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The research is devoted to the current problem of higher education which is disclosure of data on contribution
to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the reports of Russian universities. The aim of the study is
to analyse, summarize and interpret the open data of Russian universities that have experience in the SDGs
reporting based on the implementation of ESG-principles in their activity. Attempts are made to systematize
the information context of forming sustainable development reports and its subsequent analysis.
Methodologies of leading international universities rankings such as Times Higher Education (THE) Impact
Ranking and QS World University Rankings: Sustainability are discussed from the point of view of the ESG-
principles. The data of reports of more than ten leading Russian universities is analysed. The results of the
study are of interest to researchers in the field of university management, analysts and administrators of
universities interested in promoting the idea of sustainable development in higher education.

1 INTRODUCTION

Focused on the formation of a society with a high
standard of living in the context of environmental,
social and economic (ESG) factors, the concept of
sustainable development is a generally accepted
paradigm for the global economy of the 21st century.
Under the circumstances the higher education is an
important environment for the implementation and
popularization of programs in the interests of
sustainable development, and the universities become
to key drivers of these processes (UNESCO, 2023).

Current studies revealing the practice of foreign
and domestic universities (Usmanov M.R. et al.,
2021; Voevodina E.V., 2022; Cosh A. et al., 2010)
confirm  universities active involvement in
international programs and national projects related
to the implementation of ESG principles. These
principles play an important role in assessing the
achievement of sustainability in three development
dimensions: their impact on the environment, actions
in the field of social objectives and the effectiveness
of organization’s management.

The awareness the domestic academic community
about involving universities in the global ESG agenda
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have become especially relevant recently, which is
due to the emergence of new information requests
from stakeholders who are aware of the importance
of social and environmental challenges of the
economy, as well as the emergence of a new
architecture of public data published by organizations
(OECD-HSE, 2022). Modern universities are making
active attempts to transform their behavior and
performance in accordance with the ecosystem
approach, which is consistent with the principles of
sustainable development (Akberdina V.V., 2022). In
the present situation including in the context of the
global ESG agenda one of key challenges for
traditional management systems of universities is to
build effective mechanisms adapting them to the
specifics sustainable factors (Tomilin O.B., 2022).
Agree with the notion, one aspect should be clarify
that one of such mechanisms can be a public
reporting, which is an important data communication
channel between the university and its stakeholders.
One previous foreign research also emphasizes the
importance of conceptual and organizational changes
in universities, in particular those related to strategic
management and participation in comprehensive
international initiatives aimed at the sustainable



development of local regions and the world as a
whole (Aleixo A.M. et al., 2018).

Thus, the trend-setting ESG agenda has
determined the need for universities to integrate
sustainable principles into their research, outreach
activities and even into their reports they have
published (Aleixo A.M. et al., 2018; Lozano R.,
2010). This ultimately led to the actualization of the
problem of transformation of universities public
reporting including the emergence of new types, such
as Reports on the achievement of sustainable
development goals, or the Sustainable Development
Reports, in which universities seek to disclose
relevant information about the results of their
activities in various directions (Xue Q., 2022;
Krakovetskaya 1.V., 2022).

In view of the above this research is devoted to an
urgent problem in the field of higher education which
is the disclosure of ESG data in the public reporting
of universities. The purpose of the study is analysis of
open data (reports) of Russian universities that have
advanced reporting practices about their Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) Performance.

2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The theoretical and information basis of the study
provides standards, descriptions of the program,
initiatives in the field of Sustainable Development
and various forms of public reports of Russian
universities, including reports on Sustainable
Development revealing the ESG concept.

To achieve this goal general scientific methods
were used, such as synthesis and grouping of data,
comparison of non-financial and financial indicators,
generalization of material, and expert methods
including trend-watching in terms of observation and
analysis of trend ways of representing data by
universities, and systematic approach and
interpretation of analysis results.

