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Abstract

This research project investigates the role of sustainability practices in shaping guest decision-making and enhancing branding within the hotel sector, with a focus on Leonardo Hotel East Midlands. The study aims to explore how sustainability initiatives influence guest perceptions, booking behaviours, and brand image in a competitive hospitality environment increasingly shaped by environmental consciousness.

Employing a qualitative case study methodology, the research relies on secondary data sources, thematic analysis, and benchmarking against industry leaders such as Scandic, Premier Inn, and Holiday Inn. A PESTEL framework is also applied to assess macro-environmental drivers affecting sustainability strategy. Key findings indicate that while Leonardo Hotel East Midlands has implemented credible operational sustainability measures, such as energy efficiency, waste reduction, and water conservation - these initiatives are not effectively communicated to guests or integrated into a compelling brand narrative.

The study reveals a significant gap between guest expectations for transparency, emotional engagement, and interactive sustainability communication, and the hotel's current branding delivery. Visual and data-driven tools such as real-time dashboards, digital storytelling, and employee-led initiatives are underutilised, limiting the hotel's ability to differentiate itself and build brand loyalty through environmental performance.

The project concludes with strategic recommendations focused on embedding sustainability throughout the guest journey, enhancing digital communication, empowering employees as brand ambassadors, and leveraging certifications and community partnerships. These measures are designed to transform sustainability from a back-of-house compliance function into a core component of Leonardo Hotel’s brand identity and competitive strategy.

This research contributes to the academic and professional understanding of sustainability branding in mid-market hotels, offering practical insights for aligning operational responsibility with evolving guest expectations and industry standards.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Background to the Study
The world hospitality industry is experiencing a fundamental change towards environmental literacy in terms of consumer demand and business operations. In the face of growing climate change pressures, public and regulatory attention to the environmental impact of hotels has increased (UNWTO, 2023). The above leads to the sustainability change from a niche marketing issue to a mainstream operational and branding issue in the industry itself (Bohdanowicz and Zientara, 2008).

Sustainable tourism is the use of agricultural practices, for example, environmentally and socially sustainable ones that maximise value to customers, organisations and industry members and minimise damage to the environment (Sloan, Legrand and Chen, 2013). For hotels, these can include cutting back on energy use, waste and water usage and improving local community involvement. What is salient, however, is that the way these initiatives are conveyed has a direct impact on the way that guests perceive it, their loyalty towards the brand, and their booking behaviour (Han et al., 2009).

1.2 Overview of Leonardo Hotel East Midlands

The Leonardo Hotel East Midlands, part of the Leonardo Hotels UK & Ireland portfolio, is ideally situated close to the East Midlands Airport, catering to leisure and corporate clientele. The hotel sells itself as one dedicated to quality service and, not least, implementing company-wide sustainability goals. Public data also lists a number of eco-friendly features on-site, such as energy-efficient lighting, electronic keys, water-efficient equipment and environmentally friendly products in the kitchen.

Yet, little is known about the effectiveness of Leonardo Hotel’s communication of sustainability practices to the guests and how it is incorporated into the brands. This also benefits the hotel by serving as an appropriate pilot case to determine how important sustainability is for customers' decision-making processes.

1.3 Research Aim and Objectives

The purpose of this study is the analysis of sustainable actions carried out by Leonardo (former Ramada Encore) Hotel East Midlands and its impact on guest perceptions and reservation decisions. The research is guided by the following SMART objectives:

· To review and write up at least five sustainability-related actions undertaken by the placement hotel from its public reports and third-party references by the end of week 3.

· By Week 4, critically evaluate at least five academic and industry references on how sustainability impacts consumer booking behaviour in the hospitality sector.

· By Week 7, we aim to suggest three research-based brand strategies that will enhance the communication of sustainability practices, drawing from secondary literature and comparative case studies.

1.4 Research Questions

This study seeks to answer two key questions:

· How do sustainability practices adopted by hotels influence guest perceptions and booking decisions, according to existing academic and industry literature?

· What branding strategies are most effective in communicating a hotel's sustainability commitment to environmentally conscious consumers?

1.5 Structure of the Report

The study is divided into five chapters. Chapter 2 then reviews extant literature on sustainability, branding and consumer behaviour in a critical manner. Research methodology is detailed in Chapter 3, focusing on secondary data compilation and thematic analysis. Findings are summarised and discussed in Chapter 4 with comparisons to literature and industry. Chapter 5 concludes and offers recommendations specific to the placement hotel.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

The below graphic shows the focus on key themes in Chapter 2 of the review of literature. It indicates how often each topic was echoed in scholarly references and shows that environmental sustainability and guest impressions were the most repeated in discussion.
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Chart 1: Emphasis on Key Themes in Literature Review
2.1 Defining Sustainability in the Hotel Sector
In the hotel business, sustainability concerns environmental, social, and economic responsibility principles that incorporate the minimisation of negative effects and maximisation of advantages via more efficient practices and added value for clients. This is known as adopting a restorative approach towards sustainable business, such as environmental care, social fairness and long-term economic sustainability (Sloan, Legrand & Chen, 2013). The United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) has long advocated that sustainable tourism is critical to the industry and the planet in the long run, defining sustainable tourism as “tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts” (UNWTO, 2023).

On an environmentally friendly note, sustainable hotels would be expected to minimise their impact on the ecosystem by curbing carbon emissions, saving energy and water, and reducing waste. For example, the use of LED lighting, greywater recycling and occupancy sensors is prevalent in energy-conservation technologies (Jones et al., 2014). On social media, sustainability includes fair labour, community localism, cultural sensitivity, and accessibility. There are economic dimensions of sustainability, including responsible purchasing, profitability over time and buying local (Bohdanowicz and Zientara, 2008).

Academics like Kasim (2004) claim that the hospitality industry cannot afford to wait for sustainability concerns, especially given its high resource consumption and detrimental impacts on host destinations. The increasing call for responsibility has stimulated the development of certification systems (Green Key, LEED, EarthCheck, ISO 14001, etc.) that set environmental performance criteria for hotels (Mensah, 2006).

