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Abstract
Purpose – Accomplishing the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is imperative for
societies to meet their grand challenges. Achieving these goals by 2030 requires sustainability change agents
with a can-do-attitude. This study aims to show how institutions of higher education can become partners for
social marketing in bringing forward such change agents.
Design/methodology/approach – Taking a case study approach, this paper examines a master’s
programme to identify factors relevant to educating sustainability change agents that can serve as a basis for
a social marketing planning primer to foster the SDGs.
Findings – This study presents the social marketing discipline with a viable option for supporting the
achievement of the SDGs through higher education. Its contributions are twofold. First, it is shown that when
interdisciplinarity and a project-based approach are conceptualized and organized to create a motivating and
meaningful learning environment with the SDGs as guiding principles, students, as sustainability change agents,
can increase awareness and have the potential to generate impacts regarding the SDGs at the individual,
organizational and institutional levels. Second, based on this, the paper provides guidance to social marketers
regarding the planning of a campaign targeting higher education institutions. The authors argue that the aim of this
campaign should be to promote the implementation of the SDGs as guiding principles above all, as this can facilitate
the process of students becoming sustainability change agents who help achieve the goals in a timelymanner.
Research limitations/implications – Whilst single case studies are usually limited in drawing
generalizations, the present study offers a starting point for investigating the role of universities as a target
group for social marketing in fostering further sustainable development. Building on its findings, future
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research could test the proposed social marketing planning primer and evaluate the impact on the SDGs at a
larger scale than only one university.
Practical implications – It is proposed to use the findings of the study to model a social marketing
campaign aimed at universities to motivate them to help develop sustainability change agents in all
disciplines by integrating the SDGs as guiding principles for study programmes.
Social implications – Students’ impacts range from leading peers to buy sustainable products and
consume less to influencing a company to adopt sustainable packaging, thereby contributing to social change.
Originality/value – This study is among the first to examine the possible effect of a study programme on
the SDGs at different societal levels by taking the perspectives of multiple stakeholders into account and
combining the theory of higher education with sustainability and social marketing.

Keywords Sustainable development goals, Change agents, SDGs,
Responsible management education, Sustainable management education

Paper type Case study

“A good education changes what you know, a great education changes who you are”.
Prof. Richard K.Miller [1]

Introduction
On 25 September 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development (UN, 2015). At the core of this framework are 17 sustainable
development goals (SDGs). These goals address the global challenges of the twenty-first
century and call all signatories to action to secure a sustainable and peaceful life on earth for
all people. Consequently, accomplishing the SDGs requires joint commitment from
governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), academic institutions and the
private sector, as well as from individuals at the local, national and international levels
(Frank and Cort, 2020, p. 18; Weybrecht, 2017, p. 84).

However, a global survey of 27,000 people across several levels in politics, business, science
and research, the media and civil society revealed an average level of awareness of the SDGs of
less than 50%worldwide (Frank and Cort, 2020, pp. 4). This indicates that after five years, fewer
than one in two persons in the world knows the goals, although only nine years remain for their
accomplishment. Yet, awareness alone does not solve the problems that underlie the SDGs. As
human behaviour, such as increasing CO2 emissions by riding a car or disposing of plastic waste
in oceans, has led to many of these global problems, human behaviour is at least part of the
solution. However, fundamental alterations in behaviour at the individual and societal levels are
required. Answers are needed as to what can be done for the SDGs to flourish as a framework for
concrete action towardsmore sustainable development (Frank and Cort, 2020, pp. 4, 18).

The good news is that as a discipline, social marketing can be part of or even become an
important driver of, solutions based on integrating the SDGs into the mind and behaviour of
individuals (Carvalho and Mazzon, 2015, p. 180; Truong, 2014, pp. 27). Prior research has
shown social marketing’s potential to induce behavioural change in a target audience,
thereby increasing collective social welfare. This is especially true in areas such as health,
the environment and the family (Kassirer et al., 2019, p. 209; Lee and Kotler, 2011, p. 7;
Truong, 2014, p. 16; Van Esch, 2017, p. 16), all of which are, to some extent, present in the
social issues covered by the SDGs. For example, Duffy et al. (2020, pp. 110) present a social
marketing approach that can guide governments, organizations and individuals to increase
parental leave uptake by fathers. They argue that by achieving such an increase, gender
inequality can be reduced. Greater gender equality, in turn, is recognized by the UN as a
target in SDG 5 (UN, 2015, p. 14). In addition to this example, however, research on social
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marketing initiatives that focus not only on the individual (downstream with an impact on
the micro level) but also on the surrounding system (midstream with meso- and upstream
with macro-level impact) is still limited, although it is needed to approach such complex and
wicked problems of sustainable development (Duffy et al., 2020, p. 111). Underestimating the
influence of cooperative action from key players (e.g. organizations and institutions) in a
societal system of many stakeholders whose collective behavioural change is needed risks
ignoring the potential of such collective action to meet the SDGs (Andreasen, 2002, p. 8;
Duffy et al., 2020, p. 111).

Since the beginning of the century, there has been a growing belief that higher
education should prepare students to become responsible managers and equip them with
competencies allowing the creation of a sustainable future (Avelar et al., 2019, pp. 2;
Haertle et al., 2017, p. 67; Molderez and Fonseca, 2018, p. 4397; Ramboarisata and
Gendron, 2019, p. 1). If members of the next generation, made up of current students,
become sustainability change agents who help create impacts beyond the micro level of
behavioural change, they can contribute to accomplishing the SDGs by raising the
awareness and showcasing how to act in a more sustainable manner. Hence, the higher
education sector can be regarded as an important player in the societal system that social
marketing could address to foster the collective action of students as change agents. This
paper takes up and further develops this mission and calls social marketers to target
higher education institutions, their students and related stakeholders as part of a
midstream social marketing campaign.

The study presents the social marketing discipline with a viable option for
supporting the achievement of the SDGs through higher education. Social marketing
can help to embed the framework of the SDGs in society by encouraging universities to
give their study programmes the SDGs as their overriding guiding principles to
increase awareness of the goals in various disciplines and subject areas and to train
students as change agents. This paper’s contributions are thus, twofold. Firstly, the
study’s findings demonstrate that students who acquire competencies for sustainable
development in a learning environment based on interdisciplinarity and a project-based
approach can generate impacts regarding the awareness and achievement of the
SDGs and thereby show that education can offer a greater potential than merely
changing attitudes, namely, changing behaviour. Secondly, based on this, the paper
proposes a planning primer for a social marketing campaign targeted at higher
education institutions, the aim of which should be to promote above all the
implementation of the SDGs as guiding principles in any study programme, as this can
facilitate the process of students of any discipline becoming sustainability change
agents who help achieve the goals in a timely manner.

The paper first outlines the interplay between social marketing and higher education for
sustainability. The next section addresses the methodology used and introduces a master’s
programme as a case study. The “findings” section then presents examples of the impact of
the master’s programme on the achievement of the SDGs and evaluates the case with regard
to education on sustainable development and social marketing planning.

Theoretical background
Social marketing, like commercial marketing, is a marketing discipline and as such makes
use of theories and research to create campaigns with the intent of influencing the behaviour
of a target audience (iSMA, 2017, p. 7; Lee and Kotler, 2011, p. 9; Lefebvre, 2012, p. 120).
Therefore, behavioural change is the bottom line of social marketing, meaning that a social
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marketing campaign is deemed successful if behavioural change is achieved (Andreasen,
2002, p. 7; Lee and Kotler, 2011, p. 9).

Kotler and Zaltman introduced the concept of social marketing and provided the
first definition, whilst other authors developed the concept further (Truong, 2014, p. 22;
Table 1).

