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ABSTRACT 

 

The embrace of corporate social responsibility (CSR) by the Spanish hospitality industry is still in 

the early stages. Few hotel companies publish sustainability reports, although the number of 

tourism and distribution channel organizations (tour operators, online travel agencies, etc.) 

incorporating specific aspects of CSR is growing each year. In this paper, the authors analyze 

whether CSR has a direct effect on end-consumer demand in Spain, identifying those aspects that 

customers evaluate positively. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

hroughout history, companies have been viewed as organizations whose primary purpose was to 

obtain economic benefits. According to Friedman (1970), the sole social responsibility of business is 

to maximize profits (Galbreath, 2009; Bosch, Montllor and Tarrazon, 2013). More recently, new 

approaches to sustainable development, based on the Brundtland Report (World Commission On Environment And 

Development, 1987), have proliferated and organizations are now expected to assume some degree of social 

responsibility and to engage in responsible conducts that allow them to meet the needs of today without 

compromising the ability to meet the needs of future generations as well (Martos, 2011).  

 

The literature on CSR is extensive, but academics and professionals have yet to agree on a general 

definition (Carroll, 1999; Pearce and Doh, 2005). Even at the practical level, despite all that has been written on the 

desirability of integrating CSR into overall business strategies, there continues to be confusion regarding how to do 

so without running the risk of equating CSR with a code of ethics and/or a public relations campaign, two 

approaches that are considered to be too limited (Galbreath, 2009). 

 

CSR has sometimes been likened to a sort of business ethics, and several authors have explicitly rejected 

the separation of purely economic concerns from ethical ones on the grounds that it is essentially impossible to do 

(Freeman and Harris, 2008).  

 

The concept of CSR has evolved and has come to include references to the need for organizations to 

reinvest a portion of their profits in society in order to create shared value for stakeholders and, thus, to enhance 

corporate, environmental and social sustainability. This triple bottom line – economic, social and environmental – is 

widely accepted in the sphere of CSR. Although originally understood as merely a collateral activity, CSR has today 

come to form part of the core corporate strategy (Bosch, Montllor and Tarrazon, 2013).  

 

CSR can be understood as the commitment that companies undertake to improve community welfare 

through discretional business practices and the contribution of corporate resources (Kotler and Lee, 2005). 

Alternatively, it can be understood as a way of conducting business that takes into account the impacts that all 

aspects of a company’s operations have on clients, employees, shareholders, local communities, the environment 

and society at large (Observatorio de Responsabilidad Social Corporativa, 2009; Fernández and Cuadrado, 2011).  
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The long-term effect of CSR policies and measures compensates for the implementation thereof with an 

increase in market-based firm value; therefore, companies should not pursue it solely in the hopes of achieving 

short-term gains (Kang and Huh, 2010). The emphasis traditionally placed on the pursuit of short-term profit, 

together with organizations’ fuzzy perception of CSR, has slowed the adoption of new management models. 
 

As for these perceptions themselves, differences can even be found between countries which neither 

perceive nor value corporate conduct and the primary CSR issues the same way (Farber and Vincent, 2013). 
 

Most current CSR theories focus on four main aspects:  1) objectives that generate long-term profits, 2) 

objectives that use corporate power responsibly, 3) objectives that integrate social demands, and 4) objectives that 

contribute to creating a good society, doing what is ethically right (Garriga and Melé, 2004). 
 

The key to unlocking the next wave of business innovation and growth will be shared value creation. 

Business success must once again be linked to the success of the community in order to overcome an age of narrow-

minded management approaches and short-term thinking that have deepened social divides (Porter and Kramer, 

2011). 
 

At the attitudinal level, CSR in Spain has suffered a setback and is met with growing skepticism. Likewise, 

in terms of actual behavior, certain business practices and consumer habits have experienced cutbacks. Nevertheless, 

the discourse in favor of CSR continues to gain momentum in medium-sized and large companies, which will 

largely offset the decline among smaller companies due to the driver effect of large companies on small ones (Foro 

Para La Evaluación De La Gestión Ética [FORÉTICA], 2011). 
 

