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Abstract. The European Union has promoted academic mobility for almost half a century. A side 
effect of that has been a growing carbon footprint, as most academic mobility in Europe is done by 
air. Based on mobility data for 2014−2020, we analysed its spatial distribution and identified domi-
nant destinations. Juxtaposing these results with research on higher education institutions’ environ-
mental measures and policies, we have identified that the willingness to reduce the carbon footprint 
is emerging yet tenuous, and more declarative than actual. We recommend more decisive steps to 
reduce air travel within Europe, outlining the possibilities for carbon footprint reduction without 
harming European academic mobility itself.
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1. INTRODUCTION

All over the world, universities’ internationalisation materialises in both staff and 
student mobility. Growing numbers of students decide to spend part of their stud-
ies in a foreign country, as do academic staff (Glover et al., 2017; Hopkins et al., 
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2016). However, due to macroeconomic, social, and individual contexts, this mo-
bility varies greatly between countries, regions, and urban areas (Van Mol and 
Timmerman, 2014, p. 465).

In the European Union, for almost 40 years, academic mobility has been fa-
cilitated by the Erasmus program. Every year, the program sends abroad around 
400,000 students, trainees, and staff to develop multilingualism, digital compe-
tencies, interpersonal skills, a sense of European citizenship, cultural awareness, 
and employability (European Commission, 2019). A side effect of this program is 
the increasing use of air travel, which results in a growing carbon footprint (CF). 
This poses a challenge to the academic world, which must search for a trade-off 
as international mobility provides both, much needed competencies and environ-
mental concerns. Air travel generates between 2.5 and 4.9% of the greenhouse 
gas emissions responsible for climate change (Lee et al., 2009, 2021). Growth in 
these emissions is expected to continue at the rate of 4.9% annually until 2026 
(Airbus, 2007; cit. after Glover et al., 2018, p. 757), while at the same time emis-
sion reductions arising from technological progress in the field are not expected to 
be effective before 2030 (Bows and Anderson, 2007). Air travel contributes to the 
CF of academic communities despite calls to travel less (Anglaret, 2018), which 
comes from the fact that academic mobility is largely ignored in their sustainabil-
ity policies (Glover et al., 2018; Mihail et al., 2019). 

Given the above, we aim to verify the magnitude of the environmental impact 
of Erasmus, based on data from the 2014−2020 period. The contribution of air 
transport to total greenhouse gas emissions is small compared to other sectors (en-
ergy production, agriculture, and other modes of transport) (Ritchie et al., 2020). 
Within it, the contribution from academic mobility is even more modest. However, 
one cannot ignore the psychological impact that going abroad as part of the Eras-
mus program has on future social attitudes. Indeed, over 80% of Erasmus mobility 
include student travels, therefore, they occur at a point in life that can condition 
students’ awareness and stimulate a more pro-environmental behavior in various 
aspects of their adult lives. For this reason, we claim that, given the many benefits 
arising from the internationalisation of the study and research process, the culture 
of mobility is essential. Still, it should take the aspect of CF to a broader extent. 
By identifying the scale of the CF resulting from movements under the Erasmus 
program, we attempt to answer the question of whether and to what extent the pol-
icies of higher education institutions (HEIs) in terms of greening their activities 
respond to academic mobility, and whether the program participants themselves 
(both students and university employees) consider the decarbonisation aspect in 
their academic mobility decisions. 

The next section provides a literature review focused on presenting the main facts 
about academic mobility and its role in generating and controlling CF emissions. Then 
we present the scope and methods of the research. Finally, we present and discuss the 
main findings. The final section concludes and provides policy implications.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Mobility seems to be a “commodity of the early twenty‐first century” (Cairns et 
al., 2017, p. 170). Modern students find internationalisation as a way to benefit 
from being a part of the European flow of ideas and people (Cairns, 2014). Stu-
dents and academics, compared to many social groups, are markedly more mo-
bile and inclined to mobility (Sokołowicz, 2018). However, this mobility varies 
strongly in terms of selected directions. This refers to mobility between coun-
tries, regions, and urban areas. The directions of researchers’ mobility are neither 
even nor random. Researchers rather travel via “narrow and fragile networks, re-
sembling the galleries termites build,” (Latour, 1987, p. 232). Firstly, these paths 
are strongly embedded socially and biographically. Secondly, decision to study 
abroad for a certain period also depend on macroeconomic context (Van Mol and 
Timmerman, 2014, p. 465). 

