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Sustainability in the global hospitality industry has transformed from a peripheral concern into a central, non-negotiable strategic imperative. The COVID-19 pandemic, in particular, forced a comprehensive re-evaluation of operational and strategic models (Wang, Chen and Zhang, 2024). In this post-pandemic landscape, integrating sustainable practices is no longer just a component of corporate social responsibility (CSR) but a core tenet of long-term resilience and competitiveness (Perez, Gomez and Martinez, 2023).
This strategic shift is driven by the urgent reality of the hospitality and tourism sector's significant environmental footprint. Consequently, hotels are increasingly adopting sustainability strategies defined by the 'triple bottom line' (TBL). TBL asserts that firms must measure their social and environmental impact in addition to their financial performance . In hospitality, this means balancing the "three P's" (profit, people, and the planet) by encompassing environmental stewardship and social responsibility towards all stakeholders (Harvard Business School Online, 2021).
However, the motivations underpinning these TBL strategies are complex. This essay critically evaluates the effectiveness of sustainability initiatives by examining the primary drivers: genuine environmental concern, pragmatic economic advantage, or the strategic pursuit of an enhanced brand image (Jelu, et al., 2024).
For major global hotel chains, such as Marriott and Hilton, sustainability strategies are overwhelmingly driven by a synergistic relationship between economic advantage and brand image (Rodríguez, Oliva and Est, 2023). For these large-scale entities, 'effectiveness' is measured in operational efficiencies and market positioning, spurred by stakeholder pressure.
In stark contrast, niche operators like Six Senses successfully integrate genuine environmental concern into their core identity (Six Senses, 2025). This authenticity is the business, functioning as their primary brand differentiator and, consequently, their key economic driver .The hotels that believe sustainability is a way of building the future ,they go beyond the superficial and invest thinking about the planet. (Martin, 2024a).
By exploring  the theoretical frameworks motivating these strategies, followed by an analysis of the business case for sustainability and the critical issues of greenwashing,hrough a comparative analysis, it will conclude that in an era of heightened consumer cynicism, long-term success is ultimately dependent on authenticity, as inauthentic claims demonstrably lead to negative commercial outcomes (Alyahia, et al., 2024).
The adoption of 'green' practices is rarely the result of a single motivation but rather a complex interplay of internal and external pressures.
Stakeholder Theory suggests that hotels implement sustainability strategies in direct response to demands from diverse groups. Recent research confirms that external pressures from stakeholders, such as customers and competitors, are a primary catalyst for green innovation and CSR initiatives (Mashal, Alam and English, 2024). These stakeholders include investors demanding robust Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) reporting, environmentally-conscious customers, and governments imposing regulations (Patiar, Kensbock and Nimri, 2024).
Institutional Theory argues that firms adopt practices to gain legitimacy and conform to emerging industry norms. The widespread adoption of eco-labels like Green can be seen as an institutional effort to signal conformity and legitimacy to the marketplace, which can be a key factor in booking decisions (Wisnawa, 2024).
The Resource-Based View (RBV) explains strategic differentiation, positing that sustainability can be developed into a unique, hard-to-imitate (VRIN) strategic resource that provides a sustained competitive advantage (Sienna, et al., 2024). This framework is essential for understanding niche operators. By developing unique sustainable practices—such as Six Senses' zero-waste systems (Six Senses, 2025) or The Scarlet Hotel's bespoke eco-architecture (The Scarlet Hotel, 2024)—a hotel can differentiate itself and achieve superior performance.
Ultimately, the most advanced frameworks push firms beyond basic CSR towards Creating Shared Value (CSV). CSV is a strategic management approach that interlinks societal development and business competitiveness (HEC Paris, 2024). It was proposed to address the "shortcomings in CSR" by placing social and environmental issues at the middle of corporate strategy, not at the periphery, to generate economic value by generating social and environmental value (HEC Paris, 2024).
For most large-scale hotels, the business case for sustainability is a monetized feedback loop where economic advantage and brand image reinforce one another.
