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EDITORIAL

The Spring 2022 issue of Forum 
looks at the growing body of 
enquiry and reflection on how 

international education intersects with 
our changing climate. This question 
has taken on significant prominence 
in the last several years in light of two 
profoundly important – and ironical-
ly contradictory – truths. On the one 
hand, the physical mobility associated 
with international education contributes 
directly to climate degradation. At the 
same time, international collaboration in 
higher education can and must play an 
active role in addressing this worldwide 
crisis. 

As we are now aware, the 2021 UN 
Climate Change Conference, COP26, 
shone an unflinching spotlight on the 
urgent challenges currently facing the 
environment and the impact of human 
activity on the planet. So how do we, 
as international educators, reconcile 
the environmental impact of our work, 
and what are the alternatives? Interna-
tionalisation in higher education can 
be understood as a direct contributor to 
the climate emergency, particularly via 
the extensive use of air travel. However, 
it should also be seen as a key source of 
innovative solutions that will support the 
global effort to deter further degradation 
and enhance environmental resilience 
and regeneration. 

Articles selected for this edition 
of Forum are drawn from individuals, 
institutions and associations from across 
Europe and further afield. In some cases, 
they present case studies of how particu-
lar institutions or groups of international 
educators have sought to frame local 
responses, such as the enhancement of 
online international learning or the in-
tegration of sustainability initiatives into 

the curriculum. Other articles question 
where the responsibility for greening in-
ternational education lies, be it with stu-
dents themselves, with their institutions, 
with national governments or within the 
funding parameters of EU programmes. 
In that context, the policy framework 
for action is brought into question, with 
reflections on how to strategically align 
international higher education and 
climate goals, as well as how to empower 
changemakers at all levels. 

I am delighted that Professor  
Daniella Tilbury agreed to be inter-
viewed for this issue, given her academic 
and policy work on sustainability as 
a key agenda for the future of higher 
education. From Gibraltar, and former-
ly the inaugural Vice-Chancellor and 
CEO of the University of Gibraltar, 
Professor Tilbury reflects on how her 
career in education for sustainability was 
kick-started by an international study 
experience in Australia. Indeed, she 
views international education as an ac-
celerator of change, pointing to the fact 
that cross-border travel by students and 
staff challenges assumptions and bursts 
socio-cultural bubbles. That being said, 
she joins with other authors in this issue 
to call for a smarter and more efficient 
approach to travel. Compellingly, Pro-
fessor Tilbury states that sustainability 
itself is a journey, rather than a checklist. 
She calls on higher education institutions 
to mainstream sustainability concerns 
and considerations into all courses so 
that future decision-makers, leaders and 
practitioners embed sustainability in 
their everyday thinking and planning 
across all professions. 

In addition to the interview, I’m 
pleased that some of the authors in this 
issue have a close association with the  

Climate Action Network for International 
Educators (CANIE). From its origins 
as a collective of concerned practitioners 
hosting meetings on the sidelines of inter-
national education conferences, CANIE 
has grown to become a key influencer 
of policy and practice at institutions 
worldwide, with chapters established in 
Europe, Oceania, and the Americas. 

With my thanks to fellow members 
of the EAIE Publications Committee 
Dr Jos Beelen and Han Aarts who joined 
me in reviewing submissions; I hope that 
you enjoy reading this edition of Forum.
— DOUGLAS PROCTOR, EDITOR
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uniquely positioned to lead on

climate  
action
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its hottest December since the 19th century and we 
learned that global temperatures broke record highs 
for the sixth consecutive year. 

I find it curious that almost every article below 
doomsday headlines about the climate crisis ends 
with: ‘But there’s still hope! We just need to act now.’ 
Is there still hope? I have to believe there must be. If 
there is, every sector has a role to play and interna-
tional educators have a responsibility, and a unique 
capacity, to help turn the tide. 

PART OF THE PROBLEM

In 1997, the Kyoto Protocol made it clear that we 
must reduce greenhouse gas emissions “in order to 
promote sustainable development”. In 2015, with 
the ratification of the Paris Agreement, the guidance 
was that global temperature rise must be limited 
to no more than 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels 
to avoid the worst climate catastrophe. Since then, 
we’ve learned that almost half of the climate change 
tipping points are expected to occur between 1°C and 
2°C, and we’re currently teetering at 1.2°C. 

We know now that the climate crisis is anthro-
pogenic and poses an acute threat to all our planet’s 
inhabitants. We know now that we are at ‘code red 
for humanity’, with Black, brown, Indigenous and 
low-income communities being impacted dispro-
portionately. Has the international education sector 
been paying attention? If we have, until recently, our 
collective actions have not demonstrated that we are 
willing to tackle the situation. 

It can be assumed that travel by air (both for 
student mobility and international education business 
travel) causes the largest share of planet-warming 

Images of a tidy jet stream flowing along the top 
of a cloud-covered blue and green globe appear 
in my mind. It’s early February and as people 

trickle into yet another Zoom meeting, a colleague 
in the state of Texas tells us that his campus has been 
without power for several days and that his inter-
national students have made it safely to warming 
stations throughout the city. 

My mental jet stream whirls out of control and 
plummets to Texas before meandering to the east 
coast of the country. In my mind’s eye, it’s like a scene 
from The Wizard of Oz, the jet stream snatching up 
cows and cars, spitting them out hundreds of miles 
away, leaving only frozen wreckage behind. I know 
this is a bit dramatic, but the polar jet stream dipping 
down into Texas?! Really?! I sit in the meeting and 
say nothing; I smile. I’m on mute. 

I’m an international educator, not a climate scientist, 
so I’m not sure if I’m overreacting, but I’m distraught. 
Not just because of this single event in Texas, which 
I later learned killed nearly 250 people, but because 
of events like it that are happening all over the world 
and at a chaotic frequency – extreme cold, record 
heat, fires followed by floods followed by mudslides. 
Since that February meeting, Texas has experienced 

As international educators, we have a singular opportunity 
to impact the climate crisis in a proactive and positive way. 
Controlling study abroad programmes means we can control 
their carbon emissions – it’s up to us to lead the way towards 
a cleaner, safer future.

Until recently, our 
collective actions have not 
demonstrated that we are 
willing to tackle the situation
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the puzzle. Because we control the pro-
grammes and activities we create for our 
students, we also control their associated 
climate impacts – both positive and neg-
ative. The nature of our work gives us the 
power to meaningfully reduce emissions, 
which positions us as leaders within our 
institutions and organisations. 

Given that we have a lot to lose, we 
could be viewed as being resistant to 
change. But with all eyes on us, we must 
demonstrate that we’re serious about the 
climate crisis and are willing to rethink 
previous models for the sake of a cleaner, 
safer future. While leading the change to 
dramatically reduce emissions may feel 
like a threat to our pre-pandemic ways 
of operating, it will increase our sector’s 

resilience by meeting students’ rapidly 
changing expectations regarding insti-
tutional commitments to climate action, 
diversity and inclusion. As a threat 
multiplier, the climate crisis is exacerbat-
ing racial and socioeconomic inequalities, 
thus undermining critical diversity, equity 
and inclusion efforts. 

HOW WE WILL LEAD 

In a sector that leans heavily on partner-
ships and cooperation, it’s not surprising 
that this collaborative spirit is already 
responsible for generating solutions and 
securing commitments. In November 
2021, in parallel with COP26 in Glasgow, 

the Climate Action Network for  
International Educators (CANIE) 
convened a forum of 57 international 
education leaders to collaboratively 
articulate the sector’s climate ambi-
tions and commitment to action. The 
upcoming Glasgow Protocol will be a 
product of these discussions and serve 
as the climate action commitment of the 
international education sector at large. 
The protocol will contain principles to 
guide climate action in international 
education, recommended greenhouse 
gas reduction targets and timelines, and 
concrete actions for reducing the sector’s 
footprint (negative climate impacts) 
while increasing its handprint (positive 
climate impacts). 

Our work as international educators has 
always been fundamental to fostering 
international peace, security and well- 
being. A core purpose of the sector is to 
build understanding and respect among 
different peoples in order to transcend 
borders, cultures and languages to solve 
global problems. There is currently no 
greater global problem than the climate 
crisis – and the sector must prove that it 
can and will rise to the occasion.
—ADRIENNE FUSEK

greenhouse gas emissions from our sec-
tor. There may be examples of countries 
that have increased student mobility 
while decreasing air travel but, overall, 
we have increased travel by air since 
the ratification of the Paris Agreement. 
Low-carbon travel, such as by train, 
is generally not available or affordable 
internationally. 

According to the Institute of Internation-
al Education, in the time between the 
ratification of the Paris Agreement and 
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
education abroad participation increased 
by approximately 7% and the proportion 
of participants on short-term programmes 
increased from 63% to 65%. We can as-
sume that if it weren’t for a global health 
crisis grinding international travel to a 
halt, this trend would have continued. 
Despite knowing better, our sector has 
been part of the problem. 

UNIQUELY POSITIONED

International educators are uniquely 
positioned to lead on developing solutions 
to the climate crisis, because a) we have 
leverage over travel, which is a major 
emitter of greenhouse gases; and b) we 
can be seen as having the most to lose. 
International travel has been a fundamen-
tal component of our business models and, 
unlike colleagues in other sectors, we can 
yield control over this important piece of 

Despite knowing better, 
our sector has been part 
of the problem

Because we control the programmes and activities 
we create for our students, we also control their 
associated climate impacts
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critical climate learning 

striking the 
right balance
It is no longer enough to assume that students who 
spend time abroad will develop a global mindset 
and the necessary skills to eventually offset the 
carbon cost of their learning. The climate impact of 
international travel – and our expectations of learning 
outcomes related to sustainability – must become an 
explicit part of our study abroad programmes. }
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There have been repeated calls 
for international education to 
translate ideas into action with 

regard to the climate crisis and the dis-
proportionate carbon footprint of certain 
educational activities. Hans de Wit and 
Philip Altbach1 2 have argued that inter-
nationalisation needs to shift away from 
being mainly driven by mobility, and that 
institutions and individuals need to com-
mit to immediate, measurable targets for 
reduced emissions. Organisations such as 
the Climate Action Network for Interna-
tional Educators are attempting to place 
sustainability front and centre in the 
discourse around international education.

SUSTAINABILITY BALANCING ACT 

In one of the most comprehensive at-
tempts to measure and respond to the scale 
of the problem, Robin Shields3 demon-
strates that the carbon footprint from in-
ternational student travel is continuing to 
rise, although perhaps not as precipitously 
as might be feared. One of the most in-
teresting and underappreciated aspects of 
his excellent paper is his framing of what 
we might call the sustainability balancing 

‘act’ that international higher education is 
performing, wherein the knowledge, skills 
and experiences that students acquire can 
be seen to compensate for the environ-
mental damage wrought by air travel. 

This is likely to be a familiar rhetorical 
device to all readers; to unpack it a little 
further, we might contend that through 
international experiences, students will 
acquire global mindsets that will lead 
them, in the longer term, to advocate for 
climate justice, support international ef-
forts to protect the environment and adapt 
their own behaviour to contribute to sus-
tainability as a result of their broadened 
horizons. Alternatively, the balancing 

act might be manifested in specific new 
skills and knowledge in the domain 
of environmentalism that have been 
acquired through projects as part of study 
abroad – there are many fine examples of 
programmes that offer such skills. 

Shields rightly shies away from 
attempting to quantify this equilibrium 
between emissions today versus beneficial 
future change, saying it is beyond the 
scope of his paper. But we might also 

admit at this point that attempting to 
measure the positive environmental im-
pact of international student experiences 
appears to be a fool’s errand, as there has 
been little attempt to truly engage with 
what this means in concrete terms. It may 
be a familiar rhetorical strategy, as I have 
suggested, but in practice there is much 
more that needs to be done, starting with 
certain key questions: 
• Are students aware of the sustainabil-

ity balancing act? Are they informed 
that we expect them to acquire cer-
tain skills, knowledge and experience 
that will offset the carbon cost of 
their learning? 

