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Abstract 
This study examines the structural integration of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
within Brazilian public accounting education. While prior research has documented the 
presence of sustainability topics in curricula, limited attention has been given to how SDG-
related content is systematically positioned within curriculum structures across institutions. 
This study aims to analyze both the extent and the manner in which SDG-related content is 
integrated into accounting curricula across Brazilian public universities. The research adopts a 
documentary research design combining quantitative and qualitative approaches to analyze 
the curriculum structures and course syllabi of Accounting Sciences programs offered by 
Brazilian public universities. A keyword mapping strategy aligned with the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals, enhanced with context-specific terms, was used to identify occurrences 
of SDG-related content, and courses were classified according to their curricular status 
(mandatory or elective) and geographic distribution. Findings reveal a highly uneven 
geographic distribution of sustainability-related courses, with concentrations in a few states, a 
thematic clustering around governance, institutional accountability, and social equity goals 
(particularly SDG 10, SDG 16, and SDG 12), and a predominance of elective positioning for 
courses addressing SDGs. Although sustainability themes are visible across curricula, they are 
not yet consistently embedded as mandatory professional requirements, signaling selective 
rather than systemic integration. By linking thematic visibility, structural positioning, and 
curriculum status. By linking thematic visibility, structural positioning, and curriculum status, 
this study provides a structural perspective on the incorporation of SDGs in accounting 
education and contributes large-scale empirical evidence from an emerging economy context.. 
The results highlight opportunities opportunities for strengthening the institutional presence 
and centrality of sustainability in accounting programs, suggesting strategies for more 
cohesive integration across higher education institutions. 
 
Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals; Accounting Education; Curriculum Integration; 
Structural Analysis; Academic Curriculum. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
In recent decades, sustainability has moved from a peripheral concern to a central 

organizing principle in global governance, particularly following the adoption of the 2030 
Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Biermann et al., 2017; United 
Nations, 2015). By articulating economic, social, and environmental priorities within an 
integrated framework, the SDGs have reshaped expectations regarding transparency, 
accountability, and institutional responsibility (United Nations, 2015/2026; Benito, 2023). In 
this landscape, accounting occupies a strategic position, as it mediates the measurement and 
disclosure of organizational impacts associated with sustainability performance (Adams, 
2013; Bebbington & Unerman, 2018). 

As sustainability reporting standards expand, especially through ESG practices and 
international disclosure frameworks, the competencies expected of accounting professionals 
have evolved accordingly (IFRS Foundation, 2026; Santos, Oliveira & Izidoro, 2025). 
Accounting education is therefore increasingly called upon to move beyond traditional 
financial training and incorporate socio-environmental analysis, ethical reflection, and 
governance-related capabilities (ICBR, 2024). In Brazil, national curriculum guidelines 
formally require the transversal integration of sustainability principles into Accounting 
Sciences programs, reinforcing the normative expectation that higher education institutions 
contribute to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda (CNE/CES, 2024; CRC do Paraná, 
2024). 

However, the growing presence of sustainability discourse in accounting education 
does not necessarily translate into institutional transformation (Gehlen, Reis & Favato, 2021).. 
While prior research documents the incorporation of sustainability-related themes into 
curricula (Botes et al., 2014; Mburayi & Wall, 2018), it often assumes that thematic inclusion 
reflects meaningful integration. This assumption remains insufficiently examined (Gray, 
2010; Vu, 2025). Sustainability may achieve discursive visibility without attaining structural 
centrality within professional training (Vu, 2025). The distinction between visibility and 
institutional embedding particularly in emerging economy contexts has received limited 
empirical scrutiny (Vu, 2025; Gehlen, Reis & Favato, 2021). 

Accordingly, this study addresses the following research question: How are 
Sustainable Development Goals structurally integrated into Accounting Sciences 
programs in Brazilian public universities? To answer this question, the study adopts a 
documentary research design analyzing curriculum structures and course syllabi from 
Brazilian public institutions. By examining both the extent and the manner in which SDG-
related content is integrated into accounting curricula across Brazilian public universities. For 
example, it analyses the thematic frequency and curriculum positioning (mandatory versus 
elective status) evaluating whether SDG-related content is embedded as foundational 
knowledge or remains selectively positioned within academic programs. 

This study makes three main contributions. First, it provides large-scale empirical 
evidence on SDG integration in accounting education in an emerging economy context, where 
institutional dynamics may differ from those documented in Anglo-Saxon systems as 
discussed by Vu (2025) and Ferrer-Estévez & Chalmeta (2021). Second, it operationalizes 
structural integration through curriculum positioning, offering a replicable analytical 
framework to assess how sustainability is prioritized institutionally in accounting curricula, in 
line with approaches described by Aguiar et al. (2024) and Dos Santos et al. (2021). Third, by 
linking curriculum structure to professional formation, the study advances understanding of 
how sustainability may shape accountants’ socio-environmental competencies, following 
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insights from Vu (2025) and Gehlen, Reis & Favato (2021) on the role of curriculum in 
developing sustainability-oriented skills. 

