
1 
 

An evaluation of approaches to reduce staff air travel emissions: A Griffith University case study 
 
ATRS CONFERENCE – AUGUST 2021 
 
Tim Ryley, Savindi Caldera, Bojana Spasojevic & Emma Whittlesea 
Griffith Aviation, School of Engineering & Built Environment, Griffith University 
 
Contact details: Tim Ryley, t.ryley@griffith.edu.au 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
With increasing climate change concerns, there are calls for action to reduce aviation greenhouse 
gas emissions. Universities are responsible for a significant level of air travel and this study evaluates 
approaches to reduce aviation emissions at Griffith University. The research involved consultation 
with the Griffith University community. A series of semi-structured interviews with ten relevant 
Griffith University stakeholders and a week-long immersive digital discussion with 52 Griffith 
University staff using the digital platform Recollective, were conducted.  
 
University air travel is increasingly coming under the spotlight and a range of technological solutions 
are emerging such as virtual conferences. Given the complexity of the situation, there does not exist 
an off-the-shelf handbook of technical solutions. Some universities are looking to implement air 
travel polices and there are some initial university appraisals, but a deeper investigation of existing 
and emergent solutions makes this work an original contribution. 
 
Research findings are grouped according to six key themes: 1) Targets for reducing aviation 
emissions; 2) A long-term net zero carbon culture with staff buy-in; 3) Technologically advanced 
teaching and research practice; 4) Travel related data and aviation emission monitoring; 5) A travel 
booking system prioritising low carbon opportunities; and 6) Institutional barriers to change.  
 
 
  



2 
 

1. Introduction 
 
Over the last 20-30 years or so there have been increasing concerns surrounding the environmental 
externalities from air transport. Emissions of greenhouse gases from civil aviation tripled over the 
previous 30 years1. There are various environmental impacts of aviation, including energy resources, 
air quality, biodiversity and noise issues, but due to the scale of the problem, the climate change 
impacts are the greatest challenge. Even though aviation-related emissions make up a small 
proportion of the global contribution to climate change, there is a major concern relating to the 
growth in air travel, which despite the COVID-19 impacts is expected to continue after the pandemic.  
 
As a result of COVID-19, emissions from air travel in 2020 have declined significantly, but there is an 
opportunity and need to change culture and processes more permanently for the longer term to 
manage and maintain ongoing emission reductions as the pandemic subsides. The travel disruption 
associated with COVID-19 presents an opportunity to rethink approaches to air travel, to maximise 
the benefits and minimise the impacts going forth (Becken and Hughey, 2021). This is in addition to 
the recent active use of on-line meetings, events and conferences under COVID-19. 
 
The efficiency of flying has improved through technological developments, but this has been out-
weighed strongly by increasing demand. It has been demonstrated that people are unwilling to 
commit to the high impact pro-environmental behaviour of avoiding unnecessary flights (DEFRA, 
2008). The aviation sector will take an increasingly significant proportion of any carbon budget and 
is one of the hardest sectors to reduce emissions at a time when a major reduction is required. 
There are complexities associated with the calculation of the aviation contribution and the policy 
response. Voluntary offsetting generates significant debate but limited impact (Becken and Mackey, 
2017). Trust and transparency are crucial when developing aviation emissions reduction policies 
(Ryley et al., 2010).  
 
The aim of this paper is to evaluate a series of approaches to reduce air travel emissions, using 
Griffith University as a case study. Consultation was undertaken with university staff, consisting of 
a series of semi-structured interviews and a week-long immersive digital discussion. 
 
The next section provides a background to the university case study. An outline and justification of 
the methods applied to the case study is then presented. The remainder of the paper covers the 
study results, conclusions generated and case study recommendations.  
 
2. The university case study 
 
University air travel is increasingly coming under the spotlight (Caset et al., 2018) and a range of 
solutions are naturally emerging such as regional conferences (Klower et al., 2020). However, given 
the complexity of the situation, there does not exist an off-the-shelf handbook of technical 
solutions. Some individual universities are looking to implement air travel polices (e.g. Lund 
University) and there are some initial university appraisals (Ahonen et al., 2021; CAST. 2020), but as 
with the recent flight-shaming developments, there are more developments in Northern Europe 
and Scandinavia. Some of the key university sustainability policy documents to reduce aviation 
emissions have been reviewed (Table 1).  
 

                                                      
1 Source: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator using ICAO Civil Aviation Statistics of the World & ICAO staff estimates. 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator
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Table 1: Key findings from select university sustainability policy documents 
 

Institution  Key findings 
Lund University  • Decision tree for academic travel. 

• Pursue a long-term strategy to reduce aviation emissions through investigating 
opportunities for an internal fund to finance international low carbon travel. 

University of East 
Anglia 

• Climate change, energy and transport: Minimise consumption of non-renewable 
energy and emissions of greenhouse gases.  

• Unlocking the potential of green initiatives is the key to achieving the dramatic 
reduction in CO2 emissions we saw during lockdown. Lockdown measures in 
response to the COVID-19 crisis led to a temporary 17% drop in global carbon 
emissions. Aviation emissions – accounted for a 10% decrease in emissions during 
the pandemic (this economic sector was most impacted by the lockdown but only 
accounts for 3% of global emissions). 

