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Abstract
University business schools are increasingly expected to contribute to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth). This paper critically examines the extent to which business schools advance these goals through curriculum design, pedagogical practice, and graduate employability, while also exploring the tensions that arise between transformative education and labour market priorities. A semi-systematic literature review was undertaken, drawing on peer-reviewed journal articles, policy reports, and scholarly publications published between 2020 and 2025. The literature was analysed using a thematic approach to identify recurring patterns relating to curriculum transformation, sustainability competencies, employability, and institutional implementation.

The findings indicate that business schools have made significant progress in embedding sustainability through curriculum innovation, responsible management education, and experiential learning, thereby supporting the aims of SDG 4. Similarly, stronger links with employers and enhanced employability initiatives contribute to aspects of SDG 8. However, the review also identifies persistent challenges, including fragmented implementation, symbolic adoption of SDGs, and the dominance of market-driven employability agendas that risk narrowing the broader concept of decent work. A central paradox emerges whereby business schools seek to promote sustainability while operating within competitive higher education systems that prioritise performance metrics and graduate employment outcomes. The paper concludes that meaningful advancement of SDG 4 and SDG 8 requires institution-wide integration of sustainability, balanced with critical pedagogy that develops ethical reasoning, sustainability competencies, and reflective engagement with contemporary labour market challenges.
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1. Introduction
University business schools occupy a central position within contemporary higher education systems, functioning as both producers of knowledge and key intermediaries between education and the labour market. In recent years, their role has increasingly been scrutinised in relation to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth). This shift reflects broader debates concerning the social responsibility of higher education institutions and their contribution to sustainable development agendas (Leal Filho et al., 2021; UNESCO, 2021).
SDG 4 emphasises inclusive and equitable quality education and the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities. Within business schools, this goal is typically operationalised through curriculum design, pedagogical innovation, and competency development frameworks that aim to prepare students for complex, globalised environments. In contrast, SDG 8 aims to promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth while supporting full and productive employment and ensuring decent work for all. In a business education context, this is closely linked to graduate employability, labour market alignment, and the ethical dimensions of work and organisational practice (Tomlinson, 2021; Jackson, 2022).

However, the relationship between business schools and these SDGs is neither linear nor unproblematic. While there is growing evidence of integration of sustainability principles into curricula and institutional strategies, critiques suggest that engagement is often symbolic, fragmented, or driven by reputational considerations rather than systemic transformation (Storey, Killian & O’Regan, 2022; Weybrecht, 2022). This raises important questions about the extent to which business schools genuinely advance SDG objectives versus selectively adopting them within existing neoliberal higher education structures.

This study therefore critically examines the role of university business schools in advancing SDG 4 and SDG 8 through a semi-systematic review of the literature, an approach well suited to synthesising diverse conceptual and empirical evidence across interdisciplinary fields (Mio et al., 2021; Snyder, 2019). It focuses on both the positive contributions and structural tensions associated with SDG implementation, including the potential contradictions between employability-driven education (SDG 8) and broader transformative education agendas (SDG 4), which have been widely identified within the business education literature (Jackson, 2022; Storey et al., 2022).The analysis is grounded in the professional context of a lecturer within the Business School at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), where SDG integration is being increasingly embedded into module learning outcomes, pedagogical approaches, and assessment design.
1.1 Research Aim and Questions
The aim of this study is to critically evaluate how university business schools contribute to the advancement of SDG 4 and SDG 8, drawing on existing literature and secondary data sources.

The central research question guiding the review is:
What is the role of university business schools in advancing SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), and what are the associated tensions, limitations, and opportunities?
Sub-questions include:
· How is SDG 4 embedded within business school curricula, pedagogy, and competency frameworks? 
· How does business education contribute to or constrain SDG 8 outcomes such as employability and decent work? 
· What tensions exist between sustainability education and labour market-driven educational models? 
· What practical implications arise for lecturers working within business schools, particularly in UK higher education contexts? 
2. Methodology
This study adopts a semi-systematic literature review approach, which is appropriate for examining complex and interdisciplinary fields where relevant research draws on multiple epistemological traditions, including education, management, sustainability, and labour economics. Unlike a fully systematic review, which typically aims for exhaustive coverage and strict protocol adherence, a semi-systematic review allows for a more interpretive and flexible synthesis of the literature while still maintaining methodological transparency and rigour (Mio, Panfilo & Blundo, 2021).

This approach is particularly suitable for analysing literature related to the Sustainable Development Goals, as research on sustainability in higher education is characterised by conceptual diversity, methodological heterogeneity, and varying levels of empirical robustness across studies (Lozano et al., 2022). A semi-systematic design therefore enables the integration of qualitative insights, quantitative evidence, and policy-oriented discourse, allowing for a more comprehensive understanding of how SDG 4 and SDG 8 are operationalised within university business schools while maintaining methodological flexibility appropriate for interdisciplinary research (Mio et al., 2021; Snyder, 2019).