• Do we have a framework to evaluate 
whether this balance is being struck? 
For example, can we design learning 
outcomes that will lead to positive envi-
ronmental action in a rigorous way, and 
then assess their achievement? 

CRITICAL CLIMATE LEARNING 

Before addressing these questions, let us 
shift gears and consider a different area 
where international education has received 
sustained criticism and has undergone a 
paradigm shift in response: service learn-
ing. The traditional, naive model of taking 
students abroad to build schools, dig 
wells and feel good about helping the less 
fortunate is now thoroughly outmoded, 
replaced by a critical approach to service 
that explicitly draws students’ attention 
to the inequalities and power imbalances 
in any such endeavour, problematising its 

Are students informed that we expect them 
to acquire certain skills, knowledge and 
experience that will offset the carbon cost of 
their learning?
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own nature and ensuring that this prob-
lematisation is apparent to participants.

I would like to suggest that we need a 
comparable ‘critical climate learning’ ap-
proach for these programmes of ours that 
involve taking students to other countries 
at great environmental cost, especially 
for short stretches of time. Just as critical 
service learning foregrounds the elements 
of service that are neocolonialist or other-
wise socially questionable, and makes this 

problematic status central to the learning 
and assessment that students take part in, 
we need to do the same for the environ-
mental harms of travelling for learning 
experiences, rather than hand-waving 
at assumed consciousness-raising and 
future plans to offset emissions. (As an 
aside, offsetting emissions at an institu-
tional level without involving students 
would seem a particularly unambitious 
way to conduct education when seen 
through this lens.) 

What might critical climate learning 
involve? I do not profess to have all the 
answers, but there are some immediate 
steps that would seem to fulfil this goal 
of foregrounding and problematising 

the environmental cost of international 
education activities: 
• Make the carbon emissions of spe-

cific activities (field trips, education 
abroad, summer schools) clear, ideally 
partnering with students to calculate 
these. If consumer goods can increas-
ingly display carbon dioxide produc-
tion on the labels, there is little reason 
for international education activities 
to fail to do so;  

• Give options to students around 
travel and other programme compo-
nents, and again quantify, contex-
tualise and discuss these in terms of 
environmental impact; 

• Consider and discuss what participants 
could do in the future to balance the 
carbon emissions of their programme; 

• For any course with a disproportion-
ate carbon footprint, include in the 
learning outcomes concrete sustaina-
bility skills or knowledge, and audit the 
overall achievement of these outcomes 
rather than assuming that the balanc-
ing act is successfully performed; and 

• For any programme taking students to 
a new destination, explore the impact 

of climate change on the destination 
and its inhabitants, rather than in 
generic global terms. 

Virtual mobility, as advocated by many, is 
a fantastic tool for international educa-
tion for a number of different reasons, 
including sustainability. But physical 
mobility will not disappear, and in-person 
experiences will continue to hold a special 
transformative power, especially for those 
students who otherwise have less oppor-
tunity for international engagement. With 
this being the case, let us ensure that our 
eyes – and our students’ eyes – are wide 
open to the impact of the travel involved, 
and that we are approaching these issues 
with rigour rather than hazy assumptions 
of future benefits from learning.
—MICHAEL SALMON

1. De Wit, H., & Altbach, P.G. (2020, January 
11). Time to cut international education’s 
carbon footprint. University World News. 
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.
php?story=20200108084344396 

2. De Wit, H., & Altbach, P.G. (2021, December 
4). Now is the time to get serious on the 
climate crisis. University World News. https://
www.universityworldnews.com/post.
php?story=20211130110255785 

3. Shields, R. (2019). The sustainability of 
international higher education: Student mobility 
and global climate change. Journal of Cleaner 
Production, 217, 594–602. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jclepro.2019.01.291

We need a comparable ‘critical climate 
learning’ approach for these programmes 
of ours that involve taking students to other 
countries at great environmental cost
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the greening
of erasmus+ 
has only just begun

Tentative steps are be-
ing taken to make the 
EU’s flagship mobility 
programme more en-
vironmentally sustain-
able – but putting all 
the responsibility on 
students is not the way 
to go. Universities and 
governments must 
get involved in creat-
ing strategies and a 
common framework to 
support carbon-neutral 
exchanges.

The Erasmus student mobility 
programme started in 1987. By 
the end of 2020, it had sup-

ported nearly 12 million participants: 
students, apprentices, youth volunteers 
and staff from more than 150 countries 
across all continents.1 

Despite its many actions, the 
programme, now known as Erasmus+, 
is still mainly identified with student 
exchange, since it is the most extensive 
student mobility scheme in the world. Its 
success and impact in supporting cultural 
awareness, jobs, equity and inclusion are 
indisputable. However, with the climate 
change crisis comes an urgent need to 
align the programme with sustainability 
goals and to consider its environmental 
costs alongside its benefits.  

Attention has therefore turned to 
the carbon footprint generated by the 

movement of thousands of people across 
Europe and beyond. For instance, Key 
Action 103 – which enables student and 
staff mobility between higher education 
institutions in European Union member 
states and associated countries – produced 
an estimated 160,000 tons of carbon 
dioxide equivalent in 2017 alone.2 

THE ‘GREEN TOP-UP’ 

The vast majority of students travel by 
plane to reach and return from their 
Erasmus destinations, because students 
prioritise price and time factors, as 
shown in a recent survey of the Green 
Erasmus project.3 To lower the envi-
ronmental impact of mobility, the latest 
iteration of the Erasmus+ programme 
considers providing a single contri-
bution of €50 as a top-up for students 
who choose a sustainable method of 

Photo: Shutterstock

12 OUR CHANGING
CLIMATE



transport, along with up to four days of 
additional individual support.  

This method, however, is not enough 
to encourage students to opt for sustaina-
ble travel choices as it does not cover the 
extra costs that a train journey usually 
entails, the Green Erasmus research 
shows. In fact, this approach shifts the 

responsibility to the last link in the chain: 
the students, who are often not in a 
position to be picky about their mode of 
transport because of financial, geograph-
ical and infrastructural factors. Students 

from southern and eastern regions would 
need higher financial support to have the 
same opportunities as their peers from 
central Europe, for example. 

Focusing solely on student travel 
through a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach 
might therefore make the programme elit-
ist and exclusive. Rather, attention should 

also focus on member states’ differences in 
terms of sustainable national strategies and 
infrastructure, which affect mobility alter-
natives as well as the attitudes, values and 
beliefs of students. Individual change can 

drive societal shifts, but governments or 
large institutions need to create conditions 
to enable lifestyle changes.  

STRAINS AND CONTRADICTIONS 

Making Erasmus+ travel greener is 
essential, as a carbon-neutral programme 
would encourage participation and ensure 
its values were better aligned with those 
of the participants, which could also 
be a powerful incentive for mobility. 
Nevertheless, greening should also be ap-
proached from the inclusion and partici-
pation angles through extensive structural 
investments and financial support. 

While putting pressure on students, 
the top-up initiative also puts an addi-
tional strain on higher education institu-
tions. The lack of adequate guidelines on 
how to implement the top-up, together 
with the funding bottleneck experienced 

Focusing solely on student travel through a ‘one-
size-fits-all’ approach might make the programme 
elitist and exclusive
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in the 2021–2022 academic year, trans-
lated into a burden on already over-
worked international relations offices.4 
The amount of additional bureaucracy 
makes it very difficult to implement. 
A thorough analysis of the pressure 
points and a revision and simplification 

of the implementation processes are in 
order, which would also result in a more 
environmentally sustainable (reducing 
the number of documents needed) and 
streamlined process.  

Additionally, the different initiatives 
and priorities that are currently being 
promoted may result in contradictory 
messages being passed on to the academ-
ic community; this is particularly the case 
in terms of making Erasmus greener 
by promoting shorter mobility peri-
ods, whose carbon footprint is actually 
proportionally higher than spending a 
semester or a year abroad.  

Different grant and mobility options 
tailored to students’ needs are warmly 
welcomed, but a clear strategy is es-
sential to ensure the goals set out from 
the beginning are achieved. Moreover, 
when a strategy is translated into action, 
explicit guidelines for its promotion and 
implementation should follow, in order to 
prevent the above-mentioned issues faced 
by international relations offices.  

ENABLING BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE 

Although it has its merits, the €50 
top-up and focus on students’ actions 

is a rather simple answer to a complex 
issue that requires a holistic approach. 
It is important to capitalise on what the 
programme can already do to increase 
people’s environmental skills, compe-
tencies and awareness, as well as change 
their habits and behaviours.  

To this end, the interaction with local 
communities and local challenges during 
a mobility exchange is essential to raise 
awareness – among students and the 
host community – of climate change’s 
impact. As identified in a Green Erasmus 
survey about higher education institutions’ 
good practices, some institutions have 
already grasped this concept and organ-
ised behavioural change initiatives such 
as communication and awareness-raising 
campaigns, or projects with active stu-
dent participation.5 Moreover, some in-
stitutions have started to offer, through 
their own means, compensation schemes 
for students opting for sustainable means 
of transport, to encourage greener trans-
port choices that could compete against 
cheap flights.  

Most of all, institutions have started 
to understand that mobility experiences 
may incentivise new habits and have a 
positive impact on students and society 
at large. Nevertheless, these initiatives 
are limited to institutions’ independent 
strategies. Building on the Erasmus 
Charter for Higher Education 2021–
2027, a common framework could ensure 
a standardised approach to make every 

student aware of their environmental 
behaviour and promote civic engagement 
through the support and expertise of 
local students’ associations and non- 
governmental organisations.  

The notion of a carbon-neutral 
Erasmus+ holds enormous buy-in among 
students and universities, but current 
steps to reduce its negative environmen-
tal impact should be regarded as only 
the starting signal for a vital and urgent 
quest. Involving the whole community – 
including regional and local governments 
where relevant – in devising realistic 
strategies to carbon neutrality will be 
key, as will greater investment, both in 
infrastructure and in supporting users 
who are asked to eschew cheap flights. 
Combining this with a simplification of 
processes to ease implementation would 
mean not only a more environmentally 
but also a more administratively sustaina-
ble Erasmus+ programme. 
—HELENA ALVES, PAOLA DI MARZO
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https://www.oph.fi/sites/default/files/documents/
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5. Terzieva, V. (2021). Sustainable 
internationalisation at higher education institutions: 
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Greening should be approached from the inclusion 
and participation angles through extensive  
structural investments and financial support
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Climate change and environmental education in Europe 

fast facts 
In recent years, various European-level policies and 
measures have been enacted to address the issue of 
environmental impact. E�orts encouraging environ-
mental awareness, environmentally friendly behaviours 
and commitment to action have also surfaced in 
agendas connected directly to education.

