Checking In on Sustainability - Exploring Customers' Green Loyalty

Abstract

Considering the significant impact of the hotel and hospitality industry upon the environment across the globe, several agendas have been proposed to minimise the harmful consequences of these enterprises. Aiming to operate responsibly, they strive to offer exceptional guest experiences while being mindful of present and future generations. An increasing number of hotels and hospitality providers have adopted different pro-environment policies and procedures due to the public's rising awareness of sustainability. Thus, the green market emerged as a specific niche that targets the consumers who value positive attitudes and behaviours towards the environment in their products and services selection.
The present work focuses on exploring the notion of customers loyalty in the light of sustainable hotel industry, namely green loyalty and how this sector strategically combine the sustainability values in the current business setting to achieve success while positively impacting the world.
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Introduction

The hospitality industry bears responsibility for the consumption of large quantities of supplies to maintain its operations (e.g. water, energy), for consistent carbon footprint emissions, pollution, and solid and hazardous waste (Reem, Rasoolimanesh, and Nelum-Rajika, 2022). Also, the worldwide escalation of social and environmental concerns, coupled with the adverse impacts of tourism on destinations and their inhabitants due to the depletion of social, natural, and cultural resources, has motivated hotels to embrace sustainability measures (Acampora et al., 2022). Generally, sustainability refers to the idea of environmental, social, and economic conservation for humanitarian purposes (López‐Gamero et al., 2023).
Rogers and Cosgrove (2021) found that 40% of global customers are inclined to purchase goods or services that contribute positively to society, even if they come at a higher cost and 60% are prepared to engage in actions that contribute positively to society. Consequently, there are more chances for eco-friendly products or services demand, regardless of the associated cost. Boronat-Navarro and Pérez-Aranda (2020) reported that individuals who show more concern about the environment, present a great positive intention to spend more money on a green hotel. Thus, in addition to preserving the natural surroundings, sustainability is essential for maintaining the field's competitive performance.
Green practices have become a crucial part of lodging operations to attract guests with enhanced environmental awareness (Quan, Kim, and Han, 2022). The fundamental goal of sustainable hotels is to establish a pro-environmental sector that addresses travellers’ well-being requirements, while simultaneously reducing environmental pressures.
Therefore, customers' preference for transitioning to an eco-friendly hotel forms the foundation of the lodging sector's sustained growth and prosperity, thereby advancing the eco-conscious movement towards a society aware of the environment importance for present and future generations.





Sustainability as link between hotel and guests - Literature review

The development of green hotels strongly relies on the consumers’ willingness to switch from conventional venues to those that display their commitment to sustainability. Quan, Koo, and Han (2023) argued that customers who choose an eco-friendly hotel do not necessarily give up on the attractiveness of the venue in favour of sustainable facilities during the selection process. They rather try to align both sets of values (enjoyment and responsibility towards the environment) by finding a business that corresponds to these principles and actively implements them. However, the quality of customer service is still an important factor in shaping revisiting intention and winning guest loyalty (Jiang and Gao, 2019). 
Zhang et al. (2023) defined green loyalty as the extent to which strong environmental beliefs and a commitment to sustainability drives repeated purchases of a particular item, whether it be goods or facilities. Its impact on the hotel industry is visible in several ways. Firstly, it can set venues apart from rivals and appeal to environmentally conscious consumers who emphasise sustainability in their purchasing decisions (Pereira-Moliner et al., 2021). Hotels that demonstrate a strong commitment to environmental stewardship may gain a competitive edge in the industry and capture market share from less sustainable competitors. Also, green loyalty increases the likelihood of fostering repeat business and long-term relationships. When visiting the same place, people may tend to try different conventional hotels to experience more variety. However, a sustainable hotel could be a singular option in a local area and its eco-friendly commitment may stand as a decisive factor in accommodation selection during revisits intentions (Wang et al., 2019). 
[bookmark: _Int_rqgw29HV]Secondly, green loyalty strengthens a brand’s image by enhancing the hotel's reputation as a socially responsible and environmentally conscious trademark. Moreover, Bashir et al. (2020) highlighted the notion of a green brand image as an intermediary between guests’ acknowledged emotional and functional advantages and guests’ brand preferences, trust, and loyalty. For example, if a conventional hotel and a green hotel have similar environmental characteristics, they indicated that customers will prefer the green hotel over the conventional venue. 
Lin, Lobo and Leckie (2017) advocated for achieving a green brand image which guides the customer to contribute to society by fulfilling their desires, ultimately influencing their preferences in favour of sustainable ones over others. Therefore, by promoting their trademark as “green” and making it recognisable, the organisations will create an emotional link with the customers, shaping their buying choices and capitalise their corporate image.
Thirdly, green loyalty can generate revenue growth through increased occupancy rates, higher room fees, and additional revenue from eco-friendly amenities and services. According to Galati et al. (2023), guests who value sustainability might be inclined to spend extra for eco-friendly accommodations and more prone to spend on green offerings during their stay. Additionally, this concept can encourage hospitality organisations to implement different strategies such as water conservation, energy optimisation and improved waste management to cut costs and reduce bills. 
Lastly, the findings suggest that green hotels display a great concern towards the environment and strive to integrate various strategies to mitigate the operational negative effects. Considering the increasing commitment towards sustainability among population, these hotels have higher chances to enjoy enhanced success due to their like-minded choices.