3 MATERIALS AND
LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1 An Information Framework for
Sustainable Development Reports

The ESG approach, which was formulated by the UN
in 2015 in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, has become a practical tool for
implementing the concept of  sustainable

development for both business structures and
organizations of knowledge-intensive industries such
as higher education is. The agenda included goals, the
achievement of which ensures uniform and balanced
development of the world in the context of three
components: economic, environmental and social
(SDGs) (Fig. 1).

16 fccusnee § 7 s
D IO SUSTAINABLE

T DEVELOPMENT
z: @ GOALS
Figure 1: Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The UN SDGs are entirely voluntary in nature.
However, current realities indicate that some of Russian
universities are striving to join the practice of representing
data on their contribution to the implementation of SDGs,
thereby broadcasting and declaring the values of
sustainable development of territories in their reports.

By far, there is no single generally accepted approach
to the formation of sustainable development reports either
for universities or for other organizations another
industries. Nevertheless, many of them use key frameworks
for reports preparation and their subsequent analysis, which
are relevant for organisations of all branches and spheres of
economy, the list of which is presented in Fig. 2.

« Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD)
+ Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standards

« Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) guidelines
* Value Reporting Foundation (VRF) principles

« International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) issues

* The International Integrated Reporting Framework (IIRF)

* The International Capital Market Association (ICMA) etc.

Figure 2: List of main Sustainability Reporting Frameworks
and Standards.

Most of the aforesaid documents are relevant and
can be applied by universities that introduce the
concept of sustainable development into their
accounting and analytical systems. In addition, to date
private projects and industry initiatives developed
specifically for the higher education include:

= Alliance for Sustainability Leadership in
Education projects (EAUC, 2022);



= The Higher Education Sustainability Initiative
documents (HESI, 2023);

= The Standards and guidelines for quality
assurance in the European Higher Education
Area (ENQA, 2015);

= Sustainability Accounting Standard
“EDUCATION” by Sustainability
Accounting Standards Board (SASB, 2018).

Furthermore the methodologies of the world's
leading university rankings provide a certain
information basis for assessing the sustainable
development achievements of universities.

3.2 ESG Principles in Global
Universities Rankings

Due to the increased interest by universities
implementing the ESG concept in their activities,
since 2019 the Times Higher Education (THE)
Impact Ranking includes an assessment of
universities’ achievement of 17 SDGs from Fig. 1
(THE, 2023), while the largest scientific publishing
house in the world, Elsevier, provided the necessary
data to facilitate the implementation of this idea.
Statistics show that over the past three years, the
number of universities are included in this rating has
tripled: from 467 universities in 2019 to 1,406
universities in 2022. Therewith in 2022 Russia was
among the countries with the largest number of
universities that disclosed their commitment to the
UN SDGs, along with Japan, Iran, Pakistan, India and
Turkey (Xue Q., 2022).

According to the THE Impact Ranking
methodology, carefully selected balanced indicators
are used to evaluate universities across four aspects.
The first point assessed is the most obvious and
traditional way through which a university can
develop its activities to implement the SDGs. It is the
creation of Research on relevant topics. The second
aspect is Stewardship or Responsible Management,
which includes an assessment of the university’s
available resources, in particular, material and human
assets (employees, teachers, students) and their
impact on the implementation of sustainable goals.
Another point assessed in the THE ranking is
Outreach (education), which incorporates interaction
with local communities, regional or state institutions
and businesses. Under the latter heading, Teaching is
assessed, which is ensuring the transfer of the idea of
sustainable development to students and its
subsequent dissemination by university graduates in
their future employment.

The British agency Quacquarelli Symonds also
publishes a ranking dedicated to the performance of
social and environmental sustainability in higher
education institutions (QS World  University
Rankings: Sustainability 2023). The QS sustainability
ranking methodology consist of eight aggregated key
indicators divided into two sections: environmental
aspect and social impact.

