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Waste Management Strategies in Budget Hotels: Reducing Food, Plastic, and Energy Waste


Abstract

This research paper explores the contemporary theme of waste management within the hotel and hospitality sector, with a focus on budget hotels and the reduction of food, plastic, and energy waste. Using a secondary data  qualitative method and the application of a PEST analysis, the study assess how political, economic, social, and technological factors influence sustainability practices across the industry. Moreover, based on stakeholder theory and the review of current academic literature, this conference paper critically examines the opportunities and barriers faced by budget hotels in implementing effective waste management strategies. Case studies from major hotel chains such as Hilton, Marriott, and Premier Inn are used to illustrate best practices. Moreover, the analysis highlights the disparity between policy and practical implementation in resource-limited environments. The research also identifies the main drivers of guest expectations, regulatory compliance, and technological innovation, and concludes with recommendations. These include enhancing staff training, introducing affordable monitoring tools, engaging guests, and securing financial and technical support. The findings imply that while challenges persist, budget hotels can contribute to achieving sustainability goals.




Introduction
This conference paper investigates the contemporary theme of waste management within the budget hotel sector, with an emphasis on the reduction of food, plastic, and energy waste. The responsible management of waste has become increasingly important in the hotel and hospitality industry considering the need to reduce the sector’s environmental footprint through sustainable operations. As per Camilleri (2016), sustainability is no longer optional, it is a strategic imperative for tourism businesses to preserve long-term competitiveness.
The hospitality industry consumes large amounts of energy and natural resources. As a result, it generates large waste through food overproduction, excessive use of single-use plastics, and less efficient energy systems (Khatter, 2023). When considering the perspective of budget hotels, they are facing challenges in implementing green practices because of limited financial and human resources (Khatter et al., 2019). On the other hand, there is rising demands from governments and environmentally conscious tourists for hotels to align with net-zero targets (Chaudhary, Singh, and Ghosh, 2024).
This theme is relevant from the perspective of regulatory developments such as the UK’s Environment Act 2021 and international agreements like the Glasgow Declaration for Climate Action in Tourism. As a result, effective waste management has become a compliance issue  and also a strategic factor in operational efficiency, customer satisfaction, and reputation management (Farooq et al., 2022).
Literature Review

Considering the need to address environmental degradation and the increasing awareness of corporate responsibility, sustainability has become a central principle in hospitality management, in the last years. In 1987, the Brundtland Report defined sustainability as meeting present needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own (United Nations, 2025a). In the context of business operations, including the hotel and hospitality sector, sustainability encompasses three interconnected dimensions: environmental, social, and economic responsibility, or the triple bottom line (Elkington, 1997). Tribe (2009) and Costa and Costa (2022) proposed that sustainable hospitality practices are essential for balancing operational efficiency with environmental stewardship and social accountability.
This research focuses on the particular area of waste management within the broader concept of sustainability, from the perspective of the sustainable practices implemented by budget hotels. According to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), responsible waste management aligns with Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and Production. This goal requests a substantial reduction in waste generation through prevention, reduction, recycling, and reuse (United Nations, 2025). Khatter (2023) emphasises that waste management is, at the same time, a technical issue, a governance and a behavioural challenge. In hospitality, sustainable management of waste requires the integration of policy, employee training, guest engagement, and technological innovation (Khatter, 2023).
From the academic and theoretical perspective, waste management is generally linked to stakeholder theory and systems theory. Freeman (1984) asserted that businesses must consider the interests of all stakeholders, namely employees, customers, suppliers, and the environment, instead of focusing on profit maximisation. This view can be considered relevant in hospitality, because in this sector, stakeholders influence and are influenced by sustainability practices (Khatter et al., 2019). Furthermore, the systems theory is relevant for this topic, because it emphasises the interrelation of business functions and their environment.  This theory also supports the idea that sustainable waste management must be integrated into hotel operations, procurement, marketing, and customer service (Brotherton and Wood, 2008).
In tourism industry, sustainable waste management includes initiatives that aim to prevent waste, improve recycling and composting, and reduce the use of single-use items. Khatter (2023) lists the main elements of these practices, namely minimising food waste through portion control and inventory monitoring, replacing plastic amenities with refillable alternatives, and improving energy efficiency using smart appliances and new behavioural attitudes. These waste management practices contribute to environmental conservation and operational cost savings (Martin-Rios, Hofmann, and Mackenzie, 2020), making them attractive to budget hotel operators who must balance sustainability with profitability (Calisto et al., 2021).
There are strong statistical evidences supporting the growing adoption of sustainable waste practices. According to a study by Khatter et al. (2019), almost three quarters of leading hotel chains reported the implementation of sustainable policies and practices (ESPPs), including waste reduction. However, the study also found a difference between chain-affiliated and independent hotels. The smaller, non-affiliated budget hotels are lagging behind due to financial and informational barriers. Additionally, even in the largest hotel chain are found discrepancies. For example, while Premier Inn and Travelodge have adopted corporate policies to eliminate plastic items and minimise food waste, the actual implementation varies across properties depending on location and staff engagement (Khatter et al., 2019).
Marriott International’s Serve 360 Marriott aims to reduce waste-to-landfill by 45% and food waste by 50% from a 2016 baseline by the end of this year (Marriott International, 2023). Moreover, Marriott launched a global Food Waste Reduction Rally in 2023 to encourage hotels to share food waste reduction practices and data (Marriott International, 2023). Another example is Hilton’s Travel with Purpose programme, which aims to cut environmental impact in half by 2030 using thorough waste audits, digital tracking systems, and staff training (Hilton, 2023). From the perspective of waste management, Hilton implemented food waste reduction programs in their kitchens, eliminating plastic use, recycling and repurposing, composting and waste-to-energy incineration (Hilton, 2023). These two examples show the feasibility and effectiveness of structured waste management practices when they are backed by leadership and embedded into operations.
Current trends in hotel waste management include, for instance, motion-sensor lighting, automated HVAC systems, and AI-driven waste monitoring to optimise energy use and reduce waste (Costa and Costa, 2022). Moreover, many hotels encourage guests to reuse towels, sort waste, and opt out of daily room cleaning. According to Booking.com’s 2022 Sustainable Travel Report, 81% of travellers want to stay in eco-friendly accommodations, and over 60% say they are more likely to book a hotel that clearly communicates its sustainability efforts (Booking.com, 2022).
On the other hand, Khatter (2023) emphasise that hotels still engage in greenwashing, using sustainability as a marketing tool. Greenwashing affects consumer trust and creates brand damages (Nisa, Mendoza, and Shamsuddinova, 2022). Another challenge is the lack access to reliable sustainability data, certified suppliers, and government incentives for smaller hotels (Khatter et al., 2019). 
To sum up, the literature revised largely agrees that effective waste management in the hospitality sector is both a sustainability necessity and a business opportunity. Stakeholder theory, technological innovation, and the alignment with the UN’s SDGs can help budget hotels to reduce their environmental impact and enhance their reputation and guest experience. Large hotel chains are making progress related to sustainable goals, but independent and budget hotels need support to overcome structural and resourcing barriers. 