2.1 Data Sources and Search Strategy
The literature search was conducted using a combination of academic databases and AI-assisted research discovery tools in order to ensure both breadth and depth of coverage. The primary academic database used was Google Scholar, which provided access to a wide range of peer-reviewed journal articles, books, and policy documents relevant to higher education and sustainability. In addition to this, AI-assisted research tools were employed to enhance the efficiency and scope of the search process. ResearchRabbit was used to map citation networks and identify influential papers, key authors, and thematic clusters within the field of sustainability in business education. Elicit AI was also utilised to support structured paper retrieval and to assist in identifying emerging themes across the literature.

These tools were not used as replacements for academic searching but rather as complementary methods to enhance traditional review techniques by enabling more systematic identification of relationships between studies, concepts, and disciplinary perspectives.

2.2 Search Terms and Boolean Logic
The search strategy was developed iteratively in order to align closely with the research question and to capture literature relating specifically to SDG 4 and SDG 8 within business school contexts. A range of search strings was used to ensure comprehensive coverage of relevant themes.

Key search terms included combinations such as “business school” AND “Sustainable Development Goals,” “SDG 4” AND “higher education” AND “curriculum,” and “SDG 8” AND “employability” AND “graduate skills.” Additional searches were conducted using terms such as “responsible management education” AND “sustainability,” “business education” AND “decent work,” and “university” AND “SDGs” AND “pedagogy.”

Boolean operators were applied systematically to refine and combine search results. For example, searches such as (“business school” AND “SDG 4”) OR (“sustainability education” AND “higher education”) were used to broaden conceptual coverage, while more focused combinations such as (“SDG 8” AND “employability”) AND (“graduate outcomes” OR “labour market”) were used to narrow results to employability-focused literature. This iterative approach allowed for a balance between sensitivity and specificity in the search process.
2.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
To ensure relevance, consistency, and academic rigour, clearly defined inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied throughout the literature selection process. Studies were included if they were peer-reviewed journal articles, policy reports from recognised international organisations such as UNESCO, OECD, or the ILO, or other scholarly publications that directly addressed higher education, business schools, or management education in relation to the Sustainable Development Goals. Only sources published between 2020 and 2025 were included to ensure the review reflected recent developments in SDG implementation, curriculum innovation, and sustainability discourse.
English-language publications were prioritised to maintain consistency in interpretation and analysis. Studies were included if they explicitly addressed curriculum development, pedagogy, employability, graduate attributes, or institutional engagement with SDGs within higher education contexts.

Studies were excluded if they were non-peer-reviewed opinion pieces without clear policy or empirical grounding, published prior to 2019 unless they represented foundational theoretical contributions, or were industry marketing materials lacking academic validity. Research that did not directly relate to education, employability, or SDG frameworks was also excluded in order to maintain focus on the research objectives.
2.4 Screening and Selection Process
The literature selection process followed a structured two-stage screening approach. The first stage involved title and abstract screening, which was used to remove studies that were not relevant to SDG 4 or SDG 8 within the context of higher education or business schools. This stage ensured that only literature with clear alignment to the research question progressed to full review.

The second stage involved full-text screening, during which studies were evaluated in greater depth to assess their methodological quality, conceptual relevance, and contribution to understanding business school engagement with the SDGs. Particular attention was given to whether studies addressed curriculum and pedagogy in business schools, sustainability competencies and graduate attributes, employability and labour market outcomes, or institutional adoption of SDG frameworks and initiatives such as PRME.

Through this process, only studies that contributed meaningfully to at least one of these thematic domains were included in the final synthesis, ensuring methodological transparency and consistency with established literature review guidance (Snyder, 2019).

2.5 Thematic Analysis Approach
The selected literature was analysed using thematic analysis informed by the six-phase approach developed by Braun and Clarke (2006), which provides a systematic yet flexible framework for identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns within qualitative and mixed-methods research. This method was chosen because it provides a structured yet flexible framework for identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns across qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods studies.Thematic analysis was considered particularly appropriate for this study because it enables synthesis across diverse methodological traditions, which is essential in sustainability and higher education research where conceptual, empirical, and policy-based studies coexist. It also allows for the identification of both explicit and implicit themes within the literature, making it suitable for capturing underlying tensions and contradictions in the integration of SDGs within business education. Furthermore, it is widely used in education and sustainability research, which enhances its methodological legitimacy within this field.

