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Abstract
Networks can help implement the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in a variety of ways. They can 
facilitate the sharing of best practices and resources among organisations, enabling them to more effectively imple-
ment the SDGs. They can also help spread awareness on the SDGs and encourage people to take action. Networks can 
also assist coordinate collaborations between different organisations to support the SDGs implementation, especially 
in the academic sector. This study aims to fill the literature gap in assessing the transformative power of sustainability 
networking and reports on a worldwide analysis of the international networks which are believed to have been playing 
a significant role in the implementation of the SDGs in higher education. A concise online questionnaire was designed 
and administered to experts via an expert database mailing list and social networks, and collected 153 responses from 
37 countries. This was complemented by an assessment of a set of case studies, where 5 major sustainability networks—
ESSSR, IUSDRP, SDSN, AASHE and Copernicus Alliance—were evaluated in respect of their scope, target groups, types 
of activities and contributions to the SDGs. The results have highlighted the fact that, whereas assessed networks are 
very active, there is still a perceived need for more concerted actions to allow these networks to become more engaged 
in the implementation of the SDGs. This study suggests some specific actions which may foster a greater collaboration 
among networks in order to maximise the impact of their sustainability initiatives. The process of networking contributes 
to the advancement of sustainability and is closely related with contributions to policy, economic development and 
society, as well as particularly to SDG 17—Partnerships for the Goals. This study supports the role of networking, while 
indicating the need for greater collaboration among networks in order to maximise the impact of their initiatives and 
their transformative power.
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1 � Transformative power of networks evidence

Networks have the power to transform organisations, communities, and even entire societies, creating environments 
for communication and accelerate the share of knowledge and experiences among members. Networking is a long-
standing communication tool. For many decades now, networking has traditionally been used as a communication 
tool in many different sectors. As a source of information, networking is not a current social phenomenon. Networking 
has been used as a source of information for centuries [1]. Human beings use to group with his peers and establish 
relationships of interest that developed over time. Since the twelfth century, information was disseminated through 
groups in ports, universities, and monasteries, constituting information networks [1]. According to Phillips [2], differ-
ent generations view information networking differently, and over the years, the way people obtain information has 
changed. The emergence of the internet and other technological advancements in the twentieth century caused a 
sociocultural shift, leading to changes in people’s behaviour [3, 4]. The process of mediatization, which is a continu-
ous social and technological phenomenon, has transformed the way people communicate.

The advent of Web 2.0 and social networks has revolutionised global communication by enabling “many-to-many” 
communication, as noted by Kaushik [5]. This has led to significant transformations in the way people interact and 
exchange information. In recent years, cyber networks have emerged as a new means of facilitating information 
flow, as observed by Corradini et al. [6]. Through internet access, cyber networking enables individuals to send and 
receive information within the larger online community, as highlighted by Fadhli et al. [7]. These digital technologies 
have unlocked new possibilities for interaction and communication, thus shaping the way we communicate in the 
digital age. The increasing prevalence of digital networks has made them an indispensable source of information 
worldwide, rendering physical contact unnecessary for communication [7]. By connecting individuals and groups 
to one another, networks can facilitate collaboration and communication, facilitating resource, knowledge, and idea 
sharing. They may also open up new avenues of communication and exchange that can lead to innovative solutions 
and new opportunities. It allows for easy transfer of knowledge and resource sharing while enhancing communica-
tion and increasing the availability of information [4]. This can have a ripple effect, leading to positive change and 
growth in areas such as business, education, and healthcare.

Networking technology has revolutionised communication, making information more accessible and enabling 
people to connect instantly worldwide [2, 7]. The process of mediatization of networks has become an essential 
information technology for communication between people. With this new technology, a large number of informa-
tion networks have emerged [7]. The networks allowed the expansion and spreading of information. Nowadays, it is 
possible to instantly connect and communicate with individuals all over the world. Networking is an environment of 
collaboration, leveraged to introduce a variety of opportunities for a wide range of people, including best practices, 
jobs and career advancement [2]. They serve as intermediaries between individual and collective structures [3], pro-
moting the expansion and dissemination of information. The emergence of networking as a source of information 
has sparked interest and debate. The use of network language in academic discourse and its popularity in scientific 
research as a tool for data collection and information transfer has increased the diversity of points of view and effi-
ciency of the research process [8]. In the scientific field, the use of information networks for data collection and as 
part of research methodology became popular and provided opportunities to obtain information and results from 
different countries [9–11]. This has enabled scientific research to encompass a more diverse range of perspectives 
and increased the efficiency of data collection. Additionally, data collection has become more efficient and less 
time-consuming. As a result, many studies have adopted this method as a tool for data collection and instrument 
of information transfer, such as those conducted by Paunovic et al. [12], Sakuljao et al. [13], Liu et al. [14], and Leal 
Filho et al. [11].

