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INTRODUCTION 

The World 100 Network annual research project always aims to push the boundaries of understanding 

about global university reputation. The project for the 2022/23 membership year sought to gain some 

further understanding of the relationship between reputation and the recent focus of many universities 

on promoting activity around the sustainable development agenda.  

How universities can demonstrate the impact of their research, teaching and engagement activities has 

become critical to success in an increasingly competitive and scrutinised higher education environment. 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), published first in 2015, have achieved broad 

support as a way of measuring progress in addressing key global challenges by governments, Non-

Governmental Organisations (NGOs), businesses and research funders. 

Progress against the SDGs is therefore being used increasingly by universities worldwide as a way to 

demonstrate the impact of their research and teaching, and to build reputations with key stakeholder 

groups around the positive effect that they have on society. 

The SDGs are also attractive to universities in providing opportunities to demonstrate interdisciplinary 

impact which have often been lacking previously. Many institutions started to develop their own 

interdisciplinary focuses around ‘grand challenges’, but the SDG framework has the benefit both of wider 

awareness and a degree of independence from the higher education sector.  

In 2019, Times Higher Education launched a new project, the THE Impact Rankings, which brought 

together key factors including independence and a series of HE-focused measurements to allow 

universities to demonstrate impact and celebrate their success in doing so. 

So the last few years have seen opportunities for universities to build new approaches to building 

reputation through this new framework.  This project seeks to understand those opportunities, using data 

from a variety of sources, and to help World 100 Network members to fully exploit them. 

This project asked several key questions: 

• What does data from the THE Impact Rankings tell us about the relationship between reputation 

and sustainable development? 

• What do key stakeholder groups think of the relationship? 

• How are World 100 member universities representing their impact in their communications 

activity? 

• What is best practice in building reputation through impact and sustainable development?  

To answer these questions, we looked in some detail at the data emerging from the THE Impact Rankings, 

surveyed some key audiences, and engaged with World 100 Network members to understand how they 

have been responding to the sustainable development agenda. 

The results of the project are intended to inform the future work of World 100 members in developing 

reputation strategies to maximise their impact with key audiences. 
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METHODOLOGY 

There were five parts to the research, including the surveying of three main audiences: 

1. An assessment of the overall World 100 member performance in the THE Impact Rankings 

benchmarked against global university performance, and a deep dive into member performance 

per SDG, identifying which of the individual metrics World 100 universities are most proficient in.  

 

2. A survey of academics working around the globe at leading universities (ranked in the top 200 of 

world university rankings). Academics were asked about their perceptions of the relationship 

between sustainability and reputation, focusing on the efforts and areas of focus of an institution 

(see appendix 1). 

 

3. A survey of prospective international students considering undergraduate or postgraduate level 

study. Students were asked about their university choice motivation and whether a university’s 

commitment to sustainability impacted this (see appendix 2). 

 

4. Sustainability Brand Snapshot - analysing how World 100 members communicate sustainability 

through their website and social media presence. Adapting the Brand Snapshot technique 

established in the 2019 World 100 Research project, this analysis shows how World 100 universities 

attempt to carve out distinctiveness through promoting sustainable development activities, and to 

ascertain whether the current narratives around sustainability align with the SDG strengths 

identified in Part 1.  

 

5. Focus groups with communications, marketing and academic representatives from world-leading 

World 100 member universities around the globe. We asked them to consider how World 100 

practitioners utilise sustainability activities to develop reputation, and offer insights into its 

importance for communicating with different stakeholder groups. 

Full details of the sample are available in Appendix 1. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Demonstrating the impact of their research teaching and engagement activities has become critical to 

universities seeking to build reputation in an increasingly competitive and scrutinised higher education 

environment. 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), published first in 2015, have achieved broad 

support as a way of measuring progress in addressing key global challenges by governments, Non-

Governmental Organisations (NGOs), businesses and research funders. 

Progress against the SDGs is therefore being used increasingly by universities worldwide as a way to 

demonstrate the impact of their research and teaching, and to build reputations with key stakeholder 

groups around the positive effect that they have on society. 

In this project, we explored a number of ways in which the relationship between reputation and 

sustainable development is playing out in universities with the aim of highlighting further opportunities 

for World 100 members to demonstrate impact and showcasing best practice. 

THE Impact Rankings 

The Times Higher Education Impact Rankings were launched in 2019 to provide a way of assessing the 

performance of universities against the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals. Three quarters 

of World 100 members submitted to at least one of the SDGs in 2022. 

World 100 members are actively participating in the THE Impact Rankings partly as a reflection of their 

missions, but also because there are clear opportunities for reputational advancement that arise from 

activities in the sustainable development area. 

Data shows us that World 100 members who are participating in the Impact Rankings perform really 

strongly in the overall metrics, scoring 27 points higher than the global average across all of the SDGs. 

This will partly reflect the research quality of members, but also highlights the link between reputation 

and sustainable development. 

The areas of sustainable development that World 100 members are stronger in include SDG 17, 

Partnerships for the Goals. This performance suggests that these are more impactful areas from a 

reputation perspective – but also highlights areas not currently being focused on by leading institutions 

that might provide opportunities for differentiation. 

The data does not suggest strongly that World 100 members are over-performing in the metrics around 

stewardship and outreach. Given the reputational potential for the evidence required to be submitted to 

the Rankings in these areas, this may be something that members want to consider further and engage 

with colleagues within their institutions to highlight. 

How Stakeholder Groups are engaging with the SDGs 

Prospective students, whilst having a strong interest in ‘green’ and equality issues in particular, do not 

prioritise a commitment to sustainability as a key choice factor when choosing which university to study 

at. This proxy measure for reputation differs across different geographical areas, with students from the 

developing world more likely to reference sustainability as a choice factor. However, there is sone 

evidence to suggest that universities that perform well in the THE Impact Rankings do, to an extent, 

attract applicants with more of a focus on sustainability. 

Students currently studying at university do have a stronger interest in their institutions committing to 

key sustainable development actions. Many World 100 members are targeting messages about impact to 

current students as well as alumni. 
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We asked a sample of global academics about how they saw the relationship between reputation and 

sustainable development. Asked whether a university’s efforts with sustainability and the SDGs impacted 

reputation, a large proportion of academics agreed that institutional reputation was affected by efforts 

to some extent (77%). Only 15% of academics from the total sample believed that there was no 

connection between the two. 

Academics from STEM disciplines are most likely to consider sustainability as having an impact on a 

specific institution’s reputation. Social Sciences academics are the least convinced of the link.  Faculty 

from the developing world were more convinced of the relationship. 

The minority of academics who were less positive about the link between reputation and sustainable 

development were often focused on the importance of promoting disciplinary strength, whilst some were 

concerned about the perceived’ political’ focus of the UN SDGs and the challenges of ‘greenwashing’. 