A hotel invests in operational efficiencies (e.g., smart HVAC) to reduce resource consumption, which directly lowers operational expenditure (Kalogiannidis, Koutoulas and Tomara, 2024)..The hotel then markets these "green" initiatives, enhancing its brand Image as an environmentally responsible operator (Le, Nguyen and Tran, 2025).
This positive image translates into new revenue, as consumers demonstrate a clear Willingness to Pay (WTP) a premium for hotels perceived as sustainable (Jahanzeb, Palapanidi and Foroudi, 2025).
The economic advantage is the most direct driver. For a hotel, sustainability is efficiency. Studies consistently confirm that implementing energy-efficient systems demonstrates "significant potential to reduce energy expenses" and "enhance operational efficiency" (Kalogiannidis, Koutoulas and Tomara, 2024). The request for guests to reuse towels, while marketed as an environmental choice, is a prime example of a cost-saving initiative (lower laundry, water, and labour costs) (Patiar, Kensbock and Nimri, 2024). Similarly, robust waste management not only minimizes environmental impact but also leads to "substantial financial savings" (Gia, 2024).
This economic driver is inextricably linked to brand image. In a saturated market, sustainability serves as a powerful differentiator . A strong 'green' brand image enhances guest loyalty, as consumers increasingly seek to align their purchasing decisions with their personal values (Le, Nguyen and Tran, 2025).
This positive brand image is not merely a "feel-good" asset; it translates directly into quantifiable economic advantage. A 2023 systematic literature review found that consumers "would accept a premium of around 5%" to stay at green hotels (Pulido-Fernández and Del-Valle-R-I-D, 2023). Further research in 2024 explicitly supports "the hypothesis that eco-certification allows hotels to charge premium prices" (Jahanzeb, Palapanidi and Foroudi, 2025). Large corporations like Marriott ('Serve 360') (Marriott International, 2024) and Hilton ('Travel with Purpose') (Hilton, 2025b) invest heavily in branding these programmes precisely because they recognize this feedback loop.
The intense focus on brand image as an economic driver inevitably leads to the significant risk of greenwashing.
Greenwashing is the practice of misleading consumers regarding a company's environmental practices (Jacob, et al., 2024). This deception is often nuanced, including "selectively disclosing positive eco-friendly information and/or concealing information about the hotel’s negative impacts on the environment" (Alyahia, et al., 2024). A hotel might heavily market its linen reuse programme (a minor, cost-saving measure) while strategically ignoring its significant food waste or energy-intensive operations (Patiar, Kensbock and Nimri, 2024). This is often a strategic, market-driven response to capture the 'green' consumer (Mashal, Alam and English, 2024).
The primary strategic threat of greenwashing is the consumer scepticisms it engenders. The "gap between marketing claims and operational reality" directly fosters "green scepticisms" (Gao and Mattila, 2021). Modern travellers are increasingly cynical; a 2024 study highlighted that 59% of consumers believe hotels exaggerate their sustainability claims (University of Surrey, 2024). This scepticism is the critical factor that destroys business value. Research demonstrates that perceptions of greenwashing "negatively impacted green trust" and, consequently, the "willingness to pay a premium" (Alyahia, et al., 2024).
In theory, third-party sustainability certifications (eco-labels) exist to solve this trust deficit by providing an objective, verifiable benchmark. Key certifications include:
LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design): A framework for designing and operating healthy, highly efficient, and cost-saving green buildings (U.S. Green Building Council, 2025).
BREEAM (Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method): A similar science-based certification assessing sustainability performance (BRE Group, 2025).
Green Key: A leading standard specifically for the tourism industry, focused on "environmental responsibility and sustainable operation" (Green Key International, 2024).