Networking is a key technological foundation for the organisational structure of the Information Age, and it can 
take various forms, such as formal or informal, short-term or long-term [2]. Through networking, individuals can influ-
ence or be influenced by the information they receive. However, a common challenge of networking is the reliability 
and quality of the information, which can affect people’s perception and opinion on critical topics [15]. The prolifera-
tion of fake or incorrect information is a particular concern in cyber networking, where sources of information are 
not always credible or controllable [16]. The employment of networks as a dissemination of information requires a 
detailed understanding of the target audience [4, 17]. By designing the network topology, the information transfer 
function can be optimised [4]. Many educational organisations and enterprises have formed networks that allow for 
cooperation and foster transparency. These networks also promote sustainable development [17]. Several arguments 
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underscore the importance of understanding the transformative power of networks, and to which extent they may 
benefit as agentic resources. Networks are inherently dynamic and they can become a liability. Conversely, if adopted 
with acuity, they can show relevance for innovation, problem-solving, and engagement on trending topics, leading to 
innovation and transformations, be it organisational, inter-organizational or social [3, 17]. As networks become more 
pervasive, they may become increasingly instrumental in driving transformation and progress in our world, which is 
a key feature of social morphology [3, 18]. They presently play a fundamental role in the implementation of the SDGs.

There is a perceived need to investigate the connections between networks and sustainable development, allowing 
to fill research gaps. Thus, research is needed to investigate how different networks can contribute to sustainable devel-
opment in the academic sector. This could include studying how information networks can be used to share knowledge 
and resources and how social networks can be used to raise awareness and promote positive behaviour change. Based 
on these various and complex interactions and contributions of networks and their roles towards sustainability, this 
paper aims to report on an exploratory worldwide analysis of the international networks which are believed to have 
been playing a role in the implementation of the SDGs in higher education.

2 � Networking and sustainable development

The United Nations (UN) highlights the need to foster global partnerships that aid in the achievement of sustainability 
[19]. Sustainable Development Goal 17 put forward the call to revitalise the global partnership for SD. Target 17.16 states 
that the proposed partnership must be “complemented by multi-stakeholder partnership (MSP) that mobilise and share 
knowledge, expertise, technology and financial resources to support the achievement of the sustainable development 
goals in all countries” [20]. The MSP is defined as “an ongoing collaborative relationship between or among organisa-
tions from different stakeholder types aligning their interests around a common vision, combining their complementary 
resources and competencies and sharing risk, to maximise value creation towards the Sustainable Development Goals 
and deliver benefit to each of the partners” [21]. Fostering partnerships between universities and communities can play 
a vital role in bolstering the execution of comprehensive sustainability initiatives and contribute to the achievement of 
specific UN SDGs [22].

The SDG Partnership Guidebook [23] refers to network development as one of the main ways to enhance the effects 
of collaborative interactions between multi-stakeholder partnerships in integrating Sustainable Development initiatives. 
According to this Guide, many categories of MSP encompass many types of collaborative arrangements with quite dif-
ferent qualities. These partnerships can include only a few organisations or group hundreds of institutions [23].

Gulati et al. [24] define a social network in a broad sense as a “set of nodes (e.g., persons, organisations) linked by a 
set of social relationships (e.g. friendship, transfer of funds, overlapping membership) of a specified type”. In their most 
comprehensive perspective, organisational networks might be formed by a multitude of actors such as the private sec-
tor, the government and their agents, non-governmental organisations and civil society organisations [25, 26]. Under 
a sustainable development context, networking can refer to systems designed for transferring information between 
organisations, or it may occur through transferring knowledge within groups of people. This knowledge can further be 
disseminated to other individuals, expanding the knowledge transfer. Networking has been shown to allow information 
exchange with a large group of socioeconomic agents while ensuring that they participate in processes or activities 
that shape sustainable development [27, 28]. Networks are also crucial for value creation, brand building, and strategic 
positioning across all sectors of the economy. In the context of sustainability and digitalization, these platforms play a 
pivotal role in enhancing international competitiveness, based on both intellectual and social capital [29–31].