University of Zurich • Regulatory measure: carbon taxes, systematic monitoring and reporting. 
• Non-regulatory measures: cultural aspects, awareness raising.  
• Changes in enabling conditions: video conferencing & tools to compare travel 

options. 
• Compensation schemes. 

 
It is expected that other organisations, including universities, from other parts of the world will need 
to develop their own solutions. Reducing aviation emissions in line with the overall carbon emissions 
reduction targets will require significant behavioural change on the part of the University academia, 
enabled and incentivised in no small part by policy and practice change. This could create tension if 
reducing air travel emissions are seen to be at odds with progressing a globally networked university 
that enables academic career development - so it is critical this work and associated consultation is 
conducted and communicated in a sensitive and appropriate manner. 
 
A review of 2019 university staff air travel data, covering 25,430 flights, showed that there is fairly 
even split between domestic (42%) and international (58%) flights. Most people (60%) flew with one 
of the two main Australian airlines in 2019, Qantas and Virgin Australia. There are three particular 
challenges which Griffith University faces in reducing air travel emissions: 
 

1) Travel is core to our university business, including student travel, academic conferences, 
international student recruitment and research activities. 

2) There is a connectivity difficulty, associated with the geography of South-East Queensland 
and Australia and the so-called tyranny of distance, which means that to access all 
locations internationally, and many domestically, requires air travel. 

3) This issue is likely to remain particularly contentious in the wider society, with many critical 
that not enough is being undertaken in reducing aviation emissions whilst others are 
reluctant to change their own travel behaviour. The issue is that whilst aviation is not 
environmentally sustainable, there are perceived economic and social benefits. 

 
In terms of an air travel response to COVD-19, on 6 March 2020 the university requested the 
cancellation or postponement of international travel. This directive preceded the Australian 
Government banning foreign travel on 20 March 2020. Domestic travel was not impacted at this 
point but largely stopped in the middle of April and was limited during the remainder of 2020 and 
into 2021, with inter-state travel banned or restricted with quarantine implications.  
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2. Methods 
 
The first stage of the data collection was to interview Griffith University staff and key stakeholders. 
Ten interviews were conducted in October and November (completed by the 9th November 2020). 
Each lasted between 45 minutes and one hour. A Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form 
were developed. Participants were randomly selected, stratified by various groups. The split of the 
ten respondents was: Griffith University travel staff (2), administrative staff (2), Griffith International 
(2), Institute Directors or Heads of School as senior managers (2) and senior researchers (2). The 
travel booking system administrators were the two principal individuals involved, one from Griffith 
University and one from the sub-contracted travel company CTM (Corporate Travel Management). 
For the remaining four groups, participants were randomly selected from the 2019 Griffith 
University travel database. 
 
Each interview consisted of open-ended questions split into two parts. The first part was a discussion 
of the background context on the role of the participant at Griffith University and their experience 
of air travel bookings and behaviour on university business. The second and main part of the 
interview was to explore air travel emission reduction initiatives split according to the four initiative 
categories in Table 2. 
 
The second stage of the data collection was to conduct a week-long immersive digital discussion 
with 52 Griffith University staff using the digital platform Recollective. Recollective 
(https://recollective.com/) is an immersive qualitative approach using a digital platform which 
enables the exploration of new ideas and policy options. Recollective has been used previously at 
Griffith University, and ten experienced moderators encouraged and prompted participants. 
Participants were expected to commit around 15 minutes per day, joining in the discussion at a time 
of their own convenience during the day. Most participants committed more time. Data included a 
pre-screening survey, hypothetical air travel scenarios, testing of various options (according to the 
approaches), and self-generated discussion forums.  
 
From invitations to 1,500 Griffith University staff (randomly selected from the 2019 dataset), as well 
as a Banner advert, university email and research project request, 56 staff members agreed to take 
part in the week-long Recollective study (17th-23rd November 2020). 52 respondents started 
participation and 46 completed all five days; 632 test-based exerts were generated. A five-digit code 
name was assigned to each participant so that the aggregated data is de-identified. The sample is 
representative of Griffith University staff who took a flight in 2019, although there are a high 
proportion of female participants (67%), and one of the four academic Groups (Griffith Business 
School) had a low proportion of participants (9% of those from one of the four Groups). 
 
  

https://recollective.com/
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Content was split across the five days. The first day covered a general introduction to university air 
travel and COVID-19 impacts. The remaining four days covered one day each on the four main policy 
initiative categories, re-ordered and simplified in a user-friendly way to Recollective participants. 
The following policy initiatives were presented to participants: 1) Travel policy, 2) Research and 
Teaching, 3) Planning and Procurement, and 4) Operations and IT. The initiatives are shown in Table 
2, together with the aligned ideas to test in the Recollective study.  
 