However, these certifications are not a panacea. A growing body of critique positions them as marketing tools pursued for "gaining a competitive edge" and justifying a "premium price" (Jahanzeb, Palapanidi and Foroudi, 2025). This supports the argument that certifications can become a "tick-box" exercise (Moreira-Silva, et al., 2024), with hotels pursuing the accreditation for its marketing value rather than a deep commitment to its principles (Patiar, Kensbock and Nimri, 2024).

Marriott's 'Serve 360' (Marriott International, 2024) and Hilton's 'Travel with Purpose' (Hilton, 2025c) are prime examples of the stakeholder-driven, business-case model. These are comprehensive, data-driven strategies with ambitious, publicly-stated targets.
Hilton: The '2024 Travel with Purpose Report' details a 48.1% reduction in carbon emissions intensity and a 60.6% reduction in landfill waste intensity (vs. 2008 baseline) (Hilton, 2025b).
Marriott: Similarly, the '2024 Serve 360 Report' outlines its 2025 goals, including a 30% reduction in carbon intensity (vs. 2016 baseline) (Marriott International, 2024).
The primary drivers here are clearly economic advantage and brand image. A 1% reduction in energy use across 8,000+ Marriott properties translate into millions in savings (Marriott International, 2024), demonstrating the positive link between CSR and financial performance in large hotels (Lee, et al., 2024). These programmes are a strategic, institutionalized response to stakeholder pressure (Mashal, Alam and English, 2024).
In contrast, operators like Six Senses and The Scarlet Hotel demonstrate a different model where sustainability is the business (Martin, 2024b).
Six Senses: This brand has integrated "genuine environmental concern" into every facet of its luxury offering. Its website states, "Sustainable is not something that we do; it is who we are" (Six Senses, 2025). Its 2024 impact data include 2,799,142 plastic bottles avoided by bottling its own water and 72,803 kilograms of organic vegetables produced from on-site gardens (Six Senses, 2025).
The Scarlet Hotel: This hotel was designed from the ground up on an "eco hotel" ethos. Its features are core to its design, including a biomass boiler, rainwater harvesting for "grey water" recycling, and a chemical-free, outdoor swimming pool filtered naturally by a reed-bed system (The Scarlet Hotel, 2024).
The effectiveness here is measured by its deep integration. This "genuine concern" is also their primary Unique Selling Proposition (USP) and, therefore, their key economic driver (Martin, 2024a). This model, while effective, faces barriers for smaller, independent hotels, which often lack the capital and "face more financial and knowledge limitations" to move beyond basic cost-saving measures (Patiar, Kensbock and Nimri, 2024).
This evaluation demonstrates that the effectiveness of sustainability strategies is contingent upon their primary motivations. For global giants like Marriott and Hilton, the dominant drivers are a pragmatic blend of economic advantage and brand image. Their strategies are effective in delivering large-scale operational efficiencies and satisfying stakeholder demands, which protects their financial performance (Lee, et al., 2024).
Conversely, for niche operators like Six Senses and The Scarlet, genuine environmental concern is the authentic core of their brand identity (Six Senses, 2025; The Scarlet Hotel, 2025). This authenticity, rooted in the Resource-Based View, is their primary economic driver, allowing them to command a premium price (Martin, 2024a).
Ultimately, the debate is not which motivation is 'correct,' but how these motivations are balanced and communicated. In an era of profound, well-founded scepticisms towards corporate "green" claims (University of Surrey, 2024), the most effective and resilient long-term strategy is one of authenticity.
As 2024 research overwhelmingly demonstrates, inauthentic, "selective disclosure" that fosters consumer scepticisms is a critical business failure. It "negatively impacts green trust" and "negates any intended brand or economic benefits," destroying the very Willingness to Pay a premium that makes sustainability so attractive (Alyahia, et al., 2024).
Therefore, initiatives that are transparent, measurable, and deeply integrated—whether at the planetary scale of a Hilton (Hilton, 2025b) or the bespoke, reed-filtered scale of a Scarlet (The Scarlet Hotel, 2024)—will be the only ones to successfully deliver on the triple bottom line: a healthier planet, a stronger brand, and a profitable business.
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