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Students�perception of sustainable development goals
(SDGs) and the benefits for companies derived
from their implementation
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Department of Management, University of Alicante, Alicante, Spain

ABSTRACT
Business leaders play a key role in the implementation of actions
leading to the achievement of the 17 SDGs. Likewise, higher edu-
cation is emerging as the principal factor in developing a sense
of moral responsibility amongst university business students, who
will eventually become company managers and decision makers.
The aim of this research is, thus, twofold. First, to analyse univer-
sity business students’ perceptions of the role of business in
achieving the SDGs; and second, to examine university business
students’ perceptions of the relationship between greater com-
mitment to achieving the SDGs and business benefits. The ana-
lysis was performed with a sample of 178 business-related
university students. Amongst the potential contributions made by
this study we can highlight the possibility of understanding future
managers’ perceptions of the role of business in achieving the
SDGs, as well as the benefits that companies could derive from
greater commitment to achieving these SDGs and identifying
areas for improvement in university education regarding sustain-
able development.
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1. Introduction

From the beginning of the 20th century to the present day, there has been a period
of economic growth unprecedented in history. However, these high levels of eco-
nomic growth have been achieved, to a large extent, to the detriment of the environ-
ment and certain groups in society. In fact, to support the current levels of resource
consumption, energy use and waste production, around 2.3 planets Earth would be
required (Bell, 2016). The social inequalities generated worldwide, the excessive
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consumption of natural resources, and the use of fossil fuels and other chemical sub-
stances that are harmful to the environment, among other negative externalities, have
to some extent tarnished the achievements made in economic, social and techno-
logical terms.

In this context, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was developed and
approved in 2015 by the United Nations as an action plan to be developed over the
next 15 years in favour of the achievement of three basic pillars: social well-being,
environmental sustainability, and prosperity (United Nations, 2015). The measures
take the form of 17 general goals and 169 specific goals, created on the basis of the
millennium goals established in the year 2000 (United Nations, 2015). The 17th
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are grouped into five action areas: people
(SDGs 1-5); planet (SDGs 6, 12, 13, 14, 15); prosperity (SDGs 7-11); peace (SDG 16);
and partnerships (SDG 17). This agenda represents a guide for action for all social
actors, from government to the private sector and civil society, to make joint efforts
to effectively achieve the SDGs (D’Amato et al., 2019; Hajer et al., 2015).

While the Millennium Development Goals included education as a core element
–and the SDGs continue doing so–, one of the new features of the 2030 Agenda is
the involvement of business in the achievement of the SDGs (Szennay et al., 2019). In
this sense, its wording seeks to encourage both corporate actions in favour of the ful-
fillment the SDGs and their dissemination. Both the academic and professional com-
munities have acknowledged that the private sector plays a key role in achieving the
SDGs (Garc�ıa et al., 2020; Mio et al., 2020; Sullivan et al., 2018; United Nations,
2015; Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2018). This paper analyses the role of companies
and higher education as fundamental and interconnected elements in the achievement
of the SDGs.

The importance (and urgency) of achieving the UN SDGs has led an increasing
number of scholars to investigate these issues, both from a business (e.g., Heras-
Saizarbitoria et al., 2022; Mio et al., 2020; Scheyvens et al., 2016) and from a higher
education perspective (e.g., Bebbington & Unerman, 2018; Lozano et al., 2015;
Owens, 2017; Westerman et al., 2021; Weybrecht, 2021). However, according to some
authors (Witte & Dilyard, 2017; Heras-Saizarbitoria et al., 2022), the empirical litera-
ture specifically analysing the role of the private sector in achieving the SDGs is
scarce and there is a need for research to understand the strategic role of business as
an agent of sustainable development (Haffar & Searcy, 2018; Mio et al., 2020).

Beyond ethical and moral considerations and the increasingly evident imperative
need for action by society, one aspect to consider is the incentives for companies to
commit to achieving the SDGs. Thus, authors such as Scheyvens et al. (2016) have
encouraged reflection on what can and should be expected from companies in rela-
tion to the SDGs. For example, previous research (e.g., Heras-Saizarbitoria et al.,
2022) found that the vast majority of organisations have a superficial commitment to
the SDGs.

