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Abstract: Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) is a framework for businesses to assess their business
practices and performance on various ethical and sustainability issues. Over two decades of global prominence,
the ESG concept is now rooted across sectors, including education. In the context of higher education,
embedding ESG into the curriculum is essential to equip students with a deeper understanding of ESG
principles and related issues. This study explores undergraduate students' perceptions of ESG principles within
the context of higher education. This study employed a quantitative research design, and 174 responses among
undergraduates accounting students were collected using a survey questionnaire. The findings reveal that
while ESG elements are addressed within the academic syllabus, they are not delivered systematically,
highlighting the need for deeper integration and clearer curriculum alignment. Overall, student responses
across all three dimensions, Environmental Awareness, Social Awareness, and Governance and Ethics, were
generally positive. Among these, Governance and Ethics recorded the highest mean score, suggesting that
students strongly perceive ethical behavior and see it as a crucial component in implementing ESG principles
within higher education. Furthermore, awareness of climate change and its effects needs to be highlighted
among students. Embedding ESG into the curriculum will help to produce environmentally conscious and
socially responsible students. In addition, regulators and practitioners can play their role in jointly educating
students on ESG. Future studies could consider expanding the sample size by including research universities
and further examining the ESG relationship comprehensively within the context of higher education. These
findings enhance the current literature on ESG in education by highlighting students' perspectives on ESG
implementation, offering valuable insights for policymakers and universities to strengthen the integration of
ESG into the curriculum and to cultivate socially and environmentally conscious graduates prepared for global
change.
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1. Introduction

The formalization of the Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) concept was started in 2004 after the
United Nations (UN) introduced the Global Compact “Who Cares Wins’ report. ESG gained prominence and
became a global phenomenon among the stakeholders, which requires all organizations to embed it in their
operations. Over two decades of global prominence, each sector plays its role and takes responsibility in
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including the education sector specifically in SDG 4
Quality Education (United Nations, 2025). The education sector plays a significant role in advancing ESG and
achieving SDGs as a hub for research, education, and community engagement. In 2022, Higher Education
Institutions (HEI) benefited most from increased funding from ESG-mandated funds, with a total of USD143.5
billion for education and research activities (Bursa Malaysia, 2022). This investment and these actions help HEI
take the first step in preparing future leaders who can deal with sustainability challenges.

The Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education has mandated public universities to implement ESG policy as part
of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development. Aligning campus operations with sustainability metrics not
only supports this agenda but also enhances the global standing of public universities in assessments such as
the Times Higher Education (THE), Impact Rankings on SDGs and the Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) World
University Rankings: Sustainability (Times Higher Education, 2024). Further, towards environmental
sustainability, the Ul GreenMetric World University Ranking conducted by Universitas Indonesia in 2010 is also
another initiative to measure university green sustainability initiatives (Universitas Indonesia, 2025).

Consequently, transitioning to sustainable practices is not only a strategic imperative but also in the
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universities' best interest. Consequently, many HEIs have taken the step by starting to embed ESG into their
operations and curriculum development. For instance, Universiti Malaya (UM) came out with the discussion
paper on “Leveraging sustainable finance for institutions of higher learning” in February 2025 to see how the
HEI can help achieve these goals (Zullif, 2025). Despite challenges faced, with effective strategies, institutional
support, and industry collaborations is possible to embed ESG concepts in curriculum development. This action
is essential to equip students with a deeper understanding of ESG reporting requirements and related issues
(Abo-Khalil, 2024; Alenezi & Alanazi, 2024).

The government initiative and the HEI actions will be achieved if all people understand and have an awareness
of the ESG concepts. In addition, Wahab (2024) indicates that Service-Learning Malaysia-University for Society
(SULAM) is one of the initiatives to link students to ESG elements with communities in the sense of civic duty.
In his findings, SULAM brings a positive outcome for students by bridging academic learning with community
engagement and providing a well-rounded education experience. This is related to social and environmental
elements. Therefore, this study aims to explore students' perceptions of ESG principles within the context of
higher education. The early understanding is essential for the success of ESG implementation and the SDGs
goals. The selected undergraduate accounting students from the public universities in Malaysia will be chosen
as the sample for the study.