More specifically, networks allow different organisations to connect and support each other, especially during innova-
tion tasks crucial to sustainable development [32]. The main features of a sustainable network (SN) are described in Fig. 1.

Concerning Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), and since the Ubuntu Declaration at the UN Johannesburg Summit 
in 2002, HEIs have pledged to strive for a new global learning environment that fosters collaboration and knowledge-
sharing between institutions across all levels and sectors of education worldwide, with a particular emphasis on educa-
tion and sustainability. According to the Ubuntu Declaration, this space could facilitate international networking and 
the creation of regional centres of excellence to bring together different educational institutions [33]. Additionally, 
networking has proven beneficial to sustainability at universities. Networking among different institutions has been 
shown to increase sustainability on campuses [34]. More specifically, sustainability awards have been developed, which 
create good incentives for institutions and intensively link them [35]. This has allowed for effective engagement and 
networking between the award committees and campuses, promoting a positive movement towards sustainability. 
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Unfortunately, such initiatives have been better received in developed countries as opposed to developing countries 
due to the difference in capabilities [36]. Furthermore, universities are capable of initiating education for sustainable 
development. This has been proven to diffuse well through social networks and allow regional sustainability [37]. The 
use of the SN approach to boost sustainable development initiatives has been employed in several societal areas, such 
as higher education, smart cities, and food production, to cite a few.

It was found that universities could use networking to initiate social change. A study by Zabaniotou [38] showed the 
ability of a Mediterranean university to initiate informal changes that promoted gender equality. This was carried out 
through the use of networks to mobilise resources from students and staff to initiate gender equality initiatives in the 
area. More specifically, a community practice was created with gender equality policies that promoted the achievement 
of sustainability goals. With focus on transitioning to the workforce, De Schepper et al. [39] highlights the significant 
role of social networks in graduates’ transition from their higher education studies to the labour market. Despite the fact 
that the effectiveness of these networks depends on their approaches, characteristics and resources, higher education 
institutions have a key role in fostering the connection between the academic and professional worlds.

Furthermore, networking amongst small cities has proven to be helpful in supporting regional sustainability. Local 
municipalities are able to share information about planning that can ensure long-term sustainability. In doing so, cities 
are better able to address socioeconomic problems, which support the achievement of the SDGs, while ensuring overall 
sustainability in their regions [40]. The study by Chaudhuri et al. [41] summarises existing worldviews on the role of farm-
ers’ social networking/learning on rural development in India. The authors highlight that the cyclic and unsustainable use 
of natural resources has led Indian society to socio-environmental severe crises. These crises have resulted in significant 
problems related to food insecurity, groundwater depletion, energy scarcity, and loss of livelihoods. In light of these 
circumstances, participatory action through farmers’ social networks provided an effective tool to enhance resilience. 
Accordingly, the dissemination of new knowledge and ideas was linked to the extent of farmer-to-farmer interaction, 
specifically through friendship and peer-advising networks.

3 � Methods

Against this complex background of needs, this study focuses on how users perceive the contribution of networks 
to the implementation of the SDGs and which networks have been used to receive information about those goals 
in the context of higher education. Consistent with this aim, a cross-sectional study was conducted, to gather infor-
mation from a variety of users, following previous experiences of the authors involved [10, 42, 43]. To this purpose, 
a concise online questionnaire was designed and administered to experts via an expert database of mailing list 
and also through social networks, i.e., Facebook and Twitter. The survey, disseminated via Google Forms, consisted 
of four questions. The first two questions pertained to demographic information (country and type of institution), 
while the third and fourth questions were centred on networks. Specifically, participants were asked, “How do you 
rate the contribution of networks in the implementation of the SDGs?” and “Which networks do you utilise to obtain 

Fig. 1   Features of sustainability networks.  Source: Authors
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information on activities related to the SDGs?”. The third question was structured using a Likert scale, and the fourth 
permitted multiple responses, allowing participants to select from a list of the most prominent global and regional 
networks identified in the literature.

The nature of the research, the methods used, and the fact that no personal data was stored or can be traced 
back to individuals, conforming with General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) standards, means that the study is 
not subject to an ethics permit, as specified by the Association of Medical Ethics Committee in Germany, the body 
responsible for such assessments in the country leading this study. The online survey was conducted over a period 
of 12 weeks, from May to July 2021. Table 1 presents the questionnaire applied.

