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Abstract: A growing number of managers in tourism recognize the importance of sustainability
to their business success. However, as the majority of tourism enterprises consist of small and
medium-sized enterprises that are generally less likely to invest in sustainability practices due to a lack
of financial resources, time, and perceived cost-saving opportunities, an industry-wide dissemination
of sustainability practices is hampered. This paper explores the benefits of adapting sustainability
practices and provides evidence for making the case for incorporating sustainability practices to
benefit business success. This study examined sustainability-certified tour enterprises, focusing on
the perceived impact that the commitment to sustainable practices through certification has had
on tangible financial aspects (potential benefits of increased revenue and decreased operational
costs) and intangible benefits (customer satisfaction and employee satisfaction). Also explored were
the influence of strategic choices related to sustainable practices (extent of commitment, product
range, facilities and equipment, and the application of relevant marketing practices). Study findings
were encouraging, identifying cost-savings, increased revenue, enhanced reputation, and customer
and employee satisfaction. Energy-savings as well as a greater connection to the community were
found to be beneficial outcomes of sustainable practices. Despite its acknowledged dependency
on the natural environment as well as cultural assets nature and culture, the tourism industry is
perhaps still in its infancy in moving towards industry-wide sustainability success. While academic
literature has attributed this to the lack of awareness and low dedication to take action, this study
found an indication of a positive relationship between sustainability commitment and financial and
non-financial firm performance. The findings extend previous research that focused on larger and
more facility-dependent enterprises and suggest that sustainability is a beneficial path to follow
regardless of company size and budget.

Keywords: sustainability certification; tour enterprise performance; business case of sustainability;
sustainable tourism

1. Introduction

Globalization and the growing public awareness of climate change have led to a consumer culture
that values social and environmental sustainability. Following this public interest, there has been
an unprecedented increase in companies that take pride in sustainability-awards, certifications, and
initiatives that support charitable causes in recent years. Calls for transparency and media coverage
of shortcomings in sustainability resulted in a shift in business models, moving away from historic
approaches [1], where a business’ only responsibility was to increase profits. Rather, there has been
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movement toward valuing other parties as discussed in Freeman’s Stakeholder Theory [2], which
sees profit as a logical result of pleasing the interests of customers, suppliers, communities and other
involved parties, and this approach has made its way into discussions on executive corporate boards.

Businesses may adopt sustainable practices for a number of reasons, including ecological and
social altruism, compliance with regulations, competitiveness, risk and brand management, profit
maximization, cost reduction, product development, and customer pressure [3–8]. While the most
frequently cited motivation factors among larger corporations for adopting sustainable practices are
cost cutting and reputation management [9], the motivations among tourism SMEs (small and medium
sized enterprises) are ’to protect the environment’ (87%), ’personal/lifestyle choice’ (49.2%), ’improve
our society’ (46.9%) and ‘cost-savings’ (29%) [5]. Hence, the decisions against implementation of
sustainable practices seem to be based on financial values, while the ones for implementation are based
more often upon ethical values.

In order to move the remaining non-ethically-driven companies towards sustainability, several
strategies on the minimization of tourism environmental impacts have been undertaken or proposed.
Voluntary Carbon Offset Payments have been tried, but deemed less than effective [10,11], as the
majority of consumers are not willing to pay extra, given a choice. Another potential solution,
Compulsory Carbon Offset Payments, was proposed [12], adding $11 per trip [13]. However,
even though this represented less than 0.1% of the estimated global tourism economy in 2020,
the calculation has shortcomings. The $11 would need to be paid for every trip, disregarding its
length, distance or market economy. Hall [14] advised the concept of Steady State Tourism, which is
a destination development strategy that encourages qualitative development but not quantitative
growth. Willingness to pay has also been notably explored, which can provide an understanding of the
customer in their willingness to pay a premium for organized tours that demonstrate a commitment to
significant environmental practices [15–19].

