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1. Introduction


In recent decades, there have been increasing concerns about the role of organizations in society and their impact on climate change, environmental degradation, resource depletion, health crises, and human rights’ inequalities (Yanez et al. 2019; Venturelli et al. 2021; Trireksani et al. 2021; Schimperna et al. 2022). Consequently, social and political pressures have prompted organizations to integrate social, environmental, and ethical responsibilities within their strategies and operations to create value for all their stakeholders (Chan et al. 2014; Lourenço et al. 2022; Venturelli et al. 2021). Universities are not exempt from this wave. They can be considered small cities due to their dimensions, the high number of students and employees engaged, and the magnitude of their institutional activities that exert direct and indirect social and environmental effects on the ecosystem (Lopatta and Jaeschke 2014; del Mar Alonso-Almeida et al. 2015; Nicolò et al. 2021). Therefore, along with the three canonic missions of teaching, research, and technology transfer universities, a fourth mission has emerged, requiring universities to collaborate with civil society, industry and government to ensure society’s progression towards sustainable development (Trencher et al. 2014; Nicolò et al. 2021; Lucchese et al. 2022). Universities have been called to integrate Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and sustainability pillars in their curricula to prepare future leaders and decision-makers to contribute to driving the transition toward a more sustainable society (del Mar Alonso-Almeida et al. 2015; Di Tullio et al. 2021; Venturelli et al. 2021). Attuned, they have been enticed to exploit their multifaceted sources of knowledge and technological resources to develop research projects based on fostering the exploitation of renewable energy, waste reduction, green mobility, and transport, and circular economy (Lourenço et al. 2022; Di Tullio et al. 2021; Esposito et al. 2021). Thus, Higher Education institutions have been forced to abandon the “ivory tower” that for a long period has isolated them from external socio-economic systems to increase their engagement with local, regional and national communities and foster their economic prosperity, environmental integrity, and social equity (Marhl and Pausits 2011; del Mar Alonso-Almeida et al. 2015; Di Tullio et al. 2021).



The role of universities in advancing CSR and sustainability agendas has been reflected in several political initiatives. In 2012, at the United Nations (UN) Conference on Sustainable Development “Rio + 20”, University leaders signed an agreement to proclaim their commitment to supporting the journey towards sustainable development through five actions: (1) Teach sustainable development concepts; (2) Encourage research on sustainable development issues; (3) Create Green campuses; (4) Support sustainability efforts in the communities in which they operate; and (5) Engage with and share results through international frameworks (UN 2012). The Rio + 20 Summit laid the foundations for adopting the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in September 2015 (Fonseca and Carvalho 2019; Esposito et al. 2021; Venturelli et al. 2021). The 2030 Agenda includes 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets that aim to represent a roadmap for private and public organizations to address the world’s most urgent sustainability challenges and create a better future for all (UN 2015; Fonseca and Carvalho 2019). The Higher Education sector has been at the forefront of supporting and promoting the 2030 agenda (Mori Junior et al. 2019; Venturelli et al. 2021; De Iorio et al. 2022). Besides the SDG4, which specifically endeavors to “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (UN 2015; Venturelli et al. 2021), universities have been considered primary actors able to directly or indirectly contribute to all the 17 SDGs (Adams 2018; De Iorio et al. 2022).



The recognition of a pivotal role in enabling change toward sustainable development and the pressure for interiorizing CSR tenets within academic core functions have gone hand in hand with the need to enhance stakeholders’ engagement through non-financial reporting practices (Gamage and Sciulli 2017; Nicolò et al. 2021; Esposito et al. 2021). Universities are required to be accountable to internal and external stakeholders for the impact exerted by their daily activities on social, economic, and natural environments and their commitment to ensuring sustainable development (Sepasi et al. 2019; Trireksani et al. 2021). In response to stakeholders’ accountability pressures, universities have started to include non-financial information as an addendum to their traditional financial reports or as part of specific stand-alone non-financial documents such as CSR or Sustainability Reports prepared according to Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guidelines (Sepasi et al. 2019; Nicolò et al. 2021; Trireksani et al. 2021). Furthermore, there is an increasing trend of transmitting non-financial information through universities’ institutional websites or more interactive web tools based on two-way communication paths such as social media, including Facebook and Twitter (Esposito et al. 2021). In particular, the dialogic and interactive potential of social media allows universities to integrate dynamic stakeholder expectations and needs in their decision-making (Lodhia et al. 2020; Esposito et al. 2021), shifting from an “inform me” to an “engage me” paradigm (Kaur and Lodhia 2019, p. 340).