Apart from the survey and statistical analysis (Kruskal–Wallis tests and Scheffe’s multiple comparison test) to assess 
whether there are differences in how public and private types of institutions and institutions from different regions 
rate the contribution of networks, an assessment of a set of selected known network case studies was undertaken. 
These case studies follow the approach used in similar studies on sustainability in higher education [25, 44, 45]. The 
5 major sustainability networks according to the sample were analysed in respect of their scope, target groups, types 
of activities and contributions to the SDGs, based on information from their webpages as well as supporting scientific 
publications and reports. The results of the study are presented in the next section.

Table 1   Survey instrument.  
Source: Authors

Your country

Type of Institution () Public
() Private
() Other

How do you rate the contribution of 
networks in the implementation of 
the SDGs?

() Not important at all
() Not so important
() Average
() Important
() Very important

Which network do you use to obtain 
information on activities related to 
the SDGs?

() AASHE—Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in 
Higher Education

() ACTS—Australasian Campuses Towards Sustainability
() AESS—Association for Environmental Studies and Sciences
() ARIUSA—Alianza de Redes Iberoamericanas de Universidades 

por la Sustentabilidad y el Ambiente
() CIRSES—Collectif pour l’Intégration de la Responsabilité 

Sociétale et du développement durable dans l’Enseignement 
Supérieur

() COPERNICUS Alliance—European Network on Higher Educa-
tion for Sustainable Development

EAUC—The Alliance for Sustainability Leadership Education
() ESSSR—European School of Sustainability Science and 

Research
() GUNI—Global University Network for Innovation
() GUPES—Global Universities Partnership on Environment for 

Sustainability
() IARU—International Alliance of Research Universities
() IUSDRP—Inter-University Sustainable Development Research 

Programme
() KAGCI—Korean Association for Green Campus Initiative
() KGUN—Kenya Green Universities Network
() NSCN—Nordic Sustainable Campus Network
() SDSN—Sustainable Development Solutions Network
() SEPN—Sustainability and Education Policy Network
() UAS—University Alliance for Sustainability
() ULSF—Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable 

Future
() Other



Vol:.(1234567890)

Research	 Discover Sustainability           (2024) 5:380  | https://doi.org/10.1007/s43621-024-00591-x

4 � Results and discussion

A total of 153 responses from 37 countries1 were collected (Fig. 2). Most respondents are from public institutions, 64%, 
while 26% are from private ones. The remaining responses, 10%, were mainly from community institutions and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). Regarding the perceived contribution of networks in the implementation of the 
SDGs, nearly all respondents recognise this role as “important” (25%) or “very important” (70%). Only 2% consider them 
not so important (1.3%) and “not important at all” (0.6%), or indicated average importance (3%).

A Kruskal–Wallis test was performed to examine whether there is a statistically significant difference in how public 
and private types of institutions rate the contribution of networks in implementing the SDGs. The test results indicated 
no significant difference in the contribution of networks in implementing the SDGs across different types of institutions 
χ2 (2, N = 139) = 0.651, p = 0.722. Additionally, a Kruskal–Wallis test was also conducted to assess whether there are sta-
tistically significant differences in how the contribution of networks to the implementation of the SDGs is rated across 
different regions. Similarly, the test revealed that there are no statistically significant differences in the ratings of network 
contributions among the regions surveyed χ2 (5, N = 139) = 4.732, p = 0.449.

The significance of this data lies in its global reach and the diverse representation of respondents from so many differ-
ent countries. It reflects a broad spectrum of perspectives, with a majority of respondents coming from public institutions, 
followed by private institutions, community organisations, and NGOs. The fact that nearly all respondents recognize the 
importance of networks in the implementation of the SDGs is noteworthy. This underscores the widespread acknowl-
edgment of the crucial role that collaborative networks play in advancing sustainability efforts. The high percentage 
of respondents who consider this role as “very important” (70%) highlights the strong consensus on the significance of 
networks in achieving the SDGs. This data suggests that there is a global understanding of the importance of collabo-
rative efforts and networks in addressing and achieving the SDGs, emphasising the need for continued support and 
engagement in such initiatives.