But critics say even after the widespread use of such sustainability lingo, too many initiatives are still lip service or symbolic. Based on Mihalič (2000), sustainability as a temporary fancy rather than a serious matter runs the risk, if not grounded in strategy and organisational culture, of being used as a marketing tool. Hence, as an ethical necessity and competitive tool, hotels, especially in the mid-market category, like Leonardo Hotel East Midlands, need to be sustainable.

2.2 Guest Perceptions of Sustainability

Guest perceptions are critical for measuring the success of hotel sustainability practices. Studies indicate that sustainability can increase guest satisfaction and loyalty when it matches personal values and appears authentic (Han et al., 2009). Nevertheless, a chasm exists between consumer awareness and actual behaviour change, or what is also known as the “attitude-behaviour gap” (Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006).

Millar and Baloglu (2011) claim that guests develop an understanding of a hotel’s ecological accountability based on personal experience and marketing communication. Tangible signs such as recycling cans, linen re-use signage and green certifications help to form perceptions. But subtle clues such as staff commitment to sustainability or consistency between the hotel’s claim and what it actually does” may significantly increase or decrease the perceived authenticity (Kang et al., 2012).

A study by Chia-Ju et al. (2014) identified that when sustainability is incorporated into service delivery without seeming to cut costs, this will generate a higher level of positive response from guests. For example, if guests perceive a policy promoting towel re-use as prioritising operational efficiencies over environmental protection, they may react negatively. Alternatively, if framed within an environmental narrative that is supported by facts and guest participation, it may enhance satisfaction and engagement.

There is no universal interpretation of sustainability, regardless of the market segment. Business-driven travellers typically emphasise function, while in the choice between the hotel brand and the destination for leisure travel, the younger segments may be impacted by a sense of ethics and transparency (Lee et al., 2010). According to surveys, almost 60% of UK travellers take into account the environmental performance of accommodation when making their decision; however, just a third would actively look for sustainable hotels (Booking.com, 2022).

Finally, visibility, transparency, and emotional connection shape guests' perceptions of sustainability. Hotels need to move away from issuing generic messages to 'tailoring and embedding' their environmental initiatives in local contexts to attract an ever-more-conscious and value-based market.

2.3 Green Consumer Behaviour and Booking Decisions

Green tourism consumerism is the choice of goods and services from green companies (Chen, Peng, 2012). In the hospitality industry, the concept refers to the choice of hotels according to the environmental behaviour they show. Rahman, Park & Chi (2015) realised that eco-friendly guests are more prone to revisit and suggest hotels that implement sustainability obviously.

Moreover, Robinot and Giannelloni (2010) also contended that green characteristics raise customer satisfaction, especially when well communicated at the time of booking. Platforms with booking capabilities like Booking.com and Expedia have introduced search filters for eco-certified properties, a clear sign that sustainability is starting to become more integral to consumer choice architecture.

Yet, barriers remain. Eco-tourists can be discouraged by high room rates, low awareness, and greenwashing (Chung and Parker, 2010). This emphasises the importance for hotels to offer sustainable solutions that are accessible, easy to know, and easy to control.

2.4 Sustainability as a Branding Tool

Establishing a brand in the hospitality industry creates a growing relationship between brand values and customers, particularly in comparison to competitors (Kandampully, Zhang and Bilgihan, 2015). This is where sustainability comes into the picture, making a hotel’s brand identity ethical and emotional as well. According to Grací and Dodds (2008), sustainable branding can reposition a hotel as responsible, reliable, and committed to the community.

Rahman and his colleagues concur. The sustainability of brand equity is reinforced in the context of being embedded authentically across all guest touchpoints (Güzel, 2012). It’s about everything from messaging, service design, amenities and what the staff wear. For a brand to make a real difference through sustainability, it must not be a marketing ploy but a true passion and commitment.

Stories, engagement, and consistent value communication build emotional branding, fostering a relationship between guests and the brand (Schmitt, 2012). Successful hotel brands deploy their sustainability narrative as a tool to facilitate connection with their stakeholders, like Hilton’s “Travel with Purpose” or Marriott’s “Serve 360”.

2.5 Best Practices and Industry Case Studies

Sustainable branding: What hospitality can learn about sustainability from the powerhouses behind cool tags Several hotel brands have proved receptive to sustainable branding. For example, Scandic Hotels practices what it preaches both internally and externally on sustainability. As our own staff would confirm, the Scandic Hotels loyalty rewards programme incentivises the environmentally friendly, while detailed sustainability reports – including those developed by staff –can be found on the company’s website (Bohdanowicz, 2005; Bohdanowicz and Zientara, 2008).

One of the best examples of brand alignment is from Marriott International’s “Serve 360” platform. The company is forthcoming in its reporting of goals such as lowering water intensity and eliminating plastic straws (Marriott, 2023). This alignment shakes up both consumer confidence and investor confidence.

The UK’s Premier Inn has also introduced a range of related initiatives, from energy-efficient buildings to waste recycling and initiatives at the local grassroots level. But branding, it turns out, is fickle. A study by Jones et al. (2016) suggested that, despite a wide variety of UK hotel establishments adopting sustainability, few actually embed it within the brand in an emotional or unique manner.

Leonardo Hotels and their East Midlands hotel and conference team are working with several beneficial green practices – but their communication is still mostly functional rather than emotional. There is an opportunity to strengthen the brand through personalisation, digital storytelling, and guest participation pathways.

2.6 The Role of Communication and Certification

Effective sustainability communication is pivotal for influencing guest perception. Sustainability is defined as being visible, credible, and engaging (Pomering, Noble, & Johnson,2011). Visual signs, such as certification marks, assist in branding and providing validation. But the sheer use of stereotypical symbols, without contextual clarification, can either diminish or detract.

Browning, So, and Sparks (2013) found that video, employee testimonials and guest narratives are more effective at affecting consumer attitudes toward the environment than are information-laden formats. There needs to be a balance between presenting factual information and conveying emotional benefits in communication.

Third-party certifications are still a big part of it. Among these, Green Key, EarthCheck, and LEED have clearer criteria and serve as external auditors of hotel performance. But their efficiency also relies on consumers’ knowledge and confidence. According to Gössling and Buckley (2016), certification alone cannot guarantee behavioural changes without open and strategic communication.