Academic exchange remains an important driver of the contemporary quest for 
knowledge. Student mobility should not be considered separate from the move-
ment of researchers. Both are mutually reinforcing (see, e.g., Maadad and Tight, 
2014). Therefore, despite the fact that the main aim of academic mobility is to 
improve human capital it also results in increased scientific collaboration (Scel-
lato et al., 2015). Travelling to foreign academic destinations allows one to ex-
perience new environments and opinions, material and personal resources, and 
distinct forms of professional socialisation and institutional reputation that can 
help to inspire and facilitate creativity in academic performance (Meusburger, 
2009). Hence, academic mobility stimulates new thinking patterns (Törnqvist, 
2004) and is, to some extent, a sign of excellence in research-related professions 
(Mahroum, 2000). In academia, mobility is considered more a source of prestige 
and development opportunities than devaluation (as in the lower segments of la-
bour markets) (Bauder, 2015). It even becomes an element of academic habitus 
(Bourdieu, 1988), which is why national governments and supranational institu-
tions incentivise it.

As a result, a growing number of policies, implemented by HEIs, countries, 
and international organisations, focus on internationalisation in various forms, 
recognising the benefits at not only the individual but also the societal and polit-
ical levels (Wit et al., 2019). These include improved research results, language 
skills, strengthened research, learning and teaching capacity, and positive attitudes 
toward democracy (Crăciun, 2015). So far, however, despite spilling over into 
more and more countries, such activities are still prevalent in Europe (Crăciun, 
2018). Over 1.5 million students from all major world regions studied in European 
higher education in 2021 (Eurostat, 2023). However, a significant component of 
this mobility in terms of numbers is the shorter journeys made by teachers and stu-
dents within the Erasmus program framework, sending 400,000 students, trainees, 
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and staff abroad yearly. The frequency of these trips prompts attention to its two 
interrelated consequences: differentiated spatial and environmental consequences, 
especially CF.

The decision to join the Erasmus program depends on three main groups of 
factors: (1) macro conditions, (2) personal background, which refers to both, so-
cioeconomic status, and social networks, and (3) personal reasons, e.g., person-
al development, career opportunities, experiential goals, current language skills, 
and willingness to improve them (Van Mol and Timmerman, 2014, p. 466). The 
most important macro factors attracting Erasmus students are language and cli-
mate, as well as the general academic prestige of selected host country (Rodríguez 
González et al., 2011). Personal factors are more nuanced, therefore, classifying 
them is challenging, yet one could conclude that student mobility is a multifacet-
ed, competing, and often conflicting process (Holton and Finn, 2018). However, 
another study suggests that key individual factors responsible for selecting mobil-
ity destination include course suitability, academic reputation, job prospects, and 
teaching quality (Soutar and Turner, 2002).

Rodríguez González et al. (2011) used gravity models to emulate the overall 
picture of European students’ mobility within Erasmus framework. They found 
that despite the financial support granted by the EU and other institutions, the dif-
ferences in the cost of living, along with distance, were the key factors explaining 
Erasmus flows. Other significant determinants include educational background, 
the host university quality, and the language and the climate of the host coun-
try. Furthermore, the Erasmus flows seem to be biased towards Mediterranean 
countries, mainly due to their superior climate (Rodríguez González et al., 2011, 
p. 427). Meanwhile, a network study by Breznik and Skrbinjek (2020) revealed 
the following Erasmus program mobility patterns:

 – Spain, France, Germany, and Italy are the key nodes in the student mobility 
network,

 – Spain, Switzerland, Austria, and Poland have the best relative balance of 
inbound and outbound mobility,