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. The next section presents the 
theoretical framework connecting SDGs, curriculum theory, and accounting education. The 
methodology section outlines the documentary design and keyword mapping approach. The 
results and discussion analyze geographic distribution, thematic hierarchies, and curriculum 
positioning. The final section concludes by reflecting on implications for accounting 
education and sustainability governance. 
 
2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
 
2.1 THE SDGS AND THE RECONFIGURATION OF ACCOUNTABILITY 

The consolidation of the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) has reshaped global expectations regarding governance, transparency, and sustainable 
value creation (United Nations, 2015). The SDGs represent an integrated framework aimed at 
balancing economic development, social equity, and environmental protection, building upon 
the foundational definition of sustainable development proposed in the Brundtland Report 
(Brundtland, 1987). Table 1 shows the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) issued bu 
the United Nations. 
Table 1  

The Sustainable Development Goals 

SDG Goal 
1 No Poverty 
2 Zero Hunger and Sustainable Agriculture 
3 Good Health and Well-being 
4 Quality Education 
5 Gender Equality 
6 Clean Water and Sanitation 
7 Affordable and Clean Energy 
8 Decent Work and Economic Growth 
9 Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure 

10 Reduced Inequalities 
11 Sustainable Cities and Communities 
12 Responsible Consumption and Production 
13 Climate Action 
14 Life Below Water 
15 Life on Land 
16 Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 

Note. Adapted from United Nations (2015). 

The adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by the United Nations 
(2015) represents a significant shift in global governance frameworks. Unlike previous 
development agendas, the SDGs articulate an integrated vision of economic development, 
social justice, environmental protection, and institutional strengthening, emphasizing the 
interdependence among goals, as noted by Le Blanc (2015), Nilsson, Griggs, & Visbeck 
(2016), and Pradhan et al. (2017).. The framework emphasizes interdependence among goals, 
highlighting that progress in one domain often depends on advances in others (Le Blanc, 
2015; Nilsson et al., 2016; Pradhan et al., 2017). 
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This systemic orientation has profound implications for professional fields responsible 
for measurement, reporting, and accountability. Accounting, traditionally centered on 
financial performance, is increasingly expected to incorporate social and environmental 
dimensions into its information systems (Adams, 2013). The expansion of sustainability 
reporting standards, including IFRS S1 and IFRS S2, reinforces the profession’s 
responsibility to translate complex environmental and social risks into structured, decision-
relevant information (Bebbington & Unerman, 2018; De Villiers et al., 2017). 

Sustainability accounting has therefore evolved from a peripheral reporting practice 
into a governance mechanism that supports organizational strategy and stakeholder 
accountability (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). This evolution redefines the competencies 
required of accounting professionals, demanding skills in climate risk assessment, ESG 
disclosure, impact measurement, and ethical evaluation. Consequently, the transformation of 
accounting practice raises fundamental questions regarding the adequacy of accounting 
education in preparing future professionals. 

In this sense, if the SDGs redefine the scope of professional accountability, it becomes 
necessary to examine how educational systems respond to these expanded expectations. This 
shift directs attention from global governance frameworks to the role of higher education in 
cultivating the competencies required to operationalize sustainability within professional 
practice. Therefore, it is relevant to analyse the idea of education for Sustainable 
Development as a normative and pedagogical foundation for integrating sustainability into 
accounting education. 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), promoted by the UNESCO, provides a 
normative foundation for embedding sustainability within higher education systems 
(UNESCO, 2017; 2020). ESD emphasizes the development of competencies such as systems 
thinking, anticipatory reasoning, normative reflection, and strategic action (Wiek et al., 2011). 
These competencies are particularly relevant in accounting, where professionals must 
interpret complex interdependencies among economic performance, environmental risks, and 
social impacts. 

Importantly, ESD distinguishes between superficial inclusion and structural 
integration, as highlighted by Sterling (2001, 2010), Tilbury (2011), and Wiek et al. (2011). 
The occasional introduction of sustainability topics does not equate to embedding 
sustainability within institutional culture or professional formation. Structural integration 
requires aligning learning objectives, assessment methods, and curricular architecture with 
sustainability principles. 

In professional programs such as accounting, curriculum design plays a decisive role 
in shaping how students conceptualize their future professional responsibilities. Thus, 
examining sustainability integration necessitates moving beyond whether sustainability is 
mentioned in syllabi to evaluating how it is institutionally positioned. 

