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Abstract

This study is a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) that examines the state of
Sustainability in Higher Education (SHE) research across Southeast Asia. Guided by the
PRISMA framework, the review systematically analyzed peer-reviewed articles published
between 2022 and 2026 retrieved from the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC)
database. From an initial pool of 6,120 articles, 69 studies met the inclusion criteria, drawn
from five countries: Indonesia (n=21), Thailand (n=17), Malaysia (n=12), Vietnam (n=10), and
the Philippines (n=9). The study was guided by three research questions addressing the
characteristics, dominant themes, and educational development contributions of SHE in the
region. Thematic analysis identified five dominant themes: Digital Transformation,
Pedagogical Innovation, Sustainability Values and Character Development, SDGs Integration,
and Educational Development Research Trends. Digital Transformation emerged as the most
pervasive theme, present across all five countries and encompassing Al adoption, blended
learning, Learning Management Systems (LMS), and MOOCs. The reviewed studies report
potential contributions of SHE at three interconnected levels: individually, through practices
associated with critical thinking, ethical awareness, and resilience among students and
educators; institutionally, through curriculum reform, governance improvement, and green
campus initiatives; and systemically, through their relevance to national educational policies
and Southeast Asia's emerging role as a contributor to global sustainability discourse. A
recurring pattern across the reviewed literature is that implementation responsive to local
cultural, social, and historical contexts is more frequently associated with positive outcomes,
suggesting a distinctive characteristic of the Southeast Asian approach. These findings carry
potential implications for communities and societies across the region, as the reviewed studies
suggest that universities embedding sustainability principles may better prepare graduates to
address social, environmental, and economic challenges.

Keywords: Sustainability in higher education (SHE), Higher education, Southeast asia,
Systematic literature review, SDGs, Digital transformation
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[ Introduction]

Sustainable development has become one of the most pressing global agendas of the
twenty-first century. Across sectors, from economy and technology to environment and
education, there is a growing recognition that the systems that have been built must be
fundamentally rethought if they are to serve both present and future generations. In education,
this recognition has taken on particular urgency. As UNESCO (2017) has consistently argued,
education is not merely a response to sustainable development, it is one of its most powerful
enablers. When education is designed well, it does more than transmit knowledge; it cultivates
the values, dispositions, and capacities that make sustainable living possible. For the purposes
of this review, Sustainability in Higher Education (SHE) is operationalized as any curricular,
pedagogical, institutional, or policy practice within higher education that explicitly integrates
the principles of environmental, social, or economic sustainability, encompassing but not
limited to Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) as formally defined by UNESCO.

This understanding is not new. Dewey (2004) long argued that education is
fundamentally a social process, one through which individuals are initiated into the values and
practices that a society needs in order to sustain and renew itself. What is new, however, is the
scale and urgency of the challenge. The intersecting crises of climate change, social inequality,
technological disruption, and global uncertainty have placed unprecedented demands on
educational institutions at every level. Higher education, in particular, finds itself at a
crossroads: expected to produce economically productive graduates while simultaneously
cultivating the ethical awareness, ecological literacy, and civic responsibility that sustainable
societies require. As Rimanoczy (2021) has noted, what is ultimately needed is a sustainability
mindset, a set of values and orientations that positions individuals as active, responsible
participants in the co-creation of a better world.

Within this global momentum, Southeast Asia represents a region with its own
distinctive educational histories, cultural frameworks, and development priorities. As member
states pursue national education reforms alongside their commitments to the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), higher education institutions across the region, from Indonesia
and Thailand to Malaysia, Vietnam, and the Philippines, have increasingly engaged with
sustainability agendas through curriculum reform, institutional policy, and pedagogical
innovation.

Despite this growing engagement, understanding of SHE research in Southeast Asian
higher education remains fragmented. Existing studies tend to be single-country investigations
or institution-specific case studies, published across a wide range of disciplinary outlets. Prior
efforts to synthesize this field have largely taken the form of global bibliometric reviews.
Hallinger & Chatpinyakoop (2019) for instance, mapped the growth trajectory and geographic
distribution of higher education for sustainable development research across nearly 1,500
Scopus-indexed publications, finding that the field's knowledge base remains dominated by
scholars based in developed regions. Similarly, Grosseck et al. (2019) traced the evolution of
Education for Sustainable Development scholarship through a bibliometric analysis of over
1,800 Web of Science-indexed papers, identifying landmark studies, emerging trends, and
transformative ideas that have shaped the field over nearly three decades. Both reviews,
however, operate at a global scale: neither disaggregates its findings by region, and neither
distinguishes how SHE research contributes at the individual, institutional, and system levels
within a specific geographic context. This leaves a gap that is twofold. First, at the regional
level, no synthesis currently exists that brings together the fragmented, country-specific
findings on SHE in Southeast Asian higher education into a coherent, region-wide picture.
Second, at the analytical level, the multi-level lens through which SHE contributes to
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individuals, institutions, and systems, so far applied only implicitly across scattered single-
country studies, has yet to be systematically examined within a dedicated regional synthesis.
The present study addresses both dimensions of this gap. Focusing on the 20222026 period
further addresses a temporal gap: both Hallinger and Chatpinyakoop (2019) and Grosseck et
al. (2019) capture scholarship only up to the late 2010s, leaving the most recent, post-pandemic
wave of research on SHE in the region synthesized.

