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International Association of Universities

IAU - the Global Voice of Higher 
Education

• Global NGO created by UNESCO in 1950, based at UNESCO HQ in Paris, 
France

• Global Membership: around 600 Members (HEIs, Organisations, 
Affiliates) in 120+ countries

• Global Database of Higher Education with 20k+ accredited institutions: 
The IAU World Higher Education Database (WHED.net)

• Advocacy to UN/UNESCO

• Research, Publications, Monitoring and Networking

• Four key thematic priorities

Leadership Internationalization Sustainable Development/HESD Digital Transformation



IAU Vision, 
Mission & 
Values

Vision

• Global voice of higher education,
• Influential and representative global 

association of diverse higher education 
institutions and their organisations

• Advocating and advancing a dynamic 
leadership role for higher education in society

• Articulating the fundamental values and 
principles that underpin education and the 
pursuit,

• Dissemination and application of knowledge
• IAU is a think tank & forum for the development 

of new approaches, the sharing of best practice 
& the undertaking of joint action, encouraging & 
facilitating.

Mission
To contribute to peace and human 
development by 
• promoting and enhancing the power of 

higher education to transform lives, 
• build capacity, 
• connect diverse peoples, 
• generate and disseminate new knowledge, 
• create insights and 
• find sustainable solutions to local and global 

challenges. 

Ethics & integrity

Equity, solidarity & 
cooperation

Global 
responsibility 

towards all 
communities

Appreciation of 
diversity

Quality in learning, 
research & outreach

Academic 
freedom & 

institutional 
autonomy
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Higher Education and Research for 
Sustainable Development

Objectives:

● Encourage peer-to-peer learning
● Monitor trends, develop and share 

expertise on the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs)

● Foster whole institution 
approaches at the leadership level 
to integrate SD priorities

● Provide leadership training, 
capacity building and networking 
services

Integrating sustainable development fully into higher education strategies

Activities:

● Mapping HESD Initiatives: The IAU 
HESD Portal (iau-hesd.net) 

● Conducting Research: 3rd IAU HESD 
Global Survey Report, launched in 
January 2023 – next survey 2026

● Capacity building & Evaluation: 
(virtual) events, advocacy (UN HLPF, 
UNESCO) 

● Developing & Sharing Knowledge: 
The IAU HESD Cluster Network, SDG 
Publication Series
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IAU Global HESD Cluster

● Launched in 2018 by an initiative of rectors/presidents and the IAU board

● 16 Universities from all world regions lead SDG 1 – 16

● Leads/Coordinating institutions work with Satellite universities and 

observers in subclusters (in total around 70 HEIs and 100+ contacts)

● IAU leads SDG 17: Partnerships

● IAU Member Organisations can join SDG 17

⮚ 1 common Goal: to enhance HE engagement with Sustainable Development in T&L, Research 

and campus and community engagement 

List of Cluster Members and Satellites: 

https://www.iau-hesd.net/index.php/IAU-Global-HESD-Cluster
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Examples of Initiatives for and with Students

Students and staff at 
interdisciplinary workshop on a 
sailing ship (SDG 13, 14), 2023

• Curriculum/Teaching: participatory approaches, topics of 

relevance and electives can increase student engagement

• “Green Office” or sustainability council (or other permanent 

mechanism): allows them to contribute to the co-creation of 

a strategy and to propose of activities at the university

• Living Labs: an opportunity for applied research on 

innovation projects (e.g. Social Innovation Lab at MRU)

• Communication and Events, e.g. a SDG Week (UCD 

Dublin) informs and mobilises students

• Community Engagement: Projects between the university 

and local communities, help to exchange knowledge and 

‘think global, act local’ (e.g. Siam University)
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Student engagement as an integral 
part of a whole-institution approach

➢ Taking a strategic approach to student and 

staff engagement

➢ Improving a whole-institution approach

➢ Linking existing activities for students, the 

curriculum, and research

➢ Co-creation with students of activities



Responsible Futures is delivered by SOS-UK and IAU

Students Organising for Sustainability is a 
charity, launched by the student movement. 
We’ve been delivering student-led 
programmes and campaigns since the early 
2000s. 

SOS engages, inspires and empowers 
students to lead on sustainability. 

Mission

● Getting more students leading on, 
and learning about, sustainability.

Embedding sustainability in 
education, from early years to adult 

Making sustainability more inclusive, 

for everyone.

●

●

Digital Transformation

Four key thematic priorities: 

•

•

•

•

Leadership 

Internationalization

Sustainable Development (HESD) 

The International Association of Universities is a global 
NGO created by UNESCO in 1950 with 600 Members in 
120+countries

Advocacy to UN/UNESCO for an inclusive and 
value-based approach to Higher Education,2030 

Agenda and UNESCO ESD, as well as research, 
publications, monitoring and networking. 