This analytical move requires a conceptual framework capable of interpreting 
curriculum design not merely as a technical arrangement, but as an expression of institutional 
priorities. To deepen this examination, the following section introduces curriculum theory as a 
lens for understanding how knowledge is structured, classified, and hierarchically positioned 
within accounting programs. 
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2.2 CURRICULUM STRUCTURE AS INSTITUTIONAL PRIORITIZATION: 
SUSTAINABILITY AND REFORM IN ACCOUNTING EDUCATION  

Curriculum theory offers a conceptual lens for interpreting institutional priorities. 
Michael Apple (2004) argues that curricula reflect social selections of knowledge that 
privilege certain worldviews and marginalize others. Similarly, Basil Bernstein (2000) 
highlights that the classification and framing of knowledge establish hierarchies within 
educational systems. 

From this perspective, the distinction between mandatory and elective courses is not 
merely administrative. Mandatory courses define what institutions consider essential 
knowledge for professional identity formation. Electives, although potentially innovative, 
often occupy peripheral positions within curricular hierarchies. 

Applying this lens to accounting education allows sustainability integration to be 
interpreted as a question of institutional prioritization. If sustainability-related content is 
predominantly located in elective offerings, it may indicate compartmentalization rather than 
mainstreaming. Conversely, its presence in mandatory coursework suggests structural 
commitment. This distinction is central to the present study, which interprets curriculum 
positioning as a measurable proxy for institutional integration. 

However, understanding structural positioning alone is insufficient without situating it 
within the broader historical debate on reforming accounting education. Accordingly, we need 
to connect curriculum structure to longstanding critiques and reform movements that advocate 
for the integration of ethical, social, and environmental dimensions into accounting programs. 

The call to reform accounting education in response to societal challenges is not new. 
Gray (2002) and Gray, Bebbington, and McPhail (1994) argue that accounting education must 
incorporate ethical and environmental dimensions to avoid reproducing narrow financial 
rationalities. Boyce (2004) further contends that traditional accounting curricula reinforce 
dominant economic paradigms and limit critical engagement with broader social 
consequences. 

More recent scholarship highlights the persistent gap between sustainability discourse 
and structural curriculum reform. Coulson et al. (2020) emphasize the importance of 
embedding sustainability competencies into core accounting programs, while Storey et al. 
(2022) identify institutional and cultural barriers that constrain curricular transformation. 
Empirical studies continue to report fragmented integration and concentration of sustainability 
content in elective modules (Botes et al., 2014; Mburayi & Wall, 2018). 

These findings suggest that sustainability integration remains uneven and often 
symbolic. However, systematic analyses of curriculum positioning across multiple institutions 
remain scarce. By examining course syllabi at scale and distinguishing between mandatory 
and elective subjects, the present study contributes empirical evidence to an ongoing debate 
predominantly shaped by normative and case-based approaches. 

Yet, beyond institutional reform and curriculum architecture, sustainability integration 
also carries implications for how future professionals understand their roles and 
responsibilities. For this reason, it is relevant to analyse the critical pedagogy as an 
interpretative framework to analyze how curriculum structure shapes professional identity 
formation in accounting. 

Critical pedagogy provides a complementary interpretative dimension. Paulo Freire 
(1970, 1996) conceptualizes education as a political and transformative process. In contrast to 
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“banking education,” which transmits fixed knowledge, dialogical education fosters critical 
consciousness and engagement with structural realities. 

In accounting education, the risk of reproducing a purely technical mindset is well 
documented (Boyce, 2004; Thomson & Bebbington, 2004). Integrating sustainability 
structurally may contribute to cultivating a professional identity attentive to governance, 
social justice, and environmental stewardship. Conversely, marginal placement of 
sustainability within curricula may limit its transformative potential. 

Thus, curriculum structure influences not only knowledge exposure but also the 
normative orientation of professional formation. 
 
2.3 EXTENDING THE DEBATE: FROM PEDAGOGICAL INTENTION TO 
INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURE 

By integrating the SDGs as a global normative framework, ESD as an educational 
translation mechanism, curriculum theory as an analytical lens, critical pedagogy as an 
interpretative perspective, and contemporary accounting education scholarship, this study 
constructs a multi-level analytical pathway linking sustainability discourse to institutional 
curriculum design. 

Prior research underscores the importance of sustainability in accounting education 
(Gray, 2002; Boyce, 2004; Coulson et al., 2020) and highlights ongoing institutional 
challenges (Storey et al., 2022). However, much of this scholarship centers on pedagogical 
innovation or normative advocacy. 

This study builds on and extends prior research by shifting the focus from pedagogical 
intention to structural positioning. Rather than asking whether sustainability is discussed in 
accounting programs, it investigates how sustainability is formally positioned within curricula 
and whether such positioning signals institutional centrality or peripheral inclusion. By 
operationalizing structural integration through the distinction between mandatory and elective 
courses, the study offers a replicable framework for evaluating institutional commitment in 
accounting education. 

