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By producing cutting-edge research and teaching the sustainability  
champions of the future, universities are at the forefront of the fight for  
a sustainable planet. But the challenge is a huge one and to have a  
substantial impact universities must look beyond the sector and partner  
with organisations elsewhere.

Times Higher Education’s (THE’s) unique Impact Ranking dataset assesses 
how universities are performing against each of the 17 United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Universities demonstrating productive engagement with all sectors of  
society is key to achieving the goals defined by the UN: no significant 
progress can be made by any sector in isolation, and the purpose of the  
THE Impact Rankings is to recognise the role universities play in this.

For each SDG, we collect data and assess universities on several indica-
tors. Many of these indicators look at partnership and related concepts. 
These encompass cooperation with institutions, collaborative work as well as 
various types of support offered by universities to external organisations or 
people. The partners in those relationships include the non-profit and corpor-
ate sectors, other higher education institutions (HEIs), and governmental 
organisations at various levels.

The institutional data for these impact indicators are provided directly by 
universities, which opt in to take part in the exercise. They can submit data on 
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In all regions, the percentage of institutions providing financial support to 
start-ups is significantly lower than those that provide other types of support; 
this difference is largest in South America, with almost all (99 per cent)  
of the 73 participating institutions answering “yes” to the first indicator, but 
only 67 per cent for the second indicator. The 57 participating African  
universities show strong widespread support, with 97 per cent and 83 per 
cent respectively on the two indicators.
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A total of 28 countries have 10 or more institutions in the SDG 1 ranking, 
and hence in those two indicators. Out of those, only in two countries do less 
than half the institutions offer financial support to start-ups: Ukraine and 
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 WPercentage of 
universities 
participating in 
collaborations at 
di�erent geographical 
scopesIndicator Local Regional National Global

Collaborations with health institutions 92% n/a 82% 66%

Cooperation on water security 73% 67% 62% 43%

The above numbers show that there is more national and global collabora-
tion on health than water security. This difference could be due partly to the 
nature of the organisations cooperated with (there are more global health 
institutions than water-focused ones), but also to the topic of those collabora-
tions: health is inherently a global issue, while water security might be more 
localised. 

with organisations in their local area than organisations with national or 
global influence. 

Across the 1,101 universities that provided data for SDG 1 and the 635 that 
provided data for SDG 6, there is a clear decrease in the percentage that 
answered “yes” as the geographical scope broadened: from 92 per cent for 
local health collaborations to 66 per cent for global; and from 73 per cent for 
local water security cooperation to 43 per cent for global.
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Plymouth University has a 
broad array of partnerships 
with various types of organi-
sations. Its vice-chancellor 
Judith Petts says that 
“research in sustainability 
areas, particularly areas of 
climate, environment and 
marine, is almost always 
dependent on partnership 
working because they’re 
very complex, global  
challenges.”

It’s often thought that the 
partnering stage happens 
towards the end of the 
process, when the research 
is translated into business, 
equipment or new ways of 
working, Petts says, but 
actually the process often 
works better when partners 
are involved at the earlier 
stage when the problem is 
being identified and scoped 
out.

When partners are 
engaged in the initial 
research it can sometimes 
be on a low level such as via 
funding one PhD student or 
one project. An example of 
this at Plymouth is its 
connection to Princess 
Yachts, a company that 
makes high-end yachts.

The company is based 
entirely in Plymouth and 
frequently hires engineering 
graduates from the univer-
sity. The partnership was 
developed when it had a 
problem that needed solv-
ing. With several 

manufacturing sites across 
Plymouth, it was moving 
products across sites. “They 
realised that they generate 
huge amounts of potential 
waste in doing this, because 
they’re wrapping everything 
in cardboard and wood and 
crates, and it’s moving 
around from one manufac-
turing site to another.” To 
solve the problem the 
company funded a PhD 
student to run a project 
looking at the cost-benefit 
analysis and waste minimi-
sation with the aim of 
making the system more 
sustainable.

It’s about building a rela-
tionship, Petts says, not just 
asking a business to put 
some money into a project. 
“One of the critical elements 
in that stage is the develop-
ment of trust and confidence 
in the way that you work 
together,” she says.

“Some of our best partner-
ships started with just a 
small project that the 
company wanted a student 
to help with, or perhaps a 
PhD studentship to have a 
look at a little more complex 
problem. And then you lead 
to much larger and more 
long-term partnership  
working, where strategically 
you’re bidding together for 
funding and opportunities, 
etc.”

Other types of partnerships 
at Plymouth involve working 

with much smaller organisa-
tions. As a coastal university, 
one of Plymouth’s specialist 
areas is o�shore wind. In 
that space there are several 
very small companies oper-
ating in new technology 
areas. “They will tend to 
work very closely, but 
almost on a one-to-one 
basis as opposed to having 
a corporate strategic part-
nership,” she says.

