



Sustainability and net-zero targets in the hotel industry. Case study 
Marriott Hotels in UK.

Student name: Ovidiu-Mario Trasc
Student number: 2206244
Module: Contemporary Themes in the Hotel 
and Hospitality Sector
Module code: BMIH6001
Academic Discipline of Hospitality & Tourism Management
BA International Hotel Management
Lecturer: Antoinette Milne 
Word count: 2547


Declaration:
I, Ovidiu-Mario Trasc, hereby declare that I have used Artificial Intelligence (AI) as a support tool in the development of this conference research paper. AI was used to assist me in the following ways, conducting research and identifying relevant bibliography to support the academic foundation of the paper, structuring my submission, including assistance in creating a draft argument structure and organizing key sections of the paper, checking my own writing for grammatical and syntactical accuracy, to ensure clarity and coherence in expression. I confirm that the final submission is my original work and aligns with academic integrity standards.

Acknowledgement 
I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my lecturers at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David for their invaluable guidance and support throughout the development of this research paper, a special appreciation for my supervisor Antoinette Milne, for her enthusiasm for the project, for her support, encouragement and patience.
 I am also deeply thankful to my colleagues for their collaboration and encouragement during this academic journey. Finally, I would like to thank my family for their unwavering support, patience, and motivation, which made this achievement possible.







Abstract:
This research paper explores the growing importance of sustainability and net-zero targets in the hospitality industry, with a specific focus on Marriott Hotels in the UK. As climate change pressures intensify and regulatory frameworks tighten, global hotel brands are being challenged to reduce their environmental footprint and align with international decarbonization goals. Marriott International has responded with its Serve 360 strategy and a commitment to achieving net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, integrating green technologies, energy efficiency initiatives, and stakeholder engagement across its UK properties. 
The study employs a qualitative case study methodology, combining thematic analysis of corporate reports, industry publications, guest feedback, and academic literature. Using the PEST framework, it examines how political, economic, social, and technological factors influence Marriott’s approach to sustainability in the UK context. Findings reveal that while Marriott demonstrates strong corporate leadership and technological innovation in areas such as energy management and food waste reduction, challenges persist in implementation consistency, capital investment requirements, and balancing automation with personalized service.
 The research concludes that Marriott’s sustainability efforts reflect a proactive response to both environmental and market demands, but achieving net-zero will require deeper integration at the operational level, enhanced staff training, and transparent communication with guests. Key recommendations include scaling green technologies, fostering employee engagement, and developing location-specific sustainability frameworks. 





Introduction:
The global hotel and hospitality sector is under increasing pressure to adopt sustainable practices and align with net-zero carbon targets as climate change, resource scarcity, and regulatory expectations reshape the business landscape. The industry, known for its high levels of energy and water consumption, waste generation, and carbon emissions, plays a significant role in the broader sustainability challenge. According to the International Tourism Partnership (ITP, 2017), hotels must reduce their carbon emissions by 66% by 2030 and 90% by 2050 to stay within the 2°C global warming threshold outlined by the Paris Agreement.
This research focuses on Marriott Hotels in the UK as a case study to evaluate how large hotel chains are responding to the sustainability agenda and transitioning toward net-zero emissions. Marriott International, as one of the world’s leading hospitality brands, has committed to Science-Based Targets (SBTs) and has pledged to achieve net-zero greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 2050 (Marriott International, 2023). The company’s UK operations serve as a microcosm for examining practical implementation, challenges, and innovations in sustainable hotel management.
The aim of this study is to critically analyze the sustainability strategies and net-zero initiatives adopted by Marriott Hotels in the UK and assess their effectiveness in reducing environmental impact. The objectives are to explore Marriott’s current sustainability policies and performance indicators within the UK market, to evaluate the alignment of Marriott’s practices with global and national net-zero targets and to identify the challenges and opportunities associated with transitioning to a net-zero operating model in hospitality.
This topic is particularly relevant due to growing consumer awareness, investor scrutiny, and tightening government regulations such as the UK’s legally binding target to achieve net-zero emissions by 2050 (UK Government, 2019). Moreover, sustainability has become a competitive differentiator, influencing guest choices and brand loyalty in the post-COVID era (Jones et al., 2021). Understanding how major hotel operators like Marriott are responding to these pressures is crucial for guiding future policy, innovation, and strategic development in the industry.
