
From smart room key systems 
to robot concierges, advanced 
technologies are now the norm 
i n  many  ho t e l s .  I n  a  wo r l d 
on the brink of cl imate crisis, 
env i ronmen ta l  t e chno log i es 
should be no exception. Curiously, 
however, the hospitality industry 
is lagging behind in its adoption of 
eco-friendly technologies. In the 
first empirical study of its kind, the 
SHTM’s Eric Chan and two co-
researchers asked what exactly is 
holding hoteliers back in their quest 
to “go green”. Their findings will 
prove invaluable as the industry 
takes its next steps towards a 
smarter and more sustainable 
future.

Saving the Planet
Hotels are 24/7 operations that 
offer personalised services geared 
towards comfort and pleasure. 
Inevitably, this comes at a cost. 
Every time a guest orders room 
service, takes a bath, or turns on 
the television, more energy and 
water are consumed and more 
waste is generated. No guest wants 
to find a half-used bar of soap or 
unwashed linen upon arrival – 
and these days many customers 
demand and expect the very latest 
amenities, from ultrafast WiFi to 
power showers.

How can hote ls  reduce the i r 
consumption and waste without 
c o m p r o m i s i n g  c u s t o m e r s ’ 
experience? On the surface, the 
answer seems clear. Hotels are 
no stranger to using technology 
to improve the efficiency of their 
operations and attract customers, 
and green technologies offer a 
multitude of benefits. “Installing 
env i ronmen ta l  t e chno log i es 
not only helps to protect our 
planet”,  say the researchers, 
“but also improves a company’s 
environmental performance and 
reduces utilities expenses”.

Pr ice-conscious hotel iers can 
save money by installing energy-
saving technologies such as low-
flow shower-heads, solar hot 
water col lector systems, and 
decomposers that liquefy leftover 
food. Adopting such technologies 
could also align hotels with the 
green image that customers are 
increasingly willing to support. 
Some travellers even actively seek 
out environmentally responsible 
h o t e l s .  I n  a  2 0 1 2  s u r v e y , 
TripAdvisor found that 71% of 
the respondents were keen to 
make eco-friendly choices when 
travelling.

Why ,  then ,  a re  ho te l i e r s  so 
s low to adopt environmental 
technologies? In Hong Kong, a 
few upscale hotels have seen their 
reputations improve and profits 
rise since installing occupancy 
sensors, headboard coolers, and 
air conditioning control, amongst 
o t h e r  i n n o v a t i v e  s o l u t i o n s . 
However, uptake is still surprisingly 
low. Despite the advantages of 
environmental technologies, the 
researchers tell us, “many hotels 
remain hesitant”. To understand 
why so many hoteliers avoid or 
delay adopting environmental 
technologies, the researchers’ first 
task was to investigate the biggest 
barriers to implementation.

Obstacles to Progress
For hotels, the decision to adopt 
env i ronmen ta l  t e chno log i es 
can hinge on both external and 
internal factors. External barriers to 
installation include resistance from 
local governments and weather 
conditions that hinder the use of 
renewable energy. Hotels may 
also face internal barriers, such as 
physical constraints on technology 
installation, budget limitations, 
and a lack of manpower. “These 
barriers”, warn the researchers, “are 
likely to reduce the motivation of 

senior hotel management to adopt 
the technologies unless they are 
essential to survival”.

Al though survival  is  the core 
concern of any business, hotels 
d i f f e r  i n  t h e i r  d e f i n i t i o n  o f 
“essential”. A chain hotel with 
400 rooms might benefit more 
in the long run from investing in 
environmental technologies than 
will a smaller, independent hotel 
that cannot afford the initial outlay. 
As underlined by the researchers, 
“ h i ghe r  i n i t i a l  c ap i t a l  co s t s 
negatively affect views on green 
construction and environmental 
management”.

F i n a l l y ,  a  l a c k  o f  t e c h n i c a l 
knowledge  can  make  ho te l s 
r e l uc t an t  t o  adop t  any  new 
t e c h n o l o g i e s  –  e s p e c i a l l y 
environmental ones. “Despite 
i n c r e a s i n g  d e m a n d  f o r 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y  f r i e n d l y 
p r o d u c t s ” ,  t h e  r e s e a r c h e r s 
explain, “hotel managers may 
encounter difficulties in balancing 
good se rv i ce  p rov i s ion  wi th 
environmental performance”. For 
instance, installing water restrictors 
in shower-heads may reduce water 
flow and pressure.

Due to the striking lack of empirical 
research on hotels’ adoption of 
environmental technologies, the 
importance of these potential 
barriers has remained elusive – until 
now. “Do different types of hotels 
encounter the same barriers?” the 
researchers wondered. “Will hotels 
that are currently implementing a 
formal environmental management 
system encounter fewer barriers?”

