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The present contribution, going beyond the author’s previous
general work on the topic provides a panorama and an analysis of
the performance of EU CEE-11 universities (universities from
the 11 Central and Eastern European Member States of the
European Union) regarding the United Nations’ Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). The analysis uses the results of the
Times Higher Education Impact Rankings that are available in
five editions (for the period 2019-2023). The present analysis
focuses on the individual SDGs: it provides a picture of which
individual SDGs look to be the most strongly represented in the
performance of EU CEE-11 universities and which ones are less
present in it. Based on the results, we discuss the presence or the
absence of specific patterns regarding the individual SDGs in the
case of the universities in the CEE region and in the countries
constituting it. Based on the findings of this analysis, proposals

for future actions are presented.

978-961-286-867-3

Keywords:
SDG,

Central and Ez

higher education,

The Impact Rankings,

sustainability

JEL:
Al3,
123,

Q01




8™ FEB INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCE: CHALLENGES IN THE TURBULENT

428 ,
ECONOMIC ENVIRONMENT AND ORGANIZATIONS’ SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

1 Introduction

This paper deals with the performance of EU CEE-11 universities (universities from
the 11 Central and Eastern European Member States of the European Union)
regarding the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The
analysis is based on the results of the Times Higher Education Impact Rankings
which are available in five editions (for the period 2019-2023). The paper focuses on
the individual SDGs, providing a picture of which individual SDGs look to be the
most strongly represented in the performance of EU CEE-11 universities and which

ones are less present in it.

A brief outline of the theoretical and historical background of sustainable
development is followed by a description of the methodology and the presentation
and interpretation of the results. Remarks related to potential policy replies and

related future research conclude the paper.
2 Theoretical Background / Literature Review

During the last five decades, sustainable development has become one of the most
discussed multidisciplinary issues. Without the need to establish an exhaustive list,

the most important milestones of this process have been the following:!

—  The United Nations Conference on Human Environment in Stockholm in
1972, set up an action plan based on 26 principles and 109
recommendations (United Nations, 1973).

— The Brundtland Report defined the notion of “sustainable development”
15 years later (Brundtland, 1987).

— The Rio Earth Summit in 1992 put sustainability again into the focus of
attention of masses of people.

— The Marrakesh Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization
(World Trade Organization, 1995), in which reference to the objective of

sustainable development was made.

! This part is an edited and updated version of the overview by Szemlér (2023).
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—  The Kyoto Protocol (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change, 1997) was an important milestone (despite the difficulties regarding
its ratification).

—  The definition of the 8 UN Millennium Development Goals in 2000 in the
Millennium Declaration (United Nations, 2000).

— The adoption by the UN of the 2030 Agenda including the 17 SDGs
(United Nations, 2015) which, since then, constitute a cornerstone of the

analyses on sustainability; see Box 1 for the sort titles of the SDGs.

Table 1: The UN Sustainable Development Goals

SDG 1: No poverty; SDG 2: Zero hunger; SDG 3: Good health and well-being; SDG 4: Quality
education; SDG 5: Gender equality; SDG 6: Clean water and sanitation; SDG 7: Affordable and
clean energy; SDG 8: Decent work and economic growth; SDG 9: Industry, innovation and
infrastructure; SDG 10: Reduced inequalities; SDG 11: Sustainable cities and communities; SDG
12: Responsible consumption and production; SDG 13: Climate action; SDG 14: Life below water
SDG 15: Life on land; SDG 16: Peace, justice, and strong institutions; SDG 17: Partnerships for
the goals

Soutce: UNDP (n.d.).

Several analyses have dealt with the presence of various aspects of sustainable
development in higher education. Owens (2017) as well as Chankseliani & McCowan
(2021) focus on SDG 4 and related university strategies. The works of Boeve-de
Pauw et al. (2015) and Crespo et al. (2017) discuss empirical examples of potential
actions in higher education to reach the SDGs. In Hungary, the wide range of
contributions in Lanyi & Kajner (eds.) (2019) offer a panorama on sustainability in
higher education; Szemlér (2023) tackles the performance of Central and Eastern
European universities based on their presence in the THE rankings 2019-2022.