The next section presents a literature review, providing context and insights from previous studies. This is
followed by an explanation of the research methodology, including the target population, sampling process,
and questionnaire design. The subsequent section outlines the key findings and offers a detailed discussion.
Finally, the paper concludes by summarizing the results, acknowledging limitations, and suggesting directions
for future research.

2. Literature Review

Environmental, Social and Governance in Higher Education

The incorporation of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) principles into education is increasingly
recognized as essential in shaping socially responsible and ethically grounded graduates. ESG in the context of
higher education not only prepares students to understand global sustainability challenges but also encourages
them to act as proactive contributors to societal transformation (Finatto et al., 2024; Teh, 2025). The concept
of sustainability has evolved, transcending traditional economic goals to encompass social and environmental
responsibilities. This evolution has been expanded in education, where institutions are increasingly called upon
to model sustainable practices and instill these values in learners. One foundational approach to sustainability
is the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework, first introduced by Elkington (1998, 2013). TBL advocates for
balancing three core elements, namely people, planet, and profit, emphasizing that true sustainability arises
from their interconnection.

In the context of education, these concepts focus on contributing to society and minimizing their environmental
impact, including managing their financial well-being. The ESG principles in the 2004 UN report Who Cares
Wins provided a clearer structure for evaluating sustainable practices (United Nations Global Compact, 2004).
While ESG was initially prominent in corporate finance and investment, its relevance has extended to sectors
like education. Universities and schools are now being assessed on their ESG performance. Recent research on
ESG and sustainability education highlights many positive outcomes. Singh (2024) indicates that HEIs that
incorporate ESG principles into their curriculum development and course syllabus can enhance students'
awareness and responsibility on ESG. This could enrich their academic experience and better prepare them for
complex real-world problems.

Sustainability Theory in ESG Education

From a theoretical standpoint, ESG research is largely grounded in stakeholder theory and institutional theory.
The application of stakeholder theory to ESG in education suggests that institutions respond proactively to the
expectations of their stakeholders, including students, faculty, parents, and the community. Li et al. (2021)
highlight how responsiveness to stakeholder concerns enhances legitimacy and institutional trust. In practice,
this could involve integrating sustainability into university syllabi, engaging students in green campus
initiatives, or fostering partnerships with local communities.
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Meanwhile, institutional theory explains how educational institutions may adopt ESG practices in response to
regulatory pressures or to align with global best practices. For example, Chatterji and Toffel (2010)
demonstrate how rating systems can motivate performance improvements, which in the educational realm
could translate to sustainability certifications or rankings. Studies by Jayachandran et al. (2013) and Koh et al.
(2014) reinforce that focusing on social and environmental dimensions can mitigate risks and enhance
institutional resilience, an increasingly vital concern in an era of climate change and social transformation. This
study categorizes ESG principles into three core dimensions, namely Environmental Awareness (EA), Social
Responsibility (SR), and Governance and Ethics (GE). These dimensions collectively capture the breadth of ESG
engagement among university students. Social, environmental, and governance criteria are vital in the
educational process for an educational institution as a sector of educational services (Akopyants et al., 2024).
Yeo et al. (2025) incorporate additional elements ‘economic’ in proposing the sustainability framework for
higher education in Malaysia.

Environmental Awareness

Environmental awareness (EA) within educational contexts refers to both cognitive understanding and
behavioral alignment with sustainability principles (Littledyke, 2008). This includes familiarity with key global
issues such as climate change, environmental degradation, and the concept of CSR. Furthermore, it
encompasses the practical application of this awareness, such as recycling and energy conservation. Research
emphasizes that environmental literacy must go beyond theoretical knowledge; it should inspire students to
adopt environmentally responsible habits in their daily lives (Kopnina & Meijers, 2014). Institutions that
integrate sustainability into their curriculum contribute meaningfully to the development of environmental
stewardship among learners (UNESCO, 2017). Nurillayev (2024) found that environmental education and
overall ESG education help to reduce the number of emissions and lower the youth unemployment rate. This
means that better education in these areas is linked to improvements in both environmental and social
outcomes. Questions in this category assess not only awareness but also the adoption of environmentally
sustainable practices, reflecting the extent to which environmental education influences behavior.

