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Abstract: Sustainability is a global problem that invites researchers and teachers to integrate sustain-
ability concerns into curricula. The analysis discussed in this paper is grounded in a synthesis of
research papers and documents that analyzes the current status of the initiatives taken to achieve
sustainability in education in the context of Pakistan. Through content analyses of 26 studies made
in higher education, this study discusses the progress and challenges in achieving Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD) in Pakistani Higher Education Institutions. Most of the studies
reviewed were open access and published by HEC (Higher Education Commission) Pakistan in
recognized national and international journals. This review shows how education contributes to
transformation by highlighting the contribution of different stakeholders, i.e., administrators and
leaders (eight studies) and teachers and students (fifteen studies). It also highlights governance, com-
munication and coordination among stakeholders (eleven studies), campus outreach (five studies),
and significant challenges in achieving sustainability (seven studies). The analysis provides a basis
for the consideration of logistical support and quality education (SDG #4) to progress toward the
SDGs. This analysis will help educators and managers in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to
reflect on their practices, leading to Sustainable Development (SD). In addition to this, this study
will help policy makers and curriculum developers to identify key challenges in meeting sustainable
development goals. Also, this will enable researchers to identify gaps in the literature when framing
their research questions.

Keywords: Education for Sustainable Development (ESD); Sustainable Development (SD); higher
education; stakeholders; progress and challenges

1. Introduction

Educating people who can innovate, think rationally, and promote social justice is at
the heart of the transformation of individuals and societies [1]. The best education systems
prepare people to be successful, productive, critical, civilized, and engaged members of
society [2,3]. Therefore, education systems are expected to provide appropriate knowledge,
skills, aptitudes, and experiences that enable students to achieve critical consciousness,
self-actualization, social justice, and economic growth. The UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child has been the foundation for the rapid expansion of quality learning opportunities
and teachers. Sustainable Development Goal 4 is to significantly increase the number of
qualified teachers by 2030, including through international cooperation for teachers in
developing countries. It has almost become a cliché that an institute can only be as good as
its teachers [4].

Sustainability in higher education encompasses a focus on research, education, uni-
versity operations, and the external community to enhance sustainable development [5].
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) emphasizes the role of educational insti-
tutions in addressing social, economic and environmental issues through curricula by
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ensuring the equal participation of teachers, administrators, students, and related commu-
nities in sustainable behaviors [6]. In order to move ahead, it is necessary for education
institutions to gain insights into the initiatives and challenges faced by governments and
related industries (i.e., Education industry) in the local and global context. This review
highlights the progress and challenges of ESD in the Pakistani higher education context,
resulting in a systematic engagement in sustainable behaviors [6].

According to [7], the role of ESD in higher education is to acquire generic sustainability
competence by, for instance, building individuals’ capacities to think in a forward-looking
manner; deal with uncertainty; predict, expect and plan for the future; work in an inter-
disciplinary manner; see interconnections, interdependencies and identify relationships;
work with open-minded thoughts, trans-cultural understanding and cooperation; and
exhibit sympathy, empathy and solidarity. Globally, there is increasing demand of ESD in
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs); the vision was promoted with the early initiative of
UNESCO chair programs, launched in 1992, which proposed channeling by inter-university
networks to transfer knowledge across borders [8]. The comprehensive review of UN-DESD
(United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development) highlights the role of
universities to advance research, teacher training programs, raise community awareness,
and promote individuals’ and societal responsibility. Also, the UN Economic Commission
for Europe [9] highlights the role of educators as reflective practitioners to discover the root
cause of unsustainable behaviors and, through his/her sprit, contribute to the betterment
of individuals, societies and environments in both a local and global context. It then evalu-
ates the learning outcomes in terms of the extent of the change and the improvement in
sustainability knowledge and attitude [10].

The UN has adopted the 2030 agenda of the SDGs, and Pakistan is among such nations
who have made this a national agenda [11]. The ESD is represented in SDG # 4 and places
an emphasis on the acquisition of necessary knowledge/skills to promote sustainable
development [12]. It is important to study the progress made in different dimensions,
what the obstacles are, and what strategies can address the need for sustainability in a
rigorous and effective way. This review will answer these questions with analysis of the
findings discussed in the available documents pertaining to the higher education context
of Pakistan. The paper’s novelty lies in the fact that there have not been extensive reviews,
particularly systematic reviews, that have highlighted the challenges associated with
achieving sustainable development goals in higher education institutions in Pakistan in
recent years. The analysis will help educators and managers in higher education institutions
to reflect on their practices that lead to sustainable development (SD). In addition, this
study will help policymakers and curriculum developers to identify key challenges in
achieving Sustainable Development Goals. It will also allow researchers to identify gaps
in the literature when formulating their research questions. After discussing theoretical
foundations, this paper provides a systematic overview of the progress and challenges in
achieving sustainability in higher education in Pakistan. Thus, the main question addressed
in this paper sheds light on the country’s position in achieving this goal. This paper starts
with the background, discusses material and methods, reports the findings and discusses
challenges along the way, proposes a model, and concludes with suggestions, limitations
and directions for future research.

2. Sustainable Development (SD) and Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)

This section offers a review and historical background of SD. Historically, SD was
introduced in a Brundtland report (1987) by the World Commission on Environment
and Development. The report’s title was "Our Common Future", and it defined SD as a
development that not only meets the needs of the present but also suggests worthwhile
outcomes for future generations [13]. It further identified contributors to environmental
issues and discussed the influences of social, economic and political development in relation
to environmental issues [14]. The emerging paradigm of SD has been embraced globally
by many government and non-government organizations [15]. A conference held in 1992
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in Rio de Janeiro produced an action plan to manage socio-economic development and
prevent the deterioration of natural resources. The agenda of the conference was the
application of ESD to reinforce critical awareness in dealing with uncertain situations [16].

