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ABSTRACT: This case study examines how the Jagiellonian University (JU) in Kraków, Poland’s second-largest and one 
of Europe’s oldest universities, can implement its Environment and Climate Strategy through sustainable academic con-
ferences. Using a participatory, multi-stakeholder approach informed by the quintuple-helix innovation model, it draws on 
two workshops with academics, university staff, students, local institutions, businesses, and NGOs and in-depth inter-
views with conference organisers. Findings reveal significant gaps between sustainability strategy and everyday prac-
tices, caused by administrative complexity, limited institutional support, and the responsibilisation of sustainable actions. 
Bottom-up initiatives and collaborative conference models emerge as practical pathways to operationalise universi-
ty-wide sustainability goals. Sustainable conferences can also foster inclusivity, well-being, and stronger connections 
with local communities, advancing social engagement in climate action. The study offers original insights by positioning 
academic conferences as experimental spaces for translating abstract sustainability policies into participatory, prac-
tice-based transformations within higher education.  

KEYWORDS : academic conferences, higher education institutions, academic well-being, environmental policy, sustain-
ability strategy
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Introduction

In light of the deepening planetary polycrisis (Richardson et al., 2023), higher education institu-
tions (HEIs) must assume a more active role in advancing sustainable climate action. This necessity 
arises not only from HEIs’ historical–and often debated–responsibility (Stein, 2019; Stein et al., 2016; 
Green, 2021) or their negative environmental impact (McCowan, 2020), but, most importantly, from 
the significant influence they exert on peace, stability, and the resilience of societies (European Com-
mission, 2022; UNESCO, 2015). However, this active role must extend beyond the mere generation 
and accumulation of knowledge (Chankseliani & McCowan, 2020; Nature Editorial, 2023) and trans-
late into tangible transformations in the everyday functioning of HEIs. 

This case study focuses on the Jagiellonian University in Kraków (JU) – the second-largest univer-
sity in Poland and the second-oldest continuously operating university in Central Europe, with a total 
enrolment of approximately 35,000 students and a workforce of nearly 9,000 (BAiR UJ, 2023). Until 
recently, JU had not undertaken any significant or systemic sustainability initiatives. Actions were 
largely localised, addressing specific needs through micro-scale solutions, often driven by grassroots 
initiatives. It was only after intense pressure from the student climate organisation KlimatUJ (Cli-
mateJU) that the JU 2030 Strategy incorporated a commitment to climate action and environmental 
protection. As a result, in 2021, JU established an advisory Climate Council composed of researchers 
from various climate-related disciplines. This subsequently led to the adoption of the Environment 
and Climate Strategy.

Despite JU’s active participation in university networks that promote climate-friendly innovation 
(UNA Europa, 2023) and, more importantly, the engagement of its academic community in sustaina-
ble practices (Jałocha et al., 2023), the JU Environment and Climate Strategy has largely been imple-
mented at a theoretical level, with limited impact on day-to-day operations. The document lacks a 
substantive roadmap, and its implementation is ambiguously divided among multiple administrative 
units within the university. Moreover, as is typical of long-term strategies, its general character con-
strains the ability to identify specific areas for targeted action or to plan concrete follow-up meas-
ures. This situation creates both a practice gap and an opportunity to implement the findings of this 
study.

Academic conferences exemplify such specific areas, ones not mentioned explicitly in the strat-
egy yet clearly requiring a sustainable transition. Conferences present a nexus of sustainability chal-
lenges, including mobility and commuting (Achten et al., 2013; Tao et al., 2021), food provision 
(Cugniere et al., 2020; Grech et al., 2020), material use and waste management (Neugebauer et al., 
2020; Santos et al., 2022), offline–online choices (Foramitti et al., 2021), accommodation (Bossdorf 
et al., 2009), and the often-overlooked aspect of participants’ well-being. These issues depend on 
multiple factors, including skills, knowledge, and material resources, and often involve complex 
trade-offs. Equally importantly, conferences are distinctive events: on the one hand, they serve as 
forums for sharing and building scientific knowledge; on the other, they function as social spaces 
requiring significant emotional labour, where participation is systematically expected to benefit one’s 
academic career (Henderson, 2019; Köhler et al., 2022). 

Although academic conferences have increasingly been studied as a social phenomenon (Hender-
son, 2015) and are increasingly considered within the context of sustainability, they still rarely fea-
ture comprehensive climate strategies, and intentional sustainable event management remains 
uncommon (Holden et al., 2017; Neugebauer et al., 2020). Even when universities adopt sustainable 
event policies, these are often optional for organisers (Grech et al., 2020). The case of JU, however, 
demonstrates that areas influencing the sustainability of conferences overlap with the strategic 
directions outlined in the Environment and Climate Strategy (Figure 1). This suggests that academic 
conferences can serve as spaces for the realisation (or materialisation) of abstract and general stra-
tegic documents through the practical organisational operations of HEIs. Alternatively, they can func-
tion as arenas for developing more concrete internal regulations. 

