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Abstract 

The hospitality industry is starting to take responsibility for environmental 

sustainability. Practices connected to the social aspect of sustainability are less developed. 

Utilitarian CSR theories provides a good explanation to describe this phenomenon in which 

companies include business ethics in their strategy – as long as the benefits are visible. A 

strong focus on energy, waste and water usage in the sustainability strategy is directly linked 

with financial benefits in the operation. Only few hotel companies have a more genuine CSR 

policy which are addressing the global challenges from a sustainability perspective. 

Confirming this finding is the low attention on social sustainability. We feel that the dominant 

utilitarian paradigm in managers decisions is strongly causing the lacking of systematic social 

activities. The economic driver seems to be too strong!  

Analyzing the current practices in the hospitality from a Stakeholder Theory perspective 

might help understand the motives from manager to focus more on long term needs for the 

society and at the same time to limit the negative impact of the hospitality industry.  
 

Introduction 

There continues to be a great deal of attention for green issues in the hospitality 

industry (for example, Singh & Houdré; 2012, Sloan, Legrand and Chen, 2009. This paper 

describes – based on a number of pilot studies (Van Rheede, Tromp and Blomme (2010a, 

2010b) the different aspects and the scope of ‘responsible business practices’ towards 

sustainability in this particular industry. For instance: what type of measures hotels are putting 

in place and the challenges they face while engaging in these activities.  The discussion will 

focus on which theoretical perspective can help scholars better understand these actions. 

Besides the theoretical goal, these insights will also contribute for hotels companies to reflect 

on their own management ethics and their CSR strategy and to better align the two. 

 

Theoretical perspectives 

Literature on sustainability uses a number of different definitions. The concept of 

‘sustainability’ or ‘sustainable development’ emerged from an environmental perspective 

(Hediger, 2010). Today, the scope of the concept has broadened to include environmental, 

social, and economic sustainability.  The concept of sustainable development adopted by the 

Brundtland committee (the World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987) 

emphasises the element of meeting ”... the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs."  

We would argue that the main difference on sustainability and CSR is that the latter is 

differentiating mainly referring to voluntary activities. The European Union defines this as a 

concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business 

operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis (European 
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Commission, 2006). In this paper we will both refer to the concept of sustainability as to the 

concept of Corporate Social Responsibly (CSR, Bowen, 1953). 

In looking for explanations of sustainability - or CSR practices by firms, different 

perspectives can be distinguished. 

Secchi (2007) divides theories on CSR into (1) the utilitarian theory, (2) the 

managerial theory and (3) the relational theory, based on a grouping on the basis of the role 

the theories have for firms and society (Ismail, 2009). This paragraph will only briefly touch 

upon these theories (see Table 1). The utilitarian theories put the firm in the spotlight, 

typically studying the firm as maximizing profit. Secchi distinguishes two sub-categories: one 

focusing on social revenues and costs of the firm, and another for functionalists. Milton 

Friedman is an example of the functionalist, with his famous statement that it is all about 

shareholder value and social responsibility does not add to shareholder value, so should not be 

considered.  

 

 

Table 1: Defining the three groups: key concepts (From Secchi, 2007) 

 

 

The managerial theories study social responsibility from the managerial perspective of 

the firm, whereas the utilitarian theories focus more on the firm’s role in the economic 

system. The last group of theories is linked to relational theories, looking at the relationship 

between the firm and different multiple stakeholder groups in society. Stakeholder theory is 

part of the theories that focus on relational theory. The frequently quoted articles of Porter and 

Kramer (Porter & Kramer, 2006; Porter & Kramer, 2011) can be positioned between the 

managerial and relational theories. In the discussion of the results we will link back to these 

theories in order to discuss the findings systematically. 

