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Pepeha

Tēnā koutou katoa

Ko Kōtirana te whakapaparanga mai 

Ko Paewhenua te whenua tupu

Ko Ōtepoti te kāinga

Kei Waikirikiri au e noho ana

Ko Trudie Walters ahau



The problem



Academic conferences…

• Important for career progression

• Traditional in-person conferences = 
both ecologically and socially 
unsustainable

• To address this we need to start ‘doing 
conferences differently’

• Fully online vs hybrid vs decentralised 
multi-hub approaches



The methods

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://www.cuidando.es/practica-basadas-en-evidencias-cual-es-tu-experiencia-como-profesional-de-enfermeria/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Case study:
CuttingGardens 2023

http://www.cuttinggardens2023.org/


4 day neuroscience conference with 21 hubs: 727 in-person attendees, 300 online







The findings



Conference CO2 equivalent emission simulations for the Traditional In-Person scenario. 

Ecological sustainability



Scenario

CO2 emissions 

(10³ kg)

Standard deviation 

(10³ kg)

CuttingGardens 2023 21.973 1.980

Traditional In-Person (maximum: Talca, Chile) 2,617.748 1.737

Traditional In-Person (minimum: Caen, France) 924.356 2.604

Fully Online 11.300 NA

Comparison of CO2 emissions for each scenario. (Source: Authors)

Ecological sustainability



Social sustainability

A small ‘reading’ group has been formed, meeting 
monthly to discuss our work – thus creating 
lasting networking legacy, creating a community 
in [country]…we are not in a big group with a lot 
of money so for us is very important to create a 
network. (Interviewee #3)

First, I like the inclusivity like because I think there was a 
there was a [local hub] in Havana. As far as I know, and 
in South America, and usually these are places where 
rarely researchers come from [to an in-person 
conference]. (Interviewee #9)

Well, this this was interesting for us because if it 
were fully online, we still wouldn't have that 
kind of sense of a community gathering… in 
having it in person had some additional charms 
to it on the local level, but still at the same time 
feeling that you're part of a global community 
and also enabling participants who presented 
their work at the local [hub] to be visible by the 
global [audience]. (Interviewee #12)



The conclusion(s)
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Ecological 
sustainability is 
better/worse

• Transport-related CO2 emissions 
considerably lower for decentralised multi-
hub conference than traditional in-person 
conference (mostly due to reduction in 
long-haul travel)

• But…CO2 emissions still twice as high as if 
conference had been held fully online

• Other sustainability initiatives not included 
in calculations, but valued by interviewees 



Social sustainability 
is better

• Benefits centred on ability to meet in 
person – vital for creating sense of 
community (global and local), feeling of 
belonging

• Decentralised multi-hub format = more 
accessible and inclusive

• Increased diversity of attendees = new 
perspectives, more equitable distribution 
of benefits of conference attendance



Call to 
action

• Decentralised multi-hub conferences 
are a proven, viable alternative to 
traditional in-person conferences

• No more excuses – this works!

• We need to demand the fairer, more 
just academia that we want

• BUT DO WE REALLY WANT IT…?



The end!
Kia ora/thank you…any pātai/questions?
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