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Abstract: In this editorial we are delighted to present the four papers included in this special issue.
Each of them tackles different issues with important academic and managerial implications. Then,
we will discuss the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the potential they represent for
higher education institutions and management education, in particular. One of the most important
challenges in this field will be how to introduce SDGs in management education, an area of interest
for practitioners and academics.
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1. Introduction

Management education should offer the necessary knowledge and skills for future business
leaders, so that they can contribute in giving responses to the world’s most pressing challenges, such as
climate change, water scarcity, poverty, and social inequality, which will transform the world we live in.
To this end, as argued in previous literature, introducing ethics, corporate social responsibility (CSR),
and sustainability (ECSRS) into management education could play an important role in addressing
the complex social, economic, and environmental challenges our society faces, while repairing the
tarnished social contract between business and society [1,2].

Some efforts have already been made by universities and business schools to integrate business
ethics, corporate social responsibility, and sustainability into management education [3–5]. Now
more than ever before—in the context of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development—academic
institutions are asked to assume responsibility and lead the thoughts and actions on pressing social
and environmental issues.

In this Special Issue we see how sustainability has been approached until now in management
education. We are delighted to present the four papers finally included in this issue. The first paper
“How Does Reciprocity Affect Undergraduate Student Orientation Towards Stakeholders?” by José
Luis Godos-Diez, Roberto Fernández-Gago, and Laura Cabeza-García adopts an individual level
of analysis showing how the reciprocal and non-reciprocal components in decision making affect
the stance towards the company´s stakeholders. One important implication of their study is that
management education should adopt a more humanistic perspective. The second paper “Are Corporate
Social Responsibility Courses Effective? A Longitudinal and Gender-Based Analysis in Undergraduate
Students” by Pablo Ruiz-Palomino, Ricardo Martínez-Cañas, and Pedro Jiménez-Estévez offers
empirical evidence regarding the effectiveness of CSR courses and the role of gender in this relationship.
In a similar vein with the first article, the authors suggest that a human rooted conception of business
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should be promoted in management education; they point out the need for experiential and service
learning methodologies so that such courses are effective both for male and female students. The
third paper “Ethics, Responsibility, and Sustainability in MBAs. Understanding the Motivations for
the Incorporation of ERS in Less Traditional Markets” by Gaston Fornes, Abel Monfort, Camelia Ilie,
Chung Kwon Koo, and Guillermo Cardoza presents an in-depth analysis of three case studies of MBAs
based in Latin America, Asia, and Southern Europe and the different motivations/predictors for the
inclusion of ethics, responsibility, and sustainability in learning activities. Their study adopts a distinct
perspective by analyzing MBA education in regions with different histories, legacies, and trajectories
than the Global North. Finally, the fourth paper “Ranking of Sustainability Journals Using the Author
Affiliation Index and Comparison to Other Journal Metrics” by Matias Ginieis and Xiaoni Li focuses on
a different aspect by examining the issue of evaluating research productivity in management schools
offering sustainability-related programs. Additionally, their study suggests an alternative quality
measure for academic journals.

2. A New Context: SDGs

In September 2015, world leaders at the United Nations unanimously adopted a new global
development agenda, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, one
of the most ambitious and important global agreements in recent history. The agenda, which came
into effect on 1 January 2016 with the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at its core, is a
guide to tackle the world’s most pressing challenges including ending poverty and bringing economic
prosperity, social inclusion, environmental sustainability, and peace to all countries and all people by
2030. There is already a strong interest in, and response to, the SDGs by governments, businesses, and
organizations in most countries. The SDGs set out a vision for a better world that relies on cooperation
and interdependence [6].

The 17 SDGs, shown in Figure 1, were formally adopted by all 193 member states of the UN in
2015; they aim to end extreme poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity for all by 2030 [7].
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The SDGs continue the work of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which drove global
action to address the basic needs of the world’s poorest countries from 2000 to 2015. However, the
SDGs differ from the MDGs in several significant ways that make them far more influential and
consequential [8]. First, the SDGs cover a much broader range of challenges than the MDGs, most of
which are relevant and applicable to all countries. Second, they emphasize the interlinkages between
the social, economic, and environmental dimensions of sustainable development, as well as between the
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goals themselves. Third, they include targets focused on mobilizing the means required to implement
the SDGs, such as partnerships, financing, and enabling policies. Fourth, they were developed through
the largest international consultation ever with a wide range of stakeholders, including governments,
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and importantly, the business sector. Fortunately, there is
a growing recognition that sustainability is a global issue which requires a global response. Hence,
all groups need to be actively engaged in achieving the SDGs at the local, national, regional, and
international levels [9]. In other words, it is now recognized that sustainable development represents a
great challenge that is everyone’s responsibility, and there is an explicit call to attention for the business
sector, civil society, governments, academia, among other stakeholders, requiring their collaboration.

