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This chapter aims to provide hotels, academia and students with a
multidimensional sustainability grid, the S-WELL (sustainability for
well-being), which represents different types of hotel sustainability as
phases of an evolutionary process. The S-WELL focuses on competi-
tive sustainability strategies and sustainable hotel practices, based
on a model with two axes: the vertical axis is built on the hotel’s need
to manage the business with an economic concern while simultane-
ously building a competitive advantage through external concerns
that derive from sustainability challenges. The horizontal axis looks
at the hotel’s need to create shareholder value while also contribut-
ing to societal value creation aimed at well-being. The four quadrants
that represent different types of hotel sustainability are compliance,
CSR, managing for the TBL and societal well-being, respectively. The
S-WELL is an analytical tool for understanding and challenging hotel

sustainability strategies and practices to benefit society at large.



118 Sustainability in Hospitality: How Innovative Hotels are Transforming the Industry

Introduction

In the face of troubling scientific facts and figures about the unsustainable state
of our economy and environment, an increasing number of hotels have engaged
in some form of activity regarding sustainability over the past few years. Whether
named as CSR, green environmentalism, social justice or sustainability, corporate
leaders are feeling pressure to address environmental and social concerns along
with financial performance (Holliday, 2001; Livesey & Kearins, 2002). Hotels, in par-
ticular, are in a context squeezed between the push of legislation, the pull of con-
sumer pressure groups and economic concerns related to cost savings (Goodno,
1994). The business case for cost savings is already well understood, and hotels
have focused primarily on cost savings as the initial step in their multi-faceted sus-
tainability journey (Chong & Verma, 2013). The most cited benefit of sustainable
business practices is, in fact, cost reduction (Landrum & Edwards, 2009; Hitchcock
& Willard, 2009; Bohdanowicz et al., 2004; Hobson & Essex, 2001).

Cost savings is largely associated with “green credentials”; thus, several authors
have long criticized the tourism industry, in particular the hotel industry, for its
limitation to the environmental dimension to become “sustainable” (Font & Har-
ris, 2004; Roberts & Tribe, 2008). Yet Kernel (2005) considers taking environmental
initiatives as the initial step towards sustainability in tourism enterprises according
to the four-step model for sustainable development; and further challenges organi-
zations to go further to include social and ethical aspects as well as integration in
the community.

Indeed, some forward-thinking hotel companies are successfully finding new
opportunities in social and environmental issues to create new corporate strate-
gies, business models and collaborative partnerships while simultaneously serving
their shareholders. Their approaches vary widely from activities related to compli-
ance to next-practice platforms in the form of collaborative partnerships.

A review of literature suggests that companies often go through stages starting
with simple, easy to implement strategies and progressing towards more complex
and potentially rewarding approaches (Mirvis & Googins, 2009; Hoffman & Bansal,
2012). This seems to hold true for the hospitality industry, as well. While the nature
and number of stages differ, nearly all hotels first engage with sustainability by
focusing on legal or voluntary compliance, with the aim of saving costs, managing
economic risks and opportunities, and increasing shareholder value. Once hotels
have learnt to manage risks and efficiencies through compliance, many of them
further evolve to engage in CSR activities such as charity projects and community
involvement that reflect deeply held values. As McGehee et al. (2009) assert, CSR
is largely viewed as a separate area via donations of goods, services and volunteer
hours. In the hotel industry, CSR projects are believed to lead to guilt-free hotel
operations, enhanced corporate reputation in the eyes of eco-minded hotel guests
and even attraction of new guests (Euromonitor International, 2012).
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Once hotels have enjoyed the benefits of simultaneously managing internal
efficiencies and being socially responsible across hotel boundaries, they tend to
easily recognize the relevance and the need to respond to social and environmen-
tal concerns in addition to economic concerns. With broadened focus on stake-
holders, a growing number of hotels create value not just as a side effect of their
business activities, but also as a result of deliberately defined goals addressed at
specific environmental and social issues, or stakeholders. Marriott International
can be considered a good example of this type of business sustainability: its staff
diversity, community involvement and anti-corruption policies relate to the hotel
chain’s social concerns; its CO, footprint, LEED building certification and “reduce,
reuse and recycle” programme relate to its environmental concerns; and its invest-
ment for sustainable actions relates to its economic concerns.

Hotels that have advanced to this point try to innovate, produce and report
measurable results in well-defined sustainability areas through organizational
transformation. Although this is a big step from creating shareholder value to cre-
ating social, economic and environmental values, the business case is still the over-
arching driver to manage these so-called TBL concerns and values. As Deale (2013)
asserts, although environmental and social sustainability matter to hoteliers, it is
economic sustainability that is pivotal to their very existence.