Given that business is, in essence, an economic agent and therefore has profitabil-
ity as its basic objective, certain interesting questions arise: how committed are com-
panies in achieving the SDGs? To what extent can the awareness and involvement of
companies in the SDGs provide them with certain benefits? Knowing the answers to
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these questions is essential if we want to achieve the involvement of society as a
whole and, particularly, of companies, in the achievement of the SDGs.

According to Owens (2017) higher education has an important role to play in
meeting the sustainable development challenges. In this same vein, higher education
institutions are key agents in the education of future leaders who will contribute to
the successful implementation of the SDGs (�Zal_enien_e & Pereira, 2021). Some studies
have analysed university students’ knowledge and perception of the SDGs (Aleixo
et al., 2021; Ho et al., 2022; Zhou et al., 2022), however, very few studies have ana-
lysed the perception of business students, with some exceptions (e.g., Westerman
et al., 2021), even though they are the ones who are called to be our future business
leaders.

Business academics have much to offer in achieving the SDGs, especially in the
area of responsible management education (Bebbington & Unerman, 2018). Business
academics can encourage companies to incorporate SDG thinking into their practices,
and their involvement can enable a move from the normative to the pragmatic and
ultimately to substantive change, which is necessary to achieve the SDGs (Christ &
Burritt, 2019). For this reason, in this paper higher education is considered as a key
factor in the development of a sense of moral responsibility among business students,
who will eventually become business managers and decision makers.

Therefore, in order to deepen the understanding of the SDGs among university
business students, we set a double objective: (1) to analyse university business stu-
dents’ perceptions of the role of business in achieving the SDGs; and (2) to examine
university business students’ perceptions of the relationship between increased com-
mitment to achieving the SDGs and business benefits. To achieve these aims a survey
has been carried out aimed at business students, considered as future managers
(Alonso-Almeida et al., 2015), which allowed us to know their perception about the
research subject.

The paper is structured as follows. After an initial literature review (Section 2), the
research methodology used in the paper, based on Partial Least Squares (PLS), is
described (Section 3). The presentation of the results obtained in the analysis of
future business managers’ perceptions of the SDGs and their benefits for companies
follows (Section 4). The paper closes with a summary of the most relevant conclu-
sions drawn from the study, the main limitations, and future lines of research
(Section 5).

2. Literature review

Achieving sustainable development is a shared responsibility, in which all agents of
society must be involved: citizens, businesses, governments and organisations of all
kinds, both public and private. However, the role played by business and education
–at different levels– seems to be key in the achievement of the SDGs. On the one
hand, many of the SDGs are directly or indirectly linked to business activities. On
the other hand, the relevance of education is determined by the firm conviction that
education is one of the most powerful and proven vehicles for sustainable develop-
ment (United Nations, 2022).
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Education makes it possible to ensure, to a certain extent, that students who will
occupy positions at different levels and in different areas of society will develop a social
and environmental awareness in accordance with the needs of the environment, and that
their actions will be consistent with these needs. In this vein, Amaral et al. (2015) deter-
mine that universities play an essential role in the struggle to achieve sustainable develop-
ment, mainly through their educational work, through which they can make future
leaders aware of the importance of sustainability for the survival and well-being of society.

2.1. Business commitment and achieving the SDGs

Criticism of industry’s global performance in relation to its negative impact on the
environment and society has increased significantly in recent decades (Andalib
Ardakani & Soltanmohammadi, 2019; Kopnina, 2016). Because of this, and according
to Scott and McGill (2018), the involvement of business in achieving the SDGs
should be seen as an essential requirement, and not just a voluntary and unilateral
decision to be taken by companies. In this sense, Spangenberg (2017) argues that
business as usual is no option any longer, that changing the development trajectory is
necessary, while Scheyvens et al. (2016) claim that this requires transforming the fun-
damental neoliberal agenda that shapes the functioning of business and society. The
only way for companies to ensure sustainable, long-term success is by the consider-
ation of both their economic and their non-economic environment and striving to
meet the expectations of a wide variety of stakeholders (Claver-Cort�es et al., 2020).

