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Abstract: This article considers universities as an important element to increase productivity and
competitiveness, where sustainable development (SD) is a cornerstone aspect for their development
because it promotes effective communication mechanisms. The aim of this research is to evaluate the
management of category A and B universities in Ecuador, through the contents of their accountability
reports. The method to be used is bibliographic, exploratory, analytical, and experimental,
considering the indicators of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). The results show a lack of
commitment from the analyzed higher education institutions when preparing accountability reports
in terms of sustainability criteria. Additionally, the category in which each university is placed does
not guarantee effective disclosure of information to the point that some category B universities have a
higher percentage of revealed data than their A category peers. Similarly, the results also suggest
proposing plans of action for policymakers to create standards for socially responsible annual reports
to respond to the “triple bottom line” criteria approach, as well as establishing guidelines for the
correct dissemination and disclosure of information. The originality of this work lies in analyzing the
social responsibility practices in Ecuadorian universities by applying GRI indicators.

Keywords: sustainable development; higher education; social responsibility; global reporting
initiative; accountability

1. Introduction

Sustainable development (SD) seeks a balance among economic growth, social well-being,
and environmental well-being, which are pursued to meet the needs related to population growth
and industrialization. The SD objectives try to put an end to problems on all sides with the firm
intention of generating greater and better opportunities for progress in the world through the criteria of
transparency in its actions. In addition, according to [1], it is essential to highlight that one of the basic
problems to achieve environmental, social, and economic sustainability is autonomy from political
powers in the academic government and the quality of the production and transfer of knowledge
to society.

According to [2], universities are held socially responsible for an interdisciplinary approach which
has them follow all sustainable development objectives that have been defined for all higher education
institutions worldwide through the social, economic, and environmental dimensions. Therefore,
all universities must promote sustainable-related competencies in which the previously mentioned
dimensions are emphasized to achieve justice and social equity, which is why interdependence between a
paradigm that favors educational inclusion and sustainable development in higher education must exist [3].
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According to [4], Ecuador is facing challenges in the management of higher educational quality.
This shows an imperative need to improve the internal quality management processes of all Ecuadorian
universities to achieve superior standards, which must go hand in hand with government established
standards for higher education that focus on quality, research, and a strong and productive relationship
with society. In addition, the reality of each university must be regarded in terms of budget
allocation established by law, which may have a negative impact on their level of organization, control,
and performance [5].

The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has established
17 objectives for sustainable development and is committed to their implementation between
2016 and 2030, and these objectives are part of an “integrated and indivisible set of global priorities.
At the same time, it aims at considering and respecting the different national realities and priorities of
each country. Therefore, without forgetting the global goals, the UN member states [6], “to eradicate
poverty, protect the planet and ensure prosperity by following the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development”. Said agenda comprises a political declaration along with 17 sustainable development
goals, among which are:

Goal 4 Ensure inclusive, and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities
for all.
Goal 8 Promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment,
and decent work for all.
Goal 16 Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice
for all and build effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions at all levels.
Goal 17 Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership for
Sustainable Development [7].

Universities currently adopt SD criteria, in their management model, which require establishing
a transparency mechanism through more extensive accountability reports that meets the needs
of different interest groups. The disclosure of information is also a sign of responsibility and
commitment of the organization with its environment, becoming an element of support in the
search for excellence. Therefore, institutions of higher education must ensure that the academic
and administrative management goes according to the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) indicator
standards. According to [8], universities identify their sustainability-related pressures to contribute to
their internal and global change processes that focus on sustainable development, which allows them
to aim at enhancing the role of universities as sources of both strategic knowledge and educators of
future generations.

The importance of implementing competences in sustainability in higher education is observed in
the search for methodological scenarios that help to involve sustainable behaviors based on professional
ethics. That is why universities must implement approaches that involve not only sustainability in
the theoretical field but also methods that lead to the practice of such methods in real-life situations.
All action fields covered by universities must be effectively and efficiently coordinated to involve
methodological scenarios that lead to the proper implementation of sustainability [9].

Additionally, according to [10], sustainability has a group of 17 goals that must be developed
and inserted into society. To ensure that the sustainable development goals are established and
put into practice, universities must train their teachers, and therefore they can understand the
importance of sustainability in all fields and help in its execution. This can be achieved by,
for example, motivating students with extra credits and further academic recognition for implementing
sustainability-related projects that meet the objectives of sustainable development, which would be a
great way to contribute ethically and responsibly to society.

At present, the objectives of sustainable development have not been completely implemented
by higher education institutions, despite being aware of their crucial importance, to the point that
most universities are not implementing sustainability-related training programs [11]. Nowadays,



Sustainability 2020, 12, 7384 3 of 21

sustainability has become more relevant than ever, which is prompting universities to search for methods
that facilitate achieving such sustainability goals. A study carried out in the Cataluña International
University proved that there were numerous visions, difficulties, and challenges regarding the concept
of sustainable development. Therefore, as an educational institution, there is an obligation to pose
challenges that motivate the university community to adhere to professional principles based on
sustainable development [12].

However, the preparation of accountability reports in higher education institutions shows a lower
level of development as compared with other sectors, which is clear when reviewing the GRI database.
There are only 90 universities spread over Europe, Asia, North America, Africa, and Oceania that
prepare accountability reports with the help of this tool.

Additionally, the GRI approach is being used in developed countries to find proper solutions and
ideas that can be used in favor of effective and sustainable management. This work can be placed as the
first line of research in its application in Ecuador, which will reveal the reality of Ecuadorian universities,
from a triple bottom line approach, considering that such institutions must not be separated from the
purposes, goals, challenges, and objectives outlined in the “National Development Plan 2017–2021:
A Whole Life”, which is the main regulatory instrument of the Decentralized National System of
Participatory Planning (DNSPP) in Ecuador, whose major aim is to contribute to the progressive
fulfillment of public policies [13].

Within that context, this work focuses on the state of sustainability reports in Ecuador, where several
universities throughout the years have emerged because of the constant growth and development
in the country, which has made it possible for them to stand out in the three main lines of
action (academy, research, and connection). All Ecuadorian universities entered an institutional
evaluation process of accreditation and categorization in 2002, which was in charge of the National
Council for Evaluation and Accreditation (NCEA). Subsequently, in 2008, Constituent Mandate
No. 14, empowered the NCEA to prepare a technical analysis on the level of institutional performance
of all higher education institutions in Ecuador. As a result of their report, which was issued in
November 2009, 68 universities were placed in the A, B, C, D, and E categories.

Then, in 2010, with the profound constitutional changes that took place in the higher education
system along with the reform of the Organic Law of Higher Education of 2000, a new education
quality evaluation government agency called the Council for the Evaluation, Accreditation and Quality
Assurance of Higher Education (CEAQAHE) was created. This new agency evaluated 40 higher
education institutions (HEIs), in 2013, under the following five criteria: academic, research, organization,
infrastructure, and academic efficiency. After this new process of evaluation, the Ecuadorian universities
were placed in one of four categories, i.e., A, B, C, and D and it was recommended that A, B, and C
category institutions come up with an improvement plan, while the universities placed in the D
category were required to submit an institutional strengthening plan.

