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GREEN SUSTAINABILITY IN THE HOTEL AND TOURISM INDUSTRY

Introduction

Green sustainability means producing environmentally friendly products and services using resources to conserve the environment. This means that resources are exploited in ways that do not damage or compromise future generations. Green sustainability is significant and should apply to all industries, including hotels and tourism. Green sustainability is beneficial because it brings several advantages to organisations, including reputational and financial impacts that affect their long-term financial health. Therefore, organisations should include sustainability in their corporate social responsibility (CSR). However, not all organisations are willing to support this form of corporate social responsibility. Some organisations engage in greenwashing, whitewashing, and green-hushing, which involve deceptive marketing to persuade the public that an organisation's products are environmentally friendly and committed to sustainability. Other companies use false information to intentionally hide wrongdoing to stop people from finding out the truth about the situation or make their environmentally dangerous practices look less harmful through misleading labels and hiding trade-offs, while others decide to keep their sustainability goals private purposely. This created the need for regulation to ensure companies adhere to the set rules regarding sustainability and engage in efforts to support green sustainability. This regulation compels companies to seek green certification, achieved on merit, and shows a company’s compliance with green sustainability and its efforts towards it. 
This paper explores green sustainability in the hotel and tourism industry by examining how Marriott hotels work towards green sustainability. It investigates whether the hotel has been accused of sustainability irregularities such as greenwashing, among others, and whether the information about its commitment towards sustainability is self-reported. The paper also delves into the benefits and drawbacks of sustainable tourism and suggests recommendations for attaining sustainability in the hotel and tourism industry. 

Whether the Hotel Engages in Sustainability Irregularities

Organisations engage in sustainability irregularities such as whitewashing, greenwashing and green hushing. These irregularities are under the same umbrella of the profit-driven practice of organisations deceptively communicating unsubstantiated values in their products and services to appeal to the market and strengthen their reputation and brand image to socially and environmentally conscious consumers (Braga et al. 2019, p. 230). Whitewashing is the deliberate hiding of unpleasant facts that incriminate organisations, while greenwashing is a form of whitewashing that means providing wrong information designed to create an environmentally responsible public image. According to Font et al. (2019, p. 141), green hushing involves organisations deliberately keeping quiet or under-reporting their sustainability credentials from public view to evade scrutiny. All these irregularities aim to protect a company’s reputation and brand image.  

Despite the hotel and tourism industry symbolising hospitality and social responsibility, hotels and resorts engage in these unpleasant actions. For example, Marriott Hotel has engaged in whitewashing to protect its reputation and thus has been accused of these irregularities several times (Sanvitale 2020, para 6). The international hotel is a worldwide hospitality powerhouse in over 130 countries. It has a massive network of properties globally. Thus, it has become one of the hospitality industry giants that have taken over the tourism and hotel industry, and that sets standards that other hotels strive to achieve (Jiang, 2023, p. 123). The organisation has a reputation for delivering high-quality and memorable guest experiences. However, despite the widespread acclaim, the hotel has engaged in incidents that have tarnished its image.  

The deep inner workings of the hotel are not as pleasant as people think, and this has been demonstrated by allegations of whitewashing and a series of criminal investigations that have been commenced to shed light on the darker side of Marriott Hotel. The hotel's whitewashing has been seen as downplaying and covering up wrong actions and harmful incidents to maintain a positive reputation and brand image (Bernard and Nicolau 2022, p.116). Marriott Hotel pledged to environmental sustainability but did not deliver on its promises. The company’s extravagant operation methods are believed to have neglected more sustainable options. For example, in Marriott's 2023 Serve 360 Report, the hotel claims to promote sustainability in every direction. However, the organisation's asset-light, profit, power growth and global expansion business model represent the opposite of sustainability (Torres 2023, para 2). Its slick advertising, marketing and sustainability reports also portray its commitment to sustainability and its boundless desire and potential to ‘do good’. However, these are exaggerated claims. Thus, people suggest that the corporation seduces consumers into believing it is no longer the problem but part of the solution (Pavlova 2023, para 9). These allegations have caused customers to question the company’s commitment to sustainability and corporate social responsibility, among other accountability and ethical practices. 

According to De Jaegher (2018, p. 132), these allegations align with the theory of green capitalism mythology that suggests that rallying behind market-based measures to address climate change and promote environmental sustainability allows owners of capital to avoid a reckoning. Therefore, these market-driven mechanisms for promoting sustainability are a trick for corporations to benefit from vested interests (Daggett 2021, p. 653). As a result, corporations lie and exaggerate their commitment towards sustainability while, in a real sense, they become even more ‘dangerous’ than before.