Social Responsibility

The social responsibility (SR) pillar of ESG education examines students’ civic involvement, their respect for
diversity, and their exposure to ethical and social content within the academic syllabus. Active participation in
community service (Afzal & Hussain, 2020), valuing inclusivity in the classroom, and feeling safe and supported
in a diverse university environment are markers of social engagement. Educational frameworks that prioritize
social responsibility emphasize the role of the curriculum in fostering empathy, mutual respect, and a sense of
civic duty (Turker, 2009). Carroll’s (2016) model of CSR further supports this notion by identifying ethical and
philanthropic responsibilities as fundamental elements of responsible behavior. Including ESG and CSR topics
in university courses equips students with the tools to navigate social complexities and act with awareness and
integrity. Yeo et al. (2025) found in their study that the university had diligently attended to the welfare and
well-being of its students and staff, underscored the significance of maintaining an environmental agenda, and
had an excellent governance policy, from a social sustainability standpoint.

Governance and ethics

The governance and ethics (GE) component relates to how students internalize and act upon ethical standards,
institutional regulations, and principles of fairness. In this study, governance is operationalized through
students’ compliance with rules, their willingness to report misconduct, and their valuation of ethical conduct
in daily life. Ethical development is a cornerstone of educational governance, as it ensures students not only
understand but also uphold academic integrity and fairness (Feday, 2017). Institutions play a critical role in
modelling governance by promoting transparency and ethical conduct as cultural norms. The Association to
Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) (Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business, 2020)
also underscores the importance of embedding ethical reasoning as a core learning objective. By evaluating
students' ethical behavior and their responses to injustices, this dimension reveals the effectiveness of ethical
education in shaping principled individuals.

Together, these categories offer a robust framework for assessing how well ESG principles are integrated into

the academic experience. They also provide a lens through which to examine the preparedness of students to
contribute to sustainable and ethically sound societal development. This tripartite structure aligns with the
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best international practices in education for sustainable development and offers a comprehensive approach to
evaluating ESG engagement among learners. Overall, integrating ESG into the education framework not only
supports sustainable development goals but also prepares students to be responsible global citizens.
Embedding ESG principles into the governance and operations of educational institutions is no longer optional,
but it is essential for fostering ethical leadership, environmental stewardship, and long-term institutional
sustainability. Ho and Kim (2024) indicate that the environmental and governance areas were the priorities of
educational demand for ESG awareness among university faculty; for instance, energy-saving education and
fair and transparent policies and treatment shall be introduced and strengthened.

3. Methodology

Research Design

This study adopts a quantitative research approach using a survey method to examine university students'
understanding and awareness of integrating ESG in their daily lives and university. This approach is widely
used and acceptable to assess students’ attitudes, awareness, and practices due to its capacity to yield
generalizable findings (Creswell, 2014).

Population and Sampling

The population of this study comprises undergraduate accounting students that taking Ethics and Governance
courses at two Malaysian universities: Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) and Universiti Pendidikan Sultan
Idris (UPSI). These institutions were purposively selected to allow for a comparative analysis between different
types of higher education institutions. The study population is likely to provide generalizable findings, as Ui'TM
represents a sample from the comprehensive university and UPSI represents a sample from a focused
university. Using the purposive sampling method allows the researcher to deliberately select participants who
are expected to provide relevant and insightful data, particularly those currently studying Ethics and
Governance topics (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). A final total of 174 respondents participated in the
questionnaire from both universities.