The analysis proceeded through four iterative stages adapted from Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis framework to reflect the requirements of a semi-systematic literature review. First, the literature was repeatedly reviewed to ensure familiarisation with key concepts, arguments, and findings. Second, initial codes were generated based on recurring ideas such as employability, sustainability competencies, curriculum integration, and institutional change. Third, these codes were organised into broader analytical themes, including areas such as institutional adoption gaps, the employability paradox, and transformative pedagogy. Finally, these themes were refined and synthesised across both SDG 4 and SDG 8 to develop a coherent analytical framework linking business school practices to sustainability outcomes.

2.6 Professional Context and Positionality
This study is situated within the professional practice of a lecturer in the Business School at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. Within this context, there is ongoing engagement with the integration of SDG 4 and SDG 8 into module learning outcomes, teaching materials, and assessment strategies.

These practices include the use of case studies on ethical employment, sustainable business models, and reflective assessments that encourage students to critically evaluate the concept of “decent work” in relation to graduate employability. This positionality informs the interpretive lens of the study, particularly in recognising both the opportunities and constraints of embedding SDGs within business education.

2.7 Summary
This section has outlined the research aims, methodological approach, and analytical framework for a semi-systematic literature review examining the role of university business schools in advancing SDG 4 and SDG 8. By combining structured search strategies with thematic analysis and critical interpretation, the study provides a robust foundation for examining both the enabling and limiting factors shaping SDG integration in business education.

The following section presents a critical review of the literature relating to SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) within university business schools. It examines SDG 4 in relation to curriculum transformation, pedagogical innovation, and competency development, before considering SDG 8 in relation to graduate skills, labour market alignment, economic growth, pedagogical approaches that support SDG 8, and structural inequalities within the labour market. Collectively, these areas provide the foundation for evaluating how business schools contribute to sustainable education, employability, and the promotion of decent work.