To address this gap, the present study adopts a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) as
its methodological framework. SLR is particularly well-suited to this kind of inquiry because
it goes beyond the simple accumulation of existing studies; it subjects them to systematic
scrutiny. By applying explicit, transparent, and replicable criteria for identifying, selecting, and
analyzing published research, SLR allows researchers to construct a coherent and evidence-
based picture of what a field knows, how it has developed, and where its significant gaps remain
(Page et al.,, 2021). For a study concerned with mapping a geographically dispersed,
thematically diverse, and still-emerging field of research, SLR is not simply one
methodological option among many; it is the approach best equipped to deliver the kind of
regional, synthetic understanding this gap requires.

Through this process, a total of 69 peer-reviewed articles were identified and analyzed,
drawn from five Southeast Asian countries: Indonesia (n=21), Thailand (n=17), Malaysia
(n=12), Vietnam (n=10), and the Philippines (n=9). Together, these studies offer a substantive
and varied body of evidence about how SHE is being understood, practiced, and developed
across the region's higher education institutions. To structure our analysis and ensure that the
review addressed both descriptive and interpretive dimensions of the literature, the study was
guided by three research questions:

1. What are the key characteristics of SHE research in Southeast Asia?

2. What themes dominate SHE research in Southeast Asia?

3. How does SHE contribute to educational development in Southeast Asia?

The first question establishes the empirical foundation of the study, mapping who is
researching SHE in this region, how they are doing it, and from what institutional and
disciplinary vantage points. The second question moves from description to analysis,
identifying the thematic clusters that give the field its intellectual shape and tracing the
directions in which it is developing. The third question addresses the most consequential
dimension of the inquiry: what difference SHE is actually making, to individuals, to
institutions, and to the broader educational systems of the region. Taken together, these
questions are designed not merely to summarize the field, but to understand it and in doing so,
to offer insights that are useful not only to researchers, but to the educators, institutional leaders,
and policymakers who are working to make higher education in Southeast Asia more equitable,
more forward-looking, and more genuinely sustainable.

Objectives

Guided by the research questions above, this study aims to: 1) characterize the key
features of SHE research conducted in Southeast Asian higher education between 2022 and
2026, in relation to RQ1; 2) identify the dominant thematic patterns emerging across this body
of research, in relation to RQ2; and (3) examine the contributions of SHE to educational
development at the individual, institutional, and systemic levels within the region, in relation
to RQ3. Theoretically, this review contributes a regionally grounded, multi-level (individual,
institutional, systemic) framework for understanding how SHE is enacted in Southeast Asian
higher education, extending existing global bibliometric accounts of the field.
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[ Methodology]

Search Strategies

This study employed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) method to identify, screen, and select relevant studies related to
sustainable development in higher education. PRISMA is a systematic review framework
designed to ensure transparency, rigor, and systematic reporting throughout the review process,
including the stages of identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and article inclusion
(Page et al.,, 2021). We collected the data specifically from the Education Resources
Information Center (ERIC) database because it provides extensive scholarly publications in the
field of education. The search was conducted between 1-15 May 2026, using the term
“Education for Sustainable Development,” matched against ERIC’s controlled vocabulary
(descriptor) terms and refined using the database’s built-in filters for publication type (peer-
reviewed journal articles), publication date (2022—-2026), and geographic/location scope. To
ensure the quality and reliability of the sources, we limited the inclusion criteria to peer-
reviewed journal articles with full-text availability. Articles that did not meet the inclusion
criteria, such as non-peer-reviewed publications, incomplete texts, or studies unrelated to
higher education contexts, were excluded from the review process.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The inclusion criteria in this study were determined to ensure the relevance and quality
of the selected articles. We conducted the search process in the Education Resources
Information Center (ERIC) database using the keyword “sustainable development” along with
several filters, including peer-reviewed publications, full-text availability, and publication
dates ranging from 2022 to 2026. The initial search yielded 6,120 articles. Following the
identification stage, we screened the articles based on their titles and abstracts, excluding those
outside the scope of higher education (n = 3,107) or outside the Southeast Asian context (n =
2,596), which resulted in 417 articles retained for full-text eligibility review. During the
eligibility assessment, a further 348 articles were excluded for not focusing on universities or
other higher education institutions. As a result, 69 articles met all inclusion criteria and were
selected for the final analysis in this systematic literature review. These studies served as the
primary data for examining characteristics, trends, themes, and contributions of sustainable
development research in higher education within the Southeast Asian context.

