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Abstract: An alternative research assessment (RA) tool was constructed to assess the relatedness
of published business school research to the United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). The RA tool was created using Leximancer™, an on-line cloud-based text analytic software
tool, that identified core themes within the SDG framework. Eight (8) core themes were found to
define the ‘spirit of the SDGs’: Sustainable Development, Governance, Vulnerable Populations, Water,
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), Food Security, Restoration, and Public Health. These themes were
compared to the core themes found in the content of 4576 academic articles published in 2019 in
journals that comprise the Financial Times (FT) 50 list. The articles’ relatedness to the SDG themes
were assessed. Overall, 10.6% of the themes found in the FT50 journal articles had an explicit
relationship to the SDG themes while 24.5% were implied. Themes generated from machine learning
(ML), augmented by researcher judgement (to account for synonyms, similar concepts, and discipline
specific examples), improved the robustness of the relationships found between the SDG framework
and the published articles. Although there are compelling reasons for business schools to focus
research on advancing the SDGs, this study and others highlight that there is much opportunity
for improvement. Recommendations are made to better align academic research with the SDGs,
influencing how business school faculty and their schools prioritize research and its role in the world.
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1. Introduction

The United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were adopted in 2015
as a ’universal call to action’ in support of the elimination of poverty, ensuring a healthy
planet, and ‘peace and prosperity’, by 2030 [1]. Supporting the implementation of these
goals are 169 targets and 231 indicators. While all countries and sectors of society are
expected to contribute to this ambitious agenda, higher education has been singled out for
its unique potential to align the scholarly work of faculty and students, and the education
and career ambitions of graduates, with its achievement. The Higher Education Sustain-
ability Initiative (HESI) [2], represents global networks and higher education institutions
committed to supporting these outcomes, including the Global Compact’s Principles for
Responsible Management Education Initiative (PRME) [3]. Comprised of over 850 business
school signatories from around the globe, PRME’S vision is to realize the SDGs “through
responsible management education” [3] (p. 1).

PRME’s Blueprint for SDG Integration into Curriculum, Research and Partnerships [4]
provides compelling reasons for business schools to focus on research that investigates
“both the practices and policies for implementing SDGs’ and the theory underpinning
these goals to help solve ‘wicked world problems’” [4] (p. 5). “Beyond a moral obli-
gation” [4] (p. 5), research funding sources (government, private industry, foundations,

Sustainability 2021, 13, 14019. https://doi.org/10.3390/su132414019 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132414019
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132414019
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132414019
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/24/14019?type=check_update&version=3


Sustainability 2021, 13, 14019 2 of 23

professional organizations) require in most cases an assessment of the anticipated impact
and effects from research output and outcomes [5,6] within the application process. Busi-
ness school and program accreditation bodies (AACSB, EFMD, MMBA, CEEMAN) now
require evidence of an authentic and meaningful commitment to sustainability, ethics, and
responsible leadership.

Concomitantly, business schools and faculty are compelled to focus research on pub-
lications in ‘top ranked’ journals, to provide evidence of research productivity, quality
and to contribute favourably to reputation, through published rankings. Faculty research
productivity and quality can be measured based on a number of factors, including the
number of publications and consequent citations (H-index) in high ‘impact factor’ journals.
‘High impact’ journals contain articles judged to be of high quality, that are numerously
cited within other research publications, especially for citations in papers that are in high
impact journals [7]. The difficult task of measuring how research impacts society is not well
represented through this mechanism. Business schools and other disciplines have largely
adopted a simplistic proxy that is quantifiable but succeeds only in measuring outputs
within the publishing forum, not impacts or outcomes on society [7].

With research continuing to be the more valued aspect of faculty work (versus teaching
and service) [8–10], this measure of research ‘productivity’ is routinely assessed by peers
(both within and beyond the institution), when making decisions concerning promotion
and tenure (P&T) [11]. While academics are encouraged to participate in a variety of
scholarly activities (publishing books and book chapters, making presentations at academic
conferences and industry events, securing research grants, and participating on editorial
boards and in peer review, etc.), at many business schools, these activities are valued far
less than journal publications [11]. Rankings have had an inordinate influence on busi-
ness school prestige, enrollments, and hence, priorities; including “incenting” research
“behaviours that may be at odds with the achievement of the United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs)” [12,13], [14] (p. 1). Research in other disciplines has
also identified perverse effects on institutional and faculty research priorities caused by
this measurement proxy for ‘research with impact’ and the conflation of its inclusion in
published rankings [15–18].

Despite these shortcomings, the reputational and/or financial gains, coupled with the
need to maintain institutional legitimacy, can make participation in rankings unavoidable.
As long as students, prospective faculty, future employers, and funding agencies continue
to use rankings to inform their decisions on where to study, where to work, whom to hire,
and what research should be funded [19], business schools will be incented to pursue
rankings and the metrics employed.

Recently, the potential for using the SDGs as a tool to measure the impact of academic
research has been identified [20]. Arguably, given their influence on business school priori-
ties, published rankings’ adoption of such a metric could play a significant role in aligning
research agendas with the SDGs. Hence, HESI’s recent “Rankings Roundtable”, which
called for a better alignment between university rankings’ criteria and the advancement of
the SDGs (see workshop [21]). Notably, sustainability and social impact criteria have begun
to be included in some business school rankings. For example, the Financial Times FT50
ranking (long considered the gold standard amongst business schools), recently layered in
a new corporate social responsibility (CSR) criterion in addition to equity, diversity, and
inclusion (EDI) criteria. Times Higher Education (THE) launched its new impact rankings
in 2019 to assess and promote the progress of universities toward the SDGs. Despite such
initiatives, business school rankings continue to face criticism [12,22]. While not focused
on research output directly, the Positive Impact Rating (PIR) endeavours to assess to what
extent students feel their business schools are committed to positive impact [14].

For business schools to respond meaningfully to the call to action put forth by PRME
regarding their scholarly contributions, a responsible research assessment (RRA) measure-
ment tool is needed that incents research that is open, inclusive, and impactful, helping to
advance the SDG agenda [15,20]. Curry et al. described five different ways that stakehold-
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ers have been responding to the need for RRA; “cosmetic appropriation”(acknowledging
there is a problem and taking superficial steps to address the issue), “calibrating the
machine”(productive incremental improvements to the assessment criteria), “can open-
ers” (changing what and the way we measure), “advocacy coalitions”(groups forming
to respond to the need for change), and “institutional cultural changers” (changes to
institutional policies and guidelines) [20] (pp. 16–19). Most recently academics, represen-
tatives from ranking organizations (2019 THE), and scholarly analysts (see [23,24]) have
had some success working on “calibrating the machine”. These efforts have focused on
using the SDGs as a framework to measure the positive impact on society of research
publications. More precisely, bibliometric and machine learning techniques [23–29] have
been used to help track progress, identify gaps, and suggest interventions in support of
the United Nation’s 2030 agenda. The many studies and methods that have attempted
to map academic projects and publications related to the SDGs have shown varied and
diverse results. See for example, Bergen University [25] Elsevier [26], Aurora Network [27],
SIRIS Academic [28], NESTA and Dimensions [29], Rotterdam School of Management AI
Dashboard (RSM Emasmus University) [23], and Cabell’s and SDG Dashboard (SJU) [24].

