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Abstract. How can university campuses function as living laboratories for
sustainability and hubs for innovative teaching and learning? This interactive
walking tour workshop invites participants to explore the Otto-von-Guericke-
University (OVGU) campus from a transformative perspective — both in its
physical infrastructure and in conceptual approaches to higher education.

Participants experience examples of how sustainability is embedded in
everyday campus life, including low-carbon mobility, sustainable nutrition,
participatory learning spaces, and biodiversity initiatives. The workshop
highlights projects such as KlimaPlanReal, Service-Learning formats that link
academic learning to community engagement, and a student-led initiative
promoting awareness, participation, and social sustainability. In addition,
developments within the EU GREEN Alliance demonstrate how transnational
collaboration can advance a shared vision of a sustainable, healthy, and future-
ready campus.

Beyond these practical examples, the workshop emphasises the role of the
campus as a living lab, where inter- and transdisciplinary experiments and
participatory governance structures enable students, staff, and external partners
to co-create sustainable solutions. This walking tour operationalises the Whole
Institution Approach (WIA), demonstrating how Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs) can integrate ecological, social, and organisational dimensions of
sustainability across research, teaching and learning, campus operations, and
community involvement.
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1 Introduction: Sustainability at Higher Education Institutions

HEISs are central actors in advancing transformation towards sustainable societies: they
generate knowledge, educate future decision-makers, and can themselves become mod-
els of sustainable practice. Universities’ responsibility goes beyond treating sustaina-
bility as a research topic or teaching content and is increasingly understood as a cross-
cutting task that spans research, teaching, knowledge transfer, third mission, govern-
ance, and day-to-day campus operations (Holst, 2023; Findler et al., 2019). Interna-
tional organisations, national bodies, and civil society increasingly call for the reduction
of greenhouse gas emissions and the achievement of climate neutrality. The particular
role of HEIs lies in their ability to bundle several powerful levers: (1) research that
analyses and addresses complex sustainability challenges, (2) teaching that fosters de-
veloping competencies and empowers learners to act, (3) the university as a sustainable
organisation (e.g. energy, mobility, procurement), (4) campus design as physical infra-
structure and learning environment, and (5) participation and engagement, which make
sustainability tangible, negotiable and co-created in everyday life (Hilf, 2025). How-
ever, the practical implementation of these ambitions is often hampered by the complex
governance structures of universities and their institutional autonomy (Nuf3baum, 2023;
Riithmland et al., 2022).

Building on this understanding, the university campus itself becomes a crucial arena
for implementing and testing sustainability strategies. Campuses function as interfaces
between academia and the surrounding urban environment. Through their spatial set-
ting and everyday practices, they connect students, researchers, staff, and local com-
munities, forming networks whose synergies can be mobilized to advance sustainability
transformations. Tackling complex societal challenges therefore depends on coopera-
tion between the university and a wide range of external stakeholders.

The university campus can be understood as a living lab — a place where transdisci-
plinary experiments are initiated, observed and evaluated, and where civil society actors
are involved with real-life projects. Therefore, campuses function as interfaces between
the university and the city: through their structures and everyday routines, they connect
students, researchers, staff and external partners, thus creating cooperation networks
that can drive sustainability transformations (Parodi & Steglich, 2021). One example
of a living lab is the project KlimaPlanReal that used participatory approaches in pro-
moting climate action at the university, combining deliberative processes with practical
implementation to achieve holistic and sustainable change (Kiinzel et al., 2025).

To make these dynamics tangible, the workshop concept adopts the format of an
interactive campus walk. Participants are invited to explore OVGU through the lens of
transformation, considering both physical changes in infrastructure and conceptual
shifts in teaching, learning, and governance. Along selected stations, we present con-
crete examples of how sustainability is embedded in everyday campus life, which ped-
agogical approaches are applied, and how student engagement contributes to institu-
tional development. Following the WIA (Holst, 2023; Leal Filho et al., 2021), univer-
sities are therefore required not only to contribute through research and teaching, but
also to align their organisational practices and campus operations with climate-friendly
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and sustainability principles. The following sub-chapters describe the walking tour’s
stations (fig 1).