Fig. 2   Countries participating in the study.  Source: Authors

1  Full list of participant countries and number of responses per region: Africa (n = 6, Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria, South Africa), Asia/Oceania 
(n = 20, Australia, Bangladesh, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Iran, Japan, Pakistan, South Korea, Sri Lanka, United Arab Emirates, Vietnam), Europe 
(n = 57, Austria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Latvia, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Scotland, Serbia, Spain, 
Sweden, United Kingdom), Latin America (n = 49, Brazil, Mexico, Peru) and North America (n = 20, Canada, United States).
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Table 2   List of networks most reported by the enquired experts to obtain information on the SDGs (n = 153).  Source: Authors

Network
Percentage

Acronym Name and scope

European School of Sustainability Science and Research (Regional) 42

Inter-University Sustainable Development Research Programme 

(Global)
35

Sustainable Development Solutions Network (Global) 33

Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education 

(Global)
26

European Network on Higher Education for Sustainable Development 

(Regional)
17

Association for Environmental Studies and Sciences (Regional) 9

Global University Network for Innovation (Global) 9

University Alliance for Sustainability (Global) 8

Global Universities Partnership on Environment for Sustainability 

(Global)
7

UN related networks 6

The Alliance for Sustainability Leadership Education (Global) 5

Alianza de Redes Iberoamericanas de Universidades por la 

Sustentabilidad y el Ambiente (Regional)
5

International Alliance of Research Universities (Global) 4

Sustainability and Education Policy Network (Global) 4

Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future (Global) 4

Australasian Campuses Towards Sustainability (Regional) 3

Collectif pour l’Intégration de la Responsabilité Sociétale et du 

développement durable dans l’Enseignement Supérieur (National –

France)

2

Kenya Green Universities Network (Regional) 2

Nordic Sustainable Campus Network (Regional) 2

PRME related networks 2

Other 31

None 3
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Table 2 presents the list of networks most used by the sample to obtain information on activities related to the SDGs. 
The five most referred networks include the European School of Sustainability Science and Research (ESSSR), the Inter-
University Sustainable Development Research Programme (IUSDRP), the Sustainable Development Solutions Network 
(SDSN), the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE), and the European Network 
on Higher Education for Sustainable Development (COPERNICUS Alliance). Completing the list of top 10 networks there 
are the Association for Environmental Studies and Sciences (AESS), the Global University Network for Innovation (GUNI), 
the University Alliance for Sustainability (UAS), the Global Universities Partnership on Environment for Sustainability 
(GUPES) and UN-related networks (e.g., United Nations Development Programme, United Nations Association of the 
United States of America, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, United Nations Environment 
Programme, United Nations Economic and Social Council). The diversity and scope of networks involved underline the 
transformative power of networking in contributing to the advance of the SDGs.

Based on these 10 main sustainability networks (Table 1), Fig. 3 shows the distribution of responses per region. Whereas 
in North America over 70% of respondents indicated AASHE, in Europe the ESSSR is the most expressive network. The 
regional network run by the COPERNICUS Alliance also has many responses from Europe. On the other hand, although 
also a regional network, ESSSR has expressive participation in other regions as well. SDSN also showed a presence in 
Europe, Latin America, and Asia/Oceania.

A Kruskal–Wallis test was performed to examine differences in the five most reported networks by the surveyed 
respondents from each region. The test revealed statistically significant differences among the regions for the IUSDRP 
(H(4) = 21.911, p < 0.001), indicated by 24 respondents; AASHE (H(4) = 20.079, p < 0.001), reported by 37 respondents; and 
COPERNICUS (H(4) = 21.225, p < 0.001), listed by 24 respondents. However, no significant differences among the regions 
were observed for the networks ESSSR (H(4) = 7.789, p = 0.100), indicated by 59 respondents, and SDSN (H(4) = 7.803, 
p = 0.099), pointed out by 18 respondents. In summary, the results of the Kruskal–Wallis test indicate that the region in 
which the respondent lives influences the networks they report.

Scheffe’s multiple comparison test was applied to determine precisely which pairs or combinations of regions differ in 
terms of the average number of mentions for each of the five most frequently listed networks by the surveyed sample. 
This test was chosen for its conservative approach, which makes it highly recommended for cases with deviation from 
normality [46]. The averages for AASHE differ significantly across the analysed regions. Specifically, North America has 

Fig. 3   Distribution of responses among the main assessed networks, per region.  Source: Authors
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a percentage of 10.79%, which is significantly higher than the proportions of this network’s mentions in Asia (2.16%), 
Europe (5.76%), and Latin America (5.76%). A significant difference was also found when comparing the COPERNICUS 
network between Europe (13.67%) and North America, as no respondents from North America mentioned this network. 
This result is expected, given that COPERNICUS is a European network. Finally, the test results for the IUSDRP network 
indicate a statistically significant difference between regions. The data show that, within the surveyed sample, respond-
ents from South America (10.79%) referred to this network more than those living in Europe (3.60%) and North America 
(0.72%). This result highlights the network’s efforts to foster cooperation strategies in Latin America.