 – Spain and Italy exchange the most students with each other,
 – Luxemburg, Malta, and Liechtenstein have the largest numbers of mobile 

students compared to the size of the country’s student population.
Breznik and Skrbinjek (2020) revealed three groups of countries: (1) good 

receivers and senders (Spain, Italy, and Germany), (2) good receivers only (Fin-
land, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and Portugal) and (3) good senders only (Bel-
gium and the Czech Republic). Another study showed that most flows involved 
students from low-income countries who travel to higher-income destinations 
(Macrander, 2017). However, at the same time, new secondary centres, which 
also attracted mobile students, were observed in Italy, Spain, Austria, Czech Re-
public, Belgium, Denmark, Poland, Hungary, Sweden, and Finland (Kondakci 
et al., 2018). Spatial variations in Erasmus mobility are similar to processes ob-
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served beyond Europe where, despite globalisation, the world of science is still 
“spiky” (Florida, 2005; Olechnicka et al., 2019). Many studies have confirmed 
that geographical distance decreases the likelihood of collaboration and reduc-
es its intensity, which was displayed by declining numbers of co-publications, 
co-patents, and projects in collaboration (Hoekman et al., 2010, 2013; Ploszaj et 
al., 2020; Ponds, 2009). 

A factor that significantly determines the increase in the possibility of aca-
demic cooperation is the accessibility of university centres via air travel (Ploszaj 
et al., 2020). Air travel is responsible for a significant percentage of academic 
mobility, thus academia is a source of the CF generated by air traffic. This pres-
ents a challenge to the academic world – it aims to benefit from international col-
laborations, but at the same time, in particular due to its educational function, the 
academia needs to be aware of the environmental externalities of such practices. 
Hence, contemporary HEIs face a trade-off between internationalisation as a root 
of new inspirations and mobility as a reason for environmental concerns. This di-
lemma was temporarily halted by the COVID-19 pandemic (Nižetić, 2020), with 
a sudden stop of mobility. However, new analyses have shown that although the 
pandemic contributed to some modifications, it did not lead to structural changes 
in academic mobility patterns, especially in its scale and the means of transpor-
tation used (Ferencz and Rumbley, 2022; Rumbley, 2020). Air travel generates 
between 3.5% and 4.9% of the greenhouse gas emissions that are responsible for 
climate change (Lee et al., 2009). Growth in these emissions is expected to con-
tinue at the annual rate of 4.9% until 2026 (Airbus, 2007; cit. after Glover et al., 
2018, p. 757), while CF reductions arising from technological progress in air 
transportation industry are not expected to become effective before 2030 (Bows 
and Anderson, 2007). 

Academic mobility is largely ignored in sustainability policies – most HEIs 
are not ready for any sacrifices in that field, because mobility is an integral as-
pect of the academic career, growing in importance (Glover et al., 2018, p. 768). 
Without denormalisation of this practice, any significant changes in this matter 
are difficult to foresee. In consequence, air travel still contributes substantially 
to the CF of academic communities despite repeated calls to travel less (Anglar-
et, 2018). The overall levels of carbon dioxide emissions from the transport 
sector in the 35 European countries increased substantially between 1994 and 
2014. However, 2008 was a turning point for the developed world. Following 
the global financial crisis, the total amount of CO2

 emissions from transport in 
the EU and the US entered a decreasing trend. For the US this proved to be tem-
porary, but in the EU the trend was more sustainable, indicating that decreasing 
CO2 emissions are possible. This refers both to relative (per capita and per unit 
of GDP) and absolute (tons) terms (Mihail et al., 2019, p. 691). A surprising in-
sight comes from Wynes et al. (2019) who focused on the relationship between 
academic performance and frequency of air travel. They noticed that frequency 
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of travelling by air had no impact on academic performance, but instead was 
simply typical for older researchers and those with higher positions, which in-
dicated that it was rather associated with habits and status. Surprisingly, Wynes 
et al. also noticed that scholars specializing in “green” related topics did not 
tend to travel by air significantly less than others, which also proves that there is 
room for implementation of awareness into action.

A drastic reduction of academic mobility is hard to imagine. A possibility of 
such a reduction would even be unfavourable due to the growing need for scien-
tific collaboration. Therefore, in the nearest future the academia is most likely to 
adopt an “avoid-mitigate-compensate” approach (Jean and Wymant, 2019). The 
first step in minimising the CF is, undoubtedly, realising its scale. Thus, a sound 
diagnosis of European HEIs is a starting point for further measures.