A 2021  Eurobarometer 
survey of EU citizens 

found that:1 

64% ARE ALREADY TAKING INDIVIDUAL ACTIO
N

87% SAY THE EU SHOULD GIVE ENERGY EFFICIENCY SU
PPO

R
T

87% SAY THE EU NEEDS AMBITIOUS TARGETS FOR RENEW
ABLE EN

ER
G

Y
 

93% CONSIDER CLIMATE CHANGE A SERIOUS PROBLEM

NEXT STEPS FOR A SUSTAINABLE 
EUROPEAN FUTURE
This 2016 communication from the 
European Commission o�ered an EU 
response to the ‘2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development’ adopted at the 
September 2015 United Nations General 
Assembly, and indicated how the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
could be integrated into EU policy2

EUROPEAN GREEN DEAL
This set of policy objectives was put forth
by the European Commission in 2019 and 
aims to achieve significant greenhouse 
gas emission reductions by 2030 then 
full climate neutrality by 2050. The deal 
highlights the urgency of advancing 
towards regenerative growth models, 
pursuing zero-pollution, and reducing 
environmental and climate pressures3

EUROPEAN CLIMATE LAW 

In line with the 2015 Paris Agreement 
objectives, the Council of the EU has 
adopted the European Climate Law, a 
legally binding obligation through 
which the EU seeks to accomplish 
climate neutrality by 2050. Another 
aspirational goal it entails is the 
reduction of greenhouse gas 
emissions by at least 55% by 2030 
compared to 1990 levels4

EDUCATION FOR CLIMATE COALITION 
Recognising the importance of 
making environmental education 
a systemic feature of educational 
policies and practices across the 
EU, the Education for Climate 
Coalition was launched in 2020. 
This bottom-up approach aims to 
mobilise students and embed 
climate neutrality curricula in 
school education and focuses on 
five priority areas:5

GREEN SKILLS 
DEVELOPMENT

TEACHER 
EDUCATION 

CHANGES TO CITIZEN 
BEHAVIOUR AWARENESS 

OF ISSUES 

INTERACTION 
BETWEEN EDUCATION 
AND SCIENTIFIC 
RESEARCH 

GREEN ERASMUS
Co-funded for three years (2020–2023) 
by the Erasmus+ Programme, this project 
brings together three student organisations, 
two higher education institutions and the 
European University Foundation around 
three main goals:

1. European Commission. (2021a). 
Eurobarometer Survey: Europeans 
consider climate change to be the 
most serious problem facing the world. 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/
presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_3156

2. European Commission. (2016). Next 
steps for a sustainable European 
future - European action for 
sustainability: Questions & Answers. 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/
presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_16_3886

3. European Commission. (2022). 
A European Green Deal. 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy
/priorities-2019-2024/european-
green-deal_en

4. European Commission. 
(2021b). European Climate Law. 
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/eu-
action/european-green-deal/
european-climate-law_en

5. European Commission. (n.d.). 
Education for Climate: vision & 
purpose. 
https://education-for-climate.ec.
europa.eu/community/about-why 

6. Green Erasmus. (n.d.) 
Green Erasmus. 
https://greenerasmus.org

Decreasing the negative impact of the Erasmus+ 
Programme on environmental sustainability 
Raising awareness across the European 
higher education sector about the importance 
of sustainable internationalisation 
Empowering student organisations to be 
agents of change in relation to 
environmental sustainability6

•  

•  

•  

—IPEK TEKDEMIR AND EAIE
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the climate  
crisis calls for

coil
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The vision of higher education as a “change 
agent”1 that can address “accelerating environ-
mental change, resource scarcity, increasing in-

equality and injustice” seems to have advanced with the 
pandemic, which is driving virtualisation in education. 

In recent years, much has been said and written 
about virtual exchange2 and one specific form called 
Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL). 
Both have increased in popularity with lockdowns and 
border closures. 

The pandemic and its effects led the FHNW School 
of Business in Switzerland to start a virtual exchange 
programme for students. This proved an attractive offer 
for partner universities and students alike, with the 
transition from on-site to online lectures being imple-
mented at very short notice.

Görlinger and Nussbaum3 have shown that student 
mobility has a clear impact on the carbon footprint of a 
university. Sustainable alternatives to physical student 
mobility are therefore a necessity rather than a choice. 
At the same time, it is only fair to create as many 
opportunities to participate in international learning as 
possible and to no longer discriminate against students 
who do not have the financial means to travel, who have 
family commitments or who lack the energy or cour-
age. Despite a “dramatic” rise in international student 
mobility4, it is beneficial for the climate that many 
students – in Switzerland, an estimated 80% – do not 
travel. The reality is that these students have, to date, 
both protected the climate and minimised universities’ 
carbon footprints. 

In this article, we will share three examples that 
demonstrate how lecturers at the FHNW and partner 
institutions created international learning opportunities, 
in line with their universities’ sustainability and wider 
outreach policies, that had a low environmental impact 
and were open to all students.

EXAMPLE ONE: THE ‘PADLET’ 

Our first example, a COIL initiative between two mar-
keting lecturers from the FHNW and California State 
University, Monterey Bay, in the United States, consisted 
of a joint online interactive board called a padlet, where 
students from their two global marketing classes contribut-
ed posts and comments.

The lecturers allocated 15 minutes each week in class to 
allow students to post, respond to posts or reflect on learn-
ings from these posts, particularly regarding cultural dif-
ferences. The padlet was created in August 2021; students 
started using it a month later and finished in December. 

The key challenge for this COIL effort was to establish 
a common understanding and trust between two lecturers 
who never met each other in person. They met online at 
key stages of the semester and reflected on the effectiveness 
of the padlet in terms of allowing students to experience 
cultural learning as an integral part of applying interna-
tional marketing theories. 

One FHNW student commented: “I really appreci-
ated the fact that we had the opportunity to interact with 
students from California. I learned from the American 
students to write my feedback in more detail, as they do.” 
Another said that the padlet exercise “added a lot of value 
to the concepts learned in class”.

A joint online board is a very effective, user-friendly 
tool to allow students to experience cultural similari-
ties and differences. It also enabled the two lecturers to 
determine whether deeper cooperation and integration 
would be feasible in line with different methodologies and 
teaching styles. 

EXAMPLE TWO: COMPUTER SIMULATION 

Our second example, a COIL project between two lec-
turers from the FHNW and Sheridan College, Canada, 
focused on intercultural aspects of ethics, politics and indi-
vidual responsibility towards society. Challenges in setting 

Three examples of Collaborative Online International Learning 
(COIL) projects bringing together Switzerland, the United States, 
Canada, the Middle East and North Africa show that if this 
technique is used well, it can be a hugely beneficial and sustainable 
way for students and lecturers to broaden their horizons.
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up the COIL experience included differ-
ent semester start times, different credit 
levels, different expectations of assess-
ments and different teaching cultures. In 
an intense dialogue, solutions were found 
and many synergies were identified. 

Students were introduced to the 
theories of ethics and cooperation. Both 
professors moderated online discussions 
in a full assembly and in small groups. 
One lecturer commented: “We both ben-
efited from exchanging ideas on subject 
matter and didactics. We gave each other 
regular feedback. We were exposed to 
new material and to new expertise.” 

A computer simulation of the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology’s Fishbanks 
game was conducted in mixed groups 
of Swiss and Canadian students. The 
simulation required decision-making in 
terms of profit and resource maximisation 
for fishers. Students created ecosystems 
and learned to map the stakeholders in an 
interconnected system in which the inter-
ests and relationships of each stakeholder 
were visible. The goal was to help stu-
dents make decisions in complex environ-
ments and sensitise them to the fact that 
binary thinking will not lead to finding 

solutions to the urgent environmental 
issues facing businesses and society. 

EXAMPLE THREE: A GRADUATE COURSE 

Our final example is a COIL graduate 
course that forms part of a cooperation 
project called Promoting Gender Equali-
ty and Diversity through Shared Knowl-
edge Production. The project is funded 
by the vice-chancellors’ group Swissuni-
versities and involves the University of 
Zurich, the University of Geneva, the 
FHNW and partners in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

The jointly conducted COIL graduate 
course, called Introduction to Transcul-
tural Gender and Diversity Studies, aims 
to critically assess the different ways in 
which terminologies of gender and diver-
sity, as well as related forms of expertise, 
are produced, translated, transferred and 
put into practice globally. 

In the most recent course feed-
back, students said they appreciated the 
opportunity to share knowledge in this 
cooperative setting. The interdisciplinary 
approach of the course is challenging. 
It makes it clear from the beginning 
that different bodies of knowledge are 
being brought into the exchange, so the 
learning effect is considerable for both 
students and lecturers. 

COIL IS KEY 

All of these COIL projects are current-
ly being reviewed and, because of the 
positive experiences reported so far, are 
likely to resume in the coming autumn 
semester. The courses are mostly electives 
– students can choose to take them as 

part of their wider programme of study – 
which gives the participating institutions 
more flexibility in scheduling and means 
that more students and faculty can get 
involved in international activities. 

From now on, COIL practices are 
going to form an integral part of our 
international opportunities and enhance 
our portfolio. And although we do not 
expect them to quench students’ thirst for 
mobility, they do provide great oppor-
tunities to create beneficial international 
learning experiences for all students in a 
climate-friendly way. 

Once they are set up, COIL projects 
can provide a sustainable way for students 
and lecturers to increase their knowledge, 
their international experience and their 
network without increasing their institu-
tions’ carbon footprints.
—SUSAN GÖLDI, BARBAR A THERESE 

MILLER, NIKOLINA FUDURIC, NATHALIE 

AMSTUTZ

1. Görlinger, S., & Nussbaum, U. (2019). 
Die Mobilitätsplattform der ETH Zürich. 
ETH Zürich. https://ethz.ch/content/dam/
ethz/associates/services/organisation/
Schulleitung/mobilitaetsplattform/Kurzinfo%20
Mobilitaetsplattform%20ETH%20Z%C3%BCrich.pdf  
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virtual exchange: State-of-the-art and the role of 
UNICollaboration in moving forward. Journal of 
Virtual Exchange, 1, 1–23. https://doi.org/10.14705/
rpnet.2018.jve.1  

3. Shields, R. (2019). The sustainability of 
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and global climate change. Journal of Cleaner 
Production, 217, 594–602. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jclepro.2019.01.291  

4. Stephens, J. C., Hernandez, M. E., Román, M., 
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Binary thinking will not 
lead to finding solutions 
to the urgent environ-
mental issues facing 
businesses and society
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sustainability 
through

internationalisation 
A broader understanding of how internationalisation 

contributes to sustainability goals is necessary. The reasons 
why we internationalise – international cooperation, 

intercultural skills development and knowledge dissemination 
– are what give us the best possible chance of tackling major 
societal challenges and achieving global sustainability goals. }
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The sustainability perspective of 
internationalisation is often re-
duced to climate emissions related 

to travelling. However, sustainability is a 
wider concept than climate, and interna-
tionalisation is far more than mobility.  

Sustainable development must balance 
social, economic and environmental 
aspects, and the United Nations’ Sustain-
able Development Goals also recognise 
that action in one area affects results in 
others. Major societal challenges must be 
met with interdisciplinary knowledge in 
both research and education. Internation-
al cooperation is a prerequisite for the de-
velopment of knowledge and for ensuring 
quality in higher education.  

In the strategies and management 
documents of Western Norway University 
of Applied Sciences (HVL), sustaina-
bility is central. The institution also has 
an international action plan that empha-
sises stronger international cooperation, 
environmentally friendly solutions to 
travel, development of digital solutions 
and Internationalisation at Home. Are 
internationalisation and sustainability 
contradictory, or is it possible to promote 
internationalisation as an important part 
of working sustainably in higher educa-
tion and research? 

SHARING KNOWLEDGE 

Research and higher education are central 
to the development of a sustainable socie-
ty – environmentally, socially, culturally, 
economically and politically. Many of the 
issues related to these aspects are global in 
nature and require both comparative per-
spectives and collaboration with research 
environments in other countries. Such 

challenges are addressed through various 
funding opportunities.  

International research and education 
cooperation is thus an important factor in 
sustainable development. Although inter-
national project collaborations contribute 

to more travel to some extent, it is neces-
sary for researchers and students to meet 
physically to help solve global challenges, 
including climate-related issues. 

In recent years, HVL has increased 
its projects and funding in international 
education and research. Although such 
funding is focused on sustainability, the 
knowledge developed in these projects 
must be shared broadly, in line with 
Sustainable Development Goal 17, 
which aims to “strengthen the means of 
implementation and revitalise the global 
partnership for sustainable develop-
ment”. In other words, sustainability 
in international projects presupposes 
dissemination and broad use of the 
project results, both within the insti-
tutions involved and externally among 
stakeholders. 

DEVELOPING SKILLS 

Internationalisation in education can 
provide students with intercultural 
competencies that raise their glob-
al awareness, helping them to solve 

global challenges and become global 
citizens. Through informal meetings 
and formal learning arenas, they can 
exchange knowledge and perspectives 
that are likely to have a positive impact 
on individuals and society. HVL has 

established a Global Lounge on all five 
campuses to provide an informal space 
for interaction between local and inter-
national students and staff.  