3. Critical Literature Review and Analysis
3.1 SDG 4 in Business Education
SDG 4 (Quality Education) provides a global framework for ensuring inclusive, equitable, and high-quality education alongside the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities. Within higher education, and particularly in university business schools, SDG 4 has become closely associated with curriculum reform, pedagogical innovation, and the development of graduate competencies aligned with sustainability challenges (UNESCO, 2021; Eizaguirre, García-Feijoo & Laka, 2021; Sáez de Cámara et al., 2021; Rieckmann & Bormann, 2021).
However, the translation of SDG 4 into business education is neither uniform nor unproblematic. While there is growing evidence of curriculum integration and institutional commitment to sustainability education, the literature also highlights persistent gaps between policy rhetoric and actual pedagogical practice (Azmat, Jain & Sridharan, 2023; Storey, Killian & O’Regan, 2022; Mader, Scott & Smith, 2023; Figueiró & Raufflet, 2022). This section critically evaluates how SDG 4 is operationalised within business schools, focusing on curriculum transformation, pedagogical approaches, competency development, and structural limitations.
3.1.2 Curriculum Transformation and Institutional Embedding of SDG 4
A central theme in the literature is the increasing institutional pressure on business schools to embed sustainability and SDG-related content within curricula. Frameworks such as Responsible Management Education (RME) and PRME (Principles for Responsible Management Education) have played a significant role in driving this shift (Eustachio et al., 2024; Sen, 2025; UN Global Compact, 2022; Steiner & Posch, 2023).
Eizaguirre et al. (2021) argue that SDG integration requires a systemic curriculum transformation rather than isolated module-level interventions. This includes mapping SDGs across programmes, embedding sustainability learning outcomes, and ensuring alignment between teaching, assessment, and institutional strategy. Similarly, Leal Filho et al. (2021) emphasise that higher education institutions are increasingly positioning themselves as key actors in SDG implementation through curriculum redesign and institutional reporting mechanisms.
Recent research further reinforces that universities are under increasing pressure to demonstrate measurable SDG alignment across teaching and governance structures (Sáez de Cámara et al., 2021; Mader et al., 2023). Steiner and Posch (2023) also highlight that institutional transformation is a key determinant of whether SDG integration becomes meaningful or symbolic.
Despite this progress, the literature suggests that integration is often uneven and dependent on individual academic initiative rather than institutional coherence. Storey et al. (2022) highlight that sustainability commitments in leading business schools are frequently “aspirational rather than operational,” with implementation constrained by disciplinary silos and performance metrics prioritising research output over pedagogical innovation.
From a critical perspective, this raises concerns about whether SDG 4 is genuinely embedded within institutional practice or selectively adopted to enhance institutional reputation and external legitimacy (Storey et al., 2022; Weybrecht, 2022; Morsing & Schütze, 2021). In many cases, curriculum transformation appears incremental rather than transformative, reinforcing existing business education paradigms rather than challenging them.
3.1.3 Pedagogical Innovation and Student-Centred Learning
A key dimension of SDG 4 is pedagogical innovation, particularly approaches that move beyond traditional lecture-based delivery towards experiential, problem-based, and real-world learning. Brundiers, Wiek and Redman (2021) argue that sustainability education requires “real-world learning opportunities” that develop systems thinking, anticipatory competence, and strategic problem-solving skills.
In business education, this has led to increased use of case-based learning, live industry projects, simulations, and reflective practice. García-Feijoo, Eizaguirre and Rica (2023) demonstrate that integrating SDG 4 and SDG 8 into teaching enhances student engagement when pedagogies are participatory and connected to real-world labour market challenges.
Similarly, Cebrián, Junyent and Mulà (2021) highlight the importance of competency-based education for sustainability, arguing that students must develop not only technical business knowledge but also ethical reasoning, collaboration skills, and sustainability literacy.
Recent scholarship emphasises that transformative pedagogies are essential for enabling deeper sustainability learning and long-term behavioural change (Henderson, Bieler & McKenzie, 2023; Jones, Selby & Sterling, 2021). González-Pérez and Ramírez-Montoya (2021) further argue that digital learning environments (“Education 4.0”) are increasingly shaping how sustainability competencies are developed.
However, critical literature suggests that pedagogical innovation is often unevenly distributed. While flagship modules may adopt transformative teaching approaches, many business programmes remain grounded in traditional lecture-assessment models. This creates a fragmented learning experience in which sustainability is treated as an "add-on" rather than a core educational principle, limiting its transformative potential within business education (Storey et al., 2022).
Moreover, there is a risk that experiential learning becomes instrumentalised for employability outcomes rather than transformative education, thereby aligning SDG 4 too closely with SDG 8 priorities (Jackson, 2022). This tension is central to understanding the contradictions within business school education
3.1.4 Competency Development and Graduate Attributes
A significant strand of SDG 4 literature focuses on the development of sustainability competencies and graduate attributes. Lozano et al. (2022) identify four key sustainability competencies that higher education should develop: systems thinking, normative competence, strategic competence, and interpersonal competence.
Recent work by Redman and Wiek (2021) and Wiek, Bernstein and Foley (2021) further operationalises these competencies, emphasising their role in enabling students to address complex sustainability challenges. Shephard and Furnari (2022) also highlight the importance of critically evaluating how these competencies are developed and assessed in higher education.
Tomlinson (2021) argues that graduate employability is increasingly framed as a set of transferable skills aligned with labour market demands. However, this employability discourse can narrow the scope of SDG 4 by prioritising economic utility over broader educational purposes such as critical thinking, civic responsibility, and ethical awareness.
Khan and Law (2022) further reinforce this critique, showing that employability frameworks often dominate curriculum design in ways that marginalise broader educational goals.
In this context, SDG 4 is frequently interpreted through a dual lens, with one perspective emphasising transformative education and sustainability competencies, and the other prioritising employability outcomes and labour market preparedness (Jackson, 2022; Lozano et al., 2022). While these are not inherently incompatible, tensions emerge when employability becomes the dominant metric of educational success.
The literature suggests that business schools frequently struggle to balance these competing priorities. Jackson (2022) highlights that employability frameworks tend to prioritise adaptability and skills acquisition, sometimes at the expense of critical and reflexive capacities needed for sustainable development.
3.1.5 Positive Impacts of SDG 4 Integration in Business Schools
Despite these tensions, the literature identifies several positive impacts of SDG 4 integration within business education.
Firstly, there is evidence of increased student awareness of sustainability issues and ethical business practices. Exposure to SDG-aligned curricula enhances students’ understanding of global challenges and encourages more socially responsible decision-making (García-Feijoo et al., 2023; Brundiers et al., 2021).
Secondly, the integration of sustainability competencies supports the development of interdisciplinary thinking. Students are increasingly encouraged to connect business theory with environmental, social, and governance (ESG) considerations, thereby broadening their analytical perspectives (Mio, Panfilo & Blundo, 2021; Pereira et al., 2021).
Thirdly, institutional engagement with SDG 4 has strengthened collaboration between academia and industry. Partnerships involving live projects and work-based learning opportunities contribute to more applied forms of education that align with real-world challenges (Steiner & Posch, 2023; UNESCO, 2021).
From a policy perspective, frameworks such as UNESCO’s (2021) “Reimagining Our Futures Together” report reinforce the importance of education as a transformative force, positioning business schools as key contributors to sustainable development agendas.
3.1.6 Limitations and Critiques of SDG 4 Implementation
Despite progress, the literature consistently highlights structural and conceptual limitations in SDG 4 implementation.
A major critique concerns the gap between policy rhetoric and institutional practice. Weybrecht (2022) argues that while many business schools publicly commit to SDG integration, actual implementation is often superficial and focused on reporting rather than transformation.
Similarly, Azmat et al. (2023) suggest that responsible management education remains inconsistently embedded, with sustainability often confined to elective modules rather than mainstream curricula.
Recent studies further reinforce concerns about “symbolic compliance,” where institutions signal SDG alignment without deep structural change (Mader et al., 2023; Morsing & Schütze, 2021).
Another key limitation is the persistence of neoliberal logics within higher education. Business schools operate within competitive environments that prioritise rankings, student recruitment, and employability metrics. These pressures can constrain the depth of SDG integration and reinforce instrumental approaches to education (Storey et al., 2022; OECD, 2023).
Furthermore, there is limited evidence of systematic assessment of SDG learning outcomes. While competencies are frequently referenced in curricula, their measurement and evaluation remain underdeveloped, raising questions about the effectiveness of SDG 4 implementation (Shephard & Furnari, 2022).
3.1.7 SDG 4 and the Business School Paradox
A key analytical insight emerging from the literature is the existence of a "business school paradox," whereby institutions simultaneously promote sustainability while operating within market-oriented higher education systems that may constrain transformative change (Storey et al., 2022; Weybrecht, 2022).
On one hand, business schools are positioned as key agents in advancing sustainable development through education. On the other hand, they are embedded within institutional structures that prioritise economic competitiveness, employability, and market responsiveness.
Leal Filho et al. (2023) and Mader et al. (2023) argue that while engagement with SDGs is increasing, institutional inertia limits the depth of transformation.
This paradox manifests in tensions between:
• transformative education vs employability-driven education
• critical thinking vs skills acquisition
• sustainability values vs market imperatives
Jones et al. (2021) and Henderson et al. (2023) further emphasise that without systemic reform, sustainability education risks remain fragmented and inconsistent.
3.2 SDG 8 in Business Education
SDG 8 focuses on promoting sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment, and decent work for all. Within university business schools, this goal is most commonly operationalised through graduate employability agendas, skills development frameworks, and employer engagement strategies (Tomlinson, 2021; World Economic Forum, 2023; UNESCO, 2021; McCowan, 2020).
However, the literature consistently shows that SDG 8 is a contested concept in higher education. While it is often framed in positive terms as enhancing student employability and economic contribution, it also raises critical questions about the nature of work being promoted, the quality of employment outcomes, and the extent to which business education reinforces rather than challenges labour market inequalities (Jackson, 2022; ILO, 2022; United Nations, 2020).
This section critically examines how SDG 8 is embedded within university business schools, focusing on employability discourses, labour market alignment, pedagogical practices, and the tensions between “job readiness” and “decent work.”
3.2.1 Employability as the Dominant Interpretation of SDG 8
A dominant theme in the literature is the strong alignment between SDG 8 and employability agendas in higher education. Business schools, in particular, are increasingly evaluated based on graduate employment outcomes, salary trajectories, and employer satisfaction metrics (Tomlinson, 2021; World Bank, 2020).
Employability is commonly conceptualised as a combination of skills, attributes, and competencies that enable graduates to secure and sustain employment. Jackson (2022) argues that employability frameworks have evolved from narrow skills-based models to more holistic conceptualisations that include adaptability, lifelong learning, and career self-management.

