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Potential of SDGs 

 

United Nations (UN) system universally adopted Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

in 2015 as a beacon for socially, economically and ecologically sustainable development. 

This Agenda 2030 establishes 17 Goals which are universally applicable for all countries 

of the world1. Within this globally agreed and universally applicable SDGs, each country 

(and many provinces) has developed (or are in the process of developing) specific 

national and locally relevant benchmarks and indicators for achieving these 

commitments. 

 

 
Source: http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/ 

 

While these SDGs are broadly acceptable to all countries and peoples, and have been 

developed through an extensive consultative process to enable wider ownership; 

achievement of this ambitious agenda by 2030 faces several capacity deficits: 

 

 Ensuring sustained political support from leadership of governments at national 

and sub-national levels is the first capacity deficit. Political leadership in most 

democratically governed jurisdictions tends to take decisions in generally short-

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/
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term (3-4 years at most) frame with a view to win next elections. This severely 

limits continuity of policies and programmes over the SDG time-frame. 

 

 Second capacity deficit for achievement of SDGs is investment of adequate 

resources in each country and region. In contemporary economic environment, 

it is uncertain if all countries, and global community, would have adequate 

financing deployed towards all SDGs. 

 

 Thirdly, deficits in institutional and human capacities are also beginning to affect 

implementation of practical strategies for achievement of SDGs in many 

countries. Most public institutions are designed to function in silos, pursuing 

narrow objectives. Mapping of SDGs by NITI Aayog 

(http://niti.gov.in/content/SDGs.php) reinforces such silos in government 

ministries and programmes.  In contrast, most SDGs can only be achieved 

through simultaneous actions on several issues. For example, achievement of 

SDG 5—women….—will not be possible without achievement of SDG 3 & 4---SDG 

3 focuses on health, including women’s health while SDG4 focuses on education, 

especially targeting girls education.  Both these goals can only be achieved in 

many societies when patriarchal attitudes change to prevent violence against 

girls/women and to enable mobility2. 

 

 Fourthly, knowledge deficit is the most critical deficit confronting achievement of 

SDGs. Existing knowledge system is founded on the principle of instrumental 

rationality. Modern science practiced over the past three centuries is posited on 

the premise that scientific knowledge can be used to control and mine nature 

and its huge resources3.  Alternative perspectives of knowledge are required to 

fill this knowledge deficit in ways that learning and collaboration are organically 

linked to generating locally relevant solutions for SDGs4.  

 

Higher education and its myriad institutions can address this knowledge, learning and 

collaboration deficit in achievement of SDGs. This is the key message that came through 

the international consultation convened by Association of Commonwealth Universities 

(ACU) in the 2013-15 period: 

http://niti.gov.in/content/SDGs.php
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“The higher education sector’s efforts to prepare to respond to the post-2015 

agenda require new thinking in terms of scale and modality.  As national 

institutions addressing global challenges, universities need to be able to 

incorporate diverse demands and diverse stakeholders into their own agendas.  

Contributors also highlighted the need for change and adaptation within the 

sector5”. 

 

Such a contribution from higher education institutions (HEIs) is possible if higher 

education is viewed within the larger societal context, and not merely as educating for 

jobs and livelihoods. 

 

Socially responsible Higher Education 

 

Much recent debates about higher education have focused upon quality, financing and 

student mobility. Larger question about the social relevance of higher education has 

only just begun to be raised afresh. Recently published GUNI Report (2017)6 has clearly 

argued: 

 

“Social responsibility emerges as the need to reconsider the social relevance of 

universities in light of the encounter of the local with the global, regarding 

priorities, demands, impacts and knowledge needs in the context of globalization. 

The competitiveness of nations – as the only way to achieve progress – should be 

balanced with inclusive social development and sustainability of the entire global 

population.” 

