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Abstract Higher Education Institutions (HEI) are critical to the growth of society
since they are one of the key agents in the transformation of professionals who will
shape the labour market and societal trends. Those interested in university growth
must operate as a basis for knowledge dissemination and the strengthening of sustain-
able practices. The Times Higher Education (THE) Impact Rankings are the only
global performance tables that link universities to the United Nations’ Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). It assesses how well universities around the world are
achieving those SDGs. The third edition of the Impact Rankings, published in 2021,
covers 1,118 universities from 94 countries and regions. This work is based on a
qualitative analysis of the elements of sustainability and SDGs included in the THE
Impact Rankings for 4 selected Portuguese HEIs and on the elements and documents
about the issues available in their websites. The aim of this paper is to contribute to
the theoretical reflection on the contribution of HEISs to sustainability and to the SDGs
advocated in the 2030 Agenda. Through the study of the selected Portuguese HEIs
it is intended to understand/corroborate how these institutions are committed and
involved in sustainability practices and contribution to the SDGs and a more sustain-
able world. In conclusion, HEIs are committed and involved in sustainability prac-
tices, in a true contribution to the achievement of the goals outlined for 2030 through
the SDGs. HEI are committed to ensure that no one is left behind or discriminated
against, not compromising future generations.
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1 Introduction

“Sustainable”, “Sustainability”, and “Sustainable Development” are concepts that
have gained global relevance, initially connected with issues of planet preserva-
tion but now more related with human well-being and relationships with the earth
for the well-being of several generations. These terms have had to be re-examined
since society has used them ambiguously, mixing them with the concepts of growth,
progress, maturity, evolution, and riches on several occasions [1].

Sustainability, according to Bafion Gomis et al. [2], is not merely a “fashion or
trend” appreciated by external circumstances but is also linked to the ethics that guide
human activity, representing the virtues of courage, prudence, and hope. Although
the term “sustainability” has recently gained popularity, the concept has ancient and
universal roots.

The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development detailed the
commitment of high-level stakeholders to sustainable development. The fundamental
shifts were identified and expressed in 17 universal Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) and related objectives that balanced all aspects of sustainable development,
including economic, environmental, and social concerns [3].

The conceptual difficulties underlying the practice of supporting sustainable
development are becoming increasingly important to higher education institutions
(HEI). This function is both inevitable and necessary in the context of an urgent need
for them to develop in a sustainable manner [4].

In 1990, 22 university delegates presented ten-point action plan for higher educa-
tion institutions to contribute to a more sustainable future at an international meeting
in Taillores, France [5, 6].

Higher Education Institutions (HEI) are critical to society’s development since
they are a key player in the transformation of professionals who will shape the
labour market and societal trends. HEISs, like any other organization, require a great
number of available resources duc to the vast flow of people, information, and activ-
ities created and distributed. These businesses are left with a huge environmental
obligation, necessitating the implementation of sustainable development strategies
[7]. Higher education is becoming a more competitive field that aspires to great-
ness while also trying to meet the requirements of society and the labour market.
Students, educators, staff, classes, and financial institutions are all common stake-
holders of higher education institutions. However, societal impacts need universities
collaborating with various types of communities or working with companies [8].

Teaching and research, for example, can all help to promote sustainability in
higher education institutions [7, 9].

According to Brandli et al. [4], the implementation of sustainable practices at HEIs
is hampered by the rigid bureaucratic and hierarchical system, the lack of awareness
and commitment of the agents involved (teachers, students, and administration), and
the lack of definition of short- and long-term institutional policies. The purpose of this
study is to contribute to the theoretical discussion on higher education’s contribution
to sustainability and the 2030 Agenda’s Sustainable Development Goals. It seeks to



Quality and Practices for Sustainability in Higher ... 299

understand/corroborate how these institutions are engaged and involved in sustain-
ability practices and contributions to the SDGs through the study of a selection of 4
Portuguese HEISs, selected in Times Higher Education (THE) Impact Rankings [10].
This work is structured into 5 chapters. The first is concerned with the introduction,
followed by a section dedicated to the sustainability of higher education institutions
and the relationship with the THE Impact Rankings. The research methodology, the
results obtained and the final considerations, limitations and future research, are the
last three aspects to be considered in this article.

2 Sustainability of Portuguese Higher Education
Institutions and the Times Higher Education Impact
Rankings

This section is dedicated to the evaluation of the published results of the Portuguese
HEISs accessible in 2022 in the Times Higher Education Impact Rankings [10]. and
the information available on their websites.