Sustainability's impact on hotel and hospitality industry
PESTLE Analysis

It is widely assumed that sustainability is an emerging trend in the hotel and hospitality sector due to their huge impact upon environment and society, but also because of its great potential in setting an example for other businesses (Hamrouni et al., 2023). By conducting a PESTLE Analysis, it can be analysed what other factors contribute to the installation of sustainability in these industries.

Political

The United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) has held several meetings to outline different goals for sustainable living around the world, based on three pillars: environmental, economic and social (Chaudhuri, 2015). In addition, the most recently adopted agenda is “Tourism and the Sustainable Development Goals – Journey to 2030”, planned to be fulfilled by 2030. Thus, such events mobilised the businesses, including the hospitality establishments, to consider sustainability into their operations and policies. Consequently, they have started not only to adhere to more eco-friendly measures over the conventional ones, but also to involve more in community life. Some examples include Premier Inn’s partnership with GOSH Charity (Premier Inn, n.d.) and DoubleTree by Hilton’s support for local unemployment (HospitalityMD, 2019).

Economic

Factors such as market competition and pricing dynamics can influence hotels' adherence to sustainability. They may face pressure to match rivals' pro-environmental efforts to remain competitive and attract environmentally conscious guests. Moreover, since the return on investment (ROI) may not be immediately apparent or quantifiable, the hotels may prioritise projects with a clear and favourable ROI over those with uncertain or delayed benefits, particularly when financial performance is a primary concern (Guerra-Lombardi, Hernández-Martín, and Padrón-Fumero, 2024).


Social

Demographic shifts who prioritise sustainability, such as Millennials and Generation Z, are shaping consumer preferences and market trends. Based on a survey by Booking.com (2024), 62% of surveyed travellers reported that they feel the best version of themselves when they travel more sustainably. Also, 67% said that observing sustainability measures during their travels motivates them to adopt more environmentally friendly practices in their daily lives. Thus, increasing awareness of environmental issues, climate change, and social justice issues can drive demand for sustainable products and services.

Technological

The advancement of technology plays a critical role in supporting sustainable development. Innovations in energy-efficient devices, recycling, water and waste management help the venues to enhance their commitment to an eco-friendlier establishment (Varelas, Karvela, and Georgopoulos, 2021). Also, social media and e-Word-of-mouth (e.g. online reviews, comments) can raise awareness of specific hospitality providers that run their businesses with great environmental considerations. Filieri et al. (2021) emphasised the importance of acknowledging the travellers profile who are prone to share sustainability-related feedback. Thus, firms can capitalise the information in their marketing and corporate activities.