3. MATERIALS AND METHODS

In order to measure the impact of European academic mobility on the CF gen-
erated and examine the response to it in actual individual and organisational ac-
tions, we conducted a three-component study. The first component involved es-
timating the carbon footprint scale over the 2014−2020 period of the Erasmus 
program. The second was contextual and it assumed the form of an exploratory 
survey conducted among European academic institutions. It aimed at investi-
gating the declared responses to the environmental impact of academia and the 
possible countermeasures taken against the generation of a carbon footprint. The 
third component was qualitative and it included focus group interviews (FGI) 
held among the community of the HEIs involved in one of the Erasmus+ Projects 
(European Commission, 2022).

The first part of the research analysed the general outcome of individual mo-
bility. The data informed us about the distance covered by each trip, although 
there was no indication of the means of transport in available reporting. Thus, 
we assumed that all trips posited at over 600 km were airborne, while for shorter 
distances, coaches were more popular than trains. We utilised the estimations of 
Hill et al. (2020) for the average CF per passenger-km for a trip taken by coach 
or plane, following their distinction between short-haul and long-haul flights1. We 
then used these conversion factors (Table 1) to estimate the total CF of the Eras-
mus+ program in 2014−2020.

1 We also performed alternative calculations based on Loyarte-López et al. (2020). The CF 
calculated with alternative conversion factors was in general slightly higher, but not substantially 
different.
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Table 1. Conversion factors

Means of transport CF emission 
(CO2eq. kg/pas.km)

Range 
(km)

Coach 0.02732 (0;600]

Short-haul plane 0.07610 (600;1700]

Long-haul plane 0.09340 Above 1700

Source: Hill et al. (2020).

We have complemented the calculations through a survey in which we asked 
whether CF reduction activities are part of broader and deliberate European HEI 
policies. In order to do this, we asked whether carbon footprint reduction activi-
ties were part of broader European HEIs actions. We investigated to what extent 
these activities were incidental and selective, and to what extent they were part 
of a deliberate and structured environmental action agenda. For this purpose, we 
conduced Computer Assisted Web Interviews (between 22 Mar 2021 and 28 May 
2021) to authorities and administrative bodies of European HEIs that participated 
in the Erasmus program. The institutions were asked about the frequency with 
which they undertook specific measures in waste management, energy consump-
tion, green public procurement, grid- and rainwater management, and campus 
greening. We also asked about the introduction of “green” curricula and how they 
influenced staff and students’ transport behaviour. We reached a sample size of 68; 
however, after data validation, we analysed a final number of 59 responses.

Finally, we performed FGI in three universities engaged in one of the Erasmus+ 
Projects (European Commission, 2022), namely Erasmus University of Rotterdam, 
Netherlands (EUR), Lapland University of Applied Sciences, Finland (LUAS), and 
University of Lodz, Poland (UL). These three universities were also significant 
sending institutions in the 2014−2020 edition of the Erasmus+ program. UL was 
the 78th largest contributor (almost 4,500 trips), EUR ranked 118th (almost 3,500 
trips) and LUAS ranked 537th (about 1,200 trips) among 12,860 classified sending 
HEIs. The FGI group at EUR consisted of 9 people (7 students and 2 administrative 
staff members), the group at LUAS consisted of 5 people (3 students, 1 academic 
teacher, and 1 member of administrative staff), while the group at UL consisted of 
8 people (5 students, 1 academic teacher, and 2 members of administrative staff). 
We performed the FGIs according to structured scenarios to provide comparative 
material. Firstly, we introduced the interviewees to the scale of the CF caused by 
academic mobility (to outline the discussion’s context). Subsequently, we discussed 
the various instruments of its reduction (informational and promotional, aimed at 
raising awareness, financial, organizational, and administrative restrictions), eval-
uating their effectiveness and comparing them in a mutual discussion. Finally, we 
discussed the popularity and effectiveness of offsetting programs.

