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Abstract: The connection between tourism and nature justifies the environmental concerns from
tourism agents, namely global hotel chains. This paper explores the differences between smaller hotel
chains and their larger global counterparts regarding environmentally sustainable practices. The
research approach is qualitative, based on the analysis of 40 company websites and in-depth inter-
views with 18 entrepreneurs and executives. Results suggest that environmental issues are, for most
companies, not a response to societal challenges (‘doing the right thing’), but a response to owners’
concerns (‘doing things right’). Hotel chains develop environmental sustainability practices, mainly
for cost-reduction purposes, accommodating the owners’ demands for efficiency. Notwithstanding,
there are differences according to the chain’s size. Smaller companies are less prone to adopt environ-
mental practices and to invest in communicating them than global chains. Concerning sustainability
in the hotel industry, most studies focus on specific topics and discussions. A more holistic approach
to sustainability to establish a deeper understanding of sustainable business decisions in the hotel
sector is scarce in the literature. This paper addresses this gap by exploring the strategic reasons
behind the sustainable practices of hotel companies, namely smaller ones. Managerial implications
of the results are also derived in this paper.

Keywords: tourism; hospitality; hotel; SMEs; entrepreneurship; sustainability

1. Introduction

Tourism is usually recognised as a predator of natural resources. This idea stems from
the fact that tourism practices do not correspond to essential consuming acts. Additionally,
by definition, they involve travelling, sometimes long-haul, and are often focused on the
‘best’ (and sometimes the most exotic) environments, fragile to the aggression caused by
intensive human use [1]. The treasured experiences that tourism aims to provide depend,
among other aspects, upon environmental quality. In some cases, this dependence is
justified by the natural resources that compose the tourism product itself. In other cases,
by their fundamental presence in an environment of well-being. The perception of this
umbilical connection has come to justify tourism agents’ reasons to show environmental
concerns in alignment with the principles of the circular economy.

These concerns have been equated with companies’ environmental responsibility,
based on the belief that companies should incorporate, into their mission and strategies,
ways to contribute to the environment, to society as a whole, and with locally-oriented
innovative solutions while generating long-term profit, thus creating a balance among
environmental, social, and economic aspects. However, service providers, including
tourism agents, have been considered slower in responding to environmental pressures
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and the swift and increasing depletion of natural resources. This is the case with the hotel
industry [2], even though financial performance has been considered one of the advantages
for hotels applying environmental management, due to reduced operating costs, increased
demand from customers, and improved hotel image [3].

According to Kim et al. [4], most studies relating to the hotel industry focus on spe-
cific topics and discussions, such as sustainability management, energy conservation, and
sustainability education in hotel properties. A more holistic approach to sustainability
to establish a deeper understanding of sustainable business decisions in the hotel sector
is scarce in the literature, thus presenting a fertile arena for renewed insights and theo-
retical appraisals. Moreover, as suggested by Jones et al. [5] (p. 42), “the vast majority
of the reporting and research on sustainability within the hospitality industry has been
initially focused on the major players in the sector, and it is important to recognize that
much less is known about it, and how, the smaller companies, operators, and individu-
als who make a significant contribution to consumer provision within the industry are
addressing sustainability”.

Therefore, in the context of the growing interest in sustainability within the hospitality
industry that transcends major players, a pertinent question arises: how committed are
smaller hotel companies to environmental sustainability when compared to larger ones?

This paper aims to explore the difference between smaller hotel chains and their
larger global counterparts regarding environmentally sustainable practices. Specifically,
the goals of the study are: (1) to identify the environmentally sustainable practices of
hotel companies; (2) to identify the motives behind those practices; (3) to identify how
companies communicate those practices; and (4) to analyse differences between smaller
hotel companies and global larger ones, in terms of sustainability strategies. The concept
of ‘smaller hotel companies’ advanced in this article relate, not exclusively, to the chain
dimension, but to the methodological options adopted in this study, to be explained later.

This paper brings relevant theoretical and managerial implications to the forefront.
From an academic standpoint, the authors seek to bridge a gap in hospitality and sustain-
ability studies by deepening into the reasons that might drive hotel chains, namely smaller
ones, to implement environmentally sustainable practices. From a managerial viewpoint, it
identifies the hotel companies’ primary sustainable practices, providing a valuable resource
for benchmarking purposes, and expresses concerns that hotel managers should consider.

The paper begins by analysing the relevant literature on how sustainability has be-
come a corporate concern (Section 2.1), followed by the state-of-the-art environmental
sustainability literature in the hotel industry (Section 2.2). The methodology is explained
in Section 3, where the research context and design are explained in detail. Results are
presented and discussed in Sections 4 and 5. The paper ends by presenting the study’s con-
clusions and theoretical and managerial implications (Section 6), as well as the limitations
and lines for future research (Section 7).

2. Literature Review
2.1. The Rise of Sustainability as a Corporate Concern

The idea of a development model with intergenerational respect as a guideline—
not allowing the actual consumption of resources that are a legitimate expectation for
future generations—is not a new fact (The following saying is assigned to an African
origin: “The land is not an inheritance from our parents but a loan from our children.”).
Du Pisani [6] (p. 87) describes how the idea of sustainability evolved:

“[ . . . ] the roots of the concept of sustainability can be traced back to ancient times, but
that population growth, increases in consumption after the Industrial Revolution, and
the danger that crucial resources such as wood, coal and oil could be depleted boosted
awareness of the need to use resources in a sustainable way. Fears that present and future
generations might not be able to maintain their living standards stimulated mode of
thinking that would inform discourses which prepared the way for the emergence and
global adoption of sustainable development.”
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However, the formal recognition of sustainability as a concept, and the disclosure
of its expression, are often associated with the report Our Common Future, also known
as the Brundtland Report, produced in 1987 by the United Nations World Commission on
Environment and Development [7].

The concept of sustainability has its origins in a clear ecological root, in the sense
that its primary driver was the management of natural resources. This results from a
growing concern about climate change, ozone layer depletion, the greenhouse effect,
forest management, or the consumption of non-renewable energy sources. Following this
first approach, the awareness that human actions have integrated dynamics that do not
allow individualising only one dimension in the scope of sustainability (in this case, the
management of natural resources) fostered a more complex perspective on sustainability.
Nowadays, this perspective also includes sociocultural and economic dimensions [1],
which should be understood from a balanced perspective.

