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Digital Sustainability & Al Guide
A quick guide for students and staff

Digital sustainability is about using technology efficiently to reduce its environmental impact while supporting
learning, teaching, research and work. Every email, file, device, cloud service and Al prompt consumes
energy and relies on digital infrastructure.

Small everyday actions can make a significant difference. This guide provides practical tips to help staff and
students use digital technology and Al responsibly and efficiently.

Digital Sustainability Checklist

Reduce your digital footprint:
Delete files you no longer need (e.g. remove duplicates and empty your recycle bin)
Compress large files (e.g. reduce large presentations and compress photos/videos)
M Declutter regularly (e.g. set monthly calendar reminders to delete large, unused files)

M Remove unused apps and software (e.g. uninstall applications you no longer use and delete
duplicate files that continue to consume storage space)

M pownload only what you need (e.g. view documents online where appropriate rather than
downloading multiple copies to different devices)

Be mindful with emails:

Send emails only when needed, including only those who need them (e.g. avoid replying
“Thanks” to large distribution lists)

Share links instead of attachments (e.g. send a SharePoint link instead of a large file)

Reduce unnecessary email traffic to your inbox (e.g. unsubscribe from newsletters you don’t read)

Save energy:
Switch off devices when not in use (e.g. shut down laptops overnight instead of standby)
Adopt a ‘default off’ mindset (e.g. turn off monitors and screens when leaving a room)

Reduce unnecessary video use (e.g. switch your camera off when it isn't needed)

Reduce waste:
Reduce unnecessary printing (e.g. read documents digitally where possible and only print the
copies you genuinely need)
Reuse and recycle IT equipment responsibly (e.g. return unwanted devices through the Device
Lifecycle Service and upload unwanted IT peripherals to the Warp It re-use platform)

Use wireless keyboards and mice responsible (e.g. used only when needed for work flexibility
reasons and where used, use rechargeable batteries with a charger so they can be re-used)

Search engine:

Consider using a sustainability-focused search engine (e.g. Ecosia or DuckDuckGo where
appropriate)
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https://www.reading.ac.uk/digital-technology-services/device-lifecycle
https://www.reading.ac.uk/digital-technology-services/device-lifecycle
https://warp-it.co.uk/portal/warpit/home

Responsible use of Al

We are highlighting Al sustainability examples to help staff and students make informed, responsible
choices when working with Al. Using Al is a personal and professional choice, and staff and students can
choose not to use it should they wish. Nonetheless, Al is becoming an increasingly important tool in learning,
teaching, research and professional services, and we recognise the need to help mitigate the sustainability
impacts that can arise from its use. The examples below are intended to support thoughtful, efficient and
proportionate use of Al where it is helpful and appropriate.

Responsible Al Checklist

Before you use Al, ask yourself:

Do | actually need Al for this task? (e.g. could | answer the question myself or use existing
resources?)

Would a search engine, library resource or calculator be more appropriate? (e.g. use simpler
tools for simple tasks)

Am | sharing any confidential, personal or sensitive information? (e.g. remove personal data
before uploading content)

M Can | achieve the same result with fewer prompts? (e.g. combine related requests into a single
well-structured prompt)

Use Al efficiently:
Write efficient prompts (e.g. ask for a summary, analysis and key actions in one prompt)
Reuse and refine successful prompts (e.g. save effective prompts for recurring tasks rather than
repeatedly starting new conversations to achieve the same outcome)
Use lower-impact tools where possible (e.g. use lightweight Al tools for simple text tasks instead
of large, advanced models)
Treat Al like a tool, not a conversation (e.g. ask one clear question rather than engaging in long
back-and-forth chats)
Log or reflect on your Al use (advanced good practice) (e.g. in research/coursework, note when
and how Al was used)
Use text where possible (e.g. avoid generating images or videos unless needed)

Only upload what's needed (e.g. upload relevant sections, not entire documents)

Make sustainable and ethical choices:
Use ethical or sustainability-focused services (e.g. use Ecosia for everyday searches)

Consider hidden environmental impacts (e.g. recognise that even small Al queries consume
energy at scale)

Protect personal and confidential information (e.g. don’t upload sensitive personal data,
confidential University information or unpublished research into public Al tools unless explicitly
authorised)
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Respect copyright and intellectual property (e.g. ensure you have permission to upload
copyrighted materials into Al systems and check how uploaded content may be used by the provider)

Encourage others to use Al responsibly (e.g. share good practice with your team/classmates)

Use Al responsibly:
Check outputs carefully (e.g. verify Al-generated references before including them in coursework)
Maintain human oversight (e.g. use Al as a drafting tool but apply your own judgement)

Be aware that Al can generate inaccurate or misleading information (e.g. verify facts, references
and quotations before relying on them in coursework, research or professional work)

Declare Al use where required (e.g. follow University guidance on acknowledging the use of Al in
assessments, research outputs or professional documents)

Key Message

Use digital technology and Al consciously: choose the right tool and only use Al where it adds
value.

Store only what you need: reducing unnecessary files, emails and data helps lower energy use and
digital waste.

Protect information and check outputs: maintain human oversight, safeguard sensitive data and
verify important information.

Small actions matter: everyday choices across the University can collectively make a significant
difference to environmental impact.
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