Methods
This paper employs a qualitative approach based on secondary data analysis (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2015) to examine sustainable waste management practices in budget hotels. The literature review included data collection from current academic journal articles, industry reports, sustainability frameworks, and credible web-based publications from sources such as Sustainability, the International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, and reports from global hotel brands such as Hilton and Marriott. Moreover, a PEST analytical framework was employed to evaluate the macro-environmental factors influencing waste management in the hospitality sector. This assessment is necessary when aiming to identify external pressures and opportunities impacting budget hotel operations. Furthermore, the stakeholder theory was employed to examine how internal and external stakeholders influence and are influenced by waste management policies and practices. 
The study provides a critical evaluation of the application of sustainable waste practices, particularly in the context of budget hotel environments, based on the methods above.


PEST Analysis

The PEST analytical framework was employed to evaluate the macro-environmental factors influencing waste management in the hospitality sector
Political Factors
In general, government policy influences waste management strategies in the hospitality sector. In the UK, recent legislation such as the Environment Act 2021 impose businesses, including hotels, to adopt more effective waste separation and reporting systems (DEFRA, 2021). This legislation includes compulsory food waste separation and increased landfill taxes. As a result, these laws are imposing hotels to formalise sustainability strategies. The Glasgow Declaration on Climate Action in Tourism has also prompted hotels to align with national net-zero goals (UN Tourism, 2025).
Large hotel chains such as Hilton and Marriott have responded by including waste reduction within corporate social responsibility plans and sustainability reporting (Hilton, 2023; Marriott International, 2023). As mentioned above, the situation is different for budget hotels, because they lack the capacity to interpret, implement, or monitor compliance with these new legal requirements. 
Thus, the political pressure can drive positive environmental action, but the uneven implementation and resource requirements can increase the gaps between large hotel groups and independent budget hotels. To mitigate this situation, political frameworks must be put together with accessible training, grants, and support for small-scale operators within the hotel sector.