This study contributes to the “calibration” of the research assessment “machine” by
testing an alternative approach for identifying the relatedness of business school research
to the SDGs, published in journals listed in the FT50, during 2019. Arguably, a more
valid and reliable RA instrument for measuring research relatedness to the SDGs, used
in prestigious business school rankings (i.e., FT50), or identifying journals well aligned
with the SDGS, that should be included in ‘high impact’, prestigious publication lists could
have a significant impact on business school research priorities. The literature suggests
that the SDG’s 17 goal framework, while an effective communication tool that inspires
countries and organizations to get on board with the agenda and helping to track progress
against the 17 goals, is an imperfect research measurement tool, as it includes over-lapping
concepts between individual SDGs, which may complicate assessment. This may explain
varied results across previous studies, in particular differences found in which SDGs align
with particular academic articles.

To investigate the potential extent of overlapping themes a network analysis was per-
formed from the textual description of the SDGs, including its 169 targets and 231 indicators.
For this, we used LeximancerTM, a machine learning software tool that identifies concepts,
themes, and relationships within documents. Additional researcher augmented terms were
added, where these arguably represented similar ideas and synonyms, to improve the
robustness of the themes generated. Next, the over-lapping themes that emerged from the
SDG framework were used to construct a holistic RA tool. In this way, we constructed an
assessment tool that arguably represented the ‘spirit of the SDGs’. It was this tool that we
used to assess articles published in the 2019 FT50 journals.

Eight (8) high-level distinct concepts or themes found to define the ‘spirit of the
SDGs’: Sustainable Development, Governance, Vulnerable Populations, Water, GDP, Food
Security, Restoration, and Public Health. When applied to the FT50 articles, we found
that, overall, 10.6% of themes found in the FT50 journals had an explicit relationship to
the SDGs, while 24.5% were implied. Furthermore, we found that a subset of journals
within the FT50 list were more closely aligned with the SDG themes than others. Those
journals found to be most closely aligned included the Journal of Business Ethics, Human
Resource Management, and the Journal of Management. Those furthest removed were the
Journal of Financial Economics and the Journal of Finance. Assessing research outcomes
and impacts on society is challenging. It can take years for published research to be applied,
e.g., messenger DNA (mRNA) used in the development of the COVID19 vaccine was first
published in 1961 and later debunked in 1990 [30], before reemerging at a time of urgent
social need. However, despite the SDG framework’s limitations as an RA tool, its use
in this and in other studies have highlighted a glaring gap in the ‘elite business journal’
literature on topics exploring sustainable business concepts and theory, and their practical
applications. This gap in the literature should inspire stakeholders to “open the can” [20]
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(p. 17) on ‘business- as usual research’, toward a research agenda that would be better
positioned to tackle pressing and future world challenges. As it stands today, without
multi-stakeholder alignment towards this goal, faculty who are interested in contributing
to the achievement of the SDGs will likely do so at their own expense, potentially risking
jobs, and promotion. Arguably, urgent global matters require a more efficient means of
facilitating academic contribution beyond publishing in the current list of ‘elite’ business
journals. To this end, for future research we suggest that it is progress towards the “spirit
of the SDGs” that should be assessed, using the distinct underlying themes identified
through the current analysis. This approach leverages the framework’s overlapping and
incomplete concepts to allow for a more generous and inclusive interpretation of evidence
of where progress is being made—or not. Furthermore, we recommend future research
that provides a deeper understanding of the publishing culture underpinning each of the
FT50 journals, and the trajectory of future research as well as isolate embedded levers that
could be used to redirect this focus—where appropriate—toward the urgent global matters
acknowledged through the SDGs.

This paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we review the literature that discusses
challenges with current measures of research productivity and both the benefits and
limitations of using the SDG framework as a research assessment tool. Additionally,
two methods of analysis for mapping academic publications to the SDGs are reviewed,
highlighting the plurality of perspectives and interpretations that can lead to varied results.
Similar methodological approaches utilized in two different studies are then compared
to demonstrate additional challenges associated with the SDGs as a RA tool. In Section 3,
we describe our methodology. Section 4 presents the results. Following, in Section 5, we
discuss how using the SDGs as a framework to measure the social impact of business
school research could be better designed and integrated into ranking systems, such as the
the FT50. Next, limitations to the current research and future research enhancements are
identified. Finally, next steps and suggested changes to help push business research output
toward impact are presented.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Challenges with Current Measures of Research Productivity and Their Impact on
Published Rankings

For business school researchers, H-index scores and the ‘impact factors’ of the journals
where their papers are published have become important metrics for measuring the produc-
tivity and quality of scholarly work [31]. Alperin, Nieves, Schimanski, Fischman, Niles and
McKiernan [11] reviewed P&T documents from 129 NA universities and noted tensions
in these documents between the public’s view of what constitutes high value scholarship
and the internal focus on ‘high prestige’ or ‘high impact’ publications by committees.
The inclusion of these same metrics in published rankings have intensified the perceived
relevance and influence of these benchmarks.