1.1  Mensavorplatz — Introduction and Welcome

The campus walking tour begins at the central square in front of the cafeteria (“Men-
savorplatz”), where participants are welcomed and introduced to the facilitators. To
actively engage participants from the outset, small group discussions encourage them
to reflect on their motivations for attending the tour and their personal understanding
of sustainability. The discussion is guided by the widely recognised definition of sus-
tainable development: “Sustainable development meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED,
1987). Participants are invited to discuss and compare different perceptions of sustain-
ability while orienting themselves to this framework.

In the following, further details on sustainability at OVGU are presented to provide
context for discussion. The university has a sustainability strategy in place since 2018
(Otto-von-Guericke-Universitidt Magdeburg, 2018). This strategy is currently being re-
vised and is actively discussed across university committees. Previous attempts for sus-
tainability reporting were limited by the lack of measurable indicators, as the original
goals were formulated at a very general level. Nevertheless, the strategy covers all rel-
evant areas of university activity, including research, teaching, knowledge transfer, op-
erations, governance, and campus life, providing a comprehensive framework for ad-
vancing sustainability across the institution.
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Fig. 1. Campus Map OVGU with stations 1-11
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1.2 University Library — Sustainable infrastructure and future-proof learning
spaces

The next stop on the walking tour is the University Library. The respective part of the
tour is led by library staff. The library serves as a prime example of the intersection
between sustainable campus infrastructure and modern teaching and learning concepts.
Among the topics highlighted is the photovoltaic system on the building, which con-
tributes to the campus’s renewable energy supply and makes the university’s energy
transition tangible for participants (the PV installation is also visible from the rooftop
terrace). In addition, recently modernised learning spaces are presented, designed to
accommodate diverse learning needs — from quiet individual workstations to open
learning zones and flexible common rooms. These spaces are available to both students
and staff and are equipped with up-to-date technical infrastructure, allowing their use
not only for studying but also for meetings and hybrid teaching and working formats.

In addition to its environmental functions, the library illustrates the social dimension
of sustainability on campus. Academic libraries increasingly act as multifunctional
learning and interaction spaces that support not only study activities but also collabo-
ration, social encounters, and community building among users (Zhang & Ouyang,
2021). Quiet work areas, facilities that encourage movement, and parent-child work-
spaces further contribute to an inclusive and supportive environment for a wide range
of users.

1.3  Campus Cafeteria — CO: Labels and Sustainable Nutrition

At OVGU’s main cafeteria, the structural and organisational foundations of sustainable
campus gastronomy become visible. The cafeteria is operated by the “Studentenwerk
Magdeburg”, an independent organisation supported by the state of Saxony-Anbhalt,
with university representation on its board. In addition to the cafeteria, it also manages
student residences (Studentenwerk Magdeburg, 2026).

From an ecological perspective, the cafeteria provides concrete contributions to a
climate-friendly campus. Within the BMFTR-funded KlimaPlanReal project, CO: la-
bels were introduced for menu items, helping guests make more climate-conscious food
choices (Studentenwerk Magdeburg, 2026; Kiinzel & Rithmland, 2025). These labels
are based on detailed calculations of the carbon footprint of each dish, from cultivation
through transport, processing, and serving, and are complemented by additional indi-
cators such as nutrient content and water usage. Daily vegetarian and vegan options,
along with the use of seasonal ingredients, reduce environmental impact while support-
ing local value chains. Further initiatives, such as the EU GREEN Cafeteria Action
Weeks (Otto-von-Guericke-Universitdt Magdeburg, 2026a), allow students to experi-
ence the diversity of European food cultures while raising awareness of sustainable
nutrition practices. The Vytal reusable container system for take-away meals addition-
ally minimises single-use packaging and encourages sustainable consumer behaviour.
Taken together, these measures demonstrate how ecological sustainability can be em-
bedded into everyday campus operations and influence individual choices.
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Social sustainability is also an integral part of the cafeteria’s approach. Meals are
offered at affordable prices to ensure accessibility for all students and staff, and diverse
dietary needs are accommodated. Educational and participatory activities, such as the
EU GREEN Cafeteria Action Weeks, foster cultural engagement, learning, and com-
munity participation. Furthermore, the Studentenwerk offers funding for smaller stu-
dent projects usually in June for the Student Weeks. By combining structural, ecologi-
cal, and social dimensions, the campus cafeteria exemplifies how sustainability can be
holistically implemented in campus gastronomy, making it a site of experimentation,
awareness-building, and responsible consumption.