Legal

In the context of implementing pro-environmental decisions for mitigating the impact of tourism, more public service organisations and stakeholders (businesses, policy makers) outline Destination Management Plans (DMPs) for a properly and responsibly managed tourism (McLoughlin and Hanrahan, 2019). According to Booking.com (2024), 34% of subjects reported that being sustainable is pointless in a destination which does not facilitate this. Therefore, DMPs can amplify the hospitality industry’s efforts towards transitioning to sustainability by aligning an entire destination with pro-environmental decisions. Additionally, Della Corte et al. (2017) emphasised the correlation between applied DMPs and tourism competitive advantages.

Environmental

As previously mentioned, the hospitality industry holds responsibility for considerable impact upon the environmental and social well-being. Therefore, more organisations in the sector adopted green policies and procedures as a response to the environmental concerns caused by their operations. Moreover, they prove their adherence to sustainability by achieving recognised green certificates and eco-labels which are shown to enhance marketing communication and brand image (Qubbaj and Signes, 2022).


Hotel sector responses to sustainability

Considering the enhanced interest of the population in environmental care, the hotel and hospitality industry acknowledges it as a competitive opportunity (Singjai, Winata, and Kummer, 2018). Although implementing several eco-friendly management strategies could lead to financial advantages in the long term (e.g. reduced bills), the transition from a conventional venue to a green one brings more opportunities to generate revenue and enhance business performance. 
According to Firdiansyah et al. (2021) green marketing represents the strategic communication and promotion of hotel's adherence to sustainability, advertising eco-friendly amenities and services, and encouraging environmentally responsible behaviour among guests. Calisto et al. (2021) suggested that although various hotels have adopted green practices, their efforts towards green marketing scored various levels of consistency. Comparing these hotels’ websites and platforms, they correlated the amount of conveyed information and advertisement with the businesses’ commitment to sustainability. Thus, increasing awareness about the entire spectrum of green practices can attract and retain more customers because they will perceive their stay as more impactful. However, Alyahia et al. (2024) highlighted greenwashing when firms misrepresent or exaggerate their accomplishments to deceive customers. Consequently, skepticism and reputation damage can occur, lowering the company’s credibility and guests’ re-visit intentions. To the best of current knowledge, no recent greenwashing cases have been reported in the hotel industry.
Another identified opportunity generated by a hotel’s switching to a pro-environment lodging is sustainable entrepreneurship (Andrade-Valbuena et al., 2022).  This concept is defined as the practice of starting, managing, and growing businesses that prioritise environmental and social sustainability while creating economic value, innovation, and positive impact (Avelar et al., 2024). Thus, by adopting a sustainable business model, the hotels can enjoy an enhanced business network (e.g. partnerships with local enterprises), a purpose-driven vision (e.g. contribute to create a more equitable society), and stronger resilience capacities (e.g. better navigation through uncertainty and challenges). Considering the far-reaching effects of the pandemic such as labour shortages and revenue drop (Ntounis et al., 2022), these values prove to be key in achieving success in the changing and competitive environment of industry. An outstanding example of sustainable hotel is The Good Hotel, Guatemala, which actively contributed to the local community through redirecting profits into school building, education, and creating employment opportunities (The Good Hotel, n.d.). The firm demonstrated the systemic change that a sustainable business can drive through its proactive and forward-thinking approach. Also, hotels such as Hilton and Relais and Chateaux proudly stated about their responsible food outsourcing and partnerships with local suppliers (Hilton Foods, 2024; Relais and Chateaux, 2023).
However, hotels that adopt such business model are susceptible to risks such as limited scalability (due to market demand or niche operation, regulatory barriers or resource constraints) or resistance from companies that prioritise convenience and costs over sustainability (Terán-Yépez et al., 2020). Therefore, these challenges can make the transition of a conventional firm to a green or sustainable organisation occur slowly and sporadically. 