However, in today’s business context of increasing economic, social and envi-
ronmental uncertainty, individually, almost every organization is unsustainable to
solve societal challenges alone. Furthermore, giving corporate success an economic
value does not entail that such businesses should be, or are in practice, valued by
society. Judging hotel sustainability solely in economic terms misses the key fact
that economic sustainability is a means to an end, not an end in itself. A strong and
healthy hotel financial performance may be desirable, but it is desirable because it
allows its various stakeholders to get on with doing the things that are really impor-
tant—Iliving happy, fulfilling lives. In other words, additional corporate wealth does
not represent an efficient way to significantly increase the much-needed societal
well-being societies seek. Moreover, the model of unending economic growth,
which we have been following, is taking us beyond our environmental limits.

In this light, the case for a more meaningful purpose of business sustainability
becomes compelling: to act as positive change agents of an interconnected ecosys-
tem, starting off with societal challenges and contributing to societal well-being
as an ultimate goal of corporate sustainability endeavours. To solve societal chal-
lenges, hotels would need to ask themselves, “How can we contribute to resolving
pressing sustainability issues with novel products, services or business models that
are impossible to achieve alone?” or “How can we enhance the positive common
good by doing new things with others?”

The conceptualized framework, the S-WELL grid, aims to contribute to the liter-
ature on hotel sustainability, drawing attention to the evolving phases of hotel sus-
tainability with regard to the type of concern and the type of value created. Hotels
need to manage the business with an economic concern while simultaneously
building competitive advantage through external concerns such as sustainability
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challenges. Furthermore, hotels need to create shareholder value while also con-
tributing to societal value creation. A number of frameworks and models have
taken shareholder value into consideration in corporate sustainability (Elkington,
1997; Orsato, 2006; Nidumolu et al., 2009; Porter & Kramer, 2011). However, none
of these conceptualized works has examined types of hotel sustainability in light
of both shareholder value and societal value. In this respect, the S-WELL serves as
an analytical tool to understand and challenge existing and emerging sustainable
hotel practices and strategies with relevance to an ideology of sustainability that is
much needed: societal value creation.

More importantly, the S-WELL grid, with its focus on societal well-being as the
most advanced hotel sustainability phase, can be described as a radical and robust
proposal to guide the direction of future hotel sustainability efforts to benefit soci-
ety. Business leaders can use this sustainability grid to fundamentally re-evaluate
hotel sustainability strategies that have long been established within well-defined
sustainability areas, often with focus on “green” credentials.

Rethinking hotel sustainability through a holistic
“well-being” lens

A holistic worldview necessitates system thinking whereby everything is related in
some way and each part and each person in the business can contribute towards
more sustainability (Landrum & Edwards, 2009). A key issue to become a truly
sustainable company is the integration of different actions and sectors of society,
economy and environment, taking a holistic view and overcoming barriers between
disciplines (Hashmi & Muff, 2014). This has two justifications: our lives are embed-
ded within the societal systems; and our lives ultimately depend on the ecological
system. Given the nature of the hotel industry, it is not only hotels themselves but
also an open, dynamic and complex system with various interacting components
and different stakeholders that are involved (Mill & Morrison, 1997; Thanh & Bosch,
2010). And it is this complexity that makes it difficult to manage towards sustain-
ability (Thanh & Bosch, 2010).

Thus, looking into the evolutionary process of sustainable hotels through a
holistic worldview such as a “well-being” lens, a change of perspective may make
perfect sense. A “well-being” lens would bring about an understanding of the vari-
ous interacting components, systems and different stakeholders, the happiness of
whom is the ultimate purpose of being sustainable in the hotel industry. It is this
interconnectedness between the resources, human systems and the goal of human
well-being that requires systems thinking.

Achieving well-being is, in many respects, the essence of human existence. In
recent years, well-being has moved from the realm of philosophy to that of science,
with a growing body of research into what contributes to the quality of people’s
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experiences of their lives. This has brought about a new understanding of the fac-
tors that both influence and constitute well-being. Well-being is best thought of as
a dynamic process, emerging from the way in which people interact with the world
around them (Foresight Mental Capital & Well-Being Project, 2008). While “well-
being” is defined as “the extent to which people experience happiness and satis-
faction, and are functioning well” (NEE 2011), academic debate continues about
precisely how “well-being” should be defined. In this context, well-being is most
usefully thought of as the dynamic process that gives people a sense of how their
lives are going, through the interaction between their circumstances, activities and
psychological resources or “mental capital” (ONS, 2011).