We used the following framework  to study the application of sustainability (see 

Model 1) partly based on Relational theory on CSR. The following direct stakeholders are 

included: shareholders in (and owners of) and management for the hotel operation, guests 

(leisure/business), company employees, and regional and national authorities and NGOs (Van 

Rheede et al., 2010a). Freeman (1984) defines stakeholders as “any group or individual who 
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can affect or is affected by the achievements of the organization’s objectives”. The mentioned 

actors above are affected by or can affect the company objective.  

When running a sustainable business, decisions on products and technology are 

important, but actual behaviour is important too.  One interesting point is how to inform, train 

or govern the actual behaviour of both employees and guests (Greenhoteliers, 2005). 

Knowing the motives and the ambition level of both guests and employees might be an 

important driver for organizations to formulate a more sophisticated sustainability policy. 

How can one review sustainable hotel operations? There is a need to adapt measures to 

meet the needs of the hospitality industry and to validate these measurements of stakeholder 

sustainability awareness, (e.g. Michalos, Creech, McDonald & Hatch Kahlke, 2009). To 

measure the extent to which hotels (management) engage in sustainable practice, current 

practices and energy, water usage and waste production can be benchmarked. On the basis of 

the above we come to the following question: which theory (or theories) will provide a 

theoretical explanation of the way the hospitality is implementing the concept of sustainability 

in their practices?  

 

Method 

We have re-analysed different studies in this paper. At the beginning of 2008, a 

combination of quantitative and qualitative research was conducted for the Dutch branch of 

Green Key: an eco-label with worldwide coverage and national representatives, based on 

qualitative interviews with hotel management and quantitative guest questionnaires (n=154). 

In 2009, we initiated research on sustainability in four to five star hotels, based on qualitative 

interviews and observations and guest questionnaires (n=155) on best and worst practices in 

both hotel chains and individual hotels (Casallas, Biermann,and Panayotov, 2009). In 2010, 

we repeated this research in hostels and in one to three star hotels (Groennern, Neuteboom, 

Pronk and Wentink, 2010). These findings were based on a survey of guests (n=130) and 

hotels (n=63), as part of which both guests and management were interviewed in 2010.  

Finally, our research included a sample from the Chagall business hotel in 2010 (n= 272), 

consisting mainly of business guests from Shell and government agencies (Doornekamp, 

Hagedoorn, Van Hest and Krijt, 2010).  

In the re-analysis of the pilot studies several concepts have been measured in 

questionnaire items and interviews. In the context of the paper, we have used the 

measurement of sustainability awareness amongst hotel managers and hotel guests. This 

measurement is based on Michalos et al. (2009), but we will not actually discuss the extent to 

which sustainable practices are adopted in hotels by management and by hotel guests. Finally, 

motives for sustainable behaviour are based on survey questions, based indirectly on Ryan 

and Spash (2008) and De Groot (2008).  
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Figure 1: Ishikawa model on sustainable practice in Hotel Operations  
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Findings 
Talking to hoteliers inevitably results in conversations about the core value of the 

hospitality industry:  It’s all about serving guests and making their wishes come true. Put 

simply: guests should be not bothered with the sustainability issue; they come to our hotel to 

be indulged. 

However, there is more going on. The definition and understanding of the concept of 

‘sustainability’ by hotel managers and guests is limited, mainly, to the notion of 

environmental sustainability: actual practice in hotels has a more basic focus on Energy, 

Water and Waste. More complex environmental issues are rarely dealt with and social and 

economical issues are generally neglected (Van Rheede et al. 2010a).   

The pilot studies have found that chain hotels in the higher star segments are much 

more active in their approach to environmental sustainability issues than privately owned 

hotels are. Almost all of the four to five star hotels interviewed pointed out that they were 

focusing on energy-related measures, as these yielded the most cost-saving results. However, 

many also mentioned that saving energy helps the environment just as much as it helps to 

reduce costs. 

More and more chain hotels have developed systems to benchmark their own 

properties and are reporting the results of the sustainability policy in their sustainability 

report. Some of the examined companies use the GRI standard. Overall we found that 

sustainability reporting is starting to become a standard, but inconsistent with GRI standard . 