In doing so, the research bridges macro-level sustainability agendas, meso-level 
curriculum design, and micro-level professional identity formation, contributing to a 
structurally grounded understanding of how accounting education responds to sustainability 
imperatives. 

 
3. METHODOLOGICAL PROCEDURES 
 
3.1 RESEARCH DESIGN 

This study adopts a documentary research design combining quantitative and 
qualitative elements to examine how sustainability is structurally positioned within 
accounting curricula. Consistent with the theoretical framework, course syllabi are interpreted 
as institutional artifacts that reflect curricular priorities and knowledge hierarchies (Apple, 
2004; Bernstein, 2000). 

Rather than assessing pedagogical depth or classroom practices, the analysis focuses 
on formal curriculum structures as indicators of institutional commitment. In this sense, 
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syllabus analysis allows for an evaluation of whether sustainability-related content is 
structurally embedded in accounting programs or positioned peripherally. 

 
3.2 SAMPLE AND DATA COLLECTION 

The study focuses on Brazilian public universities offering undergraduate degrees in 
Accounting Sciences. Course syllabi were collected from official institutional websites, either 
through syllabus repositories or Course Pedagogical Projects (PPCs). Table 2 shows the 
public universities included in the syllabus analysis. 
Table 2 

Public Universities Included in the Syllabus Analysis 

INSTITUTION ACRONYM STATE 
Universidade Federal do Acre UFAC AC 
Universidade Federal de Alagoas UFAL AL 
Universidade do Estado do Amazonas UEA AM 
Universidade Federal do Amazonas UFAM AM 
Universidade Federal da Bahia UFBA BA 
Universidade do Estado da Bahia UNEB BA 
Universidade Estadual de Santa Cruz UESC BA 
Universidade Estadual do Sudoeste da Bahia UESB BA 
Universidade Federal do Ceará UFC CE 
Universidade Federal do Cariri UFCA CE 
Universidade de Brasília UnB DF 
Universidade Federal do Espírito Santo UFES ES 
Universidade Federal do Maranhão UFMA MA 
Universidade Estadual do Maranhão UEMA MA 
Universidade Federal de Juiz de Fora UFJF MG 
Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais UFMG MG 
Universidade Federal de Uberlândia UFU MG 
Universidade Federal de Viçosa UFV MG 
Universidade do Estado de Minas Gerais UEMG MG 
Universidade Federal de São João del-Rei UFSJ MG 
Universidade Federal de Alfenas UNIFAL MG MG 
Universidade Federal dos Vales do Jequitinhonha e Mucuri UFVJM MG 
Universidade Federal do Mato Grosso do Sul UFMS MS 
Universidade Federal da Grande Dourados UFGD MS 
Universidade Federal de Rondonópolis UFR MT 
Universidade Federal do Pará UFPA PA 
Universidade Federal Rural da Amazônia UFRA PA 
Universidade Federal do Sul e Sudeste do Pará UNIFESSPA PA 
Universidade Estadual do Piauí UESPI PI 
Universidade Federal da Paraíba UFPB PB 
Universidade Estadual da Paraíba UEPB PB 
Universidade Federal do Paraná UFPR PR 
Universidade Estadual de Maringá UEM PR 
Universidade Estadual do Oeste do Paraná UNIOESTE PR 
Universidade Estadual do Centro-Oeste UNICENTRO PR PR 
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Universidade Estadual de Ponta Grossa UEPG PR 
Universidade Tecnológica Federal do Paraná UTFPR PR 
Instituto Federal do Paraná IFPR PR 
Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro UFRJ RJ 
Universidade do Estado do Rio de Janeiro UERJ RJ 
Universidade Federal Rural do Rio de Janeiro UFRRJ RJ 
Universidade Federal Rural do Semi-Árido UFERSA RN 
Universidade do Estado do Rio Grande do Norte UERN RN 
Universidade Federal de Rondônia UNIRV/FESURV RO 
Universidade Estadual de Roraima UERR RR 
Universidade Federal do Piauí UFPI PI 
Universidade Federal do Delta do Parnaíba UFDPAR PI 
Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul UFRGS RS 
Universidade Federal de Santa Maria UFSM RS 
Universidade Federal do Rio Grande FURG RS 
Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina UFSC SC 
Fundação Universidade Regional de Blumenau FURB SC 
Universidade de São Paulo USP SP 
Universidade Federal de São Paulo UNIFESP SP 
Universidade Estadual do Tocantins UNITINS TO 
Universidade de Gurupi UNIRG TO 

Note. Prepared by the authors (2025). 

Initially, 141 sustainability-related courses were identified across 60 institutions. 
However, according to Table 2, only 89 courses had syllabi publicly available and accessible 
for analysis. These 89 syllabi constitute the final analytical sample. 