For these reasons, we initiated a multi-stakeholder deliberation on the opportunities, synergies, 
and trade-offs involved in organising sustainable conferences. Our aims were to: (1) identify barriers, 
opportunities, and solutions for improving the environmental sustainability of academic confer-
ences; and (2) develop organisational sustainable practices and standards with solutions tailored to 
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the specific characteristics of such events–all in light of the stagnant progress in implementing the JU 
Environment and Climate Strategy.

Figure 1. Intersection of topics between sustainable conference guidelines
Source: (Tusznio et al., 2024) and JU Environment and Climate Strategy.

An overview of the literature

Quintuple Helix Model

Although the following case focuses on the institutional level, it is important not to overlook the 
stakeholders of HEIs. Conferences involve not only researchers; in practice, their organisation directly 
engages administrative and technical staff, as well as individuals not employed by the university. 
These include students, catering companies and cleaning services, sponsors, business partners, and 
public institutions. This, however, is not an exhaustive list–universities are embedded within local 
communities, and sustainable events should integrate their needs while accounting for potential neg-
ative impacts (UNEP, 2009). Finally, the natural environment–although it may appear to be affected 
only marginally–constitutes the central focus of sustainability efforts and is the principal justification 
for undertaking them.

For the integration of the above-mentioned stakeholders, this study draws on the quintuple inno-
vation helix framework (Carayannis et al., 2012). Within this framework, key practical knowledge 
regarding the sustainable transition of academic conferences emerges from experience-sharing and 
knowledge co-creation among the scientific, economic, natural, civil society, and political–institu-
tional systems. This approach not only increases the likelihood of developing durable and effective 
innovative solutions, as conferences have long served as contact points for these groups, but, more 
importantly, enables universities to contribute responsibly to broader socio-ecological transitions, 
moving beyond uncritical, growth-centred models of sustainability (Stein, 2023). The inclusion of 
diverse stakeholders in the democratic development of innovations carries practical significance, as 
it enables a broader mapping of barriers and opportunities and allows for a multifaceted evaluation 
of proposed sustainable solutions. By drawing on the diversity and heterogeneity of knowledges and 
organisational practices, this approach provides an opportunity to assess how HEIs–as crucial pro-
ducers of knowledge (Yoon et al., 2017)–can translate their regulations into concrete actions through 
collaboration with their external environment. 
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The State of the Art: Sustainable Conferencing

A wide range of studies, assessments, and grey literature addresses sustainable events and con-
ferences. Some of these works identify the main areas requiring change: travel, arguably the most 
unsustainable element (Tao et al., 2021); waste reduction and the prioritisation of local, seasonal, 
certified, and plant-based food (Cugniere et al., 2020; Grech et al., 2020; Neugebauer et al., 2020); and 
the appropriate selection of event venues or accommodation (Bossdorf et al., 2009). Others propose 
a spectrum of solutions, such as choosing locations that enable sustainable transport options (Klöwer 
et al., 2020), reducing or eliminating the production of conference materials and adopting a circular 
model of product use (Neugebauer et al., 2020; Santos et al., 2022), or offsetting the carbon footprint 
(Chasi & Heleta, 2022).

Despite this growing body of literature, much of it remains either overly general or of limited 
practical relevance. The main reason is a mismatch between the proposed solutions and the scale of 
events or the capacity of local organisers to implement them. Conference managers often lack control 
over key aspects such as the choice of location or participants’ transport decisions–one of the most 
significant sources of conference-related emissions (Klöwer et al., 2020; Tao et al., 2021). As a result, 
organisers’ actions are typically limited to providing information, for instance, about public transport 
options, and promoting or facilitating carpooling (Collins & Cooper, 2016). Other potential measures 
include reducing the frequency of events or encouraging participants to opt for trains or buses instead 
of regional flights, and, for local conferences, to use bicycles rather than cars (Higham & Font, 2019; 
Klöwer et al., 2020). Still, in most cases, these remain soft measures, suggestions, recommendations, 
and forms of encouragement rather than the enforcement of substantive solutions.

Moreover, proposed sustainability measures often fail to address the specificities of academic 
culture. Academic conferences are rarely mass events, and the rigid structures of academia tend to 
slow the adoption of unconventional sustainable practices (Henderson, 2015). Innovations justified 
by sustainability concerns (such as those related to food choices or conference materials) may 
encounter participants’ resistance and scepticism (Guterman, 2009). Furthermore, such initiatives 
are often not perceived as priorities (Wals & Blewitt, 2010), which makes their adoption even more 
challenging in contexts characterised by common time constraints. Even when intentions are posi-
tive, difficulties persist in aligning local and international sustainability standards (Cugniere et al., 
2020) and in securing funding for green transformation, which is frequently regarded as unnecessary 
within academic bureaucracies (Liyanage & Netswera, 2021).

Similarly unresolved is the ongoing debate about transitioning conferences to virtual formats. 
Hybrid and fully online conferences have the potential to significantly reduce carbon emissions, par-
ticularly for international events where attendees travel long distances (Jäckle, 2021; Tao et al., 
2021). At the same time, virtual conferences face well-documented challenges associated with nega-
tive perceptions (Köhler et al., 2022), including online-meeting fatigue, reduced social interaction, 
and difficulties related to time zones (Moss et al., 2021), while emissions from remote participation 
remain considerably underestimated (Obringer et al., 2021). However, given the strong connection 
between academic culture and mobility, avoiding physical conferences altogether is both unrealistic 
and undesirable (Reyes-García et al., 2022).

