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PRAISE FOR HIGHER EDUCATION 
AND SDG17 

“This is a timely book, which will provide concrete support to the 
debate on SDG17 and on the actions the higher education commu-
nity should take in order to pursue its implementation.”

Walter Leal, Professor of Environment and Technology, Manches-
ter Metropolitan University, Series Editor of Concise Guides to the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (Emerald)

“As a book series, Higher Education and the SDGs will make an 
important contribution to accelerating delivery against the global 
goals. To start the series with the book on Partnerships for the Goals 
makes perfect sense and is highly symbolic since accomplishing the 
sixteen other ones largely depends on cooperation and collaboration 
among all relevant stakeholders. This book impressively shows the 
important role of higher education in teaming up with actors from 
various other sectors to meet the ambitious aims of the Agenda 2030 
collectively.”

Prof. Andreas Kaplan, ESCP Business School, Sorbonne Alliance

“The book series Higher Education and the SDGs will make a 
valuable contribution to policy dialogue and higher education 
practices in achieving the SDGs. This first book in the series on 
Higher Education for Partnerships for the Goals highlights a range 
of partnerships, discusses some successful partnership cases and 
explores ways to enhance the impact of higher education partner-
ships to accelerate progress towards SDGs.”

Qudsia Kalsoom, University of Dundee, UK.
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Professor Wendy M. Purcell, PhD FRSA

Higher education (HE) is making an important contribution to 
delivery of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Through 
high quality teaching and learning, HE supports the development 
of responsible citizens as scholars, leaders, entrepreneurs, and pro-
fessionals. Universities and colleges undertake socially impactful 
research to help find solutions for the world’s most pressing issues. 
They are also active in civic and community settings as anchor 
institutions. Nevertheless, given the fierce urgency of (un)sustainable 
development, the climate crisis and widening inequity within coun-
tries and across the globe, HE needs to do more and go faster. 
For HE to deliver fully against the SDGs, it needs to adapt to this 
shared global agenda for transformative change.

This book series focuses on the role of HE in advancing the 
SDGs, identifying some successes to date and opportunities ahead. 
In sharing the ways and means universities and colleges across 
the world are engaging with the SDGs, the series seeks to both 
inspire and enable those in the HE sector and stakeholders beyond 
to channel their efforts towards solutions for the grand challenges 
represented by the global goals. Insights gleaned from relevant case 
studies, innovations, reflective accounts, and student stories can 
help the HE sector both deepen and accelerate its engagement with 
the SDGs. Each book seeks to capture ways HE is fulfilling its con-
tribution to delivery of the goal at hand and its underlying targets. 
Illustrating the work of students, that undertaken by faculty and 
staff of the institution and conducted with others, positions HE 
as a change agent operating at a systems level to help to create a 
world that leaves no one behind.

Taking up this global challenge, SDG17 ‘Partnerships for the 
Goals’ is a call for radical collaboration of HE with local, national, 
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and international actors. HE is well-suited to partnership working 
with those in health, business, and community settings. Bringing 
key assets of curiosity and the pursuit of truth to partners seeking 
solutions and driving innovation, universities and colleges operate 
in global knowledge networks. Helping realize human potential 
connects the worlds of learning and work and entrepreneurship 
in support of inclusive economic growth. As place-makers, HE 
institutions can use their convening power to draw stakeholders 
around a problem in support of the adaptive change needed to 
tackle the challenges of sustainable development.

This book on HE and SDG17 acknowledges the relative ease 
with which universities and colleges network with one another 
across the world, share their research findings, and support the 
aspirations of talented students and faculty. Academic freedom 
includes the opportunity to work without borders within the  
academy. However, working beyond HE with local and global 
stakeholders calls for new models of learning, research, leadership, 
and governance essential to the pursuit of the SDGs. The longer 
time horizons HE works across together with the regular refresh 
of its student body enables universities and colleges to withstand 
short-term political and business cycles. As such, HE can support 
the development of trustful relationship building necessary to  
support effective partnership working. The need for HE to deliver 
on its academic mission and share knowledge and learning, with-
in the classroom and through the academic literature, demands 
transparency of purpose and outcomes in collaborative ventures. 
Together with shared place-based agenda for health of people, 
planet, and shared prosperity, HE can be both an effective partner 
and a vehicle for partnership. For example, climate action in cities 
brings a HE institution into relationship with civic and community 
leaders, with businesses and healthcare providers. So too, in com-
munities transitioning from old world industries to the new world 
of the green economy, universities and colleges are central to the 
partnerships effecting a just transition.