Literature Review:
Sustainability and net-zero targets have become central themes in academic and industry discourse surrounding the hospitality sector. With increasing environmental scrutiny and rising stakeholder expectations, hotel corporations face mounting pressure to reduce their carbon footprint, conserve resources, and embed sustainable practices into their business models. This literature review critically examines the existing body of knowledge related to sustainability transitions in the hotel industry, with a particular focus on Marriott Hotels in the UK. The review synthesizes scholarly perspectives, identifies areas of consensus and debate, and highlights gaps that the current study aims to address. 
Hotels contribute significantly to global carbon emissions through energy-intensive operations, water usage, waste production, and food consumption. According to Bohdanowicz (2006), the average hotel uses 210–370 kWh of energy per square meter annually, far exceeding the levels seen in most commercial buildings. Becken and Hay (2007) emphasize that hotels in urban environments tend to have higher emissions due to HVAC demands, occupancy rates, and food service operations.
The International Tourism Partnership (2017) set out a global carbon reduction roadmap for hotels, calling for a 90% reduction in carbon emissions by 2050. The roadmap now underpins the strategies of major hotel brands, including Marriott. However, despite growing policy commitments, implementation at scale remains inconsistent across regions.
Marriott’s Sustainability Strategy and Global Targets:
Marriott International has committed to the Science-Based Targets initiative (SBTi) and has developed the “Serve 360” platform, which outlines its approach to sustainable and responsible business practices. Marriott’s goal is to reach net-zero emissions by 2050, with interim targets including a 50% reduction in Scope 1 and 2 emissions by 2030 (Marriott, 2024). Marriott UK hotels have incorporated these targets into energy efficiency upgrades, low-carbon food procurement, waste reduction strategies, and the integration of AI systems to monitor consumption.
However, Filimonau and De Coteau (2019) argue that many hotel sustainability programs lack operational transparency, and often over-rely on corporate social responsibility (CSR) rhetoric rather than verifiable environmental impact. This highlights the need for more empirical research evaluating real performance outcomes in specific contexts like the UK.
A key area of interest for this study is energy and carbon management—the most direct contributor to the sector’s environmental footprint. Wang et al. (2020) found that hotels implementing energy-saving technologies, including LED lighting, smart HVAC systems, and renewable energy sources, experienced both cost savings and improved guest perceptions. Similarly, Rahman et al. (2022) demonstrate a growing guest preference for environmentally conscious accommodation providers, indicating a reputational and financial incentive for sustainable operations.
Marriott UK hotels have begun integrating building management systems (BMS) and low-energy appliances to reduce their dependency on fossil fuels. However, critics such as Jones et al. (2021) argue that such improvements are not yet system-wide and depend heavily on location, hotel class, and brand investment priorities.
The literature reveals several barriers to achieving net-zero targets in hospitality. Chan and Hawkins (2010) identify high capital investment costs, limited stakeholder engagement, and lack of government incentives as major obstacles. At the same time, Sloan et al. (2013) stress that employee training and internal culture shift are critical enablers of successful environmental strategy implementation.
In Marriott’s case, their global scale and financial capacity enable investment in energy-efficient technologies. However, decentralized operations often lead to implementation inconsistencies, especially across franchised and managed properties (Jones and Comfort, 2021). Therefore, while the corporate ambition exists, practical realization varies significantly.
Despite the growing literature on sustainability in hospitality, several gaps remain, for example: there is a lack of longitudinal data assessing the long-term performance of sustainability programs in hotel chains like Marriott, many studies focus on global strategy and neglect regional analysis, such as the UK-specific implementation context and limited empirical work examines guest perceptions of net-zero commitments, which could influence behavior and brand loyalty.
Method:
This study adopts a qualitative case study approach, focusing on Marriott Hotels in the UK to explore the practical implementation and impact of sustainability strategies and net-zero targets in the hotel industry. The case study method is particularly appropriate for exploring complex contemporary phenomena within real-life contexts (Yin, 2018). This design enables an in-depth examination of Marriott’s environmental policies, practices, and stakeholder responses across different UK locations.
Data collection was conducted systematically through secondary data sources, incorporating digital and textual content from four main channels: 
1. Official Marriott platforms – including the corporate sustainability hub (Serve 360), UK hotel webpages, and published sustainability reports. 
2. Online journals and academic databases – such as ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight, and the International Journal of Hospitality Management. 
3. Social media platforms – including LinkedIn, Twitter, and Facebook, where Marriott frequently shares updates on its sustainability efforts. 
