieving the 2030 

Agenda.  

The International Association of 

Universities (IAU)  has advocated for the role 

universities and other higher education 

institutions (HEIs) have played in support of 

sustainable development since the early 1990s. 

Already in 1993, the IAU K yoto Declarat ion  

called for higher education leaders to better 

articulate HEõs work to achieve a sustainable 

future. This was reaffirmed in 2014 with the 

IAU Iquitos Statement . IAU was one of the 

strongest advocates for the inclusion of higher 

education as a target in the SDGs, something 

that was missing in the previous Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) .  

In 2016, in the context of the UNESCO 

Global Action Programme on Education 

for Sustainable Development (GAP ESD) , 

IAU developed a 1st Global Survey on 

Higher Educati on and Research for 

Sustainable Development (HESD)  to 

showcase what HEIs around the world were 

doing for sustainable development. 120 

universities, most of which were IAU Members, 

completed the survey. The first Survey Report 

was well received and suggested that the SDGs 

increased interest for sustainable development 

at HEIs. It also showed that many projects were 

in progress.  

Three years later and in preparation of the IAU 

participation in the UN High Level Political 

Forum on Sustainable Deve lopment  in 

New York, in 2019, a second edition of the 

Global Survey on HESD was developed. The 

second survey built on the first, but included 

more questions (in total 35, before 30) and 

focused more specifically on the SDGs. This 

report analyses the findings of the 2nd survey and 

puts it into contexts of current developments 

worldwide.  

The survey, which was open for only six weeks, 

received 536 valid responses from 428 

universities  in 101 distinct countries . All 

world regions are represented, with 37% 

coming from Europe, 23% from Latin America 

ò  
ó 
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and the Caribbean, 18% from Africa, 15% from 

Asia and the Pacific, 4% from North America 

and 3% from the Middle East. Thanks to strong 

cooperation with CRUE, 19% (102) 

respondents are from Spain. 45% of 

respondents hold leadership positions within 

their university. Another 45% are academic or 

administrative staff. The remaining 10% of 

answers come from students.  

The analysis of the IAU Global Survey on HESD 

2019 is separated into four chapters:  

¶ Higher Education and the SDGs 

¶ Whole Institution Approaches 

¶ Networking for Sustainable 

Development  

¶ Obstacles for HEIs 

 

Highlighting the engagement of higher education 

with the SDGs, the main findings of the first 

chapter are that, while interest and attention 

for sustainable development ha s 

increased worldwide  thanks to the adoption 

of the 2030 Agenda, not all SDGs are equ ally 

addressed by universities. Engagement with 

SDG 4 (quality education), 5 (gender equality) 

and 13 (climate action) is high, while the SDGs 

14 (life below water), 2 (zero hunger) and SDG 

12 (responsible consumption and production) 

receive little attention, yet, at least SDG 12 has 

a strong potential for development. In addition, 

knowledge about the 2030 Agenda varies per 

region, as well as by position within a university 

and its understanding of the Goals proves to be 

subjective. The SDGs are embedded more 

strongly at teaching level, closely followed by 

research. Campus initiatives and community 

engagement are not as strongly developed yet 

as the other fields.  

UNESCO and the IAU foster Whole 

Institution Approaches for Education for 

Sustainable Developmen t (WIA -ESD) 

since the adoption of the UN Decade of 

Education for Sustainable Development, in 2005. 

Education for Sustainable Development was the 

focus of the first IAU Global Survey on HESD. 

In comparison to 2016, not many more HEIs 

have incorporated sustainable development fully 

into their institutions by 2019. Yet, more and 

more HEIs are in the process of including 

sustainable development into their strategic 

plans, with a decline of seven percent from 

2016 in those institutions who do not have a 

strategic plan at all. The chapter also shows that 

there are many different ways of financing and 

embedding sustainable development in HEIs, 

with over 50% having a budget allocate d to 

sustainable development initiatives, 

although mostly only ad-hoc and project based.  

Universities around the world follow 

internationalisation patterns  when it comes 

to networking for sustainable development. On 

continents where international networks are 

common, like in Europe for instance, sustainable 

development networks are more developed 

than in other regions. At the same time, regional 

networks are increasingly used by HEIs, which 

shows that local communities of practice  

are used to foster sustainable development.  

Obstacles identified are different from one 

region to another and highlight structural 

differences . While funding is an issue for all 

continents, lack of training opportunities  

and research cooperation  is particularly an 

issue in Africa, Asia, the Middle East and Latin 

America. Europe and North America are 

struggling to find staff and see lack of 

knowledge  as a major issue. In addition, 

respondents indicate that they struggle with 

definitions  and ôunderstandingõ of sustainable 

development and the 2030 Agenda and that they 

still often work in siloes.  