However, despite this evolution, employability remains heavily influenced by market-driven logics. Business schools are often incentivised to prioritise measurable employment outcomes over broader educational aims. This creates a narrowing of SDG 8 to “job placement efficiency” rather than a broader concern with decent work, labour rights, and social justice.
The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2022; ILO, 2024) highlights that global employment trends remain characterised by precarity, inequality, and informal work. This raises important questions about whether business education is preparing students for meaningful and secure employment or simply facilitating entry into unstable labour markets.
3.2.2 Graduate Skills, Labour Market Alignment, and Economic Growth
A significant body of literature examines the alignment between business school curricula and labour market needs. The World Economic Forum (2023) identifies key future skills such as analytical thinking, resilience, leadership, and digital literacy as critical for future employment (OECD, 2022).
Business schools have responded by embedding skills frameworks into curricula, often aligning learning outcomes with employer expectations and wider policy priorities concerning graduate employability and workforce development (García-Feijoo et al., 2023; OECD, 2023).This includes experiential learning, internships, and industry partnerships designed to enhance graduate readiness for employment (García-Feijoo, Eizaguirre & Rica, 2023).
While this alignment is often presented as positive, critical perspectives argue that it risks overemphasising economic utility at the expense of broader educational purposes. Mio, Panfilo and Blundo (2021) suggest that when business education becomes overly aligned with market demands, it may reinforce existing economic structures rather than critically interrogating them (Marginson, 2021).
Moreover, the assumption that labour markets are stable and predictable is increasingly questioned. Rapid technological change, automation, and gig economy expansion challenge traditional models of graduate employment, suggesting that alignment between education and work is becoming more fluid and uncertain (Brown, Lauder & Ashton, 2020).