 

This question can only be addressed adequately if it is agreed that the overarching 

purpose of higher education is shared ‘public good’. HEIs and universities, therefore, are 

public institutions, contributing to public goods, irrespective of the nature of their 

financing. Treating higher education as a private good, to be financed by the individual 

students benefitting from it, as economists have argued; is to severely curtail the real 

and potential contributions of higher education7. It has to be recognised that purpose of 

higher education has to be defined in the contemporary societal context differently, 

independent of the means of resourcing a particular university or HEI. 
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In many societies, regions and communities, HEIs are some of the most resourced 

institutions. They have enormous physical infrastructure (classrooms, labs, residences, 

office space, recreational facilities, etc.) which are far superior to anything available to 

local communities, or even local government agencies. And much of this infrastructure 

is underutilized, when viewed in 24X7/365 day’s lens. HEIs also have enormous digital 

capacity in hardware, software and human-ware. It has financial resources, 

endowments and revenue streams. Intellectual resources and capacities of HEIs are 

unparalleled in such locations and places. Most importantly, HEIs have youthful energy, 

commitment and hope, as is reflected in its students.  

 

How can they be deployed for public good? 

 

In general discourse on social responsibility, much of the focus historically has been on 

the service mission of HEIs. It has been argued that universities contribute to social 

responsibility through activities undertaken as service. Service is generally defined 

through such activities where students outreach to weaker and poorer sections of 

society and undertake some helpful services. Most popular service activities by students 

have been around sanitation, hygiene, literacy, etc8. Many national higher education 

systems have policies and programmes that promote such service activities. National 

Service Scheme (NSS) in India is a long-standing such programme that all undergraduate 

students have to work with villages, slums and voluntary agencies to complete 120 

hours of regular activities during an academic year. This was however, in the mode of 

‘adding on’ community engagement to teaching and learning. While many worthwhile 

projects are undertaken by the NSS (such as blood donation, building village roads, 

afforestation, teaching children in urban slums), they tend to remain as assorted 

activities without any clear links to the role of higher education itself9. 

 

Indonesia, Argentina and Malaysia have some similar national policies10. In North 

America, service-learning has been promoted to advance student learning through 

service to society. 

 

However, such an approach tends to ‘ghettoize’ social responsibility of universities into 

departments and units responsible for facilitating service by students. Much of the onus 
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comes on departments like Social Work, Sociology, Development Studies, and 

humanities in general, while other disciplines like Sciences & Commerce are kept aloof, 

and as a result, rest of the system of higher education continues as before. A recent 

variation of this approach is ‘adopting the poor’ model. Slums and hamlets in villages 

are ‘adopted’ by colleges and universities with a view to ‘help them develop’11.  

 

This is charity approach towards the poor and the excluded; it assumes that students 

and faculty know all, and ignorant poor people have to be told what is good for them12. 

This monopolistic knowledge perspective of the academia is what needs to be altered. 

However, this does not mean that the academia should do away with these activities. 

The idea here is to approach their social responsibilities from a mutually beneficial and 

respectful lens; and one which is not ghettoized into ‘service’ and ‘few departments’ 

alone; but covers the other two HEI missions of teaching and research, and spans all 

higher education disciplines. 

 

Therefore, social responsibility in higher education can serve the public good when this 

perspective is integrated in all the three core missions of a university—teaching, 

research & service. In this approach, there is a need to shift the emphasis for each of 

the three core missions: 

 

 Catalyzing learning, not mere teaching, as teaching may or may not result in 

discernible learning outcomes. 

 Knowledge generation & mobilisation, not research which is generally associated 

with an expert connotation. 

 Service as mutual empowerment, not charity, bestowed by the ‘more 

knowledgeable’ upon the ‘lesser knowledgeable’ ones. 

In such reformulation of core missions, HEIs can become socially relevant by facilitating 

these outcomes effectively, rather than themselves performing these functions. Viewed 

in this sense, universities do not need to do anything different or additional, to be 

socially responsible. They should only do their core work differently. Learning emphasis 

in teaching function would require reviewing curriculum and pedagogy to become 

socially relevant. An engaged, outward, trans-disciplinary stance will enable enriching 

the curriculum and promoting learning in multi-modal pedagogies in addition to the 

classroom & lab.13  
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Socially relevant knowledge generation and mobilisation will require valuing diversity of 

forms, systems and modes of knowledge and knowledge production. It will require 

valuing indigenous, practical, experiential knowledge, in addition to theoretical and 

experimental. It will entail respecting epistemic diversity and community-university 

research partnerships. New competencies in community-based participatory research 

will need to be learnt to practice such an engaged stance in research14.  