As presented in Table 1, all definitions of social marketing share a commitment to
carefully designed and planned approaches to deliver a successful campaign for behavioural
change. Involving the target audience to inform social marketing campaigns is what the
latter definitions have in common (iSMA, 2013; French and Gordon, 2015, p. 20; Saunders
et al., 2015, p. 165). This approach of the social marketer taking an active designer role is also
evident in the definition of Saunders et al. (2015, p. 163), who claim the target audience must
be enabled to participate in social change.

The International Social Marketing Association (iSMA) proposed one necessary marker
and six elements that together form the core principles of successful social marketing
campaigns: the facilitation of personal and social goods is the marker:

� Setting explicit goals.
� Citizen orientation and focus.
� Value proposition delivery.

Table 1.
Social marketing

definitions

Definition Author, year

Social marketing is the design, implementation and control of
programmes calculated to influence the acceptability of social ideas
and involving considerations of product planning, pricing,
communication, distribution and marketing research

(Kotler and Zaltman, 1971,
p. 5)

. . . a process for developing social change programmes that is
modelled on processes used in private sector marketing

(Andreasen, 2002, p. 7)

. . . the adaptation and adoption of commercial marketing activities,
institutions and processes as a means to induce behavioural change in
a targeted audience on a temporary or permanent basis to achieve a
social goal

(Dann, 2010, p. 151)

. . . is about influencing behaviour, using a systematic planning
process that applies marketing principles and techniques, focusing on
priority target audience segments and delivering a positive benefit for
society

(Lee and Kotler, 2011, p. 7)

. . . seeks to develop and integrate marketing concepts with other
approaches to influence behaviours that benefit individuals and
communities for the greater social good. Social marketing practice is
guided by ethical principles. It seeks to integrate research, best
practice, theory, audience and partnership insight, to inform the
delivery of competition sensitive and segmented social change
programmes that are effective, efficient, equitable and sustainable

(iSMA, 2013)

. . . is the application of marketing principles to enable individual and
collective ideas and actions in the pursuit of effective, efficient,
equitable, fair and sustained social transformation

(Saunders et al., 2015,
p. 165)

. . . a comprehensive, strategic and multi-faceted, marketing-based
approach to facilitate or maintain social good. It takes a citizen-
centered approach in which insight developed with participants and
stakeholders informs the process. This “participant orientation” of
social marketing is a key part of the concept and differentiates it from
a traditional top-down expert-driven approach

(French and Gordon, 2015,
p. 20)
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� Informed audience segmentation.
� Competition, barrier and asset analysis.
� Critical thinking, reflexivity and ethical behaviour are the necessary elements

(iSMA, 2017, p. 4).

When all elements are present in a campaign with the corresponding marker, the iSMA
considers the social marketing campaign to embody best practices (iSMA, 2017, p. 8).
Several researchers, such as Andreasen (2002, p. 7), Lee and Kotler (2011, p. 18) and
McKenzie-Mohr (2000, p. 546), explicitly highlight the need to understand the target
audience and the drivers of their behaviour.

Behavioural change underlies psychological theories that help identify benefits and
barriers to behavioural change and should also be considered when planning a social
marketing campaign. Consequently, social marketing campaigns have proven to be more
effective when they are created using behavioural change theory as a conceptual framework
(Van Esch, 2017, p. 30). Among the most frequently reported theories is the theory of
planned behaviour (TPB) (Truong, 2014, p. 24; Van Esch et al., 2013, p. 101), which serves as
the underlying theory to explain behaviour in the present study. The basic assumption of
the model is that a person’s intentions to behave in a certain way ultimately lead to a certain
behaviour. The intentions to behave are determined by a person’s attitude, normative beliefs
and perceived behavioural control. Normative beliefs refer to the perception of social
pressures to perform or not to perform a certain behaviour. Such pressures usually stem
from people, organizations and similar entities that surround the person. Perceived
behavioural control refers to whether the person will find it easy or difficult to perform
the behaviour (Parkinson et al., 2018, p. 842). If a person’s behaviour is to be changed,
behavioural intentions must also be changed (Van Esch, 2017, p. 30). Therefore, designing
and planning a successful social marketing campaign requires the social marketer to
understand a person’s attitudes and perceived behavioural controls, as well as perceived
social norms.

When a social marketing campaign is theoretically well-informed and successfully
implemented, the impact can reach different levels. A more detailed explanation of these
levels follows.

Levels of social marketing impact
The behaviour of any individual takes place within an ecological system where everything
is interrelated and the behaviour of every individual affects the behaviour of others
(Brennan et al., 2016, p. 223). Accordingly, research findings claim that social marketing
campaigns become more effective, efficient, sustainable and equitable when their approach
encompasses the whole system and does not only address the individual. The system can
include actors such as organizations, communities and policymakers (French and Russell-
Bennett, 2015, p. 143; Lefebvre, 2012, p. 120). In the social marketing literature, this shift in
focus from the individual to the broader system is reflected in a discussion of how change is
induced. Downstream social marketing refers to inducing behavioural change in the
individual, whereas midstream and upstream social marketing target the system
surrounding the individual. The corresponding levels of impact are micro, meso and macro
(Lee and Kotler, 2011, p. 18; Truong and Dietrich, 2018, p. 59, Truong et al., 2019, p. 181).
Whilst downstream social marketing targets the individual, and therefore, impacts the
micro level, the meso-level impact of midstream social marketing involves friends and
family, as well as the workplace and the macro-level impact of upstream social marketing
involves politics and society at large (Lee and Kotler, 2011, p. 18). The described principles
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and theories underlying a social marketing campaign can be applied to influence target
audiences at all levels (Andreasen, 2002, p. 8; Andreasen, 2006, p. 11). Targeting upstream
and midstream audiences can be worthwhile, as actors on the meso and macro levels, in
turn, influence the micro level downstream. Policymakers, corporations, schools and
communities of any kind can become gatekeepers by facilitating behavioural change in
individuals (Andreasen, 2006, p. 5; Duffy et al., 2020, p. 111; Lee and Kotler, 2011, pp. 10, 23).
However, a systematic review by Truong (2014, p. 22) revealed that most social marketing
studies have dealt with the downstream approach.

This study seeks to contribute to research that can inform the upstream but particularly
the midstream approach of social marketing. Higher education is chosen as a potential
partner in supporting the behavioural change of individuals towards increased sustainable
development and contributions to the SDGs in particular. The next section looks at the
theoretical foundations found in the literature with regard to sustainability in higher
education.

Sustainable development and the sustainable development goals in higher education
Since the turn of the century, there has been a growing belief that higher education should
prepare students to become responsible managers and equip them with the competencies
necessary to help create a sustainable future (Avelar et al., 2019, p. 2; Haertle et al., 2017,
p. 67; Molderez and Fonseca, 2018, p. 4397; Ramboarisata and Gendron, 2019, p. 1). To create
a common framework for education, the UN launched the initiative of Principles for
Responsible Management Education (PRME) in 2007 (Annan-Diab and Molinari, 2017, p. 2;
Haertle et al., 2017, p 67). In adopting the SDGs, they widened this initiative and since then,
many signatory higher education institutions have started to implement strategies for
fostering the SDGs and sustainable development in general (Haertle et al., 2017, p. 67;
Storey et al., 2017, p. 102). A wide spectrum of ideas and impacts have been investigated and
the first results of the implementation are promising: Killian et al. (2019, p. 3) found a
positive impact that one specific service-learning module can have on increasing
undergraduate students’ knowledge of sustainability and more specifically, of the SDGs.
Other authors have studied a teaching concept that helps students address one specific SDG
target (Ortiz and Huber-Heim, 2017, p. 329) and a leadership course for future managers
(Corriveau, 2020, p. 2). Furthermore, Kolb et al. (2017, pp. 82) analysed a PRME signatory
school’s business management study programme regarding its relation to sustainable
management based on its curriculum, co-curricular activities and the university’s outreach
efforts. Specifically, they considered how the school addresses the SDGs in this regard. All
these examples indicate contributions to making the SDGs better known and understood
within higher education. In addition, these examples show that the implementation of the
PRMEs and SDGs in management education varies in terms of content, teaching methods
and integration into the curriculum (Moratis andMelissen, 2021, p. 2).