Courses were organized according to: 

• Institution 

• State 

• Course title 

• Mandatory or elective status 

• Full syllabus text 
This structure enabled institutional comparison and geographic mapping of curricular 

offerings. The focus on public institutions ensures comparability within a shared regulatory 
environment, as Brazilian public universities are subject to national curriculum guidelines 
(Resolution CNE/CES No. 1/2021). Nevertheless, the analysis is limited to institutions with 
publicly accessible documentation. 

 
3.3 OPERATIONALIZING SDG INTEGRATION 

To operationalize SDG integration, the study employed a keyword-based classification 
strategy. The primary reference for keyword selection was the “Compiled Keywords for SDG 
Mapping” developed by SDSN Australia/Pacific (2017). Additional context-specific terms 
were incorporated to reflect sustainability discourse within accounting education, resulting in 
a final list of 721 keywords. 
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A Python script was developed to automatically scan syllabus texts and identify 
occurrences of keywords associated with each of the 17 SDGs. This procedure enabled 
systematic classification of syllabi according to SDG alignment: 

 
The analytical strategy distinguishes between two dimensions derived from the 

theoretical framework: 

• Thematic Presence – identification of SDG-related terms within syllabi. 

• Structural Positioning – classification of sustainability-related subjects as 
mandatory or elective. 

By combining these dimensions, the study evaluates whether sustainability is 
positioned as foundational knowledge within accounting programs or offered as 
complementary specialization. 

 
3.4 ANALYTICAL DIMENSIONS 

Following classification, four analytical dimensions were examined: 
1. Geographic Distribution 

Mapping the number of sustainability-related courses per state to identify regional 
patterns. 

2. SDG Frequency 
Measuring how often each SDG appears in the syllabi to identify thematic concentration 
or neglect. 

3. Curricular Positioning (Mandatory vs Elective) 
Distinguishing core from peripheral subjects as a proxy for institutional prioritization. 

4. Structural Integration of SDG Content 
Examining the extent to which sustainability-related courses are incorporated into the 
mandatory curriculum. 

Together, these dimensions allow the study to assess patterns of SDG incorporation 
and their implications for structural integration within accounting education. 

 
3.5 METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS 

This study relies on automated keyword mapping to identify SDG-related content 
within course syllabi. While this approach enables systematic large-scale analysis and 
enhances replicability, certain considerations are necessary when interpreting the findings. 

First, the presence of keywords does not necessarily indicate depth of coverage, 
pedagogical emphasis, or critical engagement with sustainability themes. The analysis 
captures structural positioning and thematic visibility rather than instructional intensity or 
qualitative richness. Therefore, results should be interpreted as indicators of institutional 
alignment rather than comprehensive assessments of educational practice. 

Second, the keyword-based classification prioritizes consistency and scalability. 
Although care was taken in selecting and contextualizing terms relevant to accounting 
education, automated detection may not fully capture nuanced conceptual discussions that do 
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not employ explicit SDG terminology. Accordingly, the findings reflect observable structural 
signals embedded in formal curricular documentation. 

Third, the study relies exclusively on publicly available syllabi. Of the 141 
sustainability-related courses initially identified, 89 had accessible syllabus documentation 
and therefore constitute the analytical sample. While this may introduce potential selection 
constraints, public availability of curricular documentation can also be interpreted as an 
element of institutional transparency. Universities that systematically publish course 
information may demonstrate greater openness in communicating curricular priorities. 
Nevertheless, the absence of documentation for some institutions limits the scope of structural 
comparison. 

Overall, the study provides a structural and documentary perspective on SDG 
integration in accounting education. Future research may complement this approach through 
qualitative inquiry, faculty interviews, or deeper examination of pedagogical practices. 

 
4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

Rather than presenting descriptive findings in isolation, this section interprets 
empirical patterns through the theoretical framework developed earlier. By linking SDG 
presence, geographic distribution, and curriculum positioning to Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD), curriculum theory, and critical accounting education, the analysis 
evaluates whether sustainability is structurally embedded within accounting programs or 
positioned peripherally. 

 
4.1 GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION: UNEVEN INSTITUTIONALIZATION 

Figure 3 presents the geographic distribution of sustainability-related accounting 
courses across Brazilian states and visually reinforces the presence of significant regional 
asymmetries. The mapping reveals a clear concentration in a small number of states, followed 
by a long tail of regions with limited offerings. 
Figure 3 

Geographic Distribution of Sustainability-Related Accounting Courses 

 
Note. Prepared by the authors (2025). 
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States such as São Paulo (19 courses), Paraná (16), and Minas Gerais (12) present the 
highest concentration of socio-environmental accounting components. As illustrated in Figure 
3, the distribution resembles a long-tail pattern, in which a small number of states concentrate 
a substantial share of sustainability-related offerings while many others display marginal 
presence. The steep decline after the leading states indicates that sustainability integration is 
not evenly diffused across the country. These regions are historically characterized by 
consolidated public higher education systems and diversified program structures, which may 
facilitate curricular experimentation and institutional innovation. 

