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Abstract
Sustainability is a contemporary major issue in the hospitality industry, and food waste is one of the most common challenges hotels face these days. This paper examines food waste in the UK hotels sector and questions why it is still a problem, even though sustainability is discussed more widely today. It focuses on everyday decisions in kitchens and food service, such as planning, menu design, and how staff manage operations, and shows how these choices influence the amount of food that is wasted. Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and the Triple Bottom Line were used to see how hotels try to balance financial pressures, legal obligations, and ethical concerns when dealing with food waste. In practice, decisions are more often driven by efficiency and compliance. Ethical issues, however, often take a back seat. Although sustainability initiatives are becoming more visible, they tend to focus on managing waste after it occurs rather than preventing it in the first place. Overall, the paper shows that food waste continues because it is closely linked to the way hotels operate on a day-to-day basis.













Introduction
Hotels operate in conditions where service quality, cost control, and sustainability expectations increasingly intersect. Food-related operations sit at the centre of these pressures, as hotels must plan, prepare, and serve food daily while responding to uncertain demand and high guest expectations (Cooper and Hall, 2023). Sustainability now plays a central role in the hospitality sector, as hotels are expected to reduce their environmental impact while still delivering efficient operations and strong financial performance (Sloan, Legrand and Chen, 2017).
Although sustainability is widely discussed at a strategic level in hotels, it does not always carry through into everyday operational practice. This gap is particularly clear in food management, where decisions are often made under time pressure and shaped by the need to avoid service failures and maintain consistent standards (Sloan, Legrand and Chen, 2017; Costa and Costa, 2022). As a result, sustainability in hotel food operations is less about following clear plans and more about balancing environmental intentions with practical constraints (Filimonau and De Coteau, 2019).
Food waste has therefore emerged as a useful and revealing focus within hospitality research. Food waste is easy to observe in hotel kitchens, can be measured with reasonable accuracy, and clearly shows the environmental, economic, and operational impacts of food-related decisions (Papargyropoulou et al., 2016; Socaci, 2020). Within the UK hotel sector, food waste is widely recognised as a persistent contemporary issue, contributing to unnecessary environmental harm, financial loss, and operational inefficiency (WRAP, 2023). This paper critically examines food waste as a sustainability challenge within UK hotels, using established sustainability frameworks to assess how far sustainability ambitions are meaningfully embedded in everyday operational practice rather than remaining at a strategic or symbolic level.




Literature Review
Much of the existing hospitality literature links food waste to everyday hotel practices, particularly the way food is planned, prepared, served, and ultimately discarded within food and beverage operations (Papargyropoulou et al., 2016; Socaci, 2020). Food waste is therefore rarely described as something that happens by chance, instead, it is commonly understood as the outcome of routine operational decisions that are repeated daily in hotel kitchens. Food service is central to the hotel experience, which is why researchers often use food waste to explore how sustainability goals play out alongside the practical pressures of service delivery.
A large part of the literature focuses on the environmental consequences of food waste. Wasted food represents a significant loss of natural resources that have already been used across the food supply chain. As Papargyropoulou et al. (2014) explain, food production relies heavily on water, energy, land, and labour, meaning that these resources are effectively wasted when food is discarded. Filimonau et al. (2019) note that the environmental impact of food waste begins long before disposal. Emissions are generated throughout the food system, from production through to transport, storage, and preparation. Hotel kitchens prepare food daily and at scale, so the impacts of waste can build up quickly. At the same time, everyday decisions in the kitchen are usually shaped more by immediate service pressures and guest expectations than by environmental concerns.
Alongside its environmental impacts, food waste is also widely discussed as a financial issue for hotel businesses. Filimonau and De Coteau (2019) explain that wasted food results in direct financial loss, as hotels pay not only for ingredients, but also for the labour, energy, and time involved in preparing food that is never eaten. Food and beverage departments often operate on tight profit margins, so inefficient food management can quickly affect overall hotel performance (Sloan, Legrand and Chen, 2017). For this reason, food waste is usually seen not only as a sustainability issue, but also as a cost-control concern. Research suggests that hotels are more likely to take action on food waste when reduction efforts lead to clear efficiency gains or cost savings, rather than being driven purely by environmental responsibility.