3.2.3 The Concept of “Decent Work” and Its Educational Implications
A key conceptual issue in SDG 8 is the definition of “decent work.” The ILO (2022; ILO, 2024) defines decent work as characterised by productive employment that delivers fair remuneration, workplace security, social protection, and equal opportunities for all individuals.
Within business education, however, “decent work” is often implicitly replaced by “graduate employability.” This substitution represents a significant conceptual narrowing of SDG 8. Rather than focusing on job quality, rights, and equity, business schools tend to emphasise employment rates and career progression.
This distinction is critical. Tomlinson (2021) argues that employability discourse often assumes that any employment is inherently positive, overlooking the quality and sustainability of work. As a result, graduates may enter employment that is insecure, low-paid, or misaligned with their values.
From a critical perspective, this raises ethical questions about the role of business schools in shaping expectations about work. If SDG 8 is interpreted narrowly, business education risks reproducing labour market inequalities rather than addressing them.
3.2.4 Pedagogical Approaches Supporting SDG 8
Despite these concerns, the literature identifies several pedagogical approaches that support more meaningful engagement with SDG 8.
García-Feijoo et al. (2023) demonstrate that integrating SDG 8 into teaching through case studies and reflective learning enhances students’ critical understanding of employment issues. Such approaches encourage students to analyse not only how to obtain employment but also what constitutes ethical and sustainable work.
Brundiers, Wiek and Redman (2021) emphasise the importance of real-world learning experiences, including internships, consultancy projects, and community-based learning (UNESCO, 2022). These approaches expose students to workplace realities and enable them to develop both technical and reflective competencies.
Laasch (2021) further argues that responsible management education should integrate ethics, responsibility, and sustainability into all aspects of management learning, thereby encouraging students to critically evaluate organisational practices and labour conditions.
However, the effectiveness of these pedagogical approaches depends on their depth and integration. Where SDG 8 is embedded only superficially, students may engage with employment issues in a purely instrumental way, reinforcing rather than challenging dominant labour market narratives.

3.2.5 Positive Impacts of SDG 8 Integration
The literature identifies several positive outcomes associated with SDG 8 integration in business schools.
Firstly, there is evidence that structured employability initiatives improve graduate employment outcomes in terms of job placement and career readiness. Employer engagement and experiential learning opportunities enhance students’ ability to transition into the labour market (Tomlinson, 2021; OECD, 2021).
Secondly, exposure to sustainability-informed employability frameworks encourages students to reflect on ethical dimensions of work. This includes consideration of corporate responsibility, labour rights, and organisational ethics (Laasch, 2021; UNESCO, 2021).
Thirdly, integration of SDG 8 supports stronger university-industry collaboration, which can enhance curriculum relevance and provide students with practical insights into contemporary workplace challenges.
These outcomes suggest that SDG 8 can contribute positively to both individual student outcomes and broader economic development goals when implemented thoughtfully.
3.2.6 Critiques and Limitations of SDG 8 Implementation
A central concern identified within the literature is the increasing commodification of higher education, whereby business schools are evaluated through graduate employment metrics, salary outcomes, and institutional performance indicators rather than broader educational and societal contributions (OECD, 2023; Storey et al., 2022; World Bank, 2020). Business schools are increasingly evaluated based on employability metrics, which can lead to a narrow focus on measurable outcomes such as salary levels and employment rates. This risks reducing education to a transactional process rather than a transformative one.
The ILO (2022; ILO, 2024) highlights that global labour markets are characterised by inequality, informality, and precarity. Yet these realities are often underrepresented in business curricula, leading to an overly optimistic portrayal of employment opportunities.
Furthermore, there is a tension between employability and critical education. While employers demand job-ready graduates, sustainability education requires students to critically engage with the structures of work and economic systems. This creates a pedagogical contradiction between adaptation and critique.
Storey et al. (2022) argue that business schools often fail to challenge dominant economic paradigms, instead reproducing neoliberal assumptions about growth, competition, and individual responsibility for employability (Marginson, 2021).
3.2.7 SDG 8 and Structural Inequalities in the Labour Market
Another important theme in the literature is the relationship between SDG 8 and structural inequalities in labour markets. While SDG 8 promotes “inclusive growth,” evidence suggests that economic growth does not automatically translate into equitable employment opportunities.
The World Economic Forum (2023; OECD, 2022) notes increasing polarisation in labour markets, with high-skilled and low-skilled jobs expanding while middle-skilled roles decline. This creates challenges for graduates entering an increasingly segmented workforce.
Business schools, therefore, face the challenge of preparing students not only for employment but for uncertain and unequal labour market conditions. This requires a shift from narrow employability training to broader critical engagement with economic systems.
3.3 Summary
This section has critically examined the implementation of SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) within university business schools, highlighting both areas of progress and ongoing challenges. The review demonstrates that while business schools have made significant advances through curriculum innovation, competency-based learning, employability initiatives, and stronger engagement with employers, these developments are frequently constrained by structural limitations, competing institutional priorities, and the growing emphasis on market-driven performance measures.
Across both SDGs, a central tension emerges between preparing graduates for labour market success and maintaining the broader educational mission of higher education. The literature suggests that sustainability is most effectively advanced when quality education and employability are integrated within a holistic institutional approach that promotes ethical, socially responsible, and inclusive learning, rather than being treated as separate or economically driven objectives. Equally, the concept of decent work extends beyond graduate employment outcomes to encompass wider social, ethical, and sustainable considerations that are not consistently reflected in current business school practice.
The following section synthesises the findings from SDG 4 and SDG 8 in greater depth, critically examining their interrelationship and implications for business education. It then presents recommendations and conclusions informed by both the literature and the professional context of business education at UWTSD.
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4.1 
Introduction: Synthesising SDG 4 and SDG 8 in Business Schools
The analysis of SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) reveals a deeply interconnected but tension-filled relationship within university business schools. On the surface, the two goals appear complementary: SDG 4 focuses on improving educational quality and lifelong learning, while SDG 8 emphasises employment, skills development, and economic participation. In practice, however, the literature shows that these goals are often interpreted through different institutional logics—one oriented toward transformative education, the other toward labour market utility (Tomlinson, 2021; Jackson, 2022).