Business possesses a wealth of valuable and specialised resources that are necessary
to achieve the SDGs, such as technology, knowledge, expertise, financial resources
and labour, among others (Buhmann et al., 2019; Marx, 2019). In addition, organisa-
tions have the tools to reduce social inequalities by implementing sustainable and
inclusive business models (Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2018). However, a widespread
transition towards new sustainable business models is crucial for the achievement of
the SDGs (Scheyvens et al., 2016). In this respect, companies have great potential to
create value, not only for their own benefit, but for a wide range of stakeholders
(Chomvilailuk & Butcher, 2018; Porter & Kramer, 2011).

However, despite the broad consensus on the role of business in achieving the
SDGs, the results of a recent study (Heras-Saizarbitoria et al., 2022), which examines
the SDG engagement characteristics of 1,370 organisations in 97 countries, found that
the vast majority of organisations have a superficial commitment to the SDGs, sug-
gesting a process of ‘SDG-washing’. But what about future managers? Does higher
education train them on sustainable values and especially on the role of business in
achieving the SDGs? Although more and more initiatives are emerging from univer-
sities and business schools for the development of sustainable skills, as well as foster-
ing greater awareness of the SDGs among students (e.g., Killian et al., 2019), their
application in higher education still seems to be limited. A recent study (Weybrecht,
2021) shows that most business schools are not engaging their students in the SDGs
and those that do, most offer little evidence that it is integrated into the core of what
students learn or that it is addressed in an interdisciplinary way. As a result, business
graduates are not exposed to the SDGs in a way that connects them to ‘business as
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usual’. According to research conducted by Weybrecht (2022), based on more than
1034 Sharing Information on Progress (SIP) reports submitted by business schools
that are signatories to the United Nations backed Principles for Responsible
Management Education (PRME), business schools have been slow to engage in the
SDGs and many of the reported connections with the SDGs are weak and superficial.
However, according to some authors (Lozano et al., 2015), this depends on strong
linkages between the institution’s commitment to sustainability, the implementation,
and the signature of a declaration, charter, or initiative.

All the previous arguments justify why the SDGs have become an important issue
for college students, especially would-be directors. Previous research shows the impact
of training on students’ perceptions of sustainability. For instance, the
AMBA/Durham Business School Report published in 2010 –and based on a survey of
100 business schools with 544 students from 57 countries– showed that CSR
increased its importance score from 1.95 in the 1970s to 3.49 in 2008–2009, using a
1-to-5 scale where 1 means ‘very unimportant’ and 5 ‘very important’ (Wright &
Bennett, 2011). There is no doubt that training in SDGs will result in a greater com-
mitment of future business leaders and, consequently, of the companies they lead to
the achievement of the SDGs. Considering that most of these future managers are
currently university business students, we propose the following hypotheses:

H1. University business students see business commitment to the SDGs as a key element
in their achievement.

Given that the 17 SDGs are grouped around five action areas and that business
commitment might differ for each of them, the general hypothesis above is broken
down into the following sub-hypotheses for each of these areas: people (SDGs 1-5);
planet (SDGs 6, 12, 13, 14, 15); prosperity (SDGs 7-11); peace (SDG 16); and
partnerships (SDG 17).

H1.a University business students see business commitment with the SDGs as a key
element in achieving the people-related SDGs.

H1.b University business students see business commitment with the SDGs as a key
element in achieving the planet-related SDGs.

H1.c University business students see business commitment with the SDGs as a key
element in achieving the prosperity-related SDGs.

H1.d University business students see business commitment with the SDGs as a key
element in achieving the peace-related SDGs.

H1.e University business students see business commitment with the SDGs as a key
element in achieving the partnerships-related SDGs.

2.2. Companies’ commitment to achieving the SDGs and business benefits

As economic actors, the basic objective of companies is to maximise their value in
the market. However, society cannot afford to allow companies to try to achieve this
goal at any cost. The end does not justify the means, and the need to limit the nega-
tive externalities that companies generate for the environment and society at large
has been evident for decades. Consequently, the following question arises: How can
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the negative externalities generated by companies be reduced without limiting their
development potential?