1.4  Bicycle Cage — Promoting Sustainable Mobility

From a broader perspective, mobility represents one of the key impact-relevant trans-
formation fields for universities (Helmers et al., 2021), alongside energy demand and
the development of a renewable campus supply (including electricity and heating). At
this station, the focus is on the importance of bicycle-friendly infrastructure for sustain-
able mobility on campus. It is important to distinguish between different types of uni-
versity-related mobility: commuting to, from and on campus, business travel by staff,
and mobility linked to exchange programmes such as Erasmus. Especially for commut-
ing, the choice of transport ultimately rests with individuals; however, universities can
provide the necessary framework and infrastructure to make climate-friendly options
more attractive and accessible (Steg & Vlek, 2009). Measures may include high-quality
bike paths connecting the campus with local transport hubs, e-mobility charging sta-
tions, support for carpooling, and safe bicycle parking (Pucher & Buehler, 2012). Such
interventions not only contribute to climate protection but also enhance the quality of
life for students and staff, for example through health benefits and time savings (Oja et
al., 2011).

Next to Lecture Hall 1, a new enclosed bicycle cage has been installed, offering
students and staff a secure place to park their bikes. Access is contactless via student or
staff ID, and the roof provides protection from the weather. By improving these condi-
tions, the university actively encourages cycling as a low-carbon transport option for
commuting. Plans are in place to build two additional bicycle cages and expand further
incentives to shift from cars to bicycles to reach the university. Infrastructure-based
interventions such as these can also contribute to long-term cultural shifts toward active
and sustainable mobility (Buehler & Dill, 2016).

The campus is well connected to public transport via the stops "Universitdt" and
"Universitdtsbibliothek", and students benefit from a German-wide semester ticket for
trams and buses, including free bike transport in most regional public transport systems
in Saxony-Anhalt. Bicycle traffic is actively promoted through initiatives such as the
University's Cycling Working Group (part of the Climate Commission), practical ex-
amples like the campus bike courier service, and two e-cargo bikes in the university
fleet, illustrating how sustainable mobility is integrated into everyday campus life. An
additional low-threshold support measure for cyclists is provided at Building 09, where
a publicly accessible bike pump and a set of basic bicycle repair tools are available.
This infrastructure allows students and staff to perform minor maintenance and repairs
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on their own bicycles — such as inflating tires, changing tubes, or making simple ad-
justments. By making such practical tools easily available, the university facilitates
day-to-day bicycle use, encourages responsible bike maintenance, and strengthens a
culture of sustainable mobility that extends beyond commuting.

The university administration actively supports various projects and initiatives
aimed at promoting sustainable mobility more broadly. Examples include the Integrated
Mobility Hub, which introduced a commuter app to facilitate and optimise low-carbon
travel choices, as well as the KlimaPlanReal-intensified project, which develops and
implements targeted measures to further encourage environmentally friendly commut-
ing and campus mobility. These initiatives foster sustainable transportation behaviours
among students and staff (Steg & Vlek, 2009). Ongoing research projects, e.g.
"AURA", explore autonomous cargo bikes (Otto-von-Guericke-Universitit Magde-
burg, 2024), while other collaborations test cargo bike usage among different user
groups to collect data on mobility patterns and travel behaviour. Regional partnerships
with the public transport provider "Nahverkehrsservice Sachsen-Anhalt" (NASA) and
the network initiative "Intelligente Mobilitit Sachsen-Anhalt" further enhance syner-
gies, extending the impact of these initiatives beyond the university.

1.5  Car-Sharing Stations — More Mobility Options

At car-sharing stations, alternative transport options to private cars are highlighted as a
central component of sustainable campus development. While parking spaces are avail-
able on campus, their use is regulated, and the car-sharing provider "Teilauto" (tei-
lauto.net, 2026) offers flexible, resource-efficient mobility options for students and
staff at relatively low base fees. Complementary options include ride-sharing arrange-
ments and an e-charging station, currently used primarily for research purposes.