From a managerial perspective, there are different theoretical approaches to sus-
tainability. Two of the most commonly discussed in the literature are the sustainable
development (SD) theory [8] and the stakeholder theory [9]. In the first case, sustainability
is considered a multidimensional construct that equally emphasises companies’ economic,
social, and environmental responsibilities. These three dimensions are referred to as the
triple bottom-line of the company [10]. Therefore, the SD theory is concerned with the
relationship between organisations and society in general terms. The stakeholder theory is
more concerned with strategically managing the relationship between the company and its
stakeholders [11], defining stakeholders as those groups or individuals who can affect or
are affected by the achievement of the company’s objectives or those actors with a direct or
indirect interest in the company [9].

Some scholars argue that the SD and the stakeholder theories are, in fact, related
concepts. Both ideas have been combined in the definitions of sustainability by several
scholars [8–13] and international institutions [14,15]. In fact, from a business manage-
ment literature standpoint, the SD and the stakeholder theories and several other related
approaches all converge into the overarching construct of corporate social responsibility
(CSR). According to Garriga and Melé [16] (p. 65), all CSR theories are concerned with
“four main aspects: (1) meeting objectives that produce long-term profits, (2) using business
power in a responsible way, (3) integrating social demands, and (4) contributing to a good
society by doing what is ethically correct”. In other words, CSR implies that companies
have to justify their existence to society and not just to their owners, thus feeding the
circularity of the economy.

This assumption is not, however, accepted by every scholar in the field of busi-
ness management. Some consider that CSR undermines the idea of a free-market econ-
omy [17,18]. The underlying argument behind these criticisms is that regulations and
restrictions on corporate activity would be counterproductive. They would limit compa-
nies’ competitiveness [18] and their ability to contribute de facto to society by creating jobs
and creating value through better products and services. However, most agree with CSR’s
assumption that companies should incorporate in their strategies measures to contribute
to society while generating long-term profit for its owners. This idea seems to hold for
the hotel industry since corporate strategic initiatives focusing on improving relationships
with stakeholders have become essential for tourism companies [19]. An increasing num-
ber of hotels are participating in socially responsible activities [20] by directly involving
communities or contributing to the development of their well-being.

From the field of CSR stemmed a stream of research concerned with the environmental
challenges of managing organisations. The origin of this stream is usually linked to the 1995
Academy of Management Review publication of the special issue “Ecologically Sustainable
Organisations”. Since then, many reviews related to organisations and the environment
have been published [21–23].

The idea of environmental sustainability and business is somehow paradoxical. On
the one hand, environmental sustainability has often been associated with a competitive
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advantage [24,25]. On the other hand, businesses are increasingly expected to commit to
environmental sustainability strategies because of rising public pressure [26,27] and not
potential economic gains. A similar paradox can be found in tourism. On the one hand,
tourism is an industry that depends upon the natural environment [28]. On the other
hand, the impact of tourism on natural resources has also become a concern [29]. Tourism
generates much more negative environmental impacts than the public perceives [30].
Therefore, tourism organisations face a dilemma; they need to protect the environment for
tourism and from tourism. This idea applies significantly to the hotel industry.

2.2. Environmental Sustainability and the Hotel Industry

The treasured experiences that tourism aims to provide depend, among other aspects,
upon environmental quality. In some cases, this dependence is justified by the natural
resources that build the tourist product itself. In other cases, by their fundamental presence
in an environment of well-being. The perception of this umbilical connection has come to
justify why tourism agents have early shown significant concerns about environmental
protection and climate change. In 1980, some years before the global recognition of the
sustainability concept, this issue was already present in the Manila Declaration, adopted at
the end of a General Assembly of the United Nations World Tourism Organization [31].

That UNWTO declaration did not immediately translate into business practice. As sug-
gested by Cavagnaro and Gehrels [32] (p. 181), “the hospitality industry is not considered
to be one of the most sustainability aware sectors.” However, some years ago, environmen-
tal protection has witnessed a new cycle among tourism stakeholders, particularly among
hospitality agents [33]. From a period of difficulties in absorbing a discourse of ethics
and socially correctness, but economically dubious, the green cause is now interpreted as a
means to reduce costs. Sound environmental practices are usually presented as cost-saving
‘win–win’ scenarios [34] and a way to enhance hotels’ efficiency [35].

The green cause has also been seen as a marketing asset, resulting from the growth in the
number of more informed consumers, impacting their purchasing decisions. Foris et al. [36]
stress that hotel customers are paying additional attention to sustainability issues, and
therefore a growing number of hotels are communicating these practices, namely through
social media. However, those authors also stress the need for hotel companies to improve
their communication efforts, namely in booking platforms. Moves towards sustainable
marketing have been characterised by Hamilton [37] (pp. 573–574) as “shifting conscious-
ness” towards “what is best described as green consumerism”. Jones et al. [5] (p. 37) argue
that the concept of sustainability in the hospitality industry “provides a teasing paradox”
because the sector increasingly deploys environmental practices while promoting “conspic-
uous consumption [ . . . ] which is the antithesis of sustainability”. This approach based on
demand is not seen with equal intensity in all markets, but it tends to be interpreted as a
future guideline. Notwithstanding the benefits of good environmental practices in what re-
lates to cost reduction, these do not have to be advertised, and the pretensions of alignment
with the new trends of demand are the real track for businesses’ communication processes.

According to Bagur-Femenías et al. [38], the adoption of sustainable management
practices by tourism and hospitality businesses has increased, driven by the awareness
that sustainability contributes to establishing a closer relationship between companies and
clients, not to mention its impacts on competitiveness and economic performance. Other
studies, however, such as a recent work by Khatter et al. [39], conclude that owners and
shareholders are the biggest influencers for hotel companies’ environmentally sustainable
policies and practices. Despite eventually contradictory results, the implementation of the
concept of sustainability in hospitality has been the focus of researchers in recent years,
especially in terms of best practice analysis using a case study approach.