The different theoretical postulates that have emerged offer alternative perspectives
on this question. Neoclassical business theory postulates that to expect organisations to
carry out disinterested actions in favour of sustainable development would be to act
against the very nature of business. Under this approach, for companies to act altruis-
tically seems to be a chimera, and any effort directed in this direction would be swim-
ming against the tide, with the consequent waste of effort and resources in favour of
uncertain results. Finance theory, on the other hand, postulates that it is in the nature
of business to maximise market value, which in turn enables the maximisation of
shareholder value. Under this approach, the pursuit of this objective should prevent
corporate behaviour aimed at short-term profit, if this seriously undermines long-term
profitability. Finally, stakeholder theory broadens this perspective and establishes that,
by favouring the achievement of the objectives of the company’s different stakeholders,
the organisation’s own value creation is boosted. Along these lines, Porter and Kramer
(2011) developed the term ‘shared value creation’. This term refers to the efforts made
by various socio-economic actors aimed at connecting social progress and business suc-
cess, by identifying common needs of business and society, and undertaking joint
actions aimed at solving the social problems that cause market failures and, conse-
quently, limit the potential development of companies (Kramer & Pfitzer, 2016; Porter
& Kramer, 2019). In this regard, different stakeholders are calling for greater incentives
for companies to take action to achieve the SDGs (Sachs, 2012).

Many authors have claimed that the advantages obtained by firms which assume a
certain degree of CSR directly correlate with business benefits (e.g., Alafi & Hasoneh,
2012; Cabral, 2012; Claver-Cort�es et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2020). Taking actions in
favour of sustainable development, and communicating them appropriately to key
stakeholders, can help consolidate and even improve the competitive position of com-
panies, mainly through their impact on legitimacy, corporate reputation, organisa-
tional commitment and customer satisfaction (Awan et al., 2017; Cantele & Zardini,
2018; Donoher, 2017; Milne & Gray, 2013; Nunes & Park, 2017). Consequently, the
participation of companies in the achievement of the SDGs could positively affect
their relationship with different stakeholders, their access to new business opportuni-
ties and their performance (Awan et al., 2017; Milne & Gray, 2013; Remacha, 2017).
Based on the above, the inclusion of the SDGs in companies’ strategies and action
plans should be perceived as an investment rather than an expense.

Nevertheless, there are several factors that affect the willingness and ability of com-
panies to undertake such actions and understand the potential benefits they could
derive from it, such as their size, sector of activity, stakeholder policy, profitability, or
the age of their managers (Rosati & Faria, 2019; Pizzi et al., 2021; Szennay et al.,
2019). The analysis of these factors is relevant, given the need for all companies
–regardless of their characteristics– to understand the importance of contributing to
the achievement of the SDGs, and the opportunities that this represents for the com-
pany itself. This would allow them to gradually modify their strategies and action
plans to incorporate initiatives that contribute to the achievement of the SDGs
(Pedersen, 2018; Saner et al., 2019; Scheyvens et al., 2016).
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Changing the traditional corporate attitude towards sustainable development in
favour of greater sensitivity and proactivity in this regard is one of the main chal-
lenges facing the Sustainable Development Agenda established by the United Nations
(Sachs, 2012). In this regard, according to Rosati and Faria (2019), the new genera-
tions of managers seem to be more willing to take action in favour of achieving the
SDGs. As a new generation enters the workforce, it is important to understand the
ethical concerns of these emerging professionals and future leaders (Franczak &
Shanahan, 2022). However, the paradigm shift led by younger managers will be deter-
mined by their perception of the potential benefits for companies of engaging in the
SDGs. Considering that most of these future managers are current university business
students, we propose the following hypotheses:

H2. University business students believe that business commitment in achieving the
SDGs could bring business benefits.

Given that the 17 SDGs are grouped around five action areas and that business
commitment to achieving the goals linked to each area could have a different impact
on business profits, the general hypothesis above is broken down into the following
sub-hypotheses for each of these areas: people (SDGs 1-5); planet (SDGs 6, 12, 13,
14, 15); prosperity (SDGs 7-11); peace (SDG 16); and partnerships (SDG 17).

H2.a University business students believe that business commitment in achieving the
people-related SDGs could bring them business benefits.

H2.b University business students believe that business commitment in achieving the
planet-related SDGs could bring them business benefits.

H2.c University business students believe that business commitment in achieving the
prosperity-related SDGs could bring them business benefits.

H2.d University business students believe that business commitment in achieving the
peace-related SDGs could bring them business benefits.

H2.e University business students believe that business commitment in achieving the
SDGs linked to partnerships could bring them business benefits.