Afterwards, the last process of evaluation, accreditation, and recategorization of universities and
polytechnic schools, carried out between the years 2015, 2016, and 2017 was carried out considering
the following criteria: academic organization, research, engagement with the society, resources,
infrastructure, and students. As of 2017, 33 universities in Ecuador have started the educational quality
evaluation process, of which 15 are public and the remaining 18 are private institutions (see Table 1).

Table 1. Level of institutional performance of Ecuadorian universities from 2009 to 2017.

Year Category A Category B Category C Category D Category E Total Universities

2009 11 9 13 9 26 68

2013 3 17 14 6 - 40

2017 6 27 - - - 33

Source: Own elaboration based on the 2009 NCEA report and the 2013–2017 CEAQAHE report.
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Interestingly enough, the evaluation standards are those that justify the creation of the public
value of several entities, including educational ones, which is based, according to [14], on regulatory
sources such as the Constitution of Ecuador or the Higher Education Organic Law, among other
accreditation and standard-setting agencies such as the CEAQAHE, which established new criteria for
evaluating universities [15].

Therefore, the main objective of this work is to evaluate university management from an economic,
social, and environmental perspective published in their accountability reports based on the indicators
reflected in the GRI standards. This analysis is performed with all category A and B Ecuadorian
universities, in the year 2017, in order to answer the following two crucial research questions:

Research Question 1 Do Ecuadorian universities prepare accountability reports under sustainability criteria?
Research Question 2 What policies could be implemented to improve the elaboration of accountability reports?

To achieve our objective, this work presents a literature review in Section 2, the methodology is
detailed in Section 3, the analysis of the results are explained in Section 4, a thorough discussion is
included in Section 5, the conclusions are included in Section 6, and the implications and limitations of
this study are detailed in Section 7.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Sustainable Development

According to [16], sustainable development is a way to try to merge different environmental
perspectives with socioeconomic points of view in order to help people find proper solutions to
problems that are affecting their lives so that they can secure a better future for all.

Additionally, [17] mentioned that sustainable development, as a concept, has been the subject
of several attempts to define it under different criteria. However, the most relevant factor here is to
understand that whatever criteria may go along with it, it must be clear enough to distinguish among
goals, targets, indicators, or policies.

Moreover, a report published by [18] mentioned that sustainable development could be defined
as progress that takes place without harming either our present or our future generations in order for
them to cover all their needs by focusing on environmental protection, economic growth, and social
equity. From an educational perspective, [19] stated that sustainable development helps organizations
to think more clearly in terms of what is best to have a better and sustainable future for all humankind.

2.2. Reporting: Accountability and Sustainability

Accountability reporting in education, according to [20], is a process that helps fulfill responsibilities
and reach any set goals within a given period of time. In order for this process to work properly,
accountability reports must be accompanied by properly defined indicators that are crucial to determine
their results. In that sense, [21] stated that said results must be considered to be a turning point that
can help raise and broaden awareness of their impact on the society in social and economic terms.
In addition, [22] stated that given the crucial role of higher education institutions in our modern world, the best
way for them to be efficient, transparent, and environmentally responsible is to prepare accountability reports
that follow a set of standards that can satisfy all stakeholders. All in all, [23] mentioned that accountability
reports are a set of documents that are used to record, justify, and present the activities carried out by an
organization to all stakeholders.

Additionally, [24] mentioned that sustainability reporting in higher education institutions must
consider all social, economic, and environmental aspects in order to properly issue reports which must
consider all stakeholders’ interests. Therefore, the implementation of this kind of report must be adopted
by universities as a managerial tool with proper connections to their institutional strategic objectives.

Public universities have started to experiment with sustainability-based reports, but these
efforts are still limited by the multiple forms of management reports [25]. Nowadays,
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Integrated Reports (IR) generate public value and face accountability pressures. The purpose of
IRs is to foster opportunities for innovation in socially responsible reporting in the public sector. From that
perspective, sustainability reports help organizations to identify and set their sustainability policies to make it
easier for them to manage their environmental practices (strategic plans, goal development, and performance
measurement) by combining profitability with social responsibility [26]. In this sense, sustainability reports
fulfill a dual function as follows:

1. Evaluating the institution’s progress toward sustainability;
2. Being accountable for the efforts made by the institution in the economic, social, and environmental

dimension before the different interest groups.

Among the available alternatives in this context, we have “the sustainability reporting” GRI standards
characterized by being the first and most widely adopted global standards for sustainability reports [27],
which are based on the following three classic dimensions of sustainability reporting:

Economic dimension. It affects the impact of the organization on the economic conditions of its
stakeholders and economic systems at local, national, and international levels.
Environmental dimension It refers to an organization’s impact on living and inert natural systems,
including ecosystems, soil, air, and water. These environmental indicators cover performance
concerning inflows (materials, energy, water) and outflows (emissions, discharges, and waste).
Social dimension. It is related to the impact of an organization’s activities on the social systems in
which it operates. Social performance indicators identify the key aspects of performance about labor
issues, human rights, society, and product responsibility [28].

2.3. The Triple Bottom Line and the GRI Approach

In 1988, [29] worked on a framework to measure sustainability, and then came up with a model,
called the triple bottom line (TBL). This framework focuses on conventional profit measures and also
on environmental and social aspects, which makes it unique and highly effective in terms of reporting
to all stakeholders, because an organization can clearly demonstrate its performance in every aspect
and field.

The triple bottom line is a reference for an organization that claims to be sustainable in the
social, economic, and environmental dimensions. When any of these dimensions is not respected,
such organization will cease to be considered as sustainable [30]. Therefore, the TBL is considered to
be a catalyst for a change in the performance of an organization because it enables the organization to
be socially responsible and also highly efficient at whatever it does, which creates a strong link with
the community and improves the organization’s income potential [31].

Then, in 1997, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) along with the Coalition
for Environmentally Responsible Economies (CERES) and the Tellus Institute established the Global
Reporting Initiative whose main goal was to develop a sustainability reporting framework to help all
sorts of organizations to prepare and issue their accountability reports in a highly detailed fashion [32].
According to [33], the GRI works as a tool to measure the efficiency of an organization by reflecting
upon the TBL pillars (economy, social equity, and environment) to, then, publish such results to
the general public. The same author also mentioned this approach is highly practical in terms of
simplifying and unifying conflicting accounting methodologies, which, at the same time, provides a
format that is clear, useful, comparable and influential thanks to its transparent philosophy that is
based on 11 principles, which are put in action through the application of 146 indicators.

The GRI standards are subdivided into indicators that analyze the information presented in the
different dimensions in more detail (see Figure 1). Such indicators have a positive or negative value
depending on their behavior.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 7384 6 of 21Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 22 

 

Figure 1. Global Reporting Initiative standards. Source: Own elaboration. 

