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The role of corporate social responsibility (CSR) in promoting sustainability within the hospitality industry

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has evolved as an essential practice for businesses, especially within the hospitality industry, where environmental and social impacts are highly visible and increasingly scrutinized. CSR refers to the voluntary actions companies undertake to operate in an economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable manner (Inkson and Minnaert, 2018). The hospitality industry, being resource-intensive, faces unique pressures to adopt sustainable practices, and CSR has become a key mechanism through which hotels address these challenges. Sustainable tourism, specifically, is based on the principles of reducing negative environmental impacts while enhancing positive socio-economic contributions (Management Association, 2018).
This essay critically evaluates the role of CSR in promoting environmental sustainability in the hospitality industry, using Four Seasons Resort Koh Samui as a case study. The resort has implemented a variety of sustainability initiatives, including marine conservation programs and waste reduction strategies, which have positioned it as a leader in eco-friendly tourism. This essay will analyse the effectiveness of these initiatives, highlight the challenges encountered in their implementation, and explore how they align with local legislation and global sustainability goals. The discussion focuses specifically on environmental sustainability, which represents one of the most pressing issues for the hospitality industry today.
Corporate Social Responsibility in hospitality focuses on improving the environmental, social, and economic impact of businesses. For hotels, CSR typically involves reducing waste, conserving energy and water, promoting fair labour practices, and supporting local communities (Edgell, 2020). Hospitality companies, due to the nature of their operations, often contribute significantly to carbon emissions, water usage, and waste generation. Therefore, CSR in this sector has focused heavily on environmental sustainability.
According to Sloan, Legrand, and Chen (2013), hospitality businesses are increasingly adopting CSR as a core strategy to respond to stakeholder expectations and mitigate environmental impacts. By adopting CSR, hotels can improve their operational efficiency and strengthen their reputation. However, implementing effective CSR policies requires navigating a range of challenges, including financial constraints, lack of expertise, and inconsistent regulatory frameworks across countries (Korstanje, George, and Nedelea, 2020).
In the context of the Four Seasons Resort Koh Samui, CSR initiatives are integral to its operations. The resort is located in a highly sensitive ecological area, making environmental sustainability a priority. Through its CSR efforts, the resort has committed to reducing its environmental footprint while contributing to the local community and economy. This commitment aligns with the global shift toward more sustainable tourism practices (Bohdanowicz, Zientara, and Novotna, 2011).
Four Seasons Resort Koh Samui has integrated several CSR initiatives aimed at promoting environmental sustainability. The resort is actively involved in marine conservation efforts, particularly focusing on coral reef restoration. Coral reefs are critical to marine biodiversity, but they are under significant threat due to pollution, overfishing, and climate change. To address these issues, the resort collaborates with marine biologists and local communities in reef restoration projects. These efforts not only preserve the local marine ecosystem but also enhance the guest experience by providing opportunities for eco-friendly tourism activities (Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts, 2023).
In addition to marine conservation, the resort has implemented a strict waste management policy aimed at reducing single-use plastics. This initiative aligns with Thailand’s broader environmental conservation goals, as plastic pollution has become a significant issue in the country’s coastal regions (Edgell, 2020). The resort has eliminated plastic straws, bottles, and packaging, replacing them with biodegradable alternatives. This move reduces the resort's overall waste and minimizes its impact on local ecosystems, particularly the marine environment (Sloan, Legrand, and Chen, 2013).
Energy conservation is another key focus of the resort's CSR strategy. The circular economy approach adopted by Four Seasons Resort Koh Samui involves reducing energy consumption through solar panels and energy-efficient appliances. This approach aligns with global sustainability frameworks, such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 7: Affordable and Clean Energy and SDG 13: Climate Action (United Nations, 2015). While this has had a positive impact on the resort’s carbon footprint, the initial investment in renewable energy technology remains a challenge, given the high upfront costs associated with these systems (Korstanje, George, and Nedelea, 2020).
Despite these successes, the implementation of CSR initiatives has not been without challenges. One significant issue is the financial cost of adopting and maintaining these sustainable practices. Solar energy systems and other eco-friendly infrastructure require substantial investment, and the return on this investment is not always immediately evident. Additionally, maintaining partnerships with local stakeholders for marine conservation projects is a complex and ongoing process that requires dedicated resources and long-term commitment.
CSR practices in hospitality are often influenced by both local and international legislation. In Thailand, the Environmental Conservation Act requires businesses in the tourism sector to adhere to strict environmental protection regulations (Management Association, 2019). Four Seasons Resort Koh Samui has had to comply with these regulations by implementing waste management systems and adopting environmentally responsible practices in its daily operations.
On an international level, the resort has sought certification through Green Globe, an industry-recognized sustainability certification. This certification ensures that the resort meets global standards for environmental management, including energy and water conservation, as well as waste reduction (Green Globe, 2024). The resort’s commitment to adhering to these standards has strengthened its reputation as a sustainable tourism destination.
However, balancing compliance with local and international regulations presents a challenge. For instance, complying with international standards such as ISO 14001 for environmental management systems can be costly and resource-intensive, particularly for hotels in developing countries (Hawkins and Bohdanowicz, 2012). Nonetheless, these certifications are essential for maintaining global credibility in sustainability efforts, and they provide a framework for continuous improvement in environmental practices.

The adoption of CSR practices at Four Seasons Resort Koh Samui has resulted in several benefits, including enhanced brand reputation, operational efficiencies, and improved guest experiences. However, the resort also faces challenges in balancing its luxury offerings with sustainability initiatives. Many luxury travellers prioritize comfort and convenience, and implementing CSR practices that align with guest expectations without compromising service quality can be difficult (Bohdanowicz, Zientara, and Novotna, 2011).
Furthermore, maintaining long-term partnerships with local stakeholders for initiatives such as marine conservation requires a significant investment of time and resources. The resort must navigate complex relationships with local communities, governments, and environmental organizations to ensure the sustainability of these projects.
Despite these challenges, there are significant opportunities for Four Seasons Resort Koh Samui to further enhance its CSR strategies. The growing demand for eco-friendly tourism provides the resort with an opportunity to position itself as a leader in sustainable luxury. Moreover, the integration of more advanced renewable energy technologies could further reduce operational costs in the long term, making sustainability a core component of the resort’s business model (Gössling and Peeters, 2015).
In conclusion, Four Seasons Resort Koh Samui provides a compelling case study of how CSR can promote environmental sustainability in the hospitality industry. The resort’s focus on marine conservation, waste reduction, and energy efficiency demonstrates its commitment to mitigating the environmental impact of its operations. However, the implementation of these CSR initiatives has been accompanied by challenges, including financial costs, regulatory compliance, and balancing guest expectations with sustainability goals.
Nonetheless, CSR presents significant opportunities for the resort to enhance its reputation, attract environmentally conscious travellers, and contribute to broader sustainability goals. As the hospitality industry continues to evolve, the integration of CSR into business strategies will become increasingly important for companies seeking to remain competitive while addressing pressing environmental challenges.
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