Increased mobility is a stated goal 
within Norwegian higher education and 
an important tool for providing students 
with intercultural competencies and 
international perspectives. Results from 
the 2019–2020 Erasmus+ participant 
report, from outgoing students at HVL, 
show that their stay abroad contributed to 
the development of skills such as cooper-
ation, adaptability, cultural competence 
and problem solving, and made them 
more open to new challenges. Such skills 
will equip these students for a future 
characterised by lifelong learning and 
the constantly changing work life that is 
increasingly in demand by employers. 

Despite the importance of mobility 
for skills development, higher education 
institutions must strike a balance be-
tween the benefits of mobility and carbon 
emissions. How sustainable mobility is 
comes down to where and how students 

Internationalisation can provide students with 
intercultural competencies that raise their 
global awareness, helping them to solve global 
challenges and become global citizens
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and staff travel, and what they do during 
their stay. As a response to this, HVL 
offers a travel grant rewarding green 
travel and encourages students to explore 
alternatives to air travel.  

COMPLEMENTING TRAVEL 

Mobility and Internationalisation at 
Home should be seen as complementary 
elements to achieve international learning 
and intercultural competencies. HVL has 
recently explored virtual exchange, and in 
particular Collaborative Online Inter-
national Learning (COIL). One such 
project involved Université Adventiste 
Zurcher in Madagascar and focused on 
global health and nursing education.  

Students found it academically and 
culturally educational to take part in a 
COIL project, and they found it espe-
cially exciting to have direct contact with 
nursing students in another country. 
COIL can be linked to sustainability 
through being a virtual arena for interdis-
ciplinary and intercultural collaboration, 
and the theme for the collaboration be-
tween students can focus on sustainabili-
ty goals and major societal challenges. 

Through student and staff mobility 
and Internationalisation at Home, partic-
ipants will not only gain explicit pro-
fessional competencies for working life; 

they will also increase their intercultural 
competence and foster valuable skills that 
enable them to create innovative solutions 
for the 21st century.

ACHIEVING SUSTAINABILITY GOALS 

Universities can contribute to achiev-
ing Sustainable Development Goals by 
strengthening internationalisation and 
prioritising mobility involving partners 
with a strong ‘green’ profile. By taking 
conscious steps, institutions can use 
Internationalisation at Home and mobil-
ity to promote sustainability and create 
positive ripple effects academically, 
socially and economically, particularly 
with innovation in mind.  

International relations offices can help 
ensure that the institutional discourse 
around internationalisation and sustaina-
bility does not only revolve around carbon 
footprints and mobility. As an exam-
ple, HVL has established a team that 
strategically works on analyses of topics 
relating to internationalisation within the 
Division of Research, Internationalisa-
tion and Innovation. The team members 
look at areas such as mobility, interna-
tional projects and Internationalisation at 
Home, and the interdisciplinary expertise 
of the team provides a good basis for 
highlighting different elements within 

internationalisation and relating them to 
the concept of sustainability. 

This approach can be valuable in that 
it equips the leadership at higher educa-
tion institutions with a discourse connect-
ing sustainability and internationalisation 
in a wider context, thus contributing to 
the development of a broader understand-
ing of how and why internationalisation is 
sustainable and can contribute to achiev-
ing sustainability goals.
—JANNICKE HOLMSETH BUKVE,  

SOLVEIG R ÅHEIM GRØNSDAL,  

TORUNN STORNES KITTELSEN,  

SAMI ANDREAS PATRIK AINEN SKOGSTAD, 

MARIT SCHULSTAD WASA

International relations offices can help 
ensure that the institutional discourse around 
internationalisation and sustainability does not only 
revolve around carbon footprints and mobility
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How did you choose the topic of your PhD disserta-
tion, the wholly new discipline, that is ‘education for 
sustainable development’ (ESD)? What concerns, 
thoughts and aspirations influenced your decision?
dt: That is a good question to start with. I did my 
PhD in Cambridge, in the late 1980s, at a time 
when very few were talking about the term ‘sustain-
ability’ and what it meant. More specifically, no one 
had addressed sustainability in higher education 
or confronted the implications for teaching and 
learning, or the type of organisations that univer-
sities needed to become. This meant that my work 
was very exploratory as there was no prior work 
that I could base it off of or learn from. I was very 
much discouraged by others from undertaking this 
research, as sustainability was considered a passing 
fad or trend. I was advised that it would be academ-
ic suicide to pursue this investigation. 

The fact is that I was driven by the underpinning 
ambition of sustainability and its focus on education 
for change. A significant life experience influenced 
this. I had the fortune of being an exchange or inter-
national student at Deakin University in Australia 
as an undergraduate. It was a formative experience 
when I understood the need to question the purpose 
and practice of education and not just the themes of 
learning. Most importantly, the experience chal-
lenged many of my worldviews and decentred me 

from what had been a limited worldview. It broad-
ened my horizons so that I had understood the 
need to look beyond immediate issues and saw the 
sometimes invisible connections between people and 
planet issues. I came back very driven with the idea 
of pursuing research in this area. 

It clarified for me that universities and colleg-
es were not fit for purpose and that we needed to 
engage in a process of reimagining and re-crafting 
higher education. I was interested in the role and 
purpose of higher education, and how sustainable 
development was actually questioning the whole 
premise of what universities were doing and why. 

Fast forward to the present day and the future 
ahead. How can university administrators and 
educators continue to innovate ESD and keep its 
relevance and effectiveness intact, for example in 
equipping future generations with the skills they 
will require? 
dt:  Higher education has been involved in inter-
national negotiating processes on climate action 
and sustainable development from the very start. 
Universities and colleges have been very present 
since Stockholm in 1972 and continue to be leading 
influencers at Climate Change COPs. The issue for 
me is that society still sees universities primarily 
as the generators of climate science. However, we 

Former Vice-Chancellor and CEO of the University of 
Gibraltar, Professor Daniella Tilbury firmly believes that 
international education can accelerate change. With her 
decision to pursue a career in education for sustainability 
having been heavily influenced by an international study 
experience in Australia, she acknowledges the power of 
cross-border travel to challenge assumptions and burst socio-
cultural bubbles. She encourages us to view sustainability as a 
journey, rather than a checklist, and calls on higher education 
institutions to approach travel more efficiently and to reframe 
the student experience by mainstreaming sustainability and 
teaching students to shape change as it happens.daniella 

tilbury
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shouldn’t simply be talking about having 
the data and the research, or training 
enough climate science experts. We need 
to mainstream sustainability concerns 
and considerations into all of higher 
education, leading to every profession: 
doctors, nurses, architects, vets – all 
existing careers. We need to talk about 
how we teach the decision-makers, 

leaders and practitioners of tomorrow to 
embed sustainability in their everyday 
thinking and planning.

At the moment, we are just devel-
oping students’ knowledge and under-
standing of the current issues and how 
the world is changing, while we need to 
be moving towards helping them learn 
to shape that change as it is happening. 
So we can’t just add the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals, the SDGs, to existing 
practice. We can’t just add themes to 
assignments or field trips. We need to 
get to the core of what university student 
experiences are, and reframe them. Until 
we start reforming, we will continue 
to be just expertise in someone else’s 
agenda, rather than social disruptors. 
And higher education has a role to play 
in social disruption, just like we did with 
women’s and gender issues. 

By definition, education yields its profits 
in the medium to long term. Given 
the urgency of the climate crisis, can 
internationalisation act as a catalyst for 
education to yield a quicker profit, and 
amplify its reach? 
dt:  I believe that international education 
can accelerate change. When a student 
or a lecturer travels; when they go to a 
different social context that challenges 
their assumptions; that challenges their 
experience, their socio-cultural bubbles, 
and moves us closer to a sustainable 
future. They see the world differently; 
these experiences and being exposed to 
people from other cultures and concerns, 
challenges and questions the ‘glasses’ 

through which we often see the world. If 
we want change to happen, we need to 
constantly be exposed to these experien-
tial or ‘life-significant’ moments. People 
often say to me, “oh, but the carbon 
footprint associated with international 
travel, that’s the real problem”. No, that’s 
not the problem! In fact, travel is, for 
me, a key to the solution to this problem, 
because you are displaced, and placed in 
a position where you are questioning and 
rethinking. What we need to do is travel 
more smartly, more efficiently; we need to 

carbon compensate when we can, and only 
travel when it is needed. Cutting out travel 
completely from international education, 
for me, is not the answer with regards to 
climate change.  

Scholars and climate activists stress 
the crucial role of participatory pro-
cesses in the quest for sustainability. Is 
this also true for universities, and how 
do we get there?  
dt: Participation is a token word in higher 
education at the moment, and that needs 
to change. We used to think that partic-
ipation was simply about creating spaces 
for people interested in doing something, 
whether that was creating a green office, 

a voluntary experience, or a field study 
centre associated with a particular issue. 
What we’ve actually learned over the 
course of the last decade, is that young 
people no longer know how to participate 
or make a difference. Greta and her gen-
eration are hitting the streets because it’s 
the only thing they know how to do. They 
don’t know how to participate to influ-
ence. Yes, we need to continue to create 
spaces for participation. However, we 
also need to scaffold and help stakehold-
ers understand how they can participate 

What we need to do is travel more smartly, 
more efficiently; we need to carbon 
compensate when we can, and only travel 
when it is needed

We need to get to the 
core of what university 
student experiences 
are, and reframe them
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with meaning and with influence. That 
requires an element of capacity building, 
but also time. One of the key things 
about good projects and initiatives is that 
they don’t happen in a linear way. Those 
who want to learn will do so in their own 
time. We need to make a bigger effort to 
not only explain why participation is nec-
essary, but to help them do it. We need 
to create opportunities inside and outside 
the classroom, so that our students,  
educators and administrators can feel a 
part of a significant life experience that 
will change their way of engaging, as well 
as their role at the university. 

As a university and sustainability leader, 
you have set the sustainability strate-
gies of numerous HEIs across various 
geographies. How can university leaders 
replicate successful models, while doing 
justice to the unique potential and chal-
lenges of local contexts?  
dt: I find that the experiences of others 
tend to be good for a couple of things. 
Looking to others is important as a 
motivator and also as a driver for change, 
in the sense that the experiences of others 
become useful case studies to illustrate 
how things can happen. But, as every 

institution is unique, they are not useful 
when you try to replicate them. Sustain-
ability is a journey, not a checklist. That 
means that if you want to bring about 
change in your institution to address cli-
mate or sustainability, you need to under-
stand your context. And it’s frustrating, 
because it will take time and there are no 
quick fixes. You have to provide opportu-
nities for reflection, safe spaces for capaci-
ty building and for listening, participation 
and engagement, rather than checklists of 
actions (or reactions) for change.  

COP26 has been a reminder of the 
painstaking complexity of multilateral-
ism. How can university partnerships and 
alliances for sustainability bear fruits, 
and offer a healthy model of internation-
al collaboration? 
dt: Universities are more recently com-
peting in sustainability, through rankings 
and a whole range of different indices, 
awards and prizes. I don’t think these are 
helping, because there has to be a sharing 
of not just experiences but resources in 
this agenda. For example, why can’t we 
have sustainability offices across two 
universities in the same city that share 
resources and expertise? It would make 

more sense and have more impact: 
economies of scale. When I was Dean 
of Sustainability, I reached out to the 
local college and other institutions in my 
region to share resources and do projects 
together. Why reinvent the wheel? It just 
makes a lot more sense, and the students 
get a much more expanded bubble of 
experiences and understand the meaning 
of partnerships for sustainability. 

Daniella Tilbury speaking at the UN Climate Change Conference, UK 2021

Participation is a 
token word in higher 
education at the 
moment, and that needs 
to change
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These academic leaders are 
in a unique position to drive 
change by connecting top-
down and bottom-up efforts

In 1987, an urgent call was made “to pro-
pose long-term environmental strategies for 
achieving sustainable development by the year 

2000 and beyond”1. Despite this call, sustainable 
development remained largely at the periphery of 
societal concerns by the end of the 20th century. 
Three and a half decades later, the impacts of the 
climate crisis are wide-ranging and the message 
that our current way of living is not sustainable has 
gained momentum in public debates. 