SD has three dimensions: society, economy and environment. ESD is crucial in
developing individuals’ knowledge, skills and attitudes to take decisions that improve
quality of life [17]. HEIs are assigned the responsibility to promote SD through university
operations, research and outreach activities [10].

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development states that an education system is suc-
cessful when it can develop sustainable individuals who continue to learn after graduation,
take on future life tasks, and thrive in a changing society and environment [18]. According
to UNESCO, [19] SD can be achieved through holistic and pluralistic approaches to ESD.
The former emphasizes theory and content-specific awareness, while the latter emphasizes
pedagogy. With respect to content, ESD focuses on enhancing the conceptual understand-
ing of the three dimensions of sustainability (social, economic and environmental) and
identifies interconnectedness among them [20,21]. Pluralism is significant in addressing
sustainability issues and is defined as an approach that incorporates a variety of beliefs and
perspectives. At certain times and spaces, it has been difficult to address the issues with
pre-defined answers [22]. This innovative pedagogy organizes learner-centered democratic
strategies by encouraging participatory decision making and value-based learning [23]. On
the whole, with the amalgamation of both holism and pluralism, ESD strives to promote
students’ cognition to understand the world based on their own experiences and enables
them to exhibit practical sustainable behaviors. The holistic approach to ESD at a higher
grade level has a significant effect on students’ knowledge, and a pluralistic approach has a
significant effect on positive attitude [24].

The international literature highlights that certain initiatives around the globe are
undertaken by universities, such as ’greening the campuses’ movements by students
and employees [25], and enriching curricula that address and strengthen the sustainabil-
ity [26–28]. Other universities, including the University of Guyana (UG), place emphasis
on teaching, research, and outreach community services that support ESD. The School of
Earth and Environmental Sciences (SEES), in their specialized program for a B.Sc. in envi-
ronmental studies, incorporated such activities that raise awareness not only on campus
but also in the general public. In addition, students organize field trips and seminars and
host events on International Environmental Day [10].

According to [10], a majority of universities have established a network on ESD and
have attained higher degrees of sustainability in their campuses and communities through
strategic alliances that share experiences and technical expertise. In Chile, a consortium
was formed among six universities to evaluate the management practices that lead to
sustainability and sustainable ’clean production’. They seek education methodologies and
programs that can be applied at graduate and post graduate levels, as well as teacher train-
ing to disseminate sustainability science [10]. In conclusion, internationally, the literature
review provides evidence of higher education institutes’ engagement in re-orienting their
teaching–learning methods and research that have led to the discovery of new models,
competencies, and innovations that contribute to sustainable development.

Theoretically, the government of Pakistan responds to the mandate of SD very pos-
itively, as the National Education Policy (2017) recognizes the significance of ESD in
promoting the quality of human life through education. For example, the National Conser-
vation Strategy (NCS) has recommended the transformation of the curriculum in relation
to environmental sustainability at all bachelor- and master-level curricula [29]. In addition,
proposals have been made for the establishment of an independent environment division
in all agricultural and engineering universities [30]. Furthermore, HEC has shown interest
in sustainability and has initiated the implementation of green practices in most HEIs
in 2018 [31,32]. Many other official documents indicate the country’s way forward in
achieving the SD mandate:
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• According to the Policy Strategic Goal: “Build a nation-wide social movement for
transformative LEARNING for ALL children and young people from Early Childhood
Education (ECE) to post-secondary education and skills supported by technology,
innovations and new media” (https://aserpakistan.org/document/2018/National_
Eductaion_Policy_Framework_2018_Final.pdf, accessed on 19 December 2022).

• Article 25A: The State shall provide free and compulsory education to all children
of the age of five to sixteen years in such manner as may be determined by law
(www.rtepakistan.org, accessed on 19 December 2022).

• SDG 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning
opportunities for all (www.globalgoals.org, accessed on 19 December 2022).

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Search Strategies

Researchers of the current study searched articles published between January 2017
and December 2021 using search engines such as Google Scholar, Eric Data Base, Research
gate, Scopus and Web of Science. For the presentation of the search results and the selection
procedure, the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses [33]
statement was used (see Figure 1 and Table 1). To ensure that all related articles were found
in each search using different databases and a combination of keywords, the first 10 pages
of each search were analyzed. Typically, the researchers found relevant publications within
3-4 pages, but continued to scroll through 10 pages to ensure that no study was missed.
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Table 1. Studies focused on Sustainability Areas.

Studies Sustainability Areas

[11,24,32,34–41] Sustainability Knowledge and Attitude of Stakeholders

[11,36,38,40,42] Teacher Education

[32,35,43–45] Campus Operation and Out-reach Activities

[32,43,44,46–48] Quality Education

[11,24,36,40,42,46,49] Teaching Approaches

[32,35,43,45,46,50–52] Administration and Leadership

[11,36,43,44,52,53] Mutual Responsibility

[24,35,40,48,54–56] Sustainability Hindering Factors

Theoretically, in the National Policy on Education (2017), the government of Pakistan
elaborates on the mandate of sustainable development and recognizes the importance of
ESD in promoting people’s quality of life through education. Previous reviews reported
that institutional efforts were underway to achieve sustainable development prior to
2017 [57,58], but there has been a strong focus since then. Therefore, the time selected was
after the National Educational Policy took initiatives to meet sustainable development
goals. Considering that the study will start and continue in 2022, it was decided to gather
information on the topic from the last 5 years. This was done (from 2017 to 2021) based on
a selection of recent articles. As a result of the pandemic, new challenges emerged in 2020.
The researchers also examined research articles from 2019 onwards to identify additional
challenges that occurred in higher education institutions during the crisis.