Curry et al. [20] in their working paper highlighted long-standing problems associated
with how published rankings assess research with impact, given their influence on insti-
tutional outcomes: “First, . . . there are narrow criteria and indicators of research quality
or impact... that distort incentives, creates unsustainable pressures on researchers, and
exacerbate problems with research integrity and reproducibility. Second, this narrowing
of criteria and indicators has reduced the diversity of research missions and purposes,
leading institutions, and researchers to adopt similar strategic priorities, or to focus on
lower-risk, incremental work. Third, the systemic biases against those who do not meet—or
choose not to prioritize—narrow criteria and indicators of quality or impact, or to con-
form to particular career pathways have reduced the diversity, vitality and representative
legitimacy of the research community. Finally, there has been a diversion of policy and
managerial attention towards things that can be measured, at the expense of less tangible
or quantifiable qualities, impacts, assets and values—a trend exacerbated by the rise of
flawed university published rankings” [20] (pp. 3–4).
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As an example, the Financial Times published ranking [32], which claims to rank
the ‘world’s best’ 100 full-time MBA programs, includes six criteria that arguably align
with specific SDG targets. However, individually, and collectively they represent only a
small fraction of the overall score (16% weight collectively). For example, linked to SDG 5
“Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls” there are scores for the
percentage of female faculty (2% weight), percentage of female students (2% weight), and
percentage of women representation on the board of directors (1% weight), for a total of 5%.
Linked to Goal 10, “Reduce inequality within and among countries”, there are scores for
the percentage of international faculty (4% weight), the percentage of international students
(2% weight), the percentage of international representation on the board of directors (2%
weight), for a total of 8%. There is also a score which reflects the overall spirit of the
SDGs, which is CSR related topics in course curricula (3% weight). Although, the FT50
includes these criteria as proxy indicators of institutional commitment to corporate social
responsibility and EDI, they are arguably insufficient to offset the acknowledged perverse
effects caused by other measures, such as the focus on salary increases of students and
the focus on the number of publications by the institution’s faculty in 50 pre-determined
journals known as ‘the FT50’ (a 10% weight). In other words, the layered-on SDG criteria
may be undermined by other metrics, influencing faculty priorities with respect to both
curriculum and research.

2.2. Challenges with SDGs, Targets, and Corresponding Indicators to Measure Research
with Impact

The universal set of goals, targets, and indicators developed by UN member states, as
represented by the SDGs, and with its overarching goal of achieving sustainable develop-
ment in all its dimensions [33] was intended as a communication tool, to inspire countries
and organizations to get on board with the intended societal “paradigm shift” as well as
a tracking device against the 17 goals, allowing the UN to report annual on the progress
being made. The effective communication of the framework between the many actors
involved is critical in developing a mutual understanding of priorities and which actions
to take [33]. Despite their many shortcomings, sustainability indices—such as the SDGs—
can be effective tools for inspiring and communicating progress to various stakeholders,
including practitioners and the public. However, using the SDGs inconsistently or in an
uncoordinated manner to measure progress towards achieving these goals is problematic.

There are several challenges associated with using the SDGs as a framework to mea-
sure the social impact of research. Firstly, and most importantly, evidence suggests that
there is a potential conflict between the socio-economic development and environmen-
tal sustainability goals [34,35]. Conducting research that helps to advance a country’s
manufacturing base, for example, could support the achievement of Goal #8, Economic
Growth, yet be at odds with Goal 12, Responsible Consumption and Production, or other
environmental-related targets, such as Goal 11, Sustainable Cities and Communities. In
short, if the goals are ‘cherry picked’ or pursued independently of each other, without
a superordinate focus on ‘sustainability’. This may result in contradictions or perceived
alignment, when the SDGs ‘in spirit’ are actually being undermined.

Secondly, the SDGs have been described as inconsistent, difficult to quantify, imple-
ment and monitor [36]. Both the Sustainable Development Solutions Network [34] and
the International Science Council [35] have raised issues about the wording of the goals,
claiming that a number of the targets could be constructed more clearly. The Center for
Global Development (CGD) dedicated an entire blog series on how many of the targets
could be improved if small changes in language were made [37]. Furthermore, the SDGs
cover several broad themes and contain interrelated targets [38], making it difficult to sepa-
rate goals as unique ideas and concepts. Additionally, the UN global indicator framework
for SDGs, when reviewed by the Statistical Commission in March 2020, noted that 12 of the
indicators used to measure progress were not unique to any one goal, but rather appeared
under two or three different targets [38]. For example, SDG 7.b.1. indicator of progress
toward Goal 7—“Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for
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all”—was “installed renewable energy-generating capacity in developing countries (in
watts per capital)” and this was identical to the SDG 12.a.1. indicator of progress toward
Goal 12—“Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns” [38] (pp. 7&12).

Additionally, depending on the version and information source, the SDG framework
can include a variety of titles (short and long versions) and has been translated into many
different languages, that are often then translated back to English, introducing additional
challenges. These include, but are not limited to, language structure differences, multiple
different meanings of key words, and different idioms and expressions peculiar to any
one language.

Spangenberg [39] argued that the messages of the SDGs are ambiguous. Many in the
scientific community support the notion that the SDG’s targets are weak, vague, or even
meaningless [40]. Leblanc [41] found some goals and interpretations as straight forward,
and others more difficult for non-experts to interpret. Beyond clarity, also concerning is
that the indicators do not explicitly address barriers that can block a country’s progress
toward achievement of the goals such as poor planning, poor and slow implementation,
and lack of government or public involvement and support. Finally, the SDGs do not
capture the subtle effect of research collaboration and inter- and multidisciplinary research
as relevant and necessary conditions for progress in sustainability [42,43].

2.3. A Review of Different Methods and Approaches for Assessing SDG Relevance in Research

Despite the challenges just reviewed, several studies have attempted to map scholarly
publications related to the SDGs. Their diverse results have been attributed to the different
methodologies employed, different data sources used, the large number of indicators
ascribed to each of the 17 SDGs, and the similarity of concepts across the goals, leading to
various interpretations despite extensive user knowledge [33]. Rafols et al. [36] suggested
that the differences were not due to technical issues, but rather were a result of different
methodologies employed and varying interpretations of the SDGs. Bergen University [25],
Elsevier [26] Aurora Network, SIRIS and STRINGS each completed this task using biblio-
metric techniques searching the content of research articles for strings of key words found
in UN SDG policy documents. In contrast, NESTA and Dimensions [29], the Rotterdam
School of Management (RSM) [23], and Cabell’s AI dashboard used the same SDG policy
documents to train machine learning (ML) algorithms as opposed to using strings of key
words to identify articles related to the SDGs [36].

Below, we highlight two of these studies to illustrate the differences between biblio-
metric and machine learning techniques.