This book is clear that without the full participation of HE, 
delivery of the SDGs will be materially compromised. But to sus-
tain the current level of activity and pursue the deeper engagement 
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needed, HE itself needs to tackle the actual and perceived barri-
ers to more fulsome and complex models of collaboration. From 
acknowledging the work involved in creating and sustaining a 
partnership in staff workload models and faculty portfolios for 
tenure, to more easily deploying students into community settings 
to work on social projects and crediting their work, HE needs to 
change its quantum of activity in this space. Indeed, as this book 
acknowledges, HE needs to reach out to all those who can benefit 
from what it offers and do so in a way that engages the public. 
Moving from an ivory tower model of a university or college to one 
that represents an institution connected to those it serves calls for 
more innovation in partnership models, recognizing many of those 
developed to date reinforce inequity and models of colonialism.

As noted in this book, the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated 
change within HE and advanced partnerships across the academy 
globally. Marshalling the intellectual, physical, and human assets 
of universities and colleges was central to vaccine development 
and healthcare delivery programs in community settings. As such, 
an important legacy of the pandemic is the new partnership assets 
developed within HE and relationship capital that can now be 
deployed to progress the SDGs with a renewed sense of urgency. 
From global classrooms to new public–private partnerships, this 
book shows that HE has the wherewithal to make a deeper and 
wider contribution to the goals and to do so at a pace demanded 
by the scale of the sustainable development challenges now and 
ahead. This relies on explicit strategic intention by HE institutions 
and being invitational to students, faculty, staff, and those in the 
wider stakeholder ecosystem.

This book highlights the enormous untapped potential for HE 
to create partnerships for the goals and in doing so advance the 
frontiers of knowledge that in turn drive up institutional reach 
and reputation. Immersive engagement with the SDGs can catalyze 
pedagogic innovation, serve to refresh curricula, and stimulate new 
program development. It can also open new avenues for research, 
attract new sources of funding, and energize people to deliver on the 
academic mission. Developing the next generation and creating the 
technology and insights to tackle the issues of social justice in our 
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communities, social impact work is the business of HE. It is clear 
that HE needs to be a full partner in partnerships for the goals – the 
task ahead is for HE to realize this mission. In adopting the SDGs, 
the academy can help create the conditions within and beyond the 
institution to deliver on the betterment of all humankind.
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INTRODUCTION

Ángel Cabrera and Drew Cutright

The choice is not between wild places or people; it is 
between a rich or an impoverished existence for Man. 
(Thomas E. Lovejoy, 1941–2021)

The riches tapped by the industrial revolution have come at a dear 
price. We live longer, healthier, safer lives than any prior genera-
tion. Yet the innovations that made this possible also originated 
a set of complex challenges which threaten major human harm if 
not the very viability of our way of life. Under the auspices of the 
United Nations (UN), governments from around the world have 
adopted a framework, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
articulating a call to action for all sectors and nations to join forces 
to find an equitable, sustainable, and inclusive way forward that 
will lift the lives of all people without causing irreparable damage 
to the planet we inhabit.

Universities have the capacity to play a major role in this quest. 
Given the magnitude of the challenges we face, they should accept 
their responsibility to do their part. Universities educate the pro-
fessionals, scientists, and decision-makers who shape all areas of 
human activity. They carry out research to understand the chal-
lenges we face, develop new technologies, and propose new solu-
tions. Universities are also trusted convenors of other actors.  
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They frame problems and amplify ideas, influence the thinking of 
decision-makers, and bring multiple stakeholders to the table. The 
goal of this book is to explore how universities can most effectively 
use their convening power to form effective partnerships, among 
themselves and with other actors, to maximize their collective 
impact in bringing us closer to achieving the SDGs.

In discussing the urgent challenges articulated by the SDGs, it 
is important to acknowledge the incalculable benefits yielded by  
200 years of technological innovation and commerce. Indeed, over 
the span of just 10 generations, humans experienced a leap in qual-
ity of life unlike any other period in history. We now live more 
than twice as long and are more than 10 times wealthier than our 
ancestors were at the dawn of the nineteenth century, while our 
population has grown by almost eightfold.

