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Abstract
Academic conferences are important for sharing knowledge and collaboration; 

however, the organization often entails practices that incur a significant environ-

mental footprint. As sustainability emerges as a global concern, academic events 

should implement responsible practices that reduce waste, emissions, and resource 

consumption.

These guidelines were developed and implemented during the planning of the 18th 

European Association of Science Editors (EASE) Conference. The approach involved 

a systematic examination of decisions in relation to the UN Sustainable Development 

Goals, with a focus on accessibility, inclusivity, reduced carbon footprint, responsible 

consumption, and participant experience.

The resulting guidelines propose practical and adaptable strategies applicable to 

academic events, and help organizers reduce environmental impact and support 

broader sustainability goals.
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Introduction

Conferences play a vital role in disseminating 

knowledge, fostering professional develop-

ment, and facilitating scholarly networking. 

However, conventional conference organi-

zation practices often result in substantial 

environmental impacts, including excessive 

waste generation, high energy consumption, 

and significant carbon emissions associated 

with travel and logistics. Despite growing 

awareness of sustainability issues, many aca-

demic events continue to rely on established 

routines. This persistence is frequently due 

to the absence of clear guidance, institutional 

support, and practical tools to facilitate mean-

ingful change. Consequently, opportunities to 

reduce environmental impacts and promote 

responsible practices within the research 

community are often overlooked.

In May 2025, the European Association of 

Science Editors (EASE) held its 18th General 

Assembly and Conference: Editing in the 

Age of Misinformation in Oslo, Norway. The 

event featured over 30 speakers and almost 

200 participants from around the world. It 

presented an organizational challenge and an 

opportunity to focus on sustainability. The 

Organizing Committee built on earlier efforts 

within EASE and worked closely with the 

Environment and Sustainability Committee 

to integrate sustainable practices that support 

the UN Sustainable Development Goals.1 Both 

committees joined forces to identify, select, 

and implement practices that fit these goals. 

Over several months, they consulted with 

venue partners, suppliers, and participants to 

see what would work in practice and to make 

improvements.

This article presents practical guidelines 

developed during the conference planning 

process to support the organization of more 

sustainable academic events. The guidelines 

are primarily intended for individuals and 

teams directly involved in planning and 

delivering meetings and related activities, 

including institutions, associations, event 

coordinators, venue managers, and service 

providers such as catering, printing, transport, 

and waste management. They may also ben-

efit participants, sponsors, and academic or 

professional associations as secondary users, 

who influence decision-making and resource 

use. In addition, policymakers, educators, and 

researchers may find the guidelines useful 

for informing broader strategies, educational 

initiatives, and future research on sustainable 

event planning.

Literature review

The literature review reveals a growing inter-

est in approaches to making conferences and 

other academic events more environmentally 

sustainable. Sustainability in event plan-

ning, often synonymously termed ‘green’ or 

‘eco-friendly’, is built upon three core pillars: 

environmental conservation through resource 

management and pollution reduction; 

economic prosperity via the support of local 

enterprises and transparent governance; and 

social equity focused on respecting human 

rights and strengthening local communities.2

Mair and Smith3 critique the common ten-

dency to conflate sustainability solely with 

‘greening’ or environmental impacts and 

emphazise that the sustainability paradigm 

must integrate social and economic pillars 

alongside environmental ones.

This review aims to identify, synthesize, and 

critically evaluate existing evidence on strate-

gies for organizing sustainable events. These 

strategies seek to reduce environmental 

impacts while maintaining accessibility, inclu-

sivity, and participant engagement in align-

ment with the principles of the Sustainable 

Development Goals.1
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Leochico et al4 have identified in their review 

the substantial environmental footprint of 

traditional events as a major concern, particu-

larly due to air travel, high energy consump-

tion, and the use of single-use materials. They 

further stated that there is a ‘general lack of 

awareness or recognition’ among profession-

als regarding the advantages of sustainable 

conference models (online or hybrid) as they 

relate to climate change. They suggest that 

providing ‘concrete evidence-based ways’ 

to create eco-friendly events is necessary to 

‘move many professional individuals and 

groups into action’.

Institutional and systemic barriers, such as 

a lack of management support, appropriate 

technology or awareness and concern, further 

complicate the transition from conventional 

to sustainable event models.5

Guidelines for Reducing the 
Environmental Impact of an 
Event

These guidelines were developed based on 

the EASE experience with conference plan-

ning. Pre-2020, EASE conferences were held 

fully in person and used significant resources 

via travel, transportation, printing (program 

sheets, newsletters, sponsor materials, and 

similar), and use of plastics, non-recyclable 

material, and welcome bags or gifts.

Following 2020, EASE conferences shifted first 

to online formats (due to the COVID-19 pan-

demic) and then to hybrid formats, decreasing 

environmental impact by reducing the need 

for travel and transportation, reducing the 

use of printed material (when needed, seed 

paper was used) and welcome bags or gifts, 

eliminating the use of plastics, and adopting 

more sustainable catering. Additionally, these 

formats enabled broader participation beyond 

those able to attend in person.