The search was conducted using a combination of the following keywords: Sustainabil-
ity, Higher Education, and Pakistan. The search identified 309 articles for initial screening.
After preliminary screening of the selected articles by reading the abstracts and identifying
the inclusion criteria, 106 articles were selected for full review. Research that did not meet
inclusion criteria were rejected, e.g., information that was beyond the scope of the study (
bullying in higher education, career counselling, measuring social anxiety or satisfaction
among students, transportation issues in HEIs, studies only highlighting gender statistics or
women empowerment in education, studies related to funding and publication frequency
in higher education, accreditation, neoliberalism and cultural imperialism in HEIs, etc.),
publications focusing only on the role of Higher Education Commission (HEC), Pakistan,
research papers not relevant to Pakistan’s context, manuscripts focused on sustainability
in industries, manufacturing sector, stock exchange, published articles in non-indexed
journals, articles that did not directly address sustainable issues in higher education, and
manuscripts published before 2017.

3.2. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Publications were considered if the following criteria were met.

1. Empirical studies on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in higher educa-
tion in Pakistan published in peer-reviewed journals indexed with Web of Science,
Scopus, Eric and Higher Education Commission (HEC) Pakistan indexed journal list
were included. Conference abstracts, letters, unpublished theses or theoretical reviews
were excluded (see flow chart, Figure 1); however, book chapters published after peer
review were included in the study.

2. Experimental studies were considered that shed light on how sustainability can be
achieved in different areas of higher education in Pakistan. However, studies dealing
with the impact of sustainability were excluded.

3. Authors included studies investigating sustainability awareness in higher education
institutions (in different departments) in different provinces of Pakistan. Researchers
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also included document analyses of curricula and factors that trigger and hinder sus-
tainability.

4. Comparative studies (aiming to compare Pakistani students with those of other
nations) were included.

5. Published work with primary data was focused, and work with secondary data and
meta-analyses was excluded.

6. The age of study participants was not restricted, and all papers were selected and
discussed according to age groups.

7. Unpublished papers or preprints were excluded.
8. Only articles in English were considered.

4. Results—SD and ESD in Pakistan: Findings from Research

According to an analysis of the implementation of the SD mandate, national news
articles indicate that educational institutions have begun initiatives, talks, seminars, and
discussions on SDGs. This study highlights the progress and challenges pertaining to
sustainability in HEIs (see Table 2).

Table 2. Progress and Challenges in Pakistan.

S.No Source Purpose Participants Progress Challenges

1. [34]

To explore the impact of
social media on learning

sustainable behavior
(knowledge and
social change).

Eight-hundred and
thirty-one participants

(by questionnaire
administration) enrolled

at different levels of
university education

across the five provinces
of Pakistan. Also,

forty-two PhD students
with a computer science

background were
interviewed for the study.

Social media has proven to
be essential for male and

female students in creating
awareness, easy

communication, assisting in
maintaining contacts,

reducing the purchasing
cost of books, improving
individuals’ social and

communication skills, and
reducing stress.

Technology sensitivity is the
missing component. Technology

is perceived less useful in
increasing knowledge, confidence,

and in the sharing of lectures.
Rather, it is noted that excessive
use of technology can lead to a

lack of critical thinking, breakups
of study connectivity, disruptive

writing skills, dizziness and
health hazards. Also, to some

extent, technology contributes to
wasted time, problematic

communication, depression, and
anxiety, as well as cyber bullying.

2. [53]
Conceptualize the role of

Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR).

Faculty and
staff members.

It is highlighted that CSR
positively impacts

sustainability with its focus
on improving the quality of

society and the
environment by working

with employees, their
families, communities, and
all top-bottom stakeholders.

Implementation of CSR is a
challenge in the socioeconomic

context of Pakistan. This country
faces the problems of increasing
population, poverty, scarcity of

drinking water, electricity
shortage, and lack of provision of

basic education in rural areas.

3. [52]

To explore decision
making efficiency and

factors needed to
integrate sustainability.

Administrators from the
Public sector universities
(i.e., having qualifications

in sustainability).
One-on-one interview
from ten participants.

In the discussion of
planning initiatives, the
joint role of the Higher

Education Commission and
charter is also discussed,

where it is made clear that
no action can be taken
without both parties’

agreement. In addition,
collaboration of the

Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) with

universities can be helpful
in promoting

sustainability decisions.

Several policy issues are
highlighted, such as (a)

inadequate recruitment of
top-management, (b) ineffective

communication between the
Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) and the public universities,
and (c) the inefficiency of the EPA.
There exists a collaboration gap

among HEC, EPA, and
Universities, which hinders

strategic decision making with
regards to

sustainability promotion.
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Table 2. Cont.

S.No Source Purpose Participants Progress Challenges

4. [50]

Exploring managerial
skills of middle managers
in campus sustainability

in public
sector universities.

Semi-structured
interview from six

middle-managers and
document analysis.

According to the analysis,
to implement sustainability

in a systematic way,
managers need technical

skills (planning, budgeting,
controlling tasks) and
interpersonal skills (to

communicate and
cooperate effectively), in

addition to training
and development.

There are hurdles in the training
and development of middle

managers. These hurdles include
less focus of the Higher Education

Commission (HEC) on Human
Resource Management (HRM)
and less financial support for

professional development.