GRI reports have been continuously developed for 20 years and are among the best global 

practices for reporting in the three study axes. The aim pursued by the GRI organization is to increase 

the quality in preparing sustainability reports, which is also being done with financial reports, in 

terms of comparability, rigor, credibility, periodicity, and verifiability. In fact, 93% of the 250 largest 

corporations in the world issue their sustainability performance reports based on GRI standards, 

which means the GRI standards are one of the best mechanisms to report on the economic, social, 

and environmental dimensions of an organization [14]. 

According to [34], both the business sector and higher education institutions in Latin America 

continuously seek improvements in their organizations to mitigate negative impacts through the 

evaluation of their sustainability reports established by the GRI. This approach emerges to contribute 

to the economic, social, and environmental sustainability fields and functions as a tool that aids in 

the development of reports that, along with basic contents, sustainability contexts, precision, clarity, 

reliability, and the participation of all stakeholders, can help universities to achieve socially 

responsible management. Therefore, [35] mentioned that the application of the triple bottom line 

approach in higher education institutions is crucial because these instituitions have the social burden 

of providing society with socially, economically, and environmentally responsible professionals. 

Additionally, it is worth mentioning that the university social responsibility (USR) is gaining 

increasing relevance because all stakeholders, more and more, demand for USR. This is why when 

organizing, planning strategies, and executing them, higher education universities have found, in 

sustainability reports, a great tool to evidence their ethics and transparency from the triple bottom 

line approach because, according to [36], the GRI approach assumes a fundamental role to assess and 

describe the level of social, economic, and environmental sustainability. Therefore, all sustainability 

reports issued by universities should reflect upon all those aspects to show their commitment to 

contribute to a sustainable future. 

Figure 1. Global Reporting Initiative standards. Source: Own elaboration.

GRI reports have been continuously developed for 20 years and are among the best global practices
for reporting in the three study axes. The aim pursued by the GRI organization is to increase the
quality in preparing sustainability reports, which is also being done with financial reports, in terms of
comparability, rigor, credibility, periodicity, and verifiability. In fact, 93% of the 250 largest corporations
in the world issue their sustainability performance reports based on GRI standards, which means the
GRI standards are one of the best mechanisms to report on the economic, social, and environmental
dimensions of an organization [14].

According to [34], both the business sector and higher education institutions in Latin America
continuously seek improvements in their organizations to mitigate negative impacts through the
evaluation of their sustainability reports established by the GRI. This approach emerges to contribute
to the economic, social, and environmental sustainability fields and functions as a tool that aids in
the development of reports that, along with basic contents, sustainability contexts, precision, clarity,
reliability, and the participation of all stakeholders, can help universities to achieve socially responsible
management. Therefore, [35] mentioned that the application of the triple bottom line approach in
higher education institutions is crucial because these instituitions have the social burden of providing
society with socially, economically, and environmentally responsible professionals.

Additionally, it is worth mentioning that the university social responsibility (USR) is gaining
increasing relevance because all stakeholders, more and more, demand for USR. This is why when
organizing, planning strategies, and executing them, higher education universities have found,
in sustainability reports, a great tool to evidence their ethics and transparency from the triple bottom
line approach because, according to [36], the GRI approach assumes a fundamental role to assess and
describe the level of social, economic, and environmental sustainability. Therefore, all sustainability
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reports issued by universities should reflect upon all those aspects to show their commitment to
contribute to a sustainable future.

2.4. Previous Studies on the Use of the GRI Approach

A review of previous studies on the use of the GRI approach showed its importance in the
business and educational sectors. Table 2 shows a summary of the reviewed articles found in different
renowned bibliographic databases such as Scopus, Ebscohost, Scielo, which were published between
2012 and 2017.

Table 2. Recent studies on the use of the GRI approach and sustainability reports.

Recent Studies on the Use of the GRI Approach and Sustainability Reports

Author(S) Sample Results

Rosa et al. (2012) [37]
397 NH chain hotels in Europe,
America, and Africa Data
collection was performed in 2010

They built a performance evaluation model called
Environmental Disclosure Evaluation Hotels (EDEH) under the
GRI3 indicators. The results show that the proposed model
helps to evaluate the performance of environmental information.

Alcaraz-Quiles et al. (2014) [38] 55 Spanish towns

They analyzed the sustainability reports issued by the local
governments of the analyzed cities based on the GRI report.
The authors agree on the importance of GRI reports as a tool
for learning, management, and communication.

Kumar et al. (2016) [39]

Top 10 banks in India (based on
the size of their assets) Data
collection was performed based on
the fiscal year 2016

The social responsibility metrics of the GRI-G4 guidelines
assigned to communication parameters were applied here.
The results show that the level of SR and disclosure is highly
inadequate, with only three banks publishing a detailed
sustainability report, and only two of them have adopted the
GRI-G4 framework.

Romero et al. (2016) [40] Three higher education
institutions

They applied randomization as a research approach to study the
sustainability reports of three higher education institutions in
Cali, Colombia and found that such institutions had very little
knowledge in terms of the GRI methodology, its application,
and advantages.

Bilbao-Terol et al. (2017) [41]

8 Spanish companies were chosen
for their relevance in the Spanish
stock market
Data gathering took place in 2014.

They developed a multi-criteria model according to the
hierarchical structure designed by the GRI. It was concluded
that, in general, the analyzed companies did not fully follow the
recommendations of the GRI Guide. Thus, companies only
focus on disclosing information about the number of employees,
type of contract, and working hours.

Niemann et al. (2017) [42]

6 European cities with at least
100,000 inhabitants belonging to
the Netherlands, Germany,
Ireland, and Switzerland
Data collection was carried out
over several years (2004–2015).

They analyzed the sustainability reports issued by the local
governments of the analyzed cities based on the GRI report.
The authors agree on the importance of GRI reports as a tool for
learning, management, and communication. It was noticeable
that in the first years of preparing the sustainability reports,
more exhaustive information was shown however, the
“reporting fatigue” phenomenon is palpable, which is also
linked to the lack of financial help.

Huerta and Gaete (2017) [43] 7650 Institutions with
sustainability reports

They determined social responsibility (SR), by providing
information on sustainability reports as a means of making the
activities that organizations carry out more visible; especially
those activities related to university social responsibility.

Hervieux et al. (2017) [44]

14 Signatories to the United
Nations’ Principles for
Responsible Management
Education (PRME)

After a careful analysis of Sharing in Progress (SIP) reports of 14
signatories to the United Nations’ Principles for Responsible
Management Education (PRME) by applying the GRI
sustainability reporting guidelines to identify any possibilities to
improve reporting processes, it was found that even the most
important nations inlcuded limited information on the social and
economic dimensions. However, in spite of the challenges faced
in PRIME implementantion, improving SIP reports is feasible.

Source: Own elaboration.