As Anna Tsing (2012) aptly observes, contemporary crises require alternative modes of knowl-
edge that focus on non-scalable practices. The existing research gap, therefore, does not concern the 
identification of general challenges or sustainability solutions (these are already well documented) 
but rather understanding how these barriers and responses can be addressed within the local, insti-
tutional, cultural, and organisational contexts of HEIs. By focusing on the meso level of campuses and 
their stakeholders, we can generate innovations that are not only sustainable but also feasible.
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Research methods

Our study presents the findings from a series of two workshops and seven in-depth interviews. 
The workshops were held in June and September 2024, attended respectively by 11 and 14 individu-
als (five of whom participated in both meetings, while 20 attended only once). Each session lasted 
five hours and was moderated by five research fellows with backgrounds in social and environmental 
sciences, all possessing substantial experience in participatory research and stakeholder engage-
ment. The workshops combined structured discussions and collaborative exercises, enabling partic-
ipants to share perspectives, co-create solutions, and explore trade-offs across the different systems. 
To address interactions among the university, businesses, public institutions, civil society, and the 
natural environment–while ensuring the representation of diverse internal stakeholders–we invited 
participants from administrative departments (including secretariats, the International Cooperation 
Department, the Promotion and Communication Centre, the JU Conference Section, the Public Pro-
curement Department, and the Campus Administration Department), as well as academics, students, 
catering service providers, municipal institutions in Kraków, regional institutions involved in food 
production and distribution, and environmental organisations both within the university (e.g. the 
Climate Council) and outside its structure (NGOs). 

Both workshops followed a predefined plan and incorporated sustainable interventions designed 
to exemplify selected solutions (e.g. healthy, local food; sustainable catering; self-prepared meals; no 
single-use dinnerware; and active breaks such as yoga sessions or outdoor walks) to stimulate dis-
cussion. During the first workshop, following an introductory discussion–focused on twelve sustain-
ability areas identified through the literature review and existing sustainable conference handbooks/
guides–participants worked in subgroups to: (1) identify barriers; (2) define realistic goals to be 
achieved within each sustainability area in the JU context; and (3) propose possible actions and 
means to achieve these goals. The results of the first workshop informed the development of a draft 
version of a Sustainable Conference Handbook for the JU Campus, which was circulated to all partic-
ipants prior to the second meeting for feedback.

The second workshop opened with a discussion of the handbook’s content, followed by subgroup 
sessions that addressed: (1) administrative and legal barriers to implementing sustainable confer-
ences at JU, and recommendations for university authorities to overcome these challenges; (2) the 
potential of JU Campus spaces for hosting sustainable events; and (3) the role of sustainable confer-
ences in operationalising the university’s Environment and Climate Strategy and promoting high 
environmental standards for university-organised events. The final plenary session focused on par-
ticipants’ well-being as an integral dimension of sustainability. With participants’ consent, both 
workshops were recorded, and supplementary notes were taken. The recordings and notes were 
then carefully transcribed and analysed to clarify and illustrate key themes in greater detail.

To gain further insights into how JU Campus employees manage conferences, seven in-depth 
interviews were conducted in February and March 2025. We selected representatives from seven 
faculties at the JU Campus who had organised conferences there within the past two years. The inter-
views focused on the barriers, strategies, and outcomes of efforts to address sustainability issues in 
conference events. Each interview lasted approximately 30–40 minutes, was recorded, transcribed, 
summarised, and its findings were integrated with observations from the workshops to enrich the 
overall analysis. 

Results of the research

Synergies to Address Sustainability Challenges

During the workshops, the key areas requiring particular consideration and compromise in the 
organisation of conferences were identified. The discussions highlighted several barriers (Table 1), 
opportunities (Table 2), and potential solutions (Table 3) within each key area. In some cases, clear 
synergies emerged between the identified opportunities and the proposed solutions to overcome 
existing barriers.
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Table 1. Barriers identified in key areas requiring consideration and compromise in conference organisation

Barriers

Food - high costs of local and organic food
- difficulty of verifying product locality
- unsustainable eating habits (meat as essential component of meal)
- infeasibility of allocating a budget for local and organic food
- treatment of vegetarian dishes as side options by meat-eating participants
- unclear regulations on food donations to external charities

Travel - longer travel time by bus and train compared to flights
- higher price of international train travel compared to flights
- participants’ preference for comfort and convenience
- inability to regulate participants’ transport choices
- employers attitude as discouragement of acquisition of sustainable travel funding
- lack of well-developed bicycle network in Krakow

Waste & materials - expectation of gifts and conference gadgets
- insufficient access to tap water dispensers or fountains
- provision of water only in plastic bottles due to tender agreements
- mandatory printing of certificates of participation
- production of redundant promotional materials by JU Promotion Office
- organisers’ and sponsors’ preference for branded promotional materials