Conversely, several states exhibit minimal offerings, including Sergipe (1 course) and 
others with only two identified courses. The extended lower segment of the distribution 
shown in Figure 3 underscores that sustainability integration remains limited in multiple 
regions. This uneven distribution indicates that sustainability in accounting education is not 
yet nationally institutionalized but rather dispersed through localized institutional initiatives. 

From the perspective of curriculum theory (Apple, 2004), emerging knowledge 
domains are frequently incorporated selectively before achieving systemic consolidation. The 
visual concentration observed in Figure 3 suggests that sustainability is diffusing through 
institutional hubs rather than being structurally embedded across the entire educational 
system. The findings therefore indicate that sustainability in Brazilian accounting education is 
still in a phase of partial diffusion rather than comprehensive structural embedding. 

In terms of Education for Sustainable Development (UNESCO, 2017), such disparities 
highlight the gap between normative curricular prescriptions and institutional practice. 
Regulatory guidance alone does not guarantee homogeneous integration; structural 
embedding depends on institutional capacity, prioritization, and academic leadership. Beyond 
geographic dispersion, the findings suggest that structural integration is mediated by 
institutional density and regional academic infrastructure, reinforcing the argument that 
sustainability diffusion follows uneven institutional pathways rather than coordinated national 
implementation. 

Contribution 1: These results provide large-scale structural evidence from an 
emerging economy, extending a literature predominantly grounded in case studies and Anglo-
Saxon contexts. 

 
4.2 SDG FREQUENCY: THEMATIC HIERARCHIES - NORMATIVE CLUSTERING 
WITHIN THE SDG FRAMEWORK 

Figure 4 and Table 1 present the frequency of SDGs identified in accounting course 
syllabi. The distribution reveals a clear thematic hierarchy rather than balanced representation 
across the 17 goals. 
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Figure 4 

Frequency of SDGs in course syllabi 

 
Note. Prepared by the authors (2025). 

SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) emerges as the most frequent goal (85 occurrences), 
followed by SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions) and SDG 12 (Responsible 
Consumption and Production). Together, these goals form a cluster centered on governance, 
institutional accountability, and social equity. This concentration suggests that sustainability 
integration in accounting education is strongly aligned with domains historically connected to 
the profession’s regulatory and oversight functions (Bebbington & Unerman, 2018). 
Table 1 

Number of SDGs identified by course 

SDG  Number of courses 
SDG 10 – Reduced Inequalities 85 
SDG 16 – Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 68 
SDG 12 – Responsible Consumption and Production 53 
SDG 8 – Decent Work and Economic Growth 37 
SDG 11 – Sustainable Cities and Communities 29 
SDG 6 – Clean Water and Sanitation 25 
SDG 9 – Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure 24 
SDG 4 – Quality Education 12 
SDG 7 – Affordable and Clean Energy 11 
SDG 1 – No Poverty 5 
SDG 2 – Zero Hunger and Sustainable Agriculture 4 
SDG 5 – Gender Equality 4 
SDG 13 – Climate Action 3 
SDG 15 – Life on Land 3 
SDG 17 – Partnerships for the Goals 1 
SDG 3 – Good Health and Well-being 1 

Note. Prepared by the authors (2025). 

The pattern can be interpreted as a form of normative clustering, in which SDGs that 
resonate with accounting’s traditional epistemological foundations—governance, compliance, 
institutional transparency—are more readily incorporated into curricula. In contrast, 
environmentally centered goals such as SDG 13 (Climate Action), SDG 15 (Life on Land), 
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and especially SDG 14 (Life Below Water), which was not identified in any syllabus, remain 
marginal or absent. 

This imbalance indicates that the integration of sustainability within accounting 
education is selective rather than systemic. While social justice and governance themes are 
increasingly visible, ecological transformation and natural systems governance appear weakly 
embedded. 

From the perspective of sustainability accounting, this pattern reflects the historical 
evolution of the field. Accounting has more easily incorporated governance and disclosure 
frameworks than complex ecological measurement challenges, such as biodiversity valuation 
or climate scenario analysis (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010). The thematic hierarchy observed 
in Figure 4 may therefore reflect disciplinary path dependency rather than deliberate SDG 
alignment. 

Moreover, when interpreted through the lens of Education for Sustainable 
Development (UNESCO, 2017), comprehensive sustainability integration requires systemic 
engagement with interdependent goals. The concentration of SDG references in a limited 
subset of themes suggests partial adoption of the 2030 Agenda rather than holistic curricular 
mainstreaming. The findings thus reveal not merely which SDGs are present, but how 
sustainability is framed within accounting education—predominantly through governance and 
social responsibility lenses, with comparatively limited engagement with ecological 
dimensions. 
 