Although the SDGs are not legally binding, they are expected to leverage more support because
they are the result of extensive and inclusive global negotiation and dialogue that also involved middle-
and low-income countries. In addition, both the private sector and civil society are expected to be far
more engaged in the SDGs. Therefore, they will probably be major influencers on the strategies and
actions of governments, businesses, and organizations, as well as the development of financial flows
over the next 15 years. After all, “Agenda 2030 and the SDGs are becoming accepted as forming a key
element of the doxa of the field, the unspoken rules of the game” [10] (p. 95).

3. The Role of Higher Education Institutions

Different authors argue that the United Nations (UN) has put education at the heart of its
sustainable development strategy acknowledging that educators and business leaders can influence
how future generations think and act [10,11]. In fact, according to the Sustainable Development
Solutions Network [12], education and research are explicitly recognized in a number of the SDGs and
universities have a direct role in addressing these.

The educational system has long been the appropriate context to promote sustainable development
because it may influence students’ worldviews and attitudes towards sustainability and contribute
to more profound social change [13]. Education is able to ‘produce’ certain kinds of people—those
that meet societal needs [10]. In this regard, one of the most important roles of the universities in this
new context is creating current and future ‘SDGs implementers’. Furthermore, “any meaningful and
lasting change in the conduct of corporations toward sustainability must involve the institutions that
most directly act as drivers of business behavior, especially academia [14] (p. 3). Academic institutions
help shape the attitudes and behavior of business leaders through education, research, training, and
other pervasive, but less tangible, activities, such as the spread and advocacy of new values and ideas.
Through these means, academic institutions have the potential to generate a wave of positive change,
thereby helping to ensure a world where both enterprises and societies can flourish”. Thus, education
becomes of critical importance in the path towards sustainability [2,5,15]. SDGs cannot be achieved
without their proper embedment in the educational system (across disciplines and levels).

The contribution of universities to the SDGs can be rather broad. Universities could support the
implementation of every single SDG as well as maintain an ongoing commitment to the SDG framework.
Concretely, universities can contribute to SDGs through education, research, innovation, and also
external leadership (see Table 1). Some of these main areas of contribution are: (1) providing students
with the knowledge, skills, and motivation to understand and address the SDGs and mobilizing
them towards that direction (educational level); (2) providing new knowledge, technology, new ways
of doing things, that is, SDGs solutions (research and knowledge transfer level); (3) implementing
the principles of SDGs within their own governance, operations, and culture (operational level); (4)
providing cross-sectoral leadership and implementation by guiding/participating in the dialogue for
taking action (social level). This latter level is probably the most strategic given its transcendence to
a broader array of sectors and countries, but also the most difficult since it is expected to generate
various points of contestation and critique [16,17].



Sustainability 2020, 12, 1762 4 of 8

Table 1. The incorporation of SDGs in higher education.

SDGs Universities

- Define the specific areas
of contribution
- Selection of specific SDGs

Educational level Research and knowledge
transfer level Operational level Social level

Universities as educators.
Introduction of SDGs in
university curricula,
academic competences,
learning outcomes, etc.
Objective: provide
students with knowledge,
skills, and motivation to
understand and address
the SDGs.

Universities as knowledge
creators.
Boosting research
outcomes which can be
transferred to society,
providing new sustainable
knowledge paradigms
(e.g., degrowth).

Universities as
organizations.
Adherence to the SDGs
framework (e.g., gender
equality, reduced
inequalities, and
responsible consumption
within universities).
Putting these goals at the
core of their functional and
organizational mission.

Universities as
stakeholders.
Participation in think
tanks, negotiations, and
policy making in relation
to sustainable
development at the local
and international level.

Without any doubt, addressing SDGs will require transformations in how societies and economies
function, suggesting new modes of production and consumption. Throughout this process universities
can make important contributions. Particular disciplines such as geology [18] have already started to
evaluate how they can contribute to the completion of specific SDGs. Recognizing the potential areas of
contribution is the first step prior to engaging in a larger societal debate regarding the specific actions
to be taken. Other authors [19] have gone a step further discussing future sustainability scenarios for
universities by painting a portrait of socially-, environmentally-, and economically-oriented universities,
all of them pursuing different SDGs. Socially-oriented universities would place more focus on issues
such as gender equality, food security, and nutrition and health. Environmentally-oriented universities
are explicitly oriented towards the issues of waste, sustainable agriculture, and climate change, among
others. Finally, the economic focus refers to poverty eradication, the promotion of a green economy,
and sustainable consumption and production cycles.