4. Guest review portals – including Booking.com and TripAdvisor, to examine consumer perceptions and feedback related to environmental practices.
In addition, the study applied the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework (Elkington, 1997) to interpret Marriott’s sustainability outcomes across environmental, social, and economic dimensions.
This methodology provides a transparent and structured process for analyzing how Marriott Hotels in the UK implement and communicate their sustainability and net-zero targets. It lays the groundwork for assessing both corporate commitments and on-the-ground outcomes through the lens of industry best practices and stakeholder engagement.
Theme Impact Analysis: PEST Analysis
The PEST framework (Political, Economic, Social, and Technological) provides a structured lens for examining how sustainability and net-zero targets impact the hospitality and hotel industry, with a particular focus on Marriott Hotels in the UK. This analysis highlights the external environmental factors shaping Marriott’s sustainability efforts and evaluates the industry’s strategic responses.
Political Factors:
Governments worldwide, including the UK, have introduced ambitious climate legislation mandating carbon neutrality. The UK’s Climate Change Act 2008 (amended 2019) legally commits the country to net-zero emissions by 2050, which directly affects energy-intensive industries such as hospitality. (Gov.uk, 2019)
Marriott’s Response: Marriott International has aligned with the Science-Based Targets initiative (SBTi) and integrated these requirements into its Serve 360 platform. In the UK, Marriott properties are updating infrastructure to meet regulatory standards, including installing energy-efficient systems and adhering to SECR (Streamlined Energy and Carbon Reporting) guidelines. (Sciencebasedtargets.org, 2024)
The main strengths are strong alignment with government-led decarbonization frameworks and proactive compliance avoids legal penalties and enhances reputation.
Regarding the limitations, can be mentioned variability in regulatory enforcement across UK regions and franchised properties may lag in compliance due to inconsistent ownership structures.
Economic Factors:
Net-zero initiatives often require high upfront investment, such as retrofitting buildings, installing renewable energy systems, and procuring sustainable materials. However, they also create long-term operational cost savings through energy efficiency and reduced waste. Marriott has invested in LED lighting, smart HVAC systems, and AI-based food waste tools (e.g., Winnow) to cut costs and reduce environmental impact. These investments not only contribute to net-zero goals but also enhance profitability.( Filimonau, V. and De Coteau, D.A., 2019)
One of the most notable examples of Marriott’s sustainability efforts in the UK is the London Marriott Hotel County Hall, located on the South Bank of the River Thames. As part of Marriott International’s broader Serve 360 and net-zero 2050 commitment, this hotel has implemented a series of sustainability-driven upgrades aimed at reducing operational costs and long-term environmental impact. ( Serve360.marriott.com, 2025)
Key Economic Actions Taken: 
• Installation of Smart HVAC and LED Systems The hotel has replaced traditional heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) units with smart, energy-efficient systems, alongside a full transition to LED lighting. These changes significantly lower energy consumption, which reduces both carbon emissions and utility bills. 
• Sustainable Procurement Practices The property has integrated local sourcing policies for food and beverages, reducing transport emissions while supporting local suppliers. This not only contributes to sustainability goals but also stimulates the regional economy, aligning with Marriott’s triple bottom line approach. 
• Investment in Employee Training and Sustainability Awareness Staff are trained to engage in energy-saving behaviors and to promote Marriott’s green initiatives to guests—fostering operational efficiency and internal engagement without requiring heavy capital investment.
This case illustrates how economic investment in sustainability can bring both short- and long-term benefits to hotel operations. Initially, replacing systems like HVAC or switching to LED lighting represents a substantial upfront cost. However, these actions align with cost-saving logic over time due to lower energy bills and reduced maintenance. Additionally, Marriott’s focus on sustainable procurement not only enhances its brand value but also strengthens its economic resilience by building relationships with local vendors. Moreover, sustainability training for staff reflects Marriott’s understanding that economic efficiency doesn’t solely rely on technology, but also on human behavior. By integrating sustainability into day-to-day operations, the company maximizes return on its investment in both infrastructure and people. Marriott’s strategy at County Hall demonstrates a smart economic approach to sustainability: invest upfront, reduce costs long-term, and differentiate the brand in a competitive market increasingly driven by eco-conscious consumers. However, this level of investment may not be feasible for independent or smaller hotel operators, which suggests that industry-wide progress toward net-zero will depend on scalable solutions and public-private partnerships. (Marriott International, 2023).