4.3 CURRICULUM POSITIONING: FROM VISIBILITY TO STRUCTURAL 
CENTRALITY 

While the previous subsection demonstrated that sustainability themes are present in 
accounting curricula, presence alone does not indicate institutional embedding. To assess 
structural integration, it is necessary to examine curriculum positioning—specifically whether 
sustainability-related courses are mandatory or elective. 

As illustrated in Figure 5, elective courses represent the largest share (65 courses; 
46.10%), followed by mandatory courses (58; 41.13%), while 18 courses (12.77%) could not 
be classified due to incomplete documentation. Although the proportion of mandatory 
offerings is not negligible, the predominance of elective positioning suggests that 
sustainability is frequently framed as optional specialization rather than foundational 
professional knowledge. 
Figure 5  

Distribution of sustainability-related courses by curriculum status (Mandatory, Elective, Not Identified). 

 
Note. Prepared by the authors (2025). 
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From the perspective of curriculum theory, the distinction between mandatory and 
elective subjects is not merely administrative. As Bernstein (2000) argues, curriculum 
classification reflects hierarchies of knowledge. Mandatory courses define what institutions 
consider essential for professional formation, whereas electives signal complementary or 
peripheral domains. 

The near-equilibrium between mandatory and elective offerings reveals a form of 
curricular ambivalence: sustainability is neither absent nor fully institutionalized. Instead, it 
occupies an intermediate position—visible but not consistently central. The distribution does 
not indicate marginalization, but rather structural negotiation—suggesting that sustainability 
has entered the curriculum without yet achieving unequivocal centrality. 

In practical terms, this means that students may complete an accounting degree 
without systematic exposure to sustainability-related content, depending on their elective 
choices. From a critical pedagogy perspective (Freire, 1970; 1996), positioning sustainability 
as elective may limit its transformative potential, as students are not uniformly exposed to 
critical reflection on socio-environmental accountability. Structural centrality therefore 
becomes a precondition for cultivating a sustainability-oriented professional identity within 
accounting education. 

Such a pattern aligns with prior research suggesting fragmented integration of 
sustainability in accounting education (Botes et al., 2014; Storey et al., 2022). However, the 
present study advances this discussion by examining curriculum positioning as an indicator of 
institutional prioritization rather than relying solely on thematic presence. 

Contribution 2: By operationalizing structural integration through the distinction 
between mandatory and elective status, this study provides a measurable proxy for assessing 
institutional commitment. This approach shifts the debate from whether sustainability is 
present in accounting education to whether it is structurally embedded as foundational 
knowledge. 
4.4 STRUCTURAL INTEGRATION BY SDG: VISIBILITY VERSUS CENTRALITY 

Figure 6 and Table 2 combine thematic frequency with curriculum positioning, 
allowing a more refined assessment of structural integration. While previous analyses 
examined SDG visibility and overall mandatory status separately, this cross-analysis reveals 
how individual goals are positioned within the hierarchy of professional knowledge. 
Figure 6 

Number of courses by SDG and mandatory status 

 
Note. Prepared by the authors (2025). 
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Table 2 details the number of SDG-related courses and their mandatory status, corresponding 
to Figure 6. 
Table 2 

Number of courses by SDG and mandatory status 

SDG Mandatory Elective 
SDG 10 – Reduced Inequalities 33 52 
SDG 16 – Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 31 37 
SDG 12 – Responsible Consumption and Production 20 33 
SDG 8 – Decent Work and Economic Growth 15 22 
SDG 11 – Sustainable Cities and Communities 10 19 
SDG 6 – Clean Water and Sanitation 8 17 
SDG 9 – Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure 14 10 
SDG 4 – Quality Education 5 7 
SDG 7 – Affordable and Clean Energy 5 6 
SDG 1 – No Poverty 3 5 
SDG 2 – Zero Hunger and Sustainable Agriculture 1 3 
SDG 5 – Gender Equality 2 2 
SDG 13 – Climate Action 1 2 
SDG 15 – Life on Land 0 2 
SDG 17 – Partnerships for the Goals 0 1 
SDG 3 – Good Health and Well-being 0 1 

Note. Values indicate the number of courses in which each SDG appears, disaggregated by curriculum status. 

SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), although the most frequently cited goal (85 courses), 
appears predominantly in elective courses (52 electives versus 33 mandatory). A similar 
pattern is observed for SDG 16 and SDG 12. These goals achieve high thematic visibility but 
are not consistently embedded as core curriculum components. 

This distinction between visibility and centrality is analytically significant. The 
presence of an SDG in numerous syllabi does not necessarily imply institutional 
prioritization. Structural centrality depends on whether such content is positioned as 
mandatory knowledge required of all students. 

Interestingly, SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure) presents a more 
balanced distribution (14 mandatory versus 10 elective), suggesting relatively stronger 
structural embedding despite lower overall frequency. This indicates that certain economic-
development themes may be more closely aligned with core accounting training. 