2.7 Identified Gaps in Literature

While there are many papers about sustainability and hospitality, substantial research gaps still exist. There has been little previous work into how small- to medium-sized urban hoteliers like Leonardo Hotel East Midlands embed sustainability into their branding, apart from compliance and reporting.

Additionally, the relative effectiveness of emotion compared with facts in sustainability communication is not well understood, particularly within the UK context. Another need is in relation to the operationalisation of green branding as incorporated in the daily guest visits, employee relations and design of service.

This study fills in these gaps with an analysis of the public sustainability communication of Leonardo Hotel and compares it with academic and industry benchmarks. It provides some practical implications for branding practices focusing on the sustainability of mid-market hotels.

Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 Research Design: Case Study Methodology
This study uses a qualitative case study approach which was conducted at the Leonardo Hotel East Midlands. A case study is a useful tool to study social phenomena in depth in a real-life environment and is effective in developing an understanding of complex drivers, such as sustainability branding within the hospitality sector (Yin, 2014). The use of a single-case design enables the researcher to investigate in depth the way in which sustainability policies are adopted and promoted within a particular hotel environment and whether the result mirrors guest perceptions as outlined in the literature.

This suggests that a qualitative approach, along with OAR, is appropriate for the current investigation because it emphasises interpretation, meaning, and thematic understanding instead of statistical generalisation. It is an exploratory study that is not intended to draw final causal claims. We chose a des

Table 1: Methodology Summary Table
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3.2 Secondary Data Collection and Sources

This study is primarily based on the secondary data. The data were taken from different people's sources, including academic, industrial, and corporate papers, and were chosen according to the relevance, reliability, and recency of the publication. Academic content was obtained from academic databases of Emerald Insight, ScienceDirect, Taylor & Francis Online, and the UWTSD e-library. Academic rigour was assured by including just peer-reviewed journals and recognised academic books.

The Green Key certification (Appendix A) can be used as a tool to evaluate sustainability performance for Leonardo Hotels and compare it against industry guidelines (Green Key Global, 2024).

Moreover, sector sources—so-called reports from the United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO), Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, and Booking.com, as well as the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC)—were consulted for recent information on guest behaviour, trends in sustainability, and benchmarks in branding.

For the case study hotel, publicly available data from Leonardo Hotels were employed. These are sustainability reports, brand websites, blogs, social media profiles, and formal news releases. Additionally, visual content and screenshots were examined to identify how the brand uses the aspect of sustainability in online communication. We only considered publicly disclosed documents in accordance with privacy and GDPR.

3.3 Analytical Frameworks: Thematic and PESTEL Analysis

· The collected data were analysed using two complementary frameworks:

· Thematic Analysis: Here, the analyst focuses on recurring patterns, or themes, throughout the data sources. Drawing on Braun and Clarke (2006), this involved familiarising oneself with the data, coding recurring themes, and transforming sustainability communication, guest interaction, and branding fit. This method facilitated a more intricate analysis of both text and image.
· PESTEL Analysis: In addition to the thematic interpretation, PESTEL (Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, and Legal) was applied. This assisted in positioning the hotel’s sustainable initiatives in a wider macro-environmental context (Johnson et al., 2017). The review identified external pressures and opportunities shaping sustainability and branding in the UK hospitality sector.
3.4 Ethical Considerations

The university provided ethical approval. As this study is based purely on secondary data, there was no direct human involvement, and there was no primary data collection. Public sources are used to maintain ethical considerations, and everything is referenced using Harvard referencing style.") No confidential or proprietary files at the placement hotel were compromised.

Furthermore, data privacy was ensured in concordance with GDPR and institutional rules. In cases where the hotel website was consulted content-wise (visual/material), it was used as an object of theoretical discourse, and no reproduction of content beyond the scope of fair use was made.

3.5 Limitations of the Methodology

While the desk-based model provides easy access to information, it is not without its drawbacks. The only downside is that there is no customer feedback directly relating to Leonardo Hotel East Midlands. Therefore, the analysis is based on an estimated reflection of the relevance of academic findings and consumer habits. Such an approach could lead to a lack of precision in the conclusions reached.

Moreover, the publication decisions of organisations constrain the availability of secondary data. The hotel might introduce other sustainability practices not yet disclosed. Nevertheless, the approach is appropriate for developing practical suggestions and theoretically based insights.

Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion

4.1 Findings

4.1.1 Overview of Sustainability Initiatives at Leonardo Hotel
Part of the wider Leonardo Hotels UK & Ireland portfolio, the Leonardo Hotel East Midlands shows an ongoing dedication to sustainability, with an array of operational initiatives centred on minimising the property’s impact on the environment. These measures form part of the group’s overall sustainability approach, also guided by international best practices and UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UNWTO, 2023).

One of the most notable examples is energy savings. The hotel switched to LED lighting in guest rooms, corridors, and public areas, which significantly reduced energy consumption. On top of that, they have motion sensor lighting and smart thermostats to correctly heat or cool workspaces when occupied and decrease energy consumption when it is not needed. The hotel also procures the requisite power from renewable sources on the grid as far as possible, which is in line with the UK government’s carbon reduction target.

Water conservation is also an important aspect. The bathrooms have dual-flush water closets and low-flow faucets. These are supported with staff training in maintenance with early reporting of leaks for water-saving measures. In-room signage encourages guests to reuse towels and linens in-country. 

The principles of waste reduction and the circular economy are gradually becoming more prevalent. The hotel has removed single-use plastic toiletries and replaced them with refillable dispensers; it has installed recycling bins; and it has eliminated plastic straws in public areas. Restaurant and kitchen Biodegradable packaging has replaced polystyrene containers, and any leftovers are donated to a local outlet whenever possible, which is not yet formalised on a company-wide scale.

While these efforts demonstrate responsible environmental stewardship, they still lack the connection between guest experience and brand. The Leonardo Hotels' corporate sustainability page highlights these efforts, but does not present any concrete accomplishments, figures, or visual evidence for the East Midlands property. Increasing localisation and transparency in messaging would have significantly enhanced authenticity as well.