Another option is overall stronger (global) government regulation. In recent years, in the European
Union, governments have jointly stepped up to passing laws that require sustainability reporting
(environmental and social practices) for companies of public interest with more than 500 employees [20].
However, the method of reporting is normally determined individually, by the respective companies,
leaving room for self-benefitting interpretations. To overcome this potential for greenwashing,
governments in France, UK and Germany, as well as businesses such as Walmart and non-governmental
organizations, like the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), have begun to call for the implementation of
some form of meta scheme that condenses existing product labels [21]. Under a broader framework,
the UNDP 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’s SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals) have
provided a more comprehensive structure for consideration and concerted action [22]. In considering
SDGs, research proposed that environmental certifications may be a more effective tool in creating
positive social change than government regulated CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility), such as
carbon taxes [23].

A growing number of managers in tourism enterprises recognize the importance of sustainability
to their business success [5]. However, as the majority of tourism enterprises consists of small and
medium-sized enterprises that are generally less likely to invest in sustainability practices due to a lack
of financial resources, time and perceived cost-saving opportunities, an industry-wide dissemination
of sustainability is hampered.

This paper explores the benefits of adapting sustainability practices for tour enterprises and seeks
to provide evidence for the business case of sustainability. While research exists on impacts related
to lodging, this study more specifically examines broader tourism industry sustainability-certified
tour enterprises.

The primary research question for the study was to look at how the commitment to sustainability
affects tour enterprises’ financial and non-financial firm performance. This included tangible, that
is, material benefits that may influence financial firm performance, such as examining the impact
sustainability commitment has on (1) revenue (customer numbers and customer spending), and (2)
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operational costs (influenced by cost savings through increased resource-efficiency, but also increased
costs due to extra work on sustainability-related projects).

Also explored are less tangible benefits that may influence a tourism enterprise’s long-term
performance. More specifically, the impact sustainability commitment has on both customer satisfaction
(potentially leading to increased customer numbers and spending) and employee satisfaction
(potentially leading to increased productivity, increased loyalty and attraction of talent) is explored.
Finally, in order to understand more differentiated types of tourism operations, comparisons were
drawn based on the extent of commitment (consisting of implemented practices, years of commitment),
the product range, the degree of facilities and equipment, and the extent and types of marketing and
communications employed.

2. Effects that Sustainability Practices Have on Financial and Non-Financial Firm Performance

As there is limited literature on the effects that sustainability practices have on financial and
non-financial firm performance regarding tour operators, the following considers tourism in general,
as well as across other industries. The areas of discussion include sustainability and firm performance,
cost savings due to sustainable practices, potential for increased consumer demand and willingness
to pay, differences in market segments and sustainability influence, challenges and effectiveness of
marketing and communication regarding awareness of sustainable practices, confusion regarding types
of certification alternatives, and employee commitment to practices. These are discussed further below.

Sustainability and firm performance. Across all industries, previous literature on the relationship
between sustainability-related actions and firm performance is inconclusive, finding positive, neutral
and negative associations [24], varying across firms and considered parameters [25]. Regarding the
short-term, sustainability-related actions are connected to increased costs [26], while for the long-term,
benefits such as improved reputation and the avoidance of future retrofits may be an advantage as
companies stay ahead of future regulatory requirements [27]. Moreover, as the environmental values
of the company and its employees align, levels of employee satisfaction may increase and result in
increased productivity and talent attraction [28].

There are a limited number of tourism-focused articles that address firm performance based
on sustainable activity, mostly focusing on hotels, and fewer analyzing tour operators. It can be
argued that the results for hotel operators are similar to other industries. Though a positive impact of
sustainability-related actions on firm performance has been indicated in these hotel studies, it has not
often been considered robust [24,29–31]. Only one study found negative impacts [32], however this
was presumably due to the rather small geographical scope, as a similar study conducted two years
later by the same authors with a larger geographic scope, found a positive impact [29]. Though there
has been some uncertainty regarding impact [33,34], the source of the eco-label, that is whether from
government or NGOs as compared to corporate or corporate association established eco-labels, has
been found to be an indication of credibility and trustworthiness in the green market [33,35].