The GRI approach plays a very important role in higher education institutions (HEIs) since they
are a model for society. Research related to sustainable development is essential because, thanks to it,
universities assume, before society, their social connection and commitment to influence social policies.
According to [45], sustainable development refers to the actions taken by humans to develop viable
social communities from an economic and environmental point of view. In addition, [46] stated that
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evaluations based on USR indicators are very effective in decision making processes because they are
easy to measure and are also easy to compare with other types of evaluation systems because of the ease
of use of the GRI method, which is a clear sign which tells us that integrating sustainability in education
and its curricula could transform education and lead the social change towards sustainability.

Within this context, it is important to mention that Ecuadorian public and private universities
have not, until now, adopted the GRI methodology-based model for their sustainability reports that
allow management reports to be measured in the economic, social, and environmental dimensions.

3. Methodology

The sample to be analyzed in this research consisted of public and private Ecuadorian universities
that were categorized as either A or B in the year 2017. To have reliable data to support this research,
the resolutions adopted by the Council for Evaluation, Accreditation and Quality Assurance of Higher
Education (CEAQAHE) in 2017 were considered, since this was the organization that regulated
institutional self-evaluation and also performed external quality evaluation processes of all HEIs.
The final evaluation process reports of such universities are included in Table 3.

The method that helped us contrast the objective of this work was the application of information
indexes. These are instruments designed to measure a series of elements that, when added up, offer a
representative result of the level of information disclosure of the set of entities that make up the sample,
according to the specific context for which such index was conceived [47]. The elaboration of an
information index is performed in two phases as follows:

1. Selecting the informative elements that will be taken as a reference.
2. Establishing a weighed system that assesses the relative importance of each element included

in the index.

In the present work, we constructed our analysis by using an unweighted dichotomous measure,
because it focused on figuring out the occurrence or non-occurrence of certain events, having for this
purpose n observations to identify findings that allowed us to share recommendations to strengthen
the construction of sustainable accountability. Thus, a dichotomous procedure is established according
to which an element scores 1 when it contains information or 0 otherwise. The total result (RT),
therefore, is the total of all the reported elements. Finally, the index value (TI) is calculated as the ratio
between the provided information by each university (TR) and the maximum value that represents
the disclosure of all elements considered (M). Consequently, the index value will be 0 and 1 [48]. It is
worth mentioning that the following formulas are adaptations of the formulas used by the previously
mentioned authors.

RT =
m∑

i=1

di (1)

where di = 1 if index di is revealed and 0 otherwise, m < n.

M =
n∑

i=1

di (2)

where di = recommended disclosure item and n = number of items to be disclosed by a given entity.

TI =
RT
M

(3)

where 0 ≤ TI ≤ 1.
The evaluation included 379 items related to sustainable development, of which 59 are associated

with the economic dimension, 186 with the environmental dimension, and 134 with the social dimension.
This is why the indicators were applied based on the information gathered from the accountability
reports issued by Ecuadorian universities (see Table 3), whcih describes the sample of universities that
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were considered in the present research. The reports that enabled us to demonstrate the sustainability
of an organization were those that used the GRI criteria, collected in the following three dimensions:
economic, environmental, and social. Such reports are helpful to achieve a greater level of transparency
in an organization and a better comparison of elements on a global scale [49].

Table 3. Universities with reliable data.

No. University Category CEAQAHE Resolution Public/Private

1 San Francisco de Quito University A 001-073-CEAACES-2013-01 Private

2 Espíritu Santo University A 396-CEAACES-SO-11-2016 Private

3 University of the Armed Forces (ESPE) A 388-CEAACES-SO-11-2016 Private

4 University of Cuenca A 386-CEAACES-SO-11-2016 Public

5 Littoral Polytechnic School (ESPOL) A 001-073-CEAACES-2013-03 Public

6 National Polytechnic School A 001-073-CEAACES-2013-02 Public

7 Indoamerica Technological University B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-04 Private

8 Equinoctial Technological University B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-10 Private

9 Technical Private University of Loja B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-24 Private

10 Technical State University of Quevedo B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-11 Public

11 Technical University of the North B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-13 Public

12 Technical University of Manabí B 397-CEAACES-SO-11-2016 Public

13 Technical University of Machala B 967-CEAACES-SO-28-2016 Public

14 Technical University of Ambato B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-17 Public

15 Salesian Polytechnic University B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-20 Private

16 State Polytechnic University of Carchi B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-46 Public

17 SEK International University B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-07 Private

18 National University of Loja B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-15 Public

19 Iberoamerican University of Ecuador B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-49 Private

20 State University of Milagro B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-08 Public
21 State University of the Amazon B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-47 Public

22 University of the Hemispheres B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-48 Private

23 University of the Americas B 390-CEAACES-SO-11-2016 Private

24 University of Guayaquil B 966-CEAACES-SO-28-2016 Public

25 Santiago de Guayaquil Catholic University B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-06 Private

26 Catholic University of Cuenca B 147-CEAACES-SE-13-2017 Private
27 Casa Grande University B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-09 Private

28 Pontifical Catholic University of Ecuador B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-22 Private

29 Higher Polytechnic School of Chimborazo B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-23 Public

30 International University of Ecuador B 394-CEAACES-SO-11-2016 Private

31 Central University of Ecuador B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-29 Public

32 University of Azuay B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-05 Private

33 Technological University of Business of
Guayaquil B 001-073-CEAACES-2013-14 Private

Source: Own elaboration.

The review of information gathered from reliable sources to find out about the reality of each
Ecuadorian university was a process that relied on the reports issued by the control agency of
educational quality in Ecuador, i.e., CEAQAHE and accountability reports of the year 2017, which were
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published on their respective websites, to identify their degree of compliance in relation to the GRI
standards framework and their sustainability policies.

4. Analysis of the Results

The percentages shown in Table 4 correspond to the number of disclosures from public universities
in Ecuador, whose reports were obtained from the accountability reports of 2017, through the application
of the GRI approach. It is observed that the accountability reports issued by public universities are not
prepared under any sustainability criteria. There are only two universities (Technical University of
the North and Technical University of Machala) with the highest number of disclosures, 33 and 32,
respectively, out of 379 items, while the other 13 universities remain at even lower levels. Among the
public universities, the Technical University of the North has the highest number of disclosures,
which shows that despite being a category B university, there is a great level of responsibility when
writing its accountability report. These results show a significantly larger number of disclosures on the
economic and social standards, which may have occurred because those are the most common aspects
in terms of accountability reports.

Table 4. Number and percentage of GRI disclosures provided by public Ecuadorian universities.

