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Preface
Dear colleagues,

How do we want to work together today so that, tomorrow, we can come 
up with innovative ideas, ask important questions and arrive at clever 
solutions? What values do we hold as an institution for education and 
research and a major employer in Graz and Styria? What standards do 
we stipulate for obtaining and communicating research findings, deve-
loping our internal organisational structure and tackling socially relevant 
issues such as equal opportunities, gender equality and human rights 
conscientiously and diligently?

These are questions that need to be asked. And answered. With the 
Code of Ethics and Conduct, therefore, staff at the University of Graz 
have established a guiding framework that we can all use as a basis for 
continuing to develop and improve our cooperation. The development 
process for this Code, the results of which you see before you now 
in written form, followed a “bottom-up” principle. In other words, all 
members of staff were – and indeed remain – invited to make an active 
contribution. For me, the fact that so many of you took the time to do 
just that sends out a very clear and striking statement, signalling your 
commitment to working together in the spirit of partnership, to your own 
professional environment and to your place of work at a leading instituti-
on for education and research.

Staff at the University of Graz take responsibility in so many fundamen-
tal areas of life: in research, so that new findings can constantly tell us 
a little more about the world; in teaching and continuing education, so 
that we can shape our society to be inclusive, open and sustainable; and, 
naturally, they also take responsibility for the often mundane but incre-
dibly important processes that go on behind the scenes at such a large 
institution.

So let us keep on setting an example, thinking further, creatively and 
both in- and outside the box – and always collaboratively, constructively 
and respectfully!

Yours sincerely,
Martin Polaschek
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Introductory remarks
Background, aim and evolution
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Our Code of Ethics and Conduct is the result of two 
years spent looking critically at the values that shape 
our lives and how we work together. A collaborative 
process involving students, staff from administrati-
ve units, academic colleagues and representatives 
from our university bodies identified five key aspects 
that are seen as particularly fundamental for our life 
together at the University of Graz:

• How we see our organisation;

• How we deal with one another;

• Our communication processes;

• Our decision-making processes;

• Our responsibility.

Besides these key aspects, overriding issues also 
emerged that are crucial to collective work, research 
and study at the University of Graz and that already 
reflect many of the values that the working group 
consider important. With regard to gender equa-
lity, equal opportunities, sustainability and human 
rights, much has already been done at the University 
in its day-to-day work, its objectives and its areas of 
activity – and these measures are constantly being 
developed further.

The values identified in this collaborative process 
and the existing overriding issues come together to 
form a Code of Ethics and Conduct that serves as a 
“compass” (guidance) for our day-to-day work.

Five years after the Code of Ethics and Conduct was 
completed, the time was ripe for a critical review and 
an overhaul. In this new version, we have attempted 
to add examples that – entirely in keeping with the 
spirit of the Code – help to improve how we live 
and work together and make the daily routine at our 
University a little easier. You will find these on the last 
few pages of the 2nd edition.

Together with you, we are keen to keep working 
on these guidelines, which are designed to foster 
a pleasant and respectful atmosphere of together-
ness at the University of Graz and that can and must 
continue to develop, just like our University itself. A 
project of this kind can only retain its vitality if we 
all contribute to its evolution and “set an example”. 
It is now up to you to continue the debate! Help us 
to work on the University of Graz’s values and get in 
touch with us at werte@uni-graz.at.

The Code of Ethics and Conduct can and 
should:

• Provide general orientation (value compass)

• Be an incentive to actively build relation-
ships based on esteem

• Encourage us to be role models

What it can’t and won’t do:

• Specify explicit guidelines for conduct

• Punish wrongdoing

• Provide a basis for legally binding agree-
ments 

The team: Julia Goldgruber, Susanne Hausleitner, Kerstin Käfer (back row);
 Paula Aschauer, Irene Trummer (front row); 
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Process Description

Final workshop 
28. Oct 2014

The previously prepared
drafts were presented and
discussed. All those inte-
rested were again invited
to contribute comments.
Initial measures for im-
plementing the Code of 
Ethics and Conduct were 
also defined.