Cost savings due to sustainable practices. Cost-savings are widely recognized across all industries
as the typical initial benefit of implementing sustainability, as the sole nature of saving resources in
the production process yields immediate cost-savings, which in turn can be used to steadily reinvest
in further measures [36]. To overcome larger investment costs for technical solutions (e.g., solar
panels), firms usually start with low-cost/no-cost options, like the “3 Rs” (reduce, reuse, and recycle)
or follow guidelines provided by numerous NGOs, industry associations, and sustainability scheme
providers [37–39]. Moreover, costs can be saved by applying for government incentives (e.g., lower
taxes, investment subsidies) and by receiving lower interest rates for loans and insurances [27]. Hence,
the argument of ‘lack of money’ as a barrier to sustainability can, over time, be circumvented. This is
supported by research of pro-environmentally active SMEs, which found that 73.6% of SMEs reportedly
experienced cost-savings as a result of their efforts [8].

Though cost-savings is both an incentive and a benefit, there is great diversity within the tourism
industry in terms of resource use [40,41]. Generally speaking, the highest amount of cost-savings can
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be expected for facility-focused enterprises, such as hotels. While hotels can reduce energy costs by
20–40% [42,43] without affecting performance [44], tour operators have less cost-saving options, due
to their lower amount of resource use [45].

Potential for segmentation, increased consumer demand and willingness to pay. Studies on the consumer
demand for sustainability-related tourism products and the willingness to pay are characterized by
a large attitude-behavior gap. Depending on the formulation of the questions, consumer demand for
sustainable options for “want more responsible holidays” was found to reach up to 75% [46] and 71%
for “plan to make more eco-friendly choices” [47]. When asked about actual behavior on past trips,
percentages fall to 36% [48] and 38% respectively [47] with only 9% out of the 38% specifically seeking
out products because of sustainability desires, and the rest stayed in an environmentally-friendly hotel
unintentionally. Moreover, of all interested tourists, about half are willing to spend a 10–15% premium
and the remaining only as much as 5% [49] to support sustainable practices.

According to one study on market segmentation based on the tourists’ “sustainable intelligence,”
tourists are not willing to pay, because they believe that the government should cover investment
costs or companies should pay through their cost-savings [50]. Nonetheless, the high general interest
implies that tourists expect companies to build sustainability into their product offerings, and its
importance can best be described with a quote from the World Travel & Tourism Council [51]:

“Travelers are coming to expect that tourism businesses will become sustainable in the same way they
expect free Wi-Fi connectivity in hotels or online check-in for air travel.”

The kind of products consumers value, are more likely to be the ones that directly benefit the
consumer’s individual well-being [52], such as unpolluted air or healthy organic food.

Challenges and effectiveness of marketing and communication regarding awareness of sustainable practices.
Marketing of sustainability is a complex topic and at the heart of this process are issues of trust in the
credibility of advertising in general, and in environmental claims in particular [53,54]. It was found
that products marketed for their sustainability characteristics may be perceived to have substandard
product performance [55] and that publicly stressing the sustainable benefits can reduce likability [56].

The awareness of this has led companies to deliberately under-communicate their actual good
practices [57] labeled as “greenhushing” being the new “greenwashing.” Examined companies were
found to communicate only 30% of all of their sustainability actions. This practice may result in lack of
awareness among consumers, as found by a survey by Kwan, Liu & Mak [48], where more than 50%
of respondents were unsure whether they had stayed at a green hotel or not. In addition, the use of
green advertising (in print and TV) may result in credibility issues irrespective of whether their claims
are valid or not [58].

However, it has also been argued that the majority of marketing managers do not understand
how to market sustainability [59,60], and possibly make the same missteps as they did decades
ago [61]. Commonly used communication tends to be focused on factual and descriptive, product-based
messages that focus on what they do, but do not speak effectively to the needs and preferences of
consumers. Instead of highlighting the company’s benefits or benefits for the earth or society, consumers
are most interested in what benefits them personally [62–65]. Generic claims like‚ “we operate
sustainably/green/etc” are far less credible than specific messages communicated in an appealing
style [35,62,66].