Within business schools, this duality creates a structural tension. SDG 4 encourages critical thinking, ethical reasoning, and sustainability literacy, while SDG 8 is frequently operationalised through employability metrics, skills frameworks, and employer responsiveness. As a result, the educational mission becomes shaped by competing priorities: forming critical global citizens versus producing “job-ready” graduates.
This section synthesises these tensions and evaluates their implications, particularly in relation to professional practice as a lecturer within a UK business school context.
4.2 The SDG Paradox in Business Education
A central finding across the literature is what can be conceptualised as an “SDG paradox” within business schools. On one hand, institutions increasingly adopt SDG language, integrate sustainability into curricula, and report engagement with responsible management education (Weybrecht, 2022; Sen, 2025). On the other hand, implementation often remains partial, inconsistent, and shaped by existing institutional incentives.
This paradox is particularly visible in the SDG 4–SDG 8 relationship. SDG 4 encourages transformative pedagogies that challenge assumptions about business, growth, and inequality (UNESCO, 2021). However, SDG 8 implementation often reinforces conventional economic assumptions, particularly the idea that graduate employability is the primary indicator of educational success.
Storey, Killian and O’Regan (2022) describe this as the “unfulfilled promise” of sustainability in business schools, where aspirational commitments are not fully realised in practice. This gap between rhetoric and reality is not simply a pedagogical issue but reflects deeper structural constraints, including ranking systems, funding pressures, and market competition.
4.3 Critical Tensions Between SDG 4 and SDG 8