2.3.1. Elsevier (Bibliometric Techniques)

Elsevier launched a report in 2020 entitled “The power of Data to advance SDGs”
that provided valuable insight into the role published scholarly work plays in supporting
societal change [44]. The report included SDG related publications from 2015–2019 over
multiple disciplines, producing a word cloud highlighting the key terms extracted from
the articles that captured specific SDGs. Additionally, they reported on the percentage
of publications from high-income versus low-income countries, and the percentage of
publications with corporate and/or international collaborations (identifying both high-
and low-income international collaborations). Elsevier relied mainly on Boolean search
queries containing SDG related terms on SCOPUS (an abstract and citation database) to
identify SDG related publications. Developing the search queries for the SDG goals in
Scopus involved two stages. In the first stage, an audit was conducted on a subset of SDG
relevant articles by knowledge experts to determine accuracy of the Boolean search. The
second stage involved updating the search query if warranted, given the results of the first
audit, and re-running the data. A second audit was then conducted with the search queries
updated as needed.
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2.3.2. RSM AI Dashboard (Machine Learning)

The RSM [23] developed an SDG mapper that relied on machine learning, incorporat-
ing a natural language processing algorithm designed by Google (BERT). This approach
is classified as using artificial intelligent (AI) technology as accuracy improves through
continuous iterative processes. In addition to ranking business schools by the ratio of SDG
publication to total publication output, the AI model reviewed the abstracts of all FT50
published articles from 2010–2019 to determine their SDG relatedness. The compilation of
SDG keywords used open data sets published by multiple research groups. The resultant
dataset was validated several times to maintain its robustness. Additionally, SDG identifi-
cation was updated as new datasets became available. The FT50 abstracts of the articles
published from 2000–2019 were analyzed through SCOPUS. A confidence interval of >50%
was required for the abstract to be positively acknowledged as SDG related. Furthermore,
the model identified individual articles as aligned with multiple SDGs.

While both studies used automated methods and relied on similar information to
identify the SDG relevance of published articles—e.g., SCOPUS and SDG key words—each
method has its own strengths and limitations. Both approaches allow for the assessment
of large data sets and do so efficiently. The RSM AI dashboard, in particular, learns
from the data, continuously improving its accuracy with each iteration. The speed in
which it conducts its analysis is also superior to human methods. That said, bibliometric
methods are more exposed to researcher biases when determining which key words should
be included in the Boolean search [45]. Translation of interpretations into search terms
is clearly challenging [25]. Interpretation skills are open to human judgement as they
involve “ . . . explaining, reframing, or otherwise showing your own understanding of
something” [46] and that understanding could vary greatly between analysts. For ML, there
is an accepted understanding by practitioners of the lack of transparency within the iterative
processes of what the machine is actually learning (existence of a black box) [47]. While
some differences in results are attributed to different methodologies, studies employing
the same methodologies on the same data sets also arrived at varied results.

2.3.3. Comparison of Two Bibliometric Techniques Using Same Data Sets

Applying similar methods and same data sources (Web of Science (WOS) Core Col-
lection between 2015–2018), Armitage, Lorenz, and Mikki found few similarities between
the Bergen and Elsevier bibliometric approach. Bergen found 39,507 articles relating to
SDG 1—No poverty—whereas Elsevier found 6793 articles, with only 13% of the Bergen
articles shared with Elsevier [25]. These incongruent results were consistent across several
articles for many of the SDGs. For bibliometric techniques researchers must decide what
strings of words should be included in the Boolean searches. Armitage et al. [25] suggested
that differences in results could be accredited to the research teams’ “(1) interpretation of
the themes and concepts of the SDGs, (2) decisions around how publications must discuss
these concepts to be considered as a “contribution” to the chosen interpretation of the SDG,
(3) translation of concepts into a search query that will find contributing publications, and
(4) data source (i.e., abstracts versus complete articles)” [25] (p. 3).

Interpretive processes are required for all methodologies given that in most cases
societal contributions are not made explicit within the research analyzed. Subjective
decision making is required to determine how a publication should discuss the themes to
be considered relevant to an SDG. Does the SDG need to be explicitly stated, or can it just
be implied? Should indirect contributions be counted?

In other literature, Harley and Fleming [48] reviewed and analyzed 5500 articles
published in “top-tier” management journals between 2008 and 2018 and “found that only
2.8% of articles critically addressed global ‘grand challenges . . . ’” identified by the SDGs “—
such as inequality, climate change, racism, and gender discrimination” [48] (p. 1). Similarly,
Steingard and Linacre, in their forthcoming chapter entitled “Transforming Academic
Journal Assessment from ’Quality’ to ‘Impact’” applied an ‘SDG impact intensity algorithm’
to a selected list of 50 journals focused on sustainable development topics (SDG50) and to
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the FT50 journals from 2015–2020. They found that the FT50 had an extremely low SDG
impact intensity score in stark contrast to the SDG50. [49].

The aforementioned literature highlights both the limitations associated with the SDG
framework as a RA tool and the need to encourage academic research that is more explicitly
aligned with the SDGs.

In an effort to help this important work evolve, an alternative method for mapping
SDGs to published scholarly work is tested, which leverages both ML and human interpre-
tation skills.

The study was designed to test explicitly the following three hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The SDG framework has several overlapping concepts between each designated SDG.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). FT50 journal themes for articles published in 2019 are not in close proximity
to the overlapping themes identified in H1.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Some FT50 journals lie closer to the SDG themes than others.

3. Methodology

To test all three hypotheses, a network analysis was performed from the text that
informed the SDGs, its 169 targets and 231 indicators and the 4576 FT 50 journal articles
published in 2019. For this, we used Leximancer™’s Lexiportal V5, an online, cloud-based
text analytics software tool that analyzes collections of text (up to two sentences at a time)
and visually displays the extracted information in a concept map outlining the main themes
and concepts that informed these themes [50].

Leximancer™ conducts its analysis in multiple phases. The software first utilizes both
conceptual and relational analysis to create a list of concepts by measuring the presence and
frequency of concepts, as well as the relationship between different concepts in texts [50].
Concept seeds are the starting point of each identified concept, with more terms being
added to the seeds as the software continues the analysis, identifies like terms, and expands
on the concept definition. The list of concepts is then used to generate a thesaurus of terms
related to each concept seed. Leximancer™ groups the concepts into themes based on how
often they appear together and how strongly related they are to each other. The software
presents the themes on a concept diorama using a heat map where the strength of themes
within the data are indicated by its colour. Red indicates the highest significance, followed
by other warm colours, while themes with lesser significance appear in cooler tones such
as purple and blue. The order of significance depicted by the heat map corresponds to the
order of themes by number of hits or narratives found within the text that relate to this
theme. The location of the themes on the map indicates the strength of the relationships
between the themes, with some themes sharing similar narratives illustrated by overlapping
theme circles. The size of the diameter of themes shown in the map represent the number
of different narratives that informed the theme. Therefore, a larger theme circle has a larger
number of diverse narratives, contained within the theme, whereas a smaller circle may
have the same number of hits as a larger circle, but with more repeating narratives.