 

How communicators are leveraging sustainable development activities to build reputation 

Those responsible for building reputation in global universities are clear that using their performance 

against the UN SDGs as an externally validated approach is beneficial for engaging effectively with key 

stakeholder groups. 

Universities that take part in the THE Impact Rankings have been proactive in using their performance in 

those rankings as an engagement tool, recognising that league table performance resonates with many 

stakeholders. The process that a university goes through in submitting evidence for the Impact Rankings 

is also beneficial in providing examples of impact that can be communicated to help build reputation. 

A number of World 100 member universities have brought their activities together in engaging 

Sustainability Reports, which have the dual benefit of being a scoring metric in the Impact Rankings and 

acting as engagement tools for communicators and leaders.  

Some World 100 member universities have created a strong link between their institutional strategies and 

sustainable development, including structuring priorities around SDGs and developing brand pillars. Some 

institutions have been successful in building unique selling points that link their missions to the 

sustainable development agenda. 

Many institutions have developed effective campaign activity that links sustainable development activity 

to stakeholder focuses, focusing on key concerns such as climate action and also leveraging the benefits 

of engagement around global events such as COP summits. 

Whilst communicators are largely positive about the opportunities, a small number of challenges were 

identified. Participation in the Impact Rankings was noted by some as being an onerous process that 

might divert attention from other activity with the institution. And the sheer breadth of the SDGs can 

make it challenging to focus on activity which helps universities to differentiate themselves from others. 

Finally, communicators were clear that reputation-building activity needs to authentically reflect the 

unique research and teaching activity going on within their university, rather than being seen to ‘jump on 

the bandwagon’ or even get involved with ‘greenwashing’. 

Ultimately, the sustainable development agenda provides enormous opportunities for universities to build 

effective messaging that engages with key stakeholder groups and demonstrates the positive impact of 

their institutions. 
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS: 

The research findings have a number of implications for institutions as they think about developing their 

reputation strategies: 

• STRATEGY:   

Universities that have been most successful in harnessing sustainable development initiatives to 

build reputation take a whole institution approach to demonstrating impact.  Orienting 

institutional strategies around the SDGs or specific sustainable development priorities helps to 

bring the vision to life. 

 

• STAKEHOLDERS:   

Many key stakeholder groups are intensely interested in the SDGs specifically or in key sustainable 

development initiatives, so universities should focus on developing SDG-informed communications 

programmes that target the particular focuses of key opinion-forming groups – students/alumni, 

governments, businesses, NGOs. 

 

• BALANCE:  

Global academics are a key audience to influence in order to build reputation. Whilst most 

academics do have a good understanding of the SDGs and agree that demonstrating progress 

against them helps to grow profile, universities should recognise that some have a nuanced 

approach. For many, disciplinary excellence remains the key driver of excellence; others are 

concerned by a perceived political focus and 'greenwashing’. Universities should be aware of these 

factors when designing their communications programmes, and focus on authenticity. 

 

• DIFFERENTIATION:  

In order to stand out from competitors, universities need to have unique selling points. SDG 

performance data and case studies of impact can be used to help identify points of differentiation 

– but communicators need to be aware of the tendency towards common messaging. Some 

universities have been successful at linking key distinctive elements of their missions to the 

sustainable development agenda. All institutions should be thinking proactively about harnessing 

the opportunities provided by the SDGs to demonstrate impact and their relevance to society. 
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THE IMPACT RANKINGS – WHAT DOES THE INVOLVEMENT OF WORLD 100 

MEMBERS TELL US ABOUT THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN REPUTATION AND 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT? 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Times Higher Education Impact Rankings were launched in 2019 to provide a way of assessing the 

performance of universities against the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals. A series of 

indicators have been developed to provide comprehensive and balanced comparisons across four broad 

areas: research, stewardship, outreach and teaching. 

• Research: the most obvious and traditional way that a university might help to deliver the SDGs is 

by creating research in relevant topics. 

• Stewardship: universities are custodians of significant resources; not just physical resources, but 

also their employees, faculty and students. How they act as stewards is one of the key factors in 

delivering the SDGs. 

• Outreach: place is critical in higher education, and the work that universities do with their local, 

regional, national and international communities is another key way that they can have an impact 

on sustainability. 

• Teaching: teaching plays a critical role, both in ensuring that there are enough skilled 

practitioners to deliver on the SDGs, and in making sure that all alumni take forward the key 

lessons of sustainability into their future careers. 

The 17 SDGs are: 

 

Universities can submit data on as many of these SDGs as they are able. Each SDG has a series of metrics 

that are used to EVALUATE THE PERFORMANCE OF THE UNIVERSITY IN THAT SDG. 

There are three categories of metrics within each SDG: 

Research metrics are derived from data supplied by Elsevier. For each SDG, a specific query has been 

created that narrows the scope of the metric to publications relevant to that SDG. This is supplemented 
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by additional publications identified by artificial intelligence. A five‑year window between 2017 and 2021 

is used. The only exception is the metric on patents that cite research under SDG 9, which relates to the 

time frame in which the patents were published rather than the time frame of the research itself. The 

metrics chosen for the bibliometrics differ by SDG and there are always at least two bibliometric 

measures used. 

Continuous metrics measure contributions to impact that vary continually across a range – for example, 

the number of graduates with a health-related degree. These are usually normalised to the size of the 

institution. 

Evidence where universities provide material about policies and initiatives – for example, the existence 

of mentoring programmes. Credit is given for the evidence being public. Evidence is evaluated against a 

set of criteria, and decisions are cross-validated where there is uncertainty. Evidence is focused on 

examples that demonstrate best practice at the institutions concerned. 

WORLD 100 MEMBER IMPACT RANKINGS ANALYSIS 

The THE Impact Rankings do not set out specifically to measure reputation, unlike the THE World 

University Rankings (as well as QS World University Rankings and US News & World Report Best Global 

Universities) which have specific metrics. 

However, analysis of the data that underpins the rankings can help to illuminate the relationship between 

reputation and sustainable development, as participating World 100 members demonstrate a strong focus 

on growing global profile through their involvement in the Network. 

DATA 

Of the 48 World 100 members in 2022/23, at least half submitted data for each of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) in Times Higher Education’s Impact Rankings in 2023. Excluding SDG 17, which 

is mandatory for participation in the rankings, SDG 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing) and SDG 12 

(Responsible Consumption and Production) were the most popular areas for submission.  

The SDG with the fewest participating World 100 members is SDG 6, Clean Water and Sanitation, which is 

the 13th most popular SDG for global universities to submit to (695 institutions).  