A successful society is one in which people have high levels of well-being that is
sustained over time. This has led to the recent growing importance of well-being
(Michaelson et al., 2009). For instance, in 2010, the director generals of Europe’s
National Statistics Offices, including the UK’s ONS (Office for National Statistics),
signed the Sofia Memorandum, which recognizes the importance of “measuring
progress, well-being and sustainable development” and mandates further work on
the issue by Eurostat (DGINS ESSC, 2010). More recently in 2011, research under-
taken by the UK ONS found key issues of societal well-being to be social relation-
ships, environment, security and health (physical and mental).

The concept of “well-being” fits very well within the hotel industry, mainly
because hospitality requires people involving and serving people for happiness.
Hotels serve the needs of the travelling public, and the majority of people working
in the industry are in contact with guests and customers. Hotels are open 365 days
ayear and 24 hours a day, which involve longer working hours including weekends
and holidays. Hotels also depend heavily on shift work and strive for guest satisfac-
tion, yet services are intangible (for use, not possession; and cannot be test driven).
Even more interestingly, production and consumption take place at the same time
with the guest present. Finally, the product, which is the guest experience itself,
is of a perishable nature. All these characteristics of the hospitality industry point
towards the importance of well-being, which is captured in four major aspects:
education, health, social justice and overall satisfaction with life, as derived from a
national report in the UK (DEFRA, 2010).

Indeed, all the afore-mentioned well-being aspects relate to hotels to a great
extent. In the context of education, hotels, in particular the chain hotels, offer
opportunities for advancement either in the form of employee transfers from one
property to another every few years, or through in-house training, certification
and apprenticeship programmes that offer invaluable learning for employees to
develop themselves. In the context of health, while relatively longer working hours
point to a need to balance the work/life challenge in the industry, foodservice oper-
ations and daily housekeeping draw attention to sanitation that is critically impor-
tant. Regarding social justice, hotels are great places for employee diversity and in
terms of job possibilities for the disadvantaged groups in communities because
many of the jobs require low levels of skill and education. Hotels further help to
contribute to gender equality by providing jobs for women in developing countries.
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Finally, the sense of pleasure and feeling of happiness lie in the heart of any hospi-
tality service including hotels. Thus, forward-thinking hotels that prioritize social
sustainability and well-being are highly likely to contribute positively to society at
large.

Through a “well-being” lens nested in a holistic worldview, the proposed busi-
ness sustainability grid—the S-WELL—aims to be a practical guide for sustainable
hotels that aspire to evolve into truly sustainable hotels, whereby the term “truly
sustainable” indicates hotels that are the most advanced in their evolutionary sus-
tainability journey. Yet it is not about perfection, but rather an ongoing balancing
act in the real world; as Harrison (2001) noted, “Sustainability is not a destination;
itis a journey.”

Business sustainability grid: The S-WELL

The S-WELL grid draws on the Dyllick & Muff business sustainability typology that
uses three elements of a typical business process model: the relevant concerns con-
sidered (inputs); the organizational perspectives applied (processes); and the type
of value created (outputs) (Dyllick & Muff, 2013). Dyllick & Muff (2013) assert that
,while the traditional business concern is one-dimensional deriving solely from
an economic imperative, the sustainability perspective typically addresses social,
environmental and economic concerns. Regarding the organizational perspectives
applied, the authors draw attention to an “outside-in” approach which starts with
sustainability challenges that lie beyond the boundaries of a company. Finally, the
authors highlight the need for businesses to contribute to positive common good
such as the health of the planet or society as a whole. This would require going
beyond interests of direct stakeholders to also include stakeholders that are only
indirectly affected by business activities. The typology serves as a relevant frame-
work to clarify the drivers and purpose of business sustainability (Hashmi & Mulff,
2014). As business sustainability evolves from 1.0 to 2.0 and 3.0, the relevance and
the contribution to resolve sustainability issues increases, with business sustain-
ability 3.0 representing a “true business sustainability”.

S-WELL further builds on the Dyllick & Muff’s proposed business sustainability
typology expanding on its two elements of the business process model: the con-
cerns; and type of value created. The grid presents hotel sustainability as a multi-
dimensional construct with two axes, key dimensions of which are: external versus
economic concerns on one axis; and shareholder versus societal value on the other
axis. The vertical axis is built on the hotel’s need to manage the business with an
economic concern while simultaneously building competitive advantage har-
nessing external concerns that derive from today’s and tomorrow’s sustainability
challenges. The horizontal axis looks at the hotel’s tension to create shareholder
value while also contributing to societal value creation for the ultimate goal of high
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well-being. Taking into consideration the nature of the hotel industry and the cur-
rent sustainable hotel practices and environmental strategies, the four quadrants
of the S-WELL grid distinguish between compliance, CSR, managing for TBL and
societal well-being, which represent different types of hotel sustainability relevant
to the sustainability journey of a hotel (see Fig. 7.1).