http://pas.km
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4. RESULTS

Our database indicates almost 1.9 million conducted travels within the Erasmus 
framework in the 2014−2020 period, more than 80% of which were student trips 
and only less than one in five were executed by a staff member. According to our 
calculations, the average distance travelled by a student was 1,375 km and 1,755 
km by a member of the academic staff. Despite the large dispersion of individual 
distances covered, the vast majority of mobility was by air – our distance-based ap-
proximation estimates this share at just below 83%, which is consistent with the es-
timate of 77% obtained based on a previous survey (ESN, 2020). As much as short 
or long-haul flights are defined and one could relate to a previously used standard, 
there is no comprehensive study about the distances covered by trains or coaches. 
Furthermore, in the 2014−2020 financial perspective the European Commission did 
not gather reliable information about transportation. This will be improved for the 
2021−2027 perspective, however, for the 2014−2020 dataset, the modes of transport 
could not be recorded and had to be assumed. Our distance-based approximation 
proved to be relatively well fit as it generated a share of flights similar to that based 
on survey results. Moreover, we decided to focus entirely on coaches and exclude 
trains because of two reasons. Firstly, the existing national railway networks still 
function in highly regulated national markets, making their international supply 
sparse and dispersed (Martí-Henneberg, 2013), so we believe that coaches are in 
fact more common. Secondly, coaches generate more CF and from a risk-assessing 
perspective overestimation of the CF is more desired than underestimation.

We observed three key issues concerning CF emission of the Erasmus+ edition 
in 2014–2020 (Fig. 1). First, there is a strong seasonality, with peaks in Septem-
ber, January, and February, as well as June, corresponding to the beginning and 
end of semesters in most HEIs in Europe. The second observation is the steady 
growth trend from 2014 up to mid-2018. The third finding is that the trend wa-
vered in late 2018, only to collapse at the end of 2019.

Compared to the total CF emission in Europe (Friedlingstein et al., 2021), the 
Erasmus+ emission (own calculation) may seem small, but it grew from 0.0006% in 
2014 to 0.0017% in 2018, only to drop again in 2019 and 2020 (due to the restrictions 
of the COVID-19 pandemic)2. The relative contribution of the Erasmus program to 
the total CF grew almost three times, showing that academic mobility fails to fol-
low the global trends of emission mitigation. All in all, we estimate that in the entire 
2014−2020 period the Erasmus program was responsible for emitting between 413 
and 666 million tons of CO2 equivalent. About 98% of that came from air travel – the 
share of contribution of CF is larger than share of flights as such, because air travel 
has higher unit emissions and is usually associated with longer trips (Table 1). 

2 Detailed data is available upon request.
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Fig. 1. CF emission of the Erasmus+ program, 2014–2020, thousands of CO2 eq. tons
Source: own work based on data from FRSE.

The drop at the turns of 2019 and 2020 was probably due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the resulting restrictions in mobility. A more puzzling question is why the 
intensity of travel declined in late 2018. Our research did not provide a clear expla-
nation. One possibility could be associated with the “yellow vest” protests in France, 
which is one of the key nodes within the Erasmus network. In fact, Spain, France, and 
Italy, along with Finland, the Baltic States, and Romania, are the largest contributors 
to the Erasmus travel patterns – both as sending and receiving countries (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Erasmus+ CF by regions (NUTS 2), aggregated 2014–2020, CO2 eq. tons
The sending regions (left-hand panel) and the hosting regions (right-hand panel) were grouped using 

Jenk’s classification method, which is a data-driven clustering algorithm
Source: own work based on data from FRSE.

The strong regional concentration demonstrates that the CF emission within 
the Erasmus+ program is granular and there are a few mobility hubs, thus some-
times even a single HEI may have a significant effect on a general scale. An in-
creasing number of HEIs declare that they are trying to be more sustainable, but 
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the question remains whether these actions are systemic and complex (Velazquez 
et al., 2006). Research in the area of the academia’s commitment to sustainable 
development is sporadic, and the findings show that, despite the efforts made and 
the HEIs’ awareness of the need for this transformation, the transition is slow 
(Marrone et al., 2018; Mazon et al., 2020).

As demonstrated by the results of our survey, it is no different for the HEIs 
that are active in the Erasmus+ program. Their main measures for building a sus-
tainable university were waste management, a standard recycling system (due to 
the alignment of European law in this matter), usage of recycled materials, and 
monitoring energy consumption. More systemic actions are declared infrequently. 
For example, the systemic inclusion of closed water circuits and rainwater man-
agement, the introduction of codes of good practices, or the obligatory inclusion 
of sustainability-related courses in curricula are more in the middle than at the top 
of the indications (Fig. 3).