Environmental goals, including SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 15 (Life on Land), 
demonstrate both low frequency and limited mandatory incorporation. Their dual marginality 
reinforces the interpretation that ecological dimensions remain peripheral within accounting 
curricula, despite increasing global emphasis on climate-related disclosure standards. 

Taken together, the evidence reveals a stratified pattern of integration. Governance 
and inequality-related themes achieve discursive prominence but remain partially elective, 
while ecological goals occupy structurally marginal positions. Sustainability integration 
therefore appears layered and hierarchically organized rather than holistically embedded. 

This analysis extends Contribution 2 by demonstrating that curriculum positioning not 
only differentiates sustainability from traditional accounting content but also differentiates 
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among sustainability dimensions themselves. Structural integration varies according to 
thematic proximity to established accounting domains. 

Contribution 3: By distinguishing between thematic visibility and structural centrality 
across individual SDGs, this study demonstrates that sustainability integration is internally 
stratified. Not all sustainability dimensions are institutionalized equally; rather, they are 
hierarchically embedded according to their proximity to traditional accounting domains. This 
layered pattern refines existing debates that treat sustainability integration as a binary 
condition. 

Thus, the findings suggest that Brazilian accounting education is transitioning from 
symbolic inclusion toward structural negotiation, yet without full institutional consolidation. 
Sustainability has moved beyond invisibility, but its centrality remains uneven across themes, 
regions, and curriculum hierarchies. 

 
5. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

This study examined how Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are integrated into 
Accounting Sciences programs in Brazilian public universities, moving beyond thematic 
identification to assess their structural positioning within curricula. By combining geographic 
mapping, thematic frequency analysis, and curriculum status classification, the research 
evaluated whether sustainability is institutionally embedded as foundational knowledge or 
positioned peripherally as optional specialization. 

The findings indicate that sustainability is present and expanding, yet unevenly 
institutionalized. Geographic concentration in specific regions reflects localized institutional 
hubs rather than coordinated national consolidation. The long-tail distribution observed across 
states suggests that sustainability diffusion in accounting education follows asymmetrical 
institutional pathways. Regulatory frameworks alone appear insufficient to ensure 
homogeneous structural integration. 

Thematic analysis further reveals normative clustering around governance, 
institutional accountability, and social equity, particularly SDGs 10, 16, and 12. These goals 
align closely with accounting’s historical regulatory and oversight functions. In contrast, 
ecological dimensions, such as climate action and biodiversity, remain marginal both in 
frequency and curricular centrality. This stratified pattern suggests selective incorporation 
shaped by disciplinary path dependency rather than comprehensive engagement with the 
integrated logic of the 2030 Agenda. 

Most significantly, distinguishing between visibility and centrality exposes a condition 
of structural negotiation. Although sustainability themes are visible across syllabi, their 
predominance in elective courses indicates that they have not yet achieved unequivocal 
curricular centrality. Sustainability has moved beyond invisibility but remains inconsistently 
embedded as mandatory professional knowledge. As a result, students may complete 
accounting programs without systematic exposure to sustainability-related competencies. 

The study advances the literature in three key ways. First, it provides large-scale 
structural evidence from an emerging economy context, extending scholarship that has 
predominantly relied on case studies and Anglo-Saxon systems. Second, it operationalizes 
structural integration through the distinction between mandatory and elective curriculum 
status, offering a replicable analytical proxy for institutional commitment. Third, by 
distinguishing between thematic visibility and structural centrality across individual SDGs, it 
demonstrates that sustainability integration is internally stratified, embedded hierarchically 
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according to thematic proximity to traditional accounting domains. This layered interpretation 
refines debates that conceptualize sustainability integration as either present or absent. 

From a policy perspective, the findings underscore the importance of strengthening 
Course Pedagogical Projects and advancing from optional exposure toward systematic 
curricular embedding of sustainability principles. Embedding SDGs into mandatory 
components may enhance the preparation of accountants capable of addressing climate risk, 
inequality, sustainability reporting, and evolving governance demands. 

Methodologically, the study demonstrates the value of syllabus analysis as a structural 
diagnostic tool for assessing alignment between higher education and global sustainability 
agendas. However, structural visibility does not guarantee pedagogical depth or 
transformative learning. Future research may complement documentary analysis with 
qualitative inquiry, faculty interviews, and evaluation of learning outcomes, as well as extend 
the scope to private institutions to enable broader institutional comparison. 

Overall, sustainability integration in Brazilian accounting education appears to be in 
transition. It reflects growing engagement with global sustainability agendas, yet remains 
selectively embedded and hierarchically organized. Achieving comprehensive 
institutionalization will require not only curricular restructuring but also sustained 
institutional commitment to redefining what constitutes essential knowledge in the formation 
of contemporary accounting professionals. 
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