CSR In The Tourism Industry 
 

The tourism industry has evolved quite quickly in recent years. Technology has fostered a radical change in 

both tourism distribution channels and consumers’ buying habits. The literature on sustainable tourism has largely 

and selectively ignored the implications of this for environmental management policies at tourism destinations 

(Blanco, Rey-Maquieira and Lozano, 2009). 
 

As in other industries, in the tourism industry, differences can be found in sector professionals’ perceptions 

of and moral philosophies concerning CSR, which could be related to cultural differences (Ruhi and Gurel, 2006). 
 

The complexity of tourism destinations, due to the necessary involvement of multiple stakeholders (service 

providers, residents, resource and infrastructure managers, etc.), requires each stakeholder to assume a certain 

degree of responsibility toward the destination’s other stakeholders and to be aware of the impact of its actions on 

them (Martos, 2011).  
 

Tour operators should take an active concern in their social, economic and environmental performance and 

thus, through their actions, offer guidance to consumers seeking to support sustainable tourism (Miller, 2001).  
  

CSR In The Hospitality Industry 
 

For the hospitality industry to develop at a tourism destination, the availability of natural resources must be 

constant. A destination’s natural resources are both one of its main tourism-related assets and one of the features 

most directly threatened by potential overexploitation (Bohdanowicz, 2005). It is thus sometimes necessary to both 

tighten regulations on businesses and to engage the tourism industry in environmental conservation efforts. 

According to Fernández and Cuadrado (2011), hotel companies, as a vital link in the tourism industry’s chain of 

activities, play a particularly important role in the implementation of social responsibility policies, both through their 

contribution in terms of income and employment (World Travel and Tourism Council, 2009) and as a result of their 

environmental (Bohdanowicz, 2005), economic, and social impact (Brunt and Courtney, 1999). 
 

Hotel chains have been trailblazers in the development and implementation of CSR in Spain, although the 

specific degree of implementation in the tourism industry varies considerably (Rodríguez, Alonso and Celemin, 

2013). 
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According to Bohdanowicz (2005), to achieve greater implementation of CSR in the industry, two main 

conditions must be met:  

 

 Hotels must embrace environmental good practice in order to demonstrate the cost savings it entails. 

 Customers’ awareness regarding environmental issues must be raised in order to increase the demand for 

“green” alternatives.  

 

A clear dichotomy can be seen in the approaches taken in the research published on the hospitality industry. 

On the one hand, there are exploratory and analytical case studies that seek to study hotels’ environmental and social 

management practices; on the other, there are quantitative case studies focused on profitability and the economic and 

financial impact of the CSR policies that have been implemented (Fernández and Cuadrado, 2011). Models can even 

be found suggesting that employees’ perceptions of hospitality organizations’ CSR efforts can yield certain 

psychological and symbolic benefits that cause them to identify more strongly with the company and, thus, lead to 

more profitable behavioral responses for the firm (Alvarado and Hernández, 2011). 

 

Fewer and fewer researchers question the usefulness of CSR to enhancing a company’s value (Kang and 

Huh, 2010). Instead, CSR is largely viewed as a fruitful long-term investment and a differentiating factor for 

companies, whether it stems from a genuine change of mindset or simply the pursuit of profit (Martos, 2011). 

 

According to Rodríguez, Alonso and Celemin (2013), most hotel chains have focused on the environmental 

dimension of CSR, primarily as a means of offering more sustainable services, achieving cost savings and reaching 

new market segments (Enz and Siguaw, 1999; Goodman, 2000; Alvarez, Burgos and Céspedes, 2001; Carmona, 

Céspedes and Burgos, 2004; Molina, Claver, Pereira and Tarí, 2009; López, Molina and Claver, 2009; Alonso and 

Rodriguez, 2011; Rodríguez, Alonso and Celemin, 2013). However, tourism companies’ actions, with regard to the 

social dimension of CSR, remain largely unstudied (Bohdanowicz and Zientara, 2008; De Grosbois, 2012) as it has 

not been widely embraced by any of the tourism subsectors.  

 

With regard to demand, customers’ preferences are changing. There is still relatively little quantitative data 

on how and how highly consumers value companies’ socially responsible actions (Fernández and Merino, 2005). 