While the quadrant “compliance” implies business as usual with basically some
“green” add-ons, the quadrant “CSR” characterizes business sustainability that
goes beyond compliance and engages in voluntary CSR projects. These lower two
quadrants demonstrate a reactive approach to business sustainability. Quadrant
“managing for TBL” is where the TBL of sustainability (Elkington, 1997) comes into
play with three-dimensional concerns (social, environmental and economic). This
phase is characterized with a mix of various strategies such as eco-branding, rede-
fining productivity in the value chain and re-conceiving environmentally or socially
friendly products or markets, coupled with ongoing CSR activities. Finally, quad-
rant “societal well-being” is where the creation of common good would take place
with truly sustainable strategies. Truly sustainable hotels pursue strategies such as
next-practice platforms or local cluster development to solve specific sustainabil-
ity challenges. These upper two quadrants demonstrate a proactive approach to
business sustainability. The quadrants build on each other, making the process a
cumulative one. In this respect, the sustainability journey can be considered a con-
tinuous evolution for hotels.

Figure 7.1 The sustainability for well-being grid, highlighting types of hotel
sustainability
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Now let’s walk through each of the four phases of hotel sustainability represented
by the S-WELL grid quadrants. The quadrants challenge hotels to think about which
sustainable hotel practices and strategies they should pursue with regard to type of
concern and value they create for society and for themselves.

The first S-WELL quadrant: Compliance

This is the initial phase of hotel sustainability that starts with “going green” in the
sustainability journey. Sustainable hotel practices in this quadrant stem from com-
pliance with government regulations or policy, which are heavily focused on the
current environment. As the cost of non-renewable energy continues to rise, regu-
latory pressure increases and travellers become more demanding, “green practices”
justifiably become the baseline requirement for hotels. Hotels in this phase actively
reduce their current environmental impacts without fundamentally changing
their business model. They tend to focus on new technologies as ways to reduce
impacts while maintaining business as usual. Innovations are typically incremen-
tal, addressing a single issue at a time and company-centric as the primary intent
is cost reduction or profit maximization. Thus, “compliance” can be considered a
reactive approach towards the business case for sustainability, which is fuelled by
an economic concern aimed at increased shareholder value.

Existing environmental regulations related to the hotel sector are still largely
focused on aspects of facility operations such as hazardous materials handling,
environmental health and safety or storm water management (Goldstein & Prim-
lani, 2012). Current legislation ranges from the broad and long-term cap and trade
legislation regarding emissions, to the specific US Energy Independence and
Security Act of 2007, which dictates phased efficiency standards to incandescent
light bulbs. Such a wide range of present and future legislative activities is likely to
impact hotel design, construction and operations. Some environmental policies
may increase costs, which then are likely to be passed on to the customers. This
could either act as a disincentive or as a way of marketing a “green” hotel. How-
ever, a previous survey of US business travellers by Watkins (1994) shows that 71%
of respondents preferred to stay in environmentally friendly hotels but would not
consider paying extra to fund these green policies, compared with 28% who would
be willing to pay a premium ranging between $5 and $10 only.

Policymakers increasingly emphasize the importance of the business case for
sustainability to companies, which can explain a hotel’s economic concern and
interest in the adoption of cost reduction competitiveness strategies such as eco-
efficiency or cost and risk reduction. Eco-efficiency within and beyond the firm is
the prevailing environmental strategy used in this quadrant. Its goal is to dimin-
ish the negative effects on the environment through reducing resource consump-
tion, energy use, emissions and waste, landfill use and toxic releases and recycling
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(McDonough & Braungart, 2000). However, the authors assert that eco-efficiency
as a sustainability strategy is a misconception as simply reducing and recycling
does not really stop environmental degradation and destruction; and that product
redesign and radical innovation should indeed be carried out to ensure long-term
sustainability.

Cost and risk reduction is another strategy in this quadrant. Achieving competi-
tiveness through cost reduction is rooted in the resource-based view of enterprise,
which argues that business will engage in sustainability actions to gain a com-
petitive advantage that others cannot quickly imitate (Hart, 1995). Hotels with this
understanding of sustainability are concerned with how sustainable practices in
operations and governance reduce risks and costs (van Marrewijk, 2003). Cost and
risk reduction supports eco-efficiency in the sense that reduced use of resources
would potentially result in quarterly earnings growth and reduction in exposure to
liabilities and other potential losses (Hart & Milstein, 2003).