Nevertheless, achieving the SDGs is about more than merely becoming aware of the
issues. The curriculum and related pedagogy need to be revised to support students in
acquiring the necessary competencies that will help them translate their awareness into real
action that contributes to sustainable development (Gentile, 2017, p. 124). Through their
systematic literature review, Wiek et al. (2011, pp. 204) identified five key competencies that
any study programme in sustainability should promote, namely, systems-thinking
competence, anticipatory competence, normative competence, strategic competence and
interpersonal competence. Each of these key competencies refers to a complex of knowledge,
skills and attitudes that enable those who acquire such competencies to perform tasks and
solve problems that are related to issues, challenges and opportunities for sustainability.
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Sustainable development requires systems-thinking competence, which is the ability to
understand and analyse the complex system of society, economy and the environment.
Similar to social marketing (Brennan et al., 2016, p. 223), higher education must
acknowledge that sustainable development takes place on different levels, i.e. in politics, in
organizations and in individuals and that there are causal effects between actors at different
levels within an ecological system where a sustainable development approach is
implemented. To identify intervention points, future managers of sustainability must
understand the dynamics of such social-ecological systems (Wiek et al., 2011, p. 207).
Imagining what the future related to sustainable development in these systems could look
like is called anticipatory competence. Envisioning the future requires overall creativity
(Molderez and Fonseca, 2018, p. 4399; Wiek et al., 2011, p. 207). At the same time,
envisioning the future also requires normative competence, the ability to assess whether the
current and future state of the system can be deemed sustainable or unsustainable. This also
involves questions of ethics (Wiek et al., 2011, p. 208). Knowing how to design and
implement strategies that will lead to the envisioned future identified with anticipatory and
normative competence is referred to as strategic competence. For higher education, strategic
competence implies that students are able to determine, which systemic interventions for
sustainable development are viable, feasible, effective and efficient. Strategic competence
requires an action orientation (Wiek et al., 2011, p. 210). Finally, interpersonal competence is
needed for sustainability. This is the ability that connects all of the above competencies and
seeks to motivate and facilitate collaboration for the collective sustainable development
endeavour. Interpersonal competence involves interdisciplinary thinking and an
understanding of different positions, as well as empathy. Interpersonal competence also
involves communicating and negotiating (Wiek et al., 2011, p. 211).

In their study, Molderez and Fonseca (2018, p. 4408) find that real-world experiences and
service-learning approaches have the potential to teach students the key competencies
identified by Wiek et al. (2011, p. 204). As sustainability is neither covered by a single
academic discipline nor has a fixed end state, a dynamic, holistic, interdisciplinary approach
to higher education will best permit the acquisition of the above-mentioned competencies
(Molderez and Fonseca, 2018, p. 4397).

To foster systems-thinking competencies, higher education should engage external
stakeholders, such as organizations, in learning about sustainability. Collaborating with
stakeholders whilst working on group projects gives students a sense of belonging to a
larger system and helps them understand connectedness. Furthermore, group work can
foster the skills that are particularly required for interpersonal competence, such as empathy
and communication (Molderez and Fonseca, 2018, p. 4399; Wiek et al., 2011, p. 211). Groups,
however, should be kept small (approximately 10 to 15 people), as education that is directed
at behavioural change – as is the case for sustainable development – has proven to be more
effective in environments that present opportunities for interaction (Geller, 1989, p. 21).

Hence, a study programme to equip students with the competencies needed to foster
sustainable development should involve at least some practical, collaborative and
interdisciplinary elements. When higher education institutions apply these elements in their
study programmes, they can also become partners for social marketing to foster sustainable
development and the SDGs not only at the individual level but also at the meso and macro
levels. The next section outlines how the concepts of social marketing and higher education
for sustainability can be brought together and how this can inform a midstream social
marketing campaign to create behavioural change that contributes to the achievement of the
SDGs.
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Merging the concepts: Sustainability change agents for social marketing
By facilitating the acquisition of competencies for sustainable development through
academic programmes, universities act as central players in societal change and foster the
achievement of the SDGs (Corriveau, 2020, p. 1; Haertle et al., 2017, p 67; Ndubuka and Rey-
Marmonier, 2019, p. 2; Stephens et al., 2008, p. 333; Truong and Dietrich, 2018, p. 59;
Weybrecht, 2017, p. 85; Wood and Pansarella, 2019, p. 2). Students can be taught to become
responsible managers who carry the idea of sustainable development to their friends and
family, as well as to their workplace; hence, we call them sustainability change agents. To
increase the effect, as many higher education institutions as possible are needed to engage in
efforts to develop students of any discipline as change agents who promote the framework
of the SDGs. For this purpose, a social marketing campaign targeting universities has the
potential to promote awareness of the SDGs among universities and to call universities to
support students in becoming sustainability change agents whose actions on micro, meso
andmacro level contribute to accomplishing the SGDs (Figure 1).

The next section introduces the case study approach to investigate the potential
impact that universities can have on sustainable development initiatives in the sense of
achieving the goals of the UN through their study programmes and students. It also helps to
get an idea of the important elements of such a social marketing campaign targeting
universities.

Methodology
The study examines how social marketing can play a role in establishing education for
sustainable development at universities that foster teaching and learning initiatives related
to the SDGs. When such “how can” questions are raised and a real-life phenomenon is
studied, a case study approach is among the preferred research methods (Yin, 2009, p. 2).
Aiming to expand the theory of what characterizes education for sustainability change
agents using the SDGs, research benefits from the case study’s rich contextual data and can
provide outcomes that may be instrumental to students becoming sustainability change
agents (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007, p. 25; Rynes and Gephart, 2004, p. 455). The case

Figure 1.
Concept map of the

study of a social
marketing campaign
targeting universities
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study method can compellingly illustrate a real-life phenomenon. This fits the aim of
presenting the social marketing discipline with a guide for creating a campaign that targets
higher education institutions, study programmes and students, as the case can serve as a
real role model (Siggelkow, 2007, pp. 21).

The master’s programme selected as the case for this study is a part-time programme
that has been offered at a private business school in Germany since 2018. As a 30-month-
long programme, it leads to a state-recognized Master of Science degree accredited by the
Foundation for International Business Administration Accreditation. The business school
and the programme itself emphasize responsible management education [2]. The study
programme under investigation is structured to allow a combination of study andwork. The
business school is an academic partner of more than 300 cooperating companies, which
ensures that the case has both an academic and professional perspective. The programme’s
vision is to enable students to shape digital transformation and to foster sustainable
development in these companies. The programme encourages very interactive learning
through a project-based teaching approach and by allowing a maximum of 18 students per
academic year. It also incorporates the sustainability challenge module, which applies
service learning in the form of volunteer engagement with NGOs or social initiatives.
Although it is anchored in the field of business studies, the programme straddles various
disciplinary boundaries. It is, therefore, assumed that the programme incorporates all three
elements that the literature has identified as important (Molderez and Fonseca, 2018,
p. 4397), namely, it is practical, interdisciplinary and collaborative. As the goal of the
envisioned social marketing campaign should be to promote the SDGs, it is also a decisive
factor that the study programme makes continuous reference to the SDGs [3]. From a basic
search on Google and masterstudies.com, we see that few programmes have such a focus on
the SDGs. Table 2 presents examples of master’s programmes that have the term
“sustainability” in their title and refer to the SDGs.