Table 2: Policy initiatives tested in the Recollective study 
 

Innovative Category Ideas tested in Recollective 
1. Travel policy • University travel policy & procedures 

• Aviation emissions response 
2. Research & teaching practice • Blended teaching development 

• Online conference developments 
3. University planning & procurement 
 

• Pre-trip approval decision tree  
• Emission dashboard 
• Enhanced carbon calculation 
• Flexible working arrangements 

4. Operations & IT 
 

• New technologies (e.g. DENs) 
• Performance indicators 
• Corporate rewards & awards 

 
The digitally recorded interviews (through MS Teams) were transcribed, and data reduction 
methods were then used to analyse the information (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Qualitative data 
from the recollective platform was exported into a desktop folder ensuring the anonymity of the 
participants.  A thematic analysis method was applied to identify emerging themes in interview and 
Recollective data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). A combination of inductive and deductive reasoning 
approaches was employed (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The analysis began with a deductive or theory-
driven coding system (A-priori codes based on the initial literature review and expert consultations) 
using NVivo 11 software, while creating additional new nodes (In-vivo codes), inductively from 
emerging interview data. Axial coding then categorised data in new ways, identifying associations 
and links between initial codes (Savin-Baden and Major, 2013). This analysis includes respondent 
quotes as anonymous participant ‘P’ numbers2. 
 
3. Results 
 
3.1 Interview findings 
 
The interview data highlighted appreciation of the emission reduction target and interest from staff 
participants to contribute to Griffith University efforts to reduce aviation emissions. Participants 
comments included: “It's certainly a laudable goal. I understand that all institutions and 
organisations need to do their bit” (P9), “I think it's something that we absolutely have to do” (P3), 
and "there has to be a bit of give and take from that perspective” (P4).  
 
  

                                                      
2 Interview respondents were assigned a ‘P’ number from one to ten; Recollective respondents were assigned 
a random five-digit ‘P’ number. 
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Staff air travel and booking experiences were examined. Overall, there was consensus on the 
purposes for air travel spanning conferences, corporate meetings, field trips, guest lectures at 
events, exchange programs, academic studies programs, international marketing and recruitment. 
Interviewees highlighted the fact that staff members sometimes travel with multiple purposes. For 
example, Participant 8 stated, “I attend conferences and then have meetings with our partner 
universities, and there's also the capacity to meet with local government, networking, relationship 
management and relationship marketing”. Reasons provided for liking air travel included “being 
disconnected”, “additional reading time” and “some relaxation”. Some participants explained their 
dislikes as “stressful”, an “additional burden”, “requires more work commitment” and 
“uncomfortable long travel”. Most participants highlighted cost, time and convenience as key 
factors affecting their travel decisions. Furthermore, participants shared their experiences on the 
current booking system. While most of them were satisfied with the domestic booking system and 
described it as ‘user-friendly’ and ‘easy to navigate’, many of them argued that the international 
booking system could be further improved to ‘accommodate group bookings’, ‘multiple point travel’ 
and ‘immediate booking ability’ and ‘competitive pricing’ (P1, P4, P6, P8, P10).  
 
Within the future aviation emission reduction implementation plan, university staff anticipated a 
range of challenges. These challenges were related to the three areas of ‘collaboration’, ‘career 
growth’ and ‘infrastructure and expertise’. The details and example challenges are presented in the 
Table 3. 

Table 3: Challenges related to reducing air travel with examples  

 
Interview participants highlighted the importance of encouraging responsible travel through policy 
and planning. Several participants suggested improvements to current travel policy and planning, 
highlighting the following key factors: “better justification”, “reduce frivolous travel”, “define 
tangible benefits”, “reduce short haul trips”, “reduce business class trips”, “reduce travelling for 
meetings”, “reducing travel as large groups” and “provide fuel efficient aircraft selection options”. 
It was argued that a two-tiered process should be developed in the travel approval system. An 
appropriate proper mechanism to advise the traveller to seek approval should be in place based on 
the type of funding category (i.e. external vs internal funds).  
  

Category  Examples  
Limiting collaboration 
and innovation  

• Limiting international collaborations especially with elite universities and renowned partner organisations  
• Constraining networking opportunities with international partners especially in terms of marketing, 

relationship management 
• Missed opportunities related to networking with experts in the field  
• Potential loss of innovation, collaboration and research growth while other competitive universities may 

have the edge   
• Limiting hands-on experience that leads to creative thinking and innovation  
• Possible flow on effects of obtaining more funding and higher-level collaborations 

 
Limiting career 
growth  

• Constraining research leadership in the field  
• Difficulties in recruiting international students 
• Limiting career exposure (i.e.: especially for early career researchers)  
• Limiting cross cultural competencies and future employability  

Lack of supporting 
infrastructure and 
expertise in overseas 
teams 

• Lack of technological infrastructure in remote areas  
• Difficulties in large file sharing 
• Conducting specific field research demands specific expertise 
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To further support aviation emission reduction through a corporate travel policy and pre-trip 
approval process, there should be clear guidelines and procedures for staff members to view and 
select the best travel option considering the associated greenhouse gas emissions. It was suggested 
that a hierarchy of options for all flights, as part of the travel booking process, should be indicated 
in the pre-trip approval system, so staff and students can compare their travel options (P1, P3, P5).   

 
Aligning the emission reduction targets with an individual’s performance evaluation was raised as a 
possible challenge. Greater importance was placed on forming collective targets for Schools and 
research institutes to reduce aviation emissions. It was suggested that reviewing these targets bi-
annually would provide a practical timeline for each entity to take necessary action to achieve their 
target. Several participants emphasised that achieving these targets would also require “high level 
of accountability, broad level evaluation” and “targeted efforts” (P2, P4. P5, P9).  
 