However, as Bronn & Vidaver-Cohen (2009) assert, it is actually more desirable
for businesses to have less regulation in order to have more freedom in decision-
making to be able to meet market and social factors. Some large hotel chains have
already increased awareness of the business opportunities inherent in environ-
mental and social issues; and thus gone far enough to go beyond compliance and
become socially responsible businesses. As McDonough & Braungart (2000) assert,
going beyond compliance can give companies huge opportunities for out-design-
ing the competition. Thus, the following phase of hotel sustainability “CSR” is char-
acterized by voluntary activities, which environmentally sustainable hotels engage
further in their sustainability journey.

The second S-WELL quadrant: Corporate social
responsibility

The quadrant “CSR” represents the type of hotel sustainability whereby positive
public relations, improved hotel image with shareholders and community, and
beyond compliance leadership can be a differentiating factor, a source of competi-
tive advantage and new market opportunities (Hitchcock & Willard, 2009; Landrum
& Edwards, 2009). It is perhaps this relatively recent concept of CSR that enables an
understanding of evolution implied in the meaning of sustainability from manda-
tory environmental add-ons to the necessity of being socially responsible (Kalisch,
2002).

By already having mastered compliance to environmental policy, hotels in this
slightly advanced phase of business sustainability also seek to be acknowledged
for their CSR activities in addition to their “greening” efforts. Having reached some
ongoing operational efficiency in the previous “compliance” phase, hotels in this
quadrant concentrate on what society wants from them and what value they can
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uniquely add to society through CSR activities. They start to “think more deeply”
about how they give back to society and, specifically, the societal issues on which
they choose to focus. Although they react positively to societal issues, they lack the
focus needed for economic value creation. Thus, the approach remains reactive
and non-strategic, as the underlying purpose is to seek reputational benefits and
legitimization for economic concerns, yet with no focus on a related economic
value creation. This is largely because being socially responsible contributes to
societal value creation as a positive side effect of being environmentally friendly,
rather than as a well-planned solution to societal challenges.

In this phase, hotels continue to increase efficiencies throughout the value chain
with focus on separate CSR activities that are in the form of donations of goods,
services and, more recently, volunteer hours (Deale, 2013). They seek societal legiti-
mization in the eyes of stakeholders, which, once achieved, may lead to enhanced
reputation and a growth of shareholder value. As the theory of legitimization
extends to numerous external stakeholders in the value chain, stakeholders’ inter-
ests are likely to affect or can be affected by the achievement of an organization’s
objectives (Hart & Milstein, 2003).

Although methods and reasons for societal legitimization will differ between
small to medium hotels and large hotel chains, legitimization can still be consid-
ered a valid driver of sustainability by both large and small hotels (Font et al., 2014).
A previous study shows that large hotels, hotels with a classification between three
and five stars and chain hotels were more likely to experience positive CSR benefits
than small, two-star classified and independent hotels (Kirk, 1998). Yet, although
search for competitiveness is largely rooted in the belief that there is a relation-
ship between CSR and CFP (corporate financial performance) (Carroll & Shabana,
2010), existent research finds positive, neutral and negative associations in the
relationship between CSR and CFP, making it inconclusive (Griffin & Mahon, 1997;
Margolis & Walsh, 2001).

In this second quadrant, hotels start to engage in being socially responsible.
They voluntarily spend resources on environmental improvements beyond what
is required, through voluntary membership to third-party organizations such as
certification bodies or internationally recognized sustainability reporting pro-
grammes (Orsato, 2006). Nidumolu et al. (2009) assert that, going beyond compli-
ance with voluntary CSR activities and with more stringent standards before they
are enforced, fosters innovation as well as a first-mover advantage. Interestingly,
sustainability research shows that earning a green certification does not automati-
cally result in a large revenue bump or a revenue fall in hotels (Chong & Verma,
2013). A hotel receives an eco-friendly designation by earning any of several dozen
certifications to which the consumer as decision-maker is not exposed (Chong &
Verma, 2013). Furthermore, the fact that various regions and companies prefer
different certifications complicates the global green standards landscape, which
accounts for the lack of a much-needed unified global standard in the industry
(Ricaurte, 2011).
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Yet some forward-thinking hotels see themselves integral to society and thus feel
responsible “to do good by doing new things”. This is often the outcome of a radical
shift in mindset from doing things better to doing new things. They simply move
from operational optimization and voluntary CSR activities towards a strategically
focused organizational transformation phase. Such hotels are further advanced in
the evolutionary sustainability journey and are positioned higher up in the S-WELL
grid, as they go even further than reputation, legitimacy and beyond compliance
leadership; and strive to balance economic, social and environmental concerns to
create TBL value creation.