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Reimbursing business trips besed on CF volume
Food sharing points

Total reimbursement of students' public transportation costs
Partial reimbursement of students' public transportation costs

Unplugging electronics
Installing openwork concrete surfaces in the campuses

Clothes and tool sharing points
Zero printing policy

Initiating pro-environmental urban actions
Organizing eco-events

Organizing exchange/trading of used items
Obligatory courses on sustainability in curricula

Independent green energy production
Meatless days | promoting vegetarian diet

Green public procurement
Rainwater management

Holding / applying for eco-certificates
Total reimbursement of employees' public transportation costs

Consulting employees on green measures
Eliminating use of plastic utensils
Implementing mobility strategies

Reducing water consumption
Implementing sustainability guidelines

Own bicycle rental system
Partial reimbursement of employees' public transportation costs

Consulting students on green measures
Full sustainability curricula in the educational offer

Greening the campuses
Applying green standards to each new construction investment

Monitoring energy consumption
Recycled paper for printers
Common recycling system

Very often Often On average Seldom Very seldom

Fig. 3. Measures declared by HEIs for the benefit of the environment
Source: own work.

From a transport behaviour perspective, tangible measures towards sustain-
able transport still seem to be an exception rather than the rule, although there 
are important manifestations of positive actions. To start with, 20 HEIs have de-
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clared that they utilize mobility strategies very often or often, making it the most 
commonly used transport-related measure. However, it ranks somewhat distantly 
compared to other measures. Additionally, 9 HEIs declared reimbursement of the 
costs of business trips based on their CF. These were the only two relatively com-
monly used measures directly associated with international mobilities.

In terms of generally transport-related policies, it is pleasing that 12 out of the 
59 HEIs surveyed have their own bicycle rental systems. It is also worth noting 
that a relatively large number of HEIs support their employees fully or partially 
in the use of public transport. However, HEIs subsidise students in this respect to 
a much lower extent. From the perspective of the CF of academic mobility, it is 
particularly worrying that measures to minimise it are very rarely or almost never 
declared. Although some universities indicate that they implement CF calculators, 
they do little to eliminate that footprint at the source.

Our final research step was performing focus group interviews with people 
engaged in the Erasmus program – students, teachers, and administrative staff. 
The FGI scenario was focused on academic policies that already were or could 
be implemented in order to make Erasmus and general mobilities greener. We 
concentrated on two main problems associated with limiting the carbon footprint 
of the Erasmus program: emission reduction and offsetting. Moreover, we not 
only discussed existing types of policies, but also stimulated our participants to 
propose original solutions, which would be suitable for a relatively large public 
university.

When asked about the mitigation of negative ecological impacts of the Eras-
mus program, participants naturally focused on emission reduction, while the 
issues of offsetting had to be suggested by moderators. At first, the discussions 
gravitated around the problem of raising awareness about the importance of 
making academic travel greener. However, all the groups noticed that awareness 
itself may not transfer to actual behavioural change if not supported by other 
incentives, especially that engagement in green travel is often limited by diffi-
culties in arranging an eco-friendly trip. Organising a flight is relatively easy, so 
it becomes a more and more tempting alternative if green travel becomes more 
challenging. Thanks to well-developed customer services, air transport is much 
more user friendly and skills required to schedule, e.g., a railway trip are by far 
less common. Moreover, staff members added that in some case they felt the 
organisational pressure to make travel quick and cheap, which naturally forced 
them to select air travel.

In all groups there was a consensus that awareness was not enough without finan-
cial instruments to promote green travel. Naturally, there was no doubt that financial 
incentives, such as additional support for people who select low-emission transpor-
tation modes, were a desired form of encouraging the academic society to reduce 
emissions. Surprisingly though, there was also a general agreement that financial 
disincentives, such as fees for excessive emission, were controversial, unfair, and 
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should not be used in order to promote green attitudes. Ecological issues should not 
be promoted with negative connotations if they are to be widely accepted.