Most of these practices are discernible in the Global North countries and deal with
environmental concerns such as green marketing, eco-labelling, certification, and environ-
mental management [40,41]. Studies also focus on understanding sustainability-related
factors and economic performance, customer relationships, and cost-savings [42,43]. Case
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study examples include the Scandic hotel group, both in terms of environmentally sus-
tainable policies [44] and ethics and corporate social responsibility [45] or the corporate
environmentalism of the Hilton group in Continental Europe through the Hilton We Care!
Program conducted between 2006 and 2008 [46]. Other studies, on the other hand, in-
clude the analysis of the adoption of sustainable practices and “corporate citizenship” by
hospitality entrepreneurs in specific local contexts in various parts of the globe, such as
Evritania [47], Madrid [38], Guernsey [48], and Taiwan [49], and acknowledge different
entrepreneurs’ perceptions in implementing sustainable practices and in understanding
sustainable entrepreneurship as a competitive opportunity [50]. Abdou et al. [51] studied
how managers responsible for sustainability management in certified hotels perceived the
hotel’s contribution to achieving UN’s sustainable development goals. A recent case study
in Portugal [52] contends “that the adoption of environmental practices can be considered
an investment rather than a one-off cost” (p. 15) and highlights that this idea might reduce
managers’ reluctance to adopt such measures. In the case studied, the environmental
strategy is considered a key factor for the hotel’s long-term competitiveness.

Few authors have focused on the measurement of sustainability. Some of the excep-
tions are Pérez and del Bosque’s [53] and Abokhamis Mousavi et al. [54] work. Pérez
and del Bosque’s [53] propose indicators concerning environmental sustainability from
stakeholders’ perspectives. Abokhamis Mousavi et al. [54], on the other hand, develop a
sustainable hotel building model for measuring the sustainability of hotels in Northern
Cyprus, considering environmental, economic, and socio-cultural aspects.

Horng et al. [55] highlight how hotel managers can achieve sustainability through
service innovation. These scholars suggest that hotel managers may use sustainable service
innovations to improve their competitiveness and long-term profits.

Other scholars have studied how sustainability serves hotels’ marketing purposes.
Jones et al. [56] reviewed how ten of the most renowned hotel chains worldwide (i.e.,
Marriott, Best Western, Hyatt, Iberostar, Hilton, Relais & Chateaux, Ramada, Holiday Inn,
Ritz Carlton, and Jumeirah) communicate their approach to sustainability through their
websites. Similarly, Hsieh [57] has conducted a study in which she analysed the content
displayed on the top 50 hotel companies’ websites regarding environmental management
policies and practices. Her findings show that hotel groups such as Wyndham, IHG, Accor,
Whitbread, Hyatt, Rezidor, Sol Melia, TUI, and Scandic conveyed more information about
their environmental practices than other companies, which suggest their commitment to
environmental sustainability. Indeed, and as Mihalic et al. [58] argued, the primary benefits
associated with the adoption of sustainable practices in hospitality seem to resonate with
economic and marketing indicators, such as profitability and customer satisfaction.

Most of the studies mentioned in this section reveal how committed larger multinational
companies are to environmental practices, yet less is known about smaller hotel companies.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Context

This study focuses on the hotel industry of a European Union country, Portugal, to
compare smaller local chains with larger global ones operating in the same region. The
scientific reason to select Portugal as the context for this empirical study is two-fold. Firstly,
in 2019, Portugal was the 12th most competitive tourism destination globally and ranked
1st in tourism infrastructure [59]. Secondly, a substantial part of overnight stays in the
country is in hotels, generating more than EUR 4 billion in total revenues (source: Travel
BI by Turismo de Portugal, 2020 at https://travelbi.turismodeportugal.pt/en-us/Pages/
Home.aspx, accessed on 9 July 2021). However, because of the country’s small size, most
national hotel companies are small compared to the global chains operating in the country.

The lodging industry is rather heterogeneous in Portugal, ranging from international
hotel chains run by professional managers to other accommodation forms—mostly family
businesses, run by entrepreneurs that often have no formal education or training in hotel
management. The study focused on 3- to 5-star hotel chains with at least three hotel units

https://travelbi.turismodeportugal.pt/en-us/Pages/Home.aspx
https://travelbi.turismodeportugal.pt/en-us/Pages/Home.aspx
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to deal with this complexity. Those are most likely the hotel companies with a larger
ecological footprint and benefit the most from sustainable practices.

3.2. Research Design

The methodology used followed two steps:
Step 1—analysis of websites.
In the first step, the hotel websites were content analysed to assess what these com-

panies communicate regarding their environmental practices. The main websites of the
companies were thoroughly analysed to check for information on how the hotel company
applied, or not, 13 sustainable practices, following Pérez and del Bosque’s [53] proposal.
Websites are considered an interesting research tool because there are 4.66 million internet
users worldwide [60], and websites are part of any company’s overall marketing strat-
egy [61]. This relevance of websites for marketing is also the case in the hospitality industry,
due to the industry’s ability to reach customers worldwide and address the needs of each
target market [62]. Websites, and other digital platforms, have already been used for similar
purposes by other researchers in the hospitality literature [36,57].

Step 2—interviews with hotel entrepreneurs and top executives.
In the second step of our research, interviews were conducted with entrepreneurs and

top executives of a sample of hotel chains to better understand a hotel company’s reasons
for implementing environmental sustainability practices and the motivations and means to
communicate them to the public.

These two steps will be detailed further in the following subsections.

3.2.1. Step 1

A total of 40 hotel chains, with three or more hotel units of 3- to 5-stars, have been
identified on the Turismo de Portugal’s National Register of Tourism Enterprises (Registo
Nacional de Empreendimentos Turisticos) (available at https://registos.turismodeportugal.pt/
accessed on 9 July 2021). These 40 companies constitute the whole population, considering
the criteria defined. The majority of the companies (31) have mostly Portuguese-owned
capital, and nine are global chains. The analysis focuses on hotel companies, not on
individual hotels. Many of these companies have units in all classifications (3, 4, and
5-stars). Five-star hotels represent approximately 22% of the total 286 hotel units managed
by the 40 hotel companies.