Nevertheless, the journey toward incorporating sustainability and CSR pillars into universities’ missions, activities, and reporting practices is still in an early stage due to several financial, social, human, and political barriers (del Mar Alonso-Almeida et al. 2015; Sepasi et al. 2019; Nicolò et al. 2021).



In the wake of these premises, this Special Issue of Administrative Sciences attempted to foster research in the area of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), sustainability, and stakeholder engagement in the Higher Education context. It aimed to enrich the ongoing research debate focused on universities to enhance the understanding of their role in advancing the CSR, sustainability accounting, accountability, and reporting agenda.




2. The Collection of Articles


The fourteen papers published in this Special Issue have helped to provide insights on CSR, stakeholder engagement, university missions, and social impacts to discuss the role of public universities in promoting sustainability actions and SDGs embedded in the 2030 UN Agenda.



Here, we summarize the main contributions of these papers.



Two papers focus their attention on university transparency and the Processes’ Complexity in Public Institutions, respectively.



The paper “The Antecedents of Transparency of Italian Public Entities: An Empirical Analysis in Universities and Public Research Institutes” by Rella et al. (2022) examines the amount of information disclosed by universities and public research institutes within the website section called “Amministrazione trasparente”. Furthermore, the authors use a multiple linear regression model to examine the impact of age, size, internationalization, and complexity on transparency. Their results show that universities have a high level of transparency and that their size and internationalization positively affect it. It is evident from this study that large and most internationalized universities and public research institutes need to increase their transparency in order to gain greater legitimacy.



The article “Causes and Effects of Processes’ Complexity in Public Institutions: Some Experiences from Italian Universities”, by Modugno et al. (2022), through the analysis of two case studies, analyzes the in-depth ways the processes and routines enacted by two Italian universities perform back-office activities. The authors explore the complexity of administrative processes, considering this as a possible source of inefficiency and an obstacle to value creation. In the two cases examined, management recipes such as accrual accounting and performance measurement and reporting did not improve efficiency and effectiveness. However, accountability and transparency are considered essential factors for gaining legitimacy from the public’s perspective. As a result, the question is raised about the efficiency of producing a great deal of data with highly complex accounting systems imposed on politicians, managers, and citizens.



Five papers concern CSR and, more specifically, two papers focus the attention on CSR Teaching and Education, while the other three papers analyze the universities’ social responsibility initiatives.



The first paper regarding CSR Teaching “Universities and CSR Teaching: New Challenges and Trends” by Federico Schimperna, Fabio Nappo, and Federica Collaretti, points out some new challenges and trends emerging from the university context, in which CSR issues have become increasingly important. Through a Systematic Literature Review (SRL), the authors analyze how universities are improving CSR teaching through the development of new curricula and new teaching methods. Based on 31 documents, this SLR suggests that innovations in CSR teaching are an immature field from an accounting, management, and business perspective. The authors point out that universities are constantly updating their teaching methods, and they continue to need to develop new methods, techniques, and tools for teaching CSR and disseminating it to a wider audience.



The second one is “CSR Education in Economia Aziendale Curricula: An Overview” by Andrea Venturelli, Roberta Fasiello, and Simone Pizzi. This study analyzes the current state of CSR Education in Italian business administration courses. Specifically, the authors evaluate Economia Aziendale scholars’ contributions using qualitative methods. In the study, it was found that Italian HEIs have started integrating CSR into their curricula, with public universities showing greater interest in CSR than private universities.



The first paper about universities’ social responsibility initiatives is “SR Reporting Practices: The Case of University of Bari” by Campobasso et al. (2022). This paper examines how the University of Bari disseminates and integrates corporate social responsibility (CSR) into corporate strategy through a case study approach. Moreover, this study examines how the university ensures stakeholder involvement (professors, administrators, and students) in CSR initiatives. It was found that the investigated university plays a crucial role in promoting CSR issues and sustainable territorial development. In terms of student involvement, the interview revealed that the University of Bari fully recognizes the importance of students for disseminating CSR practices in the future.



The second paper about the universities’ social responsibility initiatives is “University Social Responsibility: The Case of Italy” by Comoli et al. (2021). This study aims to draw a clear picture of the current state of social reporting of Italian universities, highlighting the development and the constraints that hinder its full adoption. Using a questionnaire and interviews, the analysis found that those who are more open to introducing sustainability practices to universities or who belong to dedicated associations do not necessarily have social reporting tools. In fact, these issues have been significant to the interviewed universities that do not report or report discontinuously.