4. SDG and Management Education: Push or Pull?

Although a wide range of stakeholders (governments, NGOs, academia, citizens, etc.) are key
agents in advancing the SDGs, it is the business sector that will be instrumental in the success of the
individual targets, through the way companies operate, their innovation, and collaboration with other
agents and through the development of new business models [9].

When we think about companies as citizens of the community, they, like people, have certain
duties and responsibilities they must fulfill to be perceived as legitimate and accepted [20]. In this
regard, contributing to the completion of the SDGs will be one of those ideas that, in words of Professor
Carroll, no one would rightly oppose. As previously mentioned, the primary advantages of the
SDGs are that they tend to stress the long-term perspective when discussing economic development;
they encompass economic, social, and environmental factors, while focusing on the world’s most
pressing challenges, including ending poverty and bringing economic prosperity, social inclusion,
environmental sustainability, and peace to all people. Companies have increasingly adopted the
framework of ECSRS and in turn, this business acceptance leads to their progressive institutionalization
within society [20]. SDG-related practices are becoming more commonplace, more formalized, varied,
and deeply integrated into business practices. At the same time, this process of institutionalization
reveals to business managers how SDGs and profits can be strategically reconciled. The successful
implementation of the SDGs could strengthen the enabling environment for doing business, minimizing
risks while also providing a myriad of new opportunities [21]. As the CEO of Unilever, Paul Polman
stated, “There is no business case for enduring poverty. We have the opportunity to unlock trillions
of dollars through new markets, investments and innovation. But to do so, we must challenge our
current practices and address poverty, inequality and environmental challenges. Every business will
benefit from operating in a more equitable, resilient world if we achieve the SDGs.” [9] (p. 84).

In addition, the SDGs framework is relevant and applicable to all countries. Globalization requires
managers to face challenges in a global context and adequately respond to social issues in host nations.
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Thus, the 17 SDGs can be seen as a common framework and template for understanding sustainable
development in both developed and developing countries.

Hence, what is suggested here is that the SDGs are increasingly becoming the framework adopted
to manage the social contract between the business sector and society. SDGs are becoming the common
language for the interaction of companies with other stakeholders to contribute to a better world.

Yet as more businesses embed the SDGs as a prime strategic focus, the demand for management
or business graduates who understand and can implement the SDG agenda will also grow. Thus,
management education should respond to the increased demand for SDG-oriented education. In
other words, the integration of SDGs in management education does not necessarily reflect a proactive
approach on the part of universities. Certainly, on one hand, business schools need to incorporate SDGs
and prepare future business leaders and managers for a better and more sustainable future [11,22]; but,
on the other hand, companies also expect them to do so [23]. Furthermore, different global stakeholders
related to management education have embraced the SDGs and explicitly asked universities to do the
same. For instance, examples of international accreditation bodies for business schools or networks
include the Global Business School Network and the Environmental Association for Universities and
Colleges [10,24].

There is already research evidencing an effort by universities in various countries, like Italy [25],
the UK [26], or Spain [27], to integrate SDGs in management education [24,28]. However, there are still
debates regarding the place of business education in this new sustainable development agenda [10]. It
has been suggested that business schools should review their educational programs and curricula in
line with the SDGs. However, there is no single strategy in designing business curricula to include
SDGs [1]. For instance, the following issues should be decided: concentration on specific subjects
or dispersion (stand-alone versus embedded subjects); single discipline versus multidisciplinary
approaches; obligatory versus elective courses; distribution within university degrees.

A faster and more organic strategy to integrate SDGs in management education would be to first
evaluate what subjects in management education are already focusing on topics that have the same
purpose as SDGs in wishing to change the world for the better. In this regard, subjects which focus on
business-and-society relationships are excellent candidates for integrating in a natural way the SDGs in
management education. The essence of business-and-society or business-in-society relationships has
been captured in management education by different, but complementary and related, frameworks
including corporate social responsibility (CSR), business ethics (BE), stakeholder management (SM),
corporate citizenship (CC), and sustainability (SUS) [20]. Subjects on any of the aforementioned topics
have already been introduced for bachelor and postgraduate degrees in management [1]; thus, they
could be used as ‘entry points’ for introduction of the SDGs.

Although differences among these frameworks have been previously argued [29], business
practitioners and the business press tend to use them as synonyms with slight distinct nuances. It
is easy to see how these five different frameworks—corporate social responsibility, business ethics,
stakeholder management, sustainability, and corporate citizenship—have so much in common that
they often are used interchangeably by business organizations and managers [20]. In fact, previous
experience has demonstrated that executives latch onto a term that seems to be in vogue and from
time-to-time employ new language terms and frameworks to always appear on the cutting edge. As
Professor Carroll suggested, “doubtless this trend will continue and other concepts will arrive on the
scene and compete for popularity [20] (p. 93). Whether they will ever be sufficiently distinct from
CSR remains to be seen. Today, CSR, Sustainability and Corporate Citizenship seem to have the most
in common and are most frequently used by companies, but other ideas and frameworks are always
coming along serving as complementary or competing notions those in this field are tempted to grasp
upon”. Taking all these into account, SDGs can also be seen as a new language to be used by companies
and taught by business schools.