Data Coding and Analysis

After selecting 69 eligible articles, we conducted a data coding process to organize and
analyze the information relevant to the research questions. The coding process was carried out
by systematically recording important information from each article to identify patterns and
thematic trends in sustainable development research within higher education using Excel. To
ensure the quality of the included studies, we assessed each of the 69 articles against a self-
developed checklist covering study relevance, methodological clarity, and reporting
completeness. The data coding process was conducted by one author and independently
verified by a second author to reduce individual bias in categorization. We used thematic
categories as the primary framework for coding the data. The thematic categories were
developed based on the recurring themes and dominant topics that frequently appeared across
the selected studies. These categories included sustainability education, curriculum
integration, environmental awareness, sustainable campus practices, policy implementation,
student engagement, and other themes related to sustainable development in higher education
contexts. In addition to identifying the thematic categories, we also recorded the number of
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articles within each theme to determine the most dominant research trends. This process
enabled us to examine which topics were most frequently discussed and which areas received
less scholarly attention in sustainable development research within Southeast Asian higher
education institutions.

Documents identified from ERIC
(n=—6,120)

\ ‘lduniﬁwion

Excluded outside higher
education (n=3,107)
litle and abstract screening

(n=417) Excluded outside Southeast Asia

(n=2,596)

Screening

Full-text eligibility review Excluded not in university context
(n=417) | (n=34)

| Eligibilty

Included in the final analysis
(n=69)

Incloded

Figure 1 Flow diagram of the systematic review paper selections process

RQ 1: What are the key characteristics of SHE research in Southeast Asia?

The final selection consisted of 69 articles related to sustainable development in higher
education within the Southeast Asian context. To identify the geographical distribution of the
studies, we categorized the articles based on the countries where the research was conducted.

The findings showed that Indonesia contributed the highest number of publications,
with 21 articles focusing on sustainable development in higher education. This indicates that
the field has become an increasingly significant topic within Indonesian universities,
particularly in relation to educational transformation, sustainability awareness, and institutional
practices. The second highest number of studies came from Thailand with 17 articles, followed
by Malaysia with 12 articles. Meanwhile, Vietnam contributed 10 articles, and the Philippines
contributed 9 articles. These findings demonstrate that research on sustainable development in
higher education has gained considerable attention across Southeast Asian countries, although
the distribution of publications varies among countries. The dominance of Indonesia and
Thailand suggests a growing academic interest in integrating sustainability principles into
higher education systems and university practices within these countries.

It is important to clarify the geographic scope of these findings. Although the review
targeted Southeast Asia as a whole, eligible articles were retrieved from only five of the eleven
countries in the region: Indonesia, Thailand, Malaysia, Vietnam, and the Philippines. No peer-
reviewed articles meeting the inclusion criteria were retrieved from Singapore, Brunei
Darussalam, Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, or Timor-Leste within the ERIC database using the
study's search strategy for the 2022-2026 period. The findings reported below should therefore
be read as characterizing SHE research in Southeast Asian higher education as represented in
ERIC, rather than as a complete regional picture. This limitation, along with the study's reliance
on a single database, is revisited in the Limitations section.
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Figure 2 Distribution of Publication by Country

In addition to geographic distribution, several further characteristics were examined
among the 69 included studies to fully characterize this body of research (see Table 2). The
reference list includes only those studies directly cited in the narrative discussion; the
descriptive statistics reported in Table 2 are computed from the full set of 69 coded studies.
Publication output shows a distribution weighted toward the more recent years of the search
period: 30.40% of the studies were published in 2025, followed by 26.10% in 2022 and 24.60%
in 2024, while 2023 (13.00%) and 2026 (5.80%, reflecting the partial year at the time of search)
accounted for the smallest shares. In terms of methodology, mixed-methods designs were the
most common approach (24.60%), followed by qualitative (21.70%) and quantitative (15.90%)
designs, with systematic-review/bibliometric studies (11.60%), research-and-development
studies (10.10%), and experimental or quasi-experimental designs (7.20%) also well
represented; conceptual or non-empirical literature reviews made up a smaller share (7.20%).
Regarding sample composition, most studies drew on multi-stakeholder samples combining
students with lecturers or other staff (27.50%) or on students alone (23.20%), while a further
15.90% took published articles themselves as the unit of analysis (systematic reviews and
bibliometric studies), 14.50% sampled lecturers, staff, or experts only, and 10.10% relied on
documents or other secondary data with no primary human sample. Disciplinary spread
confirms that language education and applied linguistics (29.00%) and educational technology
or Al in education (21.70%) were the dominant fields, with smaller but consistent clusters in
business, economics and management education (10.10%), teacher education (7.20%), and
other fields including STEM/health, educational management and policy, and religious
education. In terms of institution type, 47.80% of studies were conducted across multiple
institutions or did not specify a single institutional sector, 42.00% were based in public
institutions, and 10.10% in private institutions. Finally, the great majority of studies (84.01%)
were grounded in an explicitly named theory or conceptual model, while 11.60% did not draw
on an explicit theoretical framework and 4.30% relied on a framework synthesized by the
authors themselves. Taken together, these characteristics indicate that SHE research in
Southeast Asian higher education is methodologically diverse, increasingly recent,
concentrated in language education and educational technology, and predominantly theory-
driven.
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Table 1 Summary of Study Characteristics (n = 69)