Transforming teaching and research practice was examined. All participants viewed leveraging 
digital technologies for research and teaching as a critical component for reducing aviation 
emissions and being resilient in the face of future disruptions. Blended approaches, virtual reality, 
simulation and virtual internships were key factors discussed under transforming teaching practices. 
Participants emphasised the importance of developing and promoting online courses and creating 
blended teaching programs considering the Covid-19 online transitions of coursework delivery. 
Furthermore, using virtual reality and simulations (i.e. virtual lab, virtual pharmacy) to enhance the 
classroom experiences were raised by several participants (P3, P5).  “Virtual internships” (P4, P5) 
were suggested as an alternative for overseas exchange programs and to still provide some level of 
immersive opportunity to learn about global cultures and practices.  
 
Transforming research practices using elements such as online platforms for communication and 
data transfer, online conferences, strategic research, and collaboration actions and streamlining 
academic studies programs were also suggested. Many of the participants (P5, P7, P9 & P10) 
proposed potentially leveraging immersive research collaborative platforms dedicated to quick data 
transfer and easy communication. However, moving forward, participants were keen to have 
advanced capabilities such as easy, real-time data transfer. They also highlighted the potential use 
of open sources to share data and create more accessible, discipline specific tools.  For example, 
“the open science framework is a good example of a place where you can upload data and share 
data and collaborate one data as well. I guess people are more using I. I think this is already 
happening” (P3). Moving forward, hybrid conferences were viewed as an alternative to enable 
remote participation. For example, “I think that you are going to have to look at hybrid options in 
delivering those to ensure maximum participation, because you'll still have a price point. You'll still 
have to pay to participate, but it just means that you won't be there in person and you won't have 
those costs associated” (P4). While there was consensus among interview participants concerning 
the importance of being in the field, they emphasised the need for collaborating with host 
universities and local industry partners to assist with remote data collection (P10). It also means a 
travel conditions/assessment could be conducted as a part of research project plans to be submitted 
as a part of the risk assessments process.  
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Given the important role of student engagement and partnerships at the University, participants 
highlighted the importance of recruitment, exchange programs, international field trips and 
international marketing. While travelling for international marketing was largely viewed as a 
revenue building stream, there was also a substantial amount of travel involved. These visits 
involved participating in conferences, meeting potential local university partners, and student 
recruitment. With the recent COVID-19 transition, many off-shore staff have played an important 
role in disseminating Australian university messages and marketing.  
 
Shifting attitudes and behaviour was examined under three key areas of 1) education; 2) nudge 
techniques and 3) recognition and appreciation to promote positive behaviour. Many participants 
pointed out the importance of using education and awareness rather than a reward-based system. 
Another participant highlighted the importance of understanding “why” or the rationale behind 
these goals, targets and implementation plans (P1). Participant 4 stressed the importance personal 
attitudes, ethics and beliefs influence individual and collective efforts towards reducing Griffith 
University’s carbon footprint. To complement this awareness, the participants placed a greater 
importance on using nudge techniques to prompt behavioural changes. For example, Participant 3 
used the examples of university printers showing how much paper was consumed and associated 
carbon emissions and then have internal competitions to influence aviation emission reduction.  
Furthermore, having an emission tracker also suggested as a possible technique to nudge staff 
members as they record, track and compare their emissions. Participant 1 argued that the feasibility 
and practicality of emission trackers and carbon budgets also depends on the consequences if staff 
members exceed the limit.    
 
Recognition and appreciation were raised as a critical component in encouraging staff members to 
engage in aviation emission reduction activities. For example, Participant 3, shared that recognition 
similar to teaching awards will encourage internal champions and advocates for these sustainable 
travel practices. Another suggestion was to provide additional research funding as a way of 
appreciating staff efforts to reduce aviation emissions.  
 
3.2 Recollective findings 

3.2.1 Introduction to university air travel and COVID-19 impacts 
 
Overall, there was a great level of appreciation towards emission reduction efforts and consulting 
the university community to develop a set of feasible measures. All participants reflected on the 
Covid-19 impacts on air travel and shared thoughts on how this experience has enabled them to re-
think their air travel. For example, “It has caused others to engage en-masse with online capabilities 
that have been around for at least five years. This deep-end jump into such experiences has obviously 
been stressful for many, but the duration of the crisis has enabled people (including me) to get used 
to - and personalize - such experiences” (P29663). Another participant expressed a broader 
perspective on green-house gas emissions and personal responsibility. “We fly a lot when we don't 
really have to. However, I also do not like the individualising of blame for emissions when 
multinational companies and the whole neoliberal capitalist system entrenches GHGs in society. I 
think it is good in one way because more stuff has been online but this has been more beneficial for 
local rather than air travel” (P34224).  
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3.2.2 Travel policy and aviation emission target  
 
Participants offered their insights on the University’s current travel policy considering factors such 
as clarity, equitability, fairness and flexibility. For many academic staff the policy worked will in a 
supportive environment. For example, “in most cases I have found the travel policy clear and the 
booking system easy to follow - then again, most of my travel has been booked by an admin support 
person” (P34225). General satisfaction was repeated by participant 34181, who stated “Most 
policies are dense and hard to read. I think this one is clear and appropriate, but I don't recall reading 
it and thinking either that it was a really great example of a policy or a really bad example of a policy. 
It there and clear for when staff members need it”.  
 