 

Likewise, service would need to be viewed as empowering the so-called ‘beneficiaries’, 

as well as students and faculty. While student services may be organized around credits, 

which contribute to graduation; service done by faculty contributes to promotion at 

many places. Such services may include work within communities in around the 

university, engagement with other stakeholders such as governments and parastatals, 

industry, private sector and NGOs. Such service should also contribute in making 

communities self-sustainable, in a way that mutual respect and benefit become 

foundational to such activities. 

 

Therefore, socially relevant higher education is applicable to everything that a university 

does---teaching, research, service. 

 

It is applicable to all disciplines and faculties, not just in extra-mural or extension 

departments. 

 

And it positions a HEI as a public institution located in public sphere, contributing to 

public purposes15. In this respect, and among many others, “the specific responsibilities” 

of HEIs would be16: 

 

 Adopting the mantle of the civic university – pursuing the ‘public good’ by 

aligning its interests with those of society, and working collaboratively with other 

HEIs to maximize their collective impact; 

 Playing a proactive role in ensuring that the SDGs are included in local agendas, 

proposing changes to education, conducting research and engaging with local 

and global communities on sustainable development; 
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 Imparting education needed to make the SDGs a reality, with the necessary 

knowledge, skills, competencies, partnerships, and values thereby helping to 

produce new SDG leaders; 

 Building capacities for SDG policies, planning and management; 

 Conducting transversal reviews and refinements of curricula to ensure the 

mainstreaming of SDG issues across curricula, and including new values and 

practices for economic development that enhance social equity while reducing 

environmental risk. 

 

Teaching & Learning 

 

Several practical steps can be taken to align learning by and teaching of students to the 

various SDGs. Different faculties, disciplines and professional courses can enhance 

learning of students about SDGs while pursuing their regular education. Three such 

practical ways are mentioned below: 

 

1. Revise Curriculum 

Existing syllabus and curriculum can be revised and updated to bring in aspects of SDGs 

which have not been considered so far.  

 

Take for example SDG5 which focuses on ‘achieving gender equality and empowerment 

of girls and women’. A syllabus on undergraduate economics course can include topics 

like: How do constraints faced by women affect labour force participation? How does it 

impact GDP and other dimensions of economic development? In what way restrictions 

on mobility of girls affect their education at secondary and post-secondary levels? 

Likewise, syllabus of medicine may include certain topics related to SDG5 (and not just 

SDG4 which focuses on ‘health for all’).  How does sexual harassment of women at 

workplace affect their health? What psycho-somatic health affects result from gender 

discrimination at home in early childhood?  

 

2. Introduce New Courses 

HEIs can design and introduce new courses at undergraduate and graduate levels in 

response to various SDGs. 
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For example, very few courses currently exist on subjects of water and sanitation as 

related to SDG6 ---‘ensure access to water & sanitation’. New courses for engineering 

students may be designed focused exclusively on water harvesting, storage, security and 

distribution. Management programmes may design a new course on logistic & business 

planning for sustainable 24x7 water supplies to urban and rural habitations. New 

courses for students of civil engineering and architecture may focus on individual and 

collective sanitation systems in an affordable manner. 

 

3. Engaged pedagogy 

Teaching of all subjects may become more engaged with real world, society-at-large, 

and not merely in classroom. Innovative pedagogical tools can be adapted so that 

students learn about locally distinctive aspects of their discipline, whatever it may be. 

 

SDG2 is critical for survival and well-being of many societies today---‘End hunger, 

achieve food security, improve nutrition’. Faculty of agriculture may include certain 

topics to be taught in the communities, like traditional food habits and organic 

agriculture. Faculty of business may require field projects by students on food storage 

and supply chains. Faculty of medicine may design community level internships to learn 

about factors affecting hygiene and malnutrition. 

 

Food, nutrition and hunger may be learnt through engaged pedagogy by a wide range of 

disciplines---sociology, anthropology, economic, politics. This will prepare students to 

understand the concrete meanings and manifestations of SDG2. 

 

Faculty and teachers can find many different practical ways to think about including 

topics related to various SDGs in their courses, even if disciplinary boundaries have 

historically excluded those topics. Likewise, contextually relevant learning of the 

contents of various SDGs can be designed through methods of engaged pedagogy in all 

fields of study17. 