To test Hypothesis 1, the verbatim document of the UN’s 17 SDGs, including each
goal’s title (excluding the title “Sustainable Development Goal” and its accompanying
number), its targets, and indicators were fed into Leximancer™ allowing the software to
automatically generate the first concept heat map. No manual settings or user-defined
concepts were included. To over-come a limitation of AI text-analytics software, specifically
its inability to capture the many nuances of the English language, our research team added
‘like’ terms and included alternative definitions and ideas that were similar to the ideas
and concepts generated by the automatically generated concept seeds. For example, the
term ‘food-bank’ was added to the auto-generated concept entitled ‘food insecurity’. The
autogenerated list along with the ‘researcher defined concepts’ (AG+RD) were re-input into
Leximancer™ generating a second concept heat map, that cast a wider net of narratives to
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better capture the SDG related themes. This second iteration of the heat map was used to
create an assessment tool to test Hypothesis 2 and 3, specifically, to measure the relatedness
of FT50 journal articles to the themes and concepts captured from the SDG framework.
This tool we defined as representing the ‘spirit of the SDGs’.

To test Hypothesis 2 and 3, all 4576 FT50 articles published in 2019, and sorted by
journal, were fed into Leximancer™ to generate a concept heat map for each journal. The
journals were also organized by discipline category. The top themes for each journal and
each journal category were documented and compared against the combined ‘automatically
and human researcher defined’ (AG+RD) SDG concept map created in step 1. All heat
maps created to test Hypothesis 1, 2, and 3 restricted the theme size to the auto-specified
by the Leximancer™ program to generate eight major themes which also allowed for
a commensurable analysis between concept maps. Note, restricting the theme size to
eight does not remove concepts or key words from the heat map, rather it reorganizes
the key concepts into new themes that connect their narratives. An SDG relatedness
‘incidence score’ was calculated for each journal based on the number of explicit and
implicit narratives, concepts and theme hits from the SDG heat map found within the
journal article set.

4. Results
4.1. Creating the Responsible Research Assessment (RRA) Tool

Figures 1 and 2, present the auto-generated (AG) heat maps and auto-generated plus
researcher defined (AG+RD) heat maps respectively. Both figures illustrate each SDG’s
relationship to the eight themes. These figures illustrate the emerging themes captured by
the 17 SDGs heatmaps as non-distinct, and frequently overlapping. This result confirmed
past observations that SDGs cover several broad themes and contain interrelated targets
and indicators [25].
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The eight core themes that emerged from the automatically generated heatmaps
(Figure 1) included (from most to least significant): Development, Governance, Vulnerable
Populations, Education, Management, Water, GDP, and Food Security. The location of
the SDG relative to the theme bubble indicates the closeness of that relationship. For
example, SDG 11—Sustainable Cities and Communities—was closer to the Governance
theme (contained within the theme bubble), than SDG 15—Life on Land—was to the theme
entitled Development. Notably, the GDP theme bubble is separate from all other themes.

Figure 2 enhanced the autogenerated heat map with the inclusion of researcher defined
concepts to help capture the many nuances peculiar to the English language. Similar themes
emerged for the AG+RD heat map as the AG map. However, there were incidences of
increases in the number hits per theme, verifying the logic for adding these ‘like’ terms.
Researcher-defined concepts only showed up on a heat map if they existed and were
significant within the text. For example, (Figures 1 and 2) included a theme entitled
Vulnerable Populations. In Figure 1, some of the key terms that generated this theme
included: sex, age, persons, population, children, women, as well as several underlying
phrases. Some of the researcher-defined concepts that were added expanded on these key
terms (see Figure 2) and included words and phrases such as female board of director,
people of colour, indigenous, BIPOC, etc. Consequently, Leximancer was able to identify
four additional locations within the SDG targets and indicators framework that related to
the theme of Vulnerable Populations.
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The Eight (8) core themes that emerged from the AG+RD heatmap (Figure 2) included
(from most to least significant): Sustainable Development, Governance, Vulnerable Popula-
tions, Water, GDP, Food Security, Restoration, and Public Health. In comparison to the AG
heat map found in Figure 1, five themes were identical (Governance, Vulnerable Popula-
tions, Water, GDP, Food Security). The Development theme picked up the pre-qualifying
tag of ‘Sustainable’, and Management and Education were replaced by the more significant
themes of Restoration and Public Health. Education appeared as a concept, but now fell
within the Governance theme. The Management theme spread across a variety of themes
given the ‘user defined’ requirement that the broad ‘Management’ concept be qualified
with a more detailed descriptor—i.e., ‘water’ management, ‘sustainable management’, etc.

Figure 2, like the autogenerated map in Figure 1, showed many of the SDGs located
near each other with many connected to multiple themes (see Table 1). A direct link
between a SDG tag and a theme represented at least one instance where the text that
emerged within the seed was verbatim text from the tagged SDG.

Table 1. SDG’s direct connections to concept themes found in Figure 2.

Sustainable
Development Governance Vulnerable

Populations Water GDP Food
Security Restoration Public

Heath

SDG 1 3 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 2 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 4 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 5 3 3 3 3

SDG 6 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 7 3 3 3 3

SDG 8 3 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 9 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 10 3 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 11 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 12 3 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 13 3 3 3 3

SDG 14 3 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 15 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 16 3 3 3 3 3

SDG 17 3 3 3 3 3 3

The “3” indicates a direct connection between the SDG and the theme, grey shaded area represents no connection. The shades of blue
represent the location of each SDG on the concept map relative to the theme. � SDG is located directly within the theme. � SDG is located
near the theme. � SDG is located near more than one theme.

Sustainable Development was the most significant theme with 201 hits, having a
direct connection with all SDGs. The concept seed size indicated there were many diverse
narratives informing this theme. These included ideas connected to sustainability, sus-
tainable management, practices and policies, sustainability information, reforestation, and
recycling. The SD theme shared concepts with both the Governance and Restoration theme.
SDG 12—Responsible Consumption and Production—was located directly within both the
Sustainable Development and Restoration theme.

The second most significant theme was Governance, with 131 hits and a direct relation-
ship with all 17 SDGs. This theme had shared narratives with Sustainable Development,
Food Security, Vulnerable Populations, and Water. Within the Governance theme, there
were concepts related to information, access, service, education, rights, and equality. Where
Governance overlapped with the Vulnerable Populations theme, concepts related to traf-
ficking, torture, well-being, and health appeared. Both Health and Public appeared as
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separate concepts within the Governance theme, however, the Public Health theme resided
outside the Governance bubble. SDG 4—Quality education—was located directly within
both the Governance and Vulnerable Populations themes.

