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Green Research Does Not
Automatically Reach the Classroom

Evidence from Italian Universities

Executive Summary

Universities play a central role in the green transition through both knowledge production and
human capital formation. However, green research expansion in universities does not
automatically translate into greener teaching. Evidence from lItalian university departments
shows a persistent research-teaching gap: about one-fifth of publications are green-related
compared with only around 4% of courses. Departments with established green research profiles
tend to offer greener teaching, especially when their research is high-impact or novel. Yet
increases in green research activity within departments rarely lead to curricular change, indicating
that alignment reflects structural conditions rather than adaptive responses. These findings
suggest that expanding green research alone is insufficient to ensure curricular transformation
and that targeted institutional incentives are needed to connect research agendas with teaching
reform.

Why does this matter?

The green transition requires not only scientific advances but also the diffusion of green
knowledge to future professionals. If green challenges remain concentrated in research without
curricular integration, universities’ contribution to the broader skills transition may remain
limited. Understanding the research-teaching nexus is therefore essential for designing policies
that align academic missions with societal sustainability goals.

Evidence and Main Findings

Using a novel dataset linking teaching portfolios and publication records across Italian university
departments (2015-2020), this study examines whether stronger engagement in green research
translates into greener teaching.

e A substantial and persistent research-teaching gap. Green challenges are more strongly
embedded in research than in curricula: about 20% of publications are green-related
compared with only around 4% of courses, with much wider variation across departments
in research than in teaching (see Figure 1). Over time, green research expanded in volume,
impact and novelty, yet the share of green courses remained largely stable, indicating that
greening occurs through research growth, not curricular change.
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e Alignment across departments but not within them. Departments with established green
research profiles tend to offer greener teaching in pooled comparisons, particularly when
their research is high-impact or novel. However, when comparing changes within the same
department over time, increases in green research activity are generally not associated
with measurable shifts in teaching orientation.

Overall, the evidence shows that research-teaching alignment primarily reflects persistent
institutional and organizational characteristics rather than adaptive curricular responses to
evolving research activity.
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Figure 1. Distribution of green research and green teaching orientation

Policy Implications

The results indicate that expanding green research alone is insufficient to ensure curricular
transformation. Teaching programmes evolve slowly and often lack incentives to incorporate
emerging research topics, while green expertise remains concentrated in specialised groups.
Universities therefore require targeted institutional mechanisms to translate research agendas
into teaching reform, including incentives for curriculum innovation, cross-department and
interdisciplinary teaching structures that diffuse green expertise across programmes, and
stronger integration of green challenges across academic missions. Policymakers should
complement green research funding with dedicated support for curriculum development and
teaching innovation to strengthen the education-research-sustainability nexus.
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