Figure 1 summarises graphically the hypotheses of this work. The figure has been
divided into two parts, a first part with only the hypotheses and a second part with
the sub-hypotheses.

3. Methodology

3.1. Sample and data collection

The target population consists of university students in business and international
relations programs. These students, who will become company managers in the near
future, will make corporate decisions, and will be responsible for being involved or
not in the achievement of the SDGs. The sample is composed of 178 students
enrolled in different degrees and educational levels at the University of Alicante
(Spain). Specifically, students from the Bachelor’s Degree in Business Administration
and Management –as well as from the double degrees in LawþBusiness,
TourismþBusiness and Computer EngineeringþBusiness–, students from the
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Bachelor’s Degree in International Relations and the Master’s Degree in Business
Administration and Management also participated (see Table 1). The data were
obtained through a survey (structured questionnaire) carried out among students
between October and December 2020. However, prior to the administration of the
questionnaire, a pre-test was carried out with 15 students.

3.2. Variable measurement

This section describes how we measured the variables used in the empirical analysis.

3.2.1. Business commitment
This variable was regarded in the model as a first-order reflective construct. The
measurement of this variable was carried out through two questions related to the

Figure 1. Theoretical model.
Source: own elaboration.

Table 1. Sample description.
Students’ characteristics Percentage (%)

Gender
Male 39.3
Female 60.7

Age
Between 19 and 25 85.8
Between 26 and 30 7.9
Between 31 and 54 6.3

They have work experience
Yes 41.6
No 58.4

University Degree
Business Administration and double degrees 63.5
Master 9.5
International relations degree 27.0

Source: own elaboration.
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perception of the impact of companies’ commitment to the achievement of the SDGs.
The measurement of this construct was possible through an adaptation of the
PRESOR scale (Perceived Role of Ethics and Social Responsibility), which is based on
the Organizational Effectiveness Menu created by Kraft and Jauch (1992). This scale,
developed by Singhapakdi et al. (1996), has been widely used in relation to various
populations (managers, students… ) (Claver-Cort�es et al., 2020; Giacalone et al.,
2008; Huang & Kung, 2011).

3.2.2. SDGS
The proposed model features this variable as a second-order construct consisting of
five first-order reflective constructs. These constructs were measured through ques-
tions directly related to each of the 17 SDGs, grouped according to the classification
proposed by the United Nations: people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnerships
(United Nations, 2015).

3.2.3. Business benefits
This variable appears as a first-order reflective construct. The measurement of this vari-
able followed a twofold approach which combined questions related to: (a) the percep-
tion of the SDGs’ impact on firm profitability; and (b) its influence on competitive
advantage generation and maintenance. These indicators have focused on measuring
organisational survival, growth, and improvement of the image of customers, employ-
ees, suppliers and investors. This scale has been adapted from previous research
(Brown & Laverick, 1994; Claver-Cort�es et al., 2020; Suriyankietkaew & Avery, 2016).

3.3. Analysis technique

Partial Least Squares (PLS) was the data analysis method used in this paper. This
structural equation modelling approach is used to explain the variance in the depend-
ent variables. Much of the increased PLS uptake may be credited to this method’s
ability to manage problematic modelling issues which usually occur in social sciences
(e.g., Hair et al., 2017). As an illustration, PLS proves to be efficient when used to
estimate path models comprising many constructs, several structural path relation-
ships, and/or many indicators per construct. We consequently considered it appropri-
ate to use this structural equation modelling (Sosik et al., 2009) in our research
because: (a) this study takes subjective assessments of the constructs as its starting
point; and (b) the theoretical model considers many constructs. The model was
assessed on the basis of the stages proposed by Hair et al. (2017): measurement
model evaluation; and structural model analysis.

4. Results

4.1. Measurement model assessment

For reflective constructs in the PLS context, this first stage was evaluated by analysing
not only the individual reliability of indicators but also the reliability and validity of
the scale. We assessed the individual reliability of indicators through the value of
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their loadings (k) and all loads exceeded the value of 0.7 as recommended in the lit-
erature. This first phase should also include scale evaluation by means of Cronbach’s
a index and the composite reliability index, together with Dijktra-Hernseler’s (rho_A)
indicator. The examination of extracted mean variance (AVE) also served to verify
the existence of convergent validity. As shown in Table 2, both the alpha value and
composite reliability, as well as rho_A, exceeded the critical value of 0.7 in every vari-
able; and the AVE value was situated above 0.5 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).