5. [35]

Explore the perceptions
of academic

administrators regarding
the role of universities to
promote SD and what are

the hampering factors.

Administrators from two
public-sector universities.

Academic administrators
were found aware
of sustainability.

Challenges faced due to several
factors, such as rigidity in the
decision-making structure, the

strategic planning and utilization
of funds in SD; taking awareness
initiatives for a massive body of

people (community);
demonstrating commitment and

organizing training that help
promote sustainability.

6. [54]

Explore sustainability
practices at higher

education institutions
in Asia.

Sixty-seven HEIs from
Pakistan and

Ninety-two HEIs
from Bangladesh.

Similar to other Asian
countries (i.e., Malaysia,

Thailand, Indonesia,
Bangladesh) Pakistani HEIs

have taken initiatives on
sustainability. More than
half (54%) of HEIs have

started working on
sustainability in some way;

45% of HEIs publish
sustainability reports in

Pakistan, a higher number
than Bangladesh (36%).

Pakistan lags far behind Asian
countries (Indonesia, Malaysia
and Thailand) in sustainable

initiatives. Furthermore, Pakistani
HEIs show scant or no

commitment in many aspects,
such as sustainable organization
and sustainable use of resources,

and serve as knowledge
multipliers for sustainable

development, as well as places for
research and think tanks for a

sustainable society. Due to
insufficient resources and
funding, students are less

interested in
sustainability initiatives.

7. [43]

Explore sustainability
from ‘campus operation’,

‘out-reach activities’,
curriculum, research,
faculty development

(green hiring, promotions
and rewards, health and

safety), stakeholders’
engagement (i.e.,

students, employees and
community), and

governance (vision,
planning and

coordination, Corporate
Social Responsibility

(CSR), strategies, MOUs,
sustainability reporting).

Sixty-nine deans serving
in HEIs participated in

the study.

Some cases have reported
progress in Campus

Operations (i.e.,
infrastructure and

management of energy and
waste water, food

packaging, landscapes,
grounds, environment,

transport, and pollution
prevention). Additionally,
some cases report progress

in outreach activities
(community development

projects, awareness
campaigns, web

development, and
problem solving).

Sustainability is not as heavily
focused in HEIs with regard to

curriculum,
financial/administrative support,

access to information on SD,
research on sustainability, faculty

development, stake-holders’
engagement and governance. In

addition, the majority of outreach
activities lack public discussions.
These highlights isolate planning

of HEIs and potential gaps
between the community

and HEIs.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 3406 8 of 19

Table 2. Cont.

S.No Source Purpose Participants Progress Challenges

8. [51]

Assessing the impact of
sustainable leadership on
sustainable performance
through the mediation of

social innovation and
managerial discretion.

Nearly three hundred
participants (faculty

members and managers)
from Islamabad HEIs

in Pakistan.

It is sustainable leaders
who significantly impact

sustainable performance in
HEIs through their

introduction of
social innovation.

In order to enhance sustainable
performance, HEIs still lag behind
and need to produce sustainable
leaders (who are visionaries, can

make strategic plans, have
problem-solving skills,

interpersonal skills, and
empathy), all of which are crucial

aspects of introducing social
innovations and enhancing
sustainable performance.

9. [36]

Integrated ESD in the
course title ‘Research in

Education’ in the Teacher
Education Program.

Eleven-week intervention
of Inquiry-Based

Learning on
twenty-seven

pre-service teachers.

Results indicated that
inquiry-based learning
serves as a vehicle to

enhance sustainability
consciousness (SC).

Research was limited to 27
pre-service teachers, as raising

awareness of a massive
population proved challenging.

10. [37]

Exploring the conceptual
understanding of ESD

from Pakistani
research scholars.

Using a mixed-method
approach, forty-two

scholars participated.

Communication and critical
thinking skills were just a

few of the aspects that
scholars understood

about ESD.

More than half of participants
hold an incomplete

understanding of several other
corners related to environmental

and social transformation.

11. [38]

Assessing Sustainability
Consciousness (SC) in

Teacher Education
Program.

Final year undergraduate
students, including two

hundred and seven
pre-service teachers and

one hundred and
sixty-four students from

other humanities
discipline participated.

Students in the humanities
group have some

knowledge of
sustainability issues.

Like most undergraduate
students in the humanities group,
pre-service teachers reported very
little information on sustainability

consciousness (SC, i.e.,
knowledge, attitude, and

behavior) in regards to social,
economic, and

environmental dimensions.

12. [32]

Comparing sustainability
between public and

private universities with
respect to campus

operation, outreach
activities and

quality education.

Semi-structured
interview from

twenty-five departmental
heads from

five universities.

Universities operating in
the private sector excelled

in campus operations,
outreach, and quality
education to enhance

students’ competences and
focused on 21st century

skills such as
decision making.

Government-sector universities
are far behind in sustainability in

all three aspects (environment,
social, and economic); e.g., pupils

show less responsibility for
environmental cleanliness, social
devotion, loyalty, and economic

aspects (exhibiting behaviors that
lead to financial strength).

13. [39]

Examine the
sustainability awareness

of students in
technology education.

A total of one hundred
and fifty-four students

(from computer science,
software engineering,

and information
technology departments)

from public-sector
universities participated

in the study.

The study highlighted the
need for ESD in computer

sciences, IT, and
software development.

A lack of knowledge and
sustainability concerns is evident

in the curriculum document.
More than 70% of the students

were unaware of sustainability in
their respective domains.

14. [40]

Exploring teacher
educators’ knowledge

about issues posing
threats to SD at both the
global and national level,

and what are their
perceptions about their

own role.