Surveying Hotel 
Employees

The next step was to learn first 
hand about the most important 
b a r r i e r s  t o  e c o t e c h n o l o g y 

Making Ecotechnology Worth It 
For Hotels

to customers who are staying 
for leisure rather than business, 
celebrating a special occasion, or 
travelling from abroad. However, 
as one respondent mentioned, 
sometimes the hotel receives 
more than 50 upselling bids a day. 
Therefore, when deciding whom 
to choose for upselling, it is difficult 
to take other factors into account 
apart from the potential increase in 
revenue.

The professionals also tended to 
focus on customers who booked 
the most basic rooms, because this 
makes it easier to find options for 
upselling, such as a larger room, 
a sea or harbour view, or club 
access with free breakfast, tea, 
and cocktails. Indeed, data from 
the second study showed that the 
“most popular upsells” were from 
a standard city view room to a 
standard harbour view room, and 
from standard city and harbour 
v iew rooms to c lub c i ty  and 
harbour view rooms.

Online Versus Offline 
Upselling

There was a general consensus 
among the industry professionals 
that online and offline upselling 
“go hand in hand”, as there are 
advantages and disadvantages 
of both approaches. Front-desk 
upselling has the advantage of 
offering a larger customer base, but 
it is only possible to sell un-booked 
rooms on a single day, whereas 
online upselling can take place a 
few days before arrival. Online 
upselling offers greater involvement 
for customers because they select 
the price they are willing to pay 
rather than the hotel setting the 
price, as is the case with offline 
upselling.

The industry professionals were 
d iv ided in  the i r  op in ions  on 
whether online upselling affects 
front-desk upselling. However, 
as one respondent pointed out, 
overall, only 30-40% of customers 
book directly or through an online 
t rave l  agency,  leav ing  many 

customers whom “front office staff 
can approach for upselling during 
check-in”. This suggests that online 
upselling will not replace front-desk 
upselling in the near future.

The findings of the second study, 
in which data were collected from 
UpsellGuru, confirmed that online 
upselling was not a substitute for 
front-desk upselling. In terms of 
the revenue brought in by the two 
channels, revenue from online 
upselling was greater overall than 
from offline upselling, yet during 
several months of the study this 
trend was reversed. In general, 
upse l l ing  revenue inc reased 
considerably after the introduction 
of UpsellGuru, partly because the 
change prompted the hotel to 
make its front-desk offers “more 
attractive to customers” by making 
the room prices more comparable 
with those offered online.

Hence ,  on l ine  upse l l ing  has 
cer ta in ly  not  had a  negat ive 
effect and both channels help to 
increase revenue. As the researcher 
explains, it is likely that “the type 
of customers that choose to bid for 
upselling” differ from those who 
“respond positively to front-desk 
upselling offers”.

An Omni-Channel 
Approach

Of all the practical implications of 
the study, writes the researcher, 
“perhaps the most important one 
is the need to move away from 
treating each upselling channel as 
independent”. The two channels 
are complementary rather than 
substitutive, yet currently they “are 
not streamlined and aligned”. By 
taking a “more unified view” of 
customers, hotels can align their 
marketing efforts to maximise 
upse l l ing across both onl ine 
and front-desk channels. The 
key to achiev ing th is  “omni-
channel approach to upselling” 
i s  to  unders tand cus tomers ’ 
preferences better by collecting 
data that “go beyond the strategies 
hotels implement now”. An omni-

channel approach also enables an 
“integrated, seamless experience 
ac ross  mul t ip le  dev ices  and 
touchpoints”.

Overall, the researcher advises 
hotels to continue to invest in 
front-desk upselling. To ensure 
i ts success she suggests that 
employees such as front-desk staff 
should be “trained on the methods 
and importance” of data collection, 
and should receive “specialised, 
regular training in upselling”.

More Questions than 
Answers

This exploratory study provides 
an interesting overview of current 
upselling approaches in the hotel 
industry. It clearly shows that 
there is room for both online 
and offline upselling channels, 
as long as they are aligned and 
streamlined. Nevertheless, as the 
researcher concludes, the study 
“opens up more questions than it 
actually answers about upselling 
in the hospitality industry” and 
further research is needed to 
better understand how to achieve 
the omni-channel approach and 
improve data collection to “generate 
a single view of the customer from 
all distribution channels”.

Basak Denizci Guillet (2020). Online 
Upsel l ing:  Moving Beyond 
Offline Upselling in the Hotel 
Industry. International Journal 
of Hospitality Management, Vol. 
84, 102322.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Upselling is an important revenue 

management strategy for hotels.

• Online and offline upselling may 
complement or compete with each 
other.

• Evidence from this study suggests 
that they are complementary and 
hotels should invest in both.