Responsible Futures supports IAU members to 

put strategy into action.

www.responsiblefutures.org.ukResponsible Futures International – 2025/26 

http://www.responsiblefutures.org.uk/


Key figures to date

Over 3200 actions 

taken for ESD

53 institutions 
reaching over 

1,100,000 students 

globally

Over 200 student 
auditors leading 

audits 

Responsible Futures International – 2025/26 

55 student-led audits 

Over 80 network 
learning 

meetings/events

www.responsiblefutures.org.uk

Student auditors and SOS-UK staff at the 2024/25 De 
Montfort University and Students’ Union audit.

http://www.responsiblefutures.org.uk/


What is Responsible Futures?

A framework for good practice

A whole-institution approach

An accreditation mark, audited by students

A supported change programme for sustainability

A partnership between students and institution

A global network of institutions embedding sustainability in learning

www.responsiblefutures.org.uk

Responsible Futures is a whole-institution approach to embedding

holistic sustainability across the formal and informal curriculum in 

universities and colleges. The programme puts sustainability and 

Education for Sustainable Development at the heart of student 

learning. 

Responsible Futures provides a framework and accompanying 

support to foster an enabling environment for staff and students to work 

together to embed sustainability into teaching and learning. 

A student-led audit provides the institution with valuable feedback and 

recommendations from students, and determines Responsible Futures 

accreditation.

For over 10 years in the UK and two years internationally, the 

programme has been working to legitimise and mainstream education 

for sustainable development, ultimately helping to ensure students leave 

education with the knowledge, skills, and attributes needed to create a 

more just and sustainable society.

Responsible Futures International – 2025/26 

http://www.responsiblefutures.org.uk/


“I'm really grateful to have had the 
opportunity to participate in such an 

eye-opening and rewarding 
experience.

Ultimately, Responsible Futures 
shows that progress is possible, but it 

requires continued momentum, 
collaboration, and institutional 

commitment to truly embed 
sustainability into every aspect of 

student learning.”

Student Auditor, 
Trinity College Dublin

Student auditors at Trinity College Dublin’s Responsible Futures 
audit during the pilot in October 2024.

Responsible Futures International – 2025/26 



Achievements across pilot institutions 

Responsible Futures International – 2025/26 

Created student-led 
societies to 
contribute to work 
related to 
Responsible Futures 

Developed cross-
institutional working 
groups to progress 
work related to 
Responsible Futures 
collaboratively 

Developed both 
formal and informal 
structures to work 
closely with student 
leadership groups, 
including student 
unions

Progressed initiatives 
to embed 
sustainability in 
teaching and learning, 
including institution-
wide engagement 
with SDG campaigns 
and curriculum 
reviews 

Engaged senior 
leaders to ensure 
top-down 
institutional 
commitment for 
sustainability 
partnerships with 

students

institutional 
understanding of 
student 
perspectives on 
sustainability 
through surveys 
and audit

Developed and 
ratified 
sustainability 
policies in 
partnership 

with students

Engaged senior 
leaders to ensure 
top-down 
institutional 
commitment for 
sustainability 
partnerships with 

students

Developed

www.responsiblefutures.org.uk

http://www.responsiblefutures.org.uk/


How does a Student-led audit work?

“[Responsible Futures] is one of the most important and fulfilling programmes I have been involved in as 
it is equipping future generations to survive in a climate 
change impacted world.” – Staff member

www.responsiblefutures.org.ukResponsible Futures International – 2025/26 

• The audit follows a 1 year* participation in the RF Int. 
Programme

• Student auditors are selected and will review the evidence 
provided by the university (using the categories in the RF 
Framework)

• Student auditors receive training and interview guidance
• Student auditors interview key individuals for sustainability at 

the institution: e.g. VP Sustainability, Head of SU, Academic
• Student auditors compare and discuss results, and make 

observations, and report
• After a successful audit, accreditation is awarded

http://www.responsiblefutures.org.uk/
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Resources/Further Information
• Responsible Futures International: 

https://www.responsiblefutures.org.uk/international-programme

• Responsible Futures International Pilot Report

• Accelerating Action for the SDGs - Report of the 3rd IAU Global Survey on HESD

• Specialized Portal for SD-related Actions, News, Events and documents: 

IAU HESD Portal www.iau-hesd.net

-> Examples of best practice – search the portal!

• IAU Publications: https://www.iau-aiu.net/HESD

• (new) IAU Horizons 30.1 Transforming Our World: Shaping the Path Forward

• (new) IAU Global Cluster on HESD Activity Report 2025-2026 here 

• Partners: Students Organising for Sustainability and the Global Student Forum 

• Sign up for the IAU Newsletter: https://iau-aiu.net/IAU-Newsletter?lang=en

• Previous and upcoming webinars

https://www.responsiblefutures.org.uk/international-programme
https://www.responsiblefutures.org.uk/international-programme
https://www.responsiblefutures.org.uk/international-programme
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Thank you!
Merci!

Image 4
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