4.1.2 Digital and On-Site Communication of Sustainability

Sustainability communication plays a crucial role in shaping consumer perceptions, which in turn drives ethical consumption. Leonardo Hotel East Midlands employs both digital and physical touchpoints to convey its environmental programme message, but the effectiveness of these methods varies.

Communication in guest rooms is restricted to a printed sign asking for towels to be reused and for recycling to be disposed of carefully. Although that's a simple environmental message, it's not interactive or even contextualised. The sign, for example, doesn't say how these actions relate to larger environmental goals or their impact on the hotel. Consequently, guests interested in real sustainability involvement may ignore or misinterpret the message (Kang et al., 2012).

There is a sustainability section on the hotel website, but it is a general one covering the whole of the Leonardo Hotels brand. There is no microsite or location-specific information for East Midlands. Such an absence makes the message less visible, and guests may have difficulty connecting how the hotel’s efforts tie back into their stay.

You post on social media here and there, usually based on seasons or global events. Social media posts on nascent platforms like Instagram or Facebook sometimes feature environmental actions, but these can be vague and sometimes don’t feature engagement metrics. For instance, Earth Day posts are scarcely engaged with and seldom include user-generated or guest contributory aspects, which are known to extend credibility and reach (Pomering et al., 2011).

What’s more, booking platforms like Booking.com or Expedia are showing the Green Key certification badge for Leonardo Hotel East Midlands; however, they don’t explain what this designation is and its relevance. The lack of detailed descriptions lessens the influence of this third-party validation, hoping to persuade the guest to authorise their booking the go-ahead.

The more productive approach would be to promote rich customer stories—videos, infographics, testimonials—across owned and partner digital channels. These displays may more likely attract users and indicate transparency, which in turn has the potential to foster trust and behaviour (Browning, So, & Sparks, 2013).

4.1.3 Benchmarking Against Comparable Hotels

The comparison of Leonardo Hotel East Midlands with other UK/European hotel chains demonstrates the positive points and missed opportunities of the CSR positioning. Excellent examples of incorporating sustainability into operations, communications, and branding include Premier Inn, Holiday Inn (IHG), and Scandic Hotels.

Practices of Leonardo Hotel's largest competitors, such as Scandic, Premier Inn and Holiday Inn (Appendix C), reveal the missing elements within Leonardo Hotel's brand regarding sustainability in guest engagement and certification visibility.

Whitbread-owned Premier Inn has ambitious goals under its “Force for Positive Change" strategy. Their environmental record, including building all-electric hotels with solar and battery power, identifies them as environmental leaders (Whitbread 2023). The sustainability section of each Premier Inn website has more information, energy use dashboards and carbon reduction statistics. Moreover, we encourage guests to engage through interactive, web-based tools and grassroots community mobilisation.

The IHG-owned Holiday Inn is sharing its “Journey to Tomorrow” message with the world through a new brand campaign, appearing on digital platforms. This approach incorporates sustainability into the guest journey in the form of carbon offset programmes, paperless check-in, and local charity partnerships. Their mobile app encourages sustainability tips, and loyalty points are redeemable for green actions.

7) Scandic Hotels: Integration of sustainability in hotel branding (similar to Rezidor or Nordic), Scandic Hotel is a showcase on how sustainability can be integrated into all aspects of a hotel. Through news like guest-accessible carbon calculators, real-time display of energy use in the lobby, and reusable accessories for the buffet concept, Scandic creates visibility, transparency, and guest manufacturability. Employees can act as ambassadors of sustainability and blogs and videos can present how the work is being done (Bohdanowicz and Zientara, 2008).

By contrast, Leonardo Hotel East Midlands meets standard sustainability levels but is not innovative. Operational practices such as energy-saving devices and recycling are in existence; those benefits are not as clearly visible. Moments of narrative, guest interaction or reportage that can be measured are few.

.
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Chart 2: Visually compares Leonardo Hotel East Midlands with key competitors in terms of sustainability implementation.
In order to not only keep up but push their brand equity in sustainability forward, Leonardo Hotels must learn from these benchmark brands and start looking at some of these strategies. Potentialities might range from embedding sustainability KPIs in the customer interface, starting branded environmental campaigns, and introducing measurable, location-based content to its digital communications.

4.2 Discussion

4.2.1 Alignment of Hotel Practices with Guest Expectations

There is moderate alignment between the sustainability performance and outputs of Leonardo Hotel East Midlands and the preferences of today's guests. Operating procedures seem to come from the standard industry best practice, with initiatives for energy saving and general waste reduction; however, communication and experience are yet to truly match the values and aspirations of the growing eco-conscious consumer.

Literature has consistently suggested that contemporary guests expect more than mere operational conformance—they expect an empathetic, transparent, and personalised relationship with sustainability initiatives (Han et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2010). A study by Kang et al. (2012) found that the emotional part of sustainability, which makes consumers feel concerned or perceive that their own values are expressed, has a high impact on loyalty and trust of consumers to a brand. Its current Leonardo Hotel initiatives, ranging from the promotion of towel reuse to the statement of Green Key certification, are interesting but lack the emotional value and the experience required to meet this demand.

According to Booking, 74 per cent of travellers want to stay in more sustainable accommodation – see Appendix B Sustainable Travel Report (2022). This ultimately underscores the need for sustainability credentials to be front-and-centre and also digestible at the time of booking.
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Chart 3: Guest Sustainability Expectations vs. Leonardo’s Branding Delivery
Furthermore, the sustainability communication of Leonardo Hotels is more a one-way information flow; guests are informed but not really integrated. For instance, there are no mobile apps, reward programs, or gamified sustainability rewards that encourage guests to engage with the building. On the other hand, cases of good practice from brands like Scandic and Marriott have proven that customer inclusion in sustainable policies (for example, to make transparent their environmental footprint) or even rewards for doing “green” actions increase brand perceptions towards the positive pole (Bohdanowicz and Zientara, 2008; Graci and Dodds, 2008).