Characteristic Category n Y%
Publication 2022 18 26.10%
Year 2023 9 13.00%

2024 17 24.60%
2025 21 30.40%
2026 4 5.80%
Methodology Mixed Methods 17 24.60%
Qualitative 15 21.70%
Quantitative 11 15.90%
Systematic Review / Bibliometric 8 11.60%
R&D / Design & Development 7 10.10%
Experimental / Quasi-Experimental 5 7.20%
Conceptual / Literature Review (non-empirical) 5 7.20%
Other / Unclassified 1 1.40%
Sample Students + Lecturers/Staff (multi-stakeholder) 19 27.50%
Students only 16 23.20%
Article/document corpus (unit of analysis = publications) 11 15.90%
Lecturers/Staff/Experts only 10 14.50%
Documents / Secondary data (no human sample) 7 10.10%
Other / Mixed 6 8.70%
Discipline Language Education / Applied Linguistics 20 29.00%
Educational Technology / ICT / Al in Education 15 21.70%
Other / Interdisciplinary 9 13.00%
Business, Economics & Management Education 7 10.10%
Teacher Education / Pedagogy 5 7.20%
Sustainability / Other Discipline-Specific 4 5.80%
STEM / Health & Medical Education 4 5.80%
Educational Management, Policy & Governance 3 4.30%
Religious / Islamic Education 2 2.90%
Institution Public & Private (multiple institutions) 33 47.80%
Type Public institution 29 42.00%
Private institution 7 10.10%
Theoretical Explicit named theory/model cited 58 84.10%
Framework No explicit theory (atheoretical/descriptive) 8 11.60%
Author-developed / synthesized framework 3 4.30%

RQ2: What themes dominate SHE research in Southeast Asia?

Based on a systematic analysis of 69 articles drawn from five Southeast Asian countries,
Indonesia (n=21), Thailand (n=17), Malaysia (n=12), Vietnam (n=10), and the Philippines
(n=9), five dominant themes were identified across the literature. These themes reflect the
overarching priorities and trajectories of SHE research in the region's higher education
institutions.

Digital Transformation

Digital Transformation emerged as the most pervasive theme across all five countries,
representing the broadest cluster of studies in the reviewed literature. This theme encompasses
the adoption and integration of digital technologies, including Learning Management Systems
(LMS), Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC:s), Artificial Intelligence (Al), blended learning
models, and ICT-based instruction, into higher education practice. In Indonesia, studies such
as Digital-Based Smart Campus at Telkom University (Qurtubi, 2022) and Al Implementation
as Support for Successful Green Campus Implementation (Rokhmah et al., 2025) illustrate how
digital infrastructure is being developed not only for pedagogical purposes but also for
institutional sustainability. In Vietnam, research on Digitalization of Higher Education (Thu,
2024) and Innovation in Vietnamese Higher Education for Society 5.0 (Nguyen, 2024)
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positions digital transformation as a national strategy aligned with future societal demands.
Malaysia's literature similarly addresses digital readiness through studies on MOOCs
acceptance (Albelbisi et al., 2022) and digital literacy for the 21st-century workforce (Khan et
al., 2022). Thailand and the Philippines round out this theme with research on virtual exchange
programs (Higgins, 2024), Al-assisted learning (Peungcharoenkun & Waluyo, 2023);
(Meepung, 2025), and technology-supported flexible delivery modalities (Molina, 2025).

Across the region, digital transformation is consistently framed not merely as a
technological upgrade, but as a fundamental restructuring of how education is delivered,
accessed, and sustained, making it the most dominant theme in the Southeast Asian SHE
landscape.

Pedagogical Innovation

The second dominant theme reflects a regional shift away from teacher-centered
instruction toward pedagogical models that prioritize student agency, active learning, and
contextual relevance. Studies under this theme feature approaches such as Project-Based
Learning (PBL), experiential learning, problem-based learning, collaborative learning, peer
assessment, and learner autonomy frameworks. Indonesia's research highlights the use of
simulation-based learning in cultural subjects (Zulfa et al., 2022) and contextual e-learning
design (Alfiriani et al., 2022; Firmansah, 2022; Hermawan et al., 2025), while Thailand's
literature examines self-regulated learning (Suphabwongsakul et al., 2025), learner needs
analysis (Kanokpermpoon, 2023), and problem-based self-development among teacher
education students (Polyiem & Nuangchalerm, 2022). Vietnam contributes research on peer
review systems powered by Al that facilitate reflective and collaborative learning (Nguyen et
al., 2025), while the Philippines presents evidence on critical thinking enhancement through
computer-aided assessment across multiple learning modalities (Molina, 2025). Across these
accounts, a consistent pattern emerges despite differences in specific pedagogical models: all
four countries represented in this theme, Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, and the Philippines,
frame pedagogical innovation as a vehicle for cultivating student agency and critical
engagement, even as the particular instructional strategies through which this is pursued
diverge by national context.

