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SOCIETAL IMPACT 

How can universities demonstrate their societal impact? 

 

 
We had a fascinating discussion at our last GEDC Forum Webinar looking at how engineering schools can 
evaluate and demonstrate their impact on society and the hot topic of new ‘sustainability’ university 
rankings.  

Monica Holly Collins, Researcher & Lecturer at Institut Mines-Télécom Business School hosted the 
discussion and was joined by Thokozani Majozi, Dean of Engineering at University of the Witwatersrand; 
Kodzo Korkotsi, Foundation Manager at Shared Interest and Drew MacFarlane, Rankings Manager at QS 
Quacquarelli Symonds.  

The panellists look at societal impact from a number of different perspectives… 

 

Up-skilling undergraduates 

We need a collaborative approach to embed sustainability and ethics into education and research projects. 
Global challenges call for graduates to develop sustainability skills, so they enter the world of work ready 
to make an impact.  

Universities must embed these skills into the curriculum with more accredited courses on key areas, such 
as water and energy conservation. Providing project learning opportunities to work directly with the local 
community to create sustainable solutions together will ensure that undergraduate knowledge is relevant, 
practical and not just academic. This approach also demonstrates to students the value of their 
engineering skills, engaging them in their learning and empowering them to make a difference with their 
ideas. 

 

How can new sustainability rankings help? 

It is hoped the new sustainability rankings will have a significant impact, rewarding the universities which 
are taking difficult steps to make the necessary changes, with universities benefitting from having to 
demonstrate good research and collaboration practises with relevant curricula.  

“Rankings, whether you like them or not, have made a demonstrable impact on higher education. Students 
need not just to be equipped with skills but to lead the conversation on sustainable development, so we’ll 
be rewarding universities with the relevant curriculum.  

Drew MacFarlane, Rankings Manager at QS Quacquarelli Symonds. 

The QS ranking has an ‘outwards focus’ – looking at universities which demonstrate how their graduates 
can impact environmental and social goals. They also look at research and collaboration, for example 
recognising universities which demonstrate cross-border research collaborations, especially across the 
global north and south, to encouraged sharing of expertise, skills and knowledge from research work in 
different environments, with learnings for all. 

Rankings are certainly important to students when choosing where to study, and are also used by 
businesses to find partnerships, both locally and globally. Thokozani also mentioned their value in 
encouraging universities to make important changes which will make a difference to what and how 
students learn about sustainability. 
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What are some of the issues around new rankings? 

Sustainability rankings remain controversial. We heard how university rankings are not currently measured 
in real time but largely based on the delivery of successful citations for which the research might date back 
many years, as well as alumni successes in relevant fields. 

There needs to be further development to recognise the universities which are working with their local 
communities on sustainability challenges. The rankings might measure the impact of global research but 
do not measure the impact of smaller universities with younger or less substantial research outputs, and 
their important local community engagement. 

These gaps are recognised and while Drew underlined the difficulties of gathering certain key, up to the 
minute data, he also called for more collaboration as QS are open to working with the engineering 
education community to take on board suggestions to make the sustainability rankings themselves as 
relevant and impactful as possible. 

 

What impact evaluation criteria are businesses using when assessing projects? 

The panel discussed the importance of asking critical questions early on in a project. These include: asking 
how effective is the project at delivering against objectives? How efficient is it? Of what relevance is the 
project in terms of making a difference to society? Is it coherent in addressing critical problems? Is it 
sustainable itself?    

“It is critical that being able to evaluate on these criteria is addressed during the training of engineers and 
innovators.” Kodzo Korkotsi, Foundation Manager at Shared Interest. 

 

Enabling Generation Z 

There is a great opportunity to make the most of the enthusiasm of this generation of students who are 
passionate about sustainability, who expect their university to adhere to sustainable principles and who 
want to be able to make a big impact on society. However at present, universities are not changing rapidly 
enough leading to frustration among students in some areas that their programmes do not equip them as 
hoped. 

 

Time for a whole system mindset 

We need to embed a mindset in which innovators, universities and leaders are all acting with social and 
environmental factors in mind from the outset. Industry wants to engage with graduates who bring hands-
on sustainability skills to the workplace and students want to study at universities which demonstrate 
strong ‘sustainability’ credentials.  

“Mutual benefit is at the heart of success. The knowledge that we gain at universities actually has 
immediate and observable outcomes in industry, so the industries then become a laboratory of some kind 
in real life.” Thokozani Majozi, Dean of Engineering at University of the Witwatersrand.  

What can be done to meet the challenge for rankings to track what is happening in terms of embedding 
sustainability into curriculums at universities in real time? How can smaller universities demonstrate the 
impact of their work? And how can universities and industry work together to measure and demonstrate 
their societal impact, and develop graduates who feel able to address societal challenges and 
sustainability? 
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