
Despite the urgent need to reduce 
global carbon emissions, the hotel 
industry faces numerous barriers 
to implementing carbon reduction 
programmes. Why is it so difficult 
for hotels to reduce their carbon 
footprint, and why do so many 
hotel managers remain bystanders 
in the fight against global warming? 
To help answer these questions, 
t h e  S H T M ’ s  D r  E r i c  C h a n 
conducted in-depth interviews with 
senior hotel executives in Hong 
Kong. The findings provide novel 
insights into barriers to carbon 
reduction by hotels and – perhaps 
most importantly – strategies to 
overcome them.

A Global Problem

Every industry worldwide needs to 
contribute to reducing greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions to build a 
more sustainable planet. Tourism 
is responsible for around 8% of 
global GHG emissions, and hotels 
play a big part in this problem, 
notes Dr Chan. Every day, they 
consume “large amounts of energy, 
water and non-recyclable products” 
to provide high-quality services for 
hotel guests “around the clock”.

There are many types of GHGs, 
but carbon dioxide emissions are 
“the main factor leading to global 
warming”, explains the author. 
Although hotels are making efforts 
to reduce their carbon emissions, 
progress so far has been limited. 
Most hotels aiming to shrink their 
carbon footprint focus on reducing 
the energy consumed by heating, 
ventilation and air conditioning 
systems. However, this may not 
be enough. Dr Chan points out 
that carbon reduction should also 
target other hotel services, such 

as laundry services, production 
processes and transport, which are 
rarely considered.

 “Not many hotels emphasise 
comprehensive carbon footprint 
reduction in their environmental 
programmes”, adds Dr Chan. Given 
the sheer variety of hotel services 
and amenities, assessing carbon 
emissions in the hotel context 
can be a lengthy process. Hotel 
managers may be reluctant to 
introduce such initiatives because of 
a lack of environmental knowledge 
or the need to involve multiple 
stakeholders. “Anecdotal evidence 
indicates that hotel managers have 
begun to discuss their carbon 
footprint”, says the researcher, “but 
very few know how to implement 
a comprehensive programme that 
optimises reduction”.

C l e a r l y ,  a s  D r  C h a n  n o t e s , 
“many hotels are still standing 
at the crossroads” in terms of 
carbon footprint reduction. Yet 
few studies have attempted to 
“investigate what prevents hotels 
from implementing various carbon 
footprint reduction programmes”. 
Without such knowledge, there is 
little chance of persuading hotels 
to join other sectors in the fight to 
reduce carbon emissions.

Hotel Managers’ 
Perspective

T o  h e l p  f i l l  t h i s  g a p  i n  t h e 
l i terature, Dr Chan conducted 
a qualitative study to find out 
exact ly  “what  prevents hote l 
managers from focusing on carbon 
footprint reduction in the hotel 
context”. He interviewed 22 hotel 
managers, executives and other 
exper ienced employees who 

were “highly involved in hotel 
environmental policy planning and 
implementation”. The majority of 
the respondents worked in four- 
or five-star hotels in Hong Kong, 
ranging from independent hotels to 
local and international chains.

The interviews were designed to 
get a better understanding of the 
hotel managers’ personal views 
and perceptions of the barriers that 
prevented them from implementing 
reduction programmes and to 
identify “possible remedial actions”. 
Drawing on the l iterature, the 
researcher rigorously coded and 
analysed the interview transcripts. 
He identified seven main barriers 
–  four  indus t ry  bar r ie rs  and 
three organisational barriers – to 
implementing a comprehensive 
c a r b o n  f o o t p r i n t  r e d u c t i o n 
programme.

Industry Barriers

The difficulty of measuring a hotel’s 
carbon footprint was mentioned 
by “almost all” of the informants, 
reports Dr Chan. This problem is 
certainly not unique to the hotel 
industry.  Many organisat ions 
struggle to reduce emissions due to 
the “absence of relevant systems 
and standardised approaches to 
carbon auditing”. However, there 
are so many items and areas to 
consider in a hotel’s operations that 
“many hotels do not know how 
and where to start”.