In the early nineteenth century, the average human had to make 
ends meet on the equivalent of $3 per day in today’s money, com-
pared to more than $40 today – and close to $150 in places like the 
USA, Canada, and Australia. Back then, not even the very wealthi-
est could buy necessities we now take for granted, such as life- 
saving medicines and vaccines. In Europe alone, before the advent 
of modern vaccines, half a million people may have died from 
smallpox every year, in addition to the countless others who 
went blind or suffered crippling long-term sequelae. Average life 
expectancy today has surpassed 70 years, having consistently hov-
ered below 30 since our hunter-gatherer days, and through the  
Neolithic Age, until the onset of the Industrial Revolution.

Today, about 90% of males and more than 80% of females can 
read, compared to one in 10 people before the nineteenth century 
(World Economic Forum, 2022). A transatlantic flight today costs 
less than a fifth of a boat passage in the eighteenth century, which 
could last more than a month if it made it to the other end. Health, 
education, travel, leisure, entertainment, nutrition, culture, safety, 
every aspect of human life has been transformed in about two cen-
turies. And while it took 300,000 years for humans to colonize 
the entire planet and reach our first billion, these new technolo-
gies propelled the human population to 6 billion by the end of the 
twentieth century. As we write this, the UN estimates that the world 
population has just crossed 8 billion.
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This spectacular progress was not easy. The dramatic change 
in agriculture and manufacturing, urbanization, capital formation, 
and global trade caused deadly class struggles, economic and social 
inequality, revolution, violence, pollution, and destructive warfare 
on a scale never seen before.

At every step we (humans) were forced to find new solutions. 
We created new technologies that resolved deficiencies of earlier 
ones. We developed organizational models that made us more pro-
ductive and work, less onerous. We experimented with political 
regimes as we found systems of government that did a better job 
spreading the newfound wealth and keeping us safer, healthier, and 
better educated. We created ever more sophisticated systems of 
mutual support like private insurance and public social security, 
welfare, and health care. We created international alliances and 
new systems of global trade and finance, cooperation, and conflict 
resolution. We cleaned up cities and rivers and curbed air pollution.

Yet the magnitude of our population growth, the speed of 
change, and our insatiable thirst for natural resources outpaced 
our capacity to adapt and our planet’s ability to regenerate. It also 
exacerbated inequality between and within nations. Because of 
accidents of geography and history, the new technologies and trade 
relations benefitted and empowered some more than others. And 
while the environmental issues that were created affected all, the 
wealthy were relatively better protected to withstand the damage; 
those who benefitted the least became the most vulnerable.

According to the IMF’s 2022 World Inequality Report, the 
poorer half of the world’s adults today have a net worth of about 
2,900 euros (in purchasing power parity terms) and earn 8.5% of 
all available income, while the richest 10% are 190 times wealthier 
and earn more than half of all world income (International Mone-
tary Fund, 2022). The UN estimates that about 1 billion people live 
in slums or informal settlements – mostly in Asia and sub-Saharan 
Africa – thus facing debilitating health and safety risks and barri-
ers of access to economic opportunity and education. In our own 
city of Atlanta – a modern, thriving transportation, commerce, and 
technology hub in the one of the wealthiest nations in the world –  
the poorest 20% households live on less than $10,000 per year, 
while the richest 20% makes more than $255,000.
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The industrial revolution that produced so much wealth and 
progress was powered by abundant and cheap energy in the form 
of fossil fuels. As we would eventually learn, however, the CO2 
that is pumped into the atmosphere from combusting fossil fuels 
is excellent at retaining infrared radiation and therefore increasing  
the average temperature of our planet. Higher average tempera-
tures mean smaller icecaps and glaciers, higher sea levels that 
threaten human coastal settlements, and changes in climate pat-
terns that affect the availability of fresh water, increase the frequency 
of fires and destructive storms, disturb agriculture and fisheries, 
and accelerate the destruction of biological diversity. Meanwhile, 
growing demand for food by a larger and wealthier population 
pushes deforestation to make room for crops and pastures, thus 
debilitating the capacity of our forests to absorb CO2 and accen-
tuating global warming. Overfishing and deforestation, coupled 
with higher average temperatures and the acidification of oceans, 
further disturbs the balance of ecosystems on land and under water 
and destroys biological diversity.