• Collecting plentiful customer data is 
key to successful upselling.
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Tourism around the world is 
reeling from the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and Hong 
Kong’s once vibrant industry is no 
exception. The path to recovery 
i s  unc lea r .  In  such  ex t reme 
circumstances, is it even possible 
for tourism businesses to plan 
for the future? The answer is yes, 
say SHTM researchers Hanyuan 
Zhang and Haiyan Song – but only 
if we can predict the unpredictable. 
In a study offering new hope for 
an industry on its knees, they 
and two colleagues developed a 
pioneering method of forecasting 
tourism demand in times of crisis. 
Crisis brings opportunit ies as 
well as challenges. Thanks to this 
game-changing new forecasting 
approach, the tourism industry 
may  even  emerge  f r om the 
pandemic stronger than before.

Black Swan Events

In 2020, the outbreak of COVID-19 
spel led disaster  for  soc iet ies 
worldwide, leaving no industry 
untouched.  Wi th  t rave l  bans 
and lockdown measures rapidly 
implemented across continents, 
tourism received a crushing blow. 
In Hong Kong, COVID-19 hit an 
industry already weakened by 
recent social unrest. Within just a 
few months, the number of visitors 
arr iving in the ci ty had fal len 
by more than 80%. Travellers’ 
confidence in Hong Kong as a 
destination was at an all-time low.

Even t s  l i k e  t he  pandemic  – 
incredibly rare and unpredictable, 
with the power to change the 
course of world history – are 
known as “black swan” events. 
The tourism industry is no stranger 
to their devastating effects. “Despite 
its importance,” the researchers 
warn, “tourism is also one of the 
most vulnerable industries”. In 

recent decades, for example, Hong 
Kong tourism has suffered major 
losses due to black swan events 
such as financial crises and the 
SARS epidemic.

Because they are so rare, black 
swan events are almost impossible 
to prepare for. Recovery is equally 
challenging, because what lies 
ahead is so unpredictable. This is 
a serious problem for the tourism 
industry, the researchers tell us, 
because “tourism businesses and 
organisations rely on recovery 
forecasting when preparing their 
c r i s i s  recovery  p lans” .  Mos t 
importantly, they need to know 
how and when travellers are likely 
to return.

Predicting the 
Unpredictable

Normally, organisations facing 
difficulties look to the past for 
guidance. They use forecasts 
g e n e r a t e d  b y  t r a d i t i o n a l 
approaches, which are based on 
historical data, to inform their 
decisions on everything from 
budgeting to sales. However, 
old roadmaps are of l itt le use 
in a landscape transformed by 
crisis. “Statistical methodologies,” 
the researchers warn, “cannot 
capture the impacts of sudden 
unanticipated events, such as 
diseases, disasters, or other crises.”

In such cases, the human touch 
is needed. Working quickly to 
assess the fast-moving situation, a 
panel of experts use their wisdom 
and discretion to adjust statistical 
fo recas t s .  Th i s  i s  known as 
judgemental forecasting. However, 
this method also has drawbacks. 
For example, the researchers 
note, “it might be biased by the 
panel members’  opt imism or 
pessimism”.

Clear ly,  in the wake of black 
swan events like the pandemic, 
traditional methods of forecasting 
are simply not good enough. In 
these uniquely turbulent times, 
the researchers realised, what the 
tourism industry needs is “a more 
systematic and reliable forecasting 
method that incorporates the 
advantages of existing forecasting 
methods”.

A Pioneering Approach

Faced with this challenge, the 
researchers offered a ground-
breaking solution. “We describe 
the f i rs t  a t tempt  to  combine 
three methods”, they explain, 
“to generate ex ante forecasts of 
the recovery of tourism demand 
in response to the unanticipated 
effects of crises”. Their novel “belt 
and braces” approach not only 
combines the strengths of statistical 
and judgemental forecasting but 
also minimises sources of human 
bias, such as wishful thinking.

Focusing on Hong Kong, the 
researchers first created baseline 
statistical forecasts based on past 
data: how many tourists would 
have arrived if the pandemic had 
not happened? They took into 
account the cost of holidaying in 
Hong Kong, the cost of travelling to 
alternative destinations, the income 
levels of tourists from different 
source markets, and other unique 
characteristics of these source 
markets.

Next, the researchers presented 
the i r  base l ine  forecas ts  to  a 
carefully selected panel of tourism 
experts, including both academics 
and practitioners. The experts were 
invited to adjust the researchers’ 
stat ist ical  forecasts based on 
their first-hand knowledge of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Focusing 

Light at the End of the Tunnel
adoption. The researchers sent a 
questionnaire to Hong Kong hotel 
employees likely to be involved 
in purchas ing envi ronmenta l 
technologies and planning their 
instal lat ion. The respondents 
ranged from general managers and 
finance directors to staff responsible 
for environmental management 
systems. Although many of the 
hotels boasted green awards, 
employed specialists responsible 
for environmental programmes, or 
had green committees, fewer than 
30% of them planned to obtain 
green certification within the next 
year.