Social Factors:
Modern consumers increasingly prioritize sustainability in purchasing decisions. A 2023 Booking.com survey reported that 81% of global travellers want to stay in sustainable accommodation. Hotel staff and local communities also expect brands to act responsibly. (Booking.com, 2023) Marriott UK promotes its environmental credentials through its “Green Stay” program, highlighting energy savings and recycling efforts to guests. It also partners with local communities and suppliers to support social sustainability through local sourcing and workforce engagement. Strengthens brand loyalty among environmentally conscious guests and improves employee morale and community relations are the main strengths of this factor. (Sloan, P., Legrand, W. and Chen, J.S., 2013)
Greenwashing accusations can arise if claims lack transparency and some guests still prioritize price over sustainability, especially in budget segments.
Technological Factors:
The transition to net-zero is heavily dependent on technology—both for monitoring environmental performance and implementing solutions. This includes building management systems (BMS), IoT sensors, renewable energy integration, and data analytics platforms. Marriott deploys digital energy management systems and smart building technologies to optimize electricity and water use. Its collaboration with Winnow AI to measure and reduce food waste is a leading industry example of tech-enabled sustainability. (Ivanov, S. and Webster, C., 2019)
The PEST analysis reveals that sustainability and net-zero targets have become central drivers of transformation within the hotel industry. While companies like Marriott have demonstrated leadership through investment in green infrastructure and technology, systemic challenges remain in terms of cost, compliance variability, and equitable implementation across hotel portfolios. (Khatter, A., 2023) Nonetheless, sustainability is increasingly intertwined with profitability, consumer preference, and long-term resilience, making it a strategic imperative rather than a voluntary commitment. 
It is clear that sustainability and net-zero targets are reshaping the operational and strategic priorities of the hospitality industry. These targets are not just corporate trends, they are essential for future-proofing the industry against environmental, reputational, and regulatory risks. Marriott’s commitment to achieving net-zero emissions by 2050 through its Serve 360 platform reflects how deeply environmental responsibility is now embedded into brand strategy. Initiatives like energy-efficient technologies, the use of AI for food waste reduction (e.g., Winnow), and green building certifications show Marriott’s move beyond traditional CSR toward measurable, science-based climate action (Marriott International, 2023).
The first impact it is that improves brand image and appeals to environmentally conscious travelers—something that aligns with current consumer values. On the other hand, it places pressure on hotel managers and staff to adapt quickly, particularly in older properties or franchised locations where retrofitting is expensive.
Conclusion:
This research has examined the role of sustainability and net-zero targets in the hospitality industry, using Marriott Hotels in the UK as a focused case study. The findings confirm that sustainability is no longer optional, but a core strategic pillar for global hotel operators navigating the intersecting pressures of climate legislation, shifting guest expectations, and economic uncertainty. (Susskind, A., Verma, R., 2011.)
Marriott International has demonstrated leadership through its Serve 360 platform, commitment to Science-Based Targets, and the implementation of AI and smart technologies to reduce energy usage, carbon emissions, and food waste. However, the analysis also highlights several challenges: inconsistent adoption across hotel types, high capital investment barriers, and the difficulty of balancing technological efficiency with human-centered guest experiences.
Recommendations:
Recommendations are proposed to support Marriott Hotels UK and the wider hospitality sector in advancing towards sustainability and net-zero goals:
Marriott should develop UK-specific sustainability action plans, with clear benchmarks for each property. This ensures that net-zero targets are not just corporate-level goals, but operational imperatives across all UK locations.
Invest in scalable green technologies like AI waste monitoring, building management systems (BMS), and renewable energy sources will not only reduce emissions but also enhance long-term cost savings and operational resilience.
Marriott should clearly communicate its sustainability metrics, certifications, and progress through in-room materials, booking platforms, and mobile apps. Transparency combats greenwashing and strengthens brand integrity in order to build trust and improve guest satisfaction.
Staff at all levels should receive regular training on environmental practices, guest engagement, and energy-saving behaviours. Marriott can position employees as sustainability ambassadors. (Millar, M., Baloglu, S., 2011)
The transition to net-zero in hospitality is not just about compliance, it is about redefining value, creating resilient operations, and meeting the expectations of tomorrow’s guests. Marriott Hotels in the UK have laid the groundwork, but a more locally embedded, transparent, and inclusive approach is essential to lead the industry into a genuinely sustainable future.
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