The third S-WELL quadrant: Managing for triple
bottom line

In this phase of the evolutionary sustainability journey, hotels start with the three-
dimensional concerns of profit, people and planet, and then try to optimize eco-
nomic, social and environmental value creation for a balanced stakeholder value.
According to research by Deutsche Bank, which evaluated 56 academic studies,
companies with high ratings for ESG (environmental, social and governance) fac-
tors have a lower cost of debt and equity; 89% of the studies they reviewed show
that companies with high ESG ratings outperform the market in the medium (three
to five years) and long (five to ten years) term (Fulton et al., 2012). Similarly, com-
panies in the Carbon Disclosure Leadership Index and Carbon Performance Lead-
ership Index, which are included based on disclosure and performance on GHG
(greenhouse gas) emissions, record superior stock-market returns (Eccles et al.,
2011).

Hotels positioned in this upper left quadrant demonstrate a proactive approach
to sustainability, contrary to the first two phases, as they purposefully develop pro-
grammes and take actions in the areas of governance, processes, products and ser-
vices, instead of positive side effects resulting from actions. Rather than focusing
on “doing less harm”, they believe their organization can benefit financially from
“doing good”. They create disruptive new products and services by viewing sus-
tainability as a market opportunity. Their focus is largely on delivering services
and to a less extent on creating products. Their innovations are both technologi-
cal and socio-technical—designed to improve quality of life for people inside or
outside the firm. At the Red Carnation Hotel in London, for instance, guests are
updated about money saved from reduced consumption of electricity, which are
given to local charities and communicated to guests. Similarly, Lancaster London
educates its guests by involving them in a Green Week fair, where guests are edu-
cated about the property and allowed to try out bikes provided on site (Caterer &
Hotelkeeper, 2010).
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In addition to participating and initiating CSR projects on issues of poverty, social
equity, health and education, they actively engage in stakeholder dialogues with
the purpose of contributing positively in these areas. Programmes and activities
are managed, measured and reported through integration of sustainability goals
into management and governance structures such as cross-functional commit-
tees, policies and guidelines. Internal reporting includes differentiated TBL activi-
ties and results with improved TBL value creation. However, hotels in this phase of
business sustainability are still primarily internally focused in that they see their
organization as an independent figure in the economy. Although they do work up
and down the value chain and collaborate closely with external stakeholders, sus-
tainability challenges are still not the starting point and societal value is yet to be
created in a holistic way.

Hotel sustainability strategies in this phase further explore opportunities for
environmental differentiation in terms of products and services, which could fur-
ther provide a competitive advantage (eco-branding). As Orsato (2006) asserts on
his eco-branding strategy, such environmental product differentiation would cre-
ate greater environmental benefits or impose smaller environmental costs, com-
pared to similar products. This is in line with assertion that “becoming sustainable”
is an outcome of developing sustainable offerings or redesigning existing ones
to become eco-friendly (Nidumolu et al., 2009). Although raised operating costs
would be an issue, such differentiation would either enable the hotel to command
a price premium, or increase market share (Reinhardt, 1998) by simply satisfy-
ing the green market niche willing to pay a premium for environmentally friendly
products (Blanco et al., 2009). Some hotels in this phase are even envisaged to go
further enough to develop new business models, to create value that will change
the basis of competition (Nidumolu et al., 2009). This would require considering
not only if a guest’s hotel experience is environmentally friendly, but also if it is
socially just and guilt-free throughout the stay:.

The concept of TBL measures the multidimensional business contributions to
sustainability (Elkington, 1997). It is a search for creating synergistic (economic,
environmental and social) value through the adoption of sustainability efforts
(Hart & Milstein, 2003), with focus on innovation. Although the concept may look
convincing and appealing to many sustainable hotels at first sight, measuring and
comparing the trade-offs between economic, social and environmental values still
causes confusion. This is mainly due to the fact that, while environmental initia-
tives can easily be measurable in the short-term with objective data, social ini-
tiatives require a longer time span and thus are relatively harder to measure for
companies due to requirement on subjective data. Social criteria and assessment
are still considered scientifically uncertain and unreliable (Sasidharan et al., 2002);
and this ambiguity of measurements increases costs (Toth, 2002), as this requires
more thorough procedures.