Comparing the master’s programmes with the selected programme, we also find it a good
match because it is the only one that promises to refer to the SDGs in all its modules, in
contrast to references to single SDGs or references made by single modules only. The SDGs
serve as guiding principles for the different stakeholders involved in the programme and for
the programme’s content. The selection of the programme was also made for practical
reasons. As two of the authors were involved in the development and conception, as well as
the implementation of the study programme, we gained access to internal university data
that could otherwise not be explored and that further supports the method’s selection
(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007, p. 25; Rynes and Gephart, 2004, p. 455). The strength of the
case study approach is that it can advance the understanding of an applied field of study,
thereby also improving its practice (Merriam, 2009, p. 43, 51). The study of the case has the
potential to improve practice in that it can, to some extent, serve as efficacy testing for a
sample target audience (Van Esch, 2017, p. 18). We present a single-case study, where the
unit of analysis is the specific master’s programme.

Data collection
The case analysis is based on several complementary sources of evidence, as proposed by
Yin (2009, pp. 2, 101, 114). By measuring one phenomenon using multiple sources, we
provide construct validity and meet the prerequisite for triangulating interview data with
other material, thereby limiting bias (Goffin et al., 2019, p. 21). The different sources of
evidence we use are specified in Table 3.

Keeping in mind the two objectives of this study, we argue that the stakeholder
interviews, as well as the student testimonials, course evaluations, project reflections and
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Table 2.
Examples of master’s

programmes in
sustainability that
provide an explicit

reference to the SDGs

Master’s study programme Country Field of study Reference to SDGs

Global business and
sustainability*

The
Netherlands

Business-related Referenced in one core module and
two electives, e.g. in the module
global business strategies: “global
issues are portrayed as the
sustainable development goals
(SDGs). They will take a more
prominent role in this course”

Sustainable production
management*

Sweden Manufacturing Three specific SDGs form a
guideline for the overall
programme[7]: “the programme is
anchored in addressing the three
dimensions of sustainability in the
context of industrial production
system development and change.
As such, it focuses directly on
fostering the achievement of
sustainable development goals
(SDG) 9, 12 and 13 . . .”

Sustainability* USA Interdisciplinary Mentioned in the overall
introduction to the course, not
indicated for individual modules
[8]: “the SDGs requires a strategic
approach to applying global
solutions at the local level . . . The
. . . programme takes on the
challenging intersections of such
global and local challenges by
equipping students to evaluate and
(re-)produce resilient and
sustainable responses”

Sustainable chemistry* Germany Natural sciences Referenced as Agenda 2030 in one
module’s title[9]: third semester
“project work, chemistry,
sustainability and the Agenda
2030”

Digital transformation and
sustainability

Germany Business-related at the
core with several links to
other disciplines

Guiding principle for the overall
programme – all modules refer to
at least one SDG[10]; e.g. the
accreditation documentation (p. 11)
says: “the 17 global goals for
sustainable development of the
United Nations (also called
sustainable development goals/
SDGs) serve as a guiding principle
for the entire study programme
and all stakeholders involved
This study objective is firmly
anchored in § 1 of the programme-
specific regulations.” In addition,
the module descriptions outline,
which SDGs are best addressed by
the content of the module

Note: *See masterstudies.com
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project reports, can provide us with insights regarding the impact of students on the
different levels, as well as regarding specifications about the target group, behavioural
objectives, audience barriers, benefits, motivators and influential others. The university’s
website and the module descriptions are used as supporting material to better understand
what has been said or written about the programme. In all, we conducted 13 semi-structured
interviews with an average duration of 42 min, excluding the interviewer’s introduction,
which is in line with sample size requirements for qualitative research (Creswell, 2007, p. 61,
Van Esch and Van Esch, 2013, p. 228). Moreover, we argue that we achieved saturation in
terms of the different perspectives on the study programme, as we covered the different
stakeholder groups that are involved and of interest in informing a social marketing
campaign, including students, lecturers, university management and students’ employers.
The latter are especially important with regard to the potential midstream- and upstream-
level impacts of the programme. We selected employers who hired at least one student from
the first cohort so that the employers were able to observe and make a statement about
students and their potential impact over a longer period. The selected employers represented
an eCommerce, a health care and an information technology (IT) consulting company
ranging from less than 50 (small and mid-size enterprises) to more than 2,500 employees,
respectively. Including the perspectives of such diverse participants, again, mitigates bias in
data collection (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007, p. 28). We audio-recorded the interviews
with the interviewees’ consent and had them fully transcribed to facilitate the analysis. As

Table 3.
Sources of evidence

Source Specification(s) n

Semi-structured
interviews with
stakeholders

A: First year student, HR manager, automobile industry (by video
conference in August 2020); B: second year student, project
manager, consulting (by video conference, August 2020); C: first
year student, project manager, food industry (face-to-face,
September 2020); D: second year student, project manager, health
care (face-to-face, September 2020); E: second year student, project
manager, transport consulting (face-to-face, September 2020); F:
professor, “sustainable economy” (face-to-face, September 2020); G:
lecturer, “learning journey” and “sustainability challenge” (face-to-
face, September 2020); H: professor, “customer journey”, now
“customer experience” (by video conference, September 2020); I:
founder and managing director, eCommerce (by video conference,
September 2020); J: project management leader, health care (face-to-
face, September 2020); K: founder and managing director, IT
consulting (by video conference, September 2020); L: managing
director of the business school (by video conference, September
2020); M: head of study programme (face-to-face, September 2020)

13

Students’
testimonials

Testimonials collected from students for the university website for
marketing purposes, on a voluntary basis

8

Students’ project
course evaluations

Reports of anonymous feedback from students at the end of each of
the two project courses

42

Students’ project
reflections

Personal statements written by student participants in reflecting
on each project

48

Students’ project
reports

Reports presenting the results of students’ project work 16

University
website

Created and maintained by the business school ./.

Module
descriptions

Descriptions of course content and objectives 14
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we conducted the interviews in the interviewees’ native language, we first established the
coding system for the content analysis in German and then translated it into English. The
process of content and further analysis is described in the next section.

Data analysis
To systemically build categories that describe the aspects that are important for informing
social marketing, a qualitative content analysis of the interviews and corresponding
material was carried out (Schreier, 2012, p. 12), as this has been described as an appropriate
way to build a theory based on cases (Kohlbacher, 2006). Such an analysis is systematic in
that it follows predefined rules to build categories (Mayring, 2010, p. 59). The structural
variant of qualitative content analysis was selected to develop the categories deductively
and inductively, allowing for the emergence of important aspects to form new categories
whilst analysing the material (Mayring, 2010, pp. 65, 83; Schreier, 2012, pp. 25, 35; 44). The
deductive categories were adopted from the literature on higher education, according to
which we were specifically looking for evidence that the programme fosters key
competencies for sustainable development; that these enabled students to act as
sustainability change agents; and that, as sustainability change agents, they were able to
create an impact on the micro, meso or macro level. The categories were finally grouped
under four main themes:

(1) Person-specific factors that describe the sustainability change agent, which
represent a student’s can-do-attitude, as well as their expertise and knowledge
regarding sustainable development.

(2) Study programme-defining factors related to the content, including the SGDs as
guiding principle and interdisciplinarity.

(3) Study programme-defining factors related to format, organization and structure,
described as the duality and project-based approach of the programme, as well as
the philosophy and culture of learning.

(4) Results in the form of either impact with regard to the SDGs or barriers preventing
impact (Table 4).

We used MAXQDA software to facilitate the coding process (Mayring, 2010, p. 113). One of
the coders coded some parts of the interviews twice to test and adjust the coding system
before actually starting the analysis. All three authors reviewed the coding system to ensure
that they shared a common understanding regarding the language used for units of
analysis.

We provide validity in the form of data triangulation by applying several heterogeneous
sources of evidence and comparing their results. We further support validity through quotes
by the research participants that provide the reader with a better understanding of how
we arrived at the conclusions (Mayring, 2010, pp. 50, 116; Schreier, 2012, pp. 45). We
analogously translated quotes from German to English. To arrive at the conclusions, we
kept in mind theories from the educational and social marketing fields. Hence, we also
provide theoretical triangulation, which adds to the validity of this study (Van Esch and
Van Esch, 2013, pp. 233).