Since the establishment of the 2030 Agenda and its 17 SDGs [20], strategic networks have been emerging throughout 
the globe, aiming to respond to the international challenges associated with sustainable development [47]. The high 
percentage of respondents who rate networks in the SDGs context as very important (70%) and important (25%) endorse 
Rasiah et al. [32] views on the potential of networks in offering effective support for sustainable innovation, and is a way 
for disadvantaged countries and local communities to get access to information.

The highly cited networks in the survey responses are also the most prominent networks in the sustainability literature. 
It is interesting to note that even regionally focused networks based on Europe, e.g., ESSSR and COPERNICUS, and in 
North America (AESS) are embraced by respondents from other countries such as Brazil, Ghana, Pakistan or Iran, among 
others. Each network, either at national, regional or global level, brings with it a unique perspective and a potential in 
contributing to the SDGs.

Since HEIs have been working on sustainability issues, and in the implementation of the principles of sustainable 
development long before the 2030 Agenda was agreed upon, they are now in a unique position to assist with its imple-
mentation, having the potential to meet the many international challenges associated with the implementation of the 
SDGs. Among the top five networks sampled, four of them are straightly connected to HEIs, i.e., ESSSR, IUSDRP, AASHE, 
and COPERNICUS, placing sustainability as a capital concern of HEIs initiatives and bringing the sustainable development 
implementation to a mainstream position of HEIs strategies.

An extensive literature review on the integration of sustainability teaching in HEIs, by Moreno Pires et al. [48] shows 
that despite being diagnosed before, barriers to the implementation of SDGs in the scope of HEIs persist. The lack of 
network cooperation among HEIs is pointed out. According to the same authors, positive associations are found when 
SDG commitment involves the signing of declarations or initiatives, thus positively contributing to SDG implementation. 
Because HEIs have organisational autonomy in teaching and research activities, they are able to benefit from coopera-
tion, such as those involved in sustainability networks knowledge sharing and commitment. The associations behind 
international networking sustainability initiatives, presented in Table 1, promote and support education and research 
on sustainability, shaping the development of an education policy for sustainability, as advocated by Ng [49]. The same 
authors highlight the role of institutional network strengthening, carried out by the (IUSDRP, facilitating know-how 
transfer through high-standard publications, achieved through international knowledge exchange cooperation with 
information and communications technology (ICT) playing a fundamental role in the degree of innovation [50]. The role 
of stakeholder engagement is visible in the responses obtained in the survey of this study, considering the international 
networking and the role of SDGs in HEIs, as emphasised by Schantz et al. [51]. The same authors state that while HEIs are 
able to choose how to align with SDGs over the next coming years, it will not be possible to determine how SDGs will 
be used to assess them.

The second data collection strategy used, namely the analysis of a set of case studies with 5 major sustainability 
networks, also led to interesting results. They were assessed in respect of their scope, target groups, and contributions 
to the SDGs.

ESSSR with a research scope and target group formed by researchers, the network aims “to provide a framework upon 
which teaching and research within the remit of sustainability science may be further developed at European universities” 
[52]. The strategies to reach the network’s goal include joint, digitally-oriented teaching programmes, research projects, 
research training and dissemination of outcomes in scientific publications. The contribution to the SDGs is expected 
to happen by means of this support offered to research and the key role it plays in paving the way for concrete action 
across all goals [9, 53].

IUSDRP as the ESSSR network, IUSDRP has a research scope and researchers as its key target group. The main aim of the 
network is “to establish a platform through which member universities can undertake more research on matters related 
to sustainable development” [54] and it recognises the need for more sustainable development research to support the 
implementation of the SDGs. The action areas of IUSDRP include increasing research income by means of collabora-
tive research bids; enhancing institutional profiles on sustainable development, especially by making research more 
interdisciplinary and with increased visibility; increasing the intake of PhD students and training a new generation of 
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sustainability experts; and increasing publication outputs, especially through collaborative efforts among international 
research teams [11].

SDSN this is a United Nations network set up in 2012 and especially dedicated to actions around the SDGs and climate 
change in universities, think tanks and laboratories. Its scope is directed towards research and policy, with the target 
group being the academic community and practitioners. The network activities involve free online education, guidelines 
for sustainability solutions, sustainability reporting and dissemination of content and news, and thematic priorities 
include education, energy and climate, land use and water, biodiversity, and urban development [55]. One of the best-
known initiatives of SDSN is the Sustainable Development Report, published annually, reporting on the progress made 
towards the SDGs [56].