Kick-Off Workshop 
24. Jan 2013

During the first general
workshop, five topics to be
included in a code of 
ethics and conduct emer-
ged.

Symbol workshop 
29.1 Oct 2013

The relevance of the five
main topics identified du-
ring the first workshop was
confirmed. The issues
were then discussed in
more detail.

During this workshop,
three overriding issues
emerged in addition to 
the main topics: equal op-
portunities, human rights 
and sustainability.

The new level of abstrac-
tion introduced by working
with signs and symbols en-
couraged the participants’
personal ideas and creati-
vity. At the same time this
provided a basis for visua-
lising the issues. 

Agreement of the draft
with the rector and vice-
rectors 
26. June 2014

On completion of the five
value circles, a first draft
was presented to the 
rector and vice-rectors for 
discussion. 

Five value circles 
January – June 2014

After the first two work-
shops with highly open
structures, it was planned
in 2014 to specifically defi-
ne the individual values.
This was done in terms of
five value circles, each one
dedicated to one of the
topics identified so far.

Each value circle meeting
was followed by one round
of email feedback that 
provided another oppor-
tunity to reflect on the 
drafts.

Outlook
From January 2015 on-
wards
The Code of Ethics and
Conduct is available as a
brochure, while specific
measures ensure that it
plays a role in university
life and is continuously
adapted.

Brochure 2.0
From autumn 2020

Concrete measures have 
the values and Code of 
Conduct in the last 5 years 
with life filled. The new 
edition has been taken by 
a small Group of university
members.
Feedbacks are conti-
nuously collected.

University-wide discus-
sion of the draft 
July – September 2014

Everyone previously invol-
ved in the process as well 
as others with interest had 
the opportunity to voice 
their ideas and suggest 
improvements.
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Further Information
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Our  
Identity

We facilitate education, convey  
knowledge and innovate. 
We actively recognise our societal role as an institution  
for education and research. We provide transparent 
access to our programmes of study and education while 
addressing our target groups in different phases and 
situations in life. Our main goals are to nurture individuals’ 
ability to reflect on societal issues as well as to contribute 
research results to societal discourse.

We see ourselves as a leading  
institution providing teaching and  
research to high standards.
We foster scientific curiosity and offer the freedom to 
achieve excellence in basic research and innovation 
research. We strive to treat young researchers in a manner 
corresponding to our responsibility towards them. We 
support our students in their intellectual and personal 
development. 

We appreciate our university as  
a place of work, education and living.

Examples
“unikid & unicare “  
(projects for a family-
friendly university)

Sustainable mobility on 
campus – staff bicycles

Employer Branding

“Uni für alle – Montags-
akademie & Offenes  
Labor” (University for  
Everybody – Monday Aca-
demy & Open  
Laboratory)

“KinderUniGraz” (Graz 
Children’s University)

Teaching Award 

NaWi Graz

Award for the most family-
friendly Operation

State Prize Family and 
profession

Care price Luise

Woman Award

Childcare price
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Examples
Discussion of values

Project Konfliktkultur@Uni 
Graz

Conflict Resolution Services

Conflict Management -
jour fixe

Counselling Services for 
academic and administra-
tive staff

Formation of working 
groups on specific topics

Organizational  
Development

Exercise training at noon

Guide to alcohol and
other addictive substances 
on workplace

Services from
unikid&unicare to
greater compatibility
of family and career

Our  
Culture

We treat one another with respect  
and appreciation. 
We cultivate mutually supportive working relationships  
that enable individuals’ personal and skills development. 
We appreciate everybody’s accomplishments and 
contributions to academic life.  

We deal with conflicts in an objective  
and constructive manner. 
Wherever people work together, conflicts and tensions 
arise. We engender a culture for resolving conflict in 
which the integrity and values of others and the differing 
traditions of their fields of study are preserved.  
We tolerate a variety of perspectives and practise,  
even in controversial issues, an open approach to  
dialogue that focuses on solutions. 