Using a mixed method,
data was collected from
one hundred and eight

teacher educators
through open- and

closed-ended questions
from nine teacher

education institutions
located in

Punjab province.

Teacher educators
possessed only a limited
knowledge of such issues
and failed to recognize the

need to address them
through their

teaching instructions.

Among the challenges
acknowledged in the study are

less personal motivation of
stakeholders, less focus and

support from management, and
less focus on re-orienting

existing curricula.
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Table 2. Cont.

S.No Source Purpose Participants Progress Challenges

15. [46]

Exploring
implementations of HEIs

for imparting quality
education towards a

sustainable lifestyle in
undergraduate programs

in Arts and
Social Sciences.

Documented analysis of
curricula and interviewed

nineteen Heads of
Department (HoD) to
explore perceptions.

Management has a positive
attitude towards SD and

expects teachers to
re-design and align

the curriculum.

Some of the challenges included
an outdated curriculum

documentation and lack of
international standards related to

sustainable development.
Teaching instructions also reflect

the same.

16. [11]

Evaluating the
integration of ESD into
the M.A. in Education

program for pre-service
teachers.

Pre-post survey of thirty
pre-service teachers.

Outcomes showed
improvements in

knowledge, attitude, and
behaviors towards SD.

The research was limited to one
classroom. Raising awareness
among a large population was

found to be challenging.

17. [24]

Explore ESD in HEIs
related to Sustainability
Consciousness (SC) at
three different levels of

education
(undergraduate,

graduate, and post
graduate). Moreover, the

study revealed the
perceptions of teachers

and students.

One thousand nine
hundred and fifteen

students and one
hundred and twenty

teachers participated in a
semi-structured survey.

ESD is somehow
implemented at graduation
and post-graduation levels,

but the study lacks
evidence of implementation
at the undergraduate level.
Few teachers incorporate

pluralistic/
holistic approaches.

The knowledge of ESD among
teachers in HEIs is quite limited,

and learning through both holistic
and pluralistic approaches is rare.

Teaching approach is less
concerned with students’
knowledge, attitude, and

behavior on SD.

18. [45]

To predict the influence
of ICT on the

accomplishment of
sustainability.

Quantitative data was
collected from three

hundred and twenty-two
teachers from public

(70%) and private sector
(30%) medical,

engineering, and
agriculture universities.

The faculty working in
private sector universities

had better skills and
physical access to ICT

on campus.

The faculties in the public sector
have poorer physical access and

less competence in ICT. This poses
challenges to equity in education
proposed by the UN sustainable

development goals (2015).

19. [41]

To assess
home-economics

students’ behavior
towards sustainable

development.

Quantitative data was
collected from students

majoring in
home-economics from six

universities of
Punjab province.

Home economics students
displayed favorable

attitudes toward
sustainable development,

regardless of
institutional differences.

The field of home economics is
regarded as feminine, where

gender identity influences the
development of the curriculum

and students’ behavior. In
Pakistan’s unique context,

neutralizing the home-economics
discipline is not easy and is

challenging.

20. [55]

Exploring barriers and
challenges faced by

private sector higher
education institutions
(HEIs) in promoting

sustainable development.

Semi-structured
interview from eleven

faculty members
in Punjab

It is concluded that private
sector HEIs can be

effectively utilized for
knowledge creation and

can actively promote
sustainable development in

Pakistan through faculty
training, active

involvement of all
stakeholders, and

action-oriented research.

Lack of investment in related
concerns such as allocating funds

for research is one of the prime
challenges. Researchers

emphasize that a lack of teachers’
competence and management

support are additional challenges.
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Table 2. Cont.

S.No Source Purpose Participants Progress Challenges

21. [56]

Identifying factors
affecting sustainable

procurement in
public-sector universities.

Seventy-five officers
deputed in public

procurement participated
in the study.

Research helps to identify
several internal and

external factors hampering
sustainable procurement
that further resist SD in

Pakistan. Internal factors
include employees’

competence; motivation
and reward; lack of training
programs, implementation
of environmentally friendly

practices; funds;
management commitment;

and perceived
ineffectiveness. External

factors include government
legislation, the price of

green items, the
unavailability of green

items, supplier knowledge,
and willingness and
third-party pressure.

To control internal and external
factors simultaneously is

highlighted as a great challenge.

22. [44]

To discover sustainability
integration,

implementation
(environment, curricula,

research, social and
economic development,

awareness, volunteerism,
assessment and

infrastructure), and
reporting index in

the HEIs.

Websites, documents,
(internal published

reports) and interviews
with high officials. A
sample of only three

universities was selected
from the province of

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

Universities demonstrate
their commitment to

sustainability by
transforming the

environment and curricula,
motivating pupils and staff,
developing volunteerism,

infrastructure, and research.
The paperless culture was

introduced through the use
of online learning

management systems
(LMS) and campus

management systems
(CMS). Universities took

initiatives to reach SD goals
by promoting recycling and

reusing paper, reducing
and disposing of waste, and

planting trees.

Written commitments such as
mission, vision, objectives, record
keeping, and progress documents
were not properly maintained. A

shift towards carbon reduction
and renewable energy was not

visible. HEIs lack mutual
collaborations such as exchange
and joint degree programs. In

addition, they lack assessments
that are in line with national and
international environmental and

sustainability-based rankings.

23. [42]
To explore the role of

teachers as gender-
transformative agent

Four teacher education
institutions were

purposely selected from
Sindh province. Multiple
data collection methods
were used (interviews,

focus groups,
questionnaires, and

observations), with two
hundred and sixty-six
respondents, including

teachers, student teachers,
and curriculum experts.

