
 

 

Marketing and communication of sustainability for tourism businesses 
 

Sustainability marketing and communication forms part of a business strategy for tourism and 

hospitality businesses which have integrated sustainability into their operational and strategic 

activities, i.e. they already protect their environment and create meaningful jobs, purchase locally 

and promote the sense of place of where you belong.   

Currently, however, businesses may fail to achieve the results that they expect from communicating 

their sustainability values and actions.  

Considering that a majority of a new generation of tourists are expecting sustainability as a pre-

requisite for choosing a destination (figure 1), and traditional and online travel agencies have started 

to showcase environmental performance as a selection option, it is time to learn how to 

communicate sustainability performance in a way that makes sense to, and attracts customers. 

 

Figure 1: Relevance of sustainability among global travellers1 

 

This training session suggests marketing and communication activities in relation to five 

organisational benefits.  

Benefit #1: Improve your service 

It is possible to better communicate sustainability at different points in the customer 

experience, but it is important that companies put effort into understanding what they are 

asking the customer to do.  

Simple tips based on latest research and practice 

 

• Businesses can start by asking nicely, that is, putting effort into the format of the 

communications, taking care to design sustainability communications. For example, 

 
1 Net Zero Roadmap for Travel and Tourism, WTTC, UNEP based on Booking.com’s 2021 Sustainable Travel Report  

 



 

 

it is known that signage that uses a company’s logo and has been desk top published 

and then displayed with care produces higher results with customers.  

• It is important to also avoid generic messages like asking consumers to “be eco-

friendly” because these simply tell the customer they are currently doing it wrong, 

but not what they should do instead.  

• To engage consumers, messages also need to be trustworthy. This means that it is 

necessary to provide evidence that the company is acting sustainably, ideally verified 

from an independent third party. For most small firms, writing about sustainability 

with empathy and showing that everyone needs to engage together can also help. 

This is why businesses have seen good results from messages that are written in first 

person, and that are open to showing the work still to be done ahead.  

• In this sense, it is important to write honest messages, for example not pretending 

that carbon offsetting exonerates the customer from all responsibility, or that 

reusing a towel will save planet earth. Many customers will be doubtful of 

sustainability messages that are presented as benefiting the planet, but clearly have 

a financial saving for the company.  

• There is the option to use humour in messaging, but this needs to be done 

cautiously and its success will depend on the congruence with the company brand 

and customer expectations, as well as the cultural background of the customers that 

your business may have. Above all, messaging needs to be engaging, that is, creating 

an emotional bond with the customer that compels them to act at that moment in 

time.  

Benefit #2. Improve your customer satisfaction 

Improving customer satisfaction with your sustainability practices often means finding ways 

of showing customers the benefits of your sustainability work for their experience, without 

asking the customer to change. This is important to get higher satisfaction ratings in online 

sites like Tripadvisor and Booking, which in turn improve your chances to attract new 

customers.  

Simple tips based on latest research and practice 

• It is important to make customers feel good about their choice of business. 

Common examples of these are the introduction of provenance statements in 

menus.  

• It is important to use appealing language in your communications, and to spend 

time testing the wording. Marketeers have learned how to use storytelling for 

emotional appeal, but often have not applied it to sustainability communications.  

• Such communication needs to tell customers what’s in it for them. It is 

recommendable to first focus on the customer benefit and then to provide the 

factual evidence next, rather than going in hard with sustainability facts that might 

or might not be understood by the customer. If you are asking your customers to 

change their behaviour, offer them something in return.  



 

 

• It is advisable to nudge customers by making it easy for them to act sustainably, 

and this involves not only designing good communications but also the physical 

environment where you ask the customer to do so (e.g. we know that using smaller 

plates in a buffet is more effective to reduce waste than using threatening messages 

about the importance to not waste food).  

• Above all, communication needs to help customers take decisions that are timely 

and useful to the customer. Communicating all your sustainability actions in one 

place might work well for an environmental auditor, but customers need instead 

that you break down the information according to when it will help them do 

something different. In that sense, you need to separate your work into 

sustainability practices that customers must know pre booking/ purchase, after 

booking and confirmation but before travel, on arrival or at the start of the tour, 

during the tour or stay, and after the stay or visit. This gives you many more 

communication opportunities, and above all, they are timely.  

Benefit #3. Increase your customer expenditure 

Increasing expenditure per visitor is a key performance indicator for most businesses, and 

yet businesses rarely think that sustainability marketing and communication can help with 

this.  

Simple tips based on latest research and practice 

• Businesses can increase income by making customers feel special. This involves 

showing customers that the services and experiences the business is offering them 

are unique due to the particular value they have to you, as there is much evidence 

that a sense of exclusivity increases willingness to pay and recommend. Since most 

material things can be simply bought by us all, having access to unique experiences is 

the ultimate luxury, and showing how these unique experiences have both a 

personal as well as altruistic value further increases that sense of being premium.  