Sustainability Values and Character Development

The third theme addresses the integration of values, ethics, resilience, and character
development into higher education curricula and institutional cultures. Unlike the first two
themes, which are largely methodological or technological in nature, this theme is
fundamentally normative, concerned with what kind of graduate’s higher education institutions
aspire to produce. In Indonesia, studies explore the role of counselors in building adversity
quotient (Kusmanto et al., 2024; Tohirin & Mardiana, 2025), the embedding of moderation and
legal literacy into digital pedagogy (Dewi et al., 2024; Iskandar et al., 2022; Manu et al., 2025),
and the alignment of the Indonesian language curriculum with resilient values derived from the
SDGs (Astawa et al., 2024; Roestamy et al., 2025; Rokhmabh et al., 2025). In Thailand, research
examines multicultural literature (Tangkitjaroenkun et al., 2022) and intercultural sensitivity
development (Nattheeraphong et al.,, 2025). Vietnam's literature emphasizes ESG
(Environmental, Social, and Governance) integration into the accounting curriculum as a form
of responsible education (Vu, 2025), while the Philippines focuses on resilience and adversity
quotient in educational leadership (Dayagbil, 2023; Jose & Cabual, 2025), particularly among
institutional leaders navigating post-pandemic challenges. This theme underscores a growing
regional consensus that SHE must go beyond knowledge transmission to actively cultivate
ethical citizenship, cultural sensitivity, and personal resilience in students and educators alike.
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SDGs Integration

The fourth theme captures explicit efforts to align higher education practices with the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 4 (Quality
Education), SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities),
and SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals). Malaysia leads this theme with a comprehensive
study on Sustainability in Malaysian Higher Education that maps institutional sustainability
practices and recommends future directions (Kumaran & Idris, 2025; Muftahu, 2023),
alongside research on micro-credentials as a tool for human capital development (Raghavan et
al., 2025) and inclusive access through indigenous community outreach (Bei Muij Universiti)
(Awang et al., 2023). Vietnam explicitly connects sustainability to curriculum reform through
Integrating ESG and Sustainability Reporting into Accounting Curriculum (Vu, 2025), while
Indonesia's literature documents the presence of SDGs-aligned values within EFL learning
(Astawa et al., 2024; Roestamy et al., 2025) and the Indonesian language curriculum (Iskandar
et al., 2022). The Philippines addresses SDGs integration through the lens of educational
continuity and graduate employability (Pentang et al., 2022), and Thailand situates global
citizenship and lifelong learning within SDGs-related discourses (Piriyatachagul &
Nanthawong, 2025; Suphabwongsakul et al., 2025). This theme reflects an emerging
institutionalization of sustainability within Southeast Asian higher education, moving from
isolated initiatives to systemic curricular and governance-level commitments.

Educational Development Research Trends

The fifth theme encompasses macro-level research focused on governance reform,
institutional policy, quality assurance, internationalization, curriculum review, and the
emergence of new educational credentials such as micro-credentials. This theme is
distinguished by its systems-level perspective, examining how higher education institutions in
Southeast Asia are evolving in response to global pressures and regional development agendas.
In Vietnam, studies on Factors Determining Governance Effectiveness in Vietnamese
Universities and the implementation of Decree No. 86/2018 on internationalization reveal the
structural dimensions of educational reform (Nguyen et al., 2025). Malaysia and Thailand
contribute research on quality assurance frameworks, CEFR-aligned language assessment,
work-integrated education, and cooperative learning management (Cheewasukthaworn, 2022;
Jaroensombut et al., 2023; Khan et al., 2022). The Philippines documents curriculum revision
grounded in tracer study data (Pentang et al., 2022), while Indonesia maps two decades of
STEM education research and EMI practices through bibliometric and systematic review
methodologies (Lubis et al., 2025). This theme reflects the growing sophistication of
educational research in the region, as scholars move from individual classroom studies toward
systemic analyses of institutional effectiveness and policy impact.