The third paper “University Social Responsibility: Challenging Systemic Racism in the Aftermath of George Floyd’s Murder” by Meikle and Morris (2022) examines the relevant topic of the university’s social responsibility. Using critical discourse analysis (CDA) and data triangulation (letters written by university presidents, university statements, and strategic plans), the authors try to identify recurrent discursive themes in these documents in their responses to the murder of George Floyd. Findings evidence that many university presidents called for racial equity and justice, equality, and respect for human dignity, invoking the principles of social justice embedded in the university’s intellectual roots.



Furthermore, five papers focus on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) embedded in the 2030 UN Agenda.



The first paper is “Determinant Factors of SDG Disclosure in the University Context” by Serena De Iorio, Giovanni Zampone, and Anna Piccolo (De Iorio et al. 2022). The authors examine SDG disclosure from a cross-country perspective in the university context and, using multiple regression, they also study how internal and external factors affect universities’ disclosure choices. A positive relationship was found between institutional macro-context, university size, age, diversity, and SDG disclosure. Therefore, governments and policymakers can use this paper to understand the characteristics of SDG disclosure adoption and then develop guidelines to assist universities in communicating more effectively.



The second paper “Gender Reporting Guidelines in Italian Public Universities for Assessing SDG 5 in the International Context” by Lucchese et al. (2022) analyzes the Gender Report of the Italian Public Universities. Through a content analysis, the authors aim to understand whether and how CRUI (Italian’s Rector conference)-compliant gender reports can positively assess the university’s actions toward SDG 5. The results of this study demonstrate that universities can use the CRUI guidelines to disclose gender policies that may interest stakeholders, and that these can also be synthesized in THE rankings, thus increasing the visibility of universities.



The third paper is “Corporate Social Responsibility through SDGs: Preliminary Results from a Pilot Study in Italian Universities” by Costa et al. (2021). This research focuses on the three-year strategic performance plans (2020–2022) of Italian universities to investigate the effective degree of institutionalization of CSR in universities. The results show that strategic planning for Italian universities’ CSR practices and sustainable development challenges are not systematically addressed. CSR is therefore not institutionalized in the Italian university system, despite the literature showing an increase in the use of accountability tools, such as social reports and sustainability reports.



In the fourth paper, “The Contribution of Higher Education Institutions to the SDGs—An Evaluation of Sustainability Reporting Practices” by Caputo et al. (2021), the HEIs’ contribution to Agenda 2030 through SDG disclosure is assessed. Specifically, through a content analysis, the authors try to identify the most disclosed SDGs in HEI reports published in the official database released by the GRI. According to the results, environmental and social issues are dominant within the disclosed information. Additionally, the analysis of SDG-related themes revealed an interest on the part of the sampled HEIs in increasing stakeholder participation.



The fifth paper “Toward a Sustainable University: Babes-Bolyai University Goes Green” by Zanellato and Tiron-Tudor (2021). It examines how the Romanian Babes-Bolyai University (BBU) implements sustainability practices and contributes to the UN SDGs. Using a combination of qualitative methodologies, the present study outlines a convinced commitment and a clear pathway for BBU toward a more sustainable future.



Taking into account how social networks have changed university communication and become powerful tools for building relationships with stakeholders, two papers of the Special Issue consider social media’s role in university communications.



The first paper “Social Media for Engaging and Educating: From Universities’ Sustainability Reporting to Dialogic Communication” by Patrizia Di Tullio, Matteo La Torre, and Michele Antonio Rea (De Iorio et al. 2021), investigates how universities engage their stakeholders through social media in relation to sustainability initiatives and sustainability reporting. An analysis of some of the best practices in Italian public universities has been conducted. Besides sustainability reporting, these universities use social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram) to communicate with their stakeholders about sustainability. As a result, universities with long-standing and continuous sustainability reporting experience use social media to enhance their communication, engage stakeholders, and thus improve sustainability reporting. Furthermore, social media is used in universities to foster a sustainable culture through engagement and education.



The second paper is “Corporate Social Responsibility Engagement through Social Media. Evidence from the University of Salerno” by Benedetta Esposito, Maria Rosaria Sessa, Daniela Sica, and Ornella Malandrino (Esposito et al. 2021). It investigates whether and how social media is used in the university context to enhance CSR disclosure practices and promote public engagement with stakeholders. To this end, all posts published by the University of Salerno’s official Twitter account have been analyzed. Findings show a higher level of engagement for CSR posts and, in particular, for the philanthropic dimension. Results also highlight that, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the University of Salerno empowered CSR disclosure through Twitter.



In short, this Special Issue has contributed to the public administration literature by providing new insights into CSR Teaching and Education, universities’ social responsibility initiatives, university commitment to the SDGs, stakeholder engagement, sustainability reporting, and social media. In each contribution, avenues for research are suggested, and, most importantly, stronger analytical connections between these interconnected research areas are advocated.
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