We interpreted the findings of the qualitative content analysis with two criteria in mind,
namely, firstly, the frequency with which a code appeared in the material was taken as
underpinning the code’s significance (Mayring, 2010, p. 51; Kuckartz, 2019). Secondly, we
assumed a code to be more significant when it appeared in material derived from several
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sources of evidence; in particular, we focused on the different stakeholders represented. The
study’s results are presented in the next section.

Findings
Following the content analysis of the interviews and corresponding material, the retrieved
data were examined with respect to the two objectives of the study, namely, to show that a
study programme makes students into sustainability change agents who have impacts

Table 4.
Themes and category
explanations
retrieved from the
coding process

Category Category explanation

Theme 1: Person-specific factors: Students as change agents
Can-do-attitude Positive attitude towards

change, creative will,
motivation, courage and
belief regarding
sustainable development

Expertise and knowledge Student’s expertise
regarding sustainability
or student’s knowledge
about sustainability

Theme 2: Study programme-specific factors: Content
SDGs as guiding principles Framework for navigation

to business schools
regarding curricula and
contents that serve
sustainable development

Interdisciplinarity Cross-thematic content
from various disciplines
and changes in
perspectives

Theme 3: Study programme-specific factors: Format, organization and structure
Duality and project-based learning approach Integration of external

stakeholders, e.g.
companies, service-
learning and the
application of theory in
practice

Philosophy and culture of learning Study programme as a
trial arena for behaviour
in support of sustainable
development,
characterized by small
group sizes, lecturers as
role models and the
openness for discussion

Theme 4: Results
Impact Positive effects regarding

(behavioural) change
towards sustainability

Barriers and critical remarks Factors hindering positive
effects regarding
(behavioural) change
towards sustainability
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regarding the awareness and the achievement of the SDGs and to determine how this can
guide social marketers regarding the planning of a social marketing campaign to foster the
SDGs. To achieve the second objective, the question of how study programmes train
students as sustainability change agents is raised. The findings section is, therefore, broken
down into three subsections. Firstly, evidence for the students’ impact is provided. Secondly,
questions of how studying enabled them to have this impact are answered. Thirdly, the
implications for planning a social marketing campaign targeted at higher education are
analysed.

Overall impact of students on reaching the sustainable development goals
According to Van Esch (2017, p. 18), direct, short-term effects, such as changes in awareness
and knowledge, translate into the impact of a social marketing campaign, whereas long-term
effects at the societal level are called the outcomes of the campaign. Although the results of
this study go beyond mere changes in awareness and knowledge, students created an
impact rather than an outcome. As the study is not longitudinal, potential outcomes can only
be estimated.

The analyses and results demonstrate that the business school’s programme has an
impact on the individual, organizational and institutional levels, which correspond to the
micro, meso andmacro levels. Examples of each level were coded with labels summarized as
the impact category during data analysis and are presented next.

On the individual level, the students themselves changed their own behaviour first after
enrolling in a study programme related to the SDGs, which is in line with the participatory
views of change put forward by Sen (1999, p. 4, 11), Kotter (2018, p. 9) and Saunders et al.
(2015, p. 163). For example, one of the student’s reports adopting new waste separation
patterns, whilst another reveals having become vegetarian for reasons of sustainability.
This represents a small contribution to various SDGs, e.g. SDG 3 – “good health and well-
being”, SDG 12 – “responsible consumption” and SDG 13 – “climate action” through reduced
emissions that are associated with the consumption of meat. In addition, the student
changed her way of life in many ways to the extent that she believes herself to be a different
person:

Student: “If my friends look at how I lived two years ago and if they look at me today, then many of
those I last saw a year and a half ago hardly recognize me and are like, ‘Is this you?’ ‘Yes, this is me
now’.”

There are several examples of relatively short-term transactions in which students make a
sustainable contribution, e.g. by supporting a social project in the region for one semester as
part of the service-learning module; however, other transactions include a long-term
perspective for the students, e.g. when they decide to continue volunteering beyond the
scope of the service-learning module or when they get to select their employer. The latter
may have an impact on SDG 8 – “decent work and economic growth” by attracting skilled
labour, i.e. future graduates, to work for companies that care about their material footprint,
equal employment opportunities and social protection. Overall, the study programme
contributes to a can-do-attitude and helps students act as role models, as the following quote
illustrates:

Student: “I think the programme makes one a better person, someone who contributes more to
society, who looks to the left and right, takes other perspectives into account to actually see where
one can change something, [. . .] where one can improve something. [. . .] I have the feeling that it
just takes me a lot further on a human level.”
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At the organizational level, the impacts students achieved at the companies where they were
employed range from incorporating sustainability in general to providing a stage for the
SDGs in products, projects and campaigns. Even in companies where the topic of
sustainability was not on the agenda previously, students were able to generate an impact
by creating a sustainable environment for themselves in the workplace, even if their tasks
were not necessarily related to sustainable development. This indirect impact is initially
important because the business sector has a key role to play in achieving the SDGs because
of the potential influence of businesses on customers, employees, suppliers and the like
(Weybrecht, 2017, p. 84):

Employer: “The fact that [the topic of sustainability] is on the agenda at all and not at the bottom
[despite the question of costs, for example], is certainly because of these [students]. [. . .] thanks to
this programme, those SDGs are actually slowly finding their way into the company and projects are
now assigned to consider SDGs to achieve even better visibility.”

In one of the first-year project modules, two students working in eCommerce performed
research on sustainable packaging for the products that their company sells. They presented
their results to the managing directors of their cooperating company and now their
recommended course of action is being implemented in practice. This could contribute to
SDG 8 – “decent work and economic growth”, SDG 9 – “industry, innovation and
infrastructure”, as well as SDG 12 – “responsible production”, as the implementation of the
project can lead to increased resource efficiency and improvedmaterial footprint, etc.:

Employer: “We received many prompts from the two students in the field [of sustainability], not
least through the RePack project on recyclable packaging, which was extremely interesting. [. . .]
This project work [. . .] is certainly a milestone.”

As part of the same project module, other students examined the environmental footprint of
websites and derived recommendations for action to reduce CO2 emissions for high-
performance websites, which, in turn, were made available to organizations and the broader
public through a publication in the Handbook of Climate Change Management (Geringer
et al., 2020, p. 1).

The students’ outreach regarding fostering sustainable development was reported to be
felt especially strongly in the students’ personal environment, namely, among friends and
family. The following quotes underline this type of impact at the meso level:

Student: “Because I study sustainability, it is natural that I will have discussions on a different level.
[. . .] I have an older brother [. . .]. He has stopped smoking - not because of his health, but because
of sustainability [. . .] and he also eats much less meat [. . .]. It is the same with my parents, my
closest friends, but it is also true for my wider circle of friends. [. . .] Then the mobile phone
collection campaign took place [as part of the course] and that was the very first time I had to talk to
complete strangers about why sustainability is important.”

Another student: “My roommate applied to a bank [. . .] also because its deposits support renewable
energies rather than resource-consuming energy generation. [. . .] He said, ‘I actually want to work
somewhere where I can work with a clear conscience’.”

Moreover, there is evidence of an impact on the students’ surrounding environment at the
university itself and to some extent, on the environment in which the lecturers act outside of
their role in the master’s programme. Other study programmes that adopt a commitment to
the SDGs and even the university as a whole, illustrate such an extended environmental
impact, again at the meso level, most likely contributing to SDG 4 – “quality education” and
SDG 17 – “partnerships for the goals” by introducing education for sustainable development
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in curricula and teaching, leading to the exchange of knowledge and expertise regarding
sustainable development:

Lecturer: “At this workshop on our [university] mission statement, a colleague said, ’Why don’t we
align our mission to the SDGs?’ [. . .] You can see that impulses from the study programme are
passed on to the mothership, the university. It is great that ideas from there are also fed into other
courses – whether it be didactic or in terms of content.”