Hotels should invest in corporate social responsibility by supporting sustainability because it helps companies protect their reputation and avoid violations of compliance regulations. Reputation is everything to a company; thus, organisations, especially in the hotel and tourism industry, should be committed to corporate social responsibility and ethical practices (Popșa 2023, para 14). Whitewashing allegations like those against Marriott Hotel show discrepancies in the company's image and how it conducts its operations. The lack of transparency in addressing the claims raises concerns to environmentally conscious customers, which may lead to the hotel losing clients (Scanlon 2023, p.157). Therefore, Marriott hotels should support environmental sustainability to retain customers and attract new ones. 

Additionally, committing to sustainability has other benefits for businesses in the hotel industry. Hotels benefit by conserving energy and reducing waste (Duric and Potočnik Topler 2021, p.66). Saving energy through investing in reduction and efficiency helps hotels cut down costs. Marriot Hotel should train its employees on the ways that promote energy conservation, such as turning off lights and adjusting thermostats in washing machines. Also, it should exploit opportunities to use green technology. This reduces the resources the hotel uses, thus reducing its expenditure (Floričić 2020, p.1108). Furthermore, the hotel should limit its waste production to reduce its costs through effective and suitable waste management. 

Self-Evaluation and Self-Reporting

Organisations not meeting the set sustainability standards engage in whitewashing by providing disinformation. The information provided is false because it results from self-evaluation leading to self-reporting. Most of the companies that receive green certification based on self-evaluation and self-reporting do not deserve the certification because their reports contain untruthful information about their commitment efforts towards sustainability and their success in attaining sustainability goals. A closer look and an intensive scrutiny of the evidence provided by companies in the reports show that measurement and reporting are oversold.

 Marriott engages in self-evaluation and self-reporting, providing exaggerated information on its sustainability efforts. Its self-reports and self-evaluations are nonstandard, incomplete, imprecise, and misleading. Reporting on socially responsible investments and milestones is often fanciful greenwashing. As previously mentioned, according to the myth of green capitalism, market-based mechanisms towards sustainability only provide a strategy for organisations to sabotage sustainability, just like focusing on sustainability reporting becomes an obstacle to progress. 

According to the reformist environmentalism model, reporting focuses on minor reforms rather than the required more profound systemic sustainability changes that are impactful towards attaining sustainability (Scott 2022, p.43). Reporting these minor reforms is corporate PR that does not lead to sustainability. The carbon neutral myth theory adds to this by positing that reporting is the misleading carbon accounting that the leading polluters use to avoid committing to sustainability by claiming carbon neutrality (Huovila et al. 2022, p. 406). There has been a continued rise in carbon emissions despite the increased reporting. This means that reporting has not been impactful in lowering environmental degradation. Therefore, reporting is not a proxy for sustainability progress but a new way to exaggerate gains and distract from the real need for changes in mindsets, regulation, and corporate social responsibility. 

Companies use self-evaluation and self-reporting to protect their reputation by providing wrong information about their commitment towards sustainability. Lying in the self-reports allows organisations to escape spending on sustainability efforts, thus cutting down their expenditure on corporate social responsibility (Johnson et al. 2048, p. 159). They also lie to hide the facts about incidents of environmental damage they may have engaged in. This saves them from critiques by environmentally aware customers and thus can maintain their brand image and positive reputation. Maintaining a positive reputation and brand image enables organisations to attract and retain new customers. This way, organisations are sure of a broad customer base that translates into increased sales and, thus, an enhanced financial performance and position. 

Instead of self-evaluations and self-reporting, often characterised by wrong information, companies should seek evaluation by third parties or agencies mandated to evaluate organisations on sustainability compliance. Evaluation by these agencies will motivate organisations to meet the standards set. In the case of self-evaluation, the reports should be validated by mandated third parties. Moreover, companies should not be evaluated based on their capabilities or aspirations but by science-based targets. Evaluations and reporting should go along with corporate emissions targets and allocation. Additionally, organisations should provide information in a simple, clear and concise manner instead of the bewildering information in the CSR reports. This information is usually confusing to the consumers. Therefore, according to Vazquez-Brust and Spence (2018, p.160), reporting should be done using simple environmental impact metrics instead of complex metrics such as Patagonia's statement or Levi's disclosure. 