35 World 100 members submit to at least one of the SDGs, whilst 13 World 100 members did not submit 

to any. It should be noted that some World 100 members have previously submitted to the THE Impact 

Rankings, but chose not to so in 2022. 
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When looking at SDG scores benchmarked against the global average – ranging from 502 institutional 

participants (SDG 14, Life Below Water) to 1,591 institutional participants (SDG 17, Contribution to the 

Goals) – World 100 member universities are on average 27 points higher. The performance difference 

between the World 100 average and the global average is greater with some specific goals, and lower 

with others.  

The SDG with the largest performance margin between World 100 member universities and global 

universities is SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure).  

The SDG with the smallest difference between the World 100 and global university average is SDG 4, 

Quality Education, with World 100 universities achieving 12 points ahead of global universities. This is 

also the goal which sees the lowest average score for the World 100 group at 63.6.  
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SDGs that World 100 members achieve the highest scores in: 

   

SDGs with the biggest World 100 to global university average difference: 

   

 

Examining specific metrics that constitute each of the goals, World 100 members see the biggest average 

difference compared to the global average in citations and publications metrics. For SDG 1, No Poverty, 

World 100 members average 96.9 for the ‘No poverty publications’ metric, 63.1 higher than the global 

average of 33.8. It is a similar story for the majority of SDGs, with either citations or publications scores 

achieving the largest deviation between the two groups. This demonstrates the high level of research 

quality within universities that monitor, measure and strive to improve their reputation internationally. 

Alternatively, there are some SDG metrics in which World 100 universities collectively perform below the 

global average: 

• SDG 2 (Zero Hunger): proportion of graduates in agriculture and aquaculture 

• SDG 4 (Quality Education): proportion of graduates with relevant qualification for teaching 

• SDG 4 (Quality Education): proportion of first-generation students 

• SDG 5 (Gender Equality): proportion of senior female academics 

• SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy): energy use density 

• SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities): proportion of first-generation students 

 

OBSERVATIONS 

World 100 members are actively participating in the THE Impact Rankings partly as a reflection of their 

missions, but also because there are clear opportunities for reputational advancement that arise from 

activities in the sustainable development area. 

Data shows us that World 100 members that are participating in the Rankings perform really strongly in 

the overall metrics, which will partly reflect the research quality of members, but also highlights the link 

between reputation and sustainable development. 

The analysis of the data shows the areas of sustainable development that World 100 members are 

stronger in, which suggests that these are more impactful areas from a reputation perspective – but also 

highlights areas not currently being focused on by leading institutions that might provide opportunities 

for differentiation. 

Initial indications from the data do not suggest strongly that World 100 members are over-performing in 

the metrics around stewardship and outreach. Given the reputational potential for the evidence required 

to be submitted to the Rankings in these areas, this may be something that members want to consider 

further and engage with colleagues within their institutions to highlight. 
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HOW UNIVERSITIES ARE USING IMPACT RANKING PERFORMANCE FOR BUILDING REPUTATION

  

As outlined above, the performance of World 100 Reputation Network members in the THE Impact 

Rankings provides good evidence for reputation building, demonstrating real world impact for their 

activities in research and teaching. 

Since their launch in 2019, universities have also been able to build messaging around their performance 

in the Rankings themselves. This messaging has the potential to engage positively with key audiences, 

including staff and students, partners and alumni. 

In the Focus Groups we ran with World 100 member communicators, a number commented on how they 

are using their performance in the THE Impact Rankings to build reputation. 

One focus was the way in which Impact Ranking performance has led to enhanced engagement with both 

internal and external stakeholders. 

“One benefit is that our performance in the rankings has started conversations with a broader 

group of people in the university who are really proud that we do well. And also our alumni our 

Board and General Assembly, some of our key stakeholders, they're incredibly proud.”  

The evidence submitted to the rankings was also useful in helping to define communications strategies. 

“The Impact rankings have been valuable internally for us to actually be able to identify things 

that we are really good at that we didn't realise we were really good at.”  

 

The University of Manchester has used its strong performance in the THE Impact Rankings to engage with 

a wide range of audiences through many channels: 
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Queen’s University in Canada focused on leveraging its 3rd place overall in the 2023 Impact rankings: 

 

Other universities have used performance in one particular SDG as a key focus for messaging, a good 

example being RCSI University of Medicine & Health Sciences in Dublin:  

 

 

Canada’s Dalhousie university had a strong focus on performance in SDG14, Life Below Water, an area of 

research that features strongly in its brand messaging: 
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A key tool developed by many World 100 network members is the bringing together of a wide range of 

activity focused on addressing the SDGS in a Sustainability Report. These reports, available online and in 

some cases in printed format, have the dual benefit of being a scoring metric in the Impact Rankings and 

acting as engagement tools for communicators and leaders.  

 

The University of Manchester has produced a particularly compelling report which covers examples of 

impact across all 17 SDGs: 

 

Keio University in Japan has also produced a Sustainability Report, in English, providing comprehensive 

case studies in both research and teaching: 
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The University of Glasgow produces a comprehensive annual publication, intended to provide an update 

on some of the work and activity that has been taking place across institution to contribute to the UN 

SDGs: 

 

Another approach adopted by World 100 member universities is to develop websites or tools that allow 

users to search for and view information about activities that relate to each SDG. These may act as a way 

of collecting together the information submitted to the THE Impact Rankings, or as a more 

comprehensive source of information that can be added to on an on-going basis. 

A particularly compelling example comes from Virginia Tech university in the USA: 
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The University of Nottingham (UK) has also developed a comprehensive approach to reporting on its 

impact, including an impactful video: 

 

 

 

CHALLENGES 

Whilst we found many examples of benefits to universities from engaging with the THE Impact Rankings, 

it should be noted that a small number of comments from World 100 members reflected on potential 

challenges. Indeed, some members had previously been involved with submitting to the rankings but had 

decided not to proceed in future years. 

“We're not involved with the Impact Rankings this year as the process for submitting has 

become too resource intensive and we need to focus on other ways of demonstrating 

impact.”  

Another view expressed concerned timescales associated with the UN SDGs and by extension, the THE 

Impact Rankings. 

“What happens after 2030? Are we in danger of putting all our eggs in a basket that will 

change into something else?” 

 

Despite these notes of caution, we found strong evidence from World 100 members that there are 

positive opportunities for building reputation that arise from institutional participation in the THE Impact 

Rankings. Given the interest of a range of stakeholder groups who are increasingly paying attention to 

these rankings, World 100 members should give due consideration to active engagement in the future as a 

key way of demonstrating their impact. 
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HOW AUDIENCES ENGAGE WITH SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

PROSPECTIVE INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 

Students looking to study aboard are always a key stakeholder group of interest to leading global 

universities so, for this project, we surveyed a group of students in order to try and understand how they 

view the relationship between sustainable development and reputation. 

Perceived wisdom suggests that ‘Generation Z’ has a stronger focus on environmental sustainability than 

other age groups. Other research conducted by Times Higher Education has indeed suggested that current 

international prospective students do pay attention to key aspects of sustainability, both in terms of their 

own ethical responsibility and what they expect from universities. 