Well-being - lack of popularisation activities
- limited campus buildings accessibility; need for relocation to city centre venues
- neglect of well-being in conference planning
- time constraints of conferences
- additional workload from sustainability commitments
- organisers’ overload from logistical details and administrative work
- variation of participant preferences
- imbalance of sessions and free time; programme overload
- lack of accessibility and inclusivity

Online / onsite conferences - participant unawareness of emissions from streaming
- low online attendance in hybrid conferences
- unnecessary economic and environmental costs
- lack of institutional support for online format despite equipment availability
- logistical complexity of managing hybrid events
- environmental impact of digital infrastructure
- lack of personal interaction in remote conferences

Organisation - organisers’ unawareness of JU Environmental and Climate Strategy
- lack of clear sustainability guidelines from university authorities
- inability to justify higher sustainability costs
- lack of cross-faculty communication on shared equipment and responsibilities
- lack of gratification system for organisers
- lack of institutionalised publicity channels; excessive workload of self-promotion
- default support for unsustainable conference organisation
- lack of systemic institutional support and guidance from administration
- need for persuasion of other units and organisers to adopt sustainable solutions

Table 2. Opportunities identified in key areas requiring consideration and compromise in conference organisation

Opportunities

Food - potential of improved quality and taste of vegan meals
- practice of sharing leftover food with JU staff
- expansion of vegetarian dish selection by catering companies
- growing awareness of product origin among catering providers
- �feasibility of eliminating paper materials, gadgets, and serving vegan meals in some 

disciplines (e.g. cultural sector events)
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Opportunities

Travel - good train connections between major Polish and European cities
- growing participants’ experience of train travel
- availability of affordable train connections between Polish cities
- convenience of commuting in Krakow by public transport

Waste & materials - potential of universal, unbranded reusable items
- participant requests (e.g. for water fountains instead of bottled water)

Well-being - recognition of importance of participant well-being and accessibility
- recognition of balance between sessions and breaks as essential

Online / onsite conferences - post-Covid-19 familiarity with online and hybrid formats

Organisation - green surroundings and modern, adapted campus buildings
- growing commitment to environmental and social responsibility among JU organisers
- �integration of sustainable practices in past conferences (vegetarian meals, food waste 

reduction, minimal printing)
- �decisions driven by participant requirements (e.g. dietary preferences) and logistical 

considerations (e.g. printing certificates upon request) rather than sustainability concerns
- desire to avoid unnecessary expenditure and food waste
- expectation of sustainable solutions as default at JU
- importance of sustainable conferencing for JU prestige, image, and green collaborations
- opportunity for student volunteering with additional ECTS credits

Table 3. Solutions identified in key areas requiring consideration and compromise in conference organisation

Solutions

Food - increased proportion of vegetarian and vegan meals
- requirement for catering companies to prioritise organic and local products
- provision of lighter and healthier food options (e.g. fruits instead of sweets)
- exclusive availability of vegetarian and vegan food
- redistribution of excess food to institute staff

Travel - promotion of carpooling among participants
- provision of clear instructions on city public transport
- incentives for low-emission travel through reduced fees
- development of university bike rental system
- encouragement of public transport use
- reimbursement of train travel for invited guests from Europe

Waste & materials - elimination of printed conference materials or availability only on request
- absence of gadgets
- shift of sponsor advertising to workshops and lectures
- provision of universal, unbranded reusable items with opt-out option
- reduction of low-quality promotional items
- printing of certificates only on request
- coordination with sponsors to avoid redundant materials
- minimisation of single-use materials and reuse of past materials

Well-being - enhancement of well-being through active recreation and quiet spaces
- balance of session time and free time in programme design
- provision of additional activities for participants
- incorporation of alternative conference formats beyond presentations
- collaboration with JU Accessibility Centre
- information for participants about recreation areas

Online / onsite conferences –

Organisation - �cross-faculty cooperation and communication on equipment (e.g. poster stands) and 
responsibilities

- �university assistance with recommendation of sustainable solutions (e.g. list of verified 
local caterers)

- organisation of popular science lectures for wider audience
- use of JU Strategy as foundation for sustainable conference certification
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For food, the growing popularity of vegan and vegetarian options, both in catering services and 
among participants’ preferences, contributes to reducing the negative impact of meat- and ani-
mal-based meals. There is also a noticeable willingness among caterers to communicate clearly the 
local origin of their products, as well as an administrative readiness to consider this aspect as a crite-
rion in green public procurement. The issue situated at the intersection of food and waste–namely 
leftovers–can be addressed relatively easily through redistribution. Organisers are already engaged 
in such practices within the institution; what is needed is stronger institutional support, ideally 
through internal regulations, as current ambiguities may discourage organisers: “giving out leftover 
food to staff or students – everyone seems to do it, but if it’s included in the guidelines, then it’ll be 
clear that there’s nothing wrong with it” (academic – workshop 2). The culturally rooted inclination 
to avoid food waste, when framed within broader sustainability concerns, was particularly evident 
here. This tendency was shared by nearly all workshop participants, regardless of the part of the helix 
they represented. As one of them stated: “It is not a shame, nor should it be a shame, that we order 
[economically]. (…) When it comes to this issue of catering, the most important thing is reasonable 
planning” (municipal institution representative – workshop 1). It is therefore advisable to promote 
green and sustainable activities by emphasising their frugality, prudent resource management, and 
waste avoidance.