We cultivate a culture of conversation in 
which people with different opinions, 
backgrounds and life realities meet  
as equals.
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Examples
Intranet 

Web radio

University newsletter

Process leading to the 
Code of Ethics and  
Conduct

Right to a say and multi- 
pliers function through 
working groups

social media

PE/OE board

Führungskräfte-Café  
(management café)

Verwaltungs-Roundtable 
(Administrative  
Roundtable)

Transparency in 
Communication

We strive to handle information approp-
riately and responsibly.
We communicate what must, should and may  
be communicated. We keep confidential information  
to ourselves. 

We listen to each other  
and provide feedback. 
In the event of tensions or conflicts we communicate openly 
and respond promptly. 

We take advantage of opportunities for 
informal exchange and cultivate  
a benevolent culture of conversation.
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Transparency  
in Decisions

It is important to us that others under-
stand our decisions.
We strive for objective transparency in all  
relevant decision-making processes.

Resource allocation must be open  
to examination.

We request and provide information.
We are aware of the high priority of transparency in decision 
processes: transparency requires trust and creates trust.

The transparency of decision  
processes is an expression of the 
university’s powers of self-government.

Examples

Lectures by professorship 
candidates

Participation of all staff 
members, even those 
without voting rights, in 
the Board of the Faculty of 
Catholic Theology

Student representatives in 
university bodies

Working groups and more 
regularly institutionalized 
Exchange like PE/OE 
Board

Inclusion of Committees 
in organisational develop-
ment processes
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Our 
Responsibility

As a university and as members  
of the university community, we  
attach importance to assuming our indi-
vidual, institutional and  
societal responsibilities.

We consider ourselves part of society  
as a whole. We understand our educa-
tional mission as a mandate  
for active involvement in societal 
processes.
In a dynamically changing, knowledge-based global 
society, we strive at providing orientation.

We ensure that our students develop 
realistic professional perspectives.

Examples

Sustainable mobility  
on campus – staff bicycles

Resource-saving use of 
energy

7th Faculty for scientific  
communication

Life-long learning

Work-life balance

Employer Branding

Consulting and services
on better reconciliation
of family & career:
maternity leave, parental 
leave, Returning to work &
Re-entry, support
of family members/
Care etc.
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Brought to life (1)
Actions and examples of our collaboration  
and sense of togetherness

Helping colleagues with an addiction

An internal working group joined by experts in 
addiction prevention and helping people with 
an addiction produced a set of guidelines for 
managers and staff on the issue of alcohol and 
other drugs in the workplace.

These guidelines make recommendations and 
establish a framework for helping staff/colle-
agues suffering from addiction in order to take 
on significant responsibility and support those 
affected by drawing on protective factors at the 
University. 

https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/Pages/
Suchtmittel-am-Arbeitsplatz.aspx

Support in/via processes of change:  
Organisational Development

Organisational Development at the University 
of Graz focuses on providing assistance and 
support to teams, departments, organisational 
units and faculties undergoing processes of 
change in order to ensure that the University 
and those who contribute to it develop sustai-
nably and holistically. As well as evolving from 
the top down (i.e. from the governance level 
or as a result of organisational circumstances), 
processes can also be built from the bottom 
up, prompted by isolated events or require-
ments. In addition, a PD/OD Board, made up of 
representatives from all faculties and employee 
groups at the University of Graz, has been insti-
tutionalised to provide a common platform for 
tackling organisational matters from as many 
different perspectives as possible.

https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/servi-
ces/Pages/Organisationsentwicklung.aspx

Coping with bereavement – dealing with 
death and bereavement in the workplace

Managers and staff in large organisations are 

sometimes confronted with the death of a col-
league. A guidance document was put together 
by a working group to which external experts in 
crisis intervention also contributed their exper-
tise. This document aims to provide initial help 
and advice in dealing with death and berea-
vement together with some information about 
grief. It is also intended to give support and a 
helping hand to University staff in difficult times 
and at difficult moments and thus help forge a 
corporate culture for dealing with bereavement.