 

 

 

 

 

But, for this study, in order to probe the relationship with reputation, we wanted to understand whether 

sustainability issues have a significant impact on the choices made by students on where to study.  

Sustainability was therefore available as one option for respondents to choose when asked what attracted 

them to apply to a particular university. 
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This chart shows the ranking position of “contribution to sustainability” out of 18 pre-coded choice 

factors asked of students interested in studying in these countries: 

“What attracted you to apply to this university in x country?” 

 

International students interested in studying in Europe were the most likely to select sustainability as a 

choice factor when considering universities to apply for, and therefore the most conscious of the 

sustainability agenda. 

However, it is clear that, with sustainability ranking between the 9th and 13th most significant choice 

factor, it is not playing a leading role in the decision making of prospective international students.  

Key choice factors tend to focus on quality of teaching and research, employability and student 

experience measures, in addition to ‘hygiene’ factors such as ‘offered the course I wanted’ and ‘safe 

environment’. 

Looking at the data in a different way, through identifying whether sustainability is mentioned at all as 

one of the top five choice factors by respondents, a slightly more positive aspect emerges. Looking at the 

regions where respondents originate from, more than a third of prospective international students do at 

least consider sustainability alongside all other factors.   

That is significantly higher in some regions, notably the Middle East, Asia, Africa and South America, 

indicating that prospective students from the developing world have a stronger focus on sustainability as 

a choice factor. 
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The data also highlights the following global trends in choice factors: 
 

• North Americans chose ‘safe environment’ and ‘location’ most often 
• Australasians also considered ‘safe environment’ but also highlight ‘funding/scholarships’ 
• Asian prospective students choose ‘academic facilities’ as the leading factor 
• South Americans chose facilities, funding and location 
• African students choose ‘good academic facilities’ 
• Middle East students identify ‘quality of teaching’, ‘facilities’ and ‘location’ 
• UK students chose ‘location’ 

 

In order to further probe the relationship between reputation and sustainable development, we can look 

in more detail at the choice factors identified by universities that perform strongly in the Times Higher 

Education Impact Rankings. 

The following example is an Australasian university that is ranked in the top 10 and has a strong 

institutional and brand focus on sustainability: 

 

A third of respondents identified ‘contribution to sustainability’ as a leading choice factor. 

A UK university in the top 10 of the THE Impact Rankings saw a similar result, with 30% of respondents 

identifying ‘contribution to sustainability’. 

This contrasts markedly with another Australasian university which does not take part in the THE Impact 

Rankings. Only 19% of prospective students pick ‘contribution to sustainability’ as a choice factor: 
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These results suggest that universities that have a stronger focus on sustainable development do see this 

reflected in the way prospective students consider their study choice, although other factors remain a 

stronger focus. 

In our Focus Groups with World 100 members, we also picked up some comments about the impact of 

sustainable development on reputation with prospective international students. 

Echoing the results of our survey, participants felt that a focus on sustainable development was not key 

to driving recruitment of international students: 

 

“Unprompted, prospective students don't mention Sustainable Development as a reason 

necessarily why they are choosing an institution or equally declining an institution.” 

 

However, one participant did highlight the potential opportunities for developing more focused messaging 

around sustainable development as a way of appealing to the altruistic thinking of prospective students: 

 

“There's a neoliberal way of thinking about the very limited role of a university which is about a 

cost and a benefit to the individual. What we're trying to say to students by linking programmes 

to the SDGs is 'come and study here and you can change the world'.” 

 

In conclusion, our research suggests that for prospective students as a group there is a relatively weak 

connection between reputation and sustainable development. Generation Z students undoubtedly 

consider sustainability issues to be important, but they do not play a major role in their consideration of 

the reputation of universities. However, there is some evidence that universities that prioritise 

sustainable development in their strategies and brand are attracting students who consider these issues 

to be more important. 



Symbiotic? Exploring the Relationship Between Reputation and Sustainable Development 

 
 

 World 100 Membership Research Project 2022/2023 
   21 

 

CURRENT STUDENTS 

In contrast to prospective students, our World 100 member Focus Group attendees highlighted the 

importance of students currently studying at their institutions as an audience with a strong focus on 

sustainable development: 

“When they are actually on campus they get involved and very engaged and there’s even 

more of an impact at the postgraduate level.” 

 

Many World 100 members are focusing specifically on communicating messages about their 

sustainable development activities to current students, recognising the levels of interest from 

current cohorts: 

“We’re focusing on student research – being able to contribute to something bigger than 

ourselves is so important – students all want to make a difference.” 

Universities also have an eye on developing longer term engagement as students transition to 

alumni: 

“Our current students will become our alumni – and we are very keen to develop those 

long-term relationships based around an understanding of the impact that the university 

has on wider society. Alumni are our greatest brand ambassadors.” 

 

The University of Sydney provides a good example of a university bringing together content for students, 

highlighting opportunities for engaging with sustainability: 
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GLOBAL ACADEMICS 

International academics are one of the main stakeholder groups that engage directly with sustainable 

development. Higher education institutions are considered to have an essential role in sustainability, in 

terms of policy, education and research, and the research conducted by a significant proportion of 

academics will, to some extent, be impacted by, and create impact for, sustainable development. 

Therefore, primary research was conducted as part of this project with this audience to understand their 

perceptions on the impact sustainability may have on a university’s reputation. 

“Does a university’s efforts with sustainability and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) make it 

more reputable, in your opinion?” n=2165 

 

Asked 

whether a 

university’s efforts with sustainability and 

the SDGs impacted reputation, a large 

proportion of academics agreed that 

institutional reputation was affected by 

efforts to some extent (77%). Only 15% of 

academics from the total sample believed 

that there was no connection between the two, and, with the lowest proportion (7% unsure responses), it 

can be understood that most academics have an opinion on the relationship between the two elements. 

 

 

The findings show that the location of the academics and their field of discipline impacts how they view 

sustainability, and how this affects their sentiment towards sustainable development and the SDGs. Those 

directly involved with some STEM disciplines, categorised within the Engineering & Technology and Life 

Sciences fields, were most likely to consider sustainability as having an impact on a specific institution’s 

reputation. 38% and 36%, respectively, claim it does so ‘significantly’. Academics from the Natural 

Sciences are outliers with a smaller proportion believing that sustainability efforts impact university 
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reputation. Social Sciences academics are the least convinced of the link between reputation and 

sustainability. 

 

When analysing the data by region, there is further variation on how academics perceive the reputation-

sustainability relationship. Notably, ‘Western’ countries and regions are much less likely to consider 

sustainability efforts as a driver for improving university reputation. Europe, Australasia, North America 

and the United Kingdom all experience lower percentages selecting ‘Significantly’ in comparison to Asia, 

the Middle East and South America – at least 15% lower. On average, 31% academics from these regions 

believe sustainability impacts university reputation significantly, compared to the 51% of other regions.  