Research Instrument

The research instrument was self-developed and segmented into four sections: (1) demographic background,
(2) environmental awareness (EA), (3) social responsibility (SR), and (4) governance and ethics (GE). There
are five survey items in EA and SR, while three survey items in GE. The items were constructed based on prior
research and frameworks in sustainability education and CSR, adapted to reflect the higher education context.
The questions are rated on a seven-point interval Likert scale ranging from 1 as “strongly disagree”, 2
“disagree”, 3 as “somewhat disagree”, 4 as “neither agree or disagree”, 5 as “somewhat agree”, 6 as “agree” and
7 as “strongly agree” to capture degrees of agreement and frequency (Vagias, 2006).

Data Collection Procedures

Data was gathered using an online survey platform (Google Forms), which facilitated efficient distribution and
accessibility for students from both participating universities. Students were invited to participate through
teaching lecturers and faculty administrators, who provided brief introductions about the purpose of the study.
All respondents were informed that their participation was voluntary and that anonymity and confidentiality
would be maintained throughout the research process.

Data Analysis Techniques

Upon the data collection process, the data were transferred into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, and descriptive
analysis, including the minimum, maximum, and mean score for each of the survey items, was presented to
derive the findings of the study on the students' understanding of ESG.

4. Findings and Discussion
Descriptive Findings
The respondents are 174 undergraduate students in accountancy programs. 79% (138) are female students,

while 21% (36) are male students. Table 1 provides descriptive information, including the minimum,
maximum, and mean score for each of the survey items under Environmental Awareness (EA), Social
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Responsibility (SR), and Governance and Ethics (GE). Overall, the minimum value ranges from the majority of
1.00, 2.00 (EA2) and 5.00 (GE3), while the maximum value is 7.00 for all three dimensions. Interestingly, item
GE3, denoted as ‘Do you think ethical behavior is important in your daily life?” was responded with a minimum
value of 5, indicating the respondents agree that ethical behavior is essential to be integrated in their daily life
in practicing the concept of environmental, social and governance (ESG). Ethical behavior is the pillar of ESG;
without ethical behavior, the element of ESG and corporate social responsibility cannot be reflected and
applied.

Table 1: Descriptive Information (N=174)

Items Min Max Mean
Environmental Awareness (EA)
EA1 - Do you know about environmental, social, and governance? 1.00 7.00 5.90
EA2 - Are you aware of climate change and its effects? 2.00 7.00 511
EA3 - Do you know about Corporate Social Responsibility? 1.00 7.00 5.94
EA4 - Do you recycle? 1.00 7.00 5.53
EAS5 - Do you turn off lights and electronics when not in use? 1.00 7.00 5.55
Social Responsibility (SR)
SR1 - How often do you participate in community service or volunteer work?  1.00 7.00 5.32
SR2 - Do you respect diversity and inclusion in your classroom? 1.00 7.00 5.99
SR3 - Do you feel safe and supported in your university environment? 1.00 7.00 6.02

SR4 - Does your university's syllabus teach you about Environmental, Social,  1.00 7.00 5.28
and Governance?
SR5 - Does your university's syllabus teach you about Corporate Social 1.00 7.00 5.94

Responsibility?

Governance and Ethics (GE)
GE1 - Do you follow the rules and regulations of your university? 1.00 7.00 6.13
GE2 - Doyoureport or stand against unfair practices (e.g., bullying, cheating)?  1.00 7.00 5.56
GE3 - Do you think ethical behavior is important in your daily life? 5.00 7.00 6.41

Source: Authors

Environmental Awareness

The mean score reported based on Table 1 for EA is in the range of 5.11 to 5.94. The highest mean score
recorded of 5.94 for EA3 is represented by Do you know about Corporate Social Responsibility? This indicates
that the respondents somewhat agree that they possess knowledge about Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR). The term CSR is widely used in Malaysia, especially in business and management, since it was first
introduced in 2006. Most of the public and private business entities, including non-profit entities, integrate the
CSR concept into their business activity, making the public aware of the CSR implementation. Public listed
companies, for instance, are required to report their CSR initiative annually in their corporate annual report.
In addition, the highest mean score was followed closely by EA1 refers to Do you know about environmental,
social, and governance? (Mean = 5.90). It shows that respondents agree that they possess knowledge of ESG.
Even though sustainability and ESG are among the newly referred terms, CSR is still dominant and highly
regarded as a concept of social responsibility, thus it reflects this finding.