https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/servi-
ces/pages/trauerbewaeltigung.aspx 

Anton Schelnast Prize for Performance and 
Innovation

The Anton Schelnast Prize for Performance and 
Innovation is a transparent process for rewarding 
outstanding performance by non-academic staff 
and their dedication, commitment, innovative 
capabilities and motivation in their day-to-day 
work and to say THANK YOU to colleagues for 
going beyond the call of duty. The prize, which 
honours exceptional performance and innova-
tion in University administration, is named after 
Anton Schelnast (1958–2017), whose selfless de-
dication to the University made him a role model 
for many and continues to do so to this day.

https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/servi-
ces/Pages/Anton-Schelnast-Preis.aspx

The “Konfliktkultur@Uni Graz” project

In a large organisation such as the University, 
dealing with conflicts constructively and making 
a conscious effort to resolve them are essential 
strategies for identifying structures or problems 
that are holding it back and thus for opening 
up new opportunities for the University and for 
interaction amongst the people who work there. 
Over a period of two years, a working group 
shone a light on existing and potential sources 

https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/Pages/Suchtmittel-am-Arbeitsplatz.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/Pages/Suchtmittel-am-Arbeitsplatz.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/services/Pages/Organisationsentwicklung.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/services/Pages/Organisationsentwicklung.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/services/pages/trauerbewaeltigung.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/services/pages/trauerbewaeltigung.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/services/Pages/Anton-Schelnast-Preis.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/850/services/Pages/Anton-Schelnast-Preis.aspx
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of problems and conflicts, researched how other 
organisations handle conflicts and devised a 
conflict management system that would be 
appropriate for the University. This has already 
resulted in the following actions and develop-
ments:

• Conflict Support Office

• Regular meeting on conflict culture,* contribu-
ting to University-wide conflict management

• Providing managers with more training on 
conflict and negotiation management

https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/vertrauensstel-
le/Pages/normalitaet_konfliktamarbeitsplatz.aspx

The “Uniquability meets University” project

The University of Graz sees it as its mission to 
give people with disabilities and/or chronic ill-
nesses equal opportunities in the workplace and 
enable them to lead an independent life in their 
day-to-day work. Launched in October 2016, the 
project proactively creates job roles exclusively 
for people with an impairment or impairments 
and thus helps to raise awareness and promote 
equal opportunities.

https://personalressort.uni-graz.at/de/jobs-aus-
bildung/uniqability-meets-university/

PromoLI – doctorates without limits

As educational institutions, universities have 
a particular responsibility in terms of diversity. 
Nine universities have thus joined forces with 
the aim of helping early career researchers with 
an impairment or impairments on their path to 
an academic career. In a four-year phase, the 
universities have committed to creating posts 
explicitly for researchers writing their doctoral 
thesis who qualify for preferential treatment on 
account of their disabilities.

https://uniko.ac.at/themen/personal/promoli/

FocusYou

Launched in 2015 under the University’s internal 
“FocusYou” umbrella brand, this joint project 
combines activities and offers for staff. The plat-
form was and remains geared towards putting 
the people at our University in the centre. The 
services it offers include activities designed 
to improve work/life balance and continuing 
education as well as discounts and other bene-
fits, which were emphasised even more in 2016 
through the “Tip of the Week” campaign.

https://intranet.uni-graz.at/wissenswertes/focu-
syou/Pages/default.aspx

Regular meeting on conflict culture:*  
networking for development

This internal networking event aims to foster 
structured dialogue between the units respon-
sible for conflicts and clashes of interests and 
harness other people’s expertise and thus also 
to make a lasting contribution to organisational 
development for a healthy and supportive wor-
king environment at the University of Graz.

To this end, it is attended by representatives of 
the following staff- and employer-side bodies: 
the Working Group for Equal Opportunity, the 
Employees’ Council for non-university staff, the 
Employees’ Council for academic staff, the PD/
OD Board, the Arbitration Board and the Con-
flict Support Office.