A lot of hope for driving sustainable development 
initiatives has been placed on the higher education 
sector, since it can educate and empower future 
generations to make sustainable decisions; research 
and develop innovative solutions for mitigating and 
adapting to the impacts of climate change; and lead 
through example by implementing sustainable prac-
tices on university campuses2. 

It is true that solutions to the problem of climate 
change will not come from higher education alone. 
Cooperation between the private and public sectors 
and civil society is needed if we are to find viable 
solutions to this systemic problem. But in this article, 
we will zoom in on academia. 

CONNECTING PINS AND AMPLIFIERS

To facilitate a transformation towards sustainable 
development, higher education institutions are 
undertaking a large number of initiatives, both in a 
top-down and in a bottom-up manner. What is often 
overlooked is the ‘middle-out’ approach3, or the role 
of deans and other heads of academic units (such as 
faculties and departments). These academic leaders 
are in a unique position to drive change by connect-
ing top-down and bottom-up efforts and amplifying 
the voices on both sides. As such, they serve as both 
connecting pins and amplifiers. 

The DECODE project (2020–2023), supported by 
the European Commission, aims to strengthen the 
‘middle-out’ approach to institutional transforma-
tion by supporting deans in their efforts to embed 
sustainability in their academic units. Deans have 
the potential to play a critical role in driving this 
transformation. With this in mind, as part of the 
DECODE project, we asked deans from across Eu-
rope about the critical success factors, key drivers 
and obstacles involved in promoting sustainability 
in their universities. 

The DECODE survey was sent out to 7027 Eu-
ropean deans. The core part (comprising 28 questions) 
was completed by more than 500 deans from 30 Euro-
pean countries, while a voluntary part was completed 
by more than 250 respondents. While selection bias is 
likely, the sample contains respondents with different 
levels of experience and from different geographical 
regions, academic fields and university types. 

DRIVERS AND SUCCESS FACTORS 

In the voluntary part of the survey, we asked deans 
what the critical success factors were that enabled 
academic units to undertake sustainability initiatives. 
Four factors came out on top (see Figure 1): the most 
important was the commitment of the institution’s 
central leadership (52%), followed by the involvement 
of the entire academic unit (45%), the commitment 

Though often overlooked, deans can play a critical role in 
driving transformation for sustainable development within 
higher education. DECODE, a project supported by the 
European Commission, supports deans in their efforts to 
embed sustainability in their universities, addressing the 
drivers, success factors and obstacles associated with getting 
‘all hands on deck’.
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of the unit’s academic leadership (39%) 
and the presence of multidisciplinary 
research teams (39%). This highlights 
that having institution-wide commit-
ment from the top and bottom – in other 
words, having ‘all hands on deck’ – is 
critical for the success of transformations 
related to sustainability.

We also asked deans what had driven 
them to undertake sustainability initi-
atives that were already in progress (see 
Figure 2). The large majority (83%) agreed 
or strongly agreed that sustainability 
was a shared value amongst their staff, 
signaling strong intrinsic motivation to 
pursue such initiatives. This was followed 
by sustainability being a strategic priority 
(81%) and requests by central leadership 
(69%). Similar to the critical success fac-
tors, it appears that staff engagement and 
commitment from central leadership tend 
to drive sustainability initiatives. 

Amongst the eight drivers, the three 
with the lowest scores were increases 
in external funding (50%), visibility in 
international rankings (44%) and good 
career opportunities (38%). While these 
external factors are not the main drivers 

behind sustainability initiatives, fund-
ing does play a major role when it comes 
to obstacles. 

OBSTACLES AND SUPPORT 

Indeed, the three most important 
obstacles to undertaking sustainability 
initiatives mentioned were a lack of time 
(79%), lack of funding for sustainability-
related education (60%) and research 
(59%), and lack of knowledge about  
sustainability-related topics (40%) (see  
Figure 3). Academic staff seem to expe-
rience mission overload, with research, 

teaching, administrative and societal 
engagement obligations being juggled si-
multaneously. The less prevalent obstacles 
were lack of sustainability-related career 
ambitions (32%), accreditation and regula-
tion for sustainability degrees (29%), and 
support from central leadership (21%).

We also asked deans to report on what 
type of support they would need to make 
progress on implementing the sustaina-
bility agenda in their academic unit. In 
order to make progress on sustainability 
transformations, more than half of the 
deans indicated five support mechanisms 
they felt were required. These were: 
support to further develop their unit’s 
sustainability strategy, external project 
funding, staff training opportunities, 
peer learning or good practice exchange, 
and support provided by their institution 
(such as funding). 

COLLABORATION AND LEARNING 

Looking towards the future, more than 
75% of deans agreed or strongly agreed 
that in the next five years, attention to 
sustainability would increase in their 
academic unit across all functions: 
research, teaching, societal engagement, 
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FIGURE 1

What are the critical success factors that enable your academic 
unit to undertake sustainability initiatives?4

FIGURE 2

What are the key drivers for your academic unit to undertake 
sustainability initiatives?5

Having ‘all hands on deck’ is critical for 
the success of transformations related to 
sustainability  
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and operations and administration. 
The strongest agreement was shown for 
teaching and research (both 86%). This 
signals a clear priority given to sustaina-
ble development across various academic 
fields in Europe. Moreover, when asked 
if they would like to join the European 
Deans’ Council for Sustainability as part 
of the DECODE project, three quarters 
responded positively. 

These results show strong motivation 
amongst European deans to collabo-
rate and learn from each other. Yet we 
should also not forget that many good 
practices will come from outside Eu-
rope. For a transformation as urgent and 
complex as this one, we truly need ‘all 
hands on deck’, both within and across 
organisations, surpassing geographical 
boundaries and welcoming experts, 
practitioners and activists. We should 
not wait another three and a half dec-
ades for the next urgent call – by then, it 
might be too late.
—ANETE VEIDEMANE, 

DANIELA CR ACIUN
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FIGURE 3

What are the key obstacles that stand in the way of your 
academic staff undertaking sustainability initiatives? 
For our academic unit, the key obstacles include the lack of…6
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When it comes to student inter-
est in environmental studies 
and Earth sciences, there is 

a growing disconnect between different 
countries: interest is rising sharply in 
the Global South but plummeting in the 
Global North. This is an interesting dy-
namic given the disproportionate effects 
of climate change around the world. Ac-
cording to the Center for Effective Global 
Action,1 Global South economies bear the 
brunt of climate change despite the fact 
that the Global North is responsible for 
the lion’s share of emissions.  

Studyportals data from over 52 mil-
lion prospective students in 2021 showed 
a stark difference between student interest 
from traditional ‘source’ countries in the 
Global South and ‘destination’ coun-
tries in the Global North. The top desti-
nation countries for environmental studies 
and Earth sciences are all based in the 
Global North (the UK, Germany, Can-
ada, the United States and the Nether-
lands). These are also the countries where 
prospective student interest is falling 
sharply. In contrast, interest in these dis-
ciplines from prospective students based 
in India, Nigeria, Turkey and Vietnam 
has increased. The trend is develop-
ing over time.  

In 2019, 10% of interest came from the 
US. In December 2021, that figure was 
down to 4.4%. People from Turkey, 
meanwhile, made up 2.3% of prospec-
tive environmental studies and Earth 
sciences students in 2018. That shot up to 
8.5% by December 2021. 

In higher education in general, there 
is a large imbalance between traditional 
destination countries and countries where 
the educational infrastructure struggles 
to cope with rising demand. The question 
is: What other options are available to 
link interested students to quality institu-
tions – to broaden access to environmen-
tal studies?

  
DISTANCE LEARNING  

One option would be to broaden access 
through distance learning. The benefit of 
distance learning comes down to ease of 
access, the opportunity to get a qual-
ity education without having to relo-
cate and the chance to grapple with local 
problems within one’s own community 
while learning. Access to top institutions 
means students can gain more recog-
nised degrees and add their voice to a 
global community of experts.  

The most obvious problem with 
distance learning, however, is the  

Broadening access to  
environmentaL Studies

Interest in 
environmental studies 

and Earth sciences 
is growing rapidly 

in the Global South, 
accelerated by the 

effects of the climate 
crisis. But this interest 

will go to waste if 
prospective students 

cannot access the 
education and 

infrastructure they 
need. Governments and 
universities must bridge 

the gap by providing 
better support and 

funding for distance 
and hybrid learning. 
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digital divide. This gap, underlined by 
structural socio-economic conditions, has 
been made worse by the pandemic. It is 
estimated that globally, about 60% of the 
planet’s population has access to the in-

ternet. Many of the source countries with 
the most prospective students interested 
in the environment have poor internet 
access. According to the World Bank,2 
Nigeria’s internet penetration stood at 
34% in 2019, while that of India stood 
at 41%. That compares with 95% for the 
UK, the top destination for environmen-
tal studies. 

Francesc Pedró, Director of UNE-
SCO’s Institute for Higher Education 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
told me in September 2021: “If we were 
to trust that technology can provide us 
with solutions to increase access in those 
particular contexts then we need to 
make sure that connectivity is available 
precisely where it is most needed.”

FUNDING AND FORMATS 

Further complicating the issue of distance 
learning is the problem of funding. Jo 
Ritzen, who was Minister of Education, 
Culture and Science in the Netherlands 

from 1989 to 1998, told me in November 
2021 that the funding of distance educa-
tion was a public policy issue. “It should 
also be easier to find funds to participate 
in distance education. Why is there only 
support for scholarships in full-time ed-
ucation? We have a very strange world in 
which students who work and study at the 
same time will have no support.”  

In 2021, Studyportals listed 11,312 
English-taught programmes in environ-
mental studies and Earth sciences. The 
vast majority of these were full-time and 
on-campus programmes. 

Equitable access to education will 
require models for distance and hybrid 
education across borders. According to 
UNESCO, only 3% of students in  

international education have the opportu-
nity to study abroad. Pedró said: “I think 
that UNESCO has to remind everyone 
that this transformative experience, 
which is so critical in today’s globalised 
world, is just accessible to a minority.” 

He added: “The experience of mo-
bility could be readily enhanced by the 
hybridisation of face-to-face and virtual 
components. We have to recognise that 
blended mobility can increase that low 
percentage of internationally mobile 
students without necessarily increasing 
carbon footprints.”   

Broadening access to environmental 
studies means connecting interested stu-
dents to the right education – in whatever 
format that might take. New models are 
needed to address the asymmetry be-
tween regions with high student interest 
and regions with the educational resourc-
es needed to address climate change.
— CAR A SKIKNE 

1. Reschechtko, Y. (2020, November 19). Evidence to 
action 2020: Climate change and the Global South. 
Center for Effective Global Action. https://medium.
com/center-for-effective-global-action/evidence-
to-action-2020-climate-change-and-the-global-
south-792b643b2ee0 
 
2. World Bank. Individuals using the Internet (% of 
population). https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/
IT.NET.USER.ZS

Many of the source countries with the most 
prospective students interested in the 
environment have poor internet access   
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While virtual programmes 
may seem like a good 
climate-friendly solution 
to internationalisation, 
they cannot fully 
replicate the physical 
interaction that leads 
people to a better mutual 
understanding. Université 
Grenoble Alpes explores 
the sustainable ways 
in which they can still 
meet academic and 
international objectives 
for international student 
programmes.

Part of the work of the international office at Université Grenoble Alpes 
is to guide university stakeholders in designing programmes for the in-
ternational community we host. These programmes take on many forms, 

ranging from diploma programmes to undergraduate summer schools, and 
some aim to give potential students a taste of our university and attract them to 
study or work here. 