Practices suggested below were implemented 

during the 18th EASE Conference, resulting 

in significant improvements compared to in-

person conferences: travel and transportation 

needs were reduced almost by half (101 peo-

ple attended in person and 93 online, and 

the venue was near public transportation), 

printing was reduced by 95%, the use of plas-

tics and single-use material was eliminated, 

instead of welcome gifts trees were planted, 

full waste separation was enabled on site, and 

local suppliers and plant-based catering were 

used, resulting in overall more sustainable 

event that respected the local community.

Organize a hybrid event

The annual carbon footprint of the global 

event industry accounts for more than 10% of 

global CO2 emissions. To reduce the envi-

ronmental impact, event organizers adopt 

sustainability measures toward less carbon-

intensive virtual conferences.6 Hybrid events 

enable online and in-person participation, 

reducing the carbon footprint and enabling 

participants from all around the world to join 

according to their travelling capabilities or 

budget. These activities are aligned with SDG4, 

SDG9, SDG10, SDG11, SDG13, and SDG17.

a)	 When choosing a venue, consider its 

technical capabilities needed for host-

ing a hybrid event (microphones, sound 

system, cameras, large screens, stage 

position, etc.).

b)	 Enable speakers to join online or send 

a video recording of their speech in 

advance.

c)	 Take care of your online participants 

as well; assign a moderator for the 

chat and Q&A, read the online ques-

tions live, enable online participants to 

unmute and actively participate in the 

discussion, and engage with them dur-

ing breaks (e.g. EASE GatherTown).
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d)	 Adjust the conference fees for online 

participation, enable reduced fees for 

low and middle-income countries, and 

secure sponsored places.

Promote sustainable transportation

Flying is one of the most carbon-intensive 

activities. In addition to emitting CO2 from 

burning fuel, planes also affect the concentra-

tions of other atmospheric gases and pollut-

ants.7 These activities are aligned with SDG9, 

SDG11, SDG12 and SDG13.

a)	 Choose a destination with good 

transport links to reduce travel times/

distances.

b)	 Prioritize train travel for keynote and 

sponsored guests, especially for short 

distances.

c)	 If air travel is unavoidable, consider 

extending your stay to include a few days 

of work or leisure in the same destina-

tion to maximize the value of the trip.

d)	 Consider paying carbon offsets to miti-

gate the impact of air travel.

e)	 Ensure participants know that it is easy 

to travel by public transport from the 

airport/rail hub to the destination, and 

provide detailed route information.

f)	 Within the destination, choose a venue 

which is within easy walking distance 

of local hotels, restaurants and leisure 

facilities, but ensure there are easy pub-

lic transport options for those less able.

g)	 Ensure participants know that it is easy 

to walk, use a public bike service, or use 

public transport to travel around the 

destination. Provide links to local map-

ping apps.

Reduce single-use plastics and waste

Single-use plastics are one of the leading 

contributors to landfill waste and ocean pollu-

tion. Switching to biodegradable or reusable 

materials lowers the volume of plastic waste 

generated during the event, saves energy, and 

protects wildlife. These activities are aligned 

with SDG12, SDG13, SDG14, and SDG15.

a)	 Eliminate single-use plastics where 

possible.

b)	 Use washable crockery and cutlery and 

recyclable or biodegradable packaging.

c)	 For name badges, use those made 

from recycled card, and for lanyards, 

use those made from recycled materi-

als, bamboo, or cloth. Collect lanyards 

from delegates at the end of the event 

for reuse.

d)	 Encourage delegates to bring their own 

reusable bottles, and provide a water 

station instead of bottled water.

e)	 If single-use plastic is unavoidable, 

ensure items are recyclable.

Implement a waste management system

Waste separation reduces the amount of waste 

sent to landfills and the seas. Similar to single-

use plastic reduction, it saves energy and 

protects wildlife. These activities are aligned 

with SDG13, SDG14, and SDG15.

a)	 Organize bins for all types of waste.

b)	 Provide recycling bins that are correctly 

marked or colour-coded for paper, 

plastic, aluminium cans, glass, etc.

c)	 Assign a service team to manage waste 

collection and sorting during the event.

d)	 Ensure bins are emptied regularly to 

avoid cross-contamination.

Practice sustainable catering

According to the United Nations, annual food 

wastage in rich countries is almost equal to 

the total net amount of food produced in sub-

Saharan Africa (230 million tons).8 As food 

production and transportation are a big part 

of emissions, not creating big volumes of food 
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waste or donating it supports community 

welfare and diverts organic waste from land-

fills. These activities are aligned with SDG12, 

SDG13, SDG15 and SDG17.

a)	 Choose local catering services that use 

locally sourced food.

b)	 Choose a caterer who partners with a 

food donation program or sends waste 

to alternatives like livestock feed, indus-

trial energy conversion, or composting 

to minimize food waste.

c)	 Ask catering services to offer menus 

with minimum waste and plant-based 

food, and inform participants about it.