Confusion regarding types of certification alternatives. A common approach to gain the trust of
consumers is third-party validation like news coverage, affiliation with respected non-profit or civic
organizations, and certification. While most of these are difficult to achieve, certification can be
a strategic goal. Starting around 1990, about a dozen certification schemes were set up to protect
customers and benevolent businesses [67], but with over 465 today [68], this plethora of different labels
quickly became more confusing than beneficial. According to Hamele [69], there are approximately
140 sustainability certifications in tourism. The general confusion surrounding this vast number of
labels has subsequently provoked strong competition for the more popular labels and awards.
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Employee commitment to practices. Research has shown a high correlation between corporate social
responsibility and employee engagement [70] and with increased societal interest in meaningful work,
companies may yield benefits by aligning their business interests with the interests of their employees
and society at large [71]. Companies that emphasize CSR have gained a significant rise in morale as
well as loyalty [30,72,73], and employees spend more time at work [74]. Employees also have greater
faith in management [75], deliver increased productivity [76], and engage in enhanced teamwork [75]
and planning relevant to sustainability [70,77].

3. Methodology of the Study

The research discussed in this paper evaluates, through a survey of expert opinion, the perceived
impact that the commitment to sustainable practices through certification has on tangible financial
aspects (potential benefits of increased revenue and decreased operational costs) and intangible benefits
(customer satisfaction and employee satisfaction). The influence of strategic choices to sustainable
practices (extent of commitment, product range, facilities and equipment, and the application of
relevant marketing practices) was also explored.

In order to quantify the benefits of sustainability commitment, a review of secondary literature
helped to develop a thorough understanding of the factors that influence performance in general and
for tour enterprises in particular. Nonetheless, as tour operator-specific research is still limited, this
research is of an exploratory nature. Data was collected by means of an online survey, which was pilot
tested by relevant industry practitioners who either had significant work experience with a focus on
tour operator sustainability or worked in a management position at a tour enterprise which had made
a commitment to sustainable practices, thereby having knowledge in the specific areas related to this
study. The first round aimed at improving the survey questions and was done by two professionals
from Travelife for Tour Operators, whose work revolves around providing training sessions, holding
audits, and awarding certification to sustainable tour operators. With their feedback worked into the
research design, a final pilot test was conducted with a sustainability manager of a tour enterprise,
to test clarity of the survey questions. The final survey was sent using the online survey tool Qualtrics,
and subsequently analyzed using the analytics functions within Qualtrics, as well as Microsoft Excel
to further analyze exported raw data from Qualtrics.

The survey questions explored the motivating factors for commitment and were set out as
both nominal questions and ranking questions (People vs Planet vs Profit). Implemented social
and environmental measures utilized nominal questions. Based on the choices indicated by the
respondent, another question requested that the respondent rank the employed practices from most
to least beneficial to the company’s financial performance and from most to least appreciated by
customers and employees. An optional open-ended question on best practice was then asked to
provide further analysis. The financial performance indicators (revenue, costs and profitability)
were measured specifically in relation to the direct impact of sustainability commitment, in order
to exclude contextual influencing factors of business success. Moreover, as the sample population
largely was comprised of small to medium enterprises (SMEs), and hard data on many non-financial
indicators were not recorded, these were measured based on perceived changes, employing interval
scale questions with a 6-point Likert scale or percentages. Then, several motivating factors for
sustainability commitment were covered, ranging from the attracted target markets’ age groups and
origins, to employed marketing actions and the formulation of the communicated messages, and
revenue share accountable to sustainability-related products and services.

The survey also inquired about general company data, including the type of business in which the
company operated (inbound tour operators, outbound tour operator, other), the years in business, years
of seriously committing to sustainable operations, and—if applicable—the year in which certification,
or other types of recognition were attained and the number of employees to indicate firm size.
The survey ended with a question on the important effect sustainability has had on the company’s
success since business creation, at present and is expected to have in the future.
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In order to reach the companies that indicated a robust commitment to sustainability and hence
a considerable amount of sustainability practices employed, the population was chosen as: sustainability-
certified companies. To approach them, nine certification scheme providers with certification programs
covering tour operations were contacted as intermediaries. Most of the approximately 140+ [69]
certification schemes within the tourism industry are not focused on companies but confined to beaches,
nature reserves, to entire holiday regions, or are self-awarded labels. This research narrowed the field
to the twenty largest, overarching quality labels as identified by the report ‘Sustainability in tourism:
A guide through the label jungle’ [78] and utilized these certification schemes, Nine of these certify Tour
Operators with varying amounts of certified companies per label. The two largest - Ecotourism Australia
(192 companies) and Travelife for Tour Operators (191 companies on an international scale) represent
over two thirds of all known certified companies in this research. Of the 566 tour operators contacted,
which covered operations in a diversity of locations internationally, 104 responded to the survey.