To improve conference accessibility and inclusivity, workshop participants recognised the poten-
tial for strengthening cooperation with existing JU bodies and sectors, which should be maintained 
and further developed. The issue of overloaded programmes and the need for active breaks and 
opportunities for rest was also acknowledged and, to some extent, already implemented: JU organis-
ers had scheduled longer breaks including stretching sessions, prepared quiet rooms for rest (or 
solitary work), and provided information about the availability of green campus areas. However, such 
measures were often perceived as additional features rather than standard practice.

Given the organisers’ willingness, it appears relatively easy to encourage and persuade partici-
pants to choose sustainable forms of transport from neighbouring countries or to promote carpool-
ing by sharing information among participants travelling from similar locations. A simple and effec-
tive solution would be the promotion of local public transport. Subsidising green travel to conferences 
has already been introduced in some cases, mainly through allocating part of the budget for this 
purpose and incorporating it into the conference fee. Similarly, some organisers have begun negotiat-
ing with sponsors to avoid the distribution of promotional gadgets, either by redirecting funds 
towards alternative activities (e.g. sponsored lectures or workshops) or by arranging for the provi-
sion of genuinely useful and reusable items (e.g. water bottles or lanyards). However, experience to 
date indicates that such measures tend to be more demanding and time-consuming for organisers.

It should be emphasised that all these sustainable measures substantially increase the workload 
of organisers. This has already been identified as one of the major organisational barriers to imple-
menting sustainable solutions. None of the sustainable measures constitutes the “minimum” require-
ments for organising a conference, and their implementation often depends solely on the motivation 
of individual organisers. This indicates that the university, to some extent, shifts the responsibility for 
the realisation of its policies (or the absence thereof) onto individuals who already report a lack of 
institutional support in organising events. This issue is particularly evident in the repeatedly and 
explicitly stated expectation that, at JU, sustainable solutions should be implemented by default, 
rather than being treated as measures that require additional administrative effort.

Solutions at the Institutional Level: A Bottom-Up Perspective

A series of small and relatively inexpensive institutional measures could facilitate sustainable 
conference practices. Examples include the aforementioned regulations regarding leftover food and 
a clear endorsement of green procurement, which would enable sustainable products to be selected 
over the cheapest options in tenders. Although green procurement is legally permitted, workshop 
participants noted a reluctance among decision-makers and university administrators to adopt this 
approach due to its greater complexity. Another proposal would be to recognise the higher costs of 
sustainable choices as legitimate, whether this involves ordering more expensive recycled materials 
or locally sourced food. A further solution would be for the university to allow reimbursement for 
such purchases on the basis of receipts, even without formal invoices, since locally sourced products 
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are often most easily obtained from farmers’ markets, which do not accommodate standard institu-
tional procurement procedures.

However, in the opinion of workshop participants, the first and most fundamental issue is to treat 
sustainability as a priority and “avoid academic greenwashing” (academic – workshop 2). In practical 
terms, this means going beyond mere changes in regulations or the introduction of strategies to actu-
ally allocating resources for their ongoing implementation: “Let guidelines be followed up with con-
crete measures, such as increased funding for sustainable conferences” (academic – workshop 2). 
This could also involve establishing university-wide or faculty-level conference storage hubs–units 
equipped with shared materials (e.g. badges with reusable holders and lanyards, name stands, laser 
pointers, lapel microphones, charging cables, and roll-up banners) and staffed by personnel respon-
sible for their maintenance. Such facilities would ensure easy access to reusable materials while min-
imising administrative hurdles. This approach would reduce both the cost and material consumption 
associated with each event.

Before such initiatives can be introduced, it is necessary to abandon environmentally unaccount-
able tendering practices and to cease relying on the production of unnecessary and unsustainable 
promotional materials. Instead, JU-branded banners could be designed with erasable surfaces or des-
ignated areas for stickers, allowing them to be adapted for different events. Participants demanded 
that “we need to reduce the number of gadgets available in our [JU] product range” (administrative 
staff – workshop 2), and implement a set of standardised, university-wide principles, including a for-
mal policy restricting the procurement of conference gadgets and prohibiting single-use items and 
electronic devices as participant gifts. Such measures would also strengthen negotiations with spon-
sors and partners, enabling the university to promote preferred solutions and leverage its regional 
position. 

Financial support for sustainable travel, in the form of a dedicated fund (potentially financed 
through EU sources) could help subsidise more sustainable travel by train or bus for conference par-
ticipants. This could take the form of partial reimbursement of travel costs or additional benefits, 
such as reduced conference fees for those choosing sustainable transport. At the same time, internal 
university policy should prohibit the purchase of business-class flight tickets for invited guests and 
the reimbursement of individual airport transfers, except in justified late-night circumstances.