 

Research & Knowledge 
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HEIs can contribute to developing new knowledge and insights about the contents and 

strategies for achieving various SDGs through generation of new knowledge and 

systematic research. All disciplines of study and all faculties have important 

contributions to make towards understanding and implementation of SDGs in different 

socio-ecological contexts and politico-economic systems. 

 

Three practical ways can be readily utilized by HEIs in making research contribute to an 

informed understanding of SDGs: 

 

1. Frame locally usable research 

Students and faculty at HEIs may frame their research questions which may produce 

locally useful and actionable knowledge. Structured and regular interactions with local 

actors---district administration, local government, civil society, local business---may 

generate research questions that have relevance for achievement of SDGs locally. 

 

SDG9 is targeting resilient infrastructure and sustainable industrialization. Engineering 

faculty and students at HEI may study specific infrastructure gaps from a resilience lens 

in a city or district. Departments of energy, minerals and mining may find interesting 

research topics on green technologies for local industry. Students and faculty of 

economics and business may define their research to support small/medium businesses 

in that location to become resilient. Monitoring air quality and water treatment systems 

could be a very actionable research for teams of students and faculty. 

 

Topics and questions for research abound; the key to effective local framing is ‘stepping 

outside the boundary’ of HEIs to interact with local actors so that they become stake-

holders in such research. 

 

2. Build knowledge in partnership 

If a mutually beneficial partnership with local communities and institutions—business, 

government, civil society--- is built, research partnership may become supportive of new 

knowledge and its use. HEIs may need to create boundary-spanning structures for 

realizing such partnerships18. However, when dealing with such partnerships, equally 

important is to be mindful of the existential power differentials among partners, their 
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respective capacities & capabilities to contribute to the partnership, and its impacts on 

such collective efforts. A well thought out & calculated partnership, in turn increases the 

impact it has on the process as a whole. 

 

SDG11 focuses on improving the quality of urban life. HEIs can partner with 

municipalities to contribute new knowledge for improved urbanization and governance 

of urban services. Most cities lack capacity to generate and maintain habitation level 

data, especially where rapid migration is occurring. Several faculties---statistics, urban 

studies, planning, economics---can support such research. Studies of land use in urban 

areas and in-situ improvements in housing infrastructure may be carried out by faculty 

of architecture, geography, and engineering. Operations research faculty and students 

may undertake mobility analysis to provide insights into transportation design in cities. 

 

Once such partnerships are built, ongoing nurturance of relationships by HEIs may 

enable a wide variety of research opportunities for students and faculty in support of 

SDGs. 

 

3. Learn new competencies 

In order to be able to undertake such partnerships and locally relevant research, 

students and researchers at HEIs need to develop certain additional competencies. 

Current training in research methodology in most universities does not prepare 

students to build partnerships. Attributes like critical thinking, conscientization, ethical 

orientation are not paid much attention to. Further, training in research methodology 

does not teach how to integrate disciplinary interests with local research priorities. 

Students and their teachers do not know how to share their research findings with local 

stake-holders, other than in the form of a research paper written for a journal and/or a 

research conference19. 

 

It is possible to learn these competencies. Several innovative efforts have been going on 

in training of next generation of researchers in ‘community-based participatory research 

methodologies’20. Additionally, research training can include understanding of multiple 

forms and sources of knowledge in society, and skills required to learn from them, 

understanding on ethics & values in research, power dynamics in partnerships, 
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development of self as a researcher, etc. Competencies in knowledge mobilization can 

also be learnt, as several HEI systems have begun to emphasize21. 

 

Therefore, HEIs interested in contributing to achievement of SDGs through their 

research expertise may need to invest in learning of new research competencies for 

students and faculty. 

 

Engaged Service 

 

New approaches to service function of HEIs can be developed to contribute to several 

SDGs. Service is generally viewed as charity for the poor, by ‘expert’ students and 

faculty. In order to demonstrate models, innovations and pilots, service function may be 

designed to be carried out in an engaged stance. 

 

Internships, field placements, co-operative education, service-learning are some of the 

presently used forms of engaged service. Specific SDG focus could be provided for 

different teams of students and faculty. Short-term projects by administrative staff in 

support of such field projects may also be envisioned. 