Different demographic groups also have differing expectations of guests. Younger tourists, while both Baby Boomers and Generation X do as well, attach greater importance to environmental and ethical aspects and are more prone to posting details of their experiences on social networks (Chia-Ju et al., 2014). But there is not much to suggest that Leonardo Hotel East Midlands has adapted its sustainability engagement strategies to address these segments. The hotel fails to capitalise on the opportunity to create loyalty and advocacy through targeted brand messaging by ignoring the differing requirements for what are effectively two different guest groups.

The creation of tangible, measurable and engaging sustainability touchpoints is vital. Potential examples include digital dashboards in the lobby that display real-time energy savings, videos of behind-the-scenes tours related to sustainable food sourcing, and simple interactive quizzes designed to teach guests about the hotel's green programmes. Those tools not only teach; they reinforce the hotel's responsible stance and render sustainability both real and personal for the guest.

In conclusion, the hotel presents many strengths when adopting basic environmental strategies; however, this is not enough to satisfy the new traveller profile today, who expect transparency, emotional connection and a real involvement in the sustainability actions.

4.2.2 The Impact of Sustainability on Booking Behaviour

Sustainability is also now a key driver of guest booking behaviour, as consumers' environmental consciousness increases. Research indicates that an increasing number of guests consider the sustainability profile before selecting a hotel for their stay (Rahman, Park, Chi, 2015; Robinot, Giannelloni, 2010). However, this intent hinges on the transparency, usability, and credibility of the information provided throughout the booking process.

The Leonardo Hotel East Midlands, on the other hand, is Green Key certified, but it's not being very vocal about the fact on its website or other booking sites. Booking.com and the like often show these certifications as little icons without a lot of verbiage, so the importance of these accomplishments isn’t conveyed to potential visitors (Booking.com, 2022). Such low exploitation of credible eco-labels diminishes the hotel’s capacity to inspire behaviour change among environmentally conscious tourists.

According to the literature, if the sustainability message is clearly communicated and part of (the booking process by means of) the visual content (an image, a short piece of text or guest reviews), they have a positive and significant effect on the conversion rates (Chen and Peng, 2012). On the other hand, if that information is hard to come by or not credible, then it is meaningless. In this sense Leonardo Hotels’ website is not transparent, and they do not yet compete with sustainability.

What’s more, nowadays guests frequently leverage sustainability as a differentiator between those with similar price points or offerings. According to a 2022 Booking.com survey, 78% of travellers plan to stay at least once in a sustainable accommodation in the coming year, and 70% would be more likely to choose an establishment adopting sustainable practices if the price and quality are equal (Booking.com, 2022). This statistic highlights the increasing leverage of sustainability to impact decisions as they are being implemented immediately.

Leonardo Hotel East Midlands might take advantage of this by incorporating additional sustainability content at crucial booking decision points, e.g., on property pages, room selection pages, or in email confirmations. For instance, you could explain the hotel’s environmental efforts with an icon or infographic, highlight testimonials from other environmentally minded guests, or charge an optional carbon offset fee, increasing the perceived value and matching the customer’s values.

Another lost opportunity is the lack of user-generated content around sustainability. Creating an incentive for guests to share positive eco-experiences on social channels or hotel review sites can generate valuable social proof that drives future booking activity. Hotels that achieve this well will often provide in-room signage encouraging guests to share their experience with specific hashtags or offering rewards for completing eco-actions.

In the end, sustainability isn’t some alternative thought for travellers; it has become a mainstream expectation. What Leonardo Hotel East Midlands needs to do is move beyond passive disclosure into strategic, relations-orientated language that works to influence booking decisions and paint itself as a responsible and contemporary brand. On reflection, I’d consider the approach.

4.2.3 Branding Opportunities through Environmental Performance

Sustainability offers Leonardo Hotel East Midlands an untapped opportunity to build brand value and customer loyalty. In a competitive mid-market setting, with hotels having relatively similar comfort, location and price utilities, sustainability can also become a differentiating element capable of adding emotional connection and brand differentiation (Kandampully, Zhang and Bilgihan, 2015).

The current sustainability branding strategy at Leonardo Hotels is built upon operational achievements and general statements of commitment without being fully integrated through all guest touchpoints. Schmitt (2012) asserts that a brand must evoke multiple senses and emotions to be effective. A brand needs to appeal to senses and emotion. So an effective sustainability brand strategy isn't about just sticking a feather in your cap for being kind to Mother Earth — rather, it is about building that attitude into the entire customer experience, from booking through to check-out.

Telling a story is one technique brands can use to capitalise on sustainability. Instead of telling of the hotel’s energy-efficient systems, they might tell a story about the hotel’s journey to greener operations, highlight staff who initiate sustainable efforts, or promote local green suppliers their hotel has partnered with. These stories humanise the brand, show it to be authentic, and are elements of emotional branding (Browning et al.).

Another play is experiential branding, in which sustainability is integrated into the guest experience. For instance, providing guided tours of the hotel’s sustainability offerings, hosting events with a green theme and creating environmentally conscious room packages can make guests feel like they are an integral part of the brand’s environmental mission. These initiatives serve to further the brand ethos and support guest advocacy.

What's more, digital properties offer the chance for brand extension. Leonardo Hotels might consider building a dedicated sustainability highlight on Instagram, featuring guest stories in newsletters, or an environmental impact tracker on its app or website. Such an initiative would signal transparency and ongoing commitment, both concepts that appeal to contemporary travellers (Pomering et al., 2011).

It would have to be consistent across the physical and virtual environments to differentiate each brand by sustainability. Leonardo Hotels must ensure they tell a consistent sustainability story on all customer interfaces: booking sites, websites, in-room material, social media, and advertising. This consistency also creates trust in guests and helps prevent the potential of greenwashing, which can harm brand equity if guests believe they are being deceived (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).

In other words, sustainable branding is not just a matter of claiming responsibility – it's about showing it in tangible, emotional, interactive ways. By integrating its environmental performance into its overall brand story, Leonardo Hotel East Midlands can increase customer engagement and loyalty, and it can become a forward-thinking, sustainable, and responsible hospitality provider.

4.2.4 Strategic Insights from PESTEL Analysis

A PESTEL analysis reveals significant external pressures and opportunities that influence the sustainability and branding strategies of Leonardo Hotel East Midlands.