Curriculum is revised,
gender justice is integrated

and the effective
implementation of

curriculum is expected to
lead to gender equality in

Pakistani Teacher
Education

Institutions (TEIs).

The linkage between gender,
education, and conflict in
everyday life is not clearly

expressed in pedagogy. Teachers
have a limited understanding of

their role and capacity for
transformative gender justice,
social cohesion and conflict

mitigation. The initial teacher
education curriculum perpetuates
gender inequality and promotes

hegemonic masculinity and
femininity. This notion still

persists among many teachers.
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Table 2. Cont.

S.No Source Purpose Participants Progress Challenges

24. [45]

To explore the
relationship between

Knowledge Management
(KM) and organiza-
tional performance.

Two hundred and
seventeen academic staff

and administrative
personnel from research

universities and HEIs
that offer

multi-disciplinary
education and research in

the natural and social
sciences, technology, and
engineering in the federal

capital, Islamabad;
responses were collected.

KM processes influence
organizational performance

(research productivity,
student satisfaction,

curriculum development,
and responsiveness to

environmental challenges)
directly and indirectly

through innovation and
intellectual capital. KM

processes are also
influenced by quality
leadership, culture,

and incentives.

It is challenging for management,
researchers, and practitioners to

manage organizational
knowledge (the way knowledge
is created, shared and utilized)

and assets effectively. Moreover,
retaining intellectual capital (i.e.,

group learning, skills, and
competence) requires efficient

leadership and culture.

25. [48]

Examining factors (e.g.,
economic, social, repute,
diversity, development

values, and the extent to
which employers fulfill

their promises) that
predict

employee retention.

Collected responses to
questionnaires from three

hundred and fifty-two
teachers from
private HEIs.

Economic, social,
reputation, diversity, and
development values were
positively correlated with
staff retention. The most
significant factor was the
economic factor, followed
by the reputation factor,

and the social factor;
meanwhile, promised

fulfillment did not
significantly impact

employees’ decision to quit
or stay in the organization.

There is a need to reflect on the
agenda of private HEIs. Results

are controversial and not aligned
with theory. Rather than
considering the promise

fulfillment that drives teacher
commitment behavior to ensure
quality in education, economic

benefits dominate and determine
employee retention.

26. [49]

To examine the extent to
which teachers integrate

moral education into
teaching Islamic studies
curricula in Pakistan and

EFL in China. A moral
education assessment
looks at the following
aspects: value-focused

learning, a good human
being, promoting

classroom discussions,
critical thinking, and

problem-solving abilities.

A mixed-method
approach was adopted.
Quantitative data was
collected from three

hundred participants,
and qualitative
interviews were

conducted with twelve
participants (six

participants from
each country).

The concepts and
instructions for moral

education for Pakistani and
Chinese teachers are similar.

The integration of moral
education into both

curricula is still in its
early stages.

In general, teaching practices are
not conducive to the development
of morally developed individuals

who can contribute to the
sustainable development

of countries.

5. Discussion
5.1. Sustainability Progress

In these studies, it is shown that sustainability has gained the attention of researchers
from Pakistan. They have shown enthusiasm, have contributed to studies on sustainability
issues, and have provided necessary recommendations.

Studies have proposed measures to incorporate ESD in the following fields: (a) tech-
nology development (computer sciences, IT, and software development), which will enable
students to adapt strategies for green computing, energy-efficient software, risk reduc-
tion, management and code optimization, and resource utilization to address the needs of
present and future industries [39]; (b) in social science curricula to enhance values for hu-
man rights, peace, gender equality, global citizenry, and celebrating cultural diversity [46];
and (c) in humanitarian groups, where enhanced knowledge and positive attitudes to-
wards sustainability will help individuals to exhibit honesty, lifelong learning, empathy,
systematic thinking, environmental care, social justice, and conflict resolution skills [37,38].
The experimental studies were performed by researchers at Lahore College for Women
University, where the faculty members integrated ESD into the course title ‘Research in
Education’ [36]. The study found that reading and discussing SD and ESD improved
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students’ concepts and enabled them to establish connections among social, economic, and
environmental factors and contribute to their improvement. Moreover, participants became
more open to learning new things and showed a keen interest in how to save environmental
resources and achieve social justice and gender equity. Many of them showed empathy for
the poor and agreed to provide voluntary service that could bring some change. Another
experimental study [11] revealed students’ sustainable behaviors after they participated in
an intervention where participants came up with solutions to local problems; they started
saving water, electricity, and reducing the use of plastic shopping bags by replacing them
with reusable cloth bags.

Progress is also highlighted with regards to campus operations and outreach activi-
ties [43]. Campus operations were examined through building and infrastructure, energy
efficiency, waste management, water management, transport, food, landscape and grounds,
the environment, packaging, and pollution prevention. The engagement of HEIs in out-
reach activities was demonstrated by achieving sustainability on the web, collaboration,
community development, community projects, awareness campaigns, and problem solving.
Sustainability is a campus operation that is consistent with the findings of [32,35]. It was
also found that academic administrators are well aware of the sustainability concept [35].
Along with awareness, a change in attitude from management has also been noticed. Many
heads of the arts and social science departments are keenly interested in transforming their
curriculum to align with SDG #4. To achieve this, they encourage teachers to adopt ESD
with the integration of technology [46].

In contrast with the public sector HEIs, researchers [32] have found better sustainability
awareness in private sectors in all three components (social, economic, and environmental
resources). In the private sectors, for example, the HEIs excel in developing students into
decision makers, organizing regular awareness seminars, and making students competent
to earn more than average earnings. However, both sectors offer social science courses,
yet the private sectors claim that these HEIs have strong operations and established rela-
tionships with the community because they promote social values, social responsibility,
loyalty, peacefulness, and a sense of producing quality products and services; meanwhile,
the public sector respondents do not do so well.