Companies and consumers operate with different definitions of CSR; while these understandings are not mutually 

exclusive, they can lead to differences in terms of meeting each other’s expectations (FORÉTICA, 2008). 

 

The literature on CSR has, likewise, rarely focused on consumers. This, coupled with the divergent results 

of studies aimed at determining which CSR dimensions consumers perceive, as well as the generally exploratory 

nature thereof, among other things, has led to the identification of specific gaps in the knowledge (Alvarado, 2008). 

 

Consumers have great potential to shape the future development of tourism. This potential largely stems 

from either their ability to censure irresponsible actions or the promise of marketing advantages, and companies will 

have to monitor their performance accordingly (Miller, 2001). 

 

Influence Of CSR On Spanish Hotel Demand 

 

The main question that this study sought to answer was whether or not the implementation of CSR actions 

by hotels positively impacts consumers’ perceptions of their services. It moreover sought to determine whether such 

actions have any effect on whether or not tourism consumers ultimately decide to contract a given service.  

 

To facilitate the field work, Spain’s Internet user market was used as the study population. According to 

ONTSI (2013), there are 15.2 million online shoppers in Spain and the two leading products for this market both 

belong to the tourism industry - tickets for travel and accommodation bookings. 

 

A sample of 385 individuals was randomly selected from this universe of 15.2 million people (with a 

confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of +5%) and sent an online survey.  
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To study consumers’ perceptions of hotels’ CSR actions (i.e., the value they attach to them), three kinds of 

variables were defined - economic CSR variables (ec-CSRs), environmental CSR variables (en-CSRs), and social 

CSR variables (so-CSRs). 

 
It was thus possible to study various aspects (subvariables), as well as the value or importance that 

consumers give to them, for each of the three variable categories.  

 
According to the study’s results, 70% of the respondents prefer to stay at 3- or 4-star hotels. 

 

With regard to economic aspects (ec-CSRs), the most important factor for the respondents was the 

availability of competitive prices (77% of the sample), followed by discounts and/or some other type of end benefit 

for loyal customers (71%). 

 

With regard to environmental aspects (en-CSRs), consumers attached the greatest importance to water-

saving measures, such as water sensors and timers, high-pressure low-flow shower heads, dual-flush toilets, and/or 

systems for allowing guests to indicate when they would like to have their sheets and towels changed so as to avoid 

doing it daily. Curiously, respondents did not consider it important for hotels to convey their commitment to the 

environment to guests or to encourage guests to collaborate during their stay by suggesting simple steps they could 

take to help. Likewise, it was not considered particularly important for hotels to publish regular environmental 

performance reports. 

 

As for social aspects (so-CSRs), 56% of respondents believed it was very important for the company to 

have a code of ethics and to ensure respect for human rights. Likewise, 63% of respondents considered it essential 

for the hotel to treat its employees fairly by implementing policies to ensure non-discriminatory hiring practices and 

pay equity and to facilitate work-life balance. Conversely, little importance was attached to whether a hotel has 

procedures in place for contracting only suppliers that implement their own environmental and sustainability 

measures and policies. 

 

It is worth noting that the brunt of respondents claimed to have no knowledge of which hotel chain has the 

strongest social and environmental performance (64%). The only chain considered to be respectful of both social 

and environmental aspects was Paradores (11%), which is run by the Spanish government. It was followed by NH 

Hoteles (9%) and Melià Hotels International (4%). 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

The foregoing analysis highlights how little hotel service users know about the kinds of CSR initiatives 

carried out by the hospitality industry. While end customers do positively value certain actions related to energy 

efficiency and natural resource savings and expect organizations to follow a code of ethics, the most decisive factor 

for hotel users is an establishment’s ability to offer competitive prices. 

 

Future research should seek to determine whether measures related to the implementation of CSR, as part 

of the core corporate strategy, can play a decisive role in consumers’ decisions when making bookings; whether 

hotel chains that have already incorporated CSR into their strategies have experienced stronger economic 

performance; and what the best actions are, from the consumer’s perspective, for enhancing corporate identity. 
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