4.3.1 Education versus Employability
One of the most significant tensions identified is the distinction between education as a transformative process (SDG 4) and education as employability training (SDG 8). While employability is an important outcome of higher education, the literature suggests that its dominance can narrow the purpose of education.
Jackson (2022) argues that employability frameworks often prioritise adaptability and skills acquisition while neglecting critical and reflexive capacities. This can lead to graduates who are technically competent but insufficiently prepared to critically engage with ethical and societal challenges in the workplace.
4.3.2 Decent Work versus Any Work
Another key tension lies in the definition of work itself. SDG 8 emphasises “decent work,” yet business education frequently operationalises this as “employment outcomes.” The ILO (2022) highlights that much global employment is characterised by precarity, informality, and inequality.
However, these structural realities are not always fully integrated into business curricula, leading to a potential mismatch between student expectations and labour market realities. As a result, graduates may enter employment that does not meet the standards of security, fairness, or sustainability implied by SDG 8.
4.3.3 Critical Thinking versus Market Alignment
SDG 4 promotes critical thinking, systems awareness, and ethical reasoning (Cebrián et al., 2021). Yet SDG 8 implementation often requires alignment with employer expectations and market needs. This creates a pedagogical tension between critique and conformity.
From a critical perspective, this alignment can risk reinforcing existing economic systems rather than encouraging students to question them. Mio, Panfilo and Blundo (2021) argue that business education must avoid becoming overly instrumental, instead fostering critical awareness of economic systems and sustainability challenges.
4.4 Implications for Professional Practice (UWTSD Business School Context)
Within the context of a lecturer at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David Business School, the literature has clear implications for curriculum design and pedagogical practice.
The integration of SDG 4 and SDG 8 into module learning outcomes, as already being implemented in practice, aligns closely with current best practice in sustainability education, which advocates embedding the SDGs across curricula, teaching, assessment, and institutional strategy rather than treating them as isolated topics (Eizaguirre et al., 2021; Leal Filho et al., 2021). The use of case studies on ethical employment, sustainable business models, and reflective assessments on “decent work” reflects key recommendations from Brundiers et al. (2021) and García-Feijoo et al. (2023).
However, the literature also suggests that such interventions must move beyond isolated examples. Eizaguirre et al. (2021) emphasise that SDG integration is most effective when embedded across entire programmes rather than confined to individual modules.
In practice, this suggests a need for:
· programme-level curriculum mapping of SDGs 
· consistent embedding of sustainability competencies 
· assessment strategies that evaluate critical and ethical reasoning, not just technical knowledge 
Furthermore, reflective assessments on employability and decent work provide an important opportunity to bridge SDG 4 and SDG 8. However, they must be carefully designed to avoid reinforcing narrow employability narratives and instead encourage critical engagement with labour market structures.
4.5 Recommendations
Based on the critical synthesis of the literature, several recommendations can be made for enhancing the role of business schools in advancing SDG 4 and SDG 8.
4.5.1 Embed SDGs at Programme Level
Rather than treating SDGs as module-specific content, business schools should embed SDG 4 and SDG 8 systematically across entire programmes to ensure coherence between learning outcomes, pedagogy, assessment, and graduate attributes, reflecting recommendations within the higher education sustainability literature (Eizaguirre et al., 2021; UNESCO, 2021). This ensures coherence in learning outcomes, assessment strategies, and graduate attributes.
4.5.2 Balance Employability with Critical Education
Employability should not be the sole measure of success. Business schools should explicitly balance skills development with critical thinking, ethical reasoning, and sustainability literacy.
4.5.3 Strengthen Engagement with Labour Market Realities
Curricula should incorporate critical discussions of labour market inequality, precarity, and the nature of “decent work,” drawing on evidence from organisations such as the ILO (2022) and OECD (2023).
4.5.4 Develop Explicit SDG Learning Outcomes and Assessment
Clear articulation of SDG-related learning outcomes, supported by appropriate assessment methods, is necessary to ensure that SDG integration is measurable and meaningful.
4.5.5 Enhance Reflective and Experiential Learning
Reflective practice and experiential learning should be expanded to allow students to critically engage with real-world sustainability challenges, including ethical employment and organisational responsibility.
4.6 Future Research Directions
The literature highlights several gaps that warrant further investigation.
Firstly, there is limited empirical evidence on how SDG competencies are assessed in business education. Future research should explore how learning outcomes linked to SDG 4 and SDG 8 are measured and evaluated.
Secondly, more research is needed on student perceptions of “decent work” and how these perceptions evolve through business education.
Thirdly, comparative studies across institutions would help identify best practice in embedding SDGs within business school curricula.
Finally, there is scope for longitudinal research tracking the impact of SDG-integrated education on graduate career trajectories and ethical decision-making in employment contexts.
4.7 Conclusion
This semi-systematic review has critically examined the role of university business schools in advancing SDG 4 and SDG 8. The analysis demonstrates that while significant progress has been made in integrating sustainability and employability into business education, this integration remains uneven and shaped by competing institutional logics.
SDG 4 has driven important developments in pedagogical innovation, curriculum transformation, and competency-based education. However, its transformative potential is often constrained by institutional pressures and fragmented implementation.
SDG 8 has strengthened the employability agenda and enhanced engagement with labour markets, but it risks narrowing educational aims to economic utility and employment outcomes, often at the expense of the broader concept of decent work.
The intersection of SDG 4 and SDG 8 reveals a central paradox in business education: the tension between forming critical, ethically aware graduates and producing labour-market-ready individuals. Addressing this tension requires a more integrated, critical, and institutionally supported approach to SDG implementation.
Within the professional context of a business school lecturer, this review supports a pedagogical direction that integrates sustainability, employability, and critical reflection in a balanced and intentional way. Ultimately, the role of business schools in advancing the SDGs depends not only on curriculum content but on their willingness to critically examine the purposes of education itself.
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