Therefore, this new SDG lexicon should be first included in subjects in the fields of business ethics,
CSR, and sustainability and then in more traditional business subjects. Business schools need to ensure
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that the curricula ensure a full awareness of the SDGs and their potential impact in different areas
of activity. SDGs should be broadly represented in the academic competences of the curricula [27],
but a more specific plan of introduction for SDGs across business courses should also be established.
An example is provided by Storey and colleagues [10] using the first SDG: “End poverty in all its
forms everywhere”. This goal, as they discuss, requires different business actions to be taken, such as
ensuring fair pay, fair labor standards, responsible marketing, and fair pricing, to name a few. In order
for business graduates to get a better grasp on how their future business decisions could positively
achieve this goal, the authors suggest that the aforementioned issues should be incorporated across
different existing core business subjects (e.g., responsible marketing and fair pricing in marketing
while fair pay in human resources subjects), and also in specific business ethics and sustainability
courses. Other authors indicate that the goal of poverty eradication should also focus on four main
areas: big business and poverty reduction; viewing the poor as markets; lending to the poor; and
entrepreneurship and poverty [28]. Furthermore, the adequacy of different learning and assessment
strategies should be evaluated in the context of each particular course and degree [27].

Furthermore, business students could get an even better grasp of the implications of organizational
decision making if an interdisciplinary approach is employed. Previous research has argued in favor
of interdisciplinarity [30,31] since the issues we deal with, such as poverty, human rights, or climate
change, cannot be addressed by single disciplines or sectors. In a similar vein with Gill [18], business
schools first need to explore the interconnectedness between SDGs and management, and then
look for areas of collaboration with other disciplines, particularly the sciences. Fostering greater
interdisciplinarity between management and other disciplines could also contribute in closing the “gap
between what sciences produces to inform humanity” and policy and business decision making [32]
(p. 552).

5. Conclusions

Introducing ECSRS in management education has been, and still is, a key step to render business
schools accountable in their responsibility towards the society. The integration of SDGs in management
education is a further step towards that direction. Business schools have a quadruple function in
doing so:

(i) as responsible educators that help students understand complex challenges faced by businesses
and societies and provide them with the skills, values, and knowledge related to the achievement of
the SDGs;

(ii) as responsible knowledge creators that are concerned with the social implications of their
research outputs while ensuring that the knowledge generated is also useful for different stakeholders
and visible;

(iii)as sustainable organizations that control their own social and environmental impact;
(iv) as key stakeholders who actively participate in the societal dialogue taking place for any of

the issues covered by the SDGs.
Therefore, this Special Issue not only offers rich insights on the state of ECSRS in management

education, but also invites further reflection on how management education can contribute to achieve
SDGs. In order to make sustainable development a reality and change the world for the better,
SDGs need to become the cornerstone for management education. Gradually, the curriculum content
of all management courses should be reviewed through the lens of SDGs. Every year hundreds of
thousands of students graduate from business schools internationally, both from degree and non-degree
programs [9]. These students then go on to lead and influence virtually every type of organization, and
each and every one of them has the opportunity to impact what our future will, or will not, look like. If
organizations slowly fill up with individuals who apply the triple bottom line and actively engage
with the SDGs in how they do business, this would enable us to move forward with sustainability
goals in a timely, as well as mutually beneficial, way.
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Certainly, it is naïve to think that the promotion of SDGs will be without challenges. Others have
already pointed out some of them [26]: lack of acceptance on the part of some students, complex
translation of SDGs into curricula, difficulty in dealing with all the goals, and most importantly a
limited timeframe. At the same time, young generations demonstrate a higher sensitivity towards
climate change and sustainability as evidenced in the globalized Fridays for Future movement. On an
optimistic note, we cannot forget that “universities have access to large concentrations of young people
who are passionate, creative and have a desire for a better world” [12] (p. 8). Universities have to make
the maximum effort for the successful implementation of the new global sustainable development
agenda, because, hopefully, when we change the way employees, managers, CEOs, and leaders
think and act, this will lead to broader changes across industries around the world [33]. The SDGs’
framework emphasizes the need to take action in a collaborative and urgent manner. In management
education, SDGs should be understood as an opportunity to accelerate the long required changes in
management curricula in order to give sustainable development the protagonism it deserves.
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