Not all humans contributed equally to this problem. Wealthy 
countries are responsible for most of the world’s historical carbon 
emissions. Even today, the richest 1% owns 38% of global wealth, 
makes 19% of all global income, and is responsible for 17% of 
CO2 emissions (International Monetary Fund, 2022). The aver-
age American today is about 32 times wealthier than the average  
Nigerian, consumes 84 times more electricity, and emits 27 times 
more CO2. Because we all share the same atmosphere, oceans, 
and climate systems, both rich and poor suffer the consequences 
of these externalities. Yet it is becoming increasingly evident that 
poorer nations, and poorer areas within wealthier nations, are 
more vulnerable than those who benefitted the most and contrib-
uted the most to the problem.

As we write this, world leaders are gathered in Egypt for the 
27th UN climate change conference (COP27). Six years ago, the 
same world leaders agreed in Paris to do everything possible to 
keep average world temperatures within 1.5° of pre-industrial 
levels. To achieve that goal, carbon emissions would need to be 
cut in half by 2030. Yet emissions have so far gone up, not down, 
and it seems increasingly clear that we will miss the Paris target. 
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According to the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), the difference between 1.5° and 2° could mean hundreds 
of millions more lives and livelihoods upended by higher seas. The 
most vulnerable countries now demand so-called ‘loss and damage’ 
compensation from industrialized countries for the harm they have 
caused – a Tragedy of the Commons of global proportions.

That is the conundrum that our species faces. How to continue 
to drive economic prosperity and human development for everyone 
without depleting the regenerative capacity of our planet or heat-
ing it up beyond repair.

In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the 
SDGs as a shared framework for collective action that recognizes 
the severity and urgency of the situation and the complexity of 
the solutions that will be required. The framework is structured 
around 17 broadly defined Global Goals that highlight both the 
multidimensionality of the challenges that we face as well as the 
underlying interdependencies.

The SDGs pledge to end poverty and hunger, improve health and 
education, and reduce inequality, especially in places and communi-
ties that have been left behind. That will require that we incorpo-
rate more people into the modern economy, that we drive economic 
growth while reducing carbon emissions, and that we grow in a way 
that safeguards the health of land and marine ecosystems.

Dividing this complex web of objectives and interdependences 
into 17 discrete goals (or any other number for that matter) is a 
thankless and somewhat arbitrary exercise. There are many ways 
to dissect, group, and label the challenges we face, each approach 
highlighting specific angles and causal links at the expense of mak-
ing others less obvious. Yet, by agreeing on a specific framework and 
then developing concrete metrics and targets around it, we develop 
a shared language, we increase transparency and accountability, we 
inspire action, we track progress more effectively, and we make it 
easier to align efforts by different actors in different geographies.

This last benefit of the SDGs is critical. Sustainable development 
is multidimensional, multidisciplinary, multistakeholder, and mul-
tinational. It requires not only a multitude of efforts by a multitude 
of actors, but that those actors coordinate efforts and complement 
one another. In other words, partnerships are essential in achieving 
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the goals, and that is why one of the 17 goals, SDG17, is dedicated 
precisely to forming partnerships for development.

Because we’re locked-in by decades of capital and human invest-
ment, of path-dependent institutional arrangements around fossil 
fuels – combustion and jet engines, roads and railroads, ports and 
airports, gas stations, coal plants – solutions require not only new 
technologies but new capabilities, policies, business models, and 
market incentives (Unruh, 2000). Because energy and food mar-
kets, our atmosphere, our oceans, our rivers, and our climate are 
shared across national boundaries, any intervention will need to 
be coordinated globally. And because any global change will carry 
uneven effects to people in different geographies and circumstances, 
issues of human development and economic opportunity need to 
be addressed simultaneously.

To achieve viable solutions, we need scientists and engineers 
galore. But also responsible business leaders, entrepreneurs work-
ing on new solutions at the local level, and multinationals willing 
to change the way they do business at large scale. We need local, 
regional, and national policy-makers, financial institutions that 
distribute cost and risk effectively, diplomats who can craft new 
cooperative arrangements, non-governmental organizations filling 
the gaps markets cannot reach, and communicators and educators 
who inspire and empower all of us to do our part.