· Political: The UK government has introduced a target to achieve net-zero carbon emissions by 2050 and, as a result, has placed a greater level of scrutiny and regulation on carbon-intensive industries such as hospitality (DEFRA, 2023). There are opportunities for hotels to be innovative in relation to policies supporting energy-efficient buildings and green capital investments. Reporting carbon reductions and emphasising alignment with government schemes means Leonardo Hotels can demonstrate closer national alignment and increase credibility.
· Economic: With spiralling energy prices and the looming threat of inflation, sustainability is not only a moral issue but also a sensible financial strategy. Investments in LED lighting, water-saving equipment and waste reduction can reduce operating costs. According to WTTC (2023), hotels that practice sustainability generally have better long-term profitability through efficient operation and brand loyalty. Economic uncertainty also fuels customer sensitivity to value, so sustainability—when tied directly to quality—is a powerful value message.
· Social: The post-pandemic consumer is one who is more health- and socially aware. According to Booking.Surveys, 68% of travellers now expect companies to invest in and take responsibility for environmental matters (com, 2022). Beyond addressing environmental concerns, this social expectation spans fair labour practices, community and inclusivity areas that can be leveraged for brand storytelling. Oldenburg-Reeves says that Leonardo Hotels will also expand its definition of sustainability to include social sustainability, in line with the ever-changing desires of hotel guests.

· Technological: Digital technology provides a wide array of tools to monitor, communicate, and improve sustainability. From IoT sensors to keep energy in inspection to applications that enable guests to monitor their carbon footprint, technology is used to enable better operational control and greater guest engagement. Leonardo Hotels are yet to completely leverage these technologies and are well-positioned to take the competitive advantage of deploying smart solutions in both back-end infrastructure and front-end guest experiences.
· Environmental: Environmental factors such as tourist flows, energy supplies, and waste disposal are all deeply affected by climate change. The travel industry’s approach What’s more is that hotels can no longer just mitigate their disruption and impact on the environment; they must be thinking of ways to develop resilience against threats of extreme weather and resource limitations. An ahead-of-the-curve sustainability initiative can provide Leonardo Hotels with safeguards for the future and enhance their offering to the earth-conscious traveller.
· Legal: Hospitality legislation, including data protection, carbon emissions, and food waste, as well as health and safety, is getting more stringent. These violations can lead to fines, being blacklisted, etc. It must not suffice that Leonardo Hotels comply with legal requirements but surpass them, in so far as this is also possible using legal conformity as a branding opportunity.
4.2.5 Evaluation of Literature in Light of Findings

The results of this research lend broad support to the current academic literature on sustainability and consumer behaviour in the hotel sector. Scholars such as Han et al. (2009) and Rahman et al. (2015) have argued that sustainability matters for guests’ decisions, especially if behaviours are credible, observable and emotionally engaging. The data from this study confirm that Leonardo Hotel East Midlands has a strategic awareness of operational sustainability, but there is a divide between deployment and strategic communication—validating the literature-reinforced focus on guest-facing narratives.

The so far observed Leonardo Hotels shoot to the standard expectations of environmental responsibility, such as energy preservation and waste management (Jones et al., 2014). But they are not making the connection when it comes to a competitive branding strategy. This is consistent with Kandampully et al.'s contention (2015), who emphasise that sustainability needs to be integrated at the heart of the brand system, rather than being an isolated operational dimension.
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Chart 4: PESTEL Analysis of Sustainability Drivers for Leonardo Hotel
Emotional branding, which attracts guests from a deeper and more value-oriented perspective, is a new concept being implemented at Leonardo Hotel East Midlands. This approach is in line with the research of Schmitt (2012), which suggests that multisensory and emotional triggers should be used in hospitality brands. The absence of guest and employee storytelling, along with public engagement measures, limits the hotel's ability to strategically differentiate itself through sustainability.

Literature (Pomering & Johnson, 2009) also discusses the importance of transparency and interactivity in sustainability communication. The research revealed that Leonardo Hotels falls short of real-time data, case-specific reporting and direct guest engagement tools, showcasing the gap between the ways and the means.

Finally, the benchmarking correlates with Graci and Dodds’s (2008) understanding of the industry, which recognises that for sustainability leaders/trailblazers like Scandic and Marriott, being a sustainability leader is based on integrating sustainability throughout every stage of the guest experience. The lack of this level of integration at Leonardo Hotel East Midlands suggests that there is still room for improvement in aligning with best practice models.

.

Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations

5.1 Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to examine what the sustainability measures taken by the Leonardo Hotel East Midlands are and how said measures impact guest perceptions and booking behaviours and finally assess how they could be communicated efficiently to support the hotel brand image. As the research is a desk-based case study and literature review, the paper relies on the academic literature, corporate publications, and industry benchmarks to assess the sustainability integration and communication in the case hotel’s operational and marketing systems.

The results suggest that Leonardo Hotel East Midlands is generally effective in the adoption of basic environmental practices. These may involve choosing energy-efficient equipment, waste-reducing initiatives, and environmentally friendly products, among others, all of which are consistent with industry standards and the company-wide commitment embodied in the Green Key certification. These are real SO processes aiming at minimising the hotel’s eco-footprint and showing direct adherence to international targets as set in Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The reporting on these sustainability efforts by the hotel is comparably limited. Though some efforts can be seen in both physical and digital spaces, the messages—if they are even noticeable— tend to be too impersonal, divorced, or formal. Narratives associated with being ‘built bright’ or ‘Willunga’s energy transition champion’ and the opportunity for the guest experience to be more locally situated and presented in a global context with interactions and open data (Browning et al., 2013; Han et al., 2009). The emotional and participatory aspects underpinning sustainability branding are not sufficiently employed, thus reducing the power of our brand to affect perceptions or construct brand equity in terms of environmental responsibility.

The study also indicates that sustainability is a potential game changer for consumer trends, with younger travellers, including Millennials and Gen Z, inspiring other consumers to choose ethical and environmentally responsible brands. Nevertheless, the impact on these behaviours may largely rely on the extent, credibility, and emotional resonance of sustainability communications. Leonardo Hotels is missing opportunities to effectively leverage sustainability as a marketing tool due to a lack of transparent communication regarding its purpose, progress, and impact related to this commitment.