The first group of metrics includes indicators that
are designed to reflect the external impact that the
university has on the contributing to the SDGs in
general, as well as characterizing the scale of its
participation in relevant research and the level of
implementation of the sustainable development
concept in educational programs:

= The rate of Sustainable Institutions disclosed
the information whether the university is a
member of officially recognized climate
initiatives or groups in the field of sustainable
development, whether it has a publicly
accessible and transparent ESG strategy and
whether it publishes emissions data, whether
encourages the development of student
environmental societies, etc.

= The Sustainable Education indicator takes into
account data on the university's academic
reputation in the field of geosciences,
environmental sciences, the availability of
courses devoted to climate issues, and
sustainable development in general. Extra
points are awarded to universities that have
research centres focusing on environmental
sustainability.

=  The Sustainable Research indicator comprises
an assessment of the university’s research
activities in relation to the UN SDGs, as well
as whether the country’s government funds the
university’s development in this area.

The “Social Impact” section includes metrics that
determine the role of universities in solving modern
social problems:

= Equality indicator describes data on the share
of women in the total number of students and
in the total number of faculty, data that reveals
the university’s policy in the field of inclusive
education and support for people with
disabilities.

=  Knowledge Exchange is criterion which
assesses the university’s commitment to
transferring knowledge about the ESG
concept to other institutions and businesses, as
well as through cooperation with other
universities and counterparties regarding the
need to encourage to the SDGs.



= The rate of Impact of Education is
characterizing the quality of education at a
university, the positive influence of its
graduates on the local economic growth, and
the academic reputation of the university as a
whole.

= The Employability and Opportunities
indicator makes it possible to assess the results
of the employment level of university
graduates and their preparedness for current
labour market conditions. Research prepared
at the university in the field of labour
economics, peace, and justice is also taken into
account.

=  The Quality of Life rate is used to form a
general understanding of the university’s
commitment to the contributing of the SDGs
that have a positive social impact beyond its
borders. In addition, scientific research in the
field of quality of life, health, and air pollution
problems in the region is assessed (QS, 2023).

In 2022 five Russian universities such as St.
Petersburg State  University, Kazan Federal
University, Lomonosov Moscow State University,
Peter the Great St. Petersburg Polytechnic University,
RUDN University were included in the QS World
University Rankings: Sustainability.

The development of international university
ranking methodologies certainly contributes to the
expansion of the sustainability concept in higher
education. The information base for calculating the
above indicators is data obtained through special
requests. Consequently by using the SciVal analytical
system the Elsevier database is able to provide
information about university publications connected
with SDGs, patents and other bibliometric indicators
committed to sustainable development. Calculation
and assessment of quality indicators, such as the
existence of mentoring programs, the presence of
environmental communities, student associations on
SDGs issues, requires evidence that can be reflected
in various documents published by the university:
policies, initiatives, social reports. This fact raises the
issue of public availability and transparency of
information on the university’s comprehensive
implementation of the ESG principles in their
activities, which in turn emphasizes the importance of
universities performing data on sustainable
development issues in their public reports. Moreover
the issues of the analytical capabilities of such reports
to reveal various social, environmental and
governance aspects which is in close connection with
the contribution to the Sustainable Development
Goals also deserves attention for further study.

4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The theoretical and information basis of the study
Sustainability reporting is based on a systematic
approach to identifying, assessing and integrating the
organization’s economic, environmental and social
impacts on society and the environment, known as
ESG analysis. In the focus of universities, this type of
analysis manifests in conducting a thorough study of
the strategy, policy, management principles, main
directions and results of the university’s activities in
the educational, scientific and social spheres in terms
of their contribution to the achievement of the UN
SDGs based on the assessment of information on the
quality of training of specialists, the implementation
research projects, including on topics that correspond
to the SDGs, the introduction of innovative
developments and technologies, the corporate
governance and interaction with stakeholders and
society.

As practice shows, domestic universities
collecting data, compiling it and structuring it in
sustainable development reports are based on the
rational use and analysis of information received from
different groups of stakeholders, which allows them
to determine a list of significant topics and rank them
taking into account stakeholder opinions. The
practices and trends some of Russian universities on
the reporting on the SDGs will be considered in more
details.