By combining car-sharing, cycling infrastructure, and low-effort maintenance facil-
ities, these measures not only reduce environmental impact but also improve the quality
of life for students and staff, offering health benefits, time savings, and equitable access.
The integration of these services into campus infrastructure demonstrates how small,
practical interventions can encourage low-carbon mobility, support behavioural change
(Steg & Vlek, 2009), and contribute to a sustainable, well-connected, and bicycle-
friendly university environment.

1.6  Student House “Campuskombinat” — Community and Sustainable
Campus Culture

The Student House, opened in spring 2026, represents a significant step toward
strengthening sustainable campus culture at OVGU. Initiated and operated by the stu-
dent-led initiative “Campus Kombinat”, the building is designed as a vibrant meeting
place that fosters learning, exchange, cultural activities, and civic engagement beyond
formal academic settings.

Emerging from the demand for an open, self-governed space for students, the Stu-
dent House will offer multifunctional areas, including a learning café, lounge and event
spaces, a stage for workshops, film screenings, and cultural events, as well as informal
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meeting areas. Geister et al. (2025) argue that informal learning spaces contribute sig-
nificantly to social integration and student wellbeing in higher education.

The building itself also reflects ecological sustainability principles. Constructed us-
ing timber as the primary material, it serves as an example of resource-conscious cam-
pus development and low-carbon construction practices (Tupenaite et al., 2023). In this
way, the Student House combines environmental considerations with participatory gov-
ernance structures.

Students will be able to use the space for their own initiatives, projects, and working
groups, contributing not only to the physical activation of the building but also to the
co-creation of campus culture. Through organising events, shaping the interior design,
and developing independent activities, they become active contributors to institutional
transformation processes. The Student House thus illustrates how ecological and social
dimensions of sustainability can intersect in a tangible campus setting, reinforcing the
university’s broader commitment to a Whole Institution Approach to sustainable devel-
opment (Holst, 2023).

1.7  Eco-Social University Days — Student Engagement and Institutional
Anchoring of Sustainability

The next station of the walking workshop is marked by the tree in front of Building 18,
planted during the Eco-Social University Days (OSHT, Otto-von-Guericke-Universitit
Magdeburg, 2026b) and identified with an information board as a visible symbol of
student engagement in sustainability. This location highlights the significance of the
OSHT, an annual, student-organised series of events that addresses a changing thematic
focus each year; in its 13th edition in 2026, the focus is on “Climate and Democracy.”
The OSHT make sustainability tangible on campus through diverse formats and fosters
exchange, participation, and action competence.

Attention is also drawn to the university’s Sustainability Office, located in Building
18, which coordinates and strategically supports sustainability initiatives at the univer-
sity. The office supports recurring activities such as the OSHT, the Progressive Intro-
duction Weeks, and the discussion format “OVGU discusses sustainability.” Beyond
event coordination, the Sustainability Office supports students and staff in developing
sustainable ideas, providing advice, networking opportunities, and supervision for the-
sis projects (BNE-Portal, 2021).

Students and staff have additional opportunities to get involved, such as regular
campus clean-up campaigns and the spring campus clean-up. The Sustainability Office
also shares information about events and participation opportunities through its web-
site, Instagram, and newsletter. By offering these platforms and visibly recognising stu-
dent initiatives, the university helps students take an active role in campus life, strength-
ening their sense of belonging and supporting social sustainability on campus.
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1.8 EU GREEN Pavilion — European Universities Alliance for sustainability:
Responsible Growth, inclusive education and environment

The EU GREEN Pavilion shows the European dimension of sustainability transfor-
mation at OVGU. The EU GREEN Alliance is a collaboration of nine mid-sized uni-
versities located in peripheral regions across Europe, working together to advance sus-
tainability in their institutions, research, and communities. As a visible hub of the EU
GREEN Alliance, it makes the international cooperation of nine European universities
tangible on campus. This station highlights how joint strategies, projects, and exchange
programmes contribute to the development of a sustainable, healthy, and future-ready
campus (EU GREEN, 2026).

The pavilion also serves as a space for information, interaction, and participation.
Here, initiatives, teaching offers, and projects of the EU GREEN Alliance are pre-
sented, demonstrating how sustainability, Education for Sustainable Development
(ESD), and innovation are integrated across teaching, research, and campus operations.
This station emphasises how local campus measures are embedded within a European
framework and illustrates ways in which students and staff can actively engage in trans-
national learning and co-creation processes.