Meanwhile, the lowest mean score reported is EA2 (Mean = 5.11), which represents Are you aware of climate
change and its effects?. This portrays the fact that the respondents are relatively less aware of information and
knowledge about climate change and its effects compared to other environmental issues. Further, they may
have unstructured information on climate change from various sources. All other EA items reported mean
scores above 5, indicating that respondents generally agree they are knowledgeable about ESG (EA1) and
practice energy-saving behaviors such as turning off lights and electronics when not in use (EA5). The finding
aligns with the earlier studies by Kopnina and Meijers (2014) and Nurillayev (2024).

Social Responsibility

The mean scores reported are within the range of 5.28 to 6.02. Based on Table 1, the highest mean score was
reported by SR3, and it is closely followed by SR2 and SR5. The highest mean score of 6.02 shows the statement
Do you feel safe and supported in your university environment?, indicating that the respondents agree and
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perceive strong support in the university environment. SR2 refers to Do you respect diversity and inclusion in
your classroom? And SR5 refers to Does your university's syllabus teach you about Corporate Social
Responsibility? With mean scores of 5.99 and 5.94, respectively, these findings suggest that universities are
increasingly promoting gender diversity and fostering inclusion practices such as opening the intake to people
with difficulties. The university is also integrating CSR into its academic programs to raise awareness among
students, such as through the implementation of SULAM, to provide students with the opportunity to contribute
knowledge, skills and competencies in their field towards solving problems or issues within communities.
Other courses also integrate out-of-classroom activities that involve CSR elements. This reflects the findings of
this category.

Interestingly, the lowest mean score recorded was for item SR4 (Mean = 5.28), which asked whether the
university’s syllabus teaches ESG topics. A mean score above 5 implies that the ESG is covered under the
university syllabus. However, it is still the lowest among all items. This raises concerns about the coverage of
ESG and how it systematically integrates into the curriculum. The lower score suggests that some element of
ESG may be present at the moment. However, at some point, it may not be well highlighted and systematically
delivered and mapped to the university curriculum. It is also possible that the student is uncertain whether the
coverage falls under the ESG, reflecting that the university curriculum needs to be refined to better align with
the ESG elements. This finding is consistent with previous research conducted by Afzal & Hussain (2020) and
Yeo et al. (2025).

Governance and Ethics

The highest mean score is GE3 as indicated in Table 1, which is the question asked Do you think ethical behavior
is important in your daily life?. The mean score reported is 6.41, which indicates that the respondents agree
with the importance of ethical behavior in their everyday actions. Similarly, item GE1 refers to Do you follow
the rules and regulations of your university? Also reported with a high mean score of 6.13, above 6. I[tem GE1 is
also closely interrelated to GE3, which implies that the respondents are rule-abiding as they follow the rules
and regulations of their university. By adherence to the rules and regulations, a person can be seen as a
reflection of ethical conduct. The findings suggest that the respondents recognize the value of ethical behavior
through compliance with university rules and regulations.

The lowest mean score reported is GE2, which refers to Do you report or stand against unfair practices (e.g.,
bullying, cheating)?. The mean score reported is 5.56, which the respondents somewhat agree with their ability
to report unfair and wrongdoing practices. However, it is discovered to be the lowest among other items in GE
indicates that the respondents seem unlikely to report against unfair practices. This implies that it may be due
to their attitude, which does not concern their surroundings. In addition, the regulators and policymakers need
to make the reporting platform more friendly and accessible. By having a specified platform or medium, the
wrongdoing can be easily reported, and action can be immediately taken. Awareness among the students shall
be emphasized through a campaign and information on the importance of reporting any wrongdoings and
unfair practices.