How domicile and field factors impact the amount of exposure and engagement individuals have with 

sustainability should also be considered here. 

“Which area(s) of the sustainability agenda do you consider important for building a university’s 

reputation?” 
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As an addition to understanding the relationship between sustainability and reputation, academics were 

also asked to consider the areas of sustainability that they believe to be of most impact to reputation.  

Energy was the biggest consideration amongst academics as an aspect of sustainability to help build a 

university’s reputation. Environmental factors are the second leading choice amongst academics here, 

with climate, carbon and environment appearing as the most frequently selected areas. Whilst the 

environment covers multiple SDGs, the clearest considerations are for SDGs 7 (Affordable and clean 

energy) and 13 (Climate action). Other top choices include health, equality and gender, most closely 

aligning with SDGs 3 (Good health and well-being), 5 (Gender equality) and 10 (Reduced inequalities). 

We asked respondents to explain the reasons for the scores they provided in the survey. Verbatim 

comments from global academics help to bring to life some of the key themes around reputation and 

sustainable development emerging from this survey. 

Many respondents focused on the clear link between the mission of universities and sustainable 

development:  

"A commitment to sustainability and SDGs implies (a) available resources and (b) a 

broader perspective to understand the importance of investing in a sustainable future. 

These are both signs of a reputable institution." 

 

"Research should be driven by curiosity and societal needs. SDGs relates to the latter and 

is very important for our common future." 

 

And there was strong support for the idea that a focus on sustainable development has a clear link with 

reputation: 

"By consistently demonstrating a dedication to sustainability, a university can build a 

strong reputation as a leader in the global sustainability agenda, attract like-minded 

students and faculty, and make a positive impact on society and the environment." 

Some academics were clear there was as much a focus on the education mission when thinking about 

sustainable development: 

"If a place that is about educating students for their future does not care about 

sustainability, it is not a credible place."  

Other respondents focused on the importance of partnerships: 

"If we don't get the sustainability question right, there will be no universities left to 

collaborate with." 

 

CHALLENGES IDENTIFIED BY ACADEMICS 

Whilst the data from the survey indicates strong support for the idea that sustainable development and 

reputation are strongly linked, it is also instructive to dig further into the more negative responses. 

A common theme amongst respondents who didn’t consider that there was a relationship between 

sustainable development and reputation was a concern about the political nature of the SDG agenda. 

"Universities should not engage in political issues." 
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"Universities are about research and science development. Sustainability levels are 

somewhat irrelevant in regard to the quality of the science done there and indicate only 

a political viewpoint or stance." 

 

A number of responses were concerned that a reputational focus on sustainable development initiatives 

might tip institutions into the category of ‘greenwashing’. Indeed, some felt that universities were 

already over-focusing on some activities in these areas, whilst continuing to operate on a non-sustainable 

way in others: 

"Most universities are greenwashing this issue. I don't believe most of the claims." 

Another concern raised by some respondents relates to the broad nature of the SDG framework, making it 

potentially difficult for institutions to have a clear approach to building reputation: 

"Since the number of categories of SDGs is too many, it is not easy to understand the 

actual vision and goal that each organization intends." 

A small number of respondents expressed the view that their sole focus was on their area of research 

interest, and were not even aware of the UN SDGs, a reminder that the academy is very broad and 

diverse: 

"No idea what SDG means." 

Issues raised by academics in the survey are a reminder to communicators in universities that messaging 

about the sustainable development activities needs to be nuanced, recognising the interests and focuses 

of different groups. In particular, communications need to be firmly rooted in the science, and authentic 

to the mission of the university. 

 

HOW OTHER AUDIENCES ARE ENGAGING WITH THE SDG AGENDA 

 

During the Focus groups run for this project with World 100 Member universities, a clear focus emerged 

on understanding how other key stakeholder groups engage with SDGs, allowing institutions to tailor 

communications in order to build reputation. 

Using the SDGs as an externally validated framework was identified as an important factor in stakeholder 

engagement and in particular in relating to their interests: 

“It helps us figure out what we should be known for and then to create content to engage 

with our stakeholders in a better way and not as a generic kind of description of the 

university. From a reputation building perspective, I think that's been really helpful to 

us."  

 

There was also a sense that the SDG framework encourages universities to take a less inward-focused 

approach than is too often the case. 

“SDGs are an outside-in rather than an inside-out approach. So, what we typically do in 

universities is talk about faculties and institutes and centres and we wonder why then we 

get no traction in the real world. This allows us to make that connection.”  



Symbiotic? Exploring the Relationship Between Reputation and Sustainable Development 

 
 

 World 100 Membership Research Project 2022/2023 
   26 

 

GOVERNMENT AND POLICYMAKERS 

Most governments around the world are engaged strongly from a policy perspective with the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals, opening up opportunities for universities to demonstrate their impact 

with this key audience. 

Focus group attendees reflected that the SDGs have been really useful in supporting a range of 

engagement with government and policymakers: 

"It is about bringing together the policymakers with the researchers. Policymakers need 

evidence now to make the policy decision. And they know that the resources are there 

and university to help inform the policies. "  

This activity can take place at many different levels – international, national and regional: 

“When we think about impact it's really important to think of the local 

government dimension. A lot of our really good policy work is done in our city and region now. 

And you can get that kind of real work academic impact.” 

 

Another way of engaging with policymakers that has been highlighted by World 100 members is through 

involvement in high profile events. 

 

The University of Exeter developed an engagement programme to highlight their wide-ranging 

sustainability work in conjunction with the UK’s hosting of a meeting of Group of 7 Nations held in 

Cornwall in 2021. 
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The University of Glasgow leveraged their involvement with the COP 26 meeting hosted in their home 

city, also in 2021, hosting a wide variety of events and engagement opportunities. 

 

At the most recent COP 28 meeting, the University of Birmingham’s Dubai Campus was actively involved, 

hosting the UK’s team of negotiators. 

A very different example of how governments are engaging with SDGs and universities is reflected in work 

done by Times Higher Education with Thailand’s Ministry of Higher Education, Science, Research and 

Innovation of Thailand (MHESI). A Student Sustainability Survey has been launched to track and measure 

the impact of sustainability education in Thailand. MHESI has a visionary goal for universities to shape and 

guide the next generation, enabling students to enter the workforce prepared to make tangible changes 

in society. This includes teaching students about sustainability and the SDGs, and also creating citizens 

with sustainable outlooks and behaviours.  

 

BUSINESSES, LOCAL COMMUNITY PARTNERS 

Focus Group attendees highlighted a number of other stakeholder groups as targets or engagement work 

around impact, with a specific focus on their interest in the SDGS. 

