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                This essay addresses an academic critical analysis of sustainability practices in the hospitality industry through Marriott International's Serve 360 as a main case study. The main goal is to assess how effective Marriott's sustainability efforts are and to determine whether the measures are being pursued due to legitimate environmental interest, economic benefits, or brand image enhancement purposes. The analysis borrows from extensively documented aspects of the Serve 360 programme, such as energy efficiency, waste reduction, ethical sourcing, and community engagement, and places these practices within more general theoretical contexts such as the Triple Bottom Line, Stakeholder Theory, and Greenwashing Theory. The assessment goes beyond superficial description, seeking to probe the underlying motivations and actual-world effects of Marriott's sustainability claims. Moreover, the question addresses the conflict between commercial expansion needs and ecological stewardship, asking to what degree efforts at sustainability embody profound change rather than strategic adaptation or public image management. The general implications for the hospitality sector, including in terms of benchmarking for sustainability, certification practices, and shifting customer expectations, are also addressed. This wide-ranging examination assists in enhancing knowledge of corporate sustainability in a globalised and highly competitive service sector.
Since the world is getting more and more environmentally friendly, major hotel chains are being pushed to demonstrate their efforts in sustainability.  One of the hotel chains leading the sustainability force is Marriott International with its initiative known as Serve 360.  The campaign slogan, "Doing Good in Every Direction," has a continuum of various sustainability efforts comprising, including but not limited to, energy consumption, waste minimization, ethical buying, and community footprint activities (Marriott International, 2023). Whereas the sustainable efforts look earnest, this essay will analyse their significance, and whether Marriott's sustainability measures are a sign of a true concern for the environmental dimension, economic returns, or brand image restoration.  The critique employs Marriott as a test case and employs theories such as Triple Bottom Line, Stakeholder Theory, and Greenwashing Theory to deconstruct underlying concerns and implications for industry from sustainability efforts. Serve 360 is aligned with four strategic pillars that present a commitment towards environmental and social responsibility. As per Inkson and Minnaert, (2018), pillars include objectives for the reduction of carbon emissions, responsible procurement, diversity and inclusion strategies in recruitment, and increased resilience in communities.  Specifically, Marriott has committed in 2025 to registering a 30% reduction in carbon intensity, a 15% reduction in water intensity, and a 45% waste reduction in landfills. Additionally, the corporation has committed to sourcing 95% of its top 10 priority categories responsibly and ensuring that all its properties attain a recognized sustainability certification, including LEED or Green Key. At first glance, according to Wickham, Donnelly and French, (2021), these goals give an impression of a company very serious about sustainability. However, such commitments tend to be entangled with business efficiency objectives and competitive differentiation and thus require unwrapping the actual motivations behind them.
The Triple Bottom Line model, as conceptualized by John Elkington, suggests that companies ought to aim for not just profit, but also people and the planet. Marriott's strategies tend to conform to this model in looks. For instance, the use of LED lighting, smart thermostats, and low-flow water fixtures dramatically lessens the environmental impact of its operations. Nevertheless, Jauhari, (2021), has contradicted that these technologies also offer enormous cost savings, thus presenting economic incentives for Marriott to adopt them regardless of environmental ideals. Such dualism makes it challenging to determine whether sustainability is being sought as an ethical obligation or as a cost-cutting mechanism. In reality, the reasons are probably on a continuum where environmental and economic interests reciprocally support each other, and not mutually opposing. More sceptically, as per Guerra-Lombardi et al., (2024), the Greenwashing Theory warns against company sustainability initiatives that are more style than substance. Marriott's widespread promotion of its Serve 360 initiative, through websites, annual reports, and social media, raises doubts that the strategy may serve as much of a branding tool as a change mechanism. Initiatives such as the prohibition of plastic straws and the encouragement of towel reuse initiatives tend to be low-effort, high-visibility measures that enhance public relations without addressing the systemic issues related to climate change and resource loss. While these efforts do carry some environmental advantages, their visibility in Marriott's communications strategy may also serve to generate consumer goodwill more than stimulate radical sustainability shifts.
Khatter et al., (2021), have argued that the connection between brand reputation and sustainability becomes even more apparent when looking at changing consumer tastes. Studies indicate that tourists, particularly younger segments, are more likely to favour environmentally responsible businesses. Marriott's green badges and sustainability certifications on booking sites enable it to attract these audiences and stand out from competitors. Sustainability is not only a requirement but also a competitive edge, especially in a congested worldwide hospitality industry. It also potentially provides a competitive edge for Marriott because they show adherence to industry benchmarks like BREEAM and Green Key, and become part of an exclusive group of environmentally accredited operators, thereby becoming more appealing for corporates to show they are upholding their ESG commitments (Choy et al., 2021). A further motivation is uncovered via Stakeholder Theory which asserts that organisations do have a duty to take account of the interests of all those stakeholders who may be affected by their actions - not merely shareholders. Marriott's Serve 360 is a commitment to the local community, diversity recruitment and inclusive behaviours, which is an indicator of recognition of more general stakeholder expectations. For instance, their efforts in promoting the employment of refugees, investing in the education of youth and working in disaster relief are positively affecting the social fabric in the communities where Marriott operates. As per Barakagira and Paapa, (2024), such efforts foster community trust, and through such efforts enhance employee satisfaction, while positively affecting Marriott's reputation as a socially responsible employer and partner. But while these are worthwhile effects, the business rationale for participating in the activity is also compelling (Duric and Potočnik Topler, 2021). By investing in communities, Marriott is not only making a social difference but also creating a social license to operate, mitigating reputational risk and lowering workforce turnover, all of which are tangible business advantages.