In this first step, Pérez and del Bosque’s [53] proposed indicators concerning environ-
mental sustainability from stakeholders’ perspective were used to assessing the information
companies provide on their websites regarding their environmental policies and practices.
Table 1 describes the 13 indicators used to score each hotel company’s environmentally
sustainable practices, according to the data retrieved from their websites. Each website was
analysed by two researchers independently for content analysis purposes. Before initiating
the task, researchers had two meetings to agree on the website approaches and the inter-
pretation of the 13 indicators. Researchers would mark each indicator with one (1) point
in case information regarding that indicator was available on the website, or zero (0) if it
was not. For example, if in the analysis of a website, the researchers found reference to
sustainability in the company’s mission declaration, this would translate into a score of 1 in
indicator I-9 (see Table 1), or if no information was available regarding how the company
develops employee sustainability awareness, the hotel would score 0 in indicator I-5.

After the separate analysis by both researchers, notes were compared. The inter-research
agreement was higher than 95% in every case, an acceptable result [63]. Where differences
were identified, both researchers reviewed the website together to reach an agreement.

Statistical analysis was performed, calculating the total score for each hotel and
frequencies for each score. For comparison purposes, using the Mann–Whitney test,
data were also analysed divided into two groups—Portuguese (31) and international
(nine) chains.

https://registos.turismodeportugal.pt/
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Table 1. Indicators of environmental practices by stakeholder.

Stakeholder Sustainability Information Description

Customers
I-1. Environmental awareness The hotel company motivates guests

towards environmental practices.

I-2. Information accessibility Environmental information is easily
accessible to guests.

Suppliers
I-3. Sustainability promotion The hotel company motivates suppliers

towards environmental practices.

I-4. Environmental impact The hotel company motivates suppliers
to measure their environmental impact.

Employees I-5. Environmental awareness The hotel company motivates employees
towards environmental practices.

Shareholders I-6. Environmental awareness Owners are environmentally aware.

Society

I-7. Citizenship and philanthropy
The hotel company shows genuine
interest in good citizenship towards

the environment.

I-8. R&D budget The hotel company contributes/invests
in environmental R&D.

I-9. Foundation Paying forward to society is a founding
principle of the company.

Environment

I-10. Landscape protection The hotel company has practices towards
landscape protection.

I-11. Protection of fauna and flora The hotel company has practices towards
fauna or flora protection.

I-12. Climate change The hotel has practices related to
climate change.

I-13. Environmental guidelines The hotel company established
environmental guidelines.

Source: Adapted [53].

3.2.2. Step 2

From a total of 40 hotel chains studied in the first step, it was possible to obtain the
direct contact of approximately 30 entrepreneurs and top executives, 18 of whom agreed
to be interviewed. This convenience sample represents 45% of the population. It includes
Portuguese and international chains, small and large-sized groups, and chains that received
higher and lower scores in the first step of the research. Table 2 identifies the job title of the
respondents. As not all interviewees have permitted to identify the company, companies’
names were coded.

Interviewees were informed of the study’s objective and gave consent to the digital
recording of the interview for later transcription. On average, each interview had a duration
of 30 minutes.

Table 2. Interviewees’ job position (step 2).

Hotel Companies Interviewee Job Position

H3; H4; H12; H16; H17 Chief Executive Officer (CEO)/entrepreneur
H1; H14 Environmental director/manager

H2; H6; H8; H11; H13; H15 Environmental/quality director/manager
H5; H7; H9; H10; H18 Hotel manager/entrepreneur

A semi-structured guide supported the interviews with seven open-ended questions.
Questions were chosen considering the two stages when hotel companies make sustainabil-
ity decisions: project/construction and operation phases. Furthermore, companies might
have diverse reasons to address environmental issues. These reasons might be related to
financial performance [34] or the relationship with stakeholders [19]. Finally, considering
that marketing might be one of those reasons [58], it is essential to learn how these compa-
nies communicate their environmentally sustainable practices. The questions concerned
the following topics: (1) environmental sustainability issues within the tourism context;
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(2) the company’s main environmental sustainability measures in the project/construction
phase; (3) reasons to implement those measures; (4) the company’s primary environmental
sustainability practices concerning operations implemented over the previous three years;
(5) aims of those practices; (6) potential disadvantages of environmental sustainability prac-
tices; and, (7) reasons for hotel companies generally presenting insufficient information on
their websites regarding sustainable practices (this last topic was included in the interview
guide, to clarify the findings of the first step of the research that will be detailed in the
Results section).

4. Results
4.1. Website Information on Environmental Sustainability

Scores per hotel chain are presented in Table A1 (Appendix A). Only one hotel chain,
a larger global company, scored the maximum (13). Eight other hotel chains scored eight
or more. Of these eight, four were international chains. One can also observe that more
than half of the chains (24) scored zero, which means that no information concerning
environmental practices was found on the company websites. Of these 24 companies, only
four were international.

Figure 1, in the form of a boxplot, better illustrates the difference between Portuguese
and international chains. Looking at the upper quartile, we observe that 25% of Por-
tuguese chains (P) scored four or more, while 25% of international chains (I) scored 10
or more. Another relevant observation is that international companies either scored zero
or eight, with no scores from one to seven. This means they either had no concern about
sustainability practices (or, at least, they did not communicate them) or had a nearly total
commitment. Portuguese hotel chains showed a more significant dispersion in terms of
engagement towards these practices, having companies that scored two, three, four, five,
and six points, but also 10 or 11. The mean value for Portuguese companies was 2.5 and
for international companies, 5.7. A total of 58% of Portuguese companies scored zero, and
only 33% scored four or above, with a maximum value of 11, whereas 44% of international
companies scored a zero, but 56% scored eight or more, with a maximum of 13. Differences
between the two groups’ mean scores did not have significant statistical relevance (Mann–
Whitney test, p = 0.15). However, these results suggest that international hotel chains
based in Portugal tend to show more concerns about environmental sustainability issues
and/or communicate them more on their websites than their Portuguese counterparts,
smaller companies.
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Figure 2 illustrates the difference between smaller companies (fewer establishments)
and chains with a higher number of establishments.

Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 22 
 

 
Figure 2. Boxplot of scores for smaller (S) and larger (L) hotel chains. 