“Businesses are seeing the SDGs having a truly global focus, and universities can be a 

really important partner.” 

 

Local community stakeholders were also identified as an important audience. The University of Newcastle 

in Australia has a strong focus institutionally on local engagement. 

“The SDGs allow us to take what we do locally and connect it to something bigger, to see 

how their work contributes to solving problems in the wider community and globally. and 

to work with community partners.” 

https://www.linkedin.com/company/ministry-of-higher-education-science-research-and-innovation-of-thailand/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ministry-of-higher-education-science-research-and-innovation-of-thailand/
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An example of Newcastle’s approach is its actions around supporting indigenous communities, linked 

firmly to the SDGs: 
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HOW UNIVERSITIES ARE PROMOTING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT ACTIVITIES 

In the final section of the research to inform this report, we looked in detail at how World 100 member 

universities are promoting sustainable development activities. As we have already seen, there are many 

examples of good practice, but we wanted to get an overall sense of how our members are stepping up to 

the challenge. 

 

THE BRAND REVIEW PROCESS 

A review of online materials was conducted to understand how universities are communicating 

sustainability work that takes place within the university. The review took the form of a revised World 

100 tool, the brand snapshot, used in many university reputation projects to date, and also formed the 

structure of the ‘World 100 Annual Research Project 2017/18: Measuring online brand strength in world-

class universities’. The brand snapshot analyses the main English language website (where available) for 

each World 100 network member in the network year. The revised format shifted the focus to 

sustainability content, removing unnecessary measures and shifting the focus of existing measures to 

sustainability, impact and the SDGs. 

Notably, the vast majority of universities promote their sustainability activities on their website and 

social media accounts, with some going to great effort to ensure messages are clear, focused for key 

audiences and, to an extent, are engaging. The amount of content has increased significantly over the 

last several years. 

 

FINDINGS 

It is clear that many World 100 universities have developed interesting and unique ways to communicate 

sustainable development efforts, and are now using SDGs as a defining focus for university websites. For 

many sites, the SDGs act as a device that the university uses to draw together activities across the 

institution, such as research, study programmes, campus initiatives and community actions, that can map 

against each area and communicate messages in a consistent language. Several members utilise the same 

SDG navigation tool: displaying all 17 SDGs on the main sustainability page and linking to individual pages 

for each which highlight relevant content. The alignment of messaging across universities can be 

effective for communicating to sector-wide audiences, however, universities need to provide evidence to 

avoid sounding like their competitors. 

Another key finding is that a number of World 100 members increasingly include ranking figures related 

to sustainability and impact on their websites. In line with the increased focus on sustainability in the 

higher education sector and the development of sustainability measurements and metrics, some 

universities are now incorporating sustainability ranking positions within their ‘Facts and figures’ and 

‘Rankings and achievements’ pages. A smaller percentage include these specific rankings on the 

homepage. Times Higher Education’s Impact rankings and QS’s Sustainability rankings are provided as 

evidence of achievement and success within focus areas, highlighting achievement for specific 

sustainability metrics (Climate action, Impact of education etc), but also overall ranking position. 

Rankings – typically world and subject rankings – are noted by students domestically and internationally, 

so the usage of rankings focused on sustainability may be another angle for universities to leverage 

leading status. 

For the most part, World 100 members struggle to identify an audience of focus for their sustainability 

content. Content can be spread across several areas of the website, but content mainly sits within the 

‘Research’ and ‘About’ pages. Here, sustainable development content remains less targeted and more 

generalised to cater for the multiple audiences that would visit. The review shows that members 
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typically do not cater often for prospective or current students outside of green campus initiatives, which 

aligns with comments made during the focus groups on student attention being captured only once on 

campus. 

“SDGs, sustainability etc. In which website areas can mention of the SDGs or other sustainability content 

be found?” 

 

Research is the section of the website that is most likely to be populated with sustainability content, 

followed by the About page(s). 65% of members include at least one piece of sustainability or SDG 

content on the homepage, which indicates the importance being placed on this material for reputational 

purposes. 

Most World 100 members do not include sustainability content within the Study, Admissions or Academics 

website sections. Of the small number that do (15%), the focus is typically on programmes and research 

opportunities that address sustainable development. In a few cases, sustainability is highlighted through 

volunteer and community initiatives within student experience content, and also the subject rankings. 
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The ‘About’ pages are most likely to communicate claims, such as rankings and reputation, or important 

facts and figures, on sustainability (70%). The homepage is also a popular area to include ranking claims 

(37%). 

 

“Are there pages related to SDGs/sustainability that get their own sub-menu listing (is the page listed 

under the research navigation pane drop-down, for example)?” 

 

Dedicated and visible sustainability sections is one of the ways World 100 members have chosen to 

present their activities. 40% of members contain a notable portion of their sustainability content on a 

dedicated webpage (and its branching pages), which is then given a relevant title and made available 

within the navigation pane. The transparency of the content could be understood to make the 

navigational journey easier and content more likely to be found, but the website section does then face 

the challenge of trying to address all audiences at once. Page titles are typically kept simple: 

‘Sustainability’, ‘SDGs’ and ‘Sustainability/SDGs at…’, although campaign pages are outliers. 

“Which are the most prominent SDGs or areas of sustainability as stated on the website?” 
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Energy, water and net zero are the most notable areas of sustainability focus on World 100 member 

university websites. This demonstrates the areas World 100 member universities perceive as most 

important to promote and give prominence, and the areas that they are pushing most in order to boost 

their brand. Whilst the most dominant sustainability areas here are not what World 100 member 

universities excel in, according to THE’s Impact Rankings, they do align with opinions from the academic 

survey, which suggests that academic and public opinion influences the content that universities are 

highlighting. 

 

“Is the university making sustainability impact part of its brand?” 

 

World 100 universities achieved an average score of 3.6 out of 5 for efforts towards making sustainability 

part of their online brand. Only two universities were felt to exclude the sustainability agenda from their 

online assets (4%), whilst over half of network members (58%) were perceived as embedding sustainability 

into their brand (‘A strong part of the brand’, 23% and ‘It is part of the brand’, 36%).  

 

“Does the university’s website provide evidence to support its sustainability brand claims? Is it 

convincing and believable?” 
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When scoring World 100 members on sustainability evidencing, universities average 4 out of 5 across the 

group, with the majority judged as being either ‘Convincing with lots of evidence including case studies’ 

or ‘Somewhat convincing, there is evidence here’. Facts, figures and case studies are a regular element 

of sustainability brand communication for most websites, suggesting that universities deem it important 

to provide tangible evidence of their activities. However, the issue then is creating factual content that 

is engaging to the audience.  

 

“Looking at the sustainability content, how engaging is it?”  