A more recent development of TBL is the concept of creating shared value, which
rests on the principle of creating economic value in a way that also creates value for
society by addressing its needs and challenges (Porter & Kramer, 2011). Although
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the concept of shared value creation is a much-applauded revitalizing contribu-
tion to linking corporations to society at large—and thus a progressive leap from
the opposing views of shareholder value management (Rappaport 1998; Friedman
1970) and stakeholder value management (Freeman, 1984)—it is limited to those
issues and concerns that emphasize “the business case for sustainability” and
thus economic value for business (Dyllick & Muff, 2013). Considering the ancillary
benefits of sustainability such as employee engagement, innovation culture and
the broader brand (Haanaes et al., 2011), there is great need for businesses to go
beyond this phase and become eco-effective or socio-effective by solving sustain-
ability issues of societies (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002).

One way of solving sustainability issues of societies could be to contribute to sus-
tainable societies themselves. At this point, the concept of “well-being” becomes
more important, as well-being of future generations directly depends on the well-
being of the present generations. Furthermore, well-being is the only ultimate
purpose of human existence to which almost every and each company, including
hotels, can contribute. Fortunately, hotels readily have higher potential in terms of
this much-needed contribution because of the high impact area they possess.

The final quadrant in the S-WELL grid is thus “societal well-being”, which rep-
resents the highest phase of hotel sustainability. Hotels in this phase are described
as the pioneers of a new movement as they seek to go further and shift their focus
from being “less bad” to becoming a positive contributor to the well-being of the
environment and society. Because the purpose of business in this type of business
sustainability reflects an unconventional economic paradigm, very few hotels or
industries occupy this realm.

The fourth S-WELL quadrant: Societal well-being

“Societal well-being” represents an idealist last phase in hotels’ sustainability jour-
ney, as its intention is to be in the best interest of future generations. Hotels in this
quadrant are called “truly sustainable hotels” as they start with sustainability chal-
lenges relevant to their contexts and, through an “outside-in” approach, create or
adapt their resources to solve sustainability challenges creating societal well-being,
a novel ultimate purpose for a society. This is a radical shift from the three-dimen-
sional concerns of sustainability that is concerned with creating well-defined TBL
values deriving from the business case for sustainability. Truly sustainable hotels
shift their organizational focus from organizational transformation to systems
building, often through interdependent collaborations between many disparate
organizations that create positive impacts on the society and the planet.

Although such an ambitious systems building approach of “doing good by doing
new things with others” may look like an utopian idea, recent research findings
suggest that companies can start with societal challenges, adapt to them, profit
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from them and improve societal well-being (Network for Business Sustainability,
2012). In a recent report for the UN Global Compact, 84% of the 1,000 global CEOs
surveyed agreed that business “should lead efforts to define and deliver new goals
on global priority issues”. But only a third said, “that business is doing enough to
address global sustainability challenges” (UN Global Compact, 2013). Hotels that
demonstrate this type of advanced business sustainability recognize that a myopic
obsession with growing the economy has meant that they have tended to ignore
its negative impacts on well-being such as longer working hours and rising levels
of indebtedness. Furthermore, they firmly believe that the economic imperative in
the system has systematically squeezed out opportunities for individuals, families
and communities to make choices and pursue activities, which promote positive
well-being and human flourishing.

While there is now a rising worldwide demand that policy be more closely aligned
with what really matters to people as they themselves characterize well-being, it
makes perfect sense for hotels, in particular, to act ahead of the new policies and
regulations and reorganize around these well-being issues. In the industry, Lancas-
ter London hotel, for example, has recently adopted “happiness” as the newest of
its eight hotel values in the vision statement. The hotel strives to be the happiest
hotel in London by 2017-18 (Hashmi, 2014).

While some authors and organizations develop new business models in search
of finding a “social purpose” for business in alignment with the wider society it
operates within, a “well-being” perspective may well trigger further rethinking on
a broader question: “Why does a company need to contribute to societal value
creation?” One could argue that the answer is the prevailing global challenge of
“Happiness”, which almost every corporation as a living entity has been striving
for. Research in the United States, Britain and Japan shows that, although there has
been an increase in living standards and income over the past 40 years, there has
not been a corresponding rise in people’s happiness (Hashmi & Muff, 2014). This
supports Layard’s (2005) assertion that, once a certain level of income is reached,
further increases are not associated with an increase in well-being.