One of the guidelines of GRI general requirements are “ ..The report should reflect positive 
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and negative aspects of the organization’s performance to enable a reasoned assessment of 

overall performance..” (GRI, 2012). This point is not always present. 

Both management and guests are willing to participate in sustainable practices.  

However, guests are also expecting hotels to take responsibility for sustainability issues 

without charging a premium price. Guests are aware that saving energy also saves costs. This 

is in contradiction to the success of all kind of eco-friendly products in the Netherlands and 

other reports on buying behaviour in relation to sustainable products.(Van Rheede, 2010b). 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

Interviews show that the understanding of the concept of sustainability the hotel industry 

often excludes the social aspect of sustainability. It is almost only focused on the 

environmental aspects of sustainability1. The most important motives of hotel managers to 

engage in environmental sustainability are based on a win-win situation: e.g. measures to 

lower the energy consumption in a hotel are a cost-effective investment.  

This is in line with the traditional discussion on business ethics and CSR. It simply 

saves money for hotels. This approach is very much linked to the utilitarian theory and the 

managerial theory such as Porter and Kramer’s approach (2011, 2006) and transaction cost 

economics (Connelly, Ketchen and Slater, 2010). Transaction cost economics (TEC) is also a 

utilitarian theory ” ..At this point, scholars would do well to move the discussion from 

“whether” sustainability is profitable to “when” it is profitable. Certain markets are likely to 

be more amenable to sustainability practices than others.” (Connelly, Ketchen and Slater, 

2010).  

This explanation for the theoretical importance of this matter makes it clear that hotel 

managers are less willing to take action on social sustainability and the interviews did not 

show a clear linkage with business strategies. Hotel guests share a similar preference for 

environmental sustainability. Although the explanation of this behaviour is plausible, it can 

also be judged as not ethical. The actions of a company only focus on a  very limited 

definition of sustainability. Hence, the scope of the sustainability practices in the hospitality 

                                            

  A small group of chain hotels are clearly taking the lead. A benchmark among the leading 

hotel chains by ”..: 10 largest hotel groups … are only just beginning to address the wide range of social and 

environmental challenges..” (Tomorrow’s Value Rating, 2009). The KPMG risk preparedness framework also 

revealed the low preparedness of the hospitality sector (Berger, 2008), identifying it as a sector subject to low 

preparedness and a high perceived risk. 
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industry are limited and only considered if it leads to a direct economic advantage. Currently 

one solution is to elaborate on utilitarian theories to apply the same principle to social 

sustainability. Porter and Kramer (2011, 2006) argue “…..it  can be a source of opportunity, 

innovation, and competitive advantage.” (Porter and Kramer, 2006). 

Although it is an attractive perspective, it might not be a realistic solution for a large 

majority of social sustainability issues in the hospitality industry. Certain -large or specialist- 

hospitality companies might be able to apply this concept; but  the majority of the industry 

sector is falling behind. 

Also some structural problems are blocking the way for a more ambitious approach 

towards social issues. We see evidence of huge similarity and institutional isomorphism 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) in type of responses toward the sustainability discussion by the 

different hotel chains and the smaller individual hotels. 

Knowing these issues, we suggest to expand the stakeholder theory in the research 

framework in more detail. Branca and Rodrigues (2007) suggest that this will help companies 

.. “ to be capable of addressing both it’s normative and instrumental aspects.” With as a 

consequence, that they not only take care of social issues out of self interest, but moreover 

..”..having an obligation to consider society’s long-run needs and wants…. promote benefits 

for society and minimize the negative effects of their action” (Branca and Rodrigues, 2007). 

Researching current practices with the more extended framework of the Stakeholder Theory 

might help finding common ground for companies in the hospitality industry to come to a 

better understanding of their CSR activities. 
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