The Times Higher Education (THE) World University Rankings, Impact Rankings
2021 [10]. are a global performance tables that evaluate universities in relation to
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It measures global universities’
success in delivering the United Nations’ SDGs. To give a complete and impartial
comparison across four main areas: research, stewardship, outreach, and education,
they use very precise calibrated metrics/indicators.

In order to obtain the data, the THE Impact Rankings used a methodology in which
they firstly defined the concepts related to the 4 selected areas. The 17 United Nations’
SDGs are included in the assessment, and university performance is evaluated in each
of them using a different and specific methodology, depending on the SDGs chosen.
Universities can provide statistics/data on as many of the 17 Sustainable Development
Goals as they want or are able to. Each SDG has a set of indicators that are used to
assess the university’s progress toward that goal. The aggregate ranking includes any
university that submits data on SDG 17 and at least three other SDGs. Any university
that teaches at the undergraduate or postgraduate level is eligible for the rankings.
Although research activities are part of the approach, there is no requirement for
participants to complete a certain amount of research. The range for all SDGs is 0—
100 and the calculation of the overall score is based on the following proportions:
SDG 17: 22% and for the top three SDGs: 26% each. Figure 1 shows the scheme of
calculation.

The third edition of THE Impact Ranking 2021 has registered 1,118 universities
from 94 different countries and regions. However, of this universe of higher education
institutions only 11 are Portuguese. According to the Directorate-General for Higher
Education, Portugal has 99 HEIs [11]. In this way, it can be seen that only a very small
percentage of only 11% is registered in the aforementioned ranking. Besides SDG
17, which is common to all HEIs, by imposition of the ranking rules, there is no great
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Fig. 1 Calculation of the
overall score. Source THE
World University Rankings
[10]

uniformity, by institution, in the 3 best ranked SDGs. Still, the common SDGs that
appear in greater number are SDG 3 in 5 HEIs, SDG 9 in 4 HEIs and SDG 16 also in 4
which becomes interesting to check. SDG4 only appears in the Polytechnic Institute
of Settibal, which is curious considering that these are educational institutions in
which the quality of education, should be present in all of them with high score.

This section describes the main findings of this research work. Looking at Table
1 it can be seen that there are some highlights worth noting. Of the 11 Portuguese
HEISs, 2 stand out for their high position in the Ranking, namely the University of
Coimbra, in 21st position and Nova University of Lisbon, in position 53.

It should also be noted that the overall score of the best ranked Portuguese HEI
(University of Coimbra) differs from the worst positioned (Polytechnic Institute
of Settibal) by 45.1-36.2 points. The Catholic University of Portugal is the only
HEI, from the private sector and Polytechnic Institute of Setubal is the only HEI
from the Polytechnic education system. It is also noteworthy that only 2 of the 11
Portuguese HEIs in the Ranking are located in the country side of Portugal. Only
4 Portuguese HEIs were selected for this study: University of Coimbra, University
of Tras-os-Montes e Alto Douro, Catholic University of Portugal and Polytechnic
Institute of Setibal. The selection of these four HEISs is important due to the distinct
characteristics they present and the contribution that the information on the strategic
plan and on the evidence of events, activities and sustainable practices have for the
development of this work. Information on the selection and the Portuguese HEIs is
presented in the following sections.

3 Research Methodology

The research methodology is based on several steps, as described below:

— The first step is to do a literature review.

— The next step is to select the Portuguese Higher Education Institutions based
on their geographical location, trying to ensure the greatest possible dispersion
(country side or coast and north or south), their typology in terms of sector (public
or private) and type of education system (university or polytechnic) as shown in
Table 1.

— Collection of systematised information from each selected HEI, on their charac-
teristics, strategic plans, sustainability plans, SDGs and activities within the scope
of sustainability and/or associated with the SDGs as a third step.
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— Fourth step: Analysis of the data collected in the previous step in order to under-
stand the type of events and activities that translate into sustainability practices,
which HEIs adopt in order to become more sustainable and, in this way, of higher
quality for their stakeholders.

Without the use of any other analysis tools, the data is analyzed qualitatively, and
the results are presented in tables for easy comprehension.

The ranking has 11 Portuguese higher education institutions in very different
ranking positions from each other. 10 belong to the university sector and only 1
institution belongs to the public polytechnic sector. Of the 10 universities, 9 are
public and 1 is private. Table 1 presents the Portuguese HEI accessible in 2022 in
the Times Higher Education Impact Rankings.