The cut-off point was five establishments, as this was the median result, with 23 
chains being considered smaller (less than five establishments) and 17 larger (five or more 
establishments). Regarding the upper quartile, 25% of the smaller chains scored four or 
more, while 25% of the larger chains scored six or more. In the lowest quartiles, we had 
65% of the small chains with zero and 41% of the larger ones that also scored zero. The 
mean value for smaller chains was 2.6 and for the larger ones was 3.9. Differences between 
the larger and the smaller chains did not have significant statistical relevance (Wilcoxon 
test, p = 0.22). Once again, results suggest that larger hotel chains based in Portugal tend 
to show more concern towards environmental sustainability issues and/or communicate 
those practices more than smaller companies. 

A table showing each company’s compliance with each of the 13 indicators is pre-
sented in Table A2 (Appendix B). One can see that the indicators in which more companies 
scored 1 were I-13 (the hotel company established environmental guidelines, where 15 
companies complied), I-7 (the hotel company showed genuine interest in good citizenship 
towards the environment, where 14 companies scored 1), and I-5 (the hotel company mo-
tivated employees towards environmental practices, in which 13 companies scored 1). 
There are three other indicators with which few companies complied with: I-8 (the hotel 
company contributed/invested in environmental R&D; four companies), I-10 (the hotel 
company followed practices related to landscape protection; six companies), and I-12 (the 
hotel had practices related to climate change, where only seven out of the 40 hotel com-
panies claimed to have any actions). 

4.2. Environmental Sustainability Practices 
The global results of the interviews are presented in this section. As previously men-

tioned, the interview comprised seven topics. Concerning the first question related to the 
importance of sustainability in tourism, interviewees distinguished between the concern 
for customers and the importance for hotel companies. Five interviewees (H4, H7, H12, 
H13, H17) mentioned that sustainability was essential for tourists, explicitly referring to 
the younger and most informed customers and the corporate segments as more concerned 
with environmental issues. Eight interviewees also considered that sustainability issues 
were market-dependent (H2, H3, H6, H8, H9, H10, H11, H13) but stated that, in general, 
it was not a critical factor in the guests’ purchasing decision. These are all Portuguese 
companies. None of the interviewees clearly stated it was not important at all. Despite 

Figure 2. Boxplot of scores for smaller (S) and larger (L) hotel chains.

The cut-off point was five establishments, as this was the median result, with 23 chains
being considered smaller (less than five establishments) and 17 larger (five or more estab-
lishments). Regarding the upper quartile, 25% of the smaller chains scored four or more,
while 25% of the larger chains scored six or more. In the lowest quartiles, we had 65% of
the small chains with zero and 41% of the larger ones that also scored zero. The mean value
for smaller chains was 2.6 and for the larger ones was 3.9. Differences between the larger
and the smaller chains did not have significant statistical relevance (Wilcoxon test, p = 0.22).
Once again, results suggest that larger hotel chains based in Portugal tend to show more
concern towards environmental sustainability issues and/or communicate those practices
more than smaller companies.

A table showing each company’s compliance with each of the 13 indicators is presented
in Table A2 (Appendix B). One can see that the indicators in which more companies scored 1
were I-13 (the hotel company established environmental guidelines, where 15 companies
complied), I-7 (the hotel company showed genuine interest in good citizenship towards
the environment, where 14 companies scored 1), and I-5 (the hotel company motivated
employees towards environmental practices, in which 13 companies scored 1). There are
three other indicators with which few companies complied with: I-8 (the hotel company
contributed/invested in environmental R&D; four companies), I-10 (the hotel company
followed practices related to landscape protection; six companies), and I-12 (the hotel had
practices related to climate change, where only seven out of the 40 hotel companies claimed
to have any actions).

4.2. Environmental Sustainability Practices

The global results of the interviews are presented in this section. As previously
mentioned, the interview comprised seven topics. Concerning the first question related to
the importance of sustainability in tourism, interviewees distinguished between the concern
for customers and the importance for hotel companies. Five interviewees (H4, H7, H12,
H13, H17) mentioned that sustainability was essential for tourists, explicitly referring to
the younger and most informed customers and the corporate segments as more concerned
with environmental issues. Eight interviewees also considered that sustainability issues
were market-dependent (H2, H3, H6, H8, H9, H10, H11, H13) but stated that, in general,
it was not a critical factor in the guests’ purchasing decision. These are all Portuguese
companies. None of the interviewees clearly stated it was not important at all. Despite that,
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one interviewee (H14) considered that tourists value sustainability as a general idea, but
not the good practices that affect them.

“ . . . guests are not yet willing to pay more for this kind of service neither accept a
«lower» service level because of that [...] One cannot sacrifice the client’s comfort. They
do not accept it. It is harder to reduce water consumption because guests disapprove
of it. It is easier to act at the back-office but harder to do the same in the clients’ areas”
(The transcription of the interviews consists of a translation from Portuguese to
English by the authors of this article).

Another executive (H2) stated that “It is always presented to the guests as an option.
Sometimes they tend not to accept that linen is changed less often”. There is also the opposite
reaction stated by another interviewee (H10). They had the experience of guests being
invited to reduce the frequency of the exchange of towels and bedsheets, and the result
was the increase in laundry costs. In terms of the importance for companies, most agree
(mainly smaller Portuguese chains) that this is a welcomed social construct but not yet a
success factor in the industry.

Regarding the second question, related to sustainable practices in the construction
phase, interviewees generally agree that much can be done in new hotel projects. Still,
there are limitations when it comes to old historic buildings referring to problems with
rehabilitation. Two executives (H4, H8) mentioned that sustainability issues are difficult
for their hotels due to their historic buildings. Nevertheless, it was also stated that one
of those units received a certification award, which means it is possible to reduce energy
costs and implement some sustainability features in historical buildings. This feeling is
also shared by another company (H11). This manager also mentions that the existing legal
framework constrains companies in terms of heritage preservation. A legal framework
that, in their opinion, is, in many cases, obsolete. This interviewee states that “not being able
to implement sustainability measures [in historical buildings] is not only bad for sustainability
issues, but also for the business, because it increases costs, generating less profit and impacting on
jobs and society in general.”