1.9 Campus Welcome Center — Climate Adaptation

This station shows a practical example of everyday sustainability within campus infra-
structure at OVGU. The water dispenser located in the “Campus Welcome Center”
(CWC) provides students and staff with a hygienic and climate-friendly alternative to
bottled drinking water. The dispenser offers chilled and unchilled, still or sparkling tap
water that can be filled directly into reusable bottles, thereby contributing to the reduc-
tion of single-use plastic consumption and associated CO: emissions. Structural inter-
ventions of this kind are considered effective instruments for encouraging more sus-
tainable consumption behaviour by lowering practical barriers to environmentally
friendly choices (Steg & Vlek, 2009). Additional drinking water stations are distributed
across the campus, and an updated map is available via the Sustainability Office web-
site.

Beyond resource efficiency, such infrastructure can also be interpreted as a small-
scale climate adaptation measure. Accessible drinking water points support wellbeing
during increasingly frequent heat periods and enhance the quality of stay on campus.
This is only a minor measure when considering the need for climate adaptation due to
climate change (IPCC, 2022). The CWC also plays an important role in fostering social
sustainability on campus. It serves as the primary point of contact for all students, of-
fering guidance on administrative procedures and directing them to the appropriate ser-
vices. Staff from central student services and various examination offices are co-located
here, enabling efficient and coordinated support. Beyond this administrative function,
the building also reflects social sustainability in its physical design: it features shared
office spaces as well as small enclosed cubicles that provide quiet areas for individual
work or online meetings.
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1.10 University Garden “Magdegriin” — Urban Gardening and Biodiversity on
Campus

The university garden “Magdegriin” represents an open experience and discovery area
dedicated to sustainable gardening, biodiversity promotion, and hands-on environmen-
tal education directly on campus. Maintained collaboratively by students, staff, and in-
itiatives, the garden includes raised beds, planting areas, and near-natural habitats that
support vegetables, herbs, flowering plants, and diverse ecological niches.

Research suggests that participation in urban gardening activities can have multiple
psychological benefits, including improved wellbeing and perceived restorativeness,
resilience, sense of community, and lower stress levels among participants (Kim et al.,
2023), highlighting the role of gardens not only as ecological assets but also as spaces
that support mental and physical wellbeing. The garden functions not only as a green
recreational area but also as an open project space addressing ecological cultivation,
biodiversity, soil ecosystems, composting, and sustainable nutrition. Due to the study
programmes at OVGU the garden is not part of a teaching programme.

At the same time, “Magdegriin” contributes to the university’s Third Mission by
strengthening connections between academia and society through knowledge ex-
change, participation, and community engagement (Trencher et al., 2014). As an inclu-
sive and participatory environment, the garden invites members of the university com-
munity to actively contribute ideas and projects, supporting engagement processes that
are closely linked to environmental awareness, and a sense of belonging within higher
education contexts (Gillen-O’Neel, 2021).

1.11 The Green Classroom — Education for Sustainable Development

This station is located at the Green Classroom, an outdoor learning space equipped with
technical infrastructure for teaching purposes and embedded within the green campus
surroundings. By combining this technical equipment with an open-air setting, the
space lends itself particularly well to flipped-classroom formats, in which students pre-
pare theoretical content independently beforehand and use in-person time for interac-
tive, application-oriented work. Learning outdoors, surrounded by greenery rather than
four walls, offers a welcome change of pace from conventional lecture halls and semi-
nar rooms, while additional exposure to daylight and sunshine can further support at-
tention, wellbeing, and motivation during teaching sessions.

Following the UNESCO roadmap for implementing the Global Action Programme
on Education for Sustainable Development, it can be understood as an empowerment-
oriented educational approach that enables learners to think and act in ways that support
sustainable development, by linking knowledge about global interdependencies with
reflection, responsibility and the capacity to shape societal transformation processes
(UNESCO, 2020). It combines two complementary dimensions: on the one hand, the
promotion of concrete pro-sustainability actions (often described as ESD 1), and on the
other, the fostering of critical thinking, problem-solving and the questioning of domi-
nant narratives (ESD 2), which together form the basis for transformative learning and
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an expanded understanding of ESD 3 (Pettig & Singer-Brodowski, 2024). This per-
spective emphasises learners as change agents who develop competencies to address
complex socio-ecological challenges, engage with uncertainty and contribute to more
just and ecologically sound societies through informed, reflective and collaborative ac-
tion.