Table 2 Summary of Research Theme Distribution

Theme Key Focus Countries Most Active

Digital Transformation LMS, AL, MOOCs, blended learning, ICT ~ All 5 countries

Pedagogical Innovation PBL, learner autonomy, critical thinking Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam,
Philippines

Sustainability Values & Resilience, ethics, ESG, intercultural Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam,

Character Philippines

SDGs Integration SDG alignment, inclusion, employability Malaysia, Vietnam, Indonesia

Educational Development Governance, QA, internationalization, Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand

Trends micro-credentials
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The analysis reveals that Digital Transformation is the most dominant theme in SHE
research across Southeast Asian higher education, present in all five countries and across
diverse institutional contexts. This is closely followed by Pedagogical Innovation and
Sustainability Values and Character Development, which together indicate a regional move
toward holistic, values-driven education. SDGs Integration and Educational Development
Trends, while less numerically prominent, represent the most structurally significant themes,
as they operate at the policy and institutional levels that ultimately shape the direction of SHE
across the region.

Taken together, these five themes reveal both consistency and divergence across the
region. A consistent pattern is that Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, and the Philippines each
pursue SHE through some combination of technological and pedagogical innovation at the
classroom level, while Malaysia and Vietnam more often anchor their contributions at the
policy and governance level, suggesting a regional division of emphasis rather than a single
uniform model of SHE. A further divergence is that while Digital Transformation and
Pedagogical Innovation are reported across nearly all five countries, Sustainability Values and
Character Development and SDGs Integration are more unevenly distributed, appearing
prominently in some national literatures (Indonesia, Vietnam) and only marginally in others
(Malaysia), pointing to uneven regional attention to the normative and policy dimensions of
sustainability relative to its technological and pedagogical dimensions.

[ Discussions ]

What distinguishes this review from prior scholarship is not merely its regional focus,
but its attempt to trace how SHE operates simultaneously at the individual, institutional, and
systemic levels within a single analytical frame, rather than treating these as separate strands
of inquiry. This multi-level synthesis is the review's central contribution: it allows patterns that
would otherwise appear as isolated, country-specific findings, a classroom pedagogy here, a
governance reform there, to be read instead as part of an interconnected regional phenomenon.

RQ 3 How does SHE contribute to educational development in Southeast Asia?

When we look closely at the 69 articles we reviewed from five Southeast Asian
countries, several patterns suggest that SHE is not just an academic concept, but is reported to
be reshaping how universities in this region think, teach, and operate. The reviewed literature
suggests that these contributions unfold at three levels: the individual, the institutional, and the
systemic. These contributions appear notable in part because they seem interconnected: what
happens in a classroom is described as rippling outward to shape entire institutions and national
policies.

Growing Individuals

Perhaps the most immediate contribution reported for SHE is its effect on the people
inside the classroom: students, teachers, and educational leaders alike. A recurring pattern in
the literature is that SHE is associated with building critical thinking and real-world problem-
solving skills. In the Philippines, research reported that when students were given non-routine
problems through computer-aided assessment across blended, online, and face-to-face settings,
their higher-order thinking was observed to improve. In Thailand, teacher education students
who went through problem-based learning were described as growing into reflective
practitioners who could think on their feet. These are the kinds of graduate outcomes that the
reviewed literature associates with a sustainable society.

The literature also reports associations between SHE and the cultivation of
sustainability literacy and ethical awareness: the capacity to understand one's responsibilities
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toward society and the environment. Vietnam's work on integrating ESG (Environmental,
Social, and Governance) reporting into accounting education is one example. Students were
reported to be learning not only accounting content but also to think like responsible
professionals. Similarly, Indonesia's efforts to embed SDG-related values into the language
curriculum suggest that sustainability does not have to be confined to science or policy courses;
when it is woven into other disciplines, students are described as beginning to see themselves
as part of a larger global story.

The literature further reports associations between SHE and resilience and emotional
intelligence. The Philippines' research on adversity quotient among university deans found that
leaders with stronger resilience frameworks were associated with navigating institutional crises
more effectively. Thailand's work on multicultural literature and intercultural sensitivity
development points to a similar pattern: students exposed to values-driven education are
described as developing a richer emotional and social vocabulary. In a region as diverse as
Southeast Asia, this pattern is noted as particularly relevant.

Transforming Institutions

Moving from individuals to institutions, the reviewed literature suggests that SHE is
described as an important lever for curriculum reform across the region. In Indonesia, several
studies report universities redesigning curricula to embed SDG-aligned values, not as an add-
on but as a structural feature of what students are expected to learn. The Philippines' research
takes an evidence-based approach, using tracer study data to identify gaps between what
graduates can do and what the labor market needs, and revising curricula accordingly.
Malaysia's studies describe institutions going further still, challenging conventional degree
structures by developing micro-credential frameworks within Open Distance Learning
institutions. The literature frames this as reflecting a broader rethinking of what universities
are for.

The reviewed literature also reports SHE as associated with quality assurance and
governance reforms at the institutional level. Both Thailand and Malaysia have produced
research examining how lecturers perceive course quality and how institutions might build
more accountable pedagogical systems. Vietnam's investigation into governance effectiveness
in universities points to something notable: SHE outcomes are described as depending not only
on classroom practice but also on the quality of leadership, the strength of institutional culture,
and openness to international collaboration. In other words, the literature suggests that SHE
prompts institutions to examine how they are run.