Operational practices are consistently identified as a major source of food waste in hospitality settings. Research suggests that food waste rarely results from individual staff behaviour alone. Instead, food waste is shaped by a combination of planning decisions and service design choices made at an operational level (Filimonau and De Coteau, 2019). Decisions around menu design, portion sizes, purchasing, and demand forecasting all influence how much food is prepared and how much eventually goes to waste.
These issues are particularly visible in buffet-style service. Hotels often prepare more food than they are likely to serve in order to manage uncertainty around guest numbers and meet expectations for choice and abundance (Papargyropoulou et al., 2016). Over time, this way of operating can make food waste feel like a normal part of daily work, rather than an issue that needs active attention. In the literature, this normalisation is linked to broader difficulties in putting sustainability into practice in the hospitality sector, particularly where environmental concerns compete with financial and operational pressures.While sustainability is often promoted at a strategic or corporate level, its real impact depends on how far it shapes everyday operational decisions (Costa and Costa, 2022). Research suggests that sustainability initiatives are more likely to gain priority when they support efficiency improvements, cost savings, or regulatory compliance, rather than when they are driven mainly by ethical motivations alone (Font, Garay and Jones, 2016).
This pattern is echoed in wider discussions of sustainability practice. Jones, Hillier and Comfort (2016) suggest that sustainability initiatives in hospitality can lose their impact when they are not built into everyday operational processes. In these cases, sustainability is talked about more than it is actually used to shape how hotels operate. Corporate social responsibility literature builds on this perspective by offering further insight into how hotels respond to food waste as a sustainability issue. Studies using CSR perspectives suggest that hotel organisations tend to prioritise economic and legal responsibilities, particularly where sustainability actions support financial performance or regulatory compliance (Font, Garay and Jones, 2016; Costa and Costa, 2022). In day-to-day hotel operations, ethical reasons for reducing food waste rarely come first unless they also make the business run more efficiently. For this reason, most food waste initiatives focus on measuring, reporting, or diverting waste, rather than changing how food is produced or how services are delivered.

Taken together, the literature presents food waste in hotels as a complex and persistent issue shaped by environmental impacts, financial pressures, service expectations, and managerial priorities. Rather than reflecting a simple lack of awareness, food waste is often embedded within routine operational practices that prioritise service reliability and guest satisfaction. Addressing food waste therefore requires more than technical solutions. It also involves understanding how sustainability responsibilities are interpreted, prioritised, and balanced within everyday hotel operations. For this reason, frameworks such as the Triple Bottom Line and Carroll’s CSR Pyramid are commonly used in hospitality research to examine how hotels balance economic performance with environmental and ethical responsibility when responding to food waste.
Method
This paper uses existing academic research on food waste, sustainability, and hotel operations as the basis for its analysis. Rather than collecting new data, the study focuses on examining how food waste has been explained and discussed within hospitality research, particularly in relation to everyday practices in hotel food and beverage operations.
The paper draws primarily on academic books and peer-reviewed journal articles from the module reading list. These sources were read comparatively to explore how different authors understand the causes, impacts, and persistence of food waste in hotels. This reflects how food waste is typically examined in hospitality research, where insight is developed through the review and comparison of existing studies (Socaci, 2020). The analysis focused on identifying recurring themes, areas of overlap, and limitations in current explanations, particularly where stated sustainability intentions appear to clash with everyday operational pressures.
To guide the analysis, established sustainability frameworks were used as ways of interpreting the literature rather than as methods in themselves. Carroll’s Corporate Social Responsibility Pyramid (Carroll, 1991) and the Triple Bottom Line framework (Elkington, 1997) were used to explore how food waste is prioritised in hotel decision-making and how economic, environmental, and ethical considerations are balanced. These frameworks help move the analysis beyond description, allowing food waste to be examined more critically as a sustainability challenge within the UK hotel sector.