It is clear that a formal method of 
measuring hotels’ carbon footprints 
needs to be developed to enable 
hotels to “track the GHG emissions 
and carbon footprint of different 
operations and service delivery 
processes”. Dr Chan suggests that 

Saving the Planet, One Hotel 
at a Time

A Fairer Deal for Older 
Workers

The managers described both 
positive and negative stereotypes 
o f  o lde r  employees .  On  the 
pos i t i ve  s ide ,  o lder  workers 
were believed to have a lower 
turnover rate and better work 
att i tudes. The managers also 
va lued  the  sav ings  made  in 
training costs from employing 
older workers. Unfortunately, the 
hotel industry tends to be less 
invested in developing the skills 
of older workers, who are unfairly 
thought of as less “trainable”. To 
address some of these issues, 
the researchers recommend that 
employees of all ages be given 
access to on-the-job training, which 
“should be designed to facilitate 
cooperation between younger and 
older employees”.

The managers  a lso  repor ted 
skewed negative perceptions of 
older workers, whom they believed 
to have more health problems, 
longer recovery times, and higher 
insurance and medical costs. In 
fact, such age-related differences in 
health insurance costs are negligible 
for hotels. They may even be 
offset by the savings brought by 
the lower turnover rate of older 
workers. “This stereotype may 
deter managers from employing a 
greater proportion of older workers 
in the future”, warn the authors.

Job suitability assessments were 
commonly inf luenced by the 
perceived appropriate age for a 
job. The roles of laundry attendant, 
kitchen porter, and security guard 
were considered best suited to 
older workers. In the hotel sector, 
a large proportion of back-of-
house roles are already held by 
those aged over 50. Some of 
the managers claimed that older 
employees feel more comfortable 
with and communicate better 
with colleagues of a similar age. 
However,  as s t ressed by the 
researchers, opportunities for older 

workers should not be limited in 
this way; they should be fairly 
considered for “every position, 
including guest contact positions, 
if their qualifications match the job 
requirements”.

Many of the interviewees regarded 
older workers as better suited 
to low-skilled jobs and younger 
workers as better suited to highly 
skilled and front-of-house jobs. 
They severely underestimated the 
competence and experience of 
older workers. Indeed, although 
older workers were perceived as 
having strong customer service 
skills, resulting from their rich 
exper ience,  managers  rare ly 
regarded them as suitable for 
front desk positions, potentially 
due to their “less youthful physical 
appearance”.

This reveals a need for much 
more fairness in the recruitment 
process. “Hotel managers should 
reduce their age stereotyping 
and focus more on a person’s 
abilities, knowledge, and previous 
work experiences when making 
hiring decisions”, recommend the 
researchers.

Towards a More 
Inclusive Industry

Facing the economic burden of 
population ageing, it is becoming 
increasingly important for Hong 
Kong and other ageing societies to 
boost the employment rate of older 
people. The hospitality industry 
is no exception. Employing older 
workers would not only reduce 
turnover but also help hotels to 
respond to the needs of senior 
customers, a rapidly growing 
m a r k e t  s e g m e n t .  T o  o f f s e t 
managers’ skewed perceptions 
and suitability judgments, diversity 
t ra in ing  programmes should 
be provided for all employees. 
“This would increase employees’ 
understanding of and improve their 

attitudes toward age diversity,” the 
researchers conclude.

Cheung, Sau Yin and Woo, Linda 
(2021). Age Stereotypes and 
the Job Suitabil i ty of Older 
Workers from Hotel Managers’ 
Perspect ives. Internat ional 
J o u r n a l  o f  H o s p i t a l i t y 
Management, Vol. 92, 102932.

POINTS TO NOTE

• People aged over 50 make up a very 
small proportion of hotel employees.

• Hotel managers report negative 
stereotypes of older people that 
damage their appraisal of the job 
suitability of older applicants.

• Employing older workers would 
reduce turnover and help hotels 
meet the needs of senior guests, a 
rapidly growing segment.

• Hotels should focus on eliminating 
age stereotyping in the application 
process and provide d ivers i ty 
training for all employees.
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COVID-19 has devastated the 
g l o b a l  r e s t a u r a n t  i n d u s t r y . 
Developing effective strategies to 
recover from this major blow will 
be crucial in the coming months 
and years. One such strategy, 
according to the SHTM’s Professor 
Brian King and co-researchers, 
may be media coverage. Public 
confidence in eating out can only 
be regained if and when restaurants 
and diners cooperate to reduce 
the spread of COVID-19, such as 
through sanitation- and hygiene-
related measures. However, the 
precise influence of the media 
on the emotions, thoughts, and 
behaviours of diners has not 
been properly characterised. With 
crucial implications for the global 
restaurant industry, this timely 
study explores the potential of 
media messages to encourage 
COVID-19 preventive behaviours 
among restaurant-goers in Taiwan.