Forming partnerships with 
small organisations can be 
tricky, Petts says, as they 
often lack the resources to 
navigate working with a 
university. “That’s when it 
becomes the university’s 
role to be out there and 
o�ering services, almost  
on the basis of trying  
to find those very small 
companies.”

One way they make 
contact with small organisa-
tions at Plymouth is a 
project called Low Carbon 
Devon which lets companies 
bid for some sta� or student 
time to tackle a sustainable 
development problem.

The work isn’t over once 
the university has struck up 
a partnership, however. 
“You have to have a mecha-
nism in-house for maintain-
ing a system of engagement 
with those companies over 
long time periods because 
of course they won’t have a 
question every year that 
they want answering.”

To assist with this, 10 years 
ago the university set up a 
network which now has 
about 10,000 companies in 
it. They engage with around 
1,000 of them each year.

To build in partnership 
working throughout the 
university involves including 
it in the strategic plan, Petts 
says, and considering it in 
every aspect of university 
life, including hiring. “You 
need academics who are 
interested in an outcome.”

When it comes to partner-
ship working, “the most 
successful academics are 
the ones who do multiple 
things. They give advice to 
government committees, 
they sometimes sit on 
government committees, 
they are involved in 
company engagement, 
they’re involved in thinking 
about the next element of 
the research project. And 
they’re always thinking stra-
tegically about what else 
needs to be done.”

View from a vice-chancellor: Judith Petts, vice-chancellor at Plymouth University, and former commissioner 
on the higher education and further education climate commission, representing Universities UK
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At the regional level, North America is the exception in seeing a much 
greater number of universities participate in policy dialogue (91 per cent) than 
both industry services (81 per cent) and assistance to low-carbon innovation 
(76 per cent). This pattern is stronger in the US than in Canada. 

In most countries, institutions are more likely to be involved in policy devel-
opment with governments and to assist industry with energy efficiency than 
to be involved in energy innovation projects. The exception is France, where 
79 per cent contribute to policy development, 86 per cent work with industry, 
and 93 per cent work on low carbon innovation (based on 14 participating 
universities).  

Indonesia shows similar numbers to the US: out of its 21 participating 
universities, 95 per cent are involved in policy advice, but only 81 per cent, 
and 76 per cent in industry, support and innovation assistance.
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Working with regional NGOs and government for SDG policy (17.2.1) had a 
very high response rate, with 100 per cent “yes” response in 18 of the 38 
countries in which 10 or more universities are ranked. The country doing the 
least work in this area is Japan, with only 71 per cent of universities carrying 
out this work, followed by the United States (86 per cent), Poland (87 per 
cent) and Brazil (88 per cent).  

When it comes to participation in cross-sectoral dialogue about the SDGs, 
more than half (22 of 38) of countries had a 100 per cent yes rate from univer-
sities, although, again, Japan had the lowest rate at 79 per cent.  

 Fewer countries had a 100 per cent yes rate for data gathering for the 
SDGs (17.2.3). This may reflect the fact that data collection infrastructure 
differs by country and university involvement may be less vital in countries 
with other systems set up.  

 Canada, Malaysia, South Korea, Philippines, Jordan, China, Ireland and 
France all had 100 per cent yes responses.  

The country with the lowest rate was Ukraine at 66 per cent, followed by 
Japan (71 per cent) and Brazil (73 per cent).

North
America
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 WFigure 7. Percentage of 
universities per type of 
collaboration
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In Romania, the Babeș- 
Bolyai University of Cluj- 
Napoca (UBB)’s Research 
Centre for Sustainable 
Development (CCDD) part-
nered with the government 
to improve awareness of 
sustainable development 
within the country’s public 
authorities and local 
communities. The project 
started in 2020 and is due 
to end in 2030. 

University researchers 
had already built a data-
base tracking regions of 
Romania against 90 
sustainable development 
indicators. Building on this, 

they worked with the 
Department for Sustainable 
Development within the 
Romanian government to 
develop a Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 
Index. 

The purpose of the  
index is to evaluate the 
municipalities, cities and 
counties of Romania 
against the objectives of 
the National Sustainable 
Development Strategy of 
Romania 2030. The index 
creates colourful maps  
so that users can visualise 
the level of progress for 
each region. It also 

monitors progress and 
formulates interventions.  

The university’s lead on 
the project, Professor 
Jozsef Benedek, explained 
the novel aspects of the 
partnership: “We mix the 
classical data sources  
and SDG measurement 
techniques with non- 
conventional or progressive 
data sources and  
measurement techniques, 
represented by big  
data, data from satellite 
images, respectively 
remote sensing and 
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The University of Chile 
collaborated with the Chil-
ean Society of Soil Science 
(SChCS), the Geological 
Society of Chile, the 
College of Geologists and 
the NGO Sustainable Soil to 
propose legislation on a 
General Land Law.

Chile is one of the few 
members of the Organisa-
tion for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development 
(OECD) that does not have 
legislation on its soil. As a 
result, soil in Chile does not 
have a legal regulation that 
protects it as an essential 
natural resource for the 
sustenance of humanity 