Several participants emphasized that there needs to be more clarity on when they are supposed to 
seek senior management (PVC – Pro Vice Chancellor) approval. For example, “It's often unclear when 
the PVC needs to approve travel, and the internal limits the PVC places on travel / accommodate, 
etc. Junior staff should stay in cheaper accommodation, senior staff in more plush accommodations 
– especially when payment is from a staff surplus a/c” (P34239). Another participant raised that the 
travel policies, like most policies in the University, lack a practical component. For example, “They 
are just words on a page, which are relatively meaningless without context. Incorporating them into 
the travel tools would be more useful”.  
 
One participant expressed disagreement with the statement the policy been contemporary 
particularly pointing out the lack of carbon offsetting information. For example, I don't agree that 
they are contemporary or aligned to Griffith University's values because the travel policies and 
procedures don't reflect the value of "Contributing to a robust, equitable and environmentally 
sustainable society". I think there is an opportunity to use the travel booking process to incorporate 
awareness-raising about the impact of flying” (P34194).  
 
Several participants pointed out that there are barriers for those who have caring responsibilities 
and might need to travel with a child and/or a co-parent or other person who can care for the child 
while the employee is working. This reflects and contributes to structural inequalities in academia 
and the persistent gender gap. For example, “funding for travel is also inequitably distributed, and 
not in ways that seem to reflect Griffith's values or are value for money. As an example, I received 
an invitation to travel to Melbourne to present at a symposium. I bundled this trip with a conference 
and a guest lecture at another university, catching up with colleagues...Meanwhile, a professor flew 
into one of those events, stayed barely a half-day to deliver a talk, before flying on to their next 
engagement. I don't think it's about this individual, but this reflects a broader culture within the 
university (and academia) that equates flying about with importance and being "busy" in this way 
with impact. Not only is this unsustainable, I don't actually think it's a great way to share and grow 
knowledge or collegiality” (P34451). 
 
While the aviation emission reduction goal was appreciated as a laudable goal, the participants 
argued that that there should be a realistic assessment of achievable goals and should be 
simultaneous efforts for awareness-raising. For example, “as a general goal, it's good to reduce 
carbon emissions. The idea that emissions can be ‘zero’ is nonsense unless the goal is to stop all air 
travel. When we talk about ‘zero’, we are talking about very dubious offset calculations. In my 
opinion, encouraging and supporting this sort of offset calculation is harmful to the overall goal of 
reducing emissions. We would do better to base the policy around the realistic assessment of our 
emissions, with achievable goals for reducing those emissions” (P34189). 
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3.2.3 Teaching and Research  
 
Most academic staff members acknowledged leveraging digital technologies for research and 
teaching as a critical approach for reducing aviation emissions and being resilient in the face of 
future disruptions. It was also highlighted how the COVID-19 has enabled them to re-think air travel 
and consider digital replacements. For example, “The pandemic has taught us that is there is a need, 
systems, and people can adapt rapidly to evolve with the situation. If there is justification to change 
practice (for better results in cost savings and the environment), leadership in this space can change 
behaviour rapidly. Technology will grow to fill the gaps that may be needed to ensure that digital 
replacements for existing practices may call for” (P34200). 
 
Transforming teaching practices were discussed under ‘online teaching’, ‘using virtual reality’, 
‘simulations’, ‘virtual internships’ and ‘transnational education alternatives.’. Several participants 
highlighted the criticality and urgency of developing and offering online courses and creating 
blended teaching programs especially learning from the Covid-19 online transitions. It was also 
noted that online teaching is a cost-effective approach compared to delivering courses face to face 
considering the resources and travel time. For example, “The only justification for large lectures is 
cost-effectiveness. We can probably teach cheaper and better online than we do face-to-face” 
(P34189). 
 
The focus of the work is on university staff, but clearly there are air travel links to international 
students. From an international student perspective (P34187), there were very significant concerns 
about online learning, both from a student visa compliance perspective - there are normally 
limitations about the proportion of a student's program that can be undertaken online, and some 
sponsoring bodies don't allow any online study - and from a student experience perspective - 
international students who come to Australia to study (or to another country) are seeking an 
experience and a return on investment, part of which is engagement with academics and with their 
peers, including Australian students. The participants were yet to fully understand the global impact 
of COVID will be in terms of longer-term take up of online study for part or all of a degree, but they 
were not anticipating a full pivot.   
 
Another interesting insight from by participants concerned Transnational Education (TNE). While 
the normal model for Griffith is to engage in TNE via partnerships and to fly staff in and out for 
intensive teaching. COVID-19 has had a big impact and will reduce existing TNE partnerships and 
activities significantly, and this will have a positive impact on carbon emissions as it will naturally 
reduce the number of staff flights to Singapore and China to teach. This was raised as a potential 
area for evaluation particularly using travel to Singapore and China for TNE purposes in 2019 as a 
baseline, it will be interesting to compare his with TNE travel once travel recommences.  
 