Table 5 summarizes selected findings with respect to the different levels and provides an
outlook on the possible impact on themacro level.

These examples show that students have the potential to become sustainability
change agents when their study programme provides them with the necessary
competencies and tools to spread the idea of sustainable development and the SDGs
beyond the university. A closer look is taken at the competencies in the next section
before the process of what led the students to create impacts and what this means for
social marketing are presented.

Case evaluation in terms of the impact of higher education on sustainability
Engaging in a change process often requires people to move beyond their comfort zones
(Cameron and Green, 2015, pp. 211). An environment that provides a trial arena in that it lets
students test new attitudes and behaviour for sustainable development among like-minded
people first can be key to slowly approach the edge of their comfort zones and moving
beyond. According to the evidence, stakeholders find that the master’s programme

Table 5.
Examples of long-

and short-term
impact regarding

sustainable
development and the
SDGs at the micro,
meso and macro

levels

Impact

“I”
Downstream/micro-level

(individual)

“We”
Midstream/meso-level

(organizations, family and
friends)

“All of us”
Upstream/macro-level (politics

and greater society)

Short-
term
examples

� Students enroll in study
programmes that refer
to SDGs

� Students start
volunteering as part of
the service-learning
module (sustainability
challenge)

� Company projects are
assigned to specific SDGs

� Students publish a guide
to reducing CO2
emissions for high-
performance websites of
companies

� Students collect old mobile
phones, thereby informing
the public about why
sustainability is important

� Educational policy
recommends integrating
the SDGs as guiding
principles in study
programmes (outlook)

Long-
term
examples

� Student becomes
vegetarian

� Student adopts new
waste separation
pattern

� Student continues
volunteering beyond the
scope of the service-
learning module

� Student’s roommate
switches job to work for
company supporting
renewable energies

� Student’s brother
stopped smoking

� Company integrates
sustainable packaging

� All study programmes
refer to the SDGs future
(outlook)

Social
marketing and

higher
education

91



demonstrates such a trial arena. This view corresponds with the codes in the category
philosophy and culture of learning. Among other factors, the programme is characterized by
small group sizes that allow students and lecturers to build a relationship of trust and easy
exchange. The business school accepts a maximum of 18 students per academic year [4].
The small study group enables very close supervision of the students’ individual learning
and development:

Student: “We are quite close and can truly talk about every possible topic and there is always the
feeling ‘I can say what I want and I am not judged here’.”

The data support the view of Geller (1989, p. 21), who advocates for education on
behavioural change to take place in small groups to be most effective. Therefore, this
characteristic is added to the list of necessary elements for designing a study programme
that intends to foster sustainable development, although a maximum number of students for
the small group cannot be established with certainty. However, a small study group alone
did not achieve the desired effect. Rather, the small study group allows for interaction with
others, e.g. other students and lecturers, by providing an openness to discussion. This
contributes to the development of interpersonal competence in particular. Hern�andez-L�opez
et al.’s (2020, p. 9) study find that students acquire competencies related to business ethics,
which is deemed part of normative competence, more effectively when they perceive their
teachers as having ethical leadership qualities. It sets a good example for students if
lecturers themselves engage in sustainable behaviour, as it increases credibility (Kanashiro
et al., 2020, p. 8). From the interviews, there is evidence that lecturers indeed become role
models for students and can have a positive impact on shaping students’ attitudes regarding
sustainability:

Student: “From my point of view, we have lecturers who are particularly committed. In addition, for
this reason, they also encourage us to get involved and to commit to something that could also be
outside of the study programme’s context [. . .] the one lecturer I have in mind, she mobilizes and
inspires and motivates us. I would definitely say she is a role model for all of us.”

The lecturer’s role is to be not only a role model but also a facilitator who supports “the
students” transition from a passive attitude into being the protagonist of their own learning’
(de Paula Arruda Filho and Przybylowicz Beuter, 2020, p. 8). Through the lecturers’
invitation, students can engage in discussions and give feedback. Such discussions, in turn,
can provide a platform for students and for lecturers to develop a community in which
everyone engages in mutual learning. All participants of the study, except the employers,
mentioned this in their interviews and it is also reflected in other sources of evidence:

Student testimonial: “I do not think many programmes have the sense of community among
students and professors as strongly as it is with us”.

Interaction with others that goes beyond the study group is very practically incorporated
into the study programme through a project-based learning approach and service learning.
In addition, it comes naturally from the duality of the programme. The master’s programme
is taught part-time, encouraging students to work whilst they are studying. In doing so,
students can test the application of theories and models in real-life contexts and learn to
assess their own actions. This kind of reality check seems to support developing a can-do-
attitude in students:

Employer: “I learned how valuable it is to make close contacts with people in business during my
studies. Not only because you could get a great job afterwards, but because students [. . .] then learn
very quickly whether what they were taught is relevant or not”.
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Project-based learning, the major didactic approach of the master’s programme, allows
students to perform a reality check regarding the theories and models they acquired in the
classroom. Four modules designate projects in their names, whilst most of the remaining
modules work towards fostering project management skills in students [5]:

Student: “In ‘Data-based Decision-Making’, we actually had a mini-project where we did data
evaluation – I find it amazing how realistic that was.”

Not only engagement with companies gives students the chance to improve their
interpersonal competence, but it can also contribute to strategic competence and systems-
thinking competence. In the case of systems-thinking competence, Molderez and Fonseca
(2018, p. 4399) argue that the integration of external stakeholders, i.e. companies, correlates
with the students’ feelings of connectedness and an understanding of the bigger picture
regarding the system in which they are embedded. In line with their findings, this study’s
data also support the integration of a service-learning module in which students can do
something for society as part of their studies. In the examined programme, the service-
learningmodule is designated as a sustainability challenge:

Student: “The Sustainability Challenge - perhaps that is the most formative. I was looking for
something where I can get to know people from different countries, to get this global view [. . .]. In
addition, we have discussed so many sustainability initiatives with each other in the course that we
have already become much more aware of how the world works”.

Wiek et al. (2011, p. 210) attribute an action orientation to strategic competence. They state
that “this competence is about being able to “get things done” [which] involves familiarity
with real world situations” (Wiek et al., 2011, p. 210) and this is what the students can benefit
from when working in a company whilst studying. Almost 30% of the coded segments
summarized as person-defining factors relate to students’ positive attitudes towards change,
their creative will, motivation and courage to take part in or lead a change process and their
belief that they can do it. These characteristics resulted in the can-do-attitude category. A
person’s can-do-attitude seems to be an especially important feature considering that change
agents often have to overcome barriers in the process of bringing others to change, such as
having to assert themselves against older and more senior members of a company or
society. Cameron and Green (2015, p. 9) support the idea of motivated individuals
being change enablers. One key to establishing a can-do-attitude is expertise and knowledge.
Being a credible change agent requires students to acquire knowledge and expertise
regarding sustainability so that they have an idea of where the change process will lead and
are competent in applying methods that will ensure success (Annan-Diab and Molinari,
2017, p. 4). Expertise enables students to present and defend their arguments in favour of the
desired change. The ability to identify obstacles to change and knowledge of how to address
them are among the most common learning objectives that Kelly (2013, p. 294) identified in
the syllabi of existing social marketing-related courses:

Lecturer: “[. . .] so that you may have [. . .] an idea of which levers you might have to push or pull,
where first and where it may be slightly more difficult. I think that makes things more productive
and hopefully less frustrating”.