It focuses on making changes on a collabora-
tive basis, further developing (new) supportive 
structures/workflows/processes and providing 
support services to staff and the organisation as 
a whole.

https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/vertrauensstel-
le/Pages/normalitaet_konfliktamarbeitsplatz.aspx

https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/vertrauensstelle/Pages/normalitaet_konfliktamarbeitsplatz.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/vertrauensstelle/Pages/normalitaet_konfliktamarbeitsplatz.aspx
https://personalressort.uni-graz.at/de/jobs-ausbildung/uniqability-meets-university/
https://personalressort.uni-graz.at/de/jobs-ausbildung/uniqability-meets-university/
https://uniko.ac.at/themen/personal/promoli/
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/wissenswertes/focusyou/Pages/default.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/wissenswertes/focusyou/Pages/default.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/vertrauensstelle/Pages/normalitaet_konfliktamarbeitsplatz.aspx
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/einheiten/vertrauensstelle/Pages/normalitaet_konfliktamarbeitsplatz.aspx
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The University of Graz aims to foster a sense of together-
ness in diversity in which everyone can prosper. It works 
actively to eliminate discrimination on the grounds of gen-
der, ethnic origin, religion, belief, age or sexual orientation 
or on the basis of a disability. The Equal Opportunities Plan 
2017 was therefore adopted in that year. 

https://static.uni-graz.at/fileadmin/Akgl/2_Rechtsgrundla-
gen/Satzungsteil_Gleichstellungsplan_12_2017.pdf

The University of Graz is committed to gender equality and 
to creating positive employment conditions for women that 
will be conducive to their careers. For this reason, in 2017 it 
launched the Empowerment of Women Initiative 2017.

https://static.uni-graz.at/fileadmin/Akgl/2_Rechtsgrundla-
gen/Satzungsteil_Frauenfoerderungsplan_12_2017.pdf

We see ourselves as an institution for education and 
research that is sensitive to diversity, that follows the 
principles of gender equality, equal opportunities and 
anti-discrimination and that takes action to remove barriers 
facing disadvantaged groups. As an anti-bias organisation, 
we ensure an environment in which the diversity of our stu-
dents and staff is appreciated as a key pillar of our sense of 
togetherness and is reflected in our goal of equal opportu-
nities. We recognise and encourage a wide range of experi-
ences, skills and areas of potential. Diversity.

https://diversitaet.uni-graz.at/de/

The Rectorate approved a Compliance Directive in 2016, 
which is closely linked to the Code of Ethics and Conduct. 

https://intranet.uni-graz.at/wissenswertes/rechtliches/Wei-
sungen/rektorat/Compliance%20Richtlinie/Compliance%20
Richtlinie.pdf

Brought to life (2)
Actions and examples of our  
collaboration and sense of togetherness

https://static.uni-graz.at/fileadmin/Akgl/2_Rechtsgrundlagen/Satzungsteil_Frauenfoerderungsplan_12_2017.pdf
https://static.uni-graz.at/fileadmin/Akgl/2_Rechtsgrundlagen/Satzungsteil_Frauenfoerderungsplan_12_2017.pdf
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/wissenswertes/rechtliches/Weisungen/rektorat/Compliance%20Richtlinie/Compliance%20Richtlinie.pdf
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/wissenswertes/rechtliches/Weisungen/rektorat/Compliance%20Richtlinie/Compliance%20Richtlinie.pdf
https://intranet.uni-graz.at/wissenswertes/rechtliches/Weisungen/rektorat/Compliance%20Richtlinie/Compliance%20Richtlinie.pdf
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Equal opportunities
Overriding issue

As a generally acknowledged principle, equal 
opportunity is rooted in a consensus among 
members of the university community. 

This consensus first becomes relevant in practi-
ce when a proactive struggle is initiated to 
counteract the factors restricting the equal dis-
tribution of opportunities for access, participa-
tion and promotion. Such restrictions may me-
rely take the form of interactions or procedures 
that are tailored to specific researcher profiles, 
in this way indirectly constituting privileges for 
certain groups. Our goal is an environment in 
which people with different social backgrounds 
can make contributions to science as well as to 
the other societal tasks that universities fulfil. 