Green Technology and the Benefits and Drawbacks of Sustainable Tourism

Green technology focuses on developing and implementing innovations addressing environmental challenges. This sustainable technology arises from the increasing need to combat climate change and ecological degradation (Gunduz Songur et al., 2023, p. 2066). It also aims to prevent the depletion of natural resources by providing innovative solutions for effectively exploiting the resources to ensure a better future. This technology can be applied to the hotel and tourism industry by adopting the use of clean and renewable sources of energy such as solar, wind, and geothermal. Hotels should also invest in energy-efficient and sustainable buildings and infrastructure. The hospitality industry should also pursue sustainable transportation systems, waste management and recycling, water conservation, and purification technologies. 

Sustainability efforts and the use of green technology in the hotel and tourism industry have the benefits of strengthening and improving a hotel’s reputation, cutting costs, and avoiding violating compliance regulations. Commitment to sustainability and adherence to compliance requirements portrays a hotel as a socially responsible organisation that cares about the well-being of the people (Singjai et al., 2018, p. 134). This enhances brand loyalty because hotels that adopt sustainable practices stand out, thus making clients return for services. When a hotel’s sustainability efforts, such as ecological restoration, are visible to the customers, they are attracted to being associated with the organisation and thus make repeat visits to the hotel. 

Cutting down costs is made possible by the efficiency of the green technology. Sustainable technology enables hotels to reduce energy costs by lowering their consumption and encouraging using renewable energy sources (Merli et al. 2019, p. 173). Energy costs are among the leading causes of high expenditure in hotels. Therefore, hotels that want to lower their spending must reduce their energy consumption without compromising the overall customer experience. When they do this, the businesses save the costs. Also, hotels that adopt clean energy sources enjoy a financial benefit in the long run although it may seem expensive in the short run. Also, efficient water management and optimising rainwater harvesting help hotels reduce the cost of water consumption from other sources. Reducing water consumption helps the hotels to reduce the costs incurred. Water can be reduced by installing aerators in all taps, encouraging waterless urinals, and short flushing options. Moreover, lowering waste also cuts costs by preventing the incurring expenses involved in inappropriate waste management. 

Drawbacks of sustainable tourism include high costs, knowledge barriers, and damage to the natural environment. Implementing environmentally friendly tourism requires an intensive financial investment (Chan et al. 2018, p. 839). It is impossible to shift to green tourism without finances. For example, replacing fossil-generated energy with renewable and clean energy sources is expensive. Also, adopting green technology that seeks to provide innovative solutions to climate change and develop ways to enhance sustainability is costly. Additionally, despite the challenge of finances, some forms of green technology and other strategies that promote environmental sustainability may have a limited knowledge base. This may require investing in research and training the staff, which makes hotels and other businesses incur extra costs. Furthermore, it may require hotels and other organisations to incur expenses as they try to carry out genuine self-evaluation and reporting through implementing technology that can measure their carbon emissions.

Damage to the natural environment creates tremendous pressure on the local resources. Green tourism encourages the use of local resources. The increased use of natural resources puts pressure on the local resources, and thus, environmental damage results. Also, monitoring and measuring the level of sustainability is complex. Establishing the technology and the sustainability compliance evaluation strategies is challenging. Therefore, sustainability should be carefully evaluated to ensure it does not cause these financial burdens to organisations and monitoring agencies. 

Conclusions and Recommendations

Hospitality is one of the industries that should engage in efforts towards sustainability. Hotels like Marriott should pledge their commitment towards environmental degradation and thus combat climate change. These sustainability efforts should be the organisations’ form of corporate social responsibility that helps portray the businesses as socially responsible. These hotels are organisations that care about the customers and the world and acquire positive reputations and strong brand images. This results in attracting new customers while retaining the existing ones, primarily those who are environmentally aware. This causes a broad customer base with intense loyalty, which translates into more sales and, thus, better financial position and performance. However, some hotels lie about their commitment towards sustainability or hide facts about it through irregularities such as whitewashing, greenwashing, and greenwashing. These irregularities result in accusations and allegations of violating sustainability compliance, which damages a hotel’s reputation, thus risking the loss of clients. 

My recommendations for adopting and implementing sustainability in the hotel and tourism industry include reducing usage, reusing, and recycling. Reducing energy consumption and other resources causes less environmental degradation and reduced expenditure. It also reduces the costs of managing waste that results from overconsumption of raw materials. Reusing and recycling reduces the amount of waste produced, thus lowering degradation and also cutting waste management costs. 
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