• Customers will spend more at your property or destination when you give them 

things to do, and you need to learn skills to upsell, by helping customers spend more 

(time and money) with you. A good example of this is the National Trust’s 50 things 

to do before you are 11 ¾ year old, which encourages customers to spend longer at 

National Trust properties by suggesting free activities to do that are “collectable”. 

Experiences with an implicit sustainability theme can help improve customer 

satisfaction, where we design them in order to make customers the protagonists, as 

participation is more engaging than simply being a spectator.  

• It is also useful to package services, as you can increase length of stay and a sense 

of uniqueness by adding a sustainability-related activity that has low or little cost to 

you together with the product that the customer wanted to buy in the first place, 

and in doing so creating a sense of added value.  

• Finally, to do all of this it is useful if businesses target consumers with offers more 

specific to them, rather than treating all customers in your database the same. To do 

this, businesses can design different promotional materials offering sustainability 



 

 

benefits depending on the level of importance of different market segments in your 

database.  

Benefit #4. Increase loyalty and reduce seasonality 

While technically these are two separate benefits, these two points have bundled them 

together because one of the key benefits of more loyal customers is that they are likely to 

repeat in shoulder seasons, and the management of seasonality is a key requirement for an 

appropriate use of infrastructure and natural resources that does not encourage an 

exploitative use in peak periods to compensate for underusage in others.  

Simple tips based on latest research and practice 

• We suggest that you make customers aware of your sustainability work during 

their experience and not beforehand. This reinforces their perception of having 

made the right choice by letting them know, post purchase, how their product also 

helps sustainability as well as being a higher quality product.  

• Businesses can increase repeat visitation by weathering proof offers with clear 

communication of what is possible to do in the destination when it is too cold, too 

hot, too wet, too dark, when there are midges… or any other weather or timing 

related issue that usually prevents customers from selecting your destination or 

services at a given time of year. Often find businesses and destinations themselves 

struggle to identify activities that can take place out of peak times, and yet once they 

do, they discover a vast range of activities that often show the more authentic side 

of the destination, and create bridges between locals and visitors.  

• In this sense, it is powerful to add a calendar not only to the business’ website, but 

also to show a diarised version of what to do locally on site. A calendar that shows 

what is best about each month will include now only the birds and flowers that one 

can see, but also the seasonal food and festivals, to name some options. Businesses 

also have an implicit calendar, in the photography that they use- businesses are 

unlikely in achieving off-season bookings if all photos show people in high season 

(e.g. when they wear short-sleeved tops). Show visitors doing activities out of 

season, and provide incentives for customers to come then.  

• Finally, give customers explicit reasons to recommend or return, particularly for 

your most loyal customers. It is important that you provide sustainability incentives 

appropriate to what the customer is worth to you.  

Benefit #5. Attract new customers 

First time customer bookings depend on a variety of variables: cost, quality, location, 

availability, convenience… and are likely to take priority over sustainability.  

The task ahead for businesses is to identify what aspects of sustainability can contribute 

to the key purchasing criteria:  

• How does sustainability help you reduce cost? 

• How does it help enhance the perception of quality? 

• How does it help you sell the location of your business, and so on?  



 

 

Few, though increasingly, customers will deliberately choose a place with sustainability 

credentials if they think this is at the expense of one of their key purchasing attributes. 

However, often many properties are fairly well matched on these common attributes, and 

that sustainability may become the tie breaker.  

Finally, depending on the market segment that you are targeting, businesses might find that 

sustainability now is a hygienic factor, that means, a baseline requirement that the buyers 

expect businesses to have by default, and not something they will see as a differentiator or 

that needs to be communicated, but certainly something that will de-list businesses as a 

potential supplier if these criteria are not met (see also figure 1). This is the case, 

increasingly, to enter the supply chain of distribution channels and to become a supplier of 

business travel and event services for corporate clients.  

 

Resource Example Links 

• Experiential tourism to increase the visitor season EU EXPERIENCE  

https://www.tourismexperience.org/  

 

• Consumer Information Tools and Climate Change - Facilitating low-carbon choices in Tourism, 

Buildings and Food Systems, UNEP 

https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/knowledge-centre/resources/consumer-information-tools-and-

climate-change#section-supporting-documents  

 

• Net Zero Roadmap for Travel and Tourism, WTTC/UNEP 

https://wttc.org/Portals/0/Documents/Reports/2021/WTTC_Net_Zero_Roadmap.pdf 

• Booking.com’s 2021 Sustainable Travel Report  
https://globalnews.booking.com/bookingcoms-2021-sustainable-travel-report-affirms-potential-

watershed-moment-for-industry-and-consumers/ 

 

• Communicating Sustainability, UNEP 

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/8317/-

Communicating%20sustainability_%20how%20to%20produce%20effective%20public%20campaigns-

2005Communicatingsustainibility.pdf?sequence=4&amp%3BisAllowed=y%2C%20Spanish%7C%7Chttp

s%3A//wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11  

 

• Guidelines for Providing Product Sustainability Information, UNEP 

https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/knowledge-centre/resources/guidelines-providing-product-

sustainability-information 
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