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2. ECO-FRIENDLY DIGITAL EDUCATIONAL PRAC-

TICES THAT PROMOTE SUSTAINABILITY 

 
by Edita Lenkauskaite*, Caio Cesar Souza** 

 

 

Abstract: The European Union initiated the creation of European 

Universities Alliances (EUA), which should tackle today’s world challenges 

by joining together the resources of Higher Education Institutions (HEI) all 

over Europe. These Alliances are not only solving the world’s environmental 

challenges, but also should face their own sustainability question, because 

of their project-based nature. If the European Commission hopes for at 

least 50 per cent mobility within the EUA, but the financial resources they 

generate don’t allow for the physical implementation of this, the only other 

option is eco-friendly digital mobility. Digital mobility is environmentally 

sustainable because it has an almost zero carbon footprint. Moreover, it 

also helps EUA to be adaptable and persistent, which are the key 

components of EUA sustainability.  

 

Keywords: European University Alliances, bureaucracy, policy, mobility, 

sustainability. 

 

Note. A substantially revises and extended version of this work has been 

accepted for publication in the European Journal of Education (Special 

Issue). 
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Introduction 

 

EUA’s bureaucratic hurdles range from governance 

complexities to rigid administrative frameworks, especially at the 

national and institutional levels, posing significant challenges to its 

long-term sustainability. Further research and discussion are 

needed to explore how policy frameworks and strategies to 

streamline governance shape virtual exchange initiatives within the 

EUA while maintaining academic and institutional integrity. To 

understand if and how various mobility options, virtual inter-

university campuses, and virtual labs help institutionalise 

European citizenship as fundamental to the stability and longevity 

of EUA is crucial. We think that the structured approach to 

international collaboration and university community digital 

mobility is a very important component of EUA sustainability and 

the European Green Deal. 

 

 

1. Mobility in the European Universities Alliances 

 

The mobility in European Universities Alliances (EUA) 

depends on the Alliance, its possibilities and willingness to offer for 

their inter-university campuses. Inter-university campuses are 

established in a virtual location, uniting all partner institutions of 

the Alliance. It ensures deeper institutional cooperation within 

Alliances by allowing students, doctoral candidates and staff to 

benefit from seamless mobility opportunities (The European 

Universities Alliances in Action, 2025). The initiative aimed to 

facilitate the bottom-up development of universities’ networks, 

thereby enhancing mobility (Pagliarello, 2022). Individuals can 

study, train, teach, conduct research, work, or offer services at any 

affiliated institution, whether in-person, online, or through a 
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combination of both (blended learning). It enables students to 

pursue joint degrees in multiple countries (Marques & Graf, 2023). 

The goal of alliances is to facilitate such mobility across all academic 

levels (bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral), with at least 50% of 

students within the alliance benefiting from this initiative (The 

European Universities Alliances in Action, 2025). Joint, adaptable, 

and innovative curricula are developed, focusing on interdisciplinary 

and cross-sector approaches, which integrate student-centred 

learning and novel teaching methods. Students are encouraged to 

personalise their study schedules and locations. This strategy will 

also lay a strong foundation for assessing the potential of a joint 

European degree at all levels, developed under co-created European 

standards and implemented at the national, regional, or 

institutional level in line with the National Qualifications 

Frameworks.  

Additionally, there are various opportunities for flexible 

learning and diverse pathways catering to all age groups, some of 

which offer micro-credentials. Practical experience and internships 

with mentorship from partner institutions are offered, promoting 

civic involvement, cultivating entrepreneurial skills, and 

encouraging the exchange of knowledge, talent, and workforce 

among different sectors. This approach fosters more robust and 

varied career opportunities while supporting open science, open 

education, and open data practices (The European Universities 

Alliances in Action, 2025). Likewise, there is an emphasis on creating 

a diverse representation of students, academic personnel, and 

research organisations, including lifelong and part-time learners 

and underrepresented and disadvantaged groups.  

The core values of European Universities Alliances are to 

interconnect higher education campuses across Europe through 

mobility, inclusivity, and transdisciplinarity, thereby facilitating a 

transformative approach to curriculum design and enhancing 
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collaboration in research and innovation initiatives among partners 

(Llorca et al., 2025). The European Universities initiative facilitates 

efforts to remove obstacles to international cooperation in HE, 

highlighting mobility projects, creating joint curricula, and 

collaborating on research to address the needs in strategic areas 

(European Parliament, 2025). While in the beginning of consortium 

work, it is essential to know each other better, and the best way to 

achieve that is through physical meetings, where individuals can 

share their concerns, engage with one another personally, 

improvise, and envision the future of their collaboration. 

Subsequently, the collaboration could be digitally driven, 

automated, and technical. To maintain trust between partners, 

there remains a need to meet at least once or twice a year to recall 

the sense of being in the same boat and to reinforce collaboration, 

working towards the sustainability of the alliance and growth.  

 

 

2. Eco-friendly Educational Practices and the Role of Virtual 

Mobility in Promoting Sustainability 

 

Academic mobility practices have typically been linked to 

physical travel, yet the advancement of digital technologies and the 

increasing focus on inclusion and sustainability have expanded the 

scope of internationalisation in higher education. In this context, the 

concept of digital mobility arises as an alternative or complement to 

physical mobility, providing a more inclusive and environmentally 

friendly platform.  

Among the various forms of virtual mobility, Collaborative 

Online International Learning (COIL) distinguishes itself as a 

strategy with the potential to democratise access to 

internationalisation, as it significantly lowers the financial costs and 

the carbon footprint associated with physical mobility. This scenario 
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is particularly relevant within the EUA; this structure of academic 

collaboration and interconnected campuses, both through in-person 

and virtual models, has become a key element in the development 

of the EUIs.  

