Higher Education for Sustainable Transformation

Policy Messages from the HESI Community in 2026
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Introduction

Higher education has a critical role to play in accelerating implementation of the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development and in shaping thinking toward and beyond 2030. Universities and higher
education institutions educate future leaders, generate knowledge and evidence, foster innovation,
support communities, inform policy and help translate global goals into local action.

This policy input document synthesizes key messages emerging from the first meeting of the HESI
Community of Practice, held on 14 April 2026, and from follow-up survey responses submitted by
HESI partners and members. It is intended as a contribution to the 2026 HESI Global Forum, the 2026
High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development, and the Transforming Education Summit +4.

The document distills policy-relevant messages and recommendations from the HESI community on
how higher education can contribute more effectively to sustainable development. It places particular
emphasis on the SDGs under in-depth review at the 2026 HLPF: SDG 6 on clean water and sanitation,
SDG 7 on affordable and clean energy, SDG 9 on industry, innovation and infrastructure, SDG 11 on
sustainable cities and communities, and SDG 17 on partnerships for the Goals, while recognizing the
cross-cutting role of SDG 4.7 on education for sustainable development.

Why higher education matters now

Higher education is at a turning point. Recent global analysis highlights a sector shaped by rapid
technological change, demographic shifts, growing international mobility, financial pressures,
changing labor market expectations, and persistent inequalities in access, quality, completion and
opportunity. At the same time, universities are being called upon to respond to climate change, social
fragmentation, misinformation, digital transformation, and the need for more inclusive and resilient
societies.

In this context, higher education is not only a beneficiary of sustainable development policy; it is also
a driver of transformation. Higher education institutions can help societies understand complex
challenges, develop new solutions, prepare learners for sustainable futures, strengthen public trust
in knowledge, support evidence-informed policymaking and work with communities to implement
practical responses.

The HESI Community of Practice discussions and survey responses point to a clear message: higher
education’s contribution to sustainable development must now move from aspiration to
implementation. This requires a more systemic, inclusive and action-oriented approach across
institutions, disciplines, sectors and regions.



Key policy messages from the HESI community

Move from commitment to implementation

Many higher education institutions have made commitments to sustainability and the SDGs. However,
implementation often remains uneven, fragmented or symbolic. Sustainability may be reflected in
strategies, reports or mapping exercises, but not always embedded in institutional decision-making,
curricula, research priorities, campus operations, partnerships or student experience.

The HESI community emphasized that the next phase of higher education for sustainable
development must focus on practical implementation. This includes addressing barriers such as
limited resources, workload pressures, institutional incentives, fragmented initiatives, lack of
leadership support and uncertainty over how the SDGs connect to existing academic responsibilities.

Policy message: Higher education policies and institutional strategies should prioritize
implementation mechanisms, not only commitments. Sustainability must be integrated into
governance, planning, quality assurance, curricula, research, operations and partnerships.

Embed sustainability across whole institutions and learning systems

Sustainability should not be treated as an additional topic added to already crowded curricula. It
should become part of the core purpose and practice of higher education. This requires whole
institution approaches that connect teaching and learning, research and innovation, operations,
governance, student engagement and external partnerships.

Participants emphasized the need to question existing assumptions in higher education and to
support students, educators and institutional leaders in becoming agents of change. Sustainability
learning should move beyond problem awareness toward action, agency and solutions.

Policy message: Higher education systems should support whole-institution transformation,
enabling sustainability to be embedded across disciplines, learning outcomes, faculty development,
campus life, institutional culture and external engagement.

Put equity, inclusion, human rights and leaving no one behind at the centre

Higher education transformation must be inclusive. Respondents highlighted the importance of
addressing inequalities in access, participation, mobility, resources and opportunity, as well as the
needs of learners and institutions in vulnerable, marginalized or under-resourced contexts.

A sustainable future cannot be achieved if higher education transformation benefits only those
already well positioned to participate. Equity, inclusion, human rights, Indigenous and local
knowledge, gender equality, higher education in crisis contexts, and Global South perspectives should
be central to the future of higher education for sustainable development.



Policy message: Equity, inclusion, human rights and leaving no one behind should be treated as
foundational principles in higher education transformation, including in curricula, research,
institutional strategies, partnerships, financing and international cooperation.