Another contribution reported in the literature is the greening of the campus itself.
Indonesia’s research on Al-powered green campus implementation at Telkom University is
presented as an example of a university aligning sustainability not only in its curriculum but
also in the systems that run the campus. This kind of institutional coherence, where what is
taught aligns with how the institution operates, is described in the literature as characteristic of
genuine educational sustainability.

Shaping Systems and Policies

At the broadest level, the reviewed literature suggests that SHE is beginning to leave a
mark on national education policy and regional governance across Southeast Asia. Vietnam
offers perhaps the most direct evidence of this. The analysis of Decree No. 86/2018 on the
internationalization of Vietnamese higher education is presented as documenting a
government's effort to translate sustainability principles, equity, access, quality, into law. The
research does not only highlight successes; it also examines where the decree has fallen short,
offering policymakers across the region lessons to consider. Vietnam’s engagement with
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Society 5.0 as an educational framework is presented as a further example of a country seeking
to future-proof its education system against technological and social disruption.

Malaysia contributes a different kind of macro-level insight. The comprehensive
analysis of sustainability in Malaysian higher education offers a national-level snapshot of
where universities stand and where they may need to go. The Bei Muij Universiti study is
presented as a reminder that macro-level sustainability is not only about policy frameworks; it
is also about reaching people who have historically been left behind. Its account of outreach
programs bringing higher education awareness to indigenous communities is offered as an
illustration that SHE, at its most meaningful, is connected to justice and inclusion.

One pattern worth noting is that, across the region, Southeast Asian researchers and
institutions are described as not merely implementing sustainability frameworks designed
elsewhere, but generating their own. The governance and management literature, shared
between Vietnam and Malaysia within the Commonwealth of Asia framework, is presented as
positioning this region as a knowledge producer in its own right, with distinctive insights to
offer the global education community.

Local Roots, Global Vision

A recurring pattern across the literature is how SHE in Southeast Asia consistently finds
ways to honor local context while reaching toward global standards. Indonesia brings Islamic
values into sustainability pedagogy. Thailand uses regional and healing literature to build social
consciousness. Malaysia reaches toward indigenous communities to ensure that no one is left
behind. The Philippines grounds curriculum reform in the real employment outcomes of its
graduates. Vietnam aligns its educational vision with both national development goals and
global technological transitions.

The design of the present review was inspired by the global bibliometric work of
Hallinger and Chatpinyakoop (2019) and Grosseck et al. (2019), which mapped the growth and
evolution of sustainability-in-education scholarship at a worldwide scale. Rather than
replicating their global scope, this study applies a comparable systematic lens to a single,
geographically bounded region, Southeast Asia, to examine how SHE research manifests when
studied on its own terms rather than as a subset of a larger global dataset. In this sense, the
present SLR is best understood as a regionally focused counterpart to these earlier global
reviews, undertaken in the same spirit of systematic synthesis but with a deliberately narrower
and more contextually grounded scope.

[ Conclusion and suggestions ]

The analysis of 69 articles across five Southeast Asian countries indicates that SHE
within this region is associated with contributions across multiple levels; this claim should be
used cautiously, however, as the present study did not conduct a meta-analysis or
systematically assess the quality of evidence across the included articles. The reviewed
literature consistently reports potential contributions of SHE at the individual, institutional, and
policy levels. At the individual level, students and educators engaging with sustainability-
oriented curricula and pedagogy are described in the literature as more capable, ethically
grounded, and resilient in the face of complex challenges. At the institutional level, SHE is
associated with greater accountability, pedagogical innovation, and social equity in university
operations and curricula. At the national and regional level, several studies suggest that SHE
enables Southeast Asian countries to articulate and assert their own contributions to the global
sustainability discourse, rather than merely adopting frameworks developed elsewhere. The
evidence further suggests that these reported contributions tend to be most pronounced when
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implementation is sensitive to the cultural, social, and historical specificities of each national
context. The diversity that characterizes Southeast Asia, far from being reported as an obstacle
to regional coherence, is instead portrayed in the literature as a condition that supports the
legitimacy and relevance of SHE initiatives in the region. This contextual responsiveness is
what several authors identify as distinguishing Southeast Asian SHE as a model worthy of
broader scholarly and policy attention.