One two-week programme, called Mountains in a Changing World, 
reflects on change (including climate change) and its impact on a specific 
environment. The focus on mountains is inspired by the location of Grenoble 
at the intersection of three mountain ranges. The scientific objective of the 
programme is to visualise and measure changes, to reflect on their origins and 
to offer mitigation solutions to limit their effects. 

Mountains in a Changing World is open to undergraduate students from 
all over the world, and in its past editions it has attracted people from various 
countries. This year’s programme should be no different. 

FACING A DILEMMA 

However, we are facing a dilemma with this programme. It is intended as a 
showcase of our university’s research on this topic and has been designed as a 
local programme where we take students on field trips to highlight case studies. 
We also have in-classroom conferences provided by our researchers, who ex-
plain what we are seeing in terms of change, why it is of importance and how it 
can evolve in the future. 

a mountain 
to climb 
Climate-proofing  
our programmes 
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Yet we all have in mind the recommen-
dations of the United Nations’ Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change 
to limit the effect of climate change by 
reducing our carbon footprint – notably 
by decreasing international travel and 
using other options, such as online par-
ticipation, wherever possible. 

While doing this might help us  
to achieve our first objective of raising 
awareness of how climate change  
affects mountain environments, it  
would not fulfill our second objective  
of initiating students into our university 
environment. 

UNDERSTANDING ‘THE OTHER’ 

If there is one thing that the COVID-19 
pandemic has taught international 
offices, it is that virtual programmes 
can achieve academic goals but they are 
truly lacking in the power to help people 
understand the essence of humankind 

– to see ‘the other’ as a real being who 
exists in a physical world. We strongly 
defend the idea that it is this interaction 
with ‘the other’ that leads to a mutual 
reinforcement in terms of understanding 
and acceptance of differences. 

To get to know ‘the other’ requires 
interaction, physical presence and a 
desire to engage beyond virtual learning: 
it needs non-verbal communication and 
cultural components that go beyond 
the written word; we must see and feel 
things that cannot be passed through a 
screen. Therefore, while virtual pro-
grammes might seem like acceptable 
short-term alternatives, they alone can-
not replace physical immersion in other 
international environments. 

More often than not, the academic 
component is sufficient for universities 
– but in the long run, will this limited 
intellectual understanding of others be 
sufficient for society? 

BALANCING OBJECTIVES 

In this year’s edition of the Mountains in 
a Changing World programme, we have 
decided to include a collaborative work-
shop designed by researchers in Greno-
ble. This in-person workshop, called Ma 
Terre en 180 Minutes (My Earth in 180 
Minutes), is intended as a way for groups 
of individuals to reflect on their carbon 
footprint and how they can collectively 
modify certain behaviours to reduce it.

This workshop questions transpor-
tation (by air, water, train and car) and 
activities (field trips, conferences and 
individual work), and it suggests measures 
to alleviate the impact. 

The idea in introducing this workshop 
is for students in the summer programme 
to debate their own carbon footprint and 
to collectively offer propositions as to 
how to balance both objectives of the 
summer programme: academic and 
international. We will guide students 
as they ponder this question, and we 
are very keen to see what will come out 
of their ref lections, which we hope will 
contribute to adapting the programme 
for future versions. 

Although introducing this work-
shop in our summer programme will 
not solve our conundrum, it will add an 
awareness of the diff iculty of recon-
ciling sustainability with university 
objectives. Our biggest hope is that 
we will take a step towards alleviating 
climate change while maintaining our 
academic and international objectives.
—SOPHIE-ADELAIDE MAGNIER

a mountain 
to climb 
Climate-proofing  
our programmes 
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Ca’ Foscari University 
of Venice is working in 
close cooperation with 
the city of Venice to 
address the challenges 
of sustainable 
development. Two 
very different projects, 
providing support for 
start-ups and itineraries 
for tourists, show what 
can be achieved when 
institutions and local 
authorities unite for the 
common good.

The effects of climate change, 
such as global warming, water 
pollution and sea level rise, are 

highly evident in Venice, which, with its 
unique and fragile ecosystem, has become 
a symbol of this global transformation. 
The city is also, then, the ideal context 
for a wake-up call on the challenges of 
sustainable development.

In the 150 years since its birth, Ca’ 
Foscari University of Venice – with its 
eight departments and buildings scattered 
across the city – has gained a central role 
in the survival of Venice, as its students 
and faculty keep the city alive and pro-
vide important nourishment for its educa-
tional, social and commercial activities. 

The city and the university work 
in symbiosis through the numerous 
research projects that have been con-
ducted to investigate the treasures of 
Venice, such as its precious artistic and 
historic artefacts, its marine life and its 
particular landscape. The university is 
now calling for young talent, new busi-
ness ideas and technological solutions 
that could help to reverse the negative 

climate trend. Two recent projects are 
quite significant in showing how local 
initiatives aimed at pursuing sustain-
ability can set an example and have an 
international impact. 

START-UP SUPPORT

The first project, called VeniSIA – or the 
Venice Sustainability Innovation Acceler-
ator – is a business accelerator programme 
based in the Department of Manage-
ment at the university. It is dedicated to 
the development of business ideas and 
technological solutions capable of tackling 
climate change and other environmental 
challenges. VeniSIA’s mission is to sup-
port corporate labs and start-ups through 
education, financing and mentorship, 
and to help them address five of the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): 
affordable and clean energy; sustainable 
cities and communities; responsible con-
sumption and production; climate action; 
and life below water.

Moreover, it aims “to identify, 
scale and commercialise impactful 
sustainability technology solutions 

Venice
an ancient city in search  
of a sustainable future   

34 OUR CHANGING
CLIMATE



through business model innovation”1. 
The programme is the first active in the 
context of “Venice, the world capital of 
sustainability”, a plan of interventions 
approved by the regional council. This 
plan focuses on the sustainable develop-
ment not only of the city but also of the 
entire area surrounding it.

In September 2021, VeniSIA chose 
the impact of the SDGs on business 
models as the theme for the annual 
Italian Strategy Innovation Forum. At 
the forum, the 10 best environmental 
innovation start-ups were presented, 
selected from over 1300 projects from 
28 countries around the world. Those 
10 start-ups will soon proceed with the 
implementation of their solutions in 
a co-working space set up specifically 
in the main building of Ca’ Foscari 
University. Among the projects to be 
developed, there will be technological 
solutions for the abatement of carbon 
dioxide emissions, the improvement of 
energy-efficient systems and sustainable 
mobility, and the monitoring of air and 
water quality.

TOURIST ROUTES

The second example of how higher edu-
cation can play an active role in fighting 
climate change is the student association 

Ca’ Foscari for SDGs, founded in Sep-
tember 2021. The team, which is made 
up of students from different disci-
plines who are united by their common 
interest in the SDGs and other social 
and economic issues, recently designed 
and developed a smartphone application 
called VenITER, which guides visitors 
to Venice along alternative routes to the 
classic ones, with the ambitious aim of 
contributing to the regulation of tourist 
flows and preventing overcrowding. 

The project aims to regulate pedes-
trian flows in real time through the use 
of GPS localisation and checkpoints 

located along the routes. At the same 
time, the routes have been designed 
to raise awareness of the objectives of 
sustainable development. In the app itin-
eraries, the discourse on sustainability 
is addressed from three perspectives: 
social, to better manage tourist flows; 
economic, to favour encounters with 
artisanal, sustainable and ‘niche’ reali-
ties; and environmental, to focus on the 
dissemination of information about how 
to live within the city respectfully and 
from an ecological point of view. 

Both VeniSIA and VenITER represent 
ways of reflecting on global problems by 
starting from examples of local realities. 
These two initiatives show how different 
bottom-up approaches can succeed when 
they are based on synergies between 
universities and local areas, united for the 
realisation of a common good.
—ELENA BORSETTO
 

1. Fondazione Università Ca’ Foscari. (2020). 
VeniSIA. Retrieved from https://www.unive.it/
pag/fileadmin/user_upload/eventi/conferenze/sif/
documenti/VeniSIA_the_project__ENG_.pdf

Both VeniSIA and VenITER represent ways of 
reflecting on global problems by starting from 
examples of local realities
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Time to embrace the benefits of 
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International student recruitment has long relied 
on the ever-expanding global network of flights 
to transport recruiters, marketeers and admis-

sions officers to metropolises around the world, in 
an attempt to get the name of their institutions out 
there. While international education is certainly not 
the only – or even the greatest – contributor to our 
changing climate, we can still do our part to reduce 
the footprint we leave when searching for future 
generations of students. 

While it may have seemed not so long ago that 
the world’s resources were plentiful and that global 
warming was not quite so urgent, today, we know 
how false that is. The digital revolution allows us to 
work together to find sustainable solutions that enable 
us to continue to grow while protecting the planet 
and its remaining resources. 

BORN WITH A SMARTPHONE 

It’s time that we look for, and utilise, these new and 
improving tools for connecting with potential future 
students on the other side of the world. We no longer 
need to take flights for a short conversation with a 
passing student, as the past two years of COVID-19 
restrictions have shown us. More people around the 
world have become comfortable with using videocon-
ferencing to carry out meetings that would have been 
held in person in years gone by.  

Students who are now approaching the age where 
they may be thinking about going on to study abroad 
were born during the years when smartphones were 
first introduced, and using online tools to connect 
with people comes naturally to them. Technology 

plays a central role in future students’ lives, and they 
will surely exploit this when it comes to searching for 
a university, college or language school.  

ENHANCED RECRUITMENT 

Not only can technology replace the need to travel to 
connect with potential students; it can also enhance 
interactions and result in a far more effective use of 
time. We no longer need to spend weeks on the road, 
dishing out tens of thousands of marketing dollars to 
reach a handful of cities (with much of this going to 
hotels, airlines and restaurants rather than being used 
directly to connect with prospective students).  

Through technology, it’s possible to reach count-
less cities, towns and villages – far more than a single 
person could visit – to connect with students who are 
actively searching for their ideal institution abroad. A 
single event of just a few hours can replace an entire 
week’s worth of flights, taxis, checking in and setting 
up booths.  

Through integrated tools such as matching 
systems, students and recruiters can see in advance 
if they are a good match for each other or not. This 
means that students can dedicate more time to 
speaking to representatives of schools that have what 
they are looking for, rather than being lost in a sea of 
booths that are all hoping to gain their interest. 

ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS 

Through virtual events, webinars and live streamings 
on social media, we also eliminate the need to print 
and ship hundreds of tonnes of brochures, many of 
which may never even leave the conference centre.  

The rise of digital technologies gives us the opportunity to 
make better and more environmentally friendly connections 
with future students – in a much easier and cheaper way than 
spending weeks on the road. 
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in-person events in 2019, decided to move 
to an entirely virtual offering permanently 
after the pandemic. The company iden-
tifies many advantages to this, including 
economic, environmental and time-saving 
benefits for institutions and students alike. 

Recently, FPP released a new sustain-
ability approach, aiming to reach carbon 
neutrality in the very near future with ac-
tions that include eliminating all printing, 
using digital business cards, working with 

providers that have clear and effective 
sustainability policies, selecting flights 
with reduced emissions (when the need to 
travel is unavoidable) and planting a tree 
for each and every virtual booth it hosts. 
To date, more than 9200 trees have been 
planted in areas around the world where 
they were needed most. 

While international education will 
continue to play an important role in the 
development of future generations of 
students, the way their journey begins 
needs to change. Through ever-improving 
technology, we can reach more people in 
more corners than ever before, opening 
doors that may have been closed in the 
past for those in remote locations, while 
still reaching those who live around the 
corner from a conference centre.
—SEBASTIAN FERNANDES, 

JACK TOWNSEND

Instead, prospective students can 
download the brochures they’re most 
interested in and view them at any time 
and in any place. They can show them 
to a friend on their mobile phone at the 
mall, or forward them to their parents by 
email so they can see what their child is 
considering. This is an environmentally 
friendly impact of a virtual approach to 
recruitment. Our forests will thank us – 
and so will our students. 