SDG17 highlights the need for partnerships that bridge sectors, 
stakeholders, disciplines, and national interests, that allow profes-
sionals to collaborate and solutions to spread. More specifically, 
SDG17 calls for partnerships of various types: multistakeholder 
partnerships around voluntary commitments, global trade arrange-
ments that liberalize trade and bring the benefits of commerce to 
more markets in an environmentally responsible way, partnerships 
to provide new models of financing for development, partnerships 
to advance scientific data and develop new research capabilities, 
partnerships to develop technical capabilities where needed, to 
advance and spread technology.

When we combine these two requirements for achieving the 
Global Goals, the need for new skills and attitudes among profes-
sionals and decision-makers, with the need to form effective part-
nerships, the role of universities becomes evident.
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Universities, by their very nature, educate professionals in all 
areas of human endeavour. They train scientists and engineers, 
business and policy leaders, teachers and communicators, innova-
tors, problem solvers, and critical thinkers. According to the World 
Bank, 40% of the college aged population around the world is 
enrolled in college (though the numbers dip to single digits in sub-
Saharan Africa and other low-income countries) (World Bank, 
2022). If we have any hope that new generations of professionals 
understand the urgency of the SDGs, develop the capabilities and 
attitudes necessary to address them, and accept their own personal 
responsibility, universities need to make it a priority to embed the 
SDGs into their mission, their curriculum, and their ethos.

Some universities also discharge important responsibilities in 
the area of research. In the United States, for example, universities 
spent $86 billion in 2020 in research and development according to 
the National Science Foundation (2022). This accounts for about 
12% of total R&D expenditures in the country, and more than 
the 9% of the research conducted directly by government research 
centres. While the business sector is responsible for about three 
quarters of the national research enterprise, their focus on com-
mercially viable solutions leaves the bulk of basic scientific research 
in the hand of our universities. If we have any chance at identifying 
new breakthroughs in sustainable energy production, storage and 
distribution, sustainable agriculture, environmental protection, 
infectious diseases, and other areas central to human development, 
it is of paramount importance that universities align their research 
enterprises with the challenges articulated by the SDGs.

Lastly, universities are natural convenors of other actors and 
stakeholders. They strive to create multidisciplinary environments 
that are driven by curiosity and the exchange of knowledge, are 
welcoming of dissent and informed debate, and are therefore 
uniquely suited to act as trusted convenors of other actors.

Universities have unfortunately been slow to accept their insti-
tutional responsibility to take part in the global effort towards 
sustainable development. During the last global development 
framework, the so-called Millennium Development Goals (2000–
2015), the institutional engagement of universities was modest at 
best. While individual faculty members played important roles as 



8 Ángel Cabrera and Drew Cutright

experts and thought leaders, universities rarely adopted the frame-
work institutionally, and their voice was seldom heard at global 
gatherings.

There are promising signs that things may be improving. A good 
example is the Principles of Responsible Management Education 
(PRME), established in 2007. Working as a Senior Advisor to the 
UN Global Compact, one of us, Ángel Cabrera, at the time Presi-
dent of the Thunderbird School of Global Management, chaired a 
Global Committee of Business Educators that drafted six principles 
now endorsed by hundreds of institutions worldwide. The princi-
ples committed signatory schools to incorporate global citizenship 
and responsibility in teaching, curriculum design, and research, to 
play an active role in convening other actors, and to partner with 
one another. With support from leading business school accrediting 
bodies (most notably AACSB and EFMD) and other organizations, 
PRME now has chapters around the world, organizes events to 
share best practices, supports the exchange of resources, and pub-
licizes the progress being made.

During the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development 
in Brazil (Rio+20), PRME partnered with UN DESA and other UN 
organizations to launch the Higher Education Sustainability Initia-
tive (HESI). HESI organizes an annual High Level Political Forum 
focused on the role of universities in achieving sustainable develop-
ment and offers tools like Sulitest to promote sustainability literacy 
around the world.

Also in 2012, Columbia University Professor Jeffrey Sachs, in 
partnership with the UN Secretary General, launched the Sustain-
able Development Solutions Network (SDSN), a non-profit organi-
zation with a membership of more than 1,700 institutions organized 
in 50 networks across 144 countries that fosters knowledge genera-
tion and exchange, offers open-access learning materials, data and 
reports, and promotes solutions to advance the SDGs (UN-SDSN, 
About). One of this volume’s chapters discusses high-level learnings 
from the work of SDSN and explores the idea of applying systems 
thinking to approaching the SDGs in higher education.

Other existing global networks of universities have explicitly 
adopted the SDGs and are creating spaces of collaboration. As 
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