One participant pointed out that global mobility could take the form of virtual global mobility while 
considering carbon emissions during these overseas learning experiences. For example, “In terms of 
global mobility (learning abroad) we have an opportunity to extend our offerings to include virtual 
global mobility, but we would hope in the longer term that this increases participation rather than 
replacing overseas experiences. Carbon offsetting may have to be an important component of 
student international travel” (P34187). 
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Transforming research practices were considered using elements such as hybrid conferences, online 
meetings, collaborations to support remote data collections and non-travel related academic 
studies program options. Hybrid conferences were viewed as a positive alternative to enable remote 
participation. “My experiences have been great!  Before COVID19 conference fees were high, travel 
fees and time were an issue to many people. This year, many conferences with amazing speakers 
from around the world were available to all free of charge; there is so much to learn and to share!” 
(P34092). Participants emphasised that the hybrid conferences open a window of opportunity for a 
variety of groups including carers, disabled people, and low-income levels or constrained budgets. 
For example, “I love those other people who wouldn't normally be able to go to conferences or travel 
to events, like carers, people with disability, people from low-income countries, are able to access 
scholarly knowledge. The pandemic has been a boon in that regard” (P34188). 
 
While some participants were satisfied with the level of social interactions during online events, 
there was another group of participants who argued that there is a lack of social engagement. For 
example, “Conferences online is fine, and even preferable to me, because it avoids awkward small 
talk if you haven't yet developed meaningful connections” (P34091). Another participant raised that 
the full immersive experience of a face-to-face conference would be hard to replace and it would 
be difficult to establish a deeper connection and interaction online, “Granted, you will never be able 
to fully replace the camaraderie of an in-person conference in an online environment, but I think the 
format offers an important alternative to costly and time-consuming in-person events” (P34183).  
 
Several participants indicated that out that short-haul trips should be reconsidered, and more 
efforts should be directed towards leveraging virtual opportunities for meetings with stakeholders. 
For example, “The university can (and presumably has) reduce a lot of unnecessary travel by 
encouraging online meetings with stakeholders elsewhere” (P34207).   
 
Although there was agreement among interview participants on the collection of field data, they all 
emphasised the need for collaborating with host universities and local industry partners to assist 
with remote data collection. However, some participants raised that it is essential for them to travel 
due to the type and the discipline of their study. For example, “Some research it is necessary to 
travel. Like Archaeology, Clinical trials etc. So, putting extra burden on research to limit travel may 
not be in the universities best interest” (P34219).  
 
The Academic Studies Program (ASP)3 was viewed as a critical opportunity to gather experiences in 
in different institutions which helps to shape personalities, sharpen the way one approaches and 
solves problems in life and work. For example, “being able to gather experiences in different 
institutions will always be of an advantage. Having moved between continents for work three times 
I personally think that the skills and experiences that one gain by visiting, working, and teaching at 
different institutions cannot be thought in lectures, as the overall experience shapes personalities, 
sharpens the way one approaches and solves problems in life and work” (P34198). However, more 
emphasis was placed on the time taken during the period rather than the place. For example, “The 
time itself is the precious element of ASP, not necessarily the ability to travel. If staff is encouraged 
to consider non-travel related ASP (writing a book, extended focus on local research, developing 
virtual partnerships, and the like), I don't see this as a big deal. Travel may be needed in certain 
circumstances, but I think strong environmental or justice outcomes would need to be argued” 
(P34091). 
                                                      
3 This is Griffith University program for academic staff to take a ‘sabbatical’, time out from their teaching 
duties, typically to focus on research. 
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3.2.4 Planning and procurement  
 
Visualising emissions through an emission dashboard was highlighted as a potential tool to prompt 
behavioural changes. For the dashboard to be effective and to be interpreted correctly by the end-
users, several factors were highlighted as critical characteristics. These characteristics include 
having clear interactive updated maps; total emissions with relatable examples, aircraft, and cleaner 
fuel information (P34194, P34186, P34212).  
 
Equivalence examples, such as the one suggested by P34188 to present air travel emissions against 
other emissions (e.g. from surface travel or household energy), will enable the users to better relate 
the data presented in the emission dashboard and will offer a more engaging and interactive 
experience. Integrating actual aircraft information and providing cleaner fuel options were 
emphasized with greater importance. For example, “If this is supposed to be accurate information, 
it needs to populate with the actual aircraft (and airline, since flight profile makes a significant 
difference as well (P34189).  This means a well-designed dashboard reporting was viewed as a 
potential approach to improve understanding of emissions from work-related air travel which would 
then in turn influence responsible decision-making related to travel behaviour. 
 
There were additional suggestions proposed in the realm of considering surface travel to obtain a 
holistic view of travel-related emissions. “I can see flexible work arrangements decreasing car-
related emissions with reduced travel to and from campus and between campuses, but I'm not sure 
how they will have a significant impact on aviation emissions. I think a number of senior staff, and 
perhaps academic staff, move to Queensland to take up roles at Griffith and are engaged in quite a 
lot of personal air travel back to their home/family - this won't be captured in the University's travel 
and emissions but might be something worth building into any personal measure of emissions tool” 
(P34187).  
 
Going beyond the emission boundaries of air travel there was an additional dialogue on how the 
university could direct their efforts towards more sustainable procurement strategies including 
buying more locally (P34225), incorporating transparent supply chains, considering the full life cycle 
(P34195), and contributing to a more circular economic system (P34092, P24187). P34092 
highlighted the importance of transitioning to a local economy, reducing, reusing, fixing, 
repurposing all ways the university community could contribute: “Although there is a strong move 
towards using less and repurposing, a large part of our economy still relies strongly on Make - Take 
- Waste model”.  
 