“We deserve a safe future. And we 
demand a safe future. Is that really too 
much to ask?” said Greta Thunberg at 
the global climate strike in New York in 
September 2019. Generation Z has spo-
ken loud and clear, and it has put climate 
change at the top of its agenda. 

Research conducted by Times High-
er Education has found that prospective 
international students say they are more 
likely to choose a university based on its 
commitment to sustainability than for 
its location. But even with this evidence, 
there has been minimal action from 
universities to eliminate the footprint 
we leave when recruiting these future 
generations of students. 

MAKING THE CHANGE 

In February 2021, one of the leading 
organisers of student recruitment events, 
FPP, which organised more than 290 

A single event of just a few hours can replace an 
entire week’s worth of flights, taxis, checking in 
and setting up booths
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chinese 
students 
& carbon 

emissions  
Lessons from COVID-19

As the world’s largest source of 
international students, China has 
a responsibility to try to reduce 

the related carbon emissions. 
Different destination countries, 
lower-carbon transport options 

and diverse forms of mobility are 
among the ways they are prepared 
to embrace and promote changes 
in internationalisation in the post-

pandemic era.}
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carbon emissions. Emissions from a single 
flight from Shanghai to London (around 
972 kilograms) can easily exceed the entire 
annual emissions of an average individ-
ual in many countries, such as 628kg per 
capita in Rwanda.2 

In addition, carbon emissions associ-
ated with international student mobility 
include changes in personal consumption 
related to food, energy use and local 
transportation. Different from travel- 
related emissions, consumption emissions 
can be negative, as students may produce 
less carbon in the host country than 
in China (Figure 1). In particular, the 
carbon emissions per capita in the UK, 
Hong Kong, France and New Zealand 
are lower than in mainland China.3 
However, without empirical studies and 
data, carbon emissions associated with 
Chinese students’ international mobility 
still receive little attention. 

PANDEMIC IMPACTS 

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused 

China has become the world’s 
largest carbon emitter since 2006, 
contributing more than a quarter 

of global carbon emissions. It is also the 
world’s largest source of international 
students and one of the most popular des-
tinations for international students. The 
number of Chinese students going abroad 
for study more than tripled from 0.229 
million in 2009 to 0.704 million in 2019.1 
As is the case for most countries, howev-
er, the carbon footprint associated with 
Chinese students’ international mobility 
has rarely been explored. 

As the first country to suffer from 
COVID-19, China adopted a series of 
response measures, especially online 
education, to reduce the impact of the 
pandemic on students’ international mo-
bility. In addition to protecting human 
health, the virtual mobility developed 
during the pandemic is helping to reduce 
carbon emissions from international ed-
ucation. Nevertheless, it is still unknown 
how to apply the lessons learned during 
the pandemic in mitigating carbon 
emissions from international student 
mobility in the post-pandemic period. 
This article aims to enhance awareness 
of this problem and propose solutions.  

CARBON EMISSIONS

The internationalisation of higher edu-
cation is regarded as a significant part 
of China’s response to globalisation and 
socio-economic developments, as re- 
emphasised recently in the World Class 
2.0 project and the Belt and Road Initia-
tive. The vast majority of Chinese students 
travel to Europe, the United States and 
Oceania through international aviation, 
which comes with the cost of massive 

unprecedented impacts on global health 
and the economy. In terms of internation-
al mobility, the pandemic has changed 
the weight of factors influencing Chinese 
students’ and parents’ decisions on study 
abroad and country choice, with health 
protection and safety occupying a more 
prominent position.4 According to a QS 
survey, the study abroad plans of Chinese 
students have been heavily affected.5 

Under the direct and indirect impacts 
of the pandemic, the scale of international 
student mobility has shrunk and the form 
has changed. It has become more diverse: 
virtual mobility, short-term mobility and 
enrolments in domestic international 
schools have been widely employed to 
meet international education needs and 
make up for the reduction in physical 
mobility. Notably, the pandemic has pro-
vided a valuable opportunity to improve 
and popularise virtual mobility. 

To solve the dilemma of Chinese 
students interested in studying inter-
nationally and ensure the mobility of 

FIGURE 1

Chinese students’ top 10 destinations for studying overseas in 2021 (%, multiple 
choice); and carbon emissions per capita (metric tons per capita) of the top 10 des-
tinations. The green dashed line represents China’s carbon emissions per capita. 
Carbon emissions per capita in the UK, Hong Kong, France and New Zealand 
are lower than in mainland China. Data from Statista8 and the World Bank.3 
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these students during the pandemic, 
the Chinese Ministry of Education has 
introduced a policy that allows students 
who are hindered from studying abroad 
to study in some domestic universities or 
enter Chinese-foreign cooperatively-run 
schools. When the pandemic is over, 
these students with interests in interna-
tional learning experiences can con-
tinue their studies on the campuses of 
foreign universities. The policy supports 
mobility modes that combine virtual and 
physical mobility. 

In the pandemic, these cooperatively- 
run schools, such as the Reading Acade-
my at Nanjing University of Information 
Science and Technology, have played an 
indispensable role in enrolment, recruit-
ment and mobility initiatives, including 
3+1 programmes, foundation and pathway 
programmes, and programmes with built-
in mobility schemes. 

SUSTAINABLE SOLUTIONS

COVID-19 has drastically changed 
global higher education, and universities 
need to prepare for new challenges in the 
post-pandemic period. China’s Ministry 
of Education has released a document on 
“accelerating and expanding the opening 
up of education in the new era”. China 
plans to promote international student 
mobility by strengthening multilateral 
cooperation, improving mechanisms for 
mutual recognition of Chinese and for-

eign credits and improving the education 
of international students in China.4 

Virtual mobility should receive more 
attention and be applied appropriately. 
This may involve joint teaching pro-
grammes with domestic and foreign 
universities, or short-term visiting projects 
combined with cooperatively-run schools. 
More attention should also go to In-
ternationalisation at Home, including 
course internationalisation, credit transfer 
agreements, the establishment of cooper-
ative networks, courses taught in foreign 
languages, and communication between 
local and foreign students.6

For physical mobility, universities 
can incentivise the use of transport with 
lower carbon emissions, which will rely 
on improving aircraft fuel efficiency and 
the availability of aviation biofuels, and 
promote lower-carbon destinations and 
more regional mobility. When students 

study in countries or areas with lower 
per-capita emissions than China, such as 
the UK, Hong Kong, France and New 
Zealand (Figure 1), their personal carbon 
emissions can decrease during their 
education period. Increasing regionali-
sation of Chinese students’ international 
mobility means that a growing share of 
international students remain relatively 
close to China, which will decrease travel 
distances and mitigate carbon emissions. 
Malaysia is a possible host in the region, 

with 12 international branch campuses 
(including five with British institutions 
and three with Australian institutions). 

In the post-pandemic era, China is 
still predicted to be the largest source of 
international students.7 To mitigate the 
carbon emissions embedded in inter-
national education, we must encourage 
low-carbon transport and promote 
destination countries and areas with lower 
carbon emissions per capita.
—HONG YANG
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We must encourage low-carbon transport and 
promote destination countries and areas with 
lower carbon emissions per capita
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Achieving our 
climate goals
a strategic approach 
We all know that the international education sector 
must play its part in tackling the climate crisis, 
but how do we deal with the fact that climate 
goals are often in conflict with internationalisation 
ideals? We must make strategic choices that weigh 
both the benefits of internationalisation and the 
environmental costs.
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The climate crisis requires all of us to do all 
we can to change our behaviours. It is true 
that the international higher education 

sector alone will not be able to turn the climate 
situation around. However, every sector needs to 
contribute – and international education is no excep-
tion. Fortunately, higher education institutions in 
Europe are already taking climate action in different 
ways, such as by decarbonising their activities, teach-
ing climate literacy, conducting research on climate 
change and influencing stakeholders.  

Sometimes, however, climate goals may be in 
conflict with other institutional aspirations, in-
cluding those related to internationalisation. These 
tensions and the intersection of climate change 
and international education have received growing 
attention in recent years, but plenty of work is still 
required. Higher education institutions need to act 
more strategically in this area by carefully assessing 
both the benefits of internationalisation and the 
environmental costs. 

In Europe, a number of actors are contributing 
to this work. For instance, the European Associ-
ation for International Education (EAIE) helps 
increase awareness, while the European Com-
mission supports the Green Erasmus project and 
the development of sustainable travel policies by 
universities. At the same time, bottom-up initiatives 
are also advocating for action. During the COP26 
climate conference in Glasgow, the non-profit Cli-
mate Action Network for International Educators 
(CANIE) brought together leaders and influencers 
to strengthen the international education sector’s 
response to the global challenge of climate change.

FOOTPRINTS AND HANDPRINTS 

Available solutions and their strategic application in 
higher education, however, are still not well under-
stood. One way of conceptualising solutions is to 
focus on the carbon footprint and the carbon hand-
print of international education. The first consists 

of an inward-looking view where greenhouse gas 
emissions from international higher education, such 
as emissions related to offices and programmes, are 
measured and managed. Many European universities 
are already measuring their institutional emissions, 
but they often exclude the carbon footprint of run-
ning various international activities.  

Strategic choices are required to meet both sus-
tainability and internationalisation goals. It is good 
to acknowledge that almost no activity is entirely 
carbon-neutral: even online international activities 
have a carbon footprint. However, activities such 
as short-term but long-distance staff and student 
exchanges result in larger carbon footprints than 
activities related to Internationalisation at Home 
or virtual exchanges. This highlights the need for 
strategic choices. 

The concept of the carbon handprint, meanwhile, 
can be used to consider how international educators 

can inspire and support others to reduce their emis-
sions. Whereas the idea around the carbon footprint 
is to reduce emissions from their current size to as 
close to zero as possible, the handprint does not have 
such limits and institutions can continue to grow 
their positive impacts infinitely. This can be achieved 
by including climate and eco-literacy as part of the 
curriculum of all students engaging in international 
education, by using climate consciousness as a pro-
curement or partnership criterion and by influencing 
others within the sector to take similar action.  

International educators should attempt to reduce 
their footprint and increase their handprint to have 

Almost no activity is entirely 
carbon-neutral: even online 
international activities have a 
carbon footprint
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the greatest impact. However, what we 
can do depends very much on the alter-
natives available to reach our internation-
alisation goals. In the end, this comes 
down to a cost–benefit analysis between 
international education and our climate. 

COSTS AND BENEFITS 

Strategic evaluation requires that we 
know the costs and benefits of our 
international activities. We can see, for 
instance, that many higher education 
institutions struggle to develop green 
travel policies as they encounter dilem-
mas such as green travel options often 
requiring higher budgets. This may result 
in less money for other educational and 
research purposes or fewer staff being 
able to benefit from travelling, which in 
turn may lead to more inequality. If going 
green requires more travel time, this may 
be an issue for some people in terms of 
maintaining a good work–life balance, 
particularly staff with young families.  

Another dilemma is that, in general, 
shorter distances mean greener travelling 
than longer distances with the same trans-
port. However, prioritising destinations 
in terms of distance may limit the extent 
to which staff and students experience 
cultural diversity. This also requires more 
knowledge about the benefits of interna-
tional travel, which are not clear-cut. We 
may sometimes be able to identify oppor-
tunities to increase educational or other 
benefits while cutting environmental costs. 

Strategic choices also need to be 
informed by the relative and absolute 
costs of internationalisation activities. If 
the carbon footprint of one staff member 
travelling between continents is higher 
than that of one student travelling within 

Europe, you could focus on reducing 
staff travel first. However, if you consid-
er that one staff exchange may provide 
100 students with an international view 
on their field of study, the cost–benefit 
balance has a different result. A focus on 
students may have a bigger impact than 
a focus on staff, even though the current 

carbon footprint of internationalisation 
for staff may be larger than for students. 
We want graduates to become conscious 
green travellers for work and pleasure, 
so we need to educate them and support 
them in this pursuit. 