Within this perspective, ESD at OVGU is not understood as an add-on topic, but as
an emancipatory educational approach that aims at empowerment: enabling learners to
understand the implications of their actions, critically reflect on social structures, and
actively engage in transformation processes. This includes fostering students as change
agents who combine a critical and transformative mindset with knowledge, skills and
reflexive capacities to address complex sustainability problems in diverse professional
and societal contexts.

At OVGU there are many lectures and learning activities for students linked to sus-
tainability. Some of those are interdisciplinary courses, e.g., “footprints — an interdisci-
plinary teaching project” where students had to combine aspects of informatics (digital
footprint) und sustainability (ecological footprint) creating an interactive film
(Freudenberg et al., 2025). In addition to these contributions from various disciplines,
the sustainability certificate (NaO) bundles them into a structured programme, which
is offered as an additional sustainability certificate that all students can complete along-
side their regular studies. Participants select courses across different module areas and
earn ECTS. By accumulating these credits and completing the programme, students can
demonstrate a comprehensive understanding of sustainability in practice (Hilf &
Berker, 2022).

2 Combining Engagement and Academic Learning: Service-
Learning

One of the courses available within the NaO programme is a Service-Learning seminar.
Service Learning in higher education can be described as an experiential teaching and
learning approach that deliberately combines academic theory with meaningful com-
munity engagement, creating reciprocal benefits for students and societal partners alike
(Furco, 1996; Backhaus-Maul & Jahr, 2021). It is characterised by a didactic triad of
service, learning and reflection: students work on real-world projects with external part-
ners, link these activities to disciplinary theories and concepts, and systematically re-
flect on their experiences in order to deepen understanding, question assumptions and
develop competencies for responsible action (Rieckmann et al., 2024). In the context
of ESD in higher education, Service-Learning is increasingly seen as a promising for-
mat for fostering sustainability competences and change agency, as it situates learning
in authentic socio-ecological contexts and integrates cognitive, practical and normative
dimensions of education (Bremer et al., 2024; Schank et al., 2020).

The NaO certificate, therefore, provides both structured learning opportunities and
recognition for students’ sustainability-related competencies and engagement. It con-
tributes to a broader strategy of fostering interdisciplinary knowledge, practical experi-
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ence, and transformative skills that are essential for sustainable development: More in-
formation on the programme and current projects can be found at
https://www.nao.ovgu.de.

3 Conclusion: Operationalizing the Whole Institution
Approach for Campus Sustainability

The university campus functions as a dynamic platform for sustainability, illustrating
how the WIA can be operationalised across research, teaching, governance, operations,
and student engagement. The examples presented in this walking tour workshop show-
case the diverse ways higher education institutions contribute to sustainable transfor-
mation, from ecological infrastructure and low-carbon mobility to participatory learn-
ing spaces and biodiversity initiatives. Climate action on campus is a complex transfor-
mation process requiring transparent information, active participation, and shared com-
mitment across all university stakeholders. By integrating ecological, social, and or-
ganisational dimensions, universities foster resilient, inclusive, and future-ready learn-
ing environments. Ultimately, campuses that serve as living labs exemplify how col-
laborative, systemic, and context-sensitive approaches are essential for achieving last-
ing climate impact. Beyond illustrating the WIA in practice, the walking workshop for-
mat itself carries a transferable lesson: sustainability transformation becomes more leg-
ible — and more actionable — when it is walked, seen, and discussed on the ground rather
than read about in a strategy document. Its interactive, dialogic structure (small-group
reflection, station-based expert input) mirrors the didactic logic of Service-Learning
and ESD more broadly, linking cognitive understanding with situated experience.

Looking ahead, the campus-as-living-lab model invites further development along
three lines: (1) closing the current gap in measurable sustainability indicators identified
in the OVGU strategy revision, (2) extending participatory formats such as the OSHT
and “Campus Kombinat” into recurring, credit-bearing teaching formats, and (3) deep-
ening transnational exchange within the EU GREEN Alliance to compare campus
transformation strategies across institutional and national contexts.
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