Moreover, training exposure on sustainable environmental protection seems more
so in the private sectors as compared to in the public one. The reason for lower perfor-
mance is due to public-sector universities having hierarchical structures and limitations
on autonomous decision making [52]. Moreover, there are several internal and external
factors hampering progress (see in Table 2), [56]. However, not all private-sector HEIs
are performing well—some reservations are found on their part as well, such as in invest-
ment in sustainability related concerns, teachers’ competency management [55], and their
knowledge and implementation of appropriate learning approaches in classrooms [24].

It was found that the achievement of sustainability outcomes in HEIs depend upon
sustainable leaders, regardless of the private or public sectors [51]. The required skills for
leaders are technical skills (planning, budgeting, and controlling tasks), interpersonal skills
(to communicate and cooperate effectively), and exposure to training and professional
development [50]. HEIs’ initiatives for Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) can help
change society and the environment, in addition to promoting leadership (see Table 2), [53].
However, it is argued that there are many issues and challenges which have made progress
towards SD very slow.

5.2. Sustainability Challenges

Pakistan is far behind the Asian world in sustainability progress [48,54]. In most HEIs,
sustainability is neglected in several aspects: academic courses; learning outcomes; pro-
grams; immersive experience and assessment; sustainability literacy; establishing campus
as a living laboratory; utilization of institution infrastructure and operations for demon-
strating, testing, researching, and learning about sustainability; teaching approach and
methodology; awareness; and integration [43]. The research findings were consistent
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when analyzing the curriculum of Technology Education [39] and Arts and Social Sciences
(including Economics, History, Sociology, Gender Studies, Pakistan Studies, Political Sci-
ence, International Relations, Journalism, Media and Communication, Applied Psychology,
Philosophy, Sports Sciences and Education) [46].

It is important to acknowledge that the curriculum plays a trivial role in coping
with the associated challenges of the emerging world and achieving sustainability in
lifestyles [34]. Curricula need to be revamped in most of the domains [24,39,42,43,49].
Under-graduate students in most fields have a much less degree of awareness on sustain-
ability consciousness (SC) [24]. Research in the field of technology education [39] found
that 71% of students are unaware of sustainability and its relevance to their field of study,
only 17% of students know the basic definition of sustainability, and only 12% of students
possess some understanding of how sustainability can be related to technology education.
Similarly, undergraduate students in humanitarian groups (i.e., pre-service teachers en-
rolled in the final year of B.Ed. (Hons) program) also displayed much less awareness of SD,
even compared to Canadian high school students and Swedish upper secondary school
students [38]. According to a study on teacher education programs, many teacher educators
lack a significant understanding of ESD, and they do not perceive the relevance of teaching
SD and addressing unsustainability through the teaching of courses [40,42]. Also, large
amounts of survey data have found that teachers holding quite minimal knowledge of
ESD and learning through both holistic and pluralistic approaches is uncommon in HEIs.
Therefore, no significant impact of any approaches on students’ knowledge, attitude, and
behavior is noticed [24]. In arts and social science classrooms, teaching practices lack a focus
on sustainable lifestyles and human rights (promotion of nonviolence and peace culture,
gender equality, global citizenship, and an appreciation of cultural diversity and culture’s
contribution to sustainable development) [46]. Also, teachers hold a lesser understanding
of how to develop moral values through religious education [49].

In addition to this, there is little evidence of sustainability in the core areas of HEIs [43].
These areas include research (academic research, financial/administrative support), access
to information on SD (research on sustainability, sustainability research centers), faculty
development (employee orientation, staff professional development, reward and com-
pensation, health and safety, green hiring, and promotion), stakeholders engagement
(student involvement, employee engagement, community engagement), and governance
(sustainability planning and coordination, vision and mission, committees, Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR), strategies, MOUs, and sustainability reporting).

Ref. [43] also noticed that in some cases, the deans of HEIs have reported the preva-
lence of outreach activities (sustainability on web, collaboration, community development,
community projects, awareness campaigns, public discussion, and problem solving), but
a majority of respondents reported little concern in public discussions. These highlights
isolate the planning of HEIs and potential gaps between the community and the HEIs.
This suggests that HEIs have failed in their attempt to play an influential role in local
communities. Managers at the middle level lack competencies [38]. Similar findings were
found in Vietnam, indicating that managers did not possess expected competencies such as
mentoring and transformation [59].

Similar to most other stakeholders in HEIs, research scholars have an incomplete un-
derstanding of SD and ESD. The findings revealed that perceived ESD are those set of skills
acquired through education, such as communication and critical thinking, which continue
in school and university and help to avail career opportunities. However, ignorance was
noticed regarding other skills, for instance regarding honesty, lifelong learning, empathy,
systematic thinking, environmental care, social justice, and conflict resolution [37].