CHOICES AND GOALS 

If you are aiming for a more strate-
gic approach to contribute to climate 
goals within your institution, while also 
supporting internationalisation, you may 
consider the following steps. First of all, 
start by evaluating the carbon footprint of 
internationalisation within your insti-
tution. Second, if your institution has a 
sustainability strategy, your internation-
alisation strategy should be aligned with 
it. Third, benefit from the knowledge 
available in your institution, for instance 
by building and nurturing an effective 
relationship with the sustainability office. 
Fourth, develop a framework allowing you 
to assess the costs and benefits of different 
international education provisions before 
deciding which modes (such as virtual or 
physical mobility) to offer. 

You should also assess the opportunities 
and resources available before setting 
feasible short- and long-term goals and 
identifying the resources required to 
achieve them. In addition, avoid green 
choices that have negative effects on 
other strategic priorities such as equality, 
work–life balance and efficient budgeting. 

For instance, you may want to prioritise 
staff with little travel experience over more 
experienced staff. Finally, use climate con-
sciousness as a criterion for all internation-
alisation activities, including procurement 
and partnerships. Encourage long-term 
relationships with international partners 
and support long-term programmes rather 
than one-off visits of staff or students.  

By introducing these approaches, 
European higher education institutions 
can better navigate the tensions between 
internationalisation and the climate, al-
lowing them to act more strategically in 
this area. Equally important is recognis-
ing that the climate challenge requires 
both a sense of urgency and a long-term 
commitment, including engagement by 
top leadership and governing bodies, 
concrete and ambitious goals, and suffi-
cient resource allocation.
—ADINDA VAN GA ALEN, 

PII-TUULIA NIKULA

We want graduates to become conscious green 
travellers for work and pleasure, so we need to 
educate them and support them in this pursuit
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The signature Catalan university system is 
pulling out all the stops when it comes to 
achieving sustainable internationalisation. 
Working together in such areas as student 
mobility, training and research on the 
wellbeing of our planet, they have made 
strong collaboration a cornerstone of their 
system and are collectively tackling the 
climate crisis. }

The Catalan 
university system

collective  
action toward 
sustainability
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Catalonia shares in the concerns 
about climate change and agrees 
that the urgent challenges we 

are facing call for a variety of transform-
ative actions. In connection, the Catalan 
university system is doing its part to see 
change come to fruition. 

Made up of 12 universities1, 66 re-
search centres, 265,000 students, 20,000 
professors and 25,000 researchers, the 
Catalan university system is working 
together to achieve the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), as outlined 
in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable De-
velopment. In addition to the university 
system’s own 2030 Agenda action plan, 
all of its universities have internation-
alisation plans that include actions for 
sustainability.   

Moreover, beyond the actions envis-
aged in the joint plan, Catalonian uni-
versities are prioritising three elements of 
sustainable internationalisation above all 
else: the sustainability of student mobility, 
training in sustainability and institu-
tional and research projects on planetary 
wellbeing.

TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE MOBILITY 

Not only did the COVID-19 pandemic 
accelerate hybrid collaboration formu-
las that were already being developed, 
newly introduced COIL methodologies 
have also taken us further down the path 
towards more innovative and sustainable 
programmes at the international level. It is 
against this backdrop that sustainable mo-
bility remains at the heart of current pro-
jects within the Catalan university system. 
The Universitat de Girona has been raising 
awareness of the impact of mobility by 

based learning methodology. These are of-
fered to local students and students from 
the ECIU University consortium.

COMMITTED TO SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATION

Catalan universities are also leading nu-
merous initiatives to embed sustainability 
in higher education curriculum. Particu-
larly noteworthy is the introduction of the 
SDGs in undergraduate and postgraduate 
education, such as the master’s degree in 
planetary health offered by the Universi-
tat Oberta de Catalunya (UOC) and the 
Universitat Pompeu Fabra (UPF), in col-
laboration with the Barcelona Institute for 
Global Health. The role of AQU Catalun-
ya, our university quality assurance agency, 
also plays an important role in guarantee-
ing that SDG training at bachelor’s degree 
level is present in all studies.  

This dedication to sustainability 
education is further demonstrated by 
various measures to accelerate the process 
of making campuses more sustainable, as 
well as action plans to address the climate 
emergency. One example of this is the 
Sustainable UPC 2030 Plan, an initiative 

showing the CO2 emissions of exchange 
journeys based on the type of transport 
used. On top of that, the Universitat de 
Barcelona (UB) has developed a training 
module on circular economy as a part 
of the European Erasmus+ UNI-ECO 
project. The Universitat Internacional de 
Catalunya also offers annual cross-disci-
plinary sustainability workshops. 

Universities included in the Europe-
an Commission’s European Universities 
initiative2 are equally concerned about 
sustainable mobility as a key issue within 
their international partnerships. These 
partnerships have given rise to a wide 
range of initiatives. One such example is 
the creation of a master’s degree in Global 
Challenges for Sustainability, promoted 
by the UB through CHARM-EU. An-
other initiative, created by the Univer-
sitat Rovira i Virgili’s Aurora Alliance 
Sustainability Working Group, is the 
Aurora Travel Codex, a guide to promote 
green travel and reduce and mitigate CO2 
emissions. The Universitat Autònoma 
de Barcelona has also designed training 
modules in English using a challenge- 
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of the Universitat Politècnica de Catalun-
ya aimed at moving towards the decar-
bonisation of international mobility. More 
globally, they are carrying out strategic 
projects related to the health and wellbe-
ing of the planet, such as UPF’s Planetary 
Wellbeing initiative.

EXPLORING PLANETARY WELLBEING 

Finally, Catalonia seeks to be present 
in all those initiatives and projects that 
are committed to the transformation 
and wellbeing of the planet, and actively 
promotes a model based on respectful 
practices in the environmental, economic 
and socio-cultural spheres. Alongside 

individual research initiatives, the 39 
centres that form part of the Catalan 
Research Centres Institute (CERCA)3 
are working towards achieving the SDGs 
within the RIS3CAT and Horizon 2020 
projects. There are currently 442 projects 
under way.  

Furthermore, Catalan universities 
are involved in a number of notable 
applied research initiatives that involve 
knowledge transfer to society. For ex-
ample, the La Salle-Universitat Ramon 
Llull project, ‘Towards Healthy smArt 
MetropOliS (THAMOS): Data-driven 
multidisciplinary strategies for pursuing 
sustainable mobility’, focuses on the 
transformation of smart and healthy 
metropolises. Comparatively, a project 
headed by Universitat de Vic –  
Universitat Central de Catalunya looks 
at zero waste treatment in the agri-food 
industry, specifically when it comes to 
meat-processing. Finally, the UOC is 
endeavouring to help industries, cities, 
infrastructure operators and citizens in 
general to benefit from the Internet  
of Things.  

Catalonia seeks to be 
present in all those 
initiatives and projects 
that are committed to 
the transformation and 
wellbeing of the planet 
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WHAT LIES AHEAD 

The 32nd Annual EAIE Conference and 
Exhibition will take place in Barcelona, 
a city that has been awarded a Biosphere 
certification for its commitment to sus-
tainability in the tourism sector. Catalonia 
is very pleased to host this event and sees 
it as an exciting time to meet and reflect 
on all the challenges ahead of us – as  
individuals, institutions and as a society – 
as we continue to tackle the climate crisis.
— COORDINATED BY THE INTER-UNIVERSITY 

COUNCIL OF CATALONIA

1. Catalan universities: Universitat de Barcelona 
(UB); Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB); 
Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya (UPC); 
Universitat Pompeu Fabra (UPF); Universitat Ramon 
Llull (URL); Universitat de Lleida (UdL); Universitat 
de Girona (UdG); Universitat Rovira i Virgili (URV); 
Universitat Oberta de Catalunya (UOC); Universitat 
Central de Catalunya (UVic-UCC); Universitat 
Internacional de Catalunya (UIC); Universitat Abat 
Oliba CEU (UAO CEU). 
 
2. European Universities partnerships: CHARM-
European University (Challenge-driven, Accessible, 
Research-based Mobile). Participant: UB; ECIU 
University. Participant: UAB; UNITE! (University 
Network for Innovation, Technology and 
Engineering). Participant: UPC; EUTOPIA (European 
Universities Transforming to an Open, Inclusive 
Academy for 2050). Participant: UPD; Aurora 
Alliance (European University Network initiative). 
Participant: URV.

3. CERCA: Centres de Recerca de Catalunya
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2022 EAIE ELECTIONS

Put your hand up  
to help guide  
the Association 
towards a bright  
future

NOMINATIONS: 
22 April–06 May 

VOTING: 
30 May–10 June

OPEN TO ALL EAIE MEMBERS 
www.eaie.org 
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Bessie Dendrinos: 
Multilingualism matters
Guest Bessie Dendrinos discussed the 
richness of linguistic diversity around the 
world and its relationship to the world of 
international higher education. 

http://ow.ly/qxfC50I80NO

16 
FEB

Karol Vieker & Malaika Marable 
Serrano: Let’s talk about 
discrimination
Diversity, equity and inclusion professionals 
Malaika Marable Serrano and Karol Vieker 
discussed discrimination in international 
higher education.

http://ow.ly/48n250I7NrA

02 
MAR

EAIE PODCAST

Standing in solidarity with 
Ukraine 
The EAIE stands in solidarity with our 
colleagues in Ukraine, affected students, 
their families and loved ones, and strongly 
condemns the Russian government’s acts of 
war against the country. 

http://ow.ly/WcPW50I4nyA

25 
FEB

Rajika Bhandari: A life in 
international education 
Skilled migration and academic mobility are 
widespread, but what is the impact on the 
individual? Rajika Bhandari, an international 
higher education expert, reflected on her 
experiences living through these dynamics. 

http://ow.ly/X5Qi50I80Yp

Understanding international 
student needs: ESN Survey 
results
Take a deep dive into the research con-
ducted by The Erasmus Student Network 
for a better understanding of international 
students’ challenges, needs and ideas.

http://ow.ly/ASpF50HCnTk

25 
JAN

In between Forum issues, visit the EAIE blog for news, views and 
insights, anywhere and at your fingertips. Just grab yourself a 
comfy seat and start browsing!

EAIE BLOG SPOT

08 
DEC

International education agents: 
the good, the bad and the ugly
How can institutions maximise their 
resources while increasing international 
student enrolment? This piece discussed 
the good, the bad, and the ugly of working 
with international student agents.

http://ow.ly/Q4zO50HwHs5

18 
JAN
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A step-by-step guide for fostering 
positive coping and resilience among 

international students
 

Download from the EAIE library 
www.eaie.org/our-resources 

Free fo
r  

EAIE m
embers
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CALENDAR

31 MAY–  
03 JUNE
NAFSA 2022 Annual 
Conference & Expo
Building Our Sustainable Future
https://www.nafsa.org/
conferences/nafsa-2022

10–12 
OCTOBER 
THE World Academic Summit 
2022
Trajectories in higher educa-
tion: Meeting rising expecta-
tion
www.timeshighered-events.
com/world-academic-
summit-2022

18–21 
OCTOBER 
AIEC 2022 
Australian International 
Education Conference
Beyond borders
https://aiec.idp.com

13–16  
SEPTEMBER
32nd Annual EAIE Conference 
and Exhibition in Barcelona
The future in full colour
www.eaie.org/barcelona

11 & 13 
MAY 
EAIE Online Academy
Designing learning outcomes 
for traineeships abroad 
www.eaie.org/training

https://www.nafsa.org/conferences/nafsa-2022
https://www.nafsa.org/conferences/nafsa-2022
http://www.timeshighered-events.com/world-academic-summit-2022
http://www.timeshighered-events.com/world-academic-summit-2022
http://www.timeshighered-events.com/world-academic-summit-2022
https://aiec.idp.com
http://www.eaie.org/barcelona 
http://www.eaie.org/training


See you in Barcelona!
Join the long-awaited reunion in every international  

education professional’s calendar 
Registration opens 24 May

www.eaie.org/barcelona
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