Economic Factors

It can be asserted that in general, economic conditions directly influence the extent to which hotels can prioritise and invest in sustainable waste management practices. Budget hotels, with reduced profit margins, regularly face difficulties in considering eco-friendly alternatives or technologies such as smart meters, automated lighting, or composting systems (Khatter et al., 2019). In these cases, the initial capital investment is a significant barrier, even if these investments could lead to long-term savings.
Due to geopolitical instability and other market factors, the recent rise in energy prices and inflation in food costs has unexpectedly been a determinant for waste reduction, particularly energy and food waste. For example, some Premier Inn hotels have installed motion sensors and smart thermostats to reduce energy use (Premier Inn, 2025). 
In contrast, global chains such as Hilton and Marriott benefit from economies of scale, which can increase the investment in their sustainable infrastructure (Hilton, 2023; Marriott International, 2023). Moreover, these large hotel chains are more able to absorb initial costs for these investments, and to justify spending via integrated CSR strategies and shareholder expectations. On the other hand, budget hotels need subsidies or financial incentives from government or industry groups to overcome the investment in sustainable waste management practices.

Social Factors
There are also important social factors that influence hotel waste management policies. For example, public awareness of environmental issues has led to a rise in eco-conscious consumer behaviour. According to Booking.com (2022), over four fifths of travellers prefer to book environmentally responsible accommodations, and more than half are willing to pay more for such services. This trend in preferences puts pressure on hotels to transparently demonstrate their sustainable efforts. As already mentioned above, many hotels have removed single-use plastics, implemented linen reuse programmes, and introduced waste-sorting bins in guest rooms. These visible initiatives that include the customers can help build trust and meet ecological demands.
However, there is a risk of greenwashing. For example, in budget hotels, where staffing levels and training may be limited, guest engagement in sustainable practices can be inconsistent (Khatter et al., 2019). Social trends represent drivers of change, but to implement more efficient and sustainable waste management practices requires a stronger focus on staff training and internal cultural change (Khatter, 2023).

Technological Factors
The advancements of technology provides important tools for waste management, regarding tracking, reducing, and improving waste disposal. Innovations such as energy-efficient lighting, sensor-controlled HVAC systems, digital food inventory management, and smart bins can help hotels to streamline operations and reduce their environmental impact (Khatter, 2023). Hilton, for example, uses cloud-based energy and waste tracking systems to monitor its environmental footprint in real time; thus, the organisation can identify inefficiencies and reduce waste across properties (Hilton, 2023). Marriott also employs AI-based platforms to minimise overproduction in kitchens and adjust lighting and temperature to reduce energy consumption (Marriott International, 2022).
On the other hand, smaller hotels often operate with outdated systems and limited IT support, which reduces the chances to implement novel technologies. Moreover, without training or a clear implementation strategy, technological tools can be underutilised or misapplied. The benefits of technology are significant, but real impact requires investment in human capital alongside hardware (Sima et al., 2020). To mitigate this disparity, industry associations and technology providers must support small-scale hotel operators, to increase the adoption of effective waste-reduction technologies.

Conclusion

In summary, effective waste management became essential for the sustainability of the hotel industry, including the budget segment. Political, economic, social, and technological factors generally determine a positive change, but small hotels face significant challenges in implementation because of their limited resources and infrastructure. To address this issue, it is required support through funding, training, and affordable technologies for this segment. Moreover, budget hotels can reduce waste, improve efficiency, and contribute to environmental goals by considering guest expectations and regulatory demands.

Recommendations

Based on the evaluation of waste management practices in the hospitality sector, the following recommendations are provided:

1. Invest in staff training and sustainability culture
Budget hotels should prioritise staff training regarding sustainability awareness, daily practices, and compliance with waste regulations. Khatter (2023) emphasised that without internal commitment, sustainability efforts remain superficial. Moreover, a sustainability culture should be nurtured within these organisations.

2. Implement low-cost monitoring and tracking tools
Affordable tools such as smart thermostats, LED lighting, and simple digital waste tracking apps can reduce energy and food waste (Khatter et al., 2019). Governmental support platforms or industry partnerships could help smaller hotels to implement them.

3. Enhance guest engagement 
Encouraging guests to contribute to sustainable practices can strengthen a hotel’s sustainable efforts. Visuals reminding guests to sort waste, reuse towels, or reduce food waste during breakfast buffets can positively influence behaviour (Camilleri, 2016). 

4. Implement internal auditing
Regular internal audits can help find gaps between policy and practice in hotels, as well as encourage accountability. Large chains such as Hilton and Marriott integrate sustainability audits into their management systems, which could be simplified and adapted for smaller hotel operators (Hilton, 2023; Marriott, 2022).

5. Seek financial and technical support from government and industry bodies
To overcome barriers to implementation, budget hotels should engage with government sustainability grant programmes and hospitality associations offering guidance, toolkits, and funding. Collaborative industry efforts, such as shared waste collection services or training schemes, can reduce costs and improve access to best practices (Khatter, 2023).
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