In summary, expertise is connected to strategic competence through furthering a can-do-
attitude and to anticipatory competence by enabling students to envision a realistic picture
of the future. The study finds that expertise is fostered by the interdisciplinarity of the
programme’s content and the SDGs as guiding principles. In the literature, several authors
emphasize the interdisciplinarity of sustainable development and the need to take an
interdisciplinary approach in educational programmes, as making sustainable development
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a reality involves many different disciplines (Annan-Diab and Molinari, 2017, p. 5;
Ramboarisata and Gendron, 2019, p. 10; Wood and Pansarella, 2019, pp. 2). The challenges
of the twenty-first century are complex and multifaceted. These can be translated into
curricula through cross-thematic content from different disciplines and changes in
perspective. Accordingly, change agents can benefit from being able to develop networks
across different topics and between experts in different disciplines, which again supports
the view of interpersonal competence proposed by Wiek et al. (2011, p. 211). Thus far, all
interviewed stakeholders, especially students and lecturers, have attested to the underlying
interdisciplinary approach of the programme as a success factor.

Extract from student reflections: “Even if I found the mixture of different disciplines and literary
styles challenging, I see it as a personal gain to have experienced and lived interdisciplinarity in my
studies not only across different modules, but within a research project”.

The programme’s website [6] and the module descriptions promise continuous reference to
the SDGs and an alignment of the course content to the goals. Integrating the SDGs into the
programme helps to embed them in the minds of the students and in the institution itself.
The SDGs, therefore, provide a common sustainability language (Weybrecht, 2017, p. 85),
offering a framework for navigation to business schools, especially regarding which content
will be relevant to teaching sustainable development (Frank and Cort, 2020, pp. 4, Storey
et al., 2017, p. 101). The business school’s objective should then be to translate this
framework into curricula that will, for example, familiarize its stakeholders with the goals
(Weybrecht, 2017, p. 85). Cameron and Green (2015, pp. 25) add that goals in general help to
achieve change, stating that the likelihood of achievement is dependent on how concrete the
goals are.

Two students: “I actually think that [the SDGs] have given the topic of sustainability a more specific
focus [. . .]” and “[. . .] the fact that the UN adopted these goals adds a certain level of seriousness”.

Head of the business school: “I think that [the SDGs] are very important in terms of achieving a
common commitment or, first of all, a chance to do so, by at least naming subject areas that need to
be worked on [. . .] it is about creating identification”.

Figure 2 summarizes the key findings regarding competencies and the concept of the
programme, including teaching and learning approaches that support students in becoming
sustainability change agents to foster the SDGs.

To answer the second research question, an evaluation of the case in terms of planning a
social marketing campaign follows, considering the findings on the impact of higher
education.

Case evaluation in terms of the implications for planning a social marketing campaign
To identify important aspects of planning a social marketing campaign targeting
universities on the meso level and their students on the micro level, the case is analysed
using the TPB. This means that the identified person-specific and programme-specific
factors are investigated regarding their potential to influence attitudes, normative beliefs
and perceived behavioural control, which determine behaviour according to the TPB. The
planning primer presented at the end of this section outlines audience barriers, benefits,
motivators, competition and influential others, all of which are likely to shape the attitudes,
normative beliefs and perceived behavioural control of the target groups. As the resulting
impact is primarily created by the students, we first look at this target audience before we
turn to the universities.
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Regarding the students, as expected, the study finds that attitudes were generally positive
towards change and sustainability even before attending the programme. Building on this,
the study programme has the potential to increase perceived behavioural control by
fostering expertise and knowledge. Expertise and knowledge in the field of sustainability
ease the adoption of behaviour, which is in line with Prestin and Pearce (2010, p. 2021), who
found that a campaign promoting sustainable behaviour, such as recycling, required efforts
to first establish knowledge about this behaviour, such as which products are recyclable and
which are not. Hence, a social marketing campaign that fosters knowledge and expertise
regarding sustainable development and the SDGs on the micro level, in turn, can contribute
to students changing their behaviour in favour of sustainable development and the SDGs, as
well as to their ability to become a change agent. The SDGs, as guiding principles, play a role
here as motivators because they offer a common language of sustainability. However, whilst
they provide a guide as to the scope of sustainable development, some students perceive the
goals’ framework as a barrier because it does not quantify their contribution. Social
marketing should address this issue in its campaign, e.g. by providing examples of what has
been practically achieved by students to contribute to the SDGs and showing how these
contributions are worthwhile.

Project-based learning and service learning can serve as a trial arena for new behaviour,
i.e. a more sustainable way of behaving and should thus, be encouraged by social marketing
campaigns. In these trial arenas, normative beliefs in the form of perceived social norms
most probably work in favour of the new behaviour, as students can perform the desired
behaviour among people who are usually like-minded or at least have the same interests
regarding sustainable development based on their commitment to the study programme.
Project-based learning and service learning are, therefore, considered audience motivators
on themicro level:

Figure 2.
Summary of study
programme- and
person-specific

factors relevant to
educating change

agents for sustainable
development
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Student: “[. . .] that you are surrounded by people who are sensitized to [the topic of sustainability]
and I think that sensitized me: That you have a lot to do with people who talk about it, [. . .] who
behave also already more sustainably under certain circumstances, so that you can learn from
them”.

In contrast to what happens inside the classroom, social norms outside the classroom, e.g. at
the student’s workplace, can either work in favour of or against the adoption of sustainable
behaviour and the role of students as change agents. For instance, when sustainability is on
a company’s agenda, employees most likely feel that acting sustainably is encouraged. In
contrast, a rather neutral or even negative attitude of companies towards sustainability
means that the normative beliefs speak against adopting sustainable behaviour and could
present a barrier to students developing their full potential as change agents:

Student: “I have to say, especially in regard to higher hierarchical levels, I am actually still slightly
frustrated and do not know how much I want to put up with it. I think sustainability is still [. . .]
more of an issue that the company wants to communicate to the outside because it is in demand;
more like a marketing label”.

Nevertheless, social marketing should have as an objective promoting the engagement of
external stakeholders, such as organizations, in study programmes. External stakeholders
in general have a positive effect on students’ acquisition of key competencies for sustainable
development and should thus, be treated as influential others for the student target
audience.

Turning now to universities as a target audience on meso level, it is acknowledged that
whilst small group sizes can be a potential motivator for the student target group because
they generally offer a secure environment for them to test new behaviour, for the university
target audience, small groups can also present barriers because of the related costs:

Member of the university’s management board: “[. . .] how does this pay off for me as a university?
Because this degree programme – as nice as it is – does not scale like normal study programmes”.

A social marketing campaign should address this issue by highlighting the benefits that are
associated with small study groups, such as how it can set the university apart from the
competition by allowing more classroom interaction and closer supervision of students by
lecturers. Whilst interdisciplinarity can be another differentiating factor, it also opens the
door for those who are suspicious of studying sustainability. In the present case, the
interdisciplinary content of the study programme is signalled in the title, combining
sustainability with digital transformation. For those who are attracted by the latter, the
focus on interdisciplinarity can also enable access to the topic of sustainability:

Employer: “[. . .] that was actually my door opener on the topic of sustainability overall; then I asked
myself [. . .] how can one combine the two topics?”

For the sustainability content of a study programme, the SDGs, with their many facets and
dimensions, present universities and students with a guideline. The social marketing
campaign should communicate this as a motivating factor on the meso level, as it has the
potential to increase perceived behavioural control.

A further barrier for the university target audience stems from organizational structures
and policies that universities adhere to, such as exam regulations. These do not always act
in favour of interactive and innovative teaching approaches such as project-based or service
learning and should hence, be addressed by a social marketing campaign in considering
normative beliefs about how such regulations could be adapted to allow for more interactive
and innovative learning:
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Lecturer: “[There was an] announcement from the examination office that now only individual
grades can be awarded, which is extremely annoying to me, because of course this totally
counteracts group work”.

Structures and policies at universities are usually influenced by accreditation institutions,
which should be taken into account by social marketing campaigns as influential others.
Lecturers are also part of the influential others. Some lecturers, due to normative beliefs and
perceived behavioural control, might stick to “the old way” of teaching instead of adopting
new pedagogies and encouraging a dynamic learning culture. This is, however, what the
social marketing campaign’s success can benefit from: lecturers enabling students to acquire
the competencies to act as change agents:

Lecturer: “[It takes teachers] who themselves bring that enthusiasm [. . .]. Think about what the
things in your life have been, that have carried you away the most. That was when people were
authentic, involved, excited. Not just when they lectured from the textbook”.