AASHE the scope of this network is directed towards campus operations and includes academic and operation staff as 
the main target group. In addition to a series of events dedicated to promoting awareness and localization of the SDGs 
[57], the network has a dedicated sustainability assessment tool [58] and constantly assesses the status of sustainability 
professionals in higher education [59]. These strategies exemplify the potential of the network in not only advancing 
sustainability in the sector but also in promoting the SDGs at different levels.

Copernicus Alliance this network focuses on academic activities and has academic and operations staff as primary 
target groups. The Alliance started 30 years ago and signatory universities self-committed to principles of sustainable 
development. Engagement opportunities include conferences, cooperation funds and monthly exchange meetings [60]. 
The SDGs are cross-cutting themes in these initiatives, and the Alliance promotes not only Education for Sustainable 
Development but also informs tools and frameworks for policy-making [61].

The case studies reveal some interesting trends. The first is the fact that research-oriented networks such as ESSSR 
and IUSDRP tackle several different SDGs. Secondly, some networks such as COPERNICUS, and AESS are able to mobilise 
academic staff and operations staff. Also, networks such as AASHE prioritise campus operations and tend to mobilise 
that audience more intensively than others. But despite the potential of collaboration between sustainability networks, 
some elements hinder their joint efforts. Some of these are:

1.	 Lack of trust Developing trust between different sustainability networks is essential for successful collaboration, but 
it can be difficult to foster when many of the members are unfamiliar with each other.

2.	 Lack of resources Sustainability networks often have limited resources and can struggle to provide the necessary 
materials and financial support needed to make collaborations successful.

3.	 Different priorities Different sustainability networks may prioritise different goals and objectives, making it difficult 
to find common ground.

4.	 Incompatible systems Different sustainability networks may use different systems and technologies, making it difficult 
to share information and collaborate.

5.	 Geographical boundaries Sustainability networks may be located in different regions or countries, making it difficult 
to coordinate efforts.

Whereas sustainable development is a concept that focuses on creating a world where economic, social, and envi-
ronmental well-being can be maintained for the long-term, and many networks work hard to achieve these goals, it is 
important to understand how different networks work, to promote a more sustainable society. All networks are essential 
for sharing resources, ideas, and knowledge, and they can be used to promote sustainable practices at all levels of soci-
ety. However, it is useful to know their remits, areas of work and the communities they are able to reach and mobilise.

5 � Conclusions

This paper has investigated the transformative power of networking in the implementation of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals. It used an analysis of the literature, complemented by a survey undertaken using Google Forms, centred 
around two primary inquiries, i.e., how to evaluate the impact of networks in advancing the SDGs as well as which net-
works are employed to access information concerning activities associated with the SDGs.

The evidence gathered allows some conclusions to be made.
First and foremost, there are various international networks which are believed to have been playing a significant 

role in the implementation of the SDGs. A number of them focus on the higher education sector, whereas others reach 
different groups.
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Secondly, whereas these networks aim to link people, they have specific remits. Some focus on events, others on 
research and others on a mixture of both. Thirdly, some networks have a global remit, whereas others have a regional 
one. Despite their different approaches and focus, collaborative networks enable the collection and sharing of data, 
which is important for tracking progress, identifying gaps and foster collaboration.

The significance of the results from this study lies in its global reach and the diverse representation of respondents 
from many different countries. It reflects a broad spectrum of perspectives, with most respondents coming from public 
institutions, followed by private institutions, community organisations, and NGOs. Nearly all respondents recognize the 
importance of networks in the implementation of the SDGs. This underscores the widespread acknowledgement of the 
crucial role that collaborative networks play in advancing sustainability efforts. The high percentage of respondents 
who consider this role as “very important” (70%) highlights the strong consensus on the significance of networks in 
achieving the SDGs. This suggests that there is a global understanding of the importance of collaborative efforts and the 
transformative power of networks in addressing and achieving the SDGs, emphasising the need for continued support 
and engagement in such initiatives.

The statistical analyses revealed no significant differences based on institution type or region in terms of perceived 
contribution of networks to the implementation of the SDGs. However, when examining the five most reported networks 
by respondents across regions, statistically significant differences were found for IUSDRP, AASHE, and COPERNICUS, indi-
cating regional influences on network reporting. Specifically, North America had the highest mentions of AASHE, while 
COPERNICUS was predominantly mentioned in Europe, and IUSDRP was more frequently reported by respondents from 
South America. The study concludes that regional context significantly influences network participation and reporting.