Hotels demonstrating this type of advanced sustainability may choose to con-
tribute to societal well-being in one or some of the four well-being aspects identi-
fied previously: education, health, social equity and quality of life. Such a choice
may depend on a hotel’s size, category or location. Such hotels create new products
and services as a voluntary and proactive response to these well-being issues, more
likely in collaboration with new partners and collaborators. Again, Lancaster Lon-
don can be considered a good example of an individual luxury hotel that appears
to be leading the way in this arena. The hotel, in addition to the newly formed Lan-
caster London Community Consortium that works on five CSR projects with vol-
unteering hours, is leading an apprenticeship programme as well as the Lancaster
Academy in partnership with the Institute of Hospitality and a few other individual
hotels in London. The hotel justifiably contributes to the well-being aspects of edu-
cation and social equity in a proactive way.
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As Nidumolu et al. (2009) assert, creation of next-practice platforms in the form
of synthesizing technologies, business models or regulations in different industries
would require becoming a network of alliances either across the value chain or in
partnership with other hotels, or in collaboration with policymakers. To be truly
sustainable and solve societal challenges, businesses need to form alliances (Lar-
son et al., 2000) or, in other words, enable local cluster development, which means
collaboration with all sections of the society (Porter & Kramer, 2011). Relevant soci-
etal representatives such as policymakers or NGO representatives would be inte-
grated into the relevant decision-making processes at all levels of the organization.
This would require reorganized corporate structures around the well-being issues
as well as sustainability reporting with well-being metrics.

Yet the type of economic and social metrics that is meaningful to societal well-
being is qualitative. Qualitative measures are a challenge for standard setting and
benchmarking (Wober, 2002). Although it is very difficult (if not impossible) to
understand all environmental and social interactions in financial terms on the
same valuation basis (Gray et al. 1996, p. 104), the outcome of using the same cur-
rency to present sustainability challenges allows companies to understand that
they can make up poor performance on one issue by doing better on another one
(Korhonen, 2003). As Beckett & Jonker (2002) assert, measurement with the same or
at least comparable methodology for different elements of sustainability remains
a challenge.

Truly sustainable hotels, however, would almost always remember the follow-
ing quote as their pathway to the very purpose of societal well-being, regardless of
challenges:

The two most important days in your life are the day you are born and the
day you find out why (Mark Twain).

Conclusion and implications

Green initiatives—from soap conservation to laundry reduction to waste recy-
cling—have long been the major green focus of sustainable hotel practices, yet
there’s more to creating a green hotel than saving water and power by asking guests
to reuse their towels. The hotel industry is increasingly expanding its sustainabil-
ity focus beyond “going green” in parallel with a host of eco-labels, certifications,
awards and public reporting programmes that have emerged over the past decade,
the sum of which mainstream sustainability in the hotel industry. Yet the differ-
ences in the meaning of a sustainable hotel practice or operation are still varying
among hoteliers, academia and students. The S-WELL grid, in this sense, aims to
provide scholars, students and hospitality professionals with a multidimensional
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model that helps to understand and differentiate between various sustainability
strategies and sustainable hotel practices.

Being an integral part to society, hotels need to link their sustainability practices
and sustainability strategies to societal well-being; and solve sustainability chal-
lenges by going beyond an environmental policy, a code of ethics, human rights
policy or optimizing their TBL values. Although prospective sustainable hotels are
likely to be those that take a long-term TBL view of sustainability with a focus on
shareholder value, true sustainability leaders will be those truly sustainable hotels
that solve societal challenges prioritizing societal value over shareholder value.

The chapter highlights awareness of the ultimate purpose behind hotel sustain-
ability practices and strategies through a “well-being” lens; and serves to guide
sustainable hotels to become truly sustainable hotels that solve sustainability chal-
lenges such as public health, poverty, education, energy, social equity, water and
quality of life, all of which have been channelled into the concept of well-being. The
theoretical contribution, the S-WELL grid, is the first attempt to link “happiness or
well-being” to a business sustainability grid to bridge the gap between the purpose
of sustainable hotels and society. It is an analytical tool for sustainable hotels to
position themselves in their sustainability efforts with regard to concerns and value
they create for society. The four quadrants of the grid distinguish between compli-
ance, CSR, TBL and societal well-being, which represent different types of hotel
sustainability, respectively.

Although the S-WELL grid is affected, to a certain extent, by perceptions of real-
ity that are rooted in the author’s background, values and heuristics, and is only
a proposed theoretical contribution that requires further empirical research to
reinforce its applicability in the hotel industry, it is likely to be replicated in other
segments of the hospitality industry such as restaurants, casinos, cruise ships and
hospitals, which have relatively large impacts on society. The framework offers
important insights, especially to hotel owners, management and brands that are
committed to sustainability and that are interested in applying business principles
to environmental and societal challenges while increasing the overall competitive-
ness of their companies. Finally, the S-WELL business sustainability framework can
be considered a significant contribution to strategy formulation in an era that will
only grow in importance and significance to practitioners in the hospitality indus-
try over the next decade.
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