Other organisational changes may also be necessary. While these may not appear directly related 
to sustainable events, they could help unlock their potential. Firstly, providing greater support for 
conference organising teams is essential. This could be achieved in two ways: by recognising organi-
sational effort in employee evaluations and introducing a system of rewards and acknowledgements; 
or alternatively, by proactively transferring resources and facilitating access to them, including 
through improved collaboration between existing units. Changes are also needed in relation to online 
and hybrid formats, which the university does not currently support actively. Although JU possesses 
the necessary equipment and trained staff for live streaming, these resources are not easily accessi-
ble to conference organisers. Most importantly, administrative processes related to academic confer-
ences should minimise engagement in bureaucratic procedures; currently, the specialists in the mat-
ter are confused by some of the legal aspects: “Sometimes, certain things are obviously [cost-effective 
and sustainable], but can we make use of them as a [public] university?” (administrative staff – work-
shop 2). Responsibilities should be reduced through efficient, well-coordinated collaboration among 
various JU administrative departments.

The development of the aforementioned sustainable conference policy could–and should–consti-
tute the next step. However, this policy should primarily be based on the capacities and resources 
provided by the university, rather than on expectations placed upon organisers: “Don’t stop at ‘your 
conference is sustainable–unsustainable’ – provide some feedback, some guidance (...), so that the 
organiser isn’t left to deal with it all on their own” (academic – workshop 2). Instead of requiring 
organisers to spend time identifying sustainable food, accommodation, and travel options, the uni-
versity could take a more active role by supplying verified resources, such as a list of approved local 
companies.
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Knowledge Co-creation

Even though many conference organisers are unaware of the JU Environment and Climate Strat-
egy, or do not recognise its relevance to conference organisation, both workshop participants and 
interviewees emphasised the importance of sustainable conferencing. Within their knowledge and 
capacity limits, they had already implemented various sustainable practices and demonstrated a 
degree of environmental awareness in planning and organising conferences. They also stressed the 
need to engage a diversity of internal and external stakeholders, indirectly confirming the relevance 
of the quintuple-helix model.

During the workshops, the discussion and exchange of practical experiences related to sustaina-
bility proved particularly valuable. It not only revealed the barriers perceived by different stakehold-
ers but also highlighted areas requiring structural or institutional change. This circulation of knowl-
edge, particularly the involvement of stakeholders from outside the HEI sector, enabled the realisa-
tion of the university’s planned “responsible cooperation”. Through a stakeholder-driven approach, 
the process unlocked the potential to benefit both HEIs and their partners, while simultaneously 
strengthening environmental action (Knuth et al., 2007).

However, this partnership-based and equitable form of engagement can emerge only through the 
early inclusion of external participants, rather than by treating them as passive subjects of university 
policy. In this way, stakeholders can articulate the practical implications of proposed solutions within 
their own organisational contexts and provide feedback on potential areas for feasible action. Such 
practices of mutual feedback and co-creation may constitute a series of “little wins” in the broader 
process of sustainable transformation (George & Reed, 2015). Consequently, quintuple-helix thinking 
should be integrated into every stage of HEIs policy development and implementation, particularly 
since involving the wider community in environmental initiatives yields additional, often unintended, 
benefits beyond sustainability (Soma et al., 2024).

Well-being and Inclusiveness

One of the aspects emphasised in the quintuple-helix model is social well-being (Morawska-Jancele-
wicz, 2021), which proved to be a significant theme during our workshop. The term well-being was 
understood broadly, encompassing the physical and mental health of organisers, conference partici-
pants, and the wider affected community. According to organisers: “sustainable conferences are ones 
where attention is paid to ensuring that attendees feel comfortable (…), and which respect the fact 
that people need to rest” (academic – interview 3), and environmental sustainability should not be 
treated separately from this dimension. On the one hand, it creates opportunities for synergies in the 
implementation of sustainable solutions; on the other, concern for the climate and environment 
should not overshadow the well-being of those directly involved. 

This means that sustainable measures should actively enhance well-being–for instance, by ensur-
ing that environmentally friendly meals are both tasty and nutritious, and by using green campus 
spaces for relaxation and education (Pedersen & Robinson, 2018). In the participants’ view, such 
details can foster a greater willingness to adopt sustainable practices and encourage their future 
replication. For this reason, event standards should not be lowered, nor should environmental 
responsibility be shifted solely onto participants’ decisions. In this context, communication was iden-
tified as another key factor. Sustainable events must clearly explain the reasoning behind their deci-
sions and implemented measures in order to ensure public understanding and, consequently, social 
impact. Participants emphasised the importance of outreach and accountability–not only towards 
attendees, who cannot be expected to fully grasp institutional policies or the rationale behind specific 
choices made by HEIs, but also towards the local community. For HEIs, this directly relates to fulfilling 
the university’s third mission, which entails science communication and societal engagement. Recog-
nising the importance of this mission in academic evaluation and staff assessment would create 
meaningful incentives to use conferences as platforms for public integration and engagement. In this 
spirit, universities should also support volunteering opportunities for senior participants, including 
retired staff and older adults, for instance, through collaboration with the University of the Third Age 
or other lifelong learning institutions.
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Discusion