The benchmarking analysis also supports this conclusion. Competing brands such as Scandic Hotels, Premier Inn, or Holiday Inn embed the sustainable story at every stage of the guest journey and every digital touchpoint. They don’t exist just to greenwash; instead, they use technology, storytelling, and social engagement to build a brand that has stretched environmental practices to the core. In contrast, Leonardo Hotels seems to be reactive, not proactive: just to comply, but not to unleash the strategic opportunities that sustainability may bring in terms of competitive advantage.

On a theoretical level, the research confirms the coverage of the addressed literature on the linkage between sustainability, branding, and consumer confidence. External themes resonate with the wider literature pertaining to emotive branding, green consumption, and environmental communication within the hospitality industry (Kandampully et al., 2015; Pomering & Johnson, 2009). ‘Practice versus perception’ as seen at Leonardo Hotel East Midlands The ‘practice versus perception’ gap identified highlights a significant implementation gap that is common in many mid-market hotels – sustainability is an operational practice but remains on the periphery in brand communication.

This study adds value to theoretical concepts and practical implementation through providing a targeted assessment of one mid-sized UK hotel in a fast-growing realm of sustainable tourism. It also delivers practical guidance and strategic recommendations for incorporating environmental responsibility in a compelling and credible brand story.

In conclusion, Leonardo Hotel East Midlands is in a strong line to further enhance its brand image by being sustainable. To do so, it needs to get out of functional compliance and develop a more comprehensive, guest-centric, and emotionally engaging view on communication. The hotel can improve its competitiveness, guest satisfaction, and sustainable hospitality by aligning its operational values with strategic branding and guest expectations.
5.2 Recommendations

The previous chapters highlighted several differences between the shade during installation of Leonardo Hotel East Midlands and what is expected by today’s environmentally conscious guests. The hotel practises operational commitment with eco-conscious installations, waste management and Green Key certification, but this is shadowed in its brand communication. The recommendations are intended to eliminate this execution gap and improve brand authenticity and guest engagement while integrating sustainability at a deeper level within communication and service delivery.

They are based on the results of this study and the current literature available on sustainable hotel marketing, green consumer behaviour, and experiential marketing. They also mirror ambitious targets put forward by major hotel brands and are designed to provide immediate, medium- and long-term implications.

Every recommendation is designed to tackle a strategic opportunity that has been identified from the themes and benchmarking, and the overall aim of the project is to move the Leonardo Hotel East Midlands from a compliance-driven sustainability strategy to a brand where sustainability is both value-led and guest-centric.

5.2.1 Integrate Sustainability Throughout the Guest Journey 

Objective:
The aim is to incorporate sustainability into the entire customer journey, which includes the pre, during, and post-stay phases. This involves not only the operational implementation of environmental values, but also their meaningful communication and experience by the guest.

Rationale:
Scholarly work stresses that in order for sustainability to affect consumer loyalty and trust, it needs to be perceptible and experiential (Han et al., 2009; Schmitt, 2012). What this equates to is that environmental values can no longer be hidden inside back-of-house areas but need to thread through the guest journey via touchpoints that can be meaningful, both functionally and emotionally.

Hotels such as Scandic and Marriott have taken this approach by presenting to guests sustainable, vis-à-vis immersive sustainability experiences—such as lobby-based dashboards featuring energy savings, on-request linen reuse rewards, and environmentally conscious loyalty schemes (Graci and Dodds, 2008). Not only do these practices inform, but they also involve the guest, making them feel like they're giving AND receiving.

Recommended Actions:
1. Pre-Arrival Stage:
· Include sustainability information in booking confirmation emails, such as tips for eco-friendly travel and highlights of the hotel’s environmental initiatives.

· Offer guests the option to opt-in to green stay packages (e.g., reduced housekeeping, sustainable amenities) during booking.

2. Check-In and Stay Experience:
· Feature an interactive digital welcome screen or brochure in rooms, providing stories about the hotel’s sustainability achievements.

· Display real-time environmental impact data in communal spaces (e.g., “This month’s energy savings: 12% vs last year”) to build transparency and interest.

· Introduce optional daily “eco challenges” (e.g., reduce waste, use stairs, refill bottles) with recognition or rewards.

3. Check-Out and post-stay:
· Add a sustainability recap to the digital invoice or post-stay thank-you email summarising the guest’s individual contributions (e.g., “You saved 45L of water by reusing towels.”).

· Invite guests to complete a short survey or share feedback on their experience of the hotel’s green practices.

· Encourage social sharing through a branded hashtag campaign (e.g., #GreenWithLeonardo) and incentivise participation.

Strategic Impact:
With this approach along the guest journey, Leonardo Hotel East Midlands can move from passive communication on sustainability to active guest engagement. Likely, it will facilitate differentiation by positioning the brand as co-creative and, to some degree, open and transparent— highly valued qualities in green tourism markets (Rahman, Park, & Chi, 2015). It also permits the hotel to receive valuable feedback, improve welfare programmes, and develop data-driven marketing content to be able to implement into future branding promotions.

Feasibility:
These actions require minimal investment, leveraging existing digital platforms (email, website, in-room tablets) and staff training. Many elements can be piloted with low-cost prototypes (e.g., signage, print materials) before integrating more advanced technologies.

5.2.3 Empower Employees as Sustainability Ambassadors (Extended)

Objective:
To engage hotel staff as active promoters of sustainability initiatives and brand values, enhancing authenticity and operational effectiveness.

Rationale:
Frontline workers are brand carriers. The findings of Kang, Stein and Heo (2012) support the notion that guests see engaged staff with sustainability as an identifier of brand credibility. Transforming now, the Leonardo Hotel East Midlands also doesn't have a publicly active staff to promote the brand's sustainability.

In addition, an enabled staff can recognise and drive improvements more readily, enhancing the effectiveness of sustainability efforts. Employees’ involvement together leads to organisations' culture fit and creates an alignment towards service consistency (Kandampully et al., 2015).

Recommended Actions:
· Create a “Green Team” of staff volunteers who lead sustainability initiatives and provide feedback on hotel operations.