Taking into consideration the universe of only 11 Portuguese HEIs registered in
THE Impact Ranking, the selection fell upon 4 institutions: University of Coimbra,
University of Tras-os-Montes e Alto Douro, Catholic University of Portugal and
Polytechnic Institute of Settibal. In order for the sample to be representative of the
reality of Portuguese higher education, the choice was based on the criterion of
the largest possible geographical dispersion, the sector of the institution and the
education system. Thus, the criterion of geographical dispersion took into account
the location of the institutions, i.e., whether they were located inland or on the coast
and whether they were in the south or north of Portugal. The other selection criterion
focused on whether they belonged to the private or public sector. And, finally, whether
the education system was university or polytechnic. For the selection, the first best
ranked HEI in each rank was taken into account.

Being an ongoing study and based on the above criteria, and as presented in Table
1, the selection of the University of Coimbra (rank 21) was due to the fact that it is a
public university HEI of the northern coast, the University of Tras-os-Montes e Alto
Douro (rank 101-200) was selected for being a public university HEI of the northern
hinterland. The Catholic University of Portugal (rank 301—-400) was selected for
being the only private HEI and the Polytechnic Institute of Settibal (rank 601-800)
for being the only polytechnic higher education HEI, both in the south.

4 Results

These 4 institutions are presented below in terms of their characterization, strategic
plans and evidence of sustainability practices (activities, events, documents, etc.).

4.1 HEIs: Characterization and Strategic Plans

The following table presents a summary of the characterization and the strategic
plans of the selected Higher Education Institutions.
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4.2 Evidences for Sustainability

This section presents the actions and activities undertaken by the selected HEI within
their operational and management practices, in order to become more sustainable
and contribute to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Table 2
summarizes the evidences and the best ranked SDGs in THE Impact Rankings 2021
(Table 3).

Regarding the 4 HEIs selected, it can be seen that they belong to very different
realities, starting by the year of their creation/implementation. The University of
Coimbra has a history of approximately 700 years of life and the others, between 40
and 60 years.

The size and type of structure is different in the case of universities and poly-
technics. While the first ones are organised by faculties, the polytechnic institute is
organised by schools. With the exception of the Polytechnic Institute of Setubal which
has on its website an outdated strategic plan that ended in 2018, the 3 universities
present a current strategic plan that includes the sustainability pillar. Only the Univer-
sity of Coimbra has defined objectives, indicators and targets to be achieved, while
the remaining institutions only present objectives and indicators, possibly consid-
ering as targets those defined for the SDGs. In a clear commitment to contribute
to gender equality, the Catholic University of Portugal and the IPS present a plan
to achieve this goal, also foreseen in SDG 5. It is worth emphasising the practices
associated with sustainability that UC, UTAD and IPS have shown to have or have
already had as a contribution to the most varied SDGs. It becomes curious to note that
neither UCP nor IPS have SDG 5 in their ranking of top ranked SDGs in THE Impact
Ranking 2021, although they do have a plan for gender equality. Unfortunately, in
the analysis of the UCP web pages it was not possible to find evidence of events,
activities or practices that demonstrate the development or implementation of the
strategic plans, both regarding the sustainability dimension and gender equality.

5 Final Considerations

The 4 institutions analysed seem to be truly concerned with sustainability and its
implementation in their respective organisations. Through the practices, events and
activities carried out and planned, they also seem to want to ensure that this dimen-
sion is considered a quality factor to be appreciated by stakeholders. It is visible the
number of evidences that it is possible to extract and that corroborates the contri-
butions of these organisations to sustainable development and, consequently, to the
SDGs. There is a real commitment from higher education institutions to ensure that
no one is left behind or discriminated against, and that they will not compromise
future generations.
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Despite the difference between the institutions, it is important to check the align-
ment that exists between them on the importance of being registered in the impact
ranking.

Considering the objective of this study, it is believed that with the data and the
information collected and processed, there is added value to the theoretical discus-
sion on the contribution of higher education to sustainability and to the Sustainable
Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda. It was also possible to understand, through
Portuguese HEIs, how these institutions are committed and involved in sustainability
practices, in a true contribution to the achievement of the goals outlined for 2030
through the SDGs.

Limitations and future research

This study’s limitation is that it is merely a theoretical contribution that needs to be
tested. As aresult, it is recommended that future research validate this study by using
an appropriate instrument to get data that may support the theoretical foundations
stated here.

As future research it would be very important to study why SDG 4 does not
appear in all Portuguese HEIs in THE Impact Rankings 2021 list as it should be
a strong and robust one since they are educational institutions that should have a
high-quality education performance. Another research could be based on the 99
Portuguese HEISs, to which a survey on the sustainability practices used would be
applied in order to map this reality and cross-reference this information with the
strategy defined by the European Commission for Universities and with the national
strategy for sustainability in the sector.
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