Recommendations

Adherence to sustainability may require consistent effort for hotels, in addition to difficulties in prioritising and decision-making to ensure long term 	viability. Considering the increasing pressures from government and societies, the hospitality industry should start adopting more green practices rather than wait to encounter tight deadlines or penalties in the future.
 To make sound decisions, these organisations should acknowledge their guests’ preferences and thoughts regarding sustainability to pinpoint a good start by responding to their visitors’ requests or suggestions. Customer input can be collected through surveys during their stay, even offering them a complimentary breakfast or discount to encourage their participation (Järvi, 2019). Thus, by obtaining consistent data across various guests' segments, profiles can be created to get a holistic perspective on hotel travellers. Furthermore, once the obtained input is analysed, processed and even applied, there will be increasing chances for these guests to repeat their visits, generating green loyalty.
It is crucial for hospitality establishments to highlight the individuals’ contributions to sustainable efforts since this will ignite positive feelings about themselves, which will encourage an emotional bond with the brand itself (Liu et al., 2021). Thank you notes left in the room, stickers on dispensers, appreciative messages or emails, information on menu about food outsourcing can be some suggestions to help guests perceive their positive impact. Also, hotels should take advantage of heavily used internet networks and be more transparent and active on them and enrich their website with more information regarding their sustainable initiatives and progress (Aydin, 2020). In this way, their brand image will be more associated with a pro-environmental reputation and help the organisation to become outstanding.
Hotels management can enhance their sustainability planning strategies by collaborating with local authorities and researching their community’s Destination Management Plan (Prevolšek, Kukurin and Golja, 2024). Therefore, by acknowledging these plans, hospitality providers can preview the resources and changes made in the future which could facilitate certain implementations of sustainability practices. For example, if their local council plans to develop the city’s infrastructure for bicycle riders, they may start investing in some bicycles to be rented for their guests. Thus, extra income is produced while encouraging pro-environmental decision and capitalising local infrastructure. 
Also, they can research the agenda of “Tourism and the Sustainable Development Goals – Journey to 2030” and outline some strategies on which they plan to focus in the near future in accordance with the agenda’s goals. Thus, they will clearly demonstrate their adherence to sustainability following an internationally recognised scheme. For example, Hilton associated their efforts with a coresponding Journey to 2030 goal to enhance their sustainability commitment (Hilton, 2021). Thus, increased accountability contributes to effective track outcomes and provides support for future projects and planning. Also, they can publish their achievements for the public to attract green tourists.


Conclusions


In the context of the current hospitality industry, sustainability agenda has emerged as a critical need for the organisations to take responsibility and monitor their operations’ impact on the environment. An increasing number of hotels have implemented sustainable management systems (e.g. energy-effective equipment, water-saving solutions, recycling practices) to mitigate the effect of conventional technologies. Besides, the population’s commitment to eco-friendly practices had a key role in encouraging the sector to seek alternatives to protect the environment quality. Thus, this phenomenon has developed as a popular trend which led to the creation of a market segment of tourists. They consider hotel’s sustainability as an important selective factor in purchasing decision and tend to remain loyal due to their perceived contribution to sustainability through the hotel selection. Consequently, green loyalty grows in popularity as more people become aware of the industry’s impact on natural settings and communities, but also due to their lifestyle choices regarding environmental protection. 
Green loyalty brings several advantages for the hotel industry such as competitive advantage, enhanced brand image and reputation, and motivation towards sustainability commitment. Among the recommendations for hospitality businesses that have been outlined are creating guest profiles for research purposes to optimise decision-making for more sustainable practices and implementing different strategies to highlight guests’ contributions to environmental protection. Additionally, it has been emphasised the importance of collaboration with local authorities and researching the local Destination Management Plan to preview opportunities for sustainable amenities. Also, all efforts and achievements should be actively promoted and shared on social media to attract tourists that support the environment cause.
In the end, the hotel and hospitality industry must monitor their impact on nature and society to ensure that their operations positively contribute to the present and future world.
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