· Provide training workshops focused on communicating sustainability efforts confidently and consistently to guests.

· Spotlight staff contributions in social media content, hotel newsletters, or wall displays (“Meet Jane, our recycling champion!”).

· Introduce monthly recognition programmes or rewards for staff-led sustainability actions.

Strategic Impact:
Including staff not only builds better internal alignment but also puts human faces on the brand’s sustainability story. This improves transparency, drives operational alignment and helps build a unified, value-based service culture.

Feasibility:
Staff engagement efforts are low cost and are simple to trial in small doses. Management buy-in and formal communication methods (such as WhatsApp groups and staff boards) will support uptake.

5.2.4 Implement Smart Technology for Monitoring and Guest Engagement 

Objective:
To integrate digital and smart technologies into hotel operations and guest experiences to improve sustainability performance and transparency.

Rationale:
And the role of technology in supporting sustainability and shaping the guest experience is important. The World Travel and Tourism Council (2023) also highlights the role of smart energy management, digital guest interfaces, and real-time data in increasing resource efficiency and building customer trust.

At present, we run Leonardo Hotel East Midlands without any form of 'digital' where guests can recognise and engage with their own or the hotel's sustainability behaviour. Without this transparency, the work of the environment stays in the shadows and has less impact.

Recommended Actions:
· Install real-time environmental dashboards in the lobby or website showing metrics such as daily water savings or CO2 reductions.

· Launch a mobile app or web feature where guests can see their sustainability footprint (e.g., linen reuse, low-energy room stay).

· Implement room controls that adjust lighting and HVAC based on occupancy, while allowing guests to view their energy use.

· Use digital surveys to collect guest feedback on sustainability efforts and satisfaction levels.

Strategic Impact:
These devices foster guest engagement, allow guests to make environmentally friendly choices, and provide content supported by reliable data to reinforce the credibility of the brand. They also improve control and enable monitoring of progress and improvement on an ongoing basis.

Feasibility:
While some systems may require upfront investment, scalable tech solutions exist (e.g., dashboard plug-ins, mobile microsites). Pilot testing can be done in a limited number of rooms or over specific campaigns.

5.2.5 Strengthen External Certification and Collaboration

Objective:
To improve trust and market differentiation by leveraging third-party certification and building community partnerships that reinforce the brand’s sustainability ethos.
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Chart 5: Recommendation Matrix: Impact vs. Feasibility
Rationale:
Third-party certifications provide a stamp of approval that enhances brand confidence and diminishes guest scepticism (Robinot and Giannelloni, 2010). Leonardo Hotel East Midlands This report emphatically was NOT one of them. However, as is reflected in this report, there is still much work to be done by Leonardo Hotel East Midlands to effectively transmit the fact that it holds Green Key certification in a reader-friendly and convincing manner.

More specifically, scholarly work is emerging that emphasises a local partnership approach, which is important not only to develop genuine guest experiences but also to act as a tool to showcase social sustainability (Graci and Dodds, 2008). Collaborations with local environmental or social groups can add dimension to the brand story or provide content for campaigns.

Recommended Actions:
· Include a detailed explanation of what Green Key certification means on booking pages and in-room materials.

· Use QR codes linking to short videos or infographics explaining the hotel’s audit process, goals, and current progress.

· Form partnerships with local environmental groups or charities and offer guests optional volunteer experiences or donation opportunities during their stay.

· Highlight community impacts (e.g., funds raised, meals donated, trees planted) through website updates and social media posts.

Strategic Impact:
The hotel builds its credibility and emotional pull by raising awareness and adopting local partnerships based on third-party credentials. It also creates goodwill in the community and casts the brand as socially responsible — not only environmentally sound.

Feasibility:
These initiatives are low-impact and incremental, beginning with activities that require minimal commitment, such as community events and local procurement, to establish credibility in the supply chain. Most schemes offer free or inexpensive digital media for communication usage, and partnerships do not need to be extensive.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Green Key Eco-Certification Criteria Summary

Source: Green Key Global (2024)

	Category
	Example Criteria

	Environmental Management
	Existence of sustainability policy, staff training, sustainability KPIs

	Waste
	Recycling, composting, reduction of single-use plastics

	Energy
	Use of LED lights, energy-efficient appliances, renewable energy

	Water
	Water-saving devices, leak monitoring, guest reuse options

	Guest Information
	Visible signage, sustainability education materials

	Involvement and Social Responsibility
	Community engagement, staff participation, supplier ethics


Source: Green Key Global (2024) Eco-Rating Program Criteria. Available at: https://www.greenkey.global/ (Accessed: 10 April 2025).

Appendix B: Sustainable Travel Trends – Key Statistics from Booking.com Report

Source: Booking.com (2022)

	Survey Item
	Result

	Percentage of global travellers who believe sustainable travel is essential
	81%

	Percentage who say they want to stay in sustainable accommodation
	74%

	Percentage who feel it is difficult to find sustainable options
	33%

	Top motivations for choosing sustainable stays
	Reduce impact, support local communities

	Preferred sustainable practices
	Energy saving, water conservation, plastic reduction


Source: Booking.com (2022) Sustainable Travel Report. Available at: https://globalnews.booking.com (Accessed: 15 May 2025).

Appendix C: Hotel Sustainability Benchmarking Summary

Source: Comparative analysis based on official brand websites and published sustainability reports (Leonardo Hotels, Premier Inn, Holiday Inn, Scandic Hotels; Accessed: April–May 2025).

	Hotel Brand
	Certification Displayed Online
	Guest-Facing Communication
	Interactive Guest Features
	Sustainability Reports Published

	Leonardo Hotel East Midlands
	Yes (Green Key, minimal detail)
	Low
	None
	Corporate level only

	Premier Inn
	Yes (Energy & CSR)
	Moderate
	Limited
	Annual, brand-specific

	Holiday Inn
	Yes (IHG Green Engage)
	High
	Moderate
	Annual, brand-specific

	Scandic Hotels
	Yes (Nordic Swan & others, detailed)
	Very High
	Extensive
	Detailed, brand and hotel-specific
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