Finally, measurement model analysis requires verifying the existence of discrimin-
ant validity. The most widely accepted method in PLS is to verify the AVE value of
each construct with the square of the correlation of that same construct with each of
the variables. Thus, a greater AVE than the squared correlation means that each con-
struct is more strongly related to its own measures than to other variables (Fornell &
Larcker, 1981). Furthermore, the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) criterion has a
threshold of 0.85 (Kline, 2011). Table 3 shows the results obtained and how they con-
firm discriminant validity.

4.2 Structural model assessment: Analysis of direct effects

The first step to assess the structural model consisted in evaluating possible collinear-
ity problems. According to Hair et al. (2017), there will be signs of collinearity when

Table 2. Construct reliability and convergent validity (AVE).
Variable Cronbach’s a rho_A Composite reliability AVE

Business commitment 0.620 0.643 0.838 0.722
Benefits 0.820 0.823 0.859 0.501
People 0.738 0.726 0.824 0.503
Planet 0.801 0.818 0.869 0.624
Prosperity 0.770 0.781 0.844 0.519
Peace 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
Partnerships 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Source: own elaboration.

Table 3. Discriminant validity.
Fornell-Larcker criteria

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

(1) Business commitment 0.850
(2) Benefits 0.187 0.617
(3) People 0.235 0.342 0.697
(4) Planet 0.166 0.384 0.434 0.790
(5) Prosperity 0.206 0.443 0.610 0.584 0.721
(6) Peace 0.337 0.190 0.472 0.308 0.459 1.000
(7) Partnerships 0.382 0.233 0.450 0.357 0.501 0.653 1.000
Heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

(1) Business commitment
(2) Benefits 0.292
(3) People 0.343 0.398
(4) Planet 0.226 0.441 0.346
(5) Prosperity 0.296 0.511 0.800 0.733
(6) Peace 0.415 0.222 0.536 0.346 0.512
(7) Partnerships 0.482 0.245 0.512 0.395 0.561 0.653

Source: own elaboration.
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the variance inflation factor (VIF)>5. VIF values never exceeded the maximum value
in this study.

A second analysis focused on the algebraic sign, magnitude, and significance of the
path coefficients which show structural model relationship estimates, that is, the
hypothesised relationships between constructs. To assess the significance of these
coefficients, the nonparametric bootstrapping technique of 5,000 samples was used to
obtain both t statistics and confidence intervals (see Table 4). The two main relations
(H1 and H2) described in Figure 1a were significant because they exceeded the min-
imum level of a Student’s t distribution with a tail and n–1 (n¼number of resam-
ples) degrees of freedom. The same result appeared in 95% confidence intervals.

The variable Business commitment positively influences SDGs (b¼ 0.612, p <

.001) and the variable SDGs positively influences benefits (b¼ 0.669, p < .001).
Therefore, hypotheses H1 and H2 are confirmed (see Table 4). These results suggest
that university students, who will hold positions of business responsibility in the
future, consider business commitment to the SDGs as a key achievement target.

Table 4. Effects on endogenous variables.
Effects on
endogenous
variables Direct effect t-Value (Bootstrap)

Percentile 95%
confidence interval
(bias-corrected) Explained variance (%)

SDGs
R2¼0.371/ Q2¼0.112 37.1%
Business
commitment

H15 0.612��� 9.319 [0.430; 0.701] Sig.

People
R2¼0.055/ Q2¼0.022 5.5%
Business
commitment

H1.a¼ 0.236�� 2.826 [0.045; 0.379] Sig.

Planet
R2¼0.028/ Q2¼0.013 2.8%
Business
commitment

H1.b¼ 0.165 2.069 ns [-0.007; 0.313] ns.

Prosperity
R2¼0.043/ Q2¼0.018 4.3%
Business
commitment

H1.c¼ 0.206� 2.432 [0.029; 0.362] Sig.

Peace
R2¼0.113/ Q2¼0.091 11.3%
Business
commitment

H1.d¼ 0.338��� 5.234 [0.192; 0.450] Sig.