Provide eco-friendly gifts

Specifically selected to minimize environ-

mental impact, these gifts are typically 

derived from renewable resources and 

require less energy and water during their 

production. As a bonus, they generate lower 

levels of greenhouse gas emissions and pol-

lutants compared to conventional alterna-

tives. These activities are aligned with SDG9, 

SDG12, SDG13, SDG15 and SDG17.

a)	 It is acceptable not to offer any gifts, but 

make sure you explain this to your del-

egates, so they understand the reasons 

behind the decision.

b)	 If you must provide physical gifts, 

ensure they are made from sustainable 

materials (e.g. tote bags) and produced 

by local artisans or those sold for a 

charitable purpose.

c)	 Consider symbolic yet measurable 

gestures, such as planting a tree for 

each participant (e.g. EASE Global 

Forest with almost 3000 planted 

trees).9

d)	 Consider partnering with a local nature 

conservation organization or commu-

nity group that benefits the local peo-

ple. Potentially invite them to attend 

the welcome reception or offer them 

a small stand or poster, so that your del-

egates can see how your organization 

has contributed.

Use digital tools to minimize environmental impact

Using digital tools drastically cuts down on 

paper use and shipping needs (reducing costs 

and travel emissions). They make it easier to 

update information or to engage participants 

when needed. These activities are aligned 

with SDG9, SDG11, SDG13 and SDG15.

a)	 Use an event website for the conference 

programme and sponsor materials.

b)	 If you do print, use recycled paper or 

seeded paper (that could be planted 

afterwards), and limit printing to final 

versions only.

c)	 Avoid welcome bags with lots of 

printed material.

d)	 Use online platforms for networking 

and information sharing.

e)	 Carefully consider how to exhibit post-

ers. You can host them online, but this 

might lose some of the benefit of gath-

ering in-person delegates around an 

exhibition for discussion and network-

ing. Printing may be more environmen-

tally friendly than displaying posters on 

multiple screens in the venue.

f)	 If you do print posters, use recycled or 

acid-free paper and have them printed 

in the destination to avoid shipping 

costs. Recycle them afterwards.

Monitor and report on sustainability

Measuring sustainability allows organizers 

to report progress and demonstrate com-

mitment to sustainability.10 These activities 

are aligned with SDG8, SDG12, SDG13 and 

SDG17.

a)	 Use free tools to track the event’s car-

bon and waste footprint.
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b)	 Use the data to plan improvements for 

future events.

c)	 Report on the progress in organizing a 

more sustainable event.

Limitations and future outlook

The guidelines aim to be applicable for dif-

ferent academic event types, budgets and 

institutions/associations. Not every recom-

mendation will fit the same way, and organ-

izers can choose to make changes slowly. 

Early planning and clear communication 

with suppliers, venue staff, and participants 

are crucial for ensuring feasibility and shared 

responsibility. It is also important to consider 

local infrastructure and cultural expectations. 

Sustainability measures should be included 

to maintain accessibility and the delegate 

experience.

The recommended activities should be 

tested for various event types and at dif-

ferent locations, including the Global 

South. With the increase of environmental 

challenges, the guidelines will need to be 

updated over time, and more stakeholders 

should be engaged in the discussion about 

the organization of sustainable events. 

Additionally, the use of a simple tool for 

tracking the environmental impact of the 

events would be helpful. In that way, organ-

izers of future events will be able to prepare 

in advance and monitor the efficiency of 

their sustainable practices.

Conclusions

Sustainable conference organization is both 

achievable and increasingly necessary as the 

environmental impact of academic events 

becomes clearer. It does not create barriers 

to access or diminish participant experience; 

in many cases, it can improve both. At the 

same time, adopting sustainable practices 

requires a willingness to change. Barriers such 

as limited policies, cultural expectations, or 

resistance to new methods may slow progress. 

However, meaningful change starts with 

small, practical actions, engaging others, and 

setting an example. Educating colleagues and 

participants, seeking feedback, and sharing 

experiences all help create a culture where 

sustainability is the norm rather than the 

exception. The guidelines here offer practical 

steps that organizers can use to reduce waste, 

limit carbon emissions, and make thought-

ful choices about materials, travel, catering, 

and communication. They are based on the 

experience of organizing an academic confer-

ence, but aim to provide a flexible foundation 

that can fit different contexts, budgets, and 

formats. Ongoing collaboration, learning, 

and reflection will be vital as practices change 

and new solutions emerge. By choosing to act 

with intention, from a concern for people, the 

environment, and the shared future, con-

tribution is made to the wider climate goals 

and help shape a more responsible scholarly 

community.
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