Considering the types of sustainable options companies make in the construction
phase, two main types emerged from the interviews. The most common measure is
reducing energy consumption (n = 9) using solar panels, low consumption lighting, and air
conditioning specifications. The second is the minimisation of water consumption (n = 8),
mainly through flow reduction systems in taps. Besides these two measures, others include
waste management and staff training.

Answering the third question, interviewees presented the reasons to implement
sustainable options in the project/construction phase. Fourteen (14) entrepreneurs and
top executives clearly stated the impact on cost reduction as the primary motive. As a
way to achieve product differentiation, environmental sustainability is mentioned only by
one manager from an international chain (H7). Referring again to interventions on old
buildings, H4 states that these have long payback periods, usually no less than five years.
Another problem with implementing such actions is the lost opportunity to sell the rooms
under intervention, as their occupancy rate is usually high. For these hotels in historic
buildings, sustainability is not an argument to attract clients. Because of the building’s
age, some practices are impossible to implement. Therefore, it is not wise to hoist a flag
of sustainability because, on the one hand, expectations would be too high. On the other
hand, some guests could fear the potential damages in historic buildings derived from
sustainability interventions.

Regarding the implementation of sustainable practices in the previous three years of oper-
ation, the most common types of measures are very similar to those of the project/construction
phase. Some measures are related to reducing energy consumption (n = 15), such as inso-
lation, low consumption lighting, and air coditioning specifications. Other measures focus
on minimising water consumption (n = 10), mainly flow reduction systems in taps. A broad
spectrum of other measures put in practice is also mentioned, such as acoustic insolation
(H4, H3), inviting guests to reuse towels and sheets to reduce laundry efforts (H7), reduced
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printing (H12), preferring local suppliers (H9, H11), and educating staff on sustainability
(H15). In the operation phase (Guideline 5 of the interviews), motivations are similar to the
ones in the construction phase, with 14 interviewees mentioning cost reduction as the main
reason and ten (10) referring purposes related to image or product differentiation, but clearly
stating that this is a secondary aspect.

Regarding the disadvantages of environmental sustainability practices (Guideline 6),
more companies identify it as a disadvantage than those that do not. Eight interviewees
stated there are none, but six managers pointed out a trade-off (for guests) between
sustainability and comfort or quality. Three managers mentioned the long payback periods
of the investment. When it comes to the trade-off between quality and sustainability, one of
the executives (H4) refers that “99.5% of the clients appreciate good environmental practices, but
they have their comfort as a red line not to be crossed”. Another one (H8) stated that “in some
cases (although not that many), clients complain about the ‘poor quality’ of the service (for instance,
water pressure).” The same interviewee referred that this is something that has changed over
time, due to a change in guests’ perspectives. Noticeably, two companies (H1, H17) mention
that a hotel that advertises good environmental practices is more exposed to environmental
groups, especially the most extreme ones. One of the chains has an interesting perspective
on the incentives for sustainability practices, stating that the authorities should reward
those who comply instead of penalising those who do not (H17).

The next and final question was how these sustainable practices are communicated
and why one may consider the generally poor information about this topic on websites
of the hotel chains operating in Portugal. The results suggest that either no relevant
practices exist to be advertised or hotel entrepreneurs and top executives do not consider
them pertinent to communicate. Hotels prefer to communicate these practices directly at
the hotel, where it is deemed to impact guests. Moreover, some hotel companies (H11,
H15, H17) clearly state that websites are mainly selling tools. Again, this idea suggests
that these companies’ environmental practices are much more a question of operational
efficiency/cost reduction than a marketing issue, let alone a founding principle.

5. Discussion

In this study, we set out to answer the question ‘how committed are smaller hotel companies
to environmental sustainability when compared to larger ones?’ Results suggest that hotels are
committed to environmental sustainability as an efficiency-maximising tool, which is
consistent with other scholars’ perspectives, such as Revell and Blackburn [34], Kularatne
et al. [35], Cvelbar and Dwyer [42], Hsieh [57], and Khatter et al. [39]. The primary practices
adopted, related to energy (air conditioning and lighting), and water savings, are similar to
those found in other contexts, such as Bruns-Smith et al. [64]. From a corporate strategy
point of view, these practices are more associated with cost reduction and efficiency than
product differentiation. Based on the case study by Pereira et al. [52], the cost reduction
may be as high as 40%. As mentioned, Kularatne et al. [35] also found efficiency gains
resulting from sustainable practices, although with contradictory results concerning gains
from reduced water consumption.

The hotels studied developed cost reduction-oriented practices both in the construc-
tion and the operation phases. In the case of historic buildings, however, hotel companies
face higher challenges in implementing such practices. These challenges result from the
physical characteristics of those buildings and regulations that companies have to comply
with for historic buildings. Although the hotel managers in this study did not mention the
role of construction companies in this process, other scholars, such as Revell and Black-
burn [34], have highlighted how architects and construction companies should be at the
forefront of sustainable options in the construction/repurposing of buildings for hotels.

Sustainability differentiation strategies that involve legitimising their activities—
gaining the trust and meeting the expectations of stakeholders and the public—prove
to be more of a challenge within the industry. Punitha and Rasdi [65] arrived at similar
results. Revell and Blackburn [34] also concluded that sustainability-demanding customers
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are still a niche that may not economically justify the investment needed for this type of
differentiation. We should also consider that most small companies are limited to what
they can achieve, as stressed by King et al. [66], and experienced tourism entrepreneurs
tend to be resistant to change and innovation, as argued by Akrivos and Panayiotis [47].

Additionally, our results suggest that despite the general public discourse about
the importance of sustainable practices, some customers are unwilling to accept less
(quality, service, experience) in exchange for more sustainable practices. This response
from customers is similar to what Cavagnaro and Gehrels [32], Revell and Blackburn [34],
and Khatter et al. [39] found in their studies. Khatter et al. [39] (p. 10), thus stress “the
importance of educating customers a hotel’s environmental sustainability initiatives.”