 

For such practices to be realised, HEIs need to create enabling mechanisms. Such 

structures act as intermediary between HEIs and external stake-holders. Several HEIs 

have created positions of Pro-Vice Chancellors for Engagement to achieve such 

outcomes. However, in practice, much greater attention of such mechanisms has 

focused on building partnerships with industry; local government agencies and 

community institutions have not received much attention.  

 

This is primarily because the universities seek to enhance their market value, by 

projecting their potential in terms of student placement record. Partnerships with the 

industry in a way facilitates student placement into job markets, and as a result, the 

university is able to project itself as a ‘successful’ institution in shaping the student’s 

careers and lives. But, should this be our only concern right now? Are jobs the only 

objective of higher education? This of course, does not mean to belittle their 

importance, in anyway. The latter remains an important parameter of higher education.  

While creating job opportunities, learning process at universities must be used for 
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developing skills for attaining sustainable outcomes and contributing to achieving SDGs 

in the long run.  

 

Realization of SDGs would require engaged service towards all societal actors, since no 

single stake-holder alone can bring about the desired outcomes in any society, as SDG17 

has argued. 

 

Making it Work 

 

What will it take for HEIs to do what has been argued above? What kinds of actions may 

be required for a supportive eco-system to emerge that spurs HEIs to make their 

contributions towards realization of SDGs? 

 

 First and foremost, leadership of HEIs and universities must encourage 

institution-wide appreciation of and learning about SDGs. Platforms of Vice-

Chancellors and university presidents must put this urgently on their agenda. 

 HEIs could identify areas in which they want to support explicit efforts to 

emphasize the three missions for the next five years, and commit economic and 

political resources to supporting learning, generating knowledge and 

empowering change that have wide ramifications on "keystone problems" 

(whose solution would have wide impacts), such as girls and women's education 

or availability of clean water. 

 They could build bridging organizations to sustain cooperation.  Such 

organizations would need to be systemically accountable to stakeholders beyond 

the HEI if they are going to promote mutual empowerment and sustainable 

change; but they could also develop goals and approaches that meet the needs 

of multiple constituencies. 

 HEIs can recognize empowered changes in reward systems.   This may be very 

difficult, as University reward systems often focus on academic rather than 

external impacts.   However, engaging outside constituencies critical to 

empowering sustainable change, might help to support more diversified 

definitions of excellence in HEIs, as has been true in many of the professional 

schools (business, law, medicine) that rely on practitioners for financial and job 

placement support in the US. 
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 National and provincial ministries responsible for higher education policy and 

Higher Education Councils in all countries must encourage, mandate and 

resource such shifts towards linking the core functions of HEIs and universities to 

SDGs. 

 Associations of teachers, researchers and universities can play a mobilising role 

to generate demand for such an engagement with SDGs. Such networks and 

associations can place SDG on the agenda of their forthcoming meetings. 

 Students can become key champions of higher education engagement with SDGs. 

Local, national and international student associations can focus on SDGs in their 

forthcoming meetings, thereby generating demand for university authorities to 

act. 

 International networks and associations of universities and their leaders can do 

likewise to promote engagement with SDGs. International Association of 

Universities (IAU) is one such example. Association of Commonwealth 

Universities (ACU) had taken a lead in the run-up to SDGs and made great 

contributions. Other regional and sectoral associations can also be so mobilised. 

 UNESCO has a special role to play in this regard. It is holding a special meeting of 

UNESCO Chairs this month in this regard. Its regional and national associations 

and offices should be proactively convening dialogues with universities to 

promote such engagement with SDGs. 

 Global University Network for Innovations (GUNI) is already playing such a role in 

partnership with UNU. It has convened a special conference in this regard in 

September 2017. 

 Finally, civil society needs to focus its attention on higher education and its 

institutions. There has been somewhat puzzling apathy amongst civil society 

leaders, activists, networks and platforms to engage with HEIs—universities, 

colleges, technical institutes, etc.--- in order to make them accountable to their 

own missions. 

Much can be done, and much more needs to be done, in making higher education 

contribute to realization of SDGs over the next 15 years.  

 

HEIs, universities, colleges and related stake-holders must ‘make the commitment’ now 

towards SDGs. 
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