3.2.5 Operations and IT 
 
Most participants selected options such as ‘introducing carbon offsetting’, ‘implementing a carbon 
budget’ and ‘providing staff incentives’ as top measures for our everyday operational practices to 
encourage staff to think more sustainably about air travel and consider alternate options to reduce 
aviation emissions. Many participants ranked carbon offsetting (e.g. planting trees to compensate 
for emissions) as the most feasible option as that doesn’t require much behaviour change and 
provided additional commentary on its level of effectiveness on the overall environmental system. 
For example, “Carbon offsetting is probably the least effective but most feasible option. I think 
incentives are feasible but limited in their efficacy as they don't necessarily build toward structural 
change” (P3445). 
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The carbon budget was considered as another option by the participants. A carbon budget is a 
standard number of emissions individual staff can generate through Griffith business travel per year. 
This budget can be calculated using past travel data, aviation miles and standard carbon emission 
factors.  

 
The reasons for liking the carbon budget were described as, ‘an effective first step’, ‘makes people 
responsible and accountable, ‘helps with tracking and monitoring’, ‘provides a target’, and ‘enables 
practicing air travel’. However, there was another group of participants who expressed their dislikes 
as, ‘possible rise of inequalities and discrimination, could be ‘punitive’, ‘coercive’, ‘chaotic’ and 
‘rigid’. Table 4 presents a summary of the participants' likes, and dislikes expressed towards a 
potential carbon budget in the university with supporting quotes.   
 

Table 4: Participants likes and dislikes about carbon budgets  

Themes related to likes Supporting quotes Themes related to 
dislikes  

Supporting quotes 

Effective first step “Yes, definitely a great idea to provide 
an individual starting point” (P34092) 

Possible inequality and 
discrimination  

“Some roles require more travel than 
others so may disproportionately affect 
certain individuals may be discriminatory” 
(P34181) 

Responsibility and 
accountability   

“Keeps individuals accountable for own 
travel choices” (P34181) 

“There is a sense of personal 
responsibility” (P34195) 

Punitive  “Could be punitive in the absence of 
support - and Griffith is pretty good at the 
absence of support” (P34207) 

Tracking and monitoring 
method 

“Like the internet usage budget, it 
allows the individual to track their 
budget” (P34183) 
 

Coercive and chaotic  “It's very 'stick'. As in, carrot and the stick. 
People might consider it a restriction” 
(P34194) 
 

“I would be responsible for monitoring 
my own goals” (P34186) 

“If you're at the university on a short 
contract (1-2 years) this could play havoc 
with your career”. (P34195) 
 

Provides a target  “Creates a visualisation and a target” 
(P34190) 

Rigid “It can lead to rigidity. There should be 
some flexibility” (P34209) 
 

Prioritize travel  “I like that it gives people the option to 
prioritise their air travel”(P34194) 

“One size fit all may not deal with personal 
circumstances well” (P34226) 
 

 
Several participants explained that if the university is to achieve its aviation emission targets all staff 
needs to make some degree of behaviour change. For this change to occur there is a critical need 
for a cultural change and to inculcate a sense of responsibility. Participants expressed that this 
change will only occur if everyone is encouraged, incentivised, or mandated to come on board 
(P34188).  One participant emphasised that extrinsic motivation can override intrinsic motivation 
and therefore incentives are effective in that sense. For example, “in the case of flying habits, I think 
extrinsic motivation will win over intrinsic.  While we might expect all educated people would be 
aware of the environmental impact of their travel choices and make adjustments accordingly, in my 
experience, this is far from the truth. So incentives (1) and parameters (2) seem a good way to 
counteract this. I think there would be some pushback on (2) but if there was some flexibility 
embedded it could work.  People seem to like carbon offsetting (3) so it may work as an incentive - 
personally, I think it assuages guilt and takes away from personal responsibility and I'm yet to be 
convinced it is effective. Happy to be persuaded otherwise” (P34225).  
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Incentives such as bonus cash contribution (P34188), ex-gratia days of leave (P34194), awards for 
the number of air travel kilometres saved (P34219), vouchers for local holiday spots (P34232), 
highest carbon saver of the year (P34232) and recognition at annual university awards (P34243) 
were suggested as ways to encourage staff to reduce air travel.  
 
Several participants emphasised that incentives drive behaviour rather than performance 
indicators. Within these options, one participant emphasised the importance of creating a tiered 
incentive scheme. For example, “A tiered incentive could be given so that it's not a matter of 
receiving one incentive or not. It would be a matter of 'points make prizes'. The more points you 
accumulate, the more 'prizes' are given. It could work similar to a rewards program; with a variety 
of incentives available to be redeemed at certain levels” (P34215). Furthermore, a fair and equitable 
system was proposed especially with criteria for any incentives or awards that need to apply to the 
staff member or PhD student for example, “what is appropriate for a professional staff member 
could be very different to a researcher. I would have preferred some ideas being made available to 
rate or comment on” (P34238). 
 
Increased education through university wide campaigns and deliberate consultations with the 
university community were identified as effective first steps taken when developing a strategic plan 
for reducing aviation emissions. For example, powerful thematic communication, “Prof Sam Ham's 
Thematic Communication methods have been very effective at achieving measurable behaviour 
change (plenty of publications) and he can advise directly - a straightforward process of creating 
campaigns” (29663) and three-word phrases to have a higher impact were proposed by the 
participants. For example, “Like "10,000 steps a day" styled personal campaign it works” (P29663). 
This should be done with a clear emphasis on the end-goal targeted for better global health instead 
of short-term rewards.  