Since 2017 implementing ESG principles M. K.
Ammosov North-Eastern Federal University (NEFU)
publishes annual reports on achieving the SDGs. A
key feature of NEFU development is a focus on truly
promoting the sustainable development of its region
which is the Far East and the Arctic zone of the
Russian Federation. The university is showing
positive dynamics: in 2021 it was reflected in 16 out
of 17 SDGs, compared to 10 goals in 2020. In the
sustainable development report of 2021 (Savvinov
V.M., 2022), among the key principles of the
university were noted: responsibility for the results of
the impact of decisions made and possible social,
economic and environmental consequences for nature
and society as a whole, as well as consideration of
ethical standards. Since 2021, the university is one of
the world’s 800 best universities and ranks 18th
among national universities in the world ranking THE
University Impact Rankings.

Since 2021, the Ministry of Education and
Science of Russia has been implementing the ESG-
compliant program “Priority-2030”, the key direction
of which is to promote the formation of a large group
of universities-leaders creating new scientific
knowledge, development and technology for their
subsequent introduction into the domestic economy



as well as the social sphere. One of the participants of
this program is the Peter the Great St. Petersburg
Polytechnic University (SPBSTU), which positions
itself as a sustainable university, implementing a
large number of current initiatives in the fields of
hydrogen energy, green biotechnologies, biofuels,
methods of diagnosing diseases, increasing access to
education, etc. (SPBSTU, 2023). The University pays
special attention to the projects in the field of
sustainability of cities and territories, which allowed
it to achieve advanced successes within the
framework of the implementation of the SDG 11:
Sustainable cities and communities. In THE
University Impact Rankings 2022 SPBSTU was
included in the group 101-200 compared with the
group 201-300 in 2021. International experts of the
rating also assessed the significant contribution of
SPBSTU compare to other Russian universities in the
development of the field of urban sustainability,
development of partnerships to achieve the SDGs and
actions against hunger.

As noted in the UN SDGs Report of the Rostov
State University of Economics (RSUE), this
document serves as a tool for monitoring and
managing indicators its commitment to the
Sustainable Development Agenda 2030 (RSUE,
2020). As a leading regional scientific and
educational centre of the South of Russia, the RSUE
declares its interest in achieving primarily the
following SDGs: Quality education (SDG 4), Gender
equality (SDG 5), Decent work and economic growth
(SDG 8), Industry, innovation and infrastructure
(SDG 9), Peace, justice and strong institutions (SDG
16), Partnerships for the goals (SDG 17). The ESG-
paradigm served as the basis for the adoption of the
RSUE strategy until 2025, emphasizing the
contribution of the university to the development of
the ecosystem of the local region and the Russia as a
whole by improving the administrative, scientific and
social infrastructure and digitalizing the educational
process. One of the most interesting parts of the 2021
report was the mention of conclusions and
recommendations for achieving SDGs, which are
formulated and presented in a separate section, as
well as the educational programs that covered the
largest number of training courses, in the framework
of which the problems of the UN SDGs are touched
upon: “Accounting, analysis and audit”, “Hotel and
tourism business”, “Regional economy”.

Since 2019, the practice of reporting data on
sustainable development has been joined by the
Gubkin Russian State University of Oil and Gas
(GU), whose management showed interest in
corporate governance, the SDGs and the problem of
providing accurate and diverse reporting information.
The GU Report of 2020 (GU, 2020) notes the
information base that served as the basis for its

preparation is consisting of the Guide “Business
Reporting on the SDGs”, the Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI) standards, UN documents and the list
of metrics and indexes “Sustainable Development
Vector” and “Responsibility and Openness” by
Russian Union of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs
(RUIE). It is essential that the university’s focus on
achieving the SDGs is enshrined in the strategic
program of its development until 2030 and includes
the following areas: ecological security of fuel and
energy, socially  responsible  environmental
management, creation of new energy
sources/converters, etc. Contributing of SDG 12
“Responsible  consumption and  production”
corresponds to 45 projects of Gubkin University in
the field of natural resources management, 18
projects are devoted to ecology (SDG No 3, 14, 15),
including waste management and land reclamation,
12 projects to Industrial Safety (SDG No 3, 8).