University Category Economic
GRI

Environmental
GRI

Social
GRI

Number of
Disclosures

Disclosure
Percentage

University of Cuenca A 12 0 11 23 6.1%

Littoral Polytechnic School (ESPOL) A 11 0 7 18 4.7%

National Polytechnic School A 11 0 10 21 5.5%

Technical State University of Quevedo B 12 0 17 29 7.7%

Technical University of the North B 11 1 21 33 8.7%

Technical University of Manabí B 12 2 15 29 7.7%

Technical University of Machala B 10 0 22 32 8.4%

Technical University of Ambato B 7 0 5 12 3.2%

State Polytechnic University of Carchi B 8 1 13 22 5.8%

National University of Loja B 11 3 13 27 7.1%

State university of Milagro B 8 1 10 19 5%

State University of the Amazon B 7 0 8 15 4%

University of Guayaquil B 11 2 8 21 5.5%

Higher Polytechnic School
of Chimborazo B 10 0 12 22 5.8%

Central University of Ecuador B 7 1 13 21 5.5%

Source: Own elaboration.

According to Table 5, the number of disclosures from private universities in Ecuador indicates that,
by applying the GRI methodology, the University of Azuay and the Salesian Polytechnic University
have the largest number of data revealed, i.e., 32 and 31, respectively, out of 379 items. Considering that
these are category B universities and that the accountability reports do not show pertinent evidence that
contributes to these sustainability criteria, we can assert that it is probably due to the lack of detailed
information. The number of GRI revelations on the economic, environmental, and social standards
issued by private universities in Ecuador show that most Ecuadorian universities, public and private,
limit their accountability reports to economic and social aspects despite promoting environmental
awareness campaigns, which are simply ignored in their reports.
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Table 5. Number and percentage of disclosures provided by private Ecuadorian universities.

University Category Economic
GRI

Environmental
GRI

Social
GRI

Number of
Disclosures

Disclosure
Percentage

Espíritu Santo University A 3 0 8 11 2.9%

University of the Armed Forces “ESPE” A 7 1 1 9 2.4%

San Francisco de Quito University A 9 1 4 14 3.7%

Catholic University of Cuenca B 10 0 9 19 5%

University of the Americas B 9 0 12 21 5.5%

International University of Ecuador B 4 1 3 8 2.1%

Casa Grande University B 7 1 8 16 4.2%

Santiago de Guayaquil Catholic
University B 10 1 9 20 5.3%

Pontifical Catholic University of Ecuador B 4 2 8 14 3.7%

Indoamerica Technological University B 9 0 11 20 5.3%

SEK International Private University B 3 0 9 12 3.2%

Salesian Polytechnic University B 12 2 17 31 8.2%

University of Azuay B 3 11 18 32 8.4%

Technical Private University of Loja B 9 0 12 21 5.5%

Technological University of
Business of Guayaquil B 0 0 0 0 0

Equator Technological University B 9 1 8 18 4.7%

University of the Hemispheres B 5 0 9 14 3.7%

Iberoamerican University of Ecuador B 7 0 7 14 3.7%

Source: Own elaboration.

Unfortunately, the accountability reports issued by Ecuadorian universities differ from the
application of these standards [50]. It can be observed in Tables 4 and 5 that public universities have a
higher degree of compliance in their annual reports, although the difference is minimal. The compliance
average in public universities is 6% as compared with 4.47% in the private ones.

To illustrate the information obtained from the accountability reports in question, a thorough analysis
of the 33 analyzed Ecuadorian universities on the three assessment dimensions is presented below.

In the economic context, according to the analysis of the GRI 201 (economic performance), in the
201-1 (directly generated and distributed economic value), it can be observed that, out of the 33
analyzed universities, 24 of them, which represent 75% of them, such as the National Polytechnic
School, Littoral Polytechnic School, University of Cuenca, University of the Armed Forces (ESPE),
San Francisco de Quito University, Higher Polytechnic School of Chimborazo, Casa Grande University,
and the Catholic University of Cuenca, among others show in the report the compliance of the budget
execution of the year 2017. However, the following four universities do not show any evidence of
this: Espíritu Santo University, University of Azuay, International University of Ecuador, and SEK
International University; whereas the Pontifical Catholic University of Ecuador, Central University of
Ecuador, University of the Hemispheres and the Technical University of the North do it incompletely.

In 201-2, 100% of the universities do not register any financial implications and other risks or
opportunities derived from climate change. Likewise, in 201-3 (benefit plan obligations and other
retirement plans), 28% of the universities consider benefits to this group of interest, such as the Technical
State University of Quevedo, Technical University of Manabí, Technical University of Machala, and the
Higher Polytechnic School of Chimborazo, among others, whereas the remaining 72% do not mention
any information regarding retirement plans.

Regarding 201-4 (financial assistance received from the government), higher education institutions
are considered to receive financial assistance from the government, although the accountability report
does not establish the balance of transactions between universities and the government (financial aid
vs. paid taxes). The results obtained from this item are as follows: 18 universities, which correspond to
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56%, show evidence of received financial assistance; 41% of the universities partially register it; and the
other 3% of the universities do not declare this information in their accountability reports, such as the
case of the University of Azuay.

According to the research results of the GRI 202 (market presence), in 202-1 (initial standard wage
category by gender ratio against the minimum local wage), 100% of universities do not register any
of this information in detail. However, they address the issue of public policies for gender equality
in their accountability reports, whereas, in 202-2, the reports do not show any information on the
percentage of senior executives hired from the local community except for the Catholic University
of Cuenca.

As for the study of GRI 203 (indirect economic impact), the analysis of 203-1 (investment in
infrastructure and support services), the University of Azuay and the International University of
Ecuador show evidence of investment in physical and technological infrastructure in their reports,
which has contributed to the development of teaching and research. In contrast, the State University
of the Amazon and the Technical University of Ambato do no, in any way, reflect information about
this GRI, whereas the rest of universities, such as the University of the Americas, University of the
Hemispheres, University of Guayaquil, Central University of Ecuador, Technical State University
of Quevedo, Equinoctial Technological University, and the Indoamerica Technological University,
among others partially comply with it. Regarding the study of GRI 203-2 (significant indirect
economic impact), only the Technical University of the North shows relevant evidence in their
accountability report of 2017.

According to the analysis of GRI 204 (acquisition practices), 69% of the universities, such as
the National Polytechnic School, University of Cuenca, University of the Armed Forces (ESPE),
San Francisco de Quito University, Higher Polytechnic School of Chimborazo, and the Catholic
University of Cuenca, among others, register in their accountability reports information on purchases
of products and services made locally. However, 31% of the other universities, such as the National
Polytechnic School, Espíritu Santo University, amd the Pontifical Catholic University of Ecuador,
among others, do not show any evidence of the expense ratio on local suppliers.

According to the results obtained from the analysis of GRI 205 (anti-corruption), 100% of the
universities studied did not show any reports on acts of corruption in their accountability reports
through a mandatory disciplinary regime, nor did they address training on anti-corruption policies
and procedures.

Regarding GRI 206 (unfair competition), 97% of the analyzed universities do not register legal
actions related to unfair competition, monopolistic practices, or against free competition. However,
only 3% of the studied universities, such as the case of the Technical Private University of Loja,
slightly shows some kind of reference to actions taken against unfair competition.