Interestingly, though, the FGIs participants tended not to take their individual 
perspective on CF reduction, but instead they rather switched to the perspective 
of the institution in which they worked or studied. This led them to a constatation 
that, despite the need for positive stimulation, some compulsion was also nec-
essary and basic rules about emission reduction simply needed to be forced in 
order to be effective. Furthermore, the importance of sufficient monitoring was 
stressed, as providing detailed information, especially about individual contribu-
tions, would probably create social pressure, thus motivating the academic society 
to enhance emissions’ reduction.

When it came to proposing solutions for emission’s reduction, FGI partici-
pants proved quite proactive. Some of their ideas, such as additional coverage for 
people selecting sustainable transportation, were actually already included under 
the new Erasmus framework. This is due to the fact that the groups were mostly 
composed of students, who lacked proper information about the new version of 
the Erasmus program. Still, the groups managed to suggest some novel and easy 
to apply ideas. One example was teaching mobility students how to ride a bicycle 
(if necessary) and how to use bicycle routes and city bicycles at their destinations. 
Another idea was to organise holidays for mobility students, so that, e.g., they 
would stay in the host country for the winter break rather than travel back and 
forth in a short time. One more idea focused on utilising ecological activities in 
the educational curriculum, e.g., providing additional credits. This last idea is an 
example for a very simple offsetting, which was the main theme for the second 
part of the FGI scenario.

Offsetting carbon footprint was not very popular among the respondents. Par-
ticipants at LUAS claimed that none of them have used offsetting, though they 
would like to if only they had better knowledge on how to use it and more acces-
sible offsetting plans. Participants at UL also had very limited knowledge of any 
offsetting schemes that could be implemented in order to facilitate the Erasmus 
program. At EUR only one participant claimed to have used offsetting in the past, 
but it was stressed that it was more of a way to make oneself feel better than an 
effective way to deal with carbon footprint. In fact, in all the groups it has been 
noticed that offsetting was non-pedagogical, because it promoted absolution rath-
er than mitigation of emission. As stressed by one of the participants at EUR, 
carbon neutrality was a “false claim” because it could be done at relatively sig-
nificant levels of current pollution, so neutrality without emission reduction was 
not sustainable. This suggests that offsetting should be used only when options for 
avoiding or reducing CF were implemented at first.

Moreover, as it requires undertaking further actions independent from the trav-
el itself, it also generates costs. It would only make sense if HEIs had detailed 
long-term plans for offsetting which are typically missing. Such plans are associ-
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ated with two types of barriers in implementation. Firstly, they should be support-
ed by some kind of an offsetting fund that would be fed whenever members of the 
academic community select high-emission transport, but this would be a financial 
disincentive (or negative incentive), which is generally considered undesired. At 
LUAS it has been stressed that such additional costs would be especially harmful 
if applied towards students.

Secondly, offsetting is effective only on a large scale and participants tended to 
criticize it as ineffective because it could bring results only after too long a period. 
This last remark may be associated with the fact that forestation and investing in 
renewable energy sources were the only forms of offsetting that were noticed by 
all the participants. However, as one of the participants at UL noticed, providing 
a catalogue of potential offsetting activities and allowing students or staff members 
to choose which offsetting would be supported in reference to their own carbon 
footprint would probably increase interest in that kind of activities. It could also 
be organised in a form of citizen budget, where members of the academic commu-
nity could vote for an initiative supported, e.g., during the forthcoming academic 
year. Both ideas focus on the idea of choice. All the FGI participants agreed that 
offsetting as such should be mandatory, if it was to be effective, but a particular 
form of offsetting should not be imposed. Giving the right to choose the offsetting 
project makes academic travellers more engaged and devoted, which is in line 
with the self-determination theory of education (Brooks and Young, 2011).