In conclusion , the survey findings show that 

the higher education sector worldwide is 

increasing its commitment to sustainable 

development  thanks to the 2030 Agenda. Yet, 

obstacles remain to ensure full engagement and 

more work needs to be done. It is important to 

continue to strengthen the science -policy 

interface  and to listen to what the higher 

education sector as a whole has to contribute 

to achieve the SDGs. Higher education is 

starting to transform  itself to include 

sustainable development principles and visons; 

the question is, if the 2030 Agenda mechanisms 

are ready to include higher education as a 

confirmed stakeholder in the process. 
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Introduction  

 

 

Sustainable development has been part of 

the strategic commitment of the 

International Association of Universities 

(IAU), the most global university network, 

to improve higher education for over 25 

years. In 1993, the Association adopted the 

IAU Kyoto Declaration on Sustainable 

Development (IAU, 1993), reaffirming its 

commitment to sustainable development in 

2014 with the IAU Iquitos Statement on 

Higher Education for Sustainable Development 

(IAU, 2014). IAU is one of the strongest 

advocates promoting the role of higher 

education in sustainable development 

globally; it speaks out at many UN 

organisations including UNESCO and the 

United Nations.  

The Association has been supporting 

United Nations programmes for sustainable 

development since its founding in 1950. For 

example, IAU was one of the Key Partners 

in UNESCOõs Global Action Programme on 

Education for Sustainable Development 

(GAP ESD), which ran from 2014 until the 

end of 2019. IAU will continue to be part of 

the UNESCO GAP ESD follow up 

programme adopted in 2019 and called ESD 

for 2030, which will merge Education for 

Sustainable Development (ESD) principles 

with the United Nationsõ 2030 Agenda 

(UNESCO, 2019). In 2019, IAU started to 

take an active part in the High Level Political 

Forum on Sustainable Development 

(HLPF), organised at the United Nations 

Headquarters every year in July. This is one 

of the key mechanisms for following-up on 

the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development, which will be 

explained further in the following text.  

In support of the UNESCO GAP ESD, IAU 

conducted the first Global Survey on 
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Higher Education and Research for Sustainable 

Development (HESD) in 2016. The aim was to 

map what higher education institutions (HEIs) 

are doing in support of education for sustainable 

development and the Whole Institution 

Approach for Sustainable Development, one of 

the flagship projects of the GAP ESD. IAU 

advocates for a Whole Institution Approach at 

HEIs, which means including sustainable 

development in all dimensions of an institution: 

education and teaching, research, community 

engagement, and campus initiatives.  

The first survey collected data from 120 

universities worldwide. The corresponding 

report Higher Education Paving the Way to 

Sustainable Development: A Global Perspective 

(IAU, 2017) was well-received and gained global 

attention. In preparations for the HLPF 2019, it 

was decided to conduct a follow-up study, in 

order to see how the higher education sector 

has developed over the last three years and to 

better understand the impact the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) have on HEIs. The 

initial survey focused mostly on education for 

sustainable development, the second 

questionnaire focused hence on the 2030 

Agenda and the SDGs.  

This report analyses the results of the 2019 

survey, which was open for six weeks from the 

end of May 2019 until mid-July 2019. In total 536 

valid responses were collected. The report 

analyses the responses at both global and 

regional level, where the data offers new insights 

by this division. Where appropriate, the report 

also compares new data to the findings of the 

2016 edition of the survey. Furthermore, it 

analyses data along available information about 

the SDGs from the United Nations, UNESCO 

and other sources, thus contextualising the 

findings.  

This introduction includes an overview of the 

2030 Agenda and the SDGs, the survey sample, 

its methods and its limitations. Following the 

introduction, the report will analyse the survey 

in four chapters on a global and regional level. 

The different chapters are:  

¶ Higher Education and the SDGs 

¶ Whole Institution Approaches for 

Sustainable Development 

¶ Networking for Sustainable 

Development 

¶ Obstacles for HEIs 

 

Following the results chapter, this report 

finishes with general conclusions and 

recommendations about how higher education 

can engage with the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs. 

Setting the Scene: the 2030 Agenda  and the SDGs  

In 2015, the United Nationsõ General Assembly 

unanimously adopted Transforming our World: 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

(United Nations, 2015) also known as the 2030 

Agenda. It includes seventeen Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), which the global 

community hopes to achieve by the year 2030. 

169 targets and 232 indicators clarify what 

needs to be done to achieve the Global Goals. 

The SDGs are very ambitious and range from 

minimizing poverty to ensuring that the planet 

safeguards the worldõs beautiful biodiversity. 

Consequently, many of the Goals are 

interconnected and can only be achieved jointly. 

It can also mean that some Goals are competing 

with each other, requiring complex solutions.  

The categories referred to as 5Ps are guiding the 

way through the 2030 Agenda, making it easier 

to group the SDGs:  

¶ People (SDGs 1-5) 

¶ Prosperity (SDGs 6-12) 

¶ Planet (SDG 13 ð 15) 

¶ Peace (SDG 16) 

¶ Partnerships (SDG 17) 

 

This also corresponds to the dimensions 

sustainable development is usually divided into: 

social, economic and environmental. IAU and 

others add a cultural dimension, although this is 

less known and less used, yet equally important. 
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Figure 1: The United Nationsõ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

Since the adoption of the 2030 Agenda in 

September 2015, the colourful icons are 

increasingly visible on company websites, 

publications, and even in public spaces. The 

SDGs have already reached more attention after 

only five years than the previous Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs), which started in 

2000 and ended 2015.  