Equip learners with green skills, sustainability competencies and future-ready
capabilities

The transition to sustainable societies requires learners with new combinations of knowledge, skills,
values and capabilities. Respondents emphasized green skills, sustainability competencies, systems
thinking, ethical reasoning, digital and Al literacy, lifelong learning, employability, creativity,
collaboration and civic agency.

Higher education should prepare learners not only for labour markets, but also for active
participation in sustainable transformation. This includes preparing students to work with
communities, governments, businesses and institutions to solve real-world challenges.

Policy message: Higher education should equip learners across all disciplines with sustainability
competencies, green skills and future-ready capabilities, supported by curriculum reform, faculty
development, experiential learning, flexible pathways and student co-creation.

Protect academic freedom and strengthen universities as knowledge producers

Universities play a vital role in generating evidence, advancing critical inquiry and contributing to
public debate. Academic freedom and institutional autonomy are essential for this role. In a context
of misinformation, science backlash and contested evidence, higher education must be able to
produce independent knowledge and support public trust in science and scholarship.

The HESI community emphasized that universities should be recognized as knowledge producers,
conveners and co-creators, able to contribute across disciplines, including science, technology,
humanities, social sciences and the arts.

Policy message: Academic freedom, institutional autonomy and critical inquiry should be protected
as essential conditions for higher education’s contribution to sustainable development, evidence-
informed policymaking and democratic public debate.

Build stronger research-to-policy and knowledge-to-action pathways

A persistent gap remains between research and policy. Policymakers do not always have access to
relevant research, and researchers do not always understand policy needs, timelines or decision-
making processes. Respondents called for stronger mechanisms to connect academic knowledge with
policy and practice.

Suggested approaches included policy briefs, science-policy interfaces, searchable knowledge
platforms, open-access resources, better science communication, multilingual dissemination, and



spaces where policymakers, researchers, communities and practitioners can jointly define problems
and develop solutions.

Policy message: Governments, UN entities, higher education institutions and partners should
strengthen research-to-policy and knowledge-to-action pathways so that academic knowledge can
better inform SDG implementation, national planning, local action and public understanding.

Shape Al and digital transformation through ethics, equity and sustainability

Artificial intelligence and digital transformation are reshaping higher education. Respondents
highlighted both opportunities and risks, including Al-enabled learning, Al for sustainability
research, academic integrity, digital inclusion, future skills, misinformation and the changing nature
of knowledge production.

Al should not be treated only as a technical tool. It should be considered within broader questions of
equity, ethics, public trust, human capabilities and sustainable development.

Policy message: Higher education policies and practices should guide Al and digital transformation
in ways that are ethical, inclusive, transparent and aligned with sustainable development, while
preparing learners and educators to use emerging technologies critically and creatively.

Advance partnerships that deliver practical impact

The SDGs require partnerships that move beyond information-sharing to co-production,
implementation and accountability. Respondents emphasized the need for stronger collaboration
among universities, governments, local authorities, communities, businesses, civil society, students,
publishers, Indigenous and local knowledge holders, and UN entities.

Partnerships should be purpose-driven, inclusive and context-specific. They should support real-
world problem-solving, local implementation, student engagement, community benefit and
measurable progress toward the SDGs.

Policy message: Higher education partnerships should be designed to deliver practical impact, with
clear goals, shared ownership, inclusive participation and attention to local needs, particularly in
relation to SDGs 6,7, 9, 11 and 17.

Recognize higher education as an implementation partner

Higher education institutions are often seen primarily as education or research providers. The HESI
community emphasized that they should also be recognized as implementation partners in national
and local sustainable development efforts.

Universities can support SDG implementation through applied research, policy advice, community
partnerships, skills development, local innovation, data, monitoring, public engagement and student-



led action. They can also contribute to national reporting, Voluntary National Reviews, local
implementation strategies and post-2030 agenda-setting.

Policy message: Member States and policy actors should recognize and engage higher education
institutions as strategic partners in SDG implementation, including in national planning, local
development, skills strategies, innovation systems and evidence-informed reporting.

Strengthen HESI as a bridge between higher education and UN processes

Respondents expressed strong interest in clearer pathways for higher education institutions to
engage with HESI and with relevant UN processes. HESI is well positioned to connect higher
education actors with global policy discussions, including the HLPE TES+4, the SDG 4 process and
post-2030 agenda discussions.