Theme Impact Analysis
Food waste directly affects how hotels operate, as it influences the way organisations balance cost control, service reliability, and sustainability in everyday practice. Rather than being an abstract environmental issue, food waste is part of routine food and beverage operations and reflects how hotels manage uncertainty, risk, and guest expectations (Papargyropoulou et al., 2016; Socaci, 2020).When examined through Carroll’s Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Pyramid, food waste provides a structured way of understanding how hotels prioritise economic, legal, and ethical responsibilities in practice (Carroll, 1991). Carroll’s framework suggests that organisations tend to prioritise economic and legal responsibilities before ethical concerns. This is especially evident in hotel food waste management, where waste has a direct effect on a hotel’s ability to operate efficiently while maintaining consistent service standards. Because food and beverage departments face significant cost pressure, efficiency becomes a key concern for managers (Sloan, Legrand and Chen, 2017).Filimonau and De Coteau (2019) show that food waste creates avoidable costs across purchasing, preparation, labour, and disposal. Over time, this can make waste feel normal in everyday operations. Hotels often accept this overproduction as a way of avoiding shortages and maintaining guest satisfaction (Papargyropoulou et al., 2016). This helps explain why food waste strategies tend to focus on efficiency-based responses that improve performance without disturbing existing service models. A good example is Marriott International’s  UK operations, where food waste initiatives under the Serve 360 strategy are largely centred on measurement, monitoring, and diversion (Marriott, 2019). While these actions can improve efficiency, Font, Garay and Jones (2016) suggest that they often address the visible effects of food waste rather than the organisational practices that cause it in the first place.
Food waste also has legal implications for hotels, and includes environmental rules, reporting, and accountability. In practice, many sustainability actions are mainly about staying compliant and avoiding problems with regulators or public image, rather than making long-term changes (Jones, Hillier and Comfort, 2016). Because of this, hotels often do the minimum required by law, rather than tackling the deeper causes of food waste (Carroll, 1991). As Jones, Hillier and Comfort (2016) explain, this kind of limited disclosure is common in the hotel sector and allows organisations to show compliance without clearly demonstrating real sustainability impact. As Haski-Leventhal (2018) notes, CSR initiatives that are driven mainly by compliance can become procedural, limiting their ability to address the underlying operational causes of environmental impact.
The limitation of economic and legal responses is most evident at the level of ethical responsibility. At this level, hotels are expected to think about the moral implications of food waste that could be avoided. Carroll (1991) outline ethical responsibility as going beyond legal requirements and focusing on what organisations ought to do. However, in hospitality, ethical motivations on their own rarely lead to sustainability action unless they also make financial or operational sense (Font, Garay and Jones, 2016). Costa and Costa (2022) similarly point out that sustainability initiatives are often constrained by existing organisational priorities. In the case of food waste, ethical responsibility may involve changes to menus, portion sizes, or service formats, which are often seen as risky or difficult to implement. The PIG Hotels illustrate a more ethically embedded response, emphasising food waste prevention through seasonal menus, close supplier relationships, and adaptive food practices (The PIG Hotels, 2025). However, Haski-Leventhal (2018) notes that such values-driven approaches are difficult to scale within large, standardised organisations, limiting their broader industry impact.
These patterns show that hotels do not address food waste in a balanced way. Economic concerns usually come first, while environmental and social considerations tend to receive less attention, as reflected in the Triple Bottom Line framework (Elkington, 1997).In the hotel industry, this imbalance helps explain why food waste persists despite sustainability commitments, positioning food waste as an indicator of the structural limits of current CSR practice rather than a problem of awareness alone.



Conclusion
This paper shows that food waste in hotels is more than just an environmental issue, it is closely linked to how hotels are run on a daily basis and how decisions are made. The analysis suggests that responses to food waste are mainly driven by cost pressures and legal requirements, while ethical concerns tend to receive less attention (Carroll, 1991; Elkington, 1997). Although sustainability initiatives are now more visible, they often focus on measuring waste or managing it after it occurs, rather than preventing it in the first place (Jones, Hillier and Comfort, 2016; Filimonau and De Coteau, 2019). As a result, food waste remains built into how hotels manage service expectations, risk, and responsibility.
Recommendations
To reduce food waste more effectively, hotels need to move beyond responses that focus mainly on compliance and efficiency and instead focus on prevention as part of everyday operations. One practical step is to use food waste measurement to guide real decisions, rather than treating it as a reporting exercise. WRAP (2023) explains that measuring waste consistently during preparation, service, and plate return helps hotels see where waste is coming from. This makes it easier to adjust purchasing, menu choices, and forecasting. Without this kind of feedback, measuring food waste risks becoming routine paperwork rather than something that leads to real change.
Another important step is to build food waste prevention into how food services are designed and managed, especially in food and beverage operations. Buffet service, complex menus, and large portions often result in food being overproduced and wasted (Papargyropoulou et al., 2016; Filimonau et al., 2020). Hotels could reduce this by cooking smaller amounts, simplifying menus, or limiting buffet options. Although these changes may feel risky at first, studies suggest that waste can be reduced without harming guest satisfaction, particularly when changes are explained clearly to guests (Principato et al., 2018).
Third, hotels need to take the ethical side of food waste more seriously. Waste reduction is often treated as a cost or compliance issue, rather than something linked to values. Batabyal and Das (2019) note that sustainability problems in hospitality often continue because ethical concerns are overlooked in favour of short-term priorities. Making food waste prevention part of staff training, performance reviews, and managerial responsibility can help shift waste reduction into something everyone shares responsibility for, rather than seeing it as an inconvenience. This is especially important in large hotel groups, where standardised systems can otherwise weaken ethical focus.
Fourth, insights from behavioural economics suggest that managerial and organisational decision-making may contribute to persistent food waste through risk aversion and short-term bias. Danzer (2025) highlights that organisations often tolerate inefficient practices when immediate service reliability is prioritised over long-term efficiency gains. Hotels could start with small trials and gradual changes, which can help reduce risk and support learning over time.
Finally, real progress will also depend on greater transparency and cooperation across the sector. Cooper and Hall (2023) note that contemporary tourism challenges increasingly require collective responses rather than isolated organisational action. Industry bodies, destination organisations, and policy actors should support knowledge sharing and benchmarking initiatives that enable hotels to compare performance and adopt proven prevention strategies.
Together, these recommendations highlight that reducing food waste requires not only technical solutions, but also shifts in governance, culture, and decision-making priorities within the hotel industry.
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