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Executive Summary  
Italian universities have increasingly aligned their research with the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) since 2015. However, this shift is uneven across institutions and regions. 
Universities with higher citation-based academic excellence show weaker SDG alignment, 
suggesting a structural tension between academic excellence-driven research and mission-
oriented research. In contrast, university-industry collaboration is positively associated with 
SDG-related research. These findings raise important questions about whether current research 
evaluation systems adequately support societal priorities. 

Why does this matter? 
Universities are central actors in contemporary innovation systems. They are expected not only 
to generate frontier scientific knowledge but also to contribute to the resolution of pressing 
societal challenges. Yet research evaluation and funding systems continue to prioritise 
disciplinary excellence measured through citation-based indicators. This creates a potential 
tension between academic excellence-driven research and mission-oriented research. 
Understanding whether such a trade-off exists is critical for designing science and innovation 
policies aligned with societal priorities.  

Approach and Main Findings 
Drawing on a comprehensive bibliometric analysis of over 1.9 million publications produced by 
Italian universities between 2000 and 2023, the study analyses publication outputs from all 
Italian universities over more than two decades, classifying research according to SDG relevance 
using emerging bibliometric methods. These data are combined with institutional indicators of 
academic excellence and collaboration with private-sector actors. Fixed-effects panel regressions 
are used to assess how these institutional characteristics are associated with changes in SDG-
oriented research. 

The findings suggests that Italian universities have increasingly aligned their research portfolios 
with the SDGs over time, particularly after 2015 (see Figure 1). However, this shift is uneven 
across institutions, regions, and individual SDGs. Universities with a higher share of highly cited 
publications – especially within the global top 5% – tend to exhibit a lower proportion of SDG-
related outputs, suggesting a structural tension between citation-based excellence and mission-



	

	

oriented research. In contrast, university–industry collaboration is positively associated with 
SDG-oriented research. Larger universities appear less likely to shift strongly towards SDG-
related research, potentially reflecting organisational inertia. 

 

Figure 1. Change in SDG-related research over time by Italian universities. 

Policy Implications 
The findings suggest that research evaluation frameworks may need to better integrate societal 
impact criteria alongside traditional measures of excellence. Incentives that reward 
interdisciplinary and mission-oriented research could mitigate tensions between academic 
excellence and societal relevance. Policies encouraging university–industry collaboration may 
enhance universities’ capacity to contribute to sustainability transitions. Supporting institutional 
transformation through governance reforms and strategic alignment will be critical for long-term 
change. 
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