3 Methodology

This paper presents the “strengths” of EU CEE-11 universities in the Times Higher
Education Impact Rankings. These rankings are available for five years, from 2019
to 2023, concentrate on four broad areas (research, stewardship, outreach and

teaching) and take into account all 17 SDGs.

Any university providing data on SDG 17 (briefly defined as partnerships for the
goals) plus at least three other SDGs can be included in the overall ranking. Szemlér
(2023) analysed the final overall score of the EU CEE-11 universities; the present
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paper focuses on the three best scores (the SDGs that represent the best results for
the given university) that appear in the final overall score.? For this analysis, the top
three SDGs of the participating EU CEE-11 universities have been selected and
analysed. The method used in the paper is descriptive and comparative analysis.

4 Results

Table 2 presents the results based on the five available editions of the THE Impact
Rankings. For each year and for each country, the SDGs in the top 3 positions (1.,
2.,3.) are presented. Each cell of the table contains the numbers of SDGs mentioned
(for the given country’s higher education institutions in the given year at the given
(1st, 2nd, or 3rd) position. The figures in brackets show the number of mentions of
the given SDG(s).

It is worth mentioning that no university from Hstonia appears in the rankings; of
course, it does not mean that there would be no activity related to sustainability
there, but we cannot evaluate it when we use these rankings. In some countries, we
have data only for a part of the five-year period. This can be explained by the novelty
of the rankings and the gradually increasing interest towards it. This latter is reflected
in the increasing number of participating higher education institutions (while in
2019, 467 (among them 17 EU CEE-11) universities participated in the THE Impact
Rankings, the corresponding figures for 2023 are 1591 and 80).

Table 2: The top 3 SDGs in the EU CEE-11 universities (number of SDGs; in brackets:
number of mentions)

Year 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
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2 The final overall score of a university is the combined score in SDG 17 (with a 22% weight in the final score) and
of the scores in the top three scores of the other 16 SDGs (with a 26% weight each in the final score). Full
information on the latest methodology is available at THE Impact Rankings (2023a).
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Source: author’s compilation based on THE Impact Ratings data: THE Impact Rankings 2019 (2019); THE Impact
Rankings 2020 (2020), THE Impact Rankings 2021 (2021), THE Impact Rankings 2022 (2022), THE Impact
Rankings 2023 (2023).

5 Discussion

Based on the results presented in Table 2, no specific “CEE pattern” can be
identified. The SDGs in top positions are manifold and change considerably over
time in many cases. Countries show specifics that in many cases differ from each

other to a great extent.

In the case of some countries, however, there is a quite clear and stable “image” of
the top 3 SDGs. In Czechia, Hungary and Latvia, SDGs 3, 4, 5 and 8 have an
important share, while in Romania, the share of SDGs 4 and 5 in top positions is
highly over the average. There is nothing surprising in these results, as these SDGs
are directly (in the case of SDG 4) or indirectly closely related to education.

In many countries, the small number of participating institutions (and, as a result,
observations) constitutes an important limit to general conclusions. In addition, the
fact that the number and the circle of participating institutions change (beyond the
general increase of the number of participants also because there are institutions
that have withdrawn from the ranking) makes comparisons more difficult and less

robust.
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6 Conclusions

The THE Impact Rankings constitute an important — but not the only? — indicator
that can contribute to the better visibility of the universities by presenting their
commitment to sustainability. As visibility is crucial for higher education institutions
in the strongly competitive market, participation in the THE Impact Rankings is
expected to increase further, and the analysis of the figures in it can lead to more

general and robust conclusions.

An important field for further investigation can be the change in the participating
universities’ positions (or their stabilization) in the ranking. As the number of
participating institutions will develop (in relative terms) more slowly, the positions
in the individual years will be more and more worth comparing with each other. As
that stage seems approaching, a deeper analysis of the “strengths” — including the
examination of the real content of the top 3 SDGs in the participating universities
and the reasons for their importance for the universities — can be an interesting and

relevant future research task.
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