In light of these findings, several directions warrant serious consideration for
researchers, practitioners, and policymakers alike. Future research should prioritize
longitudinal and comparative studies that track the sustained impact of SHE initiatives across
institutional and national boundaries, moving beyond the predominantly descriptive and cross-
sectional designs that currently characterize the field. There is a particular need for studies that
examine the long-term outcomes of sustainability-oriented curricula on graduate behavior,
professional practice, and civic engagement, dimensions that the existing literature has yet to
address with adequate depth. At the institutional level, universities across the region are
encouraged to develop more coherent and integrated sustainability frameworks that align
pedagogical innovation, governance reform, and campus operations within a unified strategic
vision, rather than treating these as separate institutional agendas. Policymakers, for their part,
should invest in creating regional platforms for knowledge exchange that enable Southeast
Asian institutions to learn from one another's sustainability experiences, recognizing that the
most relevant models for any given country are likely to be found within the region itself, rather
than imported from Western higher education contexts. Finally, given the underrepresentation
of the Philippines and Vietnam in the current literature relative to their population size and
higher education scale, targeted research capacity-building initiatives in these countries would
contribute meaningfully to a more balanced and representative body of knowledge on SHE in
Southeast Asia.

Limitations

This study is subject to several limitations. First, the review relied exclusively on the
ERIC database; relevant studies indexed in Scopus, Web of Science, or other regional databases
may therefore have been omitted, and the findings should be read as characterizing SHE
research as represented in ERIC rather than the field as a whole. Second, as noted earlier,
eligible articles were retrieved from only five of the eleven Southeast Asian countries, leaving
the experiences of Singapore, Brunei Darussalam, Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, and Timor-
Leste unrepresented in this synthesis. Third, this review did not conduct a meta-analysis or a
formal, tool-based quality appraisal beyond the self-developed checklist described in the
Methodology; consequently, claims about the reported contributions of SHE should be read as
patterns observed across the literature rather than as effects established with statistical rigor.
Finally, because data coding was conducted by one author and verified by a second rather than
through fully independent double-coding with a calculated reliability statistic, some degree of
subjective judgment in thematic categorization cannot be ruled out.

Policy Implications

These findings carry several actionable implications for higher education ministries and
institutional policymakers across Southeast Asia. First, given the pervasiveness of Digital
Transformation as a theme across all five countries reviewed, ministries are encouraged to
formalize national or institutional digital-sustainability strategies, ones that treat Al adoption,
blended learning, and LMS infrastructure not as isolated IT initiatives but as integral
components of sustainability policy. Second, because SDGs Integration was most often
reported as embedded through curriculum reform rather than standalone policy mandates,
ministries may consider incentivizing curriculum-level SDG integration directly, for example
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through accreditation criteria or funding schemes that reward interdisciplinary sustainability
content. Third, the evidence that contextually grounded models, such as Indonesia's integration
of Islamic values or Malaysia's indigenous outreach programs, are associated with more
durable outcomes suggests that regional policy frameworks should avoid one-size-fits-all
mandates and instead allow institutions flexibility to adapt sustainability initiatives to local
cultural and social contexts. Finally, given the underrepresentation of some countries in the
current evidence base, regional bodies such as ASEAN's education sector could play a role in
supporting research capacity-building so that policy decisions across the region are informed
by a more balanced body of evidence.

[ New knowledge and the effects on society and communities ]

This study contributes new knowledge through a comprehensive, multi-country
systematic mapping of SHE research in Southeast Asian from 2022 to 2026. A key finding is
that Digital Transformation, encompassing Al adoption, blended learning, LMS, and MOOC:s,
emerged as the most prominent theme across all five countries reviewed, suggesting a close
relationship between sustainability efforts and digital restructuring in higher education. Also
notable is the finding that Southeast Asian institutions are described in the literature as not
merely adopting externally produced sustainability frameworks but as generating contextually
grounded models that integrate local cultural values, indigenous outreach, and nationally
specific governance reforms into SHE practices. This is presented as positioning the region as
a knowledge producer in the global sustainability discourse, offering a counter-narrative to the
uncritical importation of Western higher education models and suggesting that contextual
sensitivity may be less a limitation than a condition associated with more durable SHE
Initiatives.

The central novelty of this review lies in its multi-level (individual, institutional,
systemic) lens for reading SHE research. To the authors' knowledge, based on the literature
search conducted for this review, no prior study has applied this same multi-level analytical
approach to SHE research in Southeast Asian.

The effects of these findings may extend meaningfully to society, local communities,
and higher education institutions across the region, although these connections are inferred
from the reviewed studies rather than directly tested. At the societal level, universities that
embed sustainability principles are reported to produce graduates described as having stronger
critical thinking, ethical awareness, and resilience, competencies that the literature associates
with workforce quality, social cohesion, and community capacity to address environmental and
economic challenges. Marginalized communities may benefit particularly from inclusion-
oriented initiatives such as indigenous outreach programs and employability-driven curriculum
reform, which the reviewed studies associate with more equitable pathways into higher
education and productive employment. For higher education institutions specifically, this study
suggests a need to move beyond isolated sustainability initiatives and toward integrated
institutional strategies that align curriculum design, pedagogical innovation, governance
reform, and campus operations within a unified sustainability vision. Institutions that do so
may be better positioned to fulfill their academic mission and to strengthen their relationship
with the communities they serve, as agents of equitable and sustainable regional development.
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