The results presented nine major aspects relating to sustainability commitment and performance,
including: (1) general company characteristics, (2) commitment to sustainability, (3) motivating factors,
(4) marketing practices of commitment to sustainability, (5) most beneficial of sustainability practices,
(6) investment costs in sustainability practices, (7) annual operating costs and potential return on
investment, (8) perceived benefits of a commitment to sustainability practices, and (9) perceived overall
importance of sustainability practices to business success.

4. Results of the Exploratory Study

(1) General company characteristics: Companies in the respondent group were found to be of various
sizes and characteristics. Of the majority of responding tour operators, about two thirds facilitate
inbound tourism, with close to one-third focusing primarily on outbound tourism. The distribution
between companies offering day trips (36) and multi-day tours (42) is relatively balanced. Size is based
on the number of employees, varied between 0 and 34,000 employees (see Figure 1). However, 99% of
the companies indicated fewer than 500 employees, 82% employ 50 or fewer employees, 52% 10 or
fewer. Five companies said to employ more than 200.
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Figure 1. Number of employees.

Tour operators in the study have been in operation close to 18 years on average, and, while the
oldest has been in business since the 1950s, and the most recent has been operating for two years, the
spread is relatively even (see Figure 2).

(2) Commitment to sustainability. Commitment to sustainability has gained momentum, especially
over the past 10 years. Certification in turn is a more recent trend for respondents in the study, with
74% having attained their certificate within the past 5 years and 53% within the past two years (see
Figure 3).

(3) Motivating factors: The findings for motivating factors highlight that the commitment to
sustainability is foremost an affair of the heart (emotional relationship or commitment), and then
a business-minded decision. The motivating factor ‘Protecting the environment’ was found to be
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the most common motivation, followed closely by ‘Improve society’ and ‘Personal/lifestyle choice’.
Business-driven motivations were less often named as motivating factors (see Figure 4). Examples of
comments reinforcing their motivations regarding this commitment:

“Protection of wildlife”

“Thailand doesn’t have very many eco-laws, so we make our own.”

“For now a good marketing tool, but in a few years we believe that without a sustainability certificate
we are out of the market.”

“It is all about bringing awareness to people.”

An additional influencing factor on customer numbers and spending on sustainable tours has
been identified as customer age & origin. The study reviewed whether there were differences in
motivational influence based on these factors and found no significant difference.

(4) Marketing practices of commitment to sustainability: Besides displaying the attained certificate on
the companies’ websites, no marketing practice is employed consistently throughout the sample (see
Figure 5). Somewhat more than half of the surveyed tour enterprises include sustainability showcasing
as marketing tools, which are shown in travel itineraries (64%) or exhibit further details of their actions
online (54%), while third party validations are only used by 27%–43% and 30% organize or sponsor
events for local communities.Sustainability 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  7 of 18 
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(5) Most beneficial of sustainability practices: Based on each company’s respective implemented
practices, respondents were asked to rank the three most beneficial in terms of social and financial
return on investment (see Figure 6). This figure shows the number of times that a respondent mentioned
various sustainability best practices as the number 1st, 2nd or 3rd most important in benefiting the
tourism operator. The most often indicated best practice is ‘energy-saving’, followed by four which
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were nearly evenly rated: ‘water-saving’, ‘encourage customers to be environmentally friendly’, and
‘choose environmentally friendly suppliers, ‘encourage customers to consumer/use local products’.
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Figure 6. Most beneficial sustainability practices indicated.

