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SDGs in school curricula to address ‘colossal global dysfunction’

By Rob van Tulder and Michael Putra

0 organization nor indi-
Nvidual would be happy if

five years of hard work is
wiped out in an instant. Yet, this
is exactly the case with the most
recent global Human Develop-
ment Index (HDI), published by
the United Nations Development
Program last month.

The world’s steady progress
over the past five years seems to
have been reversed as this is the
first time we see a decline in the
global HDI since 1990. Indonesia
is not escaping this global trend,
with its HDI in 2021 being lower
than it was in 2018.

Indeed, the United Nations
secretary-general’s remarks at
the opening of the UN Gener-
al Assembly general debate in
New York were blunt. Anténio
Guterres went as far as claim-
ing that the world is “gridlocked
in colossal global dysfunction”
where the international commu-
nity is failing to tackle the major
global challenges.

Cascading crises put Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs)
and the related trust in the bene-
fits of globalization at risk.
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complex systemic issues.

The frustratingly slow prog-
ress in climate action can be part-
ly explained by what the Norwe-
gian climate scholar Per Espen
Stoknes calls “apocalypse fa-
tigue”. The problems are too big
or they take away incentive for
concrete actions.

Psychologists talk about “choice
paralysis” where individuals have
to deal with pervasive, but often
“slow moving,” systemic crises that
confront them with an abundance
of choices and complex trade-offs.

Putting the responsibility to
make responsible choices to in-
dividual citizens and consumers
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way they “dobusiness”. This refers
to the root causes of the present
cascade of crises that partly reside
infragility of supply chains and ex-
ploitative business models.

As the former CEO of DSM,

versity. The views expressed are their own.

Ban Ki-moon, who oversaw the
historic adoption of SDGs in 2015,
has always been vocal about the
crucial role of the prwu(cscdor

Arecent UNesti

Feike Sijbe , stated “In a system

that fails, I cannot do business.”
However, the volumes of tools

and indices around Environmen-

skillsets to deliver the required
(business) outcomes.

The approach in business ed-
ucation cannot be sterile within
the academic bubble, rather it
needs to allow continuous i
actions with practitioners,
societies and policymakers.

Forexample, there is a growing
number of business schools that

fer frameworks for Corporate
Action on SDGs (principlesofsus-
tainablebusiness.nl/).
hese frameworks are also rel-
evant beyond business schools, as
SDGs require collaborative think-
ing across disciplines from engi-
neering to medicine, from bank-
ingto ngxuullum and so forth.
Mnrmvv:r it w cxtrcmcly im-

tal, Social und Governance (ESG)  are b f the Principles for pom\nl dge the contri-
loded in such Edu- b Ibusiness

a wny that lt is undcmnndahle for cation (PRME) network. schools in emerging countries.
leaders to struggle Founded in 2007, as an initiative By sheer numbers alone, grad-

that there is about a LSS4<3 tril-
lion yearly gap in SDG financing,
which means the investment eco-
systems are failing to enable SDG-
related investments at scale and/
or corporate boards are not mak-
ing investment decisions in sync
with the SDG ambitions.

Captains of industry, like former
CEO Paul Polman, and business
platforms, like the World Business
Council for Sustainable Develop-
ment, reiterate the importance of

has therefore leveraged relatively the SDG agenda as the world's best
weak action and poor progress. long-teml husuwss plan.
These stark inders should an esti d 812

drive actions to put SDGs back
on track. The challcnbu is making
them atthe

ss, a
gloom approach, albeit under-
standable and based on compel-
ling evidence, has been found not
particularly helpful in leveraging
concerted and effective action on

level of individual (private) orga-
nizations and how to define the
present crisis also as an opportu-
nity for concrete action by mm-

mlhon annual investment op-
portunities, it (still) can be con-
sidered to “unlock to what is the
growth story of our century, put-
ting pcople and the planet first™,

An increasing number of busi-
ness leaders are mdeed interested

to dlsﬂng\nsh between substance
and noise.

Research on lhe way lhe ESG
criteria is d shows

of the UN Global Compact, it orga-
nizes more than 800 signatories
worldwnde. wInd\ mnkea ll the larg-

uates of business schools in Chi-
na, India, Indonesia, Brazil and
others will affect countless busi-

major flaws in the methods in the
way rating agencies use the met-
rics and how companies “cherry
pick” only those criteria that they
consider easy to achieve.

Business challenges of the past
are not good yardsticks to navi-
gate growing volatility of the fu-
ture and to align business deliver-
ables with SDGs.

To address this, business
schools need to equip their stu-
dents (regulars and executives
alike) with the intellectual capac-
ity to understand the complex
challenges, dilemmas, trade-offs,
but also major opportunities
the broader business
ment; lhe moral «compass in guid-

panies (in the right di

in the

ing their fi and the
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the UN and lated and
hnmeredncat)onmnnulmns ic gmwth shtR more towards
Butlike all hat sub- ies, there will

scribe to SDGs, the PRME net-
work also faces an “intention-re-
alization” gap that relates to the
intellectual and practical action-
ability of the SDG framework.
Research on the practice of ed-
ucation on SDGs amongst busi-
nesses shows that there is still a
lot of work to be done to fill the
p between intention and real-
ization. And the world is already
mid-way in the Decade of Action,
s0 stepping-up the pace is a must.
One attempt in doing so
through a Principles of Sustain-
able Business curriculum that is
being launched this year that of-

be on-the-ground challenges
faced by business leaders there
that today’s Ivy League curricu-
lum may struggle to fathom.

In one of his classic works pub-
lished in 1993, Post-Capitalist So-
ciety, Peter Drucker emphasized
that the basic economic resource
is no longer capital, natural re-
sources, nor labor—but it is knowl-
edge. Business schools and univer-
sities should humbly take-up that
mantle by equipping their stu-
dents with the right knowledge for
a sustainable/resilient economy
and foster genuine collaboration
across the societal spheres.