Table 6 summarizes the results in terms of planning a social marketing campaign and
groups the individual factors regarding their meaning for the campaign elements on micro
andmeso level, e.g. whether they serve as a motivator or whether they represent a barrier.

Discussion and conclusion
It is less than 10 years left if the UN’s 17 SDGs are to be achieved by 2030. Education can be
of central importance here. Universities should become aware of their responsibility in their
position as potential facilitators for sustainable development by training change agents.
Thus, it is necessary for universities to create a learning environment that shapes students
to become change-makers in terms of sustainable development. When social marketing
identifies universities and their students as a priority target audience of a campaign, it has
the potential to scale the effect that study programmes – as the one in the present case – can
have on increasing awareness of the SDGs and educating students of various disciplines as
sustainability change agents. The more universities are encouraged by such social
marketing campaigns, the better known the SDGs become and the more change agents can
help foster them. To achieve this, social marketing can benefit from using insights from
higher education on sustainability as a benchmark. We present the case of a master’s
programme with reference to the SDGs as overall guiding principles and offer two
contributions. Firstly, this paper provides an answer to the question of whether and how
higher education students can be trained as change agents to generate an impact regarding
the awareness and achievement of the SDGs and in doing so also demonstrates that
education offers the potential to induce behavioural change. Secondly, it informs the
planning primer of a social marketing campaign targeting universities and their students to
foster greater interest in sustainable development and encourage behavioural change in
favour of the SDGs. It, thus, contributes to the theory of higher education on sustainability,
as well as social marketing planning and carries implications for education and more
specifically for social marketing practice.

Theoretical contribution
The present study provides empirical evidence regarding the theory that informs higher
education on sustainability. In regard to education on sustainable development, it builds on
the framework of key competencies that was proposed by Wiek et al. (2011, p. 204) and
extends this framework by adding elements of teaching and learning approaches for their
acquisition, as well as using the SDGs as guiding principles to recommend a guideline for
the education of sustainability change agents. The factors identified in the master’s
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programme, namely, its interdisciplinary and project-based approach and its open,
interactive culture under the umbrella of the SDGs, have the potential to equip students with
key competencies for sustainable development, thereby educating them as change agents
regardless of their discipline and areas of expertise (Figure 2). We conclude that to achieve
greater awareness and impact regarding the achievement of the SDGs, as many higher
education institutions as possible should engage in educating change agents by means of
this guideline, which has the SDGs as an umbrella.

Universities and their students are, hence, identified as promising target groups for the
social marketing discipline and the results provide practical implications for social
marketers in particular.

Practical implications
By aligning the theory of two separate disciplines, namely, higher education on
sustainability and social marketing, the latter is provided with practical guidance regarding

Table 6.
Elements of planning
a social marketing
campaign aimed at
higher education
institutions (adapted
from Lee and Kotler,
2019, p. 39)

Excerpt of social marketing planning primer
Elements Meso level considerations Micro level considerations

Target audience Higher education institutions as
trainers of sustainability change
agents

Students as sustainability change
agents

Behavioural objectives Build study programmes with key
competencies for sustainable
development as a learning
objective; implement SDGs as
guiding principles; integrate
project-based learning and service-
learning; involve partner
organizations; offer learning in
small, interactive groups

Acquire key competencies for
sustainable development and more
specifically, knowledge regarding
the SDGs; act sustainably; use
their expertise to enable their
environment to change behaviour
in favour of sustainable
development

Audience barriers Costs of teaching in small groups;
organizational structures, e.g.
exam regulations; having
motivated lecturers as role models

Workload of master’s programme;
costs; employer’s resistance;
contribution to SDGs is difficult to
measure

Audience benefits Qualified students and successful
graduates; reputation

Career perspectives

Audience motivators Offer sustainability programme as
an interdisciplinary programme, e.
g. digital transformation and
sustainability, where digital
transformation acts as a door
opener for applicants, stakeholders
and the like; SDGs as a common
sustainability language for better
identification with sustainable
development

Service-learning module and other
opportunities to engage in a
meaningful task; SDGs as a
common sustainability language
for better identification with
sustainable development;
interdisciplinary programme acts
as a door opener; small study
groups

Competition Competing business schools;
lecturers’ inclination towards
teaching in “the old way”

Competing business schools;
learning stigma attaching to
grades; employer’s attitude
towards sustainable development

Influential others (Educational) policy, accreditation
institutions, lecturers

Lecturers, friends and family,
organizations.
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the planning of a social marketing campaign to increase the awareness of the SDGs and
foster progress towards their achievement. The study advices social marketers in terms of
the potential target audience, behavioural objectives, audience barriers, benefits, motivators,
competition and influential others on micro and meso level. Moreover, the study
demonstrates the real-life impact of students in fostering behavioural change towards
sustainable development at the individual, organizational and institutional levels. However,
the macro-level impact can only be estimated, especially due to the limited time horizon of
the case. Social marketing has the potential to scale this impact of universities at a higher
level when it successfully addresses the barriers of the target audience in a carefully
designed campaign that builds on the presented benefits andmotivators.

We conclude that the social marketing discipline can take these insights on higher
education on sustainability into account in creating campaigns that target universities as
important partners to educate students as sustainability change agents to increase the
awareness of the SDGs and foster impact regarding their achievement.

Limitations and outlook
Some limitations to this study should be noted. The social marketing planning primer is far
from complete (Lee and Kotler, 2019, p. 39). We were only able to cover parts of it and did not
include questions on issues such as the budget [. . .] or the marketing mix in form of the 4 Ps
(product, place, price, promotion). One of the explanations is that initially, the investigated
programmewas not intended to be taken as a social marketing campaign target or pilot study.

Regarding the impact of the study programme, we concede that, although we
interviewed students from more than one cohort, we cannot speak of any long-term effects
yet, as the programme has only been in existence for three years. In addition, one of the
interviewed students mentioned that impact in the form of an exact contribution to the SDGs
is hardly measurable. In addition, the study cannot exclusively tie impacts on the SDGs to
the influence of the study programme, as many other factors also influence students, e.g.
their workplace. In one of the interviews, a lecturer reported the following:

I believe that the chance for a change in action and behaviour is above average [. . .] However, it has
to be practised. Studying alone is not enough for that from my point of view.

In the present study, however, duality is seen as an element of a part-time study programme
and the integration of work, i.e. organizations as external stakeholders, has been
recommended as an objective of the social marketing campaign. Nevertheless, further
research is required to ascertain the relationship between higher education and
sustainability and the consequent impact. One of the major limitations of the study was the
sample size, which was partly offset by multiple sources of evidence. Nevertheless, the
findings of this paper cannot be generalized. However, the case allowed for an in-depth
exploration of an issue, the results of which can now be taken as a starting point for future
research.

To inform social marketing on additional aspects of the planning primer, we believe that
social marketers should apply the methods of this study to more cases at other universities
and to programmes from other disciplines, as well as undertake a pilot study to investigate
its practicality. Such a pilot study could also shed light on individual aspects of the planning
primer, e.g. the role of the lecturer as a motivator of students. In addition, when lecturers act
as sustainability change agents themselves, this would expand the opportunities for social
marketing in adopting the proposed approach. Future research on lecturers’ role as
motivators and their impact with regard to the SDGs by becoming change agents
themselves would therefore, be of interest. Answers to questions such as what motivates
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lecturers to engage as role models for sustainable behaviour (Kanashiro et al., 2020, p. 17)
and what impact they generate as change agents for the SDGs could enrich the details of the
proposed social marketing planning primer. The effect of grading in a learning environment
that largely depends on creative collaboration and is set to foster sustainable behaviour is
another area for future research that is closely linked with barriers for the student audience.
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