In addition, a high illiteracy rate and slow economic growth are major barriers [24].
Slow economic growth has been the cause of insufficient funding in the allocated budget for
education. Thus, the attainment of ESD with an expected quality is challenging, primarily
due to the lack of funding, awareness, and training (of all stakeholders, including teachers
and administrators); the inappropriate infrastructure, insufficient number of trained faculty
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members [24,35,46,48,50,56], lack of commitment, and interest are additional barriers [35].
A lack of funding affects sustainable procurement, discourages staff training, and may
further lead to problems with competencies [56]. Paucity of budget also creates hurdle
in hiring trained employees. Some other obstacles reported are the personal motivation
of stakeholders, decentralizing of powers, and authorizing teachers to modify existing
curricula with adequate administrative and institutional support [40,45,46]. Moreover,
it is also a challenge for universities to motivate students to sustain behaviors related
to environmental protection and generate resources. One of the reasons for the lack of
motivation is a lack of any incentives, and employers have no concern with the jobs of
students [32]. Similar obstacles have been noticed in other international studies. For
example, among the obstacles in Malaysia are commitment and communication [60], high
costs of practicing, lack of infrastructure, training programs, and monetary incentives [61].
Collaboration among top-bottom level stakeholders is crucial for efficiency [52], as is the
realization of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) [53]. Such initiatives require careful
decisions when considering the socio-economic realities in Pakistan.

Globally, ICT has shown substantial progress in education after the outbreak of COVID-
19. However, observing pupils’ performance on the basis of technology alone is misleading.
Technology can have a positive impact on student performance in Asian countries when it
facilitates self-regulated learning and interactive learning [62,63]. A critical approach and
sensitivity to technology is necessary to overcome the challenges associated with the use of
technology, such as poor physical and mental health, discontinuation of study connectivity,
communication, and skills management [34]. As compared to China and India, Pakistani
academics encountered additional challenges in shifting towards online learning during
the COVID-19 pandemic [64,65]. There are several aspects that affect teachers’ access to
and readiness to use ICT and their path towards sustainable education [40,47,66], such as
their exhausting role in work that fulfills their technical interests, and their unwillingness to
reflect on social and economic issues in order to address them. Moreover, these situations
neither allow teachers to enjoy freedom nor do they encourage them to re-orient the
curriculum. This finding contradicts the study [46] that stated managers want to incorporate
SD and expect teachers to update and reorganize the curriculum.

The literature suggests that SDG 4, target 4.7, proposes the role of higher education
institutions in achieving the SDGs in general [67]. The SDSN General Assembly (2017)
highlights the valuable contribution HEIs make to economic uplift and local and global
well-being [68]. Thus, universities can contribute to the achievement of the SDGs in a
variety of ways (see Figure 2) [69]. We propose the following model for decision makers to
ensure sustainable education in the context of Pakistan.
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6. Conclusions

While researchers get inspired by SD mandates and initiatives taken by the education
system across the globe, the authors of the current study identified that they are very
much behind in moving forward with quality education. The Pakistan Economic Survey
2021-22 suggests that overall enrolments in the fiscal year (FY) of 2020 totaled 55.7 million
as compared to 53.1 million in FY 2019, which shows an increase of 4.9 percent. Similarly,
compared to 271.8 thousand institutions registered for FY 2019, there were 277.5 thousand
institutions registered for FY 2020. Based on this improvement, it was predicted that
Pakistan would have 283.7 thousand institutions in FY 2021. In concert with this, the
number of teachers increased from 1.79 million to 1.83 million in FY 2020.; thus, once again
it was predicted that there would be 1.89 million teachers in FY 2021 [70]. In Pakistan,
however, 31% of youth are unemployed, and many of these unemployed youth hold
professional degrees [71]. There is no doubt that a lack of opportunities and a weak job
system contributes to this issue [72]. In addition to that, a lack of knowledge and expertise
to meet employment requirements and a lack of practical experiences such as internships
and field experience are some of the major challenges identified that contribute to the
unemployment issue [73]. These also reflect on the overall quality of education that we
are offering to our youth and whether it leads to a quality of life that is economically
sustainable. Additionally, there are rising concerns regarding psychological ailments such
as depression, stress, and anxiety in education [74–76], which are a threat to well-being and
could restrict our nation’s efforts to achieve the ideals of social inclusion and peace.

The situation certainly calls for a reflection on how the education we offer has an
impact on the quality of our youth’s emotional and, therefore, social life and life in general.
There is a need to conduct systematic research to determine where current practices lie and
what is needed to collectively achieve sustainability as educators, researchers, and prac-
titioners. Regular discourse with stakeholders and teachers on educational development
and deep learning is essential to conceptualize what might work in Pakistan. Workshops
and clinical sessions are also important to equip students to deal with the complexity and
changing dynamics of today and beyond. Thus, the researchers conclude that education for
sustainability requires a design of research and other educational strategies at a broad level
and at the institutional level throughout the country. The conceptual understanding of ESD
and its implications for nurturing quality life and quality of education of all the stakehold-
ers, including parents and students, can also increase the momentum of sustainability in
higher education. While most of the literature examined was based on urban contexts in
the Punjab and Sindh provinces of Pakistan, sustainability concerns in the remaining two
provinces—the Higher Education Context of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) and Baluchistan
province—need to be addressed clearly and appropriately. To conclude, higher education
institutions should not be left alone to address quality and equity issues. The state, parents,
funding agencies, and professionals collectively need to re-examine the purpose of educa-
tion; how to cultivate indigenous and global values and visions both inside and outside the
institutions; prioritize positive interactions and wellbeing; incorporate digital technologies
that boost communication and collaboration; and enhance teachers’, leaders’, students’,
and parents’ constant involvement in improving practices, roles, and responsibilities.

7. Limitations and Direction for Future Studies

This discussion was derived from a document and situation analysis; however, there
is a need to conduct a systematic and linguistic study to understand how teachers and
students view their preparedness to survive and serve in the 21st century. According to
the report, higher education institutions were also affected by the decentralization policy
and the 18th Amendment in the education sector [77]. However, it is recommended that
more thorough studies be conducted to identify the impact of decentralization on higher
education institutions and sustainability.
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