In addition to the survey, an in-depth examination of a curated selection of established network case studies was 
conducted. This analysis encompassed the study of five prominent sustainability networks, delving into their overarch-
ing objectives, intended beneficiaries, the array of activities they engage in, and their tangible contributions to the 
SDGs. These case studies yielded noteworthy insights. It becomes evident that research-focused networks like ESSSR 
and IUSDRP are actively addressing multiple SDGs, indicating a broad and interconnected approach to sustainability 
challenges. This underscores their adaptability and comprehensive commitment to addressing diverse global issues. 
Furthermore, some networks, exemplified by COPERNICUS and AESS, demonstrate the capacity to effectively mobilise 
both academic and operational resources. This dual engagement reflects their ability to draw upon a wide spectrum of 
expertise and logistical support, further enhancing their impact on sustainability objectives. Conversely, networks like 
AASHE concentrate their efforts on enhancing sustainability within campus operations. This targeted approach tends 
to resonate more strongly with the academic community, as it directly addresses and involves them in the pursuit of 
sustainable practices on campus. However, despite the evident potential for collaboration among sustainability networks, 
certain barriers hinder their collective endeavours. These challenges may include logistical, organisational, or ideological 
disparities that limit the synergy and combined impact that these networks could potentially achieve. Thus, while there 
is substantial promise in network-based sustainability initiatives, there are obstacles that need to be navigated to fully 
harness their collaborative potential.

Sustainable development networks may serve the purposes of informing about political frameworks, assisting in 
the design and implementation of international, national and local sustainability processes, and providing a fertile 
ground for social-ecological transformation. Through target group-specific dialogue processes, constructive exchanges, 
intensive cooperation and mutual inspirations, they are an important ally in implementing sustainability principles into 
practice. The transformative nature of sustainability-oriented networks may be better understood, if it is considered 
that they not only provide information, but also act as platforms to share best practices, develop new approaches, and 
build capacity. Combined, these elements can support more cohesive and effective sustainability strategies. By pooling 
their knowledge and resources, these networks can develop scalable solutions to sustainability challenges that can be 
implemented on a larger scale. In this way, sustainability networks have the potential to create a lasting impact among 
the communities they serve.

This paper has some limitations. The first one is the sample of respondents, which is not enough to cater for definitive 
conclusions. The sample has been recruited using social and scientific networks, and therefore respondents may have a 
positive bias towards the use of such networks. The second limitation is the fact that the study was undertaken on-line 
and did not cater for a wide participation, with unbalanced number of participants from some regions. In particular, 
Eastern Europe, Africa and Northern Asia were not duly represented which is a shortcoming. Moreover, the paper had 
specific research questions in mind, and did not aim to explore all aspects associated with sustainability. Despite these 
constraints, the paper provides a welcome addition to the literature, since there are many research needs as far as the 
connections between sustainability networks and the SDGs are concerned. In any case, the authors believe that this 
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article focusing on the specific roles of some widely known networks in contributing to SDGs implementation will serve 
as a clear illustration of the transformative power of networking.

Since many networks seem to work in an isolated manner, much could be gained by a greater dialogue among them, 
so as to seek synergies among the activities they undertake in respect of the implementation of the SDGs—particularly 
regarding SDG 17—Partnerships for the Goals, hence widening the impact of their work, reducing the risks of duplica-
tion and maximising synergies. Overall, there are some suggested key advantages of sustainability networks working 
together. These include:

1.	 Increased collaboration Sustainability networks bring together like-minded individuals and organisations who are 
committed to making a positive contribution to the environment. This increased collaboration provides an oppor-
tunity to share ideas and resources, as well as to work together on projects promoting sustainability.

2.	 Enhanced awareness By working together, sustainability networks can help raise awareness of environmental issues 
among a larger audience, as well as support individual efforts being made to increase the visibility of sustainability 
themes. This improved visibility can lead to greater public support for sustainability initiatives.

3.	 Greater access to resources By pooling resources and knowledge, sustainability networks can often access resources 
and expertise that may have previously been unavailable to them. This can include access to funding, technical 
assistance, and other resources that can help further their mission.

4.	 Improved decision making When organisations work together as part of sustainability networks, they can often make 
more informed decisions. This is because they have access to a broader range of perspectives and experiences, which 
can help them make better-informed decisions.

Future studies will be able to better pursue such recommendations. Future investigations may also explore larger 
samples and complement these findings with different methodological approaches.
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