Based on the 174 responses, the finding reveals that the ESG is present but covered in a limited manner. Overall,
GE reported the highest mean score, followed by SR and EA. This finding indicates that all three variables are
important from an academic perspective. The finding of GE indicates that students perceive the importance of
ethical behavior by adhering to the rules and regulations. However, the university must emphasize students’
role in raising awareness of environmental and social issues and in encouraging them to report unfair practices.
Additionally, all items in SA and EA show a positive level. For instance, students are aware of the CSR concept
as compared to ESG. This is evidenced by practicing recycling, conserving unnecessary energy. However, they
are less aware of climate change and its effects. In addition, students feel supported in university through
diversity and inclusion. Their university integrates CSR into its syllabus, and this is reflected by its awareness
of CSR. However, they tend to be less involved in community service or volunteer work, and this needs to be
integrated into the ESG syllabus to enhance students' involvement. Engagement in community service showed
variability, indicating areas where educational reinforcement is needed. This result is in line with the research
conducted by Ho and Kim (2024) and the aspiration stated by Feday (2017).
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Comparison between Comprehensive and Focused Universities

Table 2 indicates the mean scores for comprehensive and focused universities across three dimensions (EA, SR
and GE). Overall, the mean scores range from 5.60 to 6.03, indicating a generally positive response across all
areas. Among these three dimensions, GE is reported as the highest mean score for both comprehensive and
focused universities, suggesting that respondents (i.e., students) place a strong importance on governance and
ethical values. While EA and SR reported quite similar mean scores of 5.60 and 5.71, respectively, showing a
moderate but consistent level for both areas.

Table 2: Comparisons of Total Mean Scores

Types Environmental Social Responsibility Governance and
Awareness (5 items) (5 items) Ethics (3 items)
Comprehensive university 5.35 5.50 5.90
Focused university 6.27 6.24 6.37
Overall 5.60 5.71 6.03

Source: Authors

Based on Table 2, the focused university outperformed the comprehensive by reporting the highest mean
scores of all three dimensions. The focused university's mean score is above 6, which means the respondents
agree that they perceive strong integration of ESG aspects in their university, academic and daily practices. On
the other hand, a comprehensive university reported a mean score below 6, indicating the respondents
somewhat agree with the ESG integration, but it might not be well covered. The lower mean score may be
attributed to a wider generalized curriculum offered, where the element of ESG is not explicitly embedded
across all programs and the programs are not well mapped to the ESG elements. This led to difficulties for
students to identify such content within their courses. Moreover, the comprehensive university’s diverse
academic offerings and larger student body might contribute to a more diluted delivery of ESG-related
initiatives, potentially affecting students' perceptions and engagement with these topics. Focused universities
often focus and concentrate on specific disciplines or themes, allowing for a more targeted and integrated
approach to ESG education.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

This study sheds light on how undergraduate accounting students perceive ESG principles within their
academic experience. While ESG topics are included in the syllabus, they are often presented in a fragmented
and inconsistent way, suggesting a need for better structure and integration. Among the three ESG dimensions,
students placed the highest importance on GE, showing that they value ethical behavior and understand its role
in both their education and future careers. SR and EA were also viewed positively, though with slightly lower
mean scores, pointing to areas that need more attention, especially in raising awareness about climate change
and encouraging active engagement with environmental and social issues, such as encouraging recycling,
conserving energy, involvement in community service and volunteer work and being alert to the surrounding
alert through reporting unfair practices. In addition, university needs to be one step ahead by embedding ESG
as part of their syllabus and curriculum and mapping it clearly so that ESG is better addressed, so that their
understanding can be deepened even further.

This study enlightens the current literature on ESG in education. This study offers a valuable finding to
policymakers, regulators and universities in developing strategies and policies related to ESG in education,
embedding ESG into the current syllabus and curriculum systematically, as well as implementation practices
of ESG inside and outside universities that can be applied by students. This will fill in the gap in the current
curriculum delivery. This study also sheds light on practitioners to collaborate with the university to provide
practical ESG implementation to better prepare graduates to meet real-world expectations around ethical and
sustainable practices. Future research could employ other methods of data collection, such as interviews, to
obtain a deeper understanding of how students engage with ESG concepts. This data could be expanded into a
longitudinal study to determine whether this awareness leads to a persistent impact beyond the classroom.
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