With regards to the environmental axis, it is evident that the public universities in Ecuador,
according to their management reports, do not comply with most of the indexes of this dimension,
according to the analysis of GRI 301 (materials); in 301-1 (renewable and non-renewable used materials),
it can be observed that, out of the 33 analyzed universities, only the National University of Loja
reports data regarding this indicator in its report, whereas, in 301-2 (percentage of recycled inputs)
and 301-3 (percentage of recovered products and packaging materials), the reports of the 33 universities
do not show any data on these indicators, making their analysis an impossible task.

Regarding the GRI 302 (energy), in 302-1 (energy consumption within the organization),
302-2 (energy consumption outside the organization), 302-3 (energy intensity), 302-4 (reduction in
energy consumption), and 302-5 (reduction in the energy requirements of products) none of the
universities report information regarding these topics.

Regarding GRI 303 (water), in indexes 303-1 (water extraction by source), it can be observed
that nine universities comply with one of the six standards, whose data correspond to the municipal
water supplies or other public or private water services standard, where the reporting universities
are as follows: Casa Grande University, Santiago de Guayaquil Catholic University, University of
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Guayaquil, State University of Milagro, National University of Loja, State Polytechnic University of
Carchi, Salesian Polytechnic University, Technical University of Manabí, and the Technical University of
the North. GRI 303-2 (sources of water significantly affected by extraction), the University of the Armed
Forces (ESPE), Central University of Ecuador, University of Azuay, International University of Ecuador,
and the Salesian Polytechnic University stand out because they reported one of the five standards
proposed within this indicator; whereas, in GRI 303-3 (recycled and reused water), no university
reports any data.

In GRI 304 (biodiversity), the indicator 304-1 (owned, leased, or managed centers of operations,
located within or adjacent to protected areas or areas of high value for biodiversity outside protected
areas), there is no data disclosed by any of the 33 universities. In 304-2 (significant impact of activities,
products, and services on biodiversity), the Equinoctial Technological University, the Pontifical Catholic
University of Ecuador, and the San Francisco de Quito University report in standard two and four.
The rest of the analyzed universities do not report any data about these contents. In 304-3 (protected or
restored habitats), only the University of Azuay stands out, reporting data on all the standards of this
indicator. In 304-4 (species that appear on the IUCN Red List and on national conservation lists whose
habitats are in areas affected by operations), the University of Azuay is yet again the only university
that complies by providing with data for this standard.

Regarding GRI 305 (emissions), regarding 305-1 (GHG direct emissions), 305-2 (GHG indirect
emissions when generating energy), 305-3 (after indirect GHG emissions), 305-4 (GHG emission intensity),
305-5 (GHG emission reduction), 305-6 (ozone-depleting substances emissions), 305-7 (nitrogen oxides (NOx),
sulfur oxides (SOx) and other significant air emissions), was another indicator that should have been reported
by the 33 analyzed universities. Unfortunately, since any data was revealed, such analysis is unfeasible.

In GRI 306 (effluents and residues), 306-1 (discharge of water depending on its quality
and destination), 306-3 (significant spills), 306-4 (transport of hazardous waste), and 306-5 (bodies of water
affected by wastewater discharges and surface run-offs), are completely ignored by the 33 analyzed
universities in their management reports, whereas indicator 306-2 (residues by type and disposal method),
which comprises 21 standards, was barely considered by the University of Guayaquil and the Technical
University of Manabí, which only reported data on standard CI in their reports.

Regarding GRI 307 (environmental compliance), in 307-1 (infringement of environmental
legislation and regulations), out of all the analyzed universities, only the University of Azuay
provides data; however, it only included information of one out of the four indicators in its report.

In GRI 308 (environmental evaluation of suppliers), in 308-1 (new suppliers that have passed
through evaluation and selection filters under environmental criteria) and 308-2 (negative environmental
impact on the supply chain and taken measures), none of the analyzed universities complied with this
standard in 2017.

From the social dimension, a deeper understanding of the realities that the analyzed universities
experience can be achieved by examining their accountability reports through the analysis of GRI 19,
which comprises this dimension.

GRI 401 (employment) reveals that 22 HEIs include new employees and their rotation in their
reports, while 10 universities do not. The employability provided by Ecuadorian universities brings
with it the advantage of various benefits, such as life insurance, health care, coverage for physical
disability, and parental leave, among others, differentiating these benefits between full-time and
part-time employees. The results show that, out of the 32 universities, only eight provide their
employees with four to five job benefits and only the University of Azuay grants all the benefits
specified in field 401-2, followed by the Technical University of Machala, which complies with
everything except for the life insurance benefit.

Regarding parental leave, the findings indicate that only the Technical University of Machala
reports that it grants parental leave to its employees but does not distinguish it by gender. The only
university that fully complies with this requirement is the Higher Polytechnic School of Chimborazo.
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GRI 402 regulates the employer–employee relationship. The University of Azuay is the only
university that promotes it by notifying its operational changes in advance, whereas the other 31
analyzed universities do not do so.

GRI 403, focuses on the occupational health and safety that all universities must follow. However,
not all the analyzed universities have the good sense to do so. Only 10 universities, most of which
are in the B category along with the University of Cuenca, have representation on health and safety
committees. Although no university complies with statistical information on the types of accidents,
frequency, or deaths, seven universities do comply with an accident record protocol.

The analysis of GRI 404 (training and education of staff), shows that a total of 24 HEIs report
the percentages of performance evaluations applied to their employees, and only the Casa Grande
University, Technical University of Manabí, Technical University of the North, and the Technical State
University of Quevedo report on the average number of training and education hours spent per year by
their staff. In other cases, only the number of teachers who are part of any training process is reported.
In addition, only the Littoral Polytechnic School presents a program to improve the aptitude skills of
their staff.

In GRI 405 (diversity and equal opportunities), the following categories are analyzed: gender, age,
priority, and vulnerable groups are analyzed. Here, only the Catholic University of Cuenca and the
Technical University of Machala comply with reporting the gender of the members of their regulatory
bodies, while the other 32 analyzed universities do not even pay attention to this point. Regarding the
occupational category related to employee age, only five universities reported suitable information,
whereas the other 27 universities ignored this category. Additionally, none of the analyzed universities
reported any information related to the minority or vulnerable groups indicator, such as information
on the minimum wage for men and women.

GRI 406 (legal rights protection against discrimination) is also regulated in the Ecuadorian legal
framework, which is why Ecuadorian universities must report this in their accountability reports yet
most of them do not do it despite its compulsoriness. Thus, out of the 32 analyzed universities in this
study, only the National Polytechnic School, Salesian Polytechnic University, Technical University
of Ambato, and the Technical University of Machala have implemented action plans to repair any
damages in case discrimination issues that have emerged, although none of the mentioned universities
have reported any discriminatory situations.