There are some differences, however, in comparing the most beneficial sustainability practices
of the respondents with those implemented. Possibly a more accurate presentation is the percentage
of companies that have a certain practice both indicated as both beneficial and implemented. In the
depiction below (see Figure 7), the percentage on the yellow bar represents the respondent’s top three
most beneficial practices, while the dark bar represents the practices implemented by the various
certified tour operators.

While the majority of the most beneficial practices remain in the same order as in the above
diagram, one other practice stands out: ‘Use of renewable energy sources’, which is not as commonly
implemented, but is viewed as a likely way to generate benefits.

(6) Investment costs in sustainability practices: Almost all respondents (95.2%) have invested funds
of varying amounts into the environmental and/or social sustainability of the company’s operations.
However, the indicated amounts range from $119 to $300,000. For further analysis the outlier ($300,000)
has been excluded from the calculations, as well as companies who did not provide their investment
costs. Based on the remaining sample (91% of original sample), the mean invested is $7099. Moreover,
to illustrate the spread, groups based on amount ranges have been formed (see Figure 8).

(7) Annual operating costs and potential return on investment: To analyze the potential of financial
return on the initial investments, companies were asked about sustainability-induced changes in their
annual operating costs. Self-proclaimed by the respective managers, the increases and the decreases
added together summed up to the following results. While 88.8% claimed having saved costs, 85.2%
claimed to have additional costs. Although this is generalizing the complexity of investments, it could
be argued that the $7099 mean of implementation costs can be recovered over time, with the sum of
claimed financial benefits and deficits concluding in an annual cost recovery of $1,602, theoretically
leading to a full recovery of initial investments in the fourth year. This suggests that the financial
impacts on the responding companies were overall positive; hence financial company performance is
improved after sustainability investments were made. Furthermore, this calculation did not take into
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account increased customer numbers, increased customer spending, or length of stay, as those were
collected using Likert scales, not as financial values. While some respondents indicated sustainability
to have a positive impact on customer numbers (12.2% of respondents), customer spending (16.5%),
and length of stay (19%), most respondents saw no change; only 2.2% experienced a negative impact,
forming overall encouraging implications.

(8) Perceived benefits of a commitment to sustainability practices: Next to the tangible benefits of
cost savings and increase in revenue, the implementation of sustainability entails several intangible
(long-term) benefits. All areas were rated more often as positive (534 times ‘much better’ or ‘somewhat
better’), than negative (13 times ‘much worse’ or ‘somewhat worse’), as compared to ‘about the same’
(253 times mentioned) (see Figure 9).
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Based on the self-perception of managers, company reputation was rated with the highest
improvement (45% ‘much better’; 36% ‘somewhat better’) and received as well one of the lowest counts
for negative and equal ratings. The second most positively rated aspect of improvement is employee
satisfaction with 45.2% answering ‘somewhat better’ and 32.6% ‘much better’ (see Figure 10). This,
however, needs to be validated by further research. Other improvements are seen in the relationships
with business partners, employee loyalty, and customer satisfaction & loyalty. While no area could be
considered significantly negative, employee productivity received the least positive outcome with 22
‘much better’ responses, 26 ‘somewhat better’, and 42 ‘about the same’.

(9) Perceived overall importance of sustainability practices to business success: Sustainability practices
are largely perceived by respondents to be of high importance to the overall business success (see
Figure 10). The highest importance is seen ‘in future’, with 87% of managers giving it the highest
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possible selection on the Likert scale. Receiving certification is seen as slightly less important than
‘seriously committing to sustainability’, but still is rated by 75% as a 5 or 6.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

The collected survey data of this exploratory study is encouraging and suggests that sustainability
commitment on the Civic and Strategic level both serve to create value [79]. While it would be difficult
to draw conclusions on the tour enterprise industry at large, or to suggest that sustainability among
tour operators is as much of a trend as it is among accommodation businesses [80], the findings do
indicate that sustainability commitment and certification has been gaining momentum over the past
years and that it has been predominantly beneficial to the companies’ overall success. Moreover, the
notion of adopting social sustainability—in ways that empower employees and communities—serves
as a positive example of the Shareholder Theory [2].