 
Leveraging IT tools were acknowledged by all participants and particularly the importance of Digital 
Earth Node (DEN) was discussed in detail. The DEN technology is currently in the case study phase 
(located on the Griffith University Nathan Campus). It was identified as a potential pathway for 
improved deeper and immersive collaborative experiences which would allow researchers and 
academics to access data in real-time and interact with others in different locations. After viewing 
the video demonstration participants commented on this as a development with future potential to 
offer a deep, immersive and interactive experience to meeting attendees from different locations, 
particularly appropriate for sharing data and have remote collaborations.  
 
3.2.6 Summary of emergent measures 
 
A summary of the measures emerged through the recollective study is presented in Figure 1 under 
the key categories of 1) Travel policy; 2) Research and Teaching; 3) Planning and Procurement; 4) 
Operations and IT. 
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Figure 1: Summary of key measures emerged through the recollective study (Source: Original from 
the study) 

 
4.  Discussion and conclusions 
 
The data collection effort with university staff has shown two groups emerging: 1) very 
supportive of an environmental cause relating to air travel; 2) more resistant with work and 
career-based concerns. It is acknowledged that for some university business it will still be 
necessary to travel by air, such as for specific research sites or in-person international student 
events. This demands a clear and transparent approach that can encourage positive 
behaviour rather than blaming individuals for necessary air travel. 
 
The COVID-19 disruption has led to an expectation that work can be undertaken in an 
alternative manner and can lead to several creative and targeted opportunities, such as the 
initiatives presented to respondents. The lack of international air travel has highlighted the 
need to re-consider the real need for travel (e.g. short haul travel for meetings) and has 
created inclusive travel opportunities for certain staff members (i.e. carers, disabled staff 
members) who would not usually travel to conferences and events. They now have more 
access to scholarly knowledge through virtual conferences and research/teaching events.  
 
The following set of six specific recommendations were put forward for consideration by the 
university. Firstly, commit to reduce aviation emissions within university areas. The current 
draft emission reduction plan includes aviation, and the research recommended going further 
than an original target, of a 25% reduction (on 2010 levels) of aviation emissions by 2030. This 
target is achievable, but it was recommended the university go further, for a 25% reduction 
(on 2010 levels) for 2023 and incrementally work towards a reduction of 50% in 2030.  
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Secondly, pursue a long-term net zero carbon culture with staff buy-in. It is important to 
pursue a long-term strategy and set progressively ambitious objectives to reduce aviation 
emissions beyond this target (i.e. towards net zero emissions). A university can then 
demonstrate commitment to systematic prioritisation of low carbon travel and alignment 
with other University goals. Staff consultations emphasize that concerted efforts to go beyond 
the target will require a cultural change to have a “buy-in” and “ownership” amongst staff. 
One initial statistic could relate to University savings for reduced air travel, such as: A 
reduction of air travel by 25% represents Griffith University savings of $1.8M4. This report 
recommends cultural change and awareness-raising about the impact of flying, which 
includes indirect air travel by staff and stakeholders. Low carbon opportunities should be 
prioritised wherever possible, travel free meetings/ video conferences and collective ground 
(train, bus) travel over air travel. Elements not accounted for in the staff emissions include 
international students, the leisure travel of staff, visitors onto campus (e.g. job interviews, 
international visitors). 
 
Thirdly, foster technologically advanced teaching and research practice. There should be 
teaching and research practice developments. For teaching, encouraging new teaching 
technologies, improved online delivery, virtual internship experiences and virtual global 
mobility. For research, encouraging virtual / hybrid conference, webcasts, online 
international collaborations, immersive research experiences, and considering local field trip 
workers. 
 
Fourthly, systematically collect travel related data and monitor aviation emissions. This report 
recommends an improvement to data elements, clear measures which are then translated 
into performance indicators in group levels. This could be supported by tools such as: a carbon 
calculator, emission impact dashboard, flight data management, and visualisation of 
information. There should be clear links between these measures and its contribution to the 
university’s commitment to contributing to a robust, equitable and environmentally 
sustainable society.  
 
Fifthly, travel bookings which prioritise low-carbon opportunities. All staff should be 
encouraged to justify their travel requests considering the location, purpose, funding type, 
benefits, number of people travelling (e.g. individual, small group, large group), class of travel 
(i.e. economy class, business class), type of aircraft (e.g. fuel-efficient alternatives) and 
alternative surface transport options. 
 
Sixthly, develop targeted approach to address institutional barriers to change. It is important 
to consider the insights, experiences and problems voiced by staff members related to 
reducing air travel. There should be a clear, transparent communication system to address 
staff fear on missing out from not attending every meeting or event, valuing the health and 
productivity benefits that can be obtained by reduce travel and support each other on making 
conscious travel decision and sensitizing the other on walking the talk on sustainable travel 
practices. One evident staffing group who need particular focus are early career academics, 
who have not been able to develop networks internationally as more senior colleagues have 
                                                      

4 This is calculated from 25% of the 2019 spend on Griffith University air travel, at $7.1M 
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in the past assisted by frequent air travel. Such support could include assistance with virtual 
international network development, as well as international air travel where necessary. 
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