Regarding GRI 407 (freedom of association and collective bargaining), none of the 33 analyzed
HEIs show any information about operations and supply management in their accountability reports,
which could mean that their staff freedom of association and collective bargaining right could be at risk.
GRI 408 (child labor types) and GRI 409 (forced or compulsory labor) are in the same risky position
as GRI 407, since none of the analyzed universities provide any information on these standards in
their reports.

When inquired about GRI 410 (safety work practices) and security staff who are properly trained
on human rights policies and their implementation in the labor field and whether that knowledge is
shared with other organizations, the International University of Ecuador and Technical University of
the North effectively inform about this in their accountability reports. The Technical University of
Machala also complies with this standard but fails at sharing their knowledge with others.

Concerning GRI 411 (rights of indigenous peoples), it can be observed that within the Ecuadorian
constitutional framework, the rights of indigenous peoples are effectively recognized and, in that
sense, all HEIs are forced to report any case of violation of their rights. Very surprisingly, none of
the 33 analyzed universities comply with reporting in this regard, except for the University of Azuay,
which contemplates the application of plans to mend their rights if need be.

GRI 412 responds to the existence of an operational field to review or evaluate the impact on
human rights. Only the University of Cuenca and the University of Azuay comply with this standard,
whereas the other 30 analyzed HEIs failed to do so to the point that they do not even offer their staff

any kind of training on human rights policies or procedures, and they do not have employee training
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in human rights policies, or significant investment agreements, or contracts with clauses that include
inherent human rights clauses.

GRI 413 refers to local communities, which focuses on operations with the participation of
local communities, impact evaluations, and development programs. Among all the analyzed
universities, only 18 universities worked with four of the eight standards, such as the evaluation of
their social and environmental impact or the publication of such results. The Casa Grande University,
Santiago de Guayaquil Catholic University, State University of the Amazon, National University of Loja,
SEK International University, and the State Polytechnic University of Carchi, which are in the B category
positively stand out from the rest of universities. In addition, 28 universities comply with the creation
of community development programs that focused on their particular needs. Among the universities,
there are none that report anything in terms of the existence of committees, works council, or complaint
procedures in their local communities or significantly (real or potential) negative impact operations.

In GRI 414 (social evaluation of suppliers), the Littoral Polytechnic School is the only university
that includes in its accountability report of 2017, the percentage of newly evaluated and selected
suppliers according to social criteria, whereas the other remaining 31 universities fail to report it.

In GRI 415 (public policy), the Technical Private University of Loja is the only university that
reports a monetary contribution to political parties or representatives but without disclosing any details
of such contributions. The remaining 31 analyzed universities do not even include this standard in
their accountability report.

Regarding GRI 416 (customer health and safety), higher education institutions must include in
their accountability reports the impact of their products on customers. This objective is achieved by
11 universities, of which only one belongs to the A category, which is the National Polytechnic School
but does not define any non-compliance cases related to this standard.

In GRI 417, regarding marketing and labeling, the University of Azuay complies with four of
the five required indicators of this standard. In this regard, 24 universities report the origin of their
products, four universities detail the content of their products, and only one university gives details
on how to safely use and dispose of their products along with their social and environmental impact.
However, there is no evidence of a violation of any of these indicators related to the information,
marketing, and labeling of products.

GRI 418 (customer privacy) and GRI 419 (socioeconomic compliance) represent another factor
that should have been reported by the 33 analyzed universities. However, considering the lack of data
on these aspects, such analysis is impossible to perform.

From the obtained results, it can be finally stated that the Ecuadorian universities are highly focused
on reporting socioeconomic data to be transparent in all their spending and investment processes,
as well as fulfilling their obligations towards their teaching and administrative staff. However, 51.5% of
the analyzed universities do not include any data related to the environmental dimension in their
accountability reports, which may be an indicator of the lack of interest towards the importance of
reporting on this dimension to all groups of interest.

5. Discussion

In this section, a comprehensive analysis of the results is performed in order to find answers to our
two research questions. First, this research project exceeds the limits of this study by considering what
can be learned after evaluating the accountability reports of Ecuadorian universities when applying
the GRI methodology and their indicators. [51] mentioned that the GRI approach is one of the best
initiatives that has been adopted by several countries, which is why the focus of this study is to evaluate
the accountability reports of category A and B Ecuadorian universities under sustainability criteria.

Additionally, it is worth mentioning that the triple bottom line approach goes hand in hand with
the 17 objectives of sustainable development defined by the United Nations, which are crucial to
integrate justice, development, and safety with economic, social, and environmental sustainability.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 7384 16 of 21

From that perspective, the accountability reports issued by the analyzed Ecuadorian universities are a
vital source of information that can function as the basis for further analysis [52].

Another point worth mentioning is the fact that according to Article 91 of the Council of Citizen
Participation and Social Control regulation, all the people must have complete access to information in
terms of public management and accountability reports. In addition, these reports must be evaluated
through 59 economic indicators, 186 environmental indicators, and 134 economic indicators whose
main goal is to reveal findings that can be used as feedback to prepare future reports.

Therefore, to answer our first research question, we must first point out the fact that most
universities comply with the economic performance dimension with examples such as GRI 201 or 204,
in which almost all universities successfully report information, whereas in other indicators such as
GRI 202, none of the analyzed universities disclosed any information, or GRI 203 which is partially
disclosed by less than half of the universities in question. Then, there is the environmental dimension,
which was mostly ignored by all the universities analyzed in this study with examples such as GRI 301
that was disclosed by only one university or GRI 302, 304, 305, 306, and 307 that were completely
ignored, or the example of GRI 303 that was disclosed by only nine universities.

Additionally, regarding the social dimension, GRI 401 and 417 were disclosed by most universities,
whereas GRI 417 was disclosed by more than half of the analyzed institutions. Then, we have GRI 402,
403, 404, 405, 406, 414, and 415, which were disclosed by less than half of all the HEIs, whereas the
remaining GRI indicators (407, 409, 410, 411, 418, and 419) were not disclosed at all.

It is quite remarkable that category B universities prepare their accountability reports taking into
consideration more sustainability indicators than category A institutions, which proves, yet again, that
belonging to a certain university category does not mean they are more or less responsible in terms of
sustainability policies. Interestingly enough, the same situation happens when comparing private and
public universities, with the public universities being more respectful of the GRI standards. This tells
us that university social responsibility has got nothing to do with categories or types of universities,
but rather with the governmental entities that regulate them through their policies, which is why the
Ecuadorian government must be socially and sustainably responsible in all its actions, so that all the
objectives established by the UNESCO in the agenda for sustainable development can be reached
by 2030.

Consequently, it must be stated that Ecuadorian universities do not prepare their accountability
reports under sustainability criteria, which was easy to figure out after analyzing the results of this
study which show that the focus of such reports lies almost exclusively on the economic and social
dimensions, putting the environmental dimension aside.