Next, the Vulnerable Populations theme had 104 hits. This theme overlapped with
Governance, Food Security, and the Public Health theme. This theme included concepts
characterizing different vulnerable populations—such as women, indigenous people, and
children—as well as concepts discussing exploitation, such as torture and trafficking. The
Vulnerable Populations theme had direct connections to 15 of the 17 SDGs. The two
SDGs it did not have a direct connection to were SDG 12—Responsible Consumption and
Production—and SDG 14—Life Below Water.

The Water theme overlapped the Governance theme only. The concepts in this concept
seed included reduction and prevention, and threats to clean water such as pollution
and extinction, as well as issues surrounding water management, and access. The Water
theme had a direct connection to 14 of the 17 SDGs. The three SDGs it did not have a
direct connection to were SDG 5—Gender Equality; SDG—9, Industry, Innovation, and
Infrastructure; and SDG 13—Climate Action.

Following Water, the GDP theme had 20 hits. The GDP theme did not overlap with
any other theme yet had direct connections to 9 of the 17 SDGs. These included SDG
1—No Poverty; SDG 7—Affordable and Clean Energy; SDG 8—Decent Work and Economic
Growth; SDG 9—Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure; SDG 10—Reduced Inequalities;
SDG 11—Sustainable Cities and Communities; SDG 12—Responsible Consumption and
Production; SDG 14—Life Below Water; and SDG 17—Partnerships for the Goals.

The Food Security theme had three (3) hits. Food Security overlapped with the
Governance and the Vulnerable Populations themes. The concepts in this theme were
related to populations that would be vulnerable to food insecurity, and barriers that occur
due to lack of rights and inequalities. The Food Security theme had a direct connection
to 15 out of the 17 SDGs. The two SDGs it did not have direct connections to were SDG
7—Affordable and Clean Energy, and SDG 15—Life on Land.

The next theme was Restoration, with the second lowest significance and a hit number
of 2. This theme overlapped with Sustainable Development. The concepts found in this
theme were related to restoration and the availability of information to support restoration.
The Restoration theme had direct connections to 4 out of the 17 SDGs (SDG 11—Sustainable
Cities and Communities; SDG 12—Responsible Consumption and Production; SDG 14—
Life Below Water; and SDG 15—Life on Land).

Finally, the least significant theme shown with one hit, was Public Health. This theme
overlapped with the Vulnerable Population theme and had a direct connection to 1 out of
the 17 SDGs, SDG 3-Good Health and Well Being.

Given the difficultly in separating SDG goals as unique ideas and concepts, these
heatmaps suggest that a more robust research assessment tool for measuring SDG relevance
might focus on the extent to which the research analyzed is related to core themes captured
across the 17 SDGs, rather than any specific SDG goal.

Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported, confirming that there are several overlapping themes
that interconnect the 17 SDGs.

4.2. Measuring FT50 Using the Newly Created RRA

Concept Maps were auto generated using Leximancer™ for each of the FT50 journals,
based on papers published in 2019. Supplementary Material includes a table that captures
the eight themes in order of importance that emerged for each journal (50) from this analysis.
The top eight themes by journal are compared against the top eight themes generated for
the SDG (AG+RD) heat map (see Figure 2 and Table 1).

Applying the same theme size restriction as the SDG heatmaps, Leximancer software
identified 2,991,649 unique concepts from the 4576 articles contained within the 50 Financial
Times journals for 2019. Across all journals, 10.6% of the top eight theme hits (303,294)
were explicitly related to the eight core themes of the SDGs. Next, implied relationships
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were estimated using Leximancer™ software features that allowed the investigator to
closely examine the sentences that informed the concept and add like ideas and statements.
This additional method uncovered 641,140 implicit hits (+24.5%). Therefore, 34.9% of
the themes found within the 50 FT journals had an explicit or implicit connection to the
AD+RD themes found within the SDG framework. Hypothesis 2 was supported, as only
10.6% and 24.5% of the articles had an explicit and implicit connection, respectively, to the
themes that emerged from the SDG framework.

The auto-generated heatmaps for the Journal of Business Ethics and the Accounting,
Organizations and Society Journal are presented in Figures 3 and 4 as two examples of the
output generated from the network analysis conducted for each journal.
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From the heat mapping, the eight themes that emerged from the Journal of Business
Ethics were (from most to least significant): CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility), Ethical,
Development, Governance Organizations, People, Law, Workers (see Figure 3). In contrast,
Figure 4 shows the eight themes, the significance and the connections between themes that
emerged from the articles contained within the Accounting, Organizations, and Society
journal (from most to least significant): Management, Accounting, Firm, Governance,
Auditors, People, Control, Users.

Results were next organized by five journal topic categories; Economics; Ethics; Fi-
nance and Accounting; Management, Human Resources and Organizations; Marketing
and Consumer Behaviour; Operations and Entrepreneurship; and Magazines published by
academia for practitioners (see Table 2).
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Table 2. FT50 journals categorized by journal discipline.

Journals by Categories Journal Titles No. of Articles
for Each

Proportion of
Total No. Articles

Economics

1. American Economic Review
2. Econometrica
3. Journal of Financial Economics
4. Journal of Political Economy
5. Quarterly Journal of Economics
6. Review of Economic Studies

509 11.1%

Ethics 1. Journal of Business Ethics 541 11.8%

Finance and Accounting

1. Accounting, Organizations, and Society
2. Contemporary Accounting Research
3. Journal of Accounting and Economics
4. Journal of Accounting Research
5. Journal of Finance
6. Journal of Financial and Quantitative Analysis
7. Review of Accounting Studies
8. Review of Finance
9. Review of Financial Studies
10. The Accounting Review

658 14.4%
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Table 2. Cont.

Journals by Categories Journal Titles No. of Articles
for Each

Proportion of
Total No. Articles

Practitioner-focused
Magazines

1. Harvard Business Review
2. Sloan Management Review

245 5.4%

Management, HR, and
Organizations:

1. Academy of Management Journal
2. Academy of Management Review
3. Administrative Science Quarterly
4. Human Relations
5. Human Resource Management
6. Journal of Management
7. Journal of Management Studies
8. Management Science
9. Organization Science
10. Organization Studies
11. Organizational Behaviour and Human Decision Processes
12. Research Policy
13. Strategic Management Journal

1381 30.2%

Marketing and
Consumer Behaviour

1. Journal of Applied Psychology
2. Journal of Consumer Psychology
3. Journal of Consumer Research
4. Journal of Marketing
5. Journal of Marketing Research
6. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science
7. Marketing Science

442 9.6%

Operations and
Entrepreneurship

1. Entrepreneurship Theory Practice
2. Information Systems Research
3. Journal of Business Venturing
4. Journal of International Business Studies
5. Journal of Management Information Systems
6. Journal of Operations Management
7. Manufacturing and Service Operations Management
8. MIS Quarterly
9. Operations Research
10. Production and OperationsManagement
11. Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal

800 17.5%

Total 50 4576 100%

Total explicit hits (304,636) broke down as follows: 75.6% were from the category
Ethics, 11.5% from Management, HR, and Organizations, 11.2% from Operations and
Entrepreneurship, 1.2% from Finance and Accounting, and 0.4% from Practitioner-Focused
Magazines (see Figure 5). There were no explicit theme hits from the Economics, and
Marketing and CB categories. Figure 6 compares the explicit journal hits by category. This
figure captures the explicit theme hit rate by category relative to the percentage of all
articles captured. For example, Ethics had approximately 76% of the explicit theme hits,
and these came from 12% of all category articles analyzed.