Our study reinforces the crucial role of universities in advancing sustainable practices by drawing 
on their capacity for innovation and interdisciplinary potential, which enables them to pioneer solu-
tions that can drive broader social change (Ferrer-Balas et al., 2008; Levkoe et al., 2019). Workshop 
participants further emphasised the importance of sustainable conferencing, citing the university’s 
prestige, image, and position, as well as its potential to foster new “green” collaborations. These fac-
tors can contribute to broader shifts in event organisation and ultimately support the development of 
lasting, systemic, and sustainable practices (Holmes et al., 2015). At the same time, HEIs themselves 
can benefit from such sustainable policies and practices, including the reporting and assessment of 
socio-ecological impacts, which can translate into promotional advantages and serve as tools for 
institutional positioning (Ranacher & Pröbstl-Haider, 2014; Gill, 2020).

Even though universities have a high potential to stimulate sustainable social innovations, they 
may struggle to take full advantage of this position (Benneworth et al., 2020). The case study of the 
Jagiellonian University demonstrates that even under seemingly favourable conditions, such as the 
presence of a clear Environment and Climate Strategy, a committed academic community, strong 
regional influence, and a willingness to adopt sustainable practices (even if measurable results are 
not yet evident; cf. Pałasz, 2024), significant challenges still arise in translating policy into concrete 
action. The gap we identified between the university’s strategies and its actual practices represents 
a persistent obstacle, as exemplified by the case of sustainable conferences.

The main weakness of the current Strategy appears to be its detachment from the material reali-
ties of academic spaces, culture, and university infrastructure. It is particularly concerning that the 
university’s strategic document is not widely known–and even if it is, it is simply not practised–among 
its staff. Given that the Jagiellonian University is the largest employer in the region, such strategic 
documents should also exert an influence on the university’s external environment. However, this 
was not evident in the context of the quintuple-helix workshop.

This detachment is most visible in the lack of concrete action. In response, we recommend an 
intensification of existing efforts – adequate resources must be allocated to operationalise the Strat-
egy. The issue of resources should focus primarily on areas where synergies are already emerging, or 
where university regulations currently hinder sustainable practices. At the same time, it is crucial to 
strengthen the university’s overall commitment–mere policy implementation is insufficient if it is not 
accompanied by a transformation of organisational practice. Our findings indicate that sustainable 
actions need to be systemic and address issues that extend beyond conferences themselves, encom-
passing areas such as green procurement, university marketing, and interdepartmental cooperation. 
This is undoubtedly challenging, as austerity policies, short-sighted efficiency drives, and the absence 
of long-term benefit assessments often lead universities to reduce expenditure (Wright, 2009). Nev-
ertheless, the potential for long-term gains and savings is considerable, particularly through the 
adoption of more circular modes of operation, such as the aforementioned conference storage hubs. 
Only once such systemic solutions are established can the university move towards concretising con-
ference-related policies by developing grey papers containing practical guidelines that clarify which 
solutions are feasible within the institution. universities to reduce expenditure (Wright, 2009). 

A second key recommendation is to avoid responsibilisation, the neoliberal tendency to privatise 
the obligation to take environmental action, shifting sustainability to the individual level (Soneryd & 
Uggla, 2015). A sustainable transformation of HEIs is not possible if institutions adopt strategies but 
leave their implementation to isolated organisers. In such cases, responsibility for the most environ-
mentally harmful actions (namely, transport and food) can easily be shifted onto participants. This 
underscores the necessity of top-down engagement to support bottom-up solutions. Without such 
a systemic approach, HEIs risk remaining limited to declarative actions, as even highly committed 
individuals are likely to abandon sustainable practices when confronted with external pressures that 
may hinder their career development (Köhler et al., 2022).

Despite these two issues, our study confirms that academic conferences may constitute a suitable 
setting for translating abstract strategic documents into practice and for developing more concrete 
internal regulations. Similar to living labs, conferences offer an opportunity for step-by-step progres-
sion towards more transformational change (Soma et al., 2024), while the complexity of the diverse 
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environmental challenges associated with academic events creates fertile ground for developing 
practical and replicable solutions. Importantly, conferences also provide an opportunity to engage 
both the academic community and external stakeholders, with sustainable action serving as a plat-
form through which HEIs can become more socially engaged (Morawska-Jancelewicz, 2021).

However, if sustainable actions and solutions are not tailored to local needs, existing barriers may 
only deepen. This aligns with insights on organising processes in the Anthropocene, which caution 
against simplistic, scalable solutions (Tsing, 2012). In the context of our study, many areas requiring 
action overlap with those already identified in the literature, including food and catering, transport, 
and waste reduction. Despite this shared knowledge among both local organisers and JU policy-mak-
ers, efforts to implement change encounter a range of local institutional barriers. The coherence of 
the academic system, together with its shared problems of excessive bureaucratisation and economic 
rationality, which hinder external cooperation and openness to sustainable action (Liyanage & Nets-
wera, 2021), suggests that this is not a JU-specific issue. However, further research would be required 
to confirm this.

