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Script 

Hello, my name is Andrew Smailes, and welcome to my TED Talk. The issue I’m going to focus on today is 

Change Slide

Innovative uses of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in promotional material. We will look at Opportunities and challenges presented, an evaluation of potential responses, and finally a summary and some conclusions. I am focusing and basing my case study on one particular hotel organisation, Hilton Hotels and resorts, and so let’s move on to give you a brief introduction and overview of the organisation. 
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Hilton hotels and resorts is a leading global hospitality company. The original company was founded by Conrad Hilton in 1919 when Conrad, on his way to purchase a bank, bought The Mobley, a local hotel in Cisco, Texas instead. The first of the Hilton chain of hotels opened in Dallas in 1925, and from there went onto pioneer innovations ranging from air conditioning and cold running water in 1927 through to being the worlds first hotel with television in 1947 and introducing the world’s first multi-venue reservation system in 1948. Today the brands portfolio consists of 23 worldwide brands, such as the iconic Waldorf-Astoria, DoubleTree, Tru and Signia by Hilton stretching across 126 countries, over 7,500 properties and 1.1m rooms. 

So what are the opportunities and challenges faced by the group when it comes to CSR and marketing? 
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Opportunities 
It is clear there has been a massive change in consumer values in recent times, and a significant opportunity to increase both the revenue generated and the consumer opinion of the Hilton organisation. Issues such as climate change and environmental decline and inequality, whether it be economic or social have become increasingly important to consumers, particularly those of a younger generation. To put that into context, approximately 90% of companies listed on the S&P 500 index published a CSR report in 2019, compared to just 20% in 2011. Furthermore, 41% of millennial investors spent significant time and effort into understanding a companies ethos and CSR policies and practices before investing, compared to 27% of Gen X and just 16% of baby boomer investors. This clearly shows that these issues are of great importance to a demographic that the Hilton organisation is looking to appeal to. It is clear that there is a correlation between implementing CSR policies and increased sales and revenue, as evidenced by a study in the Canadian Science Journal in 2020 which analysed data regarding the annual revenue of Nike and Apple for a 6-year period before and after implementation of CSR policies. The data suggested 7 times increase in revenue for Apple and 2 times for Nike after CSR policy implementation. Revenue growth increased particularly after implementation, negating an argument that factors other than CSR contributed to the growth. This demonstrates there is considerable benefit in adopting CSR practices, which the organisation has done, for example the partnership with Clean the world resulting in 31 million bars of soap being recycled and redistributed by Hilton customers. The challenge is how this is marketed strategically and effectively to maximise this revenue potential. 

Challenges faced
The two primary challenges I wanted to focus on when faced with promoting CSR are avoiding making exaggerated, or worse false, claims in respect of ethical work being undertaken by the organisation, which has now coined the phrase ‘greenwashing’ and also how to make the data accessible and engaging to the consumer. 

Greenwashing 
The term ‘greenwashing’ has been adopted to describe how an organisation may try to attract consumers interested in environmentally friendly and sustainable travel by promoting how eco-friendly they may be when in fact they are not. This practice can be particularly damaging for genuinely eco-friendly organisations, as it can sometime be difficult for the consumer to tell the difference. Of particular concern with regards to promotional material is the use of ‘green’ language or images to attract eco-consumers with either vague or no evidence to support this. Using buzzwords or phrases such as ‘eco’, ‘green’ ‘natural’, or ‘sustainable’ should be avoided in promotional material unless there is some empirical evidence to support the claim. 

Accessibility and engagement 
Annually, the Hilton group publishes a report detailing performance against their Environmental. Social and governance strategy. The strategy is entitled ‘travel with purpose’.  The report goes into great detail regarding the CSR projects and work being undertaken by the organisation, and provides some great statistics to demonstrate progress however the report runs to 71 pages and is not easily accessible (I had to specifically search for it online) The challenge is to make this information more readily available to consumers in order to best promote the ethical work the organisation is undertaking.
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So, how do we respond to these challenges in order to maximise the opportunity presented?. 
With regards to the challenge of ‘greenwashing’  – be bold, but back it up!. There are some easy steps that can be taken in order to promote the work being undertaken by the organisation, without the potential of negative perceptions associated with greenwashing. These include:

Setting SMART Targets – A good way to avoid making vague and potentially misleading claims is to set SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time Bound) targets. An example of this would be ‘to reduce carbon emissions by 20% by 2025’ rather than ‘to be carbon neutral in the future’ as the former claim is verifiable and can be measured for accuracy. 
Be transparent – This is vital to avoid any potential greenwashing issues, and promotional material can play a vital part in this. If the organisation is going to make a claim about it’s environmental credentials, this needs to be backed up with evidence of evidence of what has been achieved, ideally verified by a reliable and credible outside source. A genuine claim will increase consumer confidence that the organisation is actually doing what it is purporting to be doing, rather than a vague, unverifiable claim with some green language attached. 
Promote and market achievements – A properly verified, measurable achievement to reduce environmental impact or improve sustainability could have a substantial effect on improving consumer confidence and loyalty to the organisation, with the additional benefit of increasing revenue, so should be a powerful marketing tool. But people connect more with the human aspect behind the statistics, so make that part of promotional material – getting those affected to tell their story and publish this widely via social media or targeted marketing will make a difference. 
Pros – Will improve public perception of organisation, increase revenue.
Cons – Will take time and effort to validate information 
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With regards to accessibility and engagement an innovative and well received promotional campaign can have a massive impact on profitability and the image of the organisation, again there are a few steps that can be taken to maximise the potential: 

Promote the organisation’s values – Sharing the companies’ values and mission is a crucial first step for consumers to buy into what they are trying to achieve; social media is a great way to instantly start spreading the word and highlight the organisation’s social responsibility agenda. 

Show what employees are doing to support CSR work – as stated before, consumers respond well to the ‘human’ aspect over data. Again, social media channels would be a good way to highlight staff embodying the CSR values. 

Embrace Social Media – Analysis by Kepios shows there were 5.07 billion social media users as of April 2024, equating to 62.6% of the total global population. Imagine what a difference tapping into that opportunity would make. Driving down further, analysis shows that YouTube far outstrips even WhatsApp and Facebook for usage.  

Use Multimedia content – To really engage with consumers use photos, videos and infographics to inform and communicate with them. 

Pros –  Will help increase consumer awareness of CSR initiatives, thereby increasing consumer perception of organisation. Increased use of social media will increase brand awareness. 
Cons – Content would have to be verified for accuracy. 
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In conclusion, adopting and promoting CSR policies and initiatives really is a win-win. The Hilton organisation can tap into the ever-increasing number of consumers who are aware of environmental and social issues and base their purchasing around this, thus increasing potential revenue whilst minimising environmental damage. 
That’s not to say that there are not challenges to overcome, mainly around the issue of potential greenwashing, and ensuring the CSR message and work being done is delivered in an accessible and engaging way. I believe that with some verifiable innovative promotional material, primarily based around social media showcasing the steps being taken by the organisation this could reach the maximum amount of potential consumers and set the standard as to how CSR can be marketed with the hospitality industry. 
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