Three key pillars were created to outline the expectations for 

successful alliances by 2025. Firstly, a shared, integrated, and long-

term joint strategy for education, connected to research, innovation, 

and wider society; secondly, a European higher education campus 

that allows students and staff to move freely between partner 

institutions, with mobility at all levels and new joint, flexible 

curricula; and finally, European knowledge creation teams 

comprising students, academics, and other stakeholders, tackling 

social challenges and issues in a multidisciplinary way (Gunn, 2020, 

p.18). These key pillars are fundamental for all the European 

Universities Alliances. 

The European University Initiative (EUI) is more than just a 

financial investment. It represents a shift in how European 

universities conceive of mobility and academic cooperation 

(Rensimer & Brooks, 2024, p. 2). Instead of viewing 

internationalisation as a collection of isolated mobility experiences, 

the EUI promotes curricular integration and institutional 

interconnectedness, emphasising that mobility encompasses not 

only the movement of people but also knowledge, pedagogical 

practices, and institutional policies. 

Agreeing with Forte et al (2024), digital mobility can be 

viewed as an example of eco-friendly practices within the context of 

internationalisation, especially when considered through the lens of 

ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance). Such evidence 

suggests that ESG principles are not among the emerging themes in 

scientific research on the internationalisation of HEIs; however, the 

interconnection between the themes ‘internationalisation of HEIs’ 

and the ‘ESG principles’ is both necessary and urgent in light of 
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contemporary challenges facing organisations, which demand 

strategies for sustainability, justice, equity, diversity, minority 

focus, regionalisation, and socio-economic development.  

For Morosim and Farias (2021), sustainable 

internationalisation can be economically viable, socially equitable, 

and environmentally responsible. It is economically viable because 

good management reduces operating costs for individuals and 

institutions. It is socially equitable as it considerably widens access 

to international education for various academic communities. It is 

environmentally responsible because it shapes graduates into global 

citizens who are more aware of their roles as local agents of 

sustainable development (Forte, S. H. A. C., et al., 2024, p.11). It 

should be embedded in the Alliance and each university as well. 

 

 

3. Bureaucratic hurdles in the EUA 

 

European higher education is influenced by academic 

capitalism. Scholars have paid insufficient attention to the role and 

function of bureaucracy. The New Public Management (NPM), along 

with the neoliberal reforms that have accompanied the 

transformation of higher education in recent decades, has had 

institutional, intellectual, pedagogical, and psychological 

consequences. It is argued that these reforms have turned 

academics into competitive business clerks, vying for tasks and 

resources, bound by contracts, closely monitored for their 

productivity and performance, and entangled in a web of 

bureaucratic relationships that have diminished the distinctiveness 

of the traditional European university (Moutsios, 2022). 

Approximately 20% of European Higher Education Institutions 

(HEIs) participate in the EU, contributing to the creation of a new 

university from scratch. Alliances work towards the same purpose 
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and values as European HEIs, albeit in a different manner, with 

varying capacities, and with a different level of legitimacy.  

A study of the European Universities Initiative’s main 

challenges and perspectives introduces its future as “an opportunity 

for the EC and Member States to create more favourable conditions 

for European collaboration <…> preferably in a coherent regulatory 

framework for HE, research and innovation.” (Craciun et al, 2023). 

The same study recommends developing a coherent European 

Education Area (EEA) regulatory framework driven by policies, 

rather than the Bologna Process. The collaboration between 

European HEIs and Alliances will remain active as long as the 

benefits for HEIs persist. That means the EC, on one hand, can 

specify the function of the EUA according to its ability to shape the 

EEA; on the other hand, the EC should offer permanent financial 

support and optimise bureaucratic hurdles.  

This study is convinced that the EUA is a perfect place to 

implement new educational approaches, including innovative digital 

learning programmes. However, EUAs are too complex an 

organisational form for a fast transition in teaching and learning. 

During the European Parliament Committee on Culture and 

Education (CULT), the draft report from Laurence Farreng 

emphasised the need to “create genuine virtual European inter-

campuses” (European Parliament, 2025). This idea aligns with the 

article’s objective, which is that virtual mobility of virtual campuses 

is a key to sustainable EUA.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study concludes that the European Universities 

Alliances (EUAs) provide a fertile ground for rethinking academic 

mobility through the lens of sustainability, equity, and digital 
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innovation. Initiatives such as Collaborative Online International 

Learning (COIL) enable curricular integration across institutions, 

offering inclusive and environmentally responsible alternatives to 

traditional physical mobility. These practices support the broader 

vision of “Internationalisation at Home” by democratising access and 

reducing the carbon footprint of international education. 

However, while digital mobility offers significant benefits, it 

cannot fully replace the cultural immersion and interpersonal 

experiences gained through physical exchange. Hybrid models—

such as the Blended Intensive Programmes (BIPs) supported by 

Erasmus+—emerge as strategic responses, combining short-term 

physical mobility with mandatory virtual components to balance 

sustainability with pedagogical richness. 

Ultimately, the long-term success of such eco-friendly 

mobility practices depends not only on technological adoption but 

also on overcoming regulatory, linguistic, and institutional barriers. 

As laboratories of innovation, EUAs must be supported by coherent 

European policies, sustained funding, and a commitment to 

reducing bureaucratic complexity, thus fostering a resilient, 

inclusive, and forward-looking European Higher Education Area. 
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