Reopening Restaurant 
Doors

Restaurants have had a rough 
ride during the past couple of 
years, with grievous losses in both 
sales and jobs. “Consumers have 
shown extreme reluctance to dine 
out”, note the researchers, “due 
to lockdowns, social distancing 
measures, and general caution 
towards places where people 
congregate”. In Taiwan, food and 
beverage sales saw the steepest 
drop ever  recorded in 2020. 
Clearly, restaurants in Taiwan 
and beyond must now regain lost 
ground and salvage what remains 
following the crisis.

Improvements are anticipated 
as restaurants finally begin to 
resume operations. “Strong, pent-
up consumer demand has been 
forecast as dining room doors start 
re-opening”, the authors report. 
Yet public confidence in dining 

out can only be restored if and 
when measures for preventing the 
spread of COVID-19, such as hand-
washing and social distancing, 
are fully implemented. This will 
require effort from diners as well as 
restaurants.

“ H o w e v e r ,  c u s t o m e r s  a r e 
reluctant to change their habits”, 
the researchers warn, “thereby 
challenging the effectiveness of 
restaurant efforts to communicate 
t h e i r  C O V I D - 1 9  p r e v e n t i v e 
measures”. I f  communication 
is key, the media may offer a 
useful channel. By making people 
more aware of the risk posed 
by COVID-19, the researchers 
hypothesise, media coverage may 
encourage restaurant-goers to 
behave prudently to reduce that 
risk.

So far, however, this topic has 
received surprisingly little attention 
in the literature. To fill this gap, the 
researchers set out to determine 
whether the preventive behaviours 
of restaurant-goers in Taiwan 
were influenced by exposure and 
attention to media coverage of 
COVID-19. “Understanding public 
perceptions of COVID-19 risks 
that have been acquired through 
media is critical for shaping future 
behavioural changes”, say the 
authors. Their findings enhance our 
understanding of “the deployment 
of media by and about hospitality 
in managing crises”.

Media Messages

In  the  absence o f  f i r s t -hand 
k n o w l e d g e  o f  C O V I D - 1 9 , 
individuals usually turn to the 
media for advice. Restaurant-goers 
are no exception. Many people 
in Taiwan, for example, have 
encountered guidance on dining 
out that has been released to the 
media by the Taiwan Centers for 

Disease Control. This public health 
body recommends “choosing 
restaurants that enact prevention 
and safety measures”, report the 
researchers.

Other than fulfilling their duty to 
disseminate practical public health 
information, media outlets can 
magnify “the importance of what 
the public sees and/or hears in the 
news”. This, explain the authors, 
can bring about intense emotional 
reactions, such as fear. Reports that 
emphasise certain components of 
an issue can also stimulate public 
interest in and attention to those 
components.

Attent ion to media is dist inct 
from simple media “exposure”. 
These two dimensions of media 
engagement could play completely 
different roles in shaping risk 
percept ions and preventat ive 
behaviours. It is thus essential 
to scrutinise the effects of both. 
“ M e d i a  e x p o s u r e  m e a s u r e s 
whether individuals have come 
into contact  wi th some form 
of media”, assert the authors, 
“whereas media attention provides 
a more deliberate measurement 
of content”. Yet few studies have 
compared the effects of media 
attention and exposure, usually 
opting to examine one or the other.

Noting the lack of research on the 
impact of media communications 
on the hospitality industry, the 
researchers sought to determine 
how media exposure and media 
attention, respectively, affected the 
preventive behaviours of restaurant 
customers during the COVID-19 
pandemic. To gain more detailed 
insights, they also probed the roles 
of risk perception and fear in these 
relationships. Using the established 
Stimulus–Organism–Response 
model, the researchers predicted 
that exposure and attention to 
media coverage of COVID-19 

Dining Out During a Pandemicindustry representatives such as 
the Hong Kong Hotels Association 
could help to set up “carbon 
footprint certificates” and lead 
the development of methods to 
“quantify carbon footprint inputs 
and outputs”.

Another important industry barrier 
was the lack of a strong mediator 
in the hotel industry to “help drive 
and promote carbon footprint 
reduction”. This barrier could be 
reduced by identifying a strong 
mediator, such as an association of 
hotel owners, to promote carbon 
reduction and provide appropriate 
training.