Partnerships
R2¼0.146/ Q2¼0.123 14.6%
Business
commitment

H1.e¼ 0,382��� 5.560 [0.236; 0.506] Sig.

Benefits
R2¼0.447/ Q2¼0.154 44.7%
SDGs H25 0.669*** 0.142 [0.523; 0.737] Sig.

Benefits
R2¼0.236/ Q2¼0.071 23.6%
People H2.a¼ 0.114 0.827 ns [-0.170; 0.313] ns.
Planet H2.b¼ 0.179 1.661 ns [-0.046; 0.372] ns.
Prosperity H2.c¼ 0.298�� 2.417 [0.050; 0.535] Sig.
Peace H2.d¼(0.067) 3,236 ns [-0.285; 0.178] ns.
Partnerships H2.e¼ 0.010 0.173 ns [-0.206; 0.197] ns.

� p <.05; �� p <.01; ��� p <.001.
Source: own elaboration.
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Furthermore, university business students consider that business commitment to the
SDGs could bring business benefits.

Regarding the sub-hypotheses, five out of ten direct effects described in Figure 1b
were significant. Thus, the results show the following: On the one hand, the variable
Business commitment positively influences people (b¼ 0.236, p < .01), planet
(b¼ 0.165, p > .05), prosperity (b¼ 0.206, p < .05), peace (b¼ 0.338, p < .001) and
partnership (b¼ 0.382, p < .001). Therefore, sub-hypotheses H1.a, H1.b, H1.c, H1.d
and H1.e are confirmed. These results indicate that university students, who will
occupy positions of business responsibility in the future, consider business commit-
ment to the SDGs as a key achievement target in each of the areas, except for the
objectives linked to the planet.

On the other hand, the variable Benefits is only positively influenced by prosperity
(b¼ 0.298, p < .01), while the remaining relationships are not significant; people
(b¼ 0.114, p > .05), planet (b¼ 0.179, p > .05), peace (b¼ 0.067, p > .05) and part-
nership (b¼ 0.010, p > .05). Therefore, sub-hypothesis H2.c is confirmed, whereas
sub-hypotheses H2.a, H2.b, H2.d and H2.e are not confirmed (see Table 4). These
findings show that current business students believe that business commitment to
achieving the SDGs could bring benefits to companies only when it comes to devel-
opment goals linked to prosperity.

We assessed the value of R2 –0.371 for SDGs, 0.447 for benefits. We also assessed
the value of R2 –0.055 for people, 0.028 for planet, 0.043 for prosperity, 0.113 for
peace, 0.146 for partnerships and 0.236 for benefits– (see Table 4). The structural
model was also evaluated using the Stone-Geisser test (Q2) and following a blindfold-
ing procedure (Chin, 1998). A Q2 greater than zero implies that the model has pre-
dictive relevance. The findings shown in Table 4 confirm that the suggested model
has a satisfactory predictive relevance for every dependent variable. Figure 2 summa-
rises the results of the model graphically.

Among the results obtained, we can also highlight the presence of a greater num-
ber of students who claim to have a proactive or enthusiastic vision regarding the
achievement of the SDGs, as opposed to those who consider themselves sceptical,
who barely represent 10% of the total sample. Likewise, 88% of the students surveyed
consider that the company is a key player and, therefore, should assume a certain
degree of responsibility in the achievement of the SDGs.

5. Discussion and conclusions

The importance of the SDGs and the need for companies to participate in their
achievement, given that this is not a short-term aim, but a permanent interest, means
that it is very important to be aware of both, current managers’ opinion towards
SDGs, and also future managers’ position on this target, i.e., university students.
Thus, our research contributes to the literature in two significant ways: (1) under-
standing future managers’ perceptions of the role of business in achieving the SDGs,
as well as the benefits that companies could take advantage of from their greater
commitment to achieving these SDGs; and (2) identifying needs for the improvement
of university education regarding sustainable development.

12 P. SEVA-LARROSA ET AL.



Based on our results, some relevant aspects of the research can be highlighted.
University business students consider business commitment to the SDGs as a key
element for the achievement of the SDGs. However, taking into consideration the
area, they consider that business commitment can be relevant for the achievement of
the goals linked to people, prosperity, peace, and partnerships, while they do not
have the same perception about the goals linked to the planet. These results are in
line with those found in previous work (Heras-Saizarbitoria et al., 2022), which indi-
cate that US business students are more oriented towards the prosperity and people-
related SDGs than towards the planet.