Almost five years have passed since the 

adoption of the SDGs. The next ten years are 

called òThe Decade of Action and Delivery for 

Sustainable Developmentó in the political 

declaration of the first SDG Summit, held as part 

of the General Assembly of the United Nations 

in September 2019 (UNGA, 2019). In the next 

ten years, the world will have to show that the 

SDGs are not just a òmarketing tooló, and that 

the initiatives to reach the goals will be 

transformative and will help to change our 

world for the better. 

In 2020, 21 targets are already maturing, 

including some that are directly related to 

higher education. For example SDG 4.B, which 

calls for more scholarships for people from 

developing countries in order to accelerate 

scientific advancements in those areas (United 

Nations, 2015). Numerous sources indicate that 

most of those early targets will not be reached, 

which makes actions for the next ten years even 

more pressing as has been indicated in the 

political declaration of the SDG Summit 

(UNGA, 2019).  

While the future has to show what the SDGs 

are actually worth, the road to the 2030 Agenda 

was long, starting in 1972 with the Stockholm 

Declaration on the Human Environment and ending 

with the United Nations Decade on Education for 

Sustainable Development (2005-2014). In 1987, 

the Brundtland Commission coined the 

definition of sustainable development that is still 

commonly used today, also by the IAU:  

Sustainable development is development that meets 

the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs.  

Neither this definition, nor the SDGs are 

uncontested, leaving lots of room for critique. 

For instance, the 2030 Agenda has been 

described as too broad, too expensive and too 

complex (The Economist, 2015). Others argued, 

that although the 2030 Agenda aims to be a 
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Global Agenda, equally important for all 

countries, it leaves many behind and is based on 

predominantly Western ideas of sustainability 

and development (Heleta and Tohiera, 2017). 

Such views are reflected in the comments of the 

IAU Global Survey on HESD 2019. Yet, 

constructive criticism does not equate to 

complete dismissal of the SDGs in general. The 

SDGs are serving a purpose and are, despite 

valid criticism, often seen as a useful tool and 

very important by universities, as will be shown 

throughout this report. 

Higher education has contributed to achieving 

sustainable development from the start of the 

discussions, although often as an observer or 

quiet supporter (Owens, 2017). Before the 

adoption of the 2030 Agenda, university 

networks, academics and other stakeholders 

advocated for the official inclusion of higher 

education in the new development agenda (IAU, 

2014b). These efforts were successful and 

higher education is now officially mentioned 

under SDG 4.3.  

by 2030 ensure equal access for 

all women and men to affordable 

quality technical, vocational and 

tertiary education, including 

university 

 

This inclusion is important, as it increases the 

visibility of higher education and allows higher 

education to voice its concerns stronger than 

before. However, there is more to it, as higher 

education in all its functions is more than a goal, 

in the term of the SDGs, to be attained; it is a 

key stakeholder in the whole process to lead to 

a more sustainable world, as chapter Higher 

Education and the SDGs demonstrates. This 

report shows that higher education and the 

2030 Agenda are interconnected and an 

enhanced inclusion of higher education in 

discussions about and processes leading to 

achieving the SDGs can be beneficial for all 

people.  

Survey Sample   

The 2019 edition of the IAU Global Survey on 

HESD received 536 valid replies from 428 

different HEIs. This is an increase of 348% when 

compared to the 120 universities that 

participated in the 2016 IAU Global Survey. 

More than 7 894 Institutions were contacted to 

participate, which represents a return rate of 

7%.  

Although only a relatively small number of the 

19,400 HEIs listed in IAUõs World Higher 

Education Database (WHED) participated, the 

results provide a valuable overview of what is 

happening in higher education and research for 

sustainable development around the world. 

Thanks to IAUõs partners in Latin America and 

in Francophone countries, the survey received a 

high number of respondents from those regions, 

increasing the diversity of answers compared to 

the 2016 survey.  

The survey was designed to ensure easy 

participation. It did not call for gathering a large 

amount of details from specific universities. The 

survey was accessible, asking for rather simple 

answers keeping the time effort to completion 

to a minimum and thus encouraged more people 

to take and complete the survey. The aim of the 

Survey was not to go into detail about what and 

how individual universities engage with the 

SDGs, but rather to understand what is 

happening in the higher education sector as a 

whole. 

Furthermore, it was not meant to be an 

assessment tool: there is a growing number of 

time-intensive assessment tools available for 

HEIs. These tools aim at assessing the university 

rather than the developments within the higher 

education sector. A number of those tools are 

used by the respondents of the Global HESD 

Survey, and are listed in chapter Mapping and 

Monitoring, starting on page 40. 

Many questions were not compulsory and hence 

not always answered by all respondents. 

Therefore, the (n) is indicated in each graphic, 

to make sure the response rate is more 