To this end, the members of the university com-
munity must be prepared to, and the adminis-
trative processes must be suited to, effectively 
counteracting inappropriate sources of moti-
vation, including prejudices, nepotism and the 
thoughtless perpetuation of habitual patterns 
of behaviour.

The societal role of the university and its influ-
ence as a role model and multiplier commit us 
to the task of structuring the organisation in a 
way that resolutely and effectively counteracts 
such sources of motivation. Yet, beyond this, an 
anti-bias organisation of this type will be con-
cerned with meeting its responsibility towards 
the individuals who invest their skills, lifetimes, 

energy and creativity in the university. These 
individuals invest their resources, trusting that 
their contribution will be respected and that 
their performance and achievements will be re-
cognised and evaluated fairly. An indispensab-
le prerequisite for this is transparency in deci-
sions concerning the hiring, the evaluation, the 
development and the promotion of employees. 
Similarly, ideas – in general and one’s own – of 
how talent and achievement are expressed and 
can be recognised need to be reviewed, broa-
dened and diversified. A democratic system of 
scientific research will inevitably include indivi-
duals with varying socio-cultural backgrounds, 
working styles, professional careers and prior 
experiences; this faces us with the challenge of 
critically questioning customary patterns of per-
ception and evaluation.

The university offers ideal conditions for doing 
so: high standards of objectivity and (self-)reflec-
tion as well as routine practice in dealing with 
complexity are considered a matter of course 
among the members of the university communi-
ty – researchers, teaching and administrative staff 
and students.

 Barbara Hey
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Human rights
Overriding issue

Human rights comprise fundamental values and 
guidelines for behaviour that can serve as an im-
portant source of orientation in the relationship 
between staff members and the university’s ad-
ministration as well as among the staff members 
and towards students. Human rights are thus 
relevant in everyday university life. This is also 
expressed in the image that the university con-
veys towards the outside, when it commits itself 
to social responsibility; an example of this is the 
human rights award presented regularly by the 
University of Graz.

The essence of human rights is human dignity, 
whether it be the dignity of superiors, staff mem-
bers or students. Human dignity, which is mani-
fest in relationships characterised by mutual res-
pect, is of particular importance in sensitive areas 
such as disciplinary proceedings.

Within the University, certain essential human 
rights play an important role, such as the right to 
education, the right to freedom of expression, 
which is also one of the academic freedoms, the 
prohibition of any and all discrimination and in 
particular on grounds of gender, ethnic origin, 
religion, sexual orientation, age or disability. 
To take account of this fact, the university has 
established a committee for equal opportunity 
issues and a service unit for people with disa-
bilities, while for many years the Austrian Stu-
dents’ Union has been operating a service unit 
for initiatives across generations. The right to 
privacy and the right to data protection play key 
roles in daily life at the university, whereas these 
rights entail obligations that are not always easy 
to fulfil. Children’s rights are relevant beyond 
the scope of the university kindergarten. The 
right to health and the right to work are factors 
that become evident for example during the 
inspection of the places of work. Intellectual 
property rights are also to be considered. A key 
factor in the event of conflicts is the right to a 
fair hearing, including access to information and 
transparency, as well as the opportunity to state 
one’s case.

Towards the outside, the university provides 
important stimulus to Graz as a “Human Rights 
City” and to Styria as an emerging “Human 
Rights Region”, as well as to points beyond, 
including South-Eastern Europe and the Cauca-
sus. In this context the focus is on issues such as 
diversity, asylum, refugees, migration and inte-
gration, non-discrimination and global human 
rights. For instance, the university is a member 
of “Scholars at Risk”, an international network 
committed to the protection of graduates and 
scholars threatened with persecution because of 
their beliefs. Members of the university commu-
nity are also active proponents of human rights 
at an international level, e.g. with international 
organisations. The European Training and Re-
search Centre for Human Rights and Democracy 
at the university (UNI-ETC) is concerned with 
heightening awareness for human rights, and 
correspondingly offers courses and seminars in 
the field of human rights education while carry-
ing out and supporting related research at the 
university. This centre reinforces cohesion within 
the university as well as its external impact, for 
instance when the university is called upon to 
contribute its expertise in human rights issues. 
As an integral part of the university’s identity, 
human rights are consequently mentioned in the 
university’s Mission Statement. 