From this localised perspective, it is particularly important that conference organisers demon-
strate a strong interest in sustainable practices, even in the absence of top-down support. Adminis-
trative staff and academics are already developing their own ideas and solutions, acknowledging that 
doing so requires significant effort. It is crucial to support these individuals, bearing in mind that 
conferences are not only social and emotionally engaging spaces (Henderson, 2019) but participa-
tion is also practically inevitable in an academic career (Wang et al., 2017). This underscores the need 
for intersectionality, career-stage equity (Sarabipour et al., 2021), and the building of coalitions for 
well-being (Wals et al., 2015).

Conclusions

The article presents the results of two multi-stakeholder workshops and in-depth interviews, 
demonstrating that academic conferences can serve as platforms for developing sustainable actions 
within HEIs. It highlights the need for a holistic approach, with a particular emphasis on the impor-
tance of top-down engagement and commitment of academic decision-makers in the form of new 
procedures and transformation of organisational structures, supporting already present bottom-up 
activities of sustainability-oriented academics. However, this transition requires a systematic 
approach, time, and effective science communication. In the case of a complex structure such as an 
HEIs, this communication must be also directed internally (Lozano et al., 2014). Education in this 
field (implemented through training sessions, workshops, and increased visibility of sustainability 
policies) should therefore be treated as an essential institutional responsibility and recognised as an 
integral part of local environmental action.

This study is subject to several limitations. The results and related recommendations are based 
on a case study of a single university, and some of them might not be generalisable to HEIs in other 
national contexts. Moreover, although the multi-stakeholder approach allows for inclusion of diverse 
perspectives and knowledge, the use of qualitative methods might result in some level of bias arising 
from the participants’ individual preferences. The study was also limited in terms of the number of 
stakeholders involved, particularly because it focused solely on one of the JU campuses.

These limitations make us believe that the study should be only the starting point for future 
research, which could further explore more concrete pathways for transition – through detailed anal-
ysis of sustainable-oriented conferences (e.g. with carbon footprint estimations or participant feed-
back survey), or expanding the scope to a larger number of universities, both in Poland and in other 
countries. It would also be worthwhile to investigate, potentially through a living lab approach, the 
extent to which the implementation of HEIs’ internal regulations on sustainable conferences would 
translate into changes in organisational practices and a measurable reduction of the environmental 
impact.

Finally, conferences are not only meant to be sustainable, but above all serve as spaces of connec-
tion. As they bring together researchers from different HEIs, they play a crucial role in the horizontal 
dissemination of good practices. It is therefore essential to communicate clearly the solutions imple-
mented, their significance, and the rationale behind them. It is equally important to educate attend-
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ees, promote sustainable initiatives, and highlight the effects of individual and collective actions 
(Ralph & Stubbs, 2013; Grech et al., 2020; Santos et al., 2022). Most importantly, conferences engage 
not only academics but also students, administrative staff, external stakeholders, and, potentially, 
local communities. Such collaboration can foster not only institutional but also local and regional 
sustainability transitions (Trencher et al., 2013), creating an opportunity for universities and their 
communities to lead by example and demonstrate that sustainable events are feasible in practice. To 
achieve this, genuine institutional commitment is necessary; otherwise, sustainability policies risk 
remaining hollow promises.
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OD POLITYK DO PRAKTYKI: JAK ORGANIZACJA 
ZRÓWNOWAŻONEJ KONFERENCJI MOŻE WSPIERAĆ WDRAŻANIE 
STRATEGII KLIMATYCZNO-EKOLOGICZNYCH UCZELNI

STRESZCZENIE: Studium przypadku analizuje, w jaki sposób Uniwersytet Jagielloński (UJ) w Krakowie – druga co do 
wielkości uczelnia w Polsce i jedna z najstarszych w Europie – może realizować swoją Strategię Klimatyczno-Ekologiczną 
poprzez organizację zrównoważonych konferencji. Badanie opiera się na dwóch warsztatach z udziałem pracowników 
naukowych i administracyjnych uczelni, studentów, przedstawicieli instytucji lokalnych, biznesu i organizacji pozarządo-
wych oraz na pogłębionych wywiadach z organizatorami konferencji. Wyniki ujawniają rozbieżności między strategią 
a codzienną praktyką, wynikające z nadmiernej złożoności procedur administracyjnych, ograniczonego wsparcia instytu-
cjonalnego oraz przerzucania odpowiedzialności na jednostki. Zrównoważone konferencje mogą jednak być miejscem 
realizacji zrównoważonych strategii, sprzyjając inkluzywności, dobrostanowi uczestników oraz wzmocnieniu więzi ze 
społecznościami lokalnymi, wspierając zaangażowanie społeczne w działania na rzecz klimatu. Badanie ukazuje konfe-
rencje akademickie jako przestrzenie eksperymentalne, w których abstrakcyjne polityki zrównoważonego rozwoju mogą 
być przekładane na partycypacyjne, oparte na praktyce transformacje w szkolnictwie wyższym.

SŁOWA KLUCZOWE: konferencje naukowe, instytucje szkolnictwa wyższego, dobrostan, zrównoważone strategie, poli-
tyki środowiskowe 