Total implicit hits (706,442) broke down as follows: 43.0% from Management, HR and
Organizations, 18.1% from the category Ethics, 14.7% from Operations and Entrepreneur-
ship, 10.1% from Finance and Accounting, 6.7% Marketing and Consumer Behavior, 6.0%
from Economics, and 1.5% from Magazines (see Figure 7). Figure 8 compares the explicit
SDG theme hits and article distribution by category.
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Figure 7. Category: Management, HR, and Organizations has noticeably higher % of implicit SDG
theme relationships.
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Hypothesis 3 is supported, HR, Organizations, and Ethics journals have more related
themes to the SDGs than Marketing and Consumer Behaviour, Economics, and Finance.

5. Discussion

The SDGs—while arguably a remarkable accomplishment, representing a global
commitment to a set of targets to be reached by 2030—have been described as unclear,
abstruse, and repetitive. Unfortunately, their inconsistent ‘content’ characteristics, suggest
that when used as a RA instrument, the SDG framework can result in both unreliable and
invalid findings [51]. This study attempted to address this shortcoming, by contributing
to a common interpretation of the SDGs as a framework to help measure research with
positive social impact. Utilizing Leximancer™ software and researcher defined concepts
we found eight (8) high level distinct concepts or themes that define the ‘spirit of the SDGs’:
Sustainable Development, Governance, Vulnerable Populations, Water, GDP, Food Security,
Restoration, and Public Health.

Other researchers have conducted various analyses demonstrating the interconnec-
tivity of ideas and concepts contained within the SDG framework. Joshi, Hughes, and
Sisk, 2015 [52], found that the three dimensions of governance (security, capacity, and
inclusion) were on the top of the importance list of concepts that crossed all SDGs. Other
studies [53–55] clustered the 17 SDGs under more than three themes, using different meth-
ods, further corroborating the inter-connectivity between the goals, targets, and indicators.
Dalampira and Nastis [56] conducted a networking analysis, to assess empirically how the
17 SDGs mapped to the three forced themes or pillars of economy–environment–society.
Distances between the three themes on the network graphs revealed the significance of the
17 goals relative to the 3 themes. Like the results from this study, the three pillars found to
be highly interconnected [57]. Specifically, ‘’15 of 17 SDGs were multidimensional, com-
bining two or all three themes of Sustainable Development” [56] (p. 53). SDG 8—Decent
Work and Economic Growth and SDG 9—Industry Innovation and Infostructure were
the only two that sat at the intersection of society and economic development with no
connection to the environment pillar [57]. Our study showed the GDP core theme separate
from all other core themes, with SDG 8 and 9 in close proximity, and SDG 13—Climate
Change with no connection to GDP. Arguably, economic growth in and of itself is not what
was intended, as unchecked economic growth has historically been associated with the
exploitation of the environment and of people. Progress on SDG 8, pursued and assessed
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in isolation, could therefore undermine other goals, such as SDG 6–Clean Water and Sanita-
tion; SDG 11–Sustainable Cities and Communities; and SDG 15–Life on Land. The results
from this study and others [34,35] suggest that there is a potential conflict between the
socio-economic development and environmental sustainability goals, reinforcing the need
to consider these goals in an integrated way.

Once the SDG RRA tool was established, auto-generated core themes for all FT50 2019
journals were compared to determine their relatedness to the SDG themes generated. Once
theme connections were made, features within Leximancer™ enabled the identification of
research trajectories within the themes and identification of the closeness of these themes
to specific SDG numbers. Both the overall explicit and implicit theme related hits were
low, 10.6% and 24.5%, respectively. Journal theme connections to the SDG themes were
restricted to a subset of categories—e.g., Ethics and Management, Human Resources, and
Organizations combined accounted for 87.1% of explicit and 61.1% of the implicit theme
hits. There were no explicit relationships found in any FT50 journal for the themes of
Vulnerable Populations, Water, Food Security, Restoration, and Public Health. The FT50
journal themes, except for the Journal of Business Ethics, found to have little overlap with
the eight main themes generated from the SDG framework, and more than half of these
themes were undetected within the journal articles analyzed. This result corroborates the
previous studies mentioned [48,49].

This finding suggests that articles published in FT50 journals may be contributing
little to the advancement of the SDGs. Furthermore, those that are, are contributing in
a limited way, with the core themes of GDP and Governance being most prevalent. It
is interesting to note that in 2019, no one paper published by a FT50 journal, explicitly
mentioned the SDGs. Perhaps this is somewhat understandable, given the time it takes
for faculty to conduct research, combined with the fact that these journals have a slow
publication rate (on average these journals in 2019 took 19–20 months until acceptance, and
6–7 months to publish [58]). This of course is in and of itself concerning, as urgent global
matters require a more efficient means of facilitating academic contribution.

When we looked for implicit evidence of contributions to the SDGs (based on an
analysis of concepts), however, there remained scant evidence. This suggests that the
SDGS—explicit or otherwise—did not figure prominently in FT50 journals in 2019. Whether
these topics were not of interest to these journals, and/or not of interest to the contributing
authors is unclear, yet journals that did publish related work (such as the Journal of Business
Ethics, with 541 publications representing 12% of articles published in 2019 FT50), do not
seem to have been short of content. Given this observation, business school researchers
aspiring to publish in the FT50 may be being discouraged from pursuing themes associated
with sustainability and positive social impact. Unfortunately, this suggests that faculty
who were interested in contributing to the achievement of the SDGs, may be doing so
at their own expense, potentially risking jobs and promotion. It also suggests that SDG
related work was relegated to the domain of lower ranked journals, as it was simply not a
priority for the vast majority of so called ‘elite’ journals or faculty working in ‘top ranked’
business schools. The fact that few such concepts were present in the practitioner-oriented
magazines, indicates that little guidance was being provided to help business leaders adapt
to the expectations of the SDGs as well.