 

The average score for engagement content is 3.5 across the World 100 group demonstrating that, whilst 

member universities are convincing at making sustainability part of their university brand, the evidence 

can be somewhat dry and unengaging. Analysts considered most members to lack highly engaging content 

- only 19% of members were said to have content that was highly engaging – but overall, university 

websites were considered to have at least some engaging sustainability content (79%).  

Members that were considered to have highly engaging sustainability content supplied a variety of 

resources, in a variety of formats, that were highly visual, dynamic and easily consumable. Examples of 

content include rich media such as videos, case studies, social media posts and brochures. 
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Queen’s University Belfast is notable here for its student-focused initiatives, spanning across platforms 

and formats including social media posts and videos. 
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“Are the sustainability initiatives of the university more…?” 

 

Positively, the majority of members have a balance of both a global focus and a local focus when it 

comes to the sustainability content they supply on their websites. 19% are more focused on the local 

environment, typically putting more time and consideration into communicating what they are doing on 

campus and in the community than with initiatives internationally. Few are only globally focused, 

suggesting that most have a civic aspect to their brand. 

 

“Either explicitly or implicitly, is sustainability a part of the university’s…?” 

 

Universities are less likely to communicate the sustainability agenda as part of their values, as outlined 

principles generally have much wider scopes, but most are incorporating elements of it into their 

strategy. Several members have specific strategies dedicated to sustainability. 
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STRATEGIC FOCUSES 

We also heard more in the Focus Groups about strategic approaches being taken by World 100 network 

member universities. 

The University of Bologna has gone furthest in structuring its institutional strategy (not just its 

communications strategy) around the SDGs: 

 

“Our university strategy has been re-oriented to reflect the SDGs. Instead of identifying 

the SDG targets and actions that would conveniently align with university’s actions, 

UNIBO adopted a reversed approach.” 

 

 

This has produced many benefits in aligning strategy and messaging focused on key stakeholder groups, 

including students, researchers, partners and particularly governments at different levels. 

 

The University of Exeter, whilst not adopting the same all-encompassing approach focused specifically on 

the SDGs, has developed a strong focus on sustainable development both in its most recent institutional 

plan but also its new brand strategy. 

“Sustainability is right at the heart of the new strategy, providing a clear focus in the 

university, but it's been broken down to make it a little bit more digestible and create a 

real clarity of message. So that's become ‘greener, healthier, fairer’.” 
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The University of Navarra in Spain has also developed a strong strategic focus on sustainability. 

 

DIFFERENTIATION THROUGH LINKING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT WITH THE UNIVERSITY MISSION 

Central to any effective university communications strategy is a focus on differentiation. In the Focus 

Groups, a number of points were made about how the sustainable development agenda and the breadth 

of the SDGs have provided universities with opportunities to identify points of difference which can be 

promoted to key audiences. 

Three particularly interesting examples from World 100 members concern the linking of the sustainable 

development agenda with the unique institutional missions of the universities. 

Virginia Tech in the USA focuses on the link between its mission as a Land Grant University and the SDGs. 
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Keio University in Japan links its focus on the concept of Kyosei to a number of the UN SDGs. 
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University of Galway in Ireland adopts its ‘Learn-Live-Lead’ approach as a way to map its activities to the 

sustainability agenda. 

 

 

CHALLENGES 

Whilst the evidence uncovered in our research has been overwhelmingly positive about the opportunities 

for building reputation through a focus on sustainable development, a small number of challenges were 

raised by World 100 members.  

One particular concern echoed an issue identified by some in our global academics sample: 

"For academics who are interested in interdisciplinary research, the SDGs can be a real 

help. But many are still really focused on disciplinary excellence. And some are, of 

course, suspicious of rankings." 

Another issue raised concerned the challenge of focusing in on areas of research strength given the broad 

nature of the SDG agenda: 

“Having 17 SDGs to think about, and map our research against, adds yet another layer of 

complexity in trying to define and promote a small number of key strengths.” 

Another concern relating to messaging highlights the potential challenges around universities all focusing 

on similar themes that tend to dominate the sustainable development agenda: 

“There’s a bit of a danger that we all say the same things as everyone else – solving the 

world’s big challenges etc. It's really difficult with some audiences to broaden the focus 

from 'green' issues to the much wider sustainable development agenda – and we are 

undoubtedly missing opportunities.” 

Finally, there was a reminder to avoid the potential challenges of ‘greenwashing’: 

“The SDGs provide so many opportunities for comms teams, but ultimately the agenda is 

not about marketing but we should constantly remind ourselves that our communications 

need to be authentic.” 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Demonstrating the impact of their research teaching and engagement activities has become critical to 

universities seeking to build reputation in an increasingly competitive and scrutinised higher education 

environment. 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have achieved broad support as a way of 

measuring progress in addressing key global challenges by governments, Non-Governmental Organisations 

(NGOs), businesses and research funders. 

Progress against the SDGs is therefore being used increasingly by universities worldwide as a way to 

demonstrate the impact of their research and teaching, and to build reputations with key stakeholder 

groups around the positive effect that they have on society. World 100 members are at the forefront of 

demonstrating impact and showcasing best practice. 

 

THE Impact Rankings 

The Times Higher Education Impact Rankings were launched in 2019 to provide a way of assessing the 

performance of universities against the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals. Three quarters 

of World 100 members submitted to at least one of the SDGs in 2022. 

World 100 members are actively participating in the THE Impact Rankings partly as a reflection of their 

missions, but also because there are clear opportunities for reputational advancement that arise from 

activities in the sustainable development area. 

Research for this project showed that the World 100 members that are participating in the Rankings 

perform really strongly in the overall metrics, scoring 27 points higher than the global average across all 

of the SDGs. This will partly reflect the research quality of members, but also highlights the link between 

reputation and sustainable development. 

The areas of sustainable development that World 100 members are stronger in include SDG 17, 

Partnerships for the Goals.  This performance suggests that these are more impactful areas from a 

reputation perspective – but also highlights areas not currently being focused on by leading institutions 

that might provide opportunities for differentiation. 

The data does not suggest strongly that World 100 members are over-performing in the metrics around 

stewardship and outreach. Given the reputational potential for the evidence required to be submitted to 

the Rankings in these areas, this may be something that members want to consider further and engage 

with colleagues within their institutions to highlight. 

 

How Stakeholder Groups are engaging with the SDGs 

Prospective students, whilst having a strong interest in ‘green’ and equality issues in particular, do not 

prioritise a commitment to sustainability as a key choice factor when choosing which university to study 

at. This proxy measure for reputation differs across different geographical areas, with students from the 

developing world more likely to reference sustainability as a choice factor. However, there is sone 

evidence to suggest that universities that perform well in the THE Impact Rankings do to an extent 

attract applicants with more of a focus on sustainability. 