Being motivated mainly by cost reduction, hotel companies have no particular drive
to communicate them. These results are consistent with other studies that found that some
hotels or hotel chains have no systematic approach to their environmental initiatives, such
as Chandran and Bhattacharya [67]. Similarly, our findings that hotels choose not to market
their sustainability projects or programs are similar to what has been found by Lee et al. [68].
However, this is not the case when hotels are CSR-certified, as Ettinger et al. [69] demon-
strated. Aragon-Correa et al. [40] call for an analysis of the difficulties and opportunities to
communicate the environmental progress of a firm online, considering the growing use of
online marketing by the industry.

Green operations do not seem to override price, as suggested by Bruns-Smith et al. [64]
and by Manaktola and Jauhan [70], and convenience [64] in customers’ purchasing deci-
sions. Similarly, Van Rheede and Blomme [33] found that hotel managers think customers
should not be bothered with sustainability issues. Notwithstanding, some authors, such
as Chandran and Bhattacharya [67] and Saura et al. [71], found that green marketing may
enhance reputation. Han et al. [72] found that green marketing can also increase consumer
loyalty, whereas Pereira et al. [52] argue that it is possible to achieve compatibility between
luxury and environmental sustainability practices in the hospitality context.

One must acknowledge the differences between the Portuguese (and smaller) chains
and the international (and larger) chains since our results suggest that international compa-
nies are more prone to communicate their practices. Even so, Jones et al. [56] and Hsieh [57],
who reviewed the communication of the major hotel companies worldwide, concluded that
there are marked variations in the information that the top hotel chains make available on
the internet about their sustainability practices. Van Rheede and Blomme [33] found that
hotels with a higher number of stars are more concerned with sustainability than hotels
with fewer stars. Reynolds ([43], p. 10) also found differences between larger and smaller
hotel companies, as the authors of this paper also did, concluding that larger groups are
more aware of a public concern with sustainability and that these practices for smaller com-
panies ‘were not seen as a strong driver’ of competitive advantage. Jones et al. ([5], p. 55)
also arrived at similar results: “The majority of the major players in the hospitality industry
are publicly committed to strategic corporate sustainability agendas...”. However, as those
scholars point out, many of these programs are often principally focused on eco-efficiency
gains, on developing and enhancing community relationships, on encouraging loyalty and
stability within the workforce and on promoting and disseminating positive corporate
images” ([5], p. 56).

Our results also suggest that larger, and international companies are more concerned
with their employees’ environmental awareness. On the one hand, as Goodman [44]
and Aragon-Correa et al. [40] argue, putting responsibility in frontline employees’ hands
contributes to implementing sustainability measures and is fundamental to the visibility of
a firm’s environmental commitment. On the other hand, as suggested by Bohdanowicz
and Zientara [45] (p. 288), good sustainable practices mobilise staff and emphasise “their
organisational commitment, which in turn, is likely to translate into greater work effort
and high-quality service and, by implication, increased customer satisfaction.”

One of the relevant outcomes of our results is that sustainability practices respond to
business imperatives rather than being considered relevant per se, consistent with what
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Jones et al. [5] concluded. As Bagur-Femenías et al. [38] argue, sustainability plays a
significant role in companies’ competitiveness and financial results. Our results suggest
that when sustainability practices require investment from companies with no direct,
immediate economic return, most companies avoid them. This is the case of investment in
R&D, protecting landscape, fauna, and flora, and directly taking action towards minimising
climate change.

In the face of results, and from a theoretical standpoint, it seems that the stakeholder
theory [9] suits better the understanding of hotel companies’ behaviour than the sustain-
ability development model [8]. Most hotel companies, especially smaller ones, seem to
be more sensitive to stakeholder pressure than to answer the global challenges of society,
such as environmental issues. Therefore, it is helpful to go back to the framework and
methodology proposed by Clarkson [73] for analysing and evaluating corporate social
performance. The reactive–defensive–accommodative–proactive (RDAP) scale associated
with this approach is described in Table 3.

Table 3. The reactive–defensive–accommodative–proactive (RDAP) scale.

Rating Posture or Strategy Performance

1. Reactive Deny responsibility Doing less than required
2. Defensive Admit responsibility but fight it Doing the least, that is required
3. Accommodative Accept responsibility Doing all that is required
4. Proactive Anticipate responsibility Doing more than is required

Source: [73].

This rating scheme proposes that ‘proactive’ companies have higher performance
than ‘reactive’ companies from the stakeholders’ perspective. The ‘posture or strategy’
element describes the managerial approach in each stage of performance. The ‘performance’
element applies a measure of stakeholder satisfaction by evaluating data concerning a
company’s practices as to specific stakeholder issues and the level of responsibility that the
company assumes. However, to measure the company’s performance, in terms of doing or
not doing what is required, one has to ask ‘required by whom?’, implying that companies
might have different levels of performance considering various stakeholders’ requirements.

When applying this approach to hotel companies’ environmental practices, our results
suggest that companies may present different strategies (RDAP) and performance in
the face of two primary stakeholders: the owners and customers. On the one hand, in
the hotel industry, most owners demand efficiency, and only a few require corporate
responsibility. Therefore, most companies—especially the smaller ones—could be classified
as ‘accommodative,’ doing all required by owners in terms of efficiency. On the other
hand, most tourists travelling in/to Portugal do not have specific demands regarding
environmental sustainability. Within this large group, one may find those tourists for
whom hotel environmental practices are welcomed and those who are not environmentally
aware and may even complain about some practices. For now, it seems that common
hotel guests are not very demanding about these issues. Therefore, most hotel companies
are comfortable with a ‘defensive’ strategy, in particular smaller companies. However,
this does not mean that these managers are not open to further develop their hotel’s
sustainable practices [33], but they do not feel it is the best business decision. The exception
would be companies whose main markets are susceptible to environmental issues, such as
Scandinavian or younger, highly educated customers. Still, these markets represent only a
small part of customers for the studied companies.