The National Research University “Higher School
of Economics” (HSE) supports the worldwide
practice of ESG reporting and demonstrates this by
publishing the Report on the implementation of its
third mission. In 2021 the report included a
description of more than 200 projects dedicated to the
socially significant work of the university according
to the UN SDGs (HSE, 2021), such as the social
benefit for applicants “Social lift” (SDG 1), volunteer
initiatives, in particular, for reducing energy
consumption (SDG 12), etc. The report also notes the
special role of ethical and value normative acts of the
university, which contain the principles of gender
equality (SDG 5). The fulfilment of SDGs is achieved
through projects aimed at building a comprehensive
network of partnerships of industry leaders and
students, for example, the initiative of the Graduate
School of Business of HSE, which brought together
mentor potential in the field of expert marketing. In
general, the HSE report demonstrates the systemic
strategic activity of the university to solve major
social problems on the basis of ESG-analysis of its
activity.

Kazan (Volga region) Federal University (KFU,
2021), Tyumen Industrial University (TIU, 2021) has
also joined the practice of sustainable development
reporting since 2019. More than that a significant
trend of the last year is the formation of reports on
sustainable development by separate departments or
divisions of Russian universities. For example, in
2022 the Institute of Economics and Management of
Ural Federal University named after the First
President of Russia B. N. Yeltsin (UFU, 2021),
Economic Faculty of Lomonosov Moscow State
University (MSU, 2021) were published a similar
reports for the first time.

In addition, interesting sustainable development
projects adapted to the needs of local regional



stakeholders can be identified. Moscow State Institute
of International Relations (MGIMO) has established
the International Centre for Sustainable Development
and ESG Transformations, which carries out
research, expert analysis and educational work.
Tomsk State University implements digital platforms
“Smart Campus” (Campus UniverCity) within the
direction “Green Campus” and “Green Bridge for
Green Campus” (Krakovetskaya I.V., 2021).

Thereby, the analysis of public reports of Russian
universities that have the practice of performing of
data on the contribution of the UN SDGs leads to the
conclusion of a positive trend of development and
popularization of the ESG agenda among Russian
universities. Regular analysis of the university’s
activities by management team and informing
stakeholders about the results of this work through the
public reporting on sustainable development (on the
achievement of SDGs) can not only draw the
attention of various partners to mutually beneficial
cooperation at all levels, but also encourage other
universities to ESG transformations of its accounting
and analytical activities aimed at enhancing the
quality and accessibility of generated sustainable
development data.

S5 CONCLUSIONS

The public reporting of universities inevitably
changes its content in the context of widespread ESG-
agenda. Today, the leading universities of Russia
have an important challenge to contribute to the UN
SDGs in the context of solving important social issues
on the basis of the analysis of various directions of
their activity: from social and management affairs to
environmental matters.

The study systematized key international
frameworks, including sectoral documents adapted
for higher education, which can serve as a basis for
the formation of reports in the field of sustainable
development and its subsequent analysis. Attention is
paid to the methodologies of leading international
universities Rankings such as Times Higher
Education (THE) Impact Ranking and QS World
University Rankings: Sustainability, which have a
special impact on the ongoing ESG-transformation in
the educational environment.

The analysis shows that Russian universities are
gradually joining the practice of disclosure of data on
their achievement of SDGs, demonstrating their
orientation in favor of sustainable development. The
study analyzed the data of reports of more than ten
leading Russian universities. The described
experience demonstrates innovative methods and
solutions in the field of SDGs and is intended to

encourage other domestic universities to join in
improving their accounting and analytical systems
taking into account the trend of 2030 Agenda, which
will intensify efforts to improve the quality and
availability of generated data in the field of
sustainable development by higher education
institutions in Russia.
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