Students currently studying at university do have a stronger interest in their institutions committing to 

key sustainable development actions. Many World 100 members are targeting messages about impact to 

current students as well as alumni. 
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We asked a sample of global academics about how they saw the relationship between reputation and 

sustainable development. Asked whether a university’s efforts with sustainability and the SDGs impacted 

reputation, a large proportion of academics agreed that institutional reputation was affected by efforts 

to some extent (77%). Only 15% of academics from the total sample believed that there was no 

connection between the two. 

Academics from STEM disciplines are most likely to consider sustainability as having an impact on a 

specific institution’s reputation. Social Sciences academics are the least convinced of the link.  Faculty 

from the developing world were more convinced of the relationship. 

The minority of academics who were less positive of the link between reputation and sustainable 

development were often focused on the importance of promoting disciplinary strength, whilst some were 

concerned about the perceived’ political’ focus of the UN SDGs and the challenges of ‘greenwashing’. 

 

How communicators are leveraging sustainable development activities to build reputation 

Those responsible for building reputation in global universities are clear that the using performance 

against the UN SDGs as an externally-validated approach is beneficial for engaging effectively with key 

stakeholders groups. 

Universities that take part in the THE Impact Rankings have been proactive in using their performance in 

those rankings as an engagement tool, recognizing that league table performance resonates with many 

stakeholders. The process that a university goes through in submitting evidence for the Impact Rankings 

is also beneficial in providing examples of impact that can be communicated to help build reputation. 

A number of World 100 member universities have brought their activities together in engaging 

Sustainability Reports, which have the dual benefit of being a scoring metric in the Impact Rankings and 

acting as engagement tools for communicators and leaders.  

Some World 100 member universities have created a strong link between their institutional strategies and 

sustainable development, including structuring priorities around SDGs and developing brand pillars. Some 

institutions have been successful in building unique selling points that link their missions to the 

sustainable development agenda. 

Many institutions have developed effective campaign activity that links sustainable development activity 

to stakeholder focuses, focusing on key concerns such as climate action and also leveraging the benefits 

of engagement around global events such as COP summits. 

Whilst communicators are largely positive about the opportunities, a small number of challenges were 

identified. Participation in the Impact Rankings was noted by some as being an onerous process that 

might divert attention from other activity with the institution. And the sheer breadth of the SDGs can 

make it challenging to focus on activity which helps universities to differentiate themselves from others. 

Finally, communicators were clear that reputation building activity needs to authentically reflect the 

unique research and teaching activity going on within their university, rather than being seen to ‘jump on 

the bandwagon’ or even get involved with ‘greenwashing’. 

Ultimately, the sustainable development agenda provides enormous opportunities for universities to build 

effective messaging that engages with key stakeholder groups and demonstrates the positive impact of 

their institutions. 
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS: 

The research findings have a number of implications for institutions as they think about developing their 

reputation strategies: 

• STRATEGY:   

Universities that have been most successful in harnessing sustainable development initiatives to 

building reputation take a whole institution approach to demonstrating impact.  Orienting 

institutional strategies around the SDGs or specific sustainable development priorities helps to 

bring the vision to life. 

 

• STAKEHOLDERS:   

Many key stakeholder groups are intensely interested in the SDGs specifically or in key sustainable 

development initiatives. Having an independently developed framework against which to 

demonstrate impact is also helpful in that it allows universities to relate directly to stakeholder 

interests. Universities should focus on developing SDG-informed communications programmes that 

target the particular focuses of key opinion-forming groups – students / alumni, governments, 

business, NGOs. 

 

• BALANCE:  

Global academics are a key audience to influence in order to build reputation.  Most academics do 

have a good understanding of the SDGs and agree that demonstrating progress against them helps 

to grow profile. Universities should feature sustainable development activities strongly in their 

engagement with this key audience, recognising that academics in particular disciplines and 

regions have particular interest.  Universities should also recognise that some academics have a 

more nuanced approach to sustainable development and reputation. For many, disciplinary 

excellence remains the key driver of excellence; others are concerned by a perceived political 

focus and 'greenwashing’. Universities should be aware of these factors in designing their 

communications programmes and focus on authenticity. 

 

• DIFFERENTIATION:  

In order to stand out from competitors, universities need to have unique selling points. SDG 

performance data and case studies of impact can be used to help identify points of differentiation 

– but communicators need to be aware of the tendency towards common messaging. Some 

universities have been successful at linking key distinctive elements of their missions to the 

sustainable development agenda – social responsibility at Manchester, land grant mission at 

Virginia Tech, Kyosei at Keio. All institutions should be thinking proactively about harnessing the 

opportunities provided by the SDGs to demonstrate impact and their relevance to society. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1: SAMPLE 

For this research, we surveyed a total of 3,077 respondents across two surveys: international academics 

at top 200-ranked universities globally and prospective international students interested in studying 

outside of their home country. Focus groups were held with reputation leaders at World 100 member 

universities, and further data from Times Higher Education’s Impact Rankings 2023 was used to support 

survey findings. 

 

 

 

                           

 

From the main international academic survey for this research, responses were collected from academics 

across 70 countries globally, with the United States the most represented country. The international 

prospective student sample spread even further, with prospects from 82 countries participating in the 

survey, achieving the highest proportion of representation from Asia and Africa. Reputation leaders who 

contributed to the research were based at World 100 member universities in Australia, Canada, Ireland, 

Italy, Hong Kong and the UK. In total, respondents from 106 countries contributed to at least one survey 

across the three main audiences. 

 

3,078 
respondents

2,165 
Academics

909
Prospective 

Students

25
Reputation 

Leaders

Plus further data from Times Higher Education’s (THE) Impact 

Rankings 2023 
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INTERNATIONAL ACADEMICS 

In which country is your university’s main campus based? (coded by region) 

 

 

 

As well as Europe, there was a high proportion of academic respondents from North America, UK and 

Asia. There were fewer academics from South America and Africa for this audience. 

 

PROSPECTIVE INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 

What do you consider to be your home country? (coded by region) 

  

 

The majority of students surveyed were based in Asia and Africa which is generally geographically 

representative of World 100 member university international student recruitment. The lowest proportion 

of responses came from Australasia, where students are more likely to undertake shorter study abroad 

opportunities than undergraduate and master's level study globally. 

 

Which level of study are you interested in? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Undergraduate | Postgraduate taught | Postgraduate Research 
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APPENDIX 2: CASE STUDIES 

Usage examples of sustainability content available on World 100 member websites 

University of Birmingham 

 

 

University of Bologna 
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University of Galway 

 

 

 

University of Glasgow 
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The University of Hong Kong 

 

 

 

Keio University 
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Kyushu University 

 

 

 

London School of Economics and Political Sciences (LSE) 
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Queen’s University, Canada 

 

 

 

Queen’s University Belfast 
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University of Sheffield 

 

 

University of Sussex 
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University of Wollongong 

 

 

University of Waterloo 
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York University 

 