6. Concluding Remarks and Implications

In the literature, and in public opinion, there is a generalised idea that companies are
expected to contribute to society while generating profit. Therefore, tourism agents can
no longer be unaware of the environmental consequences of their activities. This research
explored how this assumption holds for hotel companies other than global players. Results
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suggest that environmental issues are, for most companies, not a response to societal
challenges (‘doing the right thing’) but rather a response to owners’ concerns (‘doing
things right’). Hotel chains develop environmental sustainability practices mainly for cost-
reduction reasons and, therefore, have no particular drive to communicate them. Their main
concern is to accommodate the owners’ demands in terms of efficiency. Notwithstanding,
there are differences according to the chain’s size, namely in communicating environmental
practices. International (mostly larger) chains invest more in communicating environmental
practices through their websites than smaller chains.

Therefore, although the environmental question is nowadays portrayed as a social
issue, one must acknowledge that companies tend to respond more to stakeholder de-
mands than to social problems. Under this perspective, it is not hard to understand why
smaller hotel companies’ primary motives to establish environmental practices involve cost
reduction and efficiency, as this is the owners’ expectation. In terms of consumer behaviour,
the European Commission [74] (p. 9) has recognised that “sustainable consumption is seen
by some as a reversal of progress towards greater quality of life” and that “it would involve
a sacrifice of current, tangible needs and desires in the name of an uncertain future”. This
fact was likely the trigger to the EC Green Deal [75]. Most guests are not (yet) willing to
choose sustainable hotels over other less sustainable, regardless of price or product features,
exerting pressure for companies to have these practices (doing the right thing). Therefore,
hotels will continue to respond primarily to the owners’ demands and use sustainable
practices to improve efficiency (doing things right).

From a theoretical standpoint, in what concerns sustainability in the hotel industry,
this paper addresses a gap in the literature. Most of the previous studies focus on specific
topics and discussions, while more holistic approaches to environmental sustainability
to establish a deeper understanding of sustainable business decisions in the hotel sector
are scarce. This paper addresses this gap by exploring the strategic reasons behind the
sustainable practices of hotel companies, namely smaller ones.

The managerial implications are several. As we have discussed, most hotel managers
are mainly guided, in their choice of sustainable practices, by their immediate impact on
the business, in their permanent quest for efficiency, and do not yet see the advantage
of investing in sustainability as a differentiation feature. However, managers may want
to be aware of future developments in the industry. Companies that do not transform
their operation to become more sustainable, including practices that do not translate
into immediate business opportunities, may face a competitive disadvantage in the near
future. This disadvantage can happen due to a mix of three probable developments in
their macro and micro environments: (i) companies should expect stricter environmental
regulations and broader positive discrimination of environmentally sustainable companies
from governments and other tourism-related global organisations (in terms of taxes, access
to financing, and other aspects); (ii) a growing market segment is becoming conscious of
the sustainability behind their purchasing choices, namely the younger generation now
entering the market as tourists; (iii) as a larger number of companies transform their
operations into more sustainable ones, sustainability will no longer be a differentiation
feature associated with a price premium; consumers will have a wider choice and will be
able to choose sustainable hotels at more reasonable prices.

7. Limitations and Future Research

This study has limitations that suggest some caution when interpreting results and
represent an opportunity for future research. One limitation is that the characterisation of
companies’ policies and practices regarding environmental sustainability is based on one
single informant in each company. However, our choice of top executives/entrepreneurs
as key informants is based on the idea that they are supposedly most knowledgeable
within the company about the issues being researched, namely company-wide sustainable
practices. Moreover, the results of the interviews were cross-checked with the information
provided on the websites. Secondly, this study’s findings represent only the reality of
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the Portuguese context. However, considering Portugal’s world relevance as a tourism
destination, one can accept that these results might be relevant for other similar destinations,
namely from southern Europe. This limitation is also an opportunity for future research
as the study should be replicated in other destinations. Another line for future research
should be to better understand how the relevance of sustainable practices varies across
different customer profiles and national contexts. Finally, more studies are needed on the
ethical aspects of sustainability in managerial decision-making (‘doing the right thing’).
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Appendix A

Table A1. Scores by hotel company.

Hotel Company Chain Type i Nb. Hotels Units
in Portugal Score Hotel Company Chain Type i Nb. Hotels Units

in Portugal Score

H1 I 14 13 H21 I 3 10
H2 P 3 0 H22 P 14 4
H3 P 9 2 H23 I 4 0
H4 P 3 0 H24 I 3 0
H5 I 9 0 H25 I 4 9
H6 P 9 2 H26 P 3 0
H7 I 4 8 H27 P 3 0
H8 P 6 9 H28 P 3 0
H9 P 9 0 H29 P 4 0
H10 P 4 0 H30 P 4 0
H11 P 18 10 H31 P 5 0
H12 P 5 11 H32 P 5 0
H13 P 7 6 H33 P 5 3
H14 P 4 0 H34 P 6 0
H15 P 3 0 H35 P 8 0
H16 I 8 0 H36 P 8 0
H17 P 19 5 H37 P 8 0
H18 P 5 0 H38 P 8 0
H19 I 3 11 H39 P 8 0
H20 P 33 10 H40 P 11 6

i: P = Portuguese; I = International.
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Appendix B

Table A2. Indicators by hotel company.

Hotel Score

Indicators

Customers Suppliers Employees Society Environment

Environmental
Awareness

Information
Accessibility

Sustainability
Promotion

Environmental
Impact

Environmental
Awareness
Volunteer

Environmental
Awareness

Citizenship and
Philanthropy

R&D
Budget Foundation Landscape

Protection
Protection of
Flora/Fauna

Climate
Change

Environmental
Guidelines

H1 13 x x x x x x x x x x x x x
H2 0
H3 2 x x
H4 0
H5 0
H6 2 x x
H7 8 x x x x x x x x
H8 9 x x x x x x x x x
H9 0
H10 0
H11 10 x x x x x x x x x x
H12 11 x x x x x x x x x x x
H13 6 x x x x x x
H14 0
H15 0
H16 0
H17 5 x x x x x
H18 0
H19 11 x x x x x x x x x x x
H20 10 x x x x x x x x x x
H21 10 x x x x x x x x x x
H22 4 x x x x
H23 0
H24 0
H25 9 x x x x x x x x x
H26 0
H27 0
H28 0
H29 0
H30 0
H31 0
H32 0
H33 3 x x x
H34 4 x x x x
H35 4 x x x x
H36 0
H37 0
H38 0
H39 0
H40 6 x x x x x x
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