Changes  to  ho te l  amen i t i e s 
and services to reduce carbon 
emissions may af fect  guests ’ 
hotel experiences. Therefore, 
balancing the interests of different 
stakeholders is also important for 
the successful implementation of 
a reduction programme. “Hotel 
manage r s  need  t o  p romo te 
the advantages of reducing the 
carbon footprint to their target 
stakeholders”,  says Dr Chan, 
“perhaps by developing a green 
hotel marketing programme”. It is 
important to communicate “reliable 
and user-friendly” information on 
the benefits of carbon reduction 
to encourage both internal and 
external stakeholders to participate 
in the implementation process.

The hotel managers interviewed 
generally agreed that a carbon 
reduction programme represents 
a risky investment because it is 
unlikely to lead to cost savings. 
Hotel managers must consider 
the return on investment for the 
business, which can make them 
reluctant to invest in a programme 
with no immediate return. Given 
the costs of retrofitting existing 
hotels, Dr Chan proposes that 
more effort should be put into 
designing “green hotels” with all 
of the “necessary facilities and 
technologies” from the outset.

Organisational 
Barriers

Some informants identified a lack 
of understanding about carbon 
emissions and carbon reduction 
as a significant organisational 
barrier to implementing reduction 
programmes.  One in formant 
n o t e d ,  “ I f  t h e  c o n c e p t  w a s 
simplified and more people learnt 
about it, I think it would then 
be widely applied”. According 
to  Dr  Chan,  more  educat ion 
may be needed to help industry 
professionals understand the 
various ways they can reduce their 
carbon footprint. One informant 
sugges ted  tha t  in te rna t iona l 
ho te l  b rands  cou ld  take  the 
lead by developing a “model 
and carbon footprint manual or 
audit”. Hotels associations should 
also be encouraged to “organise 
more relevant activities” such as 
workshops and sharing activities.

The lack of initiative from hotel 
owners due to the extra resources 
a n d  i n v e s t m e n t  n e e d e d  t o 
implement a reduction programme 
represents  a  fur ther  bar r ie r . 
Although guests might appreciate 
such a programme, it is unlikely to 
be their main concern, so investing 
in new equipment and technology 
is not seen as a priority. The 
informants also expressed the view 
that more government support is 
needed to help owners implement 
new initiatives.

The third organisational barrier to 
be identified through the interviews 
was  the  l ack  o f  s takeho lder 
coordination and support, which is 
necessary for the implementation 
of carbon reduction programmes 
involving “many different areas, 
items and delivery processes”. 
Dr Chan suggests that managers 
need to consider the characteristics 
of external stakeholders such 
as suppliers and hotel guests to 
develop engagement programmes. 
T h e y  s h o u l d  a l s o  c o n s i d e r 
promoting shared responsibility for 
carbon reduction among hotel staff. 

Furthermore, notes Dr Chan, senior 
executives “could demonstrate 
their commitment by act ively 
participating in the programme to 
model the behaviour required and 
influence their subordinates”.

A Step towards 
Sustainability

Reducing the hotel industry’s 
carbon footprint is no easy task: 
the  i s sues  a re  complex  and 
numerous barriers need to be 
overcome.  Never the less ,  Dr 
Chan’s study is an important 
step towards understanding the 
specific challenges facing hotels 
and identifying ways to overcome 
them. The recommendations of 
the study will hopefully encourage 
hotel executives to consider how 
they can develop and implement 
more comprehens ive carbon 
footprint reduction programmes 
by “improving their understanding 
of the main barriers and possible 
strategies to reduce them”.

Chan, Eric, S.W. (2021). Why Do 
Hotels Find Reducing their 
Carbon Footprint Diff icult? 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f 
Contemporary  Hosp i ta l i ty 
Management,  Vol. 33 No. 5, 
pp. 1646-1667.

POINTS TO NOTE

• The hotel sector needs to make 
more effort to reduce its carbon 
footprint.

• To  do  so ,  t he  i ndus t r y  mus t 
overcome numerous challenges at 
both the industry and organisational 
levels.

• Internal and external stakeholders 
need to be engaged to support 
and implement carbon reduction 
programmes.

• Hotel managers and staff need more 
education about how to assess and 
reduce hotels’ carbon footprint.
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