The discussion above takes us to our second research question, to think of possible policies that
could help to improve the elaboration of accountability reports. In that regard, [53] mentions that
environmental policies should be defined as a priority to have a deeper impact on socioeconomic
policies. This means that all public institutions that can work with the GRI approach should be
informed about all these policies so that they can start preparing their future accountability reports
under such standards.

The Ministry of Finance should implement a policy that forces all universities, public and
private, to prepare their accountability reports under very specific guidelines and regulations
that stick to the economic dimension of the GRI standards, so they can properly report on
their economic performance, market presence, indirect economic impact, procurement practices,
anticorruption practices, and anti-unfair competition measurements. Sticking to such standards would
definitely help universities to become more efficient in economic terms and help them improve their
income potential.

Likewise, the Ministry of Labor should also legally require all universities to prepare their
accountability reports by focusing on the social dimension of the GRI standards, so that information
gets properly disclosed on all its indicators, such as employment, employer–employee relationship,
occupation health and safety, or training and education of staff, among others. This requirement would
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push all universities to come up with better strategies to prepare their reports and also with proper
actions that can benefit all stakeholders throughout all that process.

Additionally, the Ministry of the Environment should demand all universities to work on their
accountability reports in such a way that all GRI standards from the environmental dimension are fully
respected. Their report must disclose information on materials used, energy and water consumption,
or biodiversity, among others. This requirement would be the bridge that could take universities to the
path of real sustainability.

In addition, the Council of Citizen Participation and Social Control should establish regulations
and guidelines for the correct dissemination and disclosure of the data included in their accountability
reports to contribute to the 17 goals of sustainable development established by the UN, especially Goal
16 that states that we should strive for a society with institutions that are effective, accountable,
and inclusive in order to achieve sustainable development. This would help the community be well
informed about how all Ecuadorian universities assume their social role before society.

Moreover, the Council for the Evaluation, Accreditation and Quality Assurance of Higher
Education should create specific regulatory commissions to work with different types of universities,
thus, a better and more “individualized” attention could be given to both public and private universities
because, as we have seen above, Ecuadorian universities tend to not stick to all GRI standards as
strictly as they should. These commissions should be created in order to help universities comply with
all the GRI standards under their guidance and control.

Finally, all the guidelines and regulations issued by the ministries and councils abovementioned should
be socialized first with all the Ecuadorian universities. Once they all are familiar with them, they should be
ready to prepare their next accountability reports with an improved and, mandatory structure.

6. Conclusions

This work represents a pioneering initiative in evaluating the accountability of Ecuadorian
universities from a sustainability perspective. The originality of this project lies on the fact that it
carries out a thorough analysis of all the accountability reports issued by several public and private
Ecuadorian universities, which are placed in the A and B categories, respectively, along with a deep
examination of the economic, social, and environmental aspects included in such reports, which were
issued in the year 2017. The objective here is to evaluate their socially responsible and sustainable
behavior through the application of the GRI methodology, which is a tool that is beginning to be used
by universities in several developed countries. Therefore, this would be the very first time this kind of
methodology is applied in Ecuador to explore different sustainability practices from that perspective.
Next, the main conclusions and reflections of this research project are detailed.

The results have shown that the level of commitment in the elaboration of accountability reports
issued by the analyzed universities does not match the category in which each one of them is placed,
as it was found that category B universities are the universities that have the highest percentage of
data disclosure, such as the Technical University of the North and the Technical University of Machala,
which are public institutions, with 8.7% and 8.4%, respectively. Likewise, the University of Azuay and
the Salesian Polytechnic University, which are private universities, had 8.4% and 8.2% data disclosure,
respectively. This confirms that 72.73% of the category B universities are above the data disclosure
percentages of those issued by category A universities. The degree of information provided by public
universities is higher than that of private universities, with a GRI indicator degree of compliance of
6.03% for public universities and 4.67% for private universities. This shows that public universities
have a greater socially responsible vision when preparing their accountability reports, which is reflected
by a wider range of information disclosed in terms of the three evaluation dimensions of the GRI
standard methodology.

The evaluation of information included in the accountability reports issued by the analyzed
Ecuadorian universities shows a lack of sustainable vision, which is why the compliance rate,
according to the GRI methodology, is below 9% in all the studied universities. In that sense, the social
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and economic aspects are the ones with the highest levels of disclosed information. Interestingly enough,
the social aspect is highly emphasized because of the existing obligation of preparing reports to
demonstrate compliance with all regulations issued by the Organic Law on Public Service, the Labor
Code, or agreements issued by the Ministry of Labor, among others, regarding salaries, hiring, rotation,
training, sanctions, and staff health and safety. A similar situation happens with the economic
dimension because the finance department of every university is held responsible for the elaboration
of their fiscal year-end reports in compliance with the Ministry of Finance and the Superintendency of
Companies standards to justify the execution of the annual budget and transparent management of
resources and investments. Regarding the environmental aspect, the reality differs completely from the
two previous aspects, because 51% of the analyzed universities do not disclose any environment-related
information in their accountability reports, which is caused by a legal accreditation model that focuses
almost exclusively on bureaucracy, formalities, and excessive paperwork that happens not only in
Ecuador but all over the Latin American continent [54]. It is worth noticing that the Ministry of the
Environment is the government entity in charge of issuing and regulating national environmental
policies; however, the lack of said regulations for higher education institutions to prepare their
annual accountability reports makes it an impossible task to report on anything environment related.
This proves there is a tendency to favor financial data in all accountability reports issued by universities
over any other aspects or standards, even though the triple bottom line approach emphasizes that the
environmental dimension is as important as any other dimension because it helps people develop a
sense of rational environmental awareness [55].

Nonetheless, many of the analyzed universities probably do more than they report, which may
happen because they are limited by the accountability report compliance regulations stated in article 9
(report content). Therefore, the Council of Citizen Participation and Social Control must change the
report content guidelines so that these reports can go hand in hand with the GRI standard model to
expand the disclosure requirements. Therefore, more information could be provided to all the different
stakeholders and better decisions could be taken in the interest of strengthening the development of all
Ecuadorian universities.

Higher education institutions have the great responsibility of contributing to the construction
of a more sustainable world; hence, their social commitment should be an example to be followed
by everyone to potentially cause a direct and positive impact on the economic, cultural, scientific,
and social development of society. Therefore, it is crucially important for universities to become a
point of reference in terms of sustainable development.

7. Implications and Limitations

Considering that this study has worked with category A and B Ecuadorian universities, it would
be ideal to expand upon the findings of this work by analyzing more universities in future studies
which could also consider a longer time frame beyond the year 2017.

Since this study is a pioneer in this field by considering the GRI approach as a tool to analyze
how Ecuadorian universities prepare their accountability reports, an obvious limitation of this
work is its statistical approach. In that regard, a longitudinal analysis would help explore the
development of higher education institutions’ accountability reports beyond 2017. This fact implies
that a comparative study of the performance of universities from 2017 to 2020 should be carried out in
the near future to study the progress and growth of Ecuadorian universities in the economic, social,
and environmental dimensions.
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