Transparency and accountability are key dimensions for measuring the effectiveness of any corporate sustainability plan. With its creation of Serve 360 reports in compliance with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standard, Marriott conveys its strong commitment to assess and report its performance in terms of sustainability (Khalil et al., 2024). The reports show how Marriott fares along various environmental and social performance metrics, as well as shedding light on the sustainability vision of the company. However, a critical eye must also acknowledge that such reports are by and large self-created and from a success perspective, not one of failure. In addition, long-term objectives like their stated aim to become net-zero by 2050 border on a promise without doing anything in the short term, and third-party validation (Rehman et al., 2023). This puts a premium on industry benchmark comparisons and third-party audits to balance out the influence of subjective reporting and selective reporting of success. Marriott's sustainability efforts must also be measured against its growth trajectory. As per Calisto et al., (2021), as one of the world's largest hotel chains, Marriott is expanding globally through new property openings, specifically targeting emerging economies as well as niche tourist markets. This continuous business model, by its very nature, escalates its consumption of resources, energy and carbon footprint, even if supported by efficiencies in operations. Although Marriott incorporates green building methods, modular design, and renewable energy sources in certain endeavours, the model of ever-expanding growth seems to be at variance with the ideologies of preservation of nature (Pereira et al., 2021). The conflict reveals the limits to corporate sustainability in a capitalist system that values ever-continuing enlargement and profitability.
In addition, Marriott's sustainability agenda will have to be measured against its competitors' approaches. Initiatives such as Hilton's Travel with Purpose and IHG's Journey to Tomorrow are part of a larger movement towards sustainability becoming an industry norm. In this scenario, as per Gunduz Songur et al., (2023), sustainability is no longer a matter of morality but a market expectation, fuelled by customer demand, investor pressure, and regulatory anticipation. Marriott's move will thus be reactive as much as proactive, dictated by the imperative to stay ahead of the competition rather than lead based on innovation (Maté-Sánchez-Val and Teruel-Gutierrez, 2022). This culture of benchmarking, raising the overall sustainability bar, also threatens to bring about a box-ticking mentality, wherein compliance is prioritized over re-analysing the business model in itself. Strategically speaking, Acampora et al., (2022), have argued that Marriott's sustainability initiatives have pluses that extend beyond environmental considerations. They enhance operational efficiency, help attract talent, build investor confidence, and obtain institutional partnerships. From the perspective of Porter's Five Forces, such efforts lower risks from suppliers with sustainable sourcing, reinforce customer loyalty with green branding and set up barriers to entry by investment in certification and technology (Prakash et al., 2023). In order to this extent, sustainability becomes a tool of competitive strategy, integrated into the business model as an opportunity rather than a restriction.
However, as per Chandran and Bhattacharya, (2021), sustainability demands more than effective management, it demands a paradigm shift in the way that businesses measure success. While Marriott's Serve 360 demonstrates that environmental and social responsibility can be aligned with business goals, its incremental approach is insufficient to meet the transformational change required to confront the pressing issues of climate change, resource depletion, and social inequality. Until Marriott is willing to take on the environmental price of its own expansion, and perhaps refocus on what sustainable hospitality actually means in practice, its claims to sustainability will be subject to question (Shanti and Joshi, 2022). Marriott's Serve 360 initiative evidenced a strong and multi-faceted approach to sustainability that has borne fruit for the environment, the communities, and the company itself. However, a careful analysis discloses that these initiatives are not motivated by pure environmental concern alone. Instead, they are motivated by a combination of economic incentives, competitive needs, and the need to maintain a good public image. Although the outcomes of these initiatives are mostly positive, they are not always motivated by pure altruism. The embedding of sustainability within Marriott's business model is most effectively understood as a strategic imperative in an increasingly dynamic market. In this way, as per Varelas et al., (2021), its success is not simply in its direct environmental or social impacts, but in its power to harmonize corporate interests with the interests of society as a whole. The challenge in the future is to make sure that this harmony produces fundamental, systemic change, and not marginal improvements that reinforce the status.
In conclusion, Marriott International's Serve 360 strategy offers a total and strategically balanced sustainability approach responding to the hospitality industry's core environmental and societal issues. The essay points out that although the program advocates commendable aims elucidating carbon reduction, ethical sourcing and cooperation with local communities have a mix of intricate and interconnected motivations. The research identifies clear-cut aspects of sincere concern for the environment, yet economic efficiency and brand image remain top motivations for Marriott's sustainability agenda. Paying attention to devices like the Triple Bottom Line, Stakeholder Theory, and Greenwashing Theory illustrates the two-sided nature of such practices as ethical duty and business interest. Marriott's dedication to certifications that have been acknowledged and transparency in terms of reported action means gathering genuine activities, but always interjected with the still growing organization that is dependent on self-reported improvement raises the level of dedication to change on sustainability as well as the genuineness of the change into question. In short, Serve 360 describes how sustainability can be made operational as part of this company's corporate strategy and describes the limitations of market-based environmentalism. In order to advance hospitality sustainability beyond incremental change, the industry needs to rethink fundamentally growth frameworks and migrate toward more systemic and transformative approaches emphasizing ecological balance rather than short-term gains.
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