The HESI Community of Practice can help strengthen this role by connecting existing initiatives,
amplifying tools and resources, supporting knowledge exchange, and identifying policy-relevant
messages from the higher education community.

Policy message: HESI should continue to serve as a bridge between higher education and UN
processes, helping translate institutional experience, research, student perspectives and partnership
models into policy-relevant contributions toward and beyond 2030.

Recommendations

Recommendations for Member States and policymakers

e Recognize higher education institutions as strategic implementation partners for the SDGs,
not only as education providers.

e Engage universities in national and local sustainable development planning, including
Voluntary National Reviews, skills strategies, innovation policies, climate plans and local
implementation efforts.

e Support equitable access, participation and completion in higher education, with attention to
marginalized learners, displaced populations, Indigenous communities, women and girls, and
under-resourced institutions.

e Protect academic freedom and institutional autonomy as foundations for evidence-informed
policy, innovation and public debate.

e Invest in sustainable financing for higher education, recognizing its contribution to social
mobility, resilience, innovation and sustainable development.

e C(Create mechanisms for research-to-policy collaboration, including policy labs, advisory
platforms, knowledge repositories and structured engagement between researchers and
decision-makers.

e Support green skills and lifelong learning systems, including flexible pathways,
microcredentials and partnerships with employers and communities.



Promote inclusive digital transformation, ensuring that Al and digital technologies in higher
education support equity, quality, ethics and sustainable development.

Recommendations for higher education institutions

Embed sustainability across the whole institution, including governance, teaching and
learning, research, operations, campus life, partnerships and institutional strategy.

Integrate sustainability across curricula and disciplines, rather than limiting it to specialized
programmes or optional activities.

Invest in faculty development and institutional capacity, enabling educators and academic
leaders to integrate sustainability meaningfully into existing responsibilities.

Equip learners with green skills and sustainability competencies, including systems thinking,
ethical reasoning, digital and Al literacy, collaboration, problem-solving and civic agency.
Strengthen student agency and co-creation, recognizing students as partners in curriculum
development, research, campus transformation, community engagement and policy dialogue.
Uphold academic freedom and critical inquiry, ensuring that universities remain spaces for
independent knowledge production, debate and public reasoning.

Engage with communities and local partners, using higher education knowledge, research
and learning to support practical solutions to local sustainability challenges.

Align institutional strategies with the SDGs and future sustainability priorities, while also
preparing for discussions toward and beyond 2030.

Recommendations for UN entities and international partners

Create accessible pathways for higher education engagement in relevant UN processes,
including HLPE SDG 4 processes and post-2030 consultations.

Support higher education contributions to SDG implementation, including through research,
policy advice, knowledge products, student engagement and local partnerships.

Strengthen knowledge translation between academia and policy, including support for open
access, science communication, policy briefs and multilingual dissemination.

Recognize and amplify contributions from diverse regions and knowledge systems, including
Global South institutions, Indigenous knowledge holders, local communities and
underrepresented groups.

Support partnerships between higher education and governments, communities, business
and civil society, particularly around the SDGs under review at the 2026 HLPF.

Use HESI as a platform for connecting higher education to global policy processes, including
by drawing on Action Groups, the Community of Practice and partner networks.

Contributing members

The following members have contributed to these messages.

1. Akdeniz University
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American University of Sharjah (AUS)

Asia Pacific University of Technology & Innovation (APU)
Botswana International University of Science and Technology
Bryant University

Mahidol University

Egyptian Chinese University

Far Western University

Franklin University Switzerland

. Global Interfaith University, Inc.

. Globally Responsible Leadership Initiative

. Green Mentors

. HESI SDG Publishers Compact Fellows

. Hong Kong Baptist University

. Join EDUC

. KAUST

. Keyano College

. Kumasi Technical University

. La Trobe University

. Marga Institute

. McGill University

. Mohawk College

. Munster Technological University

. Newsweek

. Politeknik Sultan Salahuddin Abdul Aziz Shah

. QS

. SOS International

. St. George’s University

. Sunway University

. The Environmental Association for Universities and Colleges
. The Mohammed VI Foundation for Environmental Protection (FM6E)
. United States Partnership for Education for Sustainable Development
. University College London

. University of Batangas

. University of Huddersfield

. University of Nottingham / University of Nottingham Malaysia Campus
. University of Salford

. University of Sydney

. University of Westminster

. Washington University in Saint Louis

. Yale University

. York University
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