 Wolfgang Benedek



Sustainability
Overriding issue

“Sustainable development” is a common term no-
wadays, both in everyday usage as well as in scien-
tific discourse. Sustainable development is a highly 
complex, systemic interaction based on ecological, 
economic, social and cultural values and beliefs.  
Perhaps the most common definition is the fol-
lowing: “Sustainable development is development 
that meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs” (Our Common Future 1987). 
Since then the topic has been much discussed and 
many initiatives taken, agreements concluded and 
efforts made in order to ensure that development 
on our planet will be beneficial and sustainable in 
the long term. 

As visionaries and pioneers, universities must in-
creasingly put this role in the service of the susta-
inable development of our society, in view of the 
“grand challenges” (climate change, food secu-
rity, energy supply, dwindling resources, loss of 
biodiversity, demographic change, social securi-
ty and migration). Thus, for all educational insti-
tutions and especially universities, the principle 
of sustainability represents a commitment: “The 
universities are called to serve scientific research 
and teaching, the development and understan-
ding of the arts and the teaching of art, and in 
doing so to contribute responsibly towards sol-
ving the problems of humankind and towards the 
fruitful development of society and the natural 
environment” (Art. 1, University Act, UG 2002). 
Through its Mission Statement and its strate-
gies, the University of Graz has dedicated itself 
to this paradigm. In its teaching, research, know-
ledge exchange and management, it accepts 
responsibility for acting in a sustainable manner 
by considering the ecological, economic and so-
cial dimensions of sustainability. In doing so it is 
a role model for our society. The university’s su-
preme goal in this endeavour is to continuously 
heighten awareness, among all staff members 
and students, for sustainable development and 
for the need to act as multipliers in this cause. In 
its regional impact, the University of Graz places 
its main focus on fostering equality across and 

within the generations and on sustainable regio-
nal economic development in line with the premi-
ses of ecological responsibility.

Since 1993, when the COPERNICUS Charta was 
signed, the University of Graz has been contribu-
ting to sustainability in a tangible way through its 
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary program-
mes and through cooperative projects at natio-
nal and international levels, and has subsequently 
been recognised through numerous awards (five 
sustainability awards from 2008 to 2014; Austri-
an Mobility Prize 2010, five UNESCO awards for 
projects of the decade). Additional milestones 
include: the founding of the oikos Graz students’ 
initiative in 2002, initial integration of sustainabi-
lity in the university’s goals in 2003, the first sus-
tainability report of an Austrian university in 2006 
(second and third sustainability reports in 2009 
and 2012), the founding of the Regional Center of 
Expertise on Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment Graz-Styria (certified by the United Nations 
University in 2008), the S4U alliance of all four 
universities located in Graz (2008), the founding 
of the COPERNICUS Alliance, i.e. the European 
network of sustainable universities initiated in 
Graz (2009), the co-founding of an alliance of sus-
tainable universities in Austria (2012), and EMAS 
certification (2014/15).

The future strategies of the University will be even 
more closely aligned with the goal of sustainabi-
lity. A firmer rooting of sustainability strategies in 
the universities’ agreements on objectives and 
performance agreements and in its intellectual 
capital reports (defining teaching content, re-
search focuses, procurement, travel policy etc.) is 
the necessary consequence in order to maintain 
in future Austria’s role as a pioneer in providing 
research and education along the lines of susta-
inability goals – a role especially played by the  
University of Graz.

 Filippina Risopoulos-Pichler, 
 Friedrich M. Zimmermann
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