Mio et al. [59], in collaboration with other researchers, noted the limited academic
literature focused on helping businesses integrate SDGs into their business models [60].
Specifically, they found that the role of business in achieving the SDGs had yet to be
explicitly highlighted in the literature [59]. Overall, they found through an investigative
study of ABS journal rankings from 2015–2020, which provides a wide-range of journals
stretching across fields central or relevant to business and management studies, that most
academic papers on the role of business in achieving the SDGs were mainly published in
low-ranked journals dealing with Business Management and Accounting. Specifically, they
found 6 of 101 published SDG related papers in 3-star journals, 29 in 2-star and, 12 in 1-star
journals (note, top rank journals in ABS are designated 4-star,3-star,2-star,1-star, with 1-star
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being the lowest in the rank). Furthermore, they showed that the majority of the published
papers on the SDGs (54 out of 101) had appeared in non-ABS-ranked journals belonging
mainly to the academic discipline of Energy.

We suggest that the lack of SDG related research in so called ‘top journals’ is a serious
shortcoming that deserves addressing. Following a discussion of the limitations of the
current study, we discuss current progress and propose actions that can be taken to address
this pressing need.

5.1. Limitations

Assessing research outcomes and impact is challenging. There are different types
of research—from purely theoretical, to integrative and applied—some more difficult to
measure impact given the length of time for bodies of research to evolve. Additionally,
research can have a significant positive impact on one small community, and hardly
any impact when you look at it from a global perspective. Therefore, some research
could easily be misjudged as not having research impact potential by bounded rationale
analysts (anyone who cannot see the future with this task is bounded rationally). All
types of research can have value, but increasingly society—and funders—are expecting an
assessment of at least the potential for positive social impact. Reed et al. [61], in a review
of past studies designed to capture research impact, concluded that there was no one best
assessment to critically evaluate the impact of research on society.

The SDG framework, while directionally inspirational as a paradigm shift, falls short
as a tracking tool or assessment device. Yet, that is in large measure its intended purpose,
with countries and organizations expected to report on their progress against the goals each
year. Indeed, the 2021 report underscores this purpose, reporting on areas where advances
are being made, and where they are not; “Progress had been made in poverty reduction,
maternal and child health, access to electricity, and gender equality, but not enough to
achieve the Goals by 2030. In other vital areas, including reducing inequality, lowering
carbon emissions and tackling hunger, progress had either stalled or reversed” [62] (p. 1).
The use of the SDG framework and its accompanying policy documents as an assessment
tool is not statistically valid or reliable, given the interpretative processes required for
its use. While this study attempted to overcome the inter-connectivity and vague and
ambiguous language contained in this framework, identifying eight core themes, this
involved yet another interpretative process.

Although machine learning technologies offer an explicit, systematic approach, the
limitations of the SDG framework, the AI and human interpretation methodologies em-
ployed in this study, amongst others, may have missed concepts that were implied and
not plainly expressed. While we tried to overcome AI limitations by including ‘researcher
added themes and like concepts’ to further describe the goals, the Bergman team [25]
warns that given these limitations, the SDG rankings and associated tools should be used
with caution.

5.2. Next Steps

Despite the SDG framework’s limitations as a RA tool, the SDGs—originally intro-
duced in 2015, as a 15-year plan for global achievement—continues to be the blueprint
for world leaders, helping countries and institutions frame agendas and engage in policy
development for a specified time span and to measure progress. Although its use as an
assessment tool provides varied results amongst researchers, this and other studies have
agreed that there is a glaring gap in the ‘elite business journal’ literature on topics exploring
sustainable business concepts and theory, and their practical applications. This gap in
research is concerning as it could stand in the way of, or work against, the achievement of
the SDGs given that the business community has been identified as being essential to the
achievement of the UN’s 2030 agenda (UN2015) [63].

The Business and Sustainable Development Commission (WBCSD) recommended
companies “incorporate SDGs into business strategy, to rethink entire organizations from
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this perspective, and collaborate with peers to move towards SDG achievement faster” [64].
There are unique capabilities that business can contribute toward achieving these goals,
including “financing-specific expertise and knowledge, management and enforcement
capabilities” with “a higher willingness to take risk” [65] (p. 16). However, although
willing to contribute, organizations have highlighted the lack of knowledge available on
how to activate their role. Price Waterhouse Coopers (PWCs) recently noted in their “SDG
Challenge Report”, that “while there is a general acknowledgement of the importance of
the goals, there is still not enough understanding of what concrete action should be or is
taking place” [66] (p. 6). Previous researchers have noted that the role business should play
in the attainment of the SDGs was unclear [39] and as such, research was needed more
than ever to help navigate the role of business in achieving these goals [67].

We have reflected on what steps might be taken in support of changing the trajectory
of research by business school faculty toward helping achieve the goals. Much of these
suggestions come from our own research experience and networks as ‘change makers’.

First, to overcome the aforementioned limitations of the SDGs as a RA tool, for future
research we suggest that it is the progress of research towards the ‘spirit of the SDGs’ that
should be considered, with assessments that track progress against the distinct underlying
themes and concepts identified through the current analysis. This approach leverages
the framework’s overlapping and incomplete concepts to allow for a more generous and
inclusive interpretation of evidence of where progress is being made and ensures that
sustainability concepts are considered alongside GDP. Next, we recommend research that
provides a deeper understanding of the publishing culture underpinning each of the FT50
journals to determine the trajectory of future research, as well as isolate embedded levers
that could be used to redirect research toward the urgent global matters acknowledged
through the SDGs.

Other suggestions include rewarding the occurrence of research publications that
align with the core themes contained within the SDGs when assessing the value of research
for P and T and incorporating this same criterion in established and revered business
school published rankings (i.e., FT50), or adding more relevant journals to the ‘prestige list’.
Academic publishers, editors, and reviewers also have a role. Julia Christensen Hughes
presented a “top 10 list” at the UN Publishers Compact [68], of simple steps that would
help enhance the validity and reliability of the SDG framework as a responsible assessment
tool, motivate potential authors (through the peer-review process) to think about how their
research would contribute to this area, and ensure a diversity of research trajectories that
have greater possibilities of positive societal change.

Finally, for an academic community looking for meaningful work, research is needed
to better understand the role business plays and how the SDGs could be incorporated in
corporate strategies to accelerate the impact of their actions taken [66]. Additionally, more
research is required to determine the contradictory incentives within an organization that
work against realizing these targets [67,69].
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