In recent decades, the accelerated pace of socio-economic development has
increased the quality of life of the population, especially in developed countries.
However, this socio-economic development has brought with it a number of negative
externalities, especially in the environmental field, linked to economic and business
activity. In recent years, therefore, there has been a marked increase in society’s con-
cern about the negative effects of human action on nature and about the actions of
economic agents. At the same time, there has been an increase in media attention on
this issue, which has raised social awareness.

In relation to the above, one possible interpretation of these results is that the new
generations who have lived through this information boom in which the media have
exposed the environmental damage caused by economic activity have internalised the
idea that companies necessarily generate a negative impact on the natural environ-
ment because of their activity. Consequently, they may perceive as insufficient any
effort made by companies on an individual and voluntary basis. They therefore

Figure 2. Model results.
Source: own elaboration.
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consider the efforts made by companies on an individual and voluntary basis to be
insufficient. In this sense, a tightening of regulatory levels in this area could be neces-
sary, as well as global cooperation and coordination of different actors for the benefit
of the planet. SDG 17 (Revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development)
has a lot to say in this respect, as it refers to transnational collaboration to achieve
the set of objectives. Thus, progress on this goal has implications not only for its own
achievement, but also as an enabler of the rest. However, it seems that possible solu-
tions do not lie in national governments, but require a global approach, where global
institutions –or at least international organisations such as the European Union– are
able to articulate coordinated actions within their sphere of influence.

On the other hand, university business students believe that business commitment
to the SDGs could bring benefits to companies only when it comes to development
goals linked to prosperity. In turn, SDGs related to people, planet, peace, and partner-
ships are not perceived as potential opportunity generators for companies. The results
of the research suggest that there is still a high lack of awareness among students of
the potential benefits for companies of operating in environments in which there are
adequate conditions in each of these areas. Addressing these issues in higher educa-
tion institutions would enable students to understand the importance of each of these
areas for business performance. Indeed, their inclusion could not only raise students’
awareness of the potential benefits of the SDGs at the business level but could also
generate new movements for the achievement of the SDGs in various areas of society.
For example, there are currently several student groups at the global level, such as the
Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) Youth, which aims to raise
awareness among students of the importance of taking action to achieve the 17 SDGs
set out by the United Nations.

Our results should also make us reflect on the role of higher education in the
framework of sustainable development. Strong higher education systems support
achieving other goals (not only Goal 4 on education: inclusive, equitable and quality
education for all), such as ending poverty, increasing health and well-being, helping
people understand how to be responsible consumers, take positive action on climate,
or build peaceful societies (UNESCO, 2016a). However, in our case, it is clear that
future managers have a biased view of the potential benefits of business commitment
to the SDGs for companies.

In that sense, one practical implication that emerges from our research is the
urgent need to include the SDGs in the curricula of business subjects. This would
make it possible to address, from an educational perspective, the consideration of
business commitment to the SDGs as a key goal for their achievement, not only in
areas closer to strictly economic aspects (prosperity), but also in areas related to sus-
tainability in general (people, planet, and peace). Case methodology is a particularly
intriguing option, and it may also be effective in building empathy in business stu-
dents (Westerman et al., 2021), which could be applied to the SDGs, as well as
embedding this tool within training and development processes with current leaders
and employees in organizations (Cartabuke et al., 2019). This training in SDGs would
help students in these programs acquire a vision more inclined towards the
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implementation of the SDGs in companies and, consequently, to face the future chal-
lenges facing today’s society.

Finally, as far as future research is concerned, as we have pointed out in the litera-
ture review, previous research shows the impact of higher education on students’ per-
ception of corporate social responsibility in different countries. For this reason, a
relevant avenue for future inquiry could be, for example, to research whether in those
universities/business schools where training courses on the SDGs have been imple-
mented their students have a different perception compared to those universities
where they have not been implemented. This would provide new knowledge about
how training can influence future leaders’ perceptions of the SDGs and, consequently,
validate (or not) the role of universities as drivers of sustainability.
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