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Resumo

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were defined by the United Nations in 2015 to
provide goalposts for humanity’s ambition to move towards a better planet, a prosperous
economy, and an inclusive society by 2030. We stand roughly at the midpoint of the SDG
implementation period, a good moment to take stock of developments. Higher education
institutions (HEIs) play a fundamental role in the creation of knowledge and its dissemination,
so they are crucial levers to ensure that the SDGs reach a wider audience. Accordingly, various
studies have summarized the contributions of HEIs to the various SDGs in terms of their
strategy (Leal Filho et al., 2023), education, sustainability reporting in the sector and,
especially, research (Agnew et al., 2020). For the latter, Elsevier has now produced two reports
regarding the published scientific contributions that relate to sustainability (six areas in 2015
and the 17 SDGs in 2020), using the whole Scopus database in their analysis. The 2015 report
focuses on the status of sustainability science as a research field, pointing out that the number
of relevant publications considered to have sustainability relevance grew from 56,390 in 2009
to 75,602 in 2013. The 2020 report, on the other hand, uses much more detailed bibliometric
information to note that in the five-year period between 2015 and 2019 "SDG-related
publications have reached a staggering 4.1 million articles", with a dominance of SDG3 (Good
Health), at 3 million articles, followed by SDG7 (Clean Energy), at 383,000 articles.
Nonetheless, the report emphasizes the importance of "closing the gap between science, policy
and society" (Agnew et al., 2020, p. 5), as many of the 2030 targets are not achievable based
on current trends. On the other hand, Armitage et al. (2020) show that different bibliometric
queries engender large differences in the way scholarly publications are classified on the SDGs,
challenging the use of existing tools and rankings.

Many individual HEIs have committed to Agenda 2030 and wish to assess their own
contributions to the SDGs, yet not all have the resources to apply such methodologies
themselves: many lack an adequate database of publications with SDG relevance, since manual
assessments are time consuming and might not reflect widely accepted categories. Machine-
learning can be a valuable tool in this task of automatically classifying scientific publications
as to their contribution to the SDGs (Angin et al., 2022; Morales-Hernandez et al., 2022),
allowing HEIs to monitor their own contributions and appraise their impact as well as
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improving communication and increasing the engagement of the academic community.
Automatic text-classification tools to assess the SDGs in wider contexts have also appeared
recently, such as SDG-meter and OSDG 2.0 (Guisiano et al. 2022; Pukelis et al 2022,
respectively).

This paper takes stock of the methodologies that have been applied to the assessment of research
outputs as they relate to the SDGs, including machine-learning-based approaches that help
understand these contributions. We also present our machine-learning-based approach as
applied to ISCTE’s scientific publications and compare these to the actual choices of the authors
when asked to self-report on the suitable SDGs. Overall, the paper contributes to the literature
on the assessment of the contributions of HEIs to the SDGs and provides a practical example
of how machine learning can be used to automate the process of classifying scientific
publications based on their relevance to the SDGs.
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