Motivations of the majority of sampled companies are in line with findings of Font, Garay,
& Jones’ [5], depicting that sustainable SMEs are largely lifestyle-driven and value social and
environmental benefits to a greater degree than financials. However, it seems as if a global tightening
of legal restrictions and consumer demand increasingly attracts commercially motivated enterprises
in a gradual shift from the relatively small eco-niche tourism companies towards more mainstream
tourism operations.

Moreover, implications of sustainable practices on increased revenue through higher customer
numbers, spending and length of stay were found to be positive. This varies somewhat from previous
studies which indicated more nominal increases in customer spending and length of stay [46–48,81].
Nonetheless, sustainable practices have a positive impact on customer satisfaction, which potentially
leads to referrals and increased customer numbers.

Regarding satisfaction of staff and subsequent benefits to the firm, based on enhanced sustainability
practices, improvements in loyalty [72,73] and talent attraction [28] were found to be similar to the
literature, and so was employee productivity, though with lesser emphasis.

The expected influencing factor ‘quality of marketing messages’ and their effects on a rise of
customer numbers, spending and length of stay, were found to be inconsequential. While this might
be due to the aforementioned lack of credibility of sustainability-related marketing messages in
general [36,63–67], the mere 4% of responding companies who utilized all of the suggested favorable
marketing messages provide less evidence to reveal clear indications.
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Differences in motivational influence of sustainability practices based on age and origin were
explored in the study. Following a Nielsen Company’s survey in 2015, which found that firms whose
customers come predominantly from emerging market economies and/or are predominantly younger
in age, are more likely to have a willingness to spend. However in contrast, no significant relationship
was found in the present study. An explanation for this could be a similar attitude-behavior gap, as it
was found in studies focusing on customer willingness to pay [47,48] and actual past payments [47,48].

Concerning applied marketing channels, about half of the responding companies do not go
further than displaying the certification-label on their website, which is in line with Font, Elgammel &
Lammond’s [57] understanding of “greenhushing,” and indicates that a large amount of companies
under-communicate their actual practices. However, if companies are under-communicating out of
concern to be perceived to offer substandard product performance [55], or lose likability by boasting
about their achievements [56], it may be worth considering the two-thirds of respondents who
make transparent their sustainability practices in tour itineraries. This practice turned out to be
of significant advantage as an influencing factor of customer satisfaction, which is in line with Kachel &
Jenngings’ [82] study on the social reconstruction of environmental values through travel experiences
and its influence on tourist satisfaction.

The limitation of this research lays in the source of the data, as it is based on claims and perceptions
of company managers. Their perceptions about employee satisfaction and/or financial figures may only
be estimations. Nonetheless, the results are an indication of benefits, as respondents are predominantly
positive about the impacts their sustainability engagements have brought about.

The present study found a positive relationship between sustainability commitment and financial
and non-financial firm performance in all examined areas. This perhaps extends previous research on
the possibilities for sustainability implementation among SMEs in general and facility-independent
enterprises in particular.

6. Implications and Recommendations for Future Research

The findings of this exploratory study emphasize the business case for sustainability in tour
operations, as well as the potential for forward movement of sustainability commitment and
certification in mainstream tourism. Moreover, it signifies a tool for increased promotion and awareness
of sustainability certifications and their respective benefits for the tour operators specifically, and more
broadly for tourism enterprises. This may help build upon, and strengthen the incentive for both
sustainability accreditation schemes and even more importantly, the commitment, investment and
outcomes of sustainable practices regarding tour operations.

Recommended future research could investigate ways in which community involvement impacts
firm performance, as well as the return on investment of specific practices. Moreover, efforts as
shown in the present study could be extended to compare actual increases or decreases of customer
numbers, spending, and length of stay between sustainability-oriented and non-sustainability-oriented
companies within a limited geographic area in order to minimize most external influencing factors.

Findings of this study emphasize the business case for sustainability as well as the increase
of sustainability commitment and certification in tourism enterprises, and in particular, with tour
operators. Moreover, it indicates support for increased promotion and awareness of sustainability
certifications and their respective benefits for the firm and more broadly.
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