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

A drastic reduction in the mobility of students and researchers is hard to imagine. 
Such a reduction would even be undesired from the perspective of the increasing 
need for scientific collaboration. Therefore, adopting an “avoid-mitigate-compen-
sate” approach (Jean and Wymant, 2019) seems to be the most likely strategy for 
academic communities in the coming years. The first important step in minimising 
the CF is measuring its scale and regular monitoring. Thus, a sound diagnosis of 
European HEIs as CF producers is a starting point for further actions. Linking the 
scale of CO2 emissions to travel funding should be the next step, but our survey 
proves it to be one of the least frequently indicated measures. Admittedly, the 
surveyed HEIs increasingly display a pro sustainability attitude. Still, the pace 
remains unsatisfactory, especially regarding more direct support of students and 
employees in changing their transport behaviours towards greener ones. This is 
in line with previous research findings that HEIs are in reality relatively active in 
their attempts to reduce carbon emissions, but this is still not enough and more is 
expected from them.
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Another conclusion from our research is that emission reduction and off-
setting require proper institutional nesting. To start with, these issues need to 
be comprehensively organised in long-term strategies planned on a scale large 
enough. Moreover, there is a need to communicate that such strategies are im-
plemented. Raising awareness is the first step to make a behavioural change, 
and that is possible only if the academic society is sufficiently well educated 
about the need for action and informed about the actions actually taken and 
planned for the future. Awareness should be supported by decent monitoring, 
positive financial incentives along with some mandatory regulations, especially 
in terms of offsetting, which is considered to be more controversial. All the im-
plemented instruments should be well propagated, especially among students 
who seem to be the victims of information asymmetry in the academic society. 
There is also a need for HEIs and their partners to be more creative in design-
ing programs for supporting sustainability. So far, when it comes to offsetting, 
many members of the academic world cannot imagine schemes beyond forest-
ation and renewable energy.

New institutional solutions and organisational changes undertaken by HEIs 
also need some flexibility. They could be more flexible in their procedures, and 
each new rule or requirement makes the organisation even more rigid  (Lomas, 
1999). Introducing sustainable strategies in HEIs demands much flexibility due 
to the complexity of the matter (Blanco-Portela et al., 2018), so limiting it would 
be counter-effective on a larger scale. However, this is only possible with actions 
taken on an international level, e.g., the EU. HEIs may be active actors of inter-
national mobilities, but the sustainability challenge still requires coordination and 
standardisation on a level where HEIs are regulation takers rather than policymak-
ers. European Agendas must notice this circumstance.

One must also point to the still existing necessity to implement coordination 
and standardisation on a level exceeding the regulating capacity of HEIs. There 
is a significant lack of practical skills when it comes to planning a trip by means 
of transport alternative to air travel and this barrier cannot be reduced without an 
intervention on the level of international policy makers. An online tool for sched-
uling travel by railway or bus routes would be a desired improvement, but in order 
to create such a tool proper EU authorities should provide common European 
travel conditions and standards for these modes of transportation. This is in par-
ticular visible in terms of railway networks – as long as they remain national, the 
use of railway transport (probably the best alternative for aviation) in international 
mobility will be limited.

In the context of the research results obtained, we assume little likelihood of 
reduction in academic travel. We have identified a firm conviction that, without 
strong and consistent legal and financial regulations at the European and na-
tional levels, travel by air will dominate. The incidental decline in travel caused 
by the COVID-19 pandemic has not caused significant structural changes in 
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this regard, and future predictions for the development of academic mobility in 
Europe assume its growth. Moreover, the development of initiatives involving 
the emergence of meta-organisations focused on strategic partnerships and al-
liances (particularly the newly launched European Universities) makes it likely 
that another significant type of actors will emerge, contributing to increasing 
the mobility of HEIs students and staff (Ferencz and Rumbley, 2022). In such 
a case, the development of internationalisation through remote communication 
will be complementary rather than substitutive to this trend. Therefore, the most 
feasible solution is a concerted effort to provide a transportation alternative to 
air transport at the European scale, primarily through trans-European railroads. 
“Europe stands out as a region of the world that may be somewhat well-placed-
by virtue of the density of countries in a relatively small geographic region and 
highly developed public transportation systems relative to many other parts of 
the world-to implement changes in travel patterns for academic mobility (Fer-
encz and Rumbley, 2022, p. 286).”

To conclude, the awareness of the importance of sustainability and its popu-
larity as an idea is growing, but it requires a more strategic approach and more 
institutional support. Not only because of how crucial this issue is, but also be-
cause of the economies of scale that are very strong in that field, which means 
that emission reduction or successful offsetting can only be efficient when done 
on a large scale.
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