The questionnaire contained 22 
statements describing potential 
b a r r i e r s  t o  t h e  a d o p t i o n  o f 
environmental technologies (e.g., 
“Usual ly,  new environmental 
technologies are very expensive”). 
The hotel employees were asked to 
rate each of these statements from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). The researchers analysed 
the responses of 102 employees 
from 74 hotels to find out which 
barriers to adopting environmental 
technologies were the most off-
putting.

Top Three Barriers
A t  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  l i s t  w e r e 
un favourab le  env i ronmenta l 
cond i t i ons .  “Be fo re  spec i f i c 
environmental technologies can 
be adopted, implemented and 
mainta ined,” the researchers 
e x p l a i n ,  “ t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g 
e n v i r o n m e n t ,  w e a t h e r  a n d 
orientation must be considered”. 
Physical environmental constraints 
d i s c o u r a g e  m a n a g e r s  f r o m 
adopt ing  such techno log ies , 
especially those designed to harvest 
renewable energy. “For example, 
a lack of direct sunshine means 
insufficient solar energy, making 
solar technology unfeasible,” the 
authors note.

The answer may be to start with 
small-scale projects that yield 
swift and palpable benefits. “Once 
an environmental  technology 
pos i t ive ly  cont r ibutes  to  the 

company’s financial statement”, say 
the researchers, “senior managers/
owners can be encouraged to 
support the adoption of larger scale 
environmental technologies that 
require additional manpower, time 
and money”.

The second major barrier was 
a lack of green knowledge and 
experience. As this barrier most 
strongly affected hotels with no 
green incentives or programmes, a 
logical solution is to create a formal 
structure to promote environmental 
management. As the researchers 
note, “an audited, well-developed 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l  p r o g r a m m e 
can improve hotel employees’ 
knowledge of  env i ronmenta l 
technologies and access to network 
support”.

The hotel employees surveyed 
were also concerned that a single 
contractor would monopolise 
after-sales service for each new 
environmental technology. This 
was the third major barrier to 
ecotechnology adoption. “It is 
risky for a hotel to rely on one 
service provider when the service 
may  in f luence  ho te l  gues t s ’ 
experiences”, the researchers 
tell us. Consulting with multiple 
dealers on after-sales service 
and maintenance options would 
put hotels “in a better position to 
negotiate with dealers to achieve a 
win–win situation”, they suggest.

Finally, the researchers found 
that  di f ferent types of  hotels 
e x p e r i e n c e d  t h e s e  b a r r i e r s 
d i f f e r e n t l y .  F o r  e x a m p l e , 
employees a t  in ternat iona l ly 
branded chain hotels, which pride 
themselves on globally consistent 
service quality, were particularly 
c o n c e r n e d  t h a t  a d o p t i n g 
environmental technologies would 
damage guests’ experience. In 
such cases, the researchers note, 
“hotel managers could educate 
their customers by developing 
an effective green marketing plan 
that promotes the hotel’s green 
facilities, services and other green 
activities”.

In Hoteliers’ Hands

This study, the first of its kind, 
sheds light on why hotels are 
lagging behind in their adoption of 
environmental technologies. It also 
suggests comprehensive solutions. 
In reality, external barriers such 
as a lack of government support 
are largely out of hoteliers’ hands. 
H a p p i l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  i n t e r n a l 
barriers – which are the major 
h indrances to envi ronmenta l 
technology adoption, according 
to  the  researchers  –  can  be 
addressed head on. Starting small 
and gradually developing their 
green knowledge, for example, 
will help hotels to reduce their 
environmental footprint while also 
saving money. Overcoming each 
of the barriers identified by the 
researchers will enable hotels to 
contribute more meaningfully to 
environmental protection – saving 
the world one sensor-controlled 
lightbulb at a time.

Eric S.W. Chan, Fevzi Okumus 
and Wilco Chan (2020). What 
Hinders Hotels’ Adoption of 
Environmental Technologies: A 
Quantitative Study. International 
J o u r n a l  o f  H o s p i t a l i t y 
Management, Vol. 84, 102324.

POINTS TO NOTE
• “Green”  techno log ies  he lp  to 

protect the environment and save 
businesses money, but hoteliers are 
often reluctant to adopt them.

• The  ma in  ba r r i e r s  t o  ho t e l s ’ 
adoption of ecotechnologies include 
environmental constraints and a lack 
of green knowledge.

• International/chain hotels and small 
independent hotels perceive different 
barriers to environmental technology 
adoption.

• T o  o v e r c o m e  b a r r i e r s  t o 
ecotechnology adoption, hotels 
should start small, develop their 
green knowledge, and consult 
multiple after-service providers.
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