
SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING FOR TOURISM 

AND HOSPITALITY BUSINESSES 

Reporting the impact that an organisation has on its stakeholders is an essential part of its 
transparency and accountability responsibility, but also a mean to improve the organisation’s 
economic and environment performance while ensuring social safeguards. 
 
What is sustainability reporting? 

Sustainability reporting is linked to the sustainability long term goal. It represents a potential 

mechanism to generate data and measure progress and the contribution of companies towards 

global sustainable development objectives as it can help companies and organizations measure their 

performance in all dimensions of sustainable development, set goals, and support the transition 

towards a low emission, resource efficient, and inclusive green economy.  

In a sustainability report, organisations acknowledge their responsibilities and their efforts to 

addressing them, with 1) a clear statement of values, 2) Key sustainability issues facing the 

organization, and 3) an account of plans with targets, and performance against such plans.  

Why report sustainability performance? 

As stakeholders and society in general are increasingly asking corporations to take full account of 

their environmental and social responsibilities, they also demand organizations to be accountable 

and transparent on ethical, social or environmental issues. A majority of a new generation of 

tourists are for example expecting sustainability as a pre-requisite for choosing a destination and 

traditional and online travel agencies have started to showcase environmental performance as 

selection option.  

Further Sustainability Reporting Benefits include: 

• Improve access to capital and become more attractive to investors 

• Ensure regulation compliance  

• Become more attractive to customers 

• Ensure employee retention and loyalty 

• Streamline processes, reducing costs and improving efficiency 

• Increase understanding of risks and opportunities 

• Emphasize the link between financial and non-financial performance 

• Influence long-term management strategy, policy and business plans 

 

Current Situation and Challenge 

KPMG conducts an annual survey of sustainability reporting practices, which shows that the 

largest companies in the world across most sectors produce voluntary reports under different 

titles, referring to sustainability, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) or Environment and Social 

Governance (ESG). These high rates in the past were mostly the result of voluntary reporting 

practices, and these reports loosely followed international and national guidelines. Some countries 

and financial markets are setting regulations and standards that companies are expected to follow. 

Despite this, there is a variety of levels of external assurance of the quality and veracity of the 

https://home.kpmg/xx/en/home/insights/2020/11/the-time-has-come-survey-of-sustainability-reporting.html


content reported.  However, the data from KPMG (2020) shows that the level of sustainability 

reporting in the tourism industry is lower than the average for other sectors.  

One of the problems organizations face when deciding to report on their sustainability approach is 

the long list of guidelines, principles, frameworks available to guide them. Each of these addresses 

the reporting issue differently. Some provide rigid reporting structures including how to define the 

report content what topics to report about and, its boundaries, etc. also indicating which specific 

indicators and metrics, while in other cases what we find is a list of action principles that should 

guide organizations sustainability strategy and along with them the requirement of companies to 

report about their strategies and practices. The key differences between these reporting 

frameworks, disclosure options, regulations, guides, methodology standards, are around three main 

questions: the intended audience, the way to identify key issues to report on, and the scope of the 

report.  

 
Figure 1: Examples of reporting frameworks, disclosure options, guides, methodology standards 

 

It’s worth reviewing some of the sustainability practices across key subsectors of the tourism and 

hospitality industry through the analysis of how companies take responsibility, and share this 

information, with stakeholders and customers. We know that most small tourism firms under-

communicate their sustainability practices, mostly because they perceive that consumers are not 

interested (Font et al, 2017).  

There has been an increase in internal and external pressure on companies to improve their 

sustainability performance, and sustainability reporting has now evolved from an iterative process 

into a strategic tool to support decision-making processes. Reasons for this include pressing 

environmental and social challenges and a rising interest in sustainability reporting, not only from 

governments, but also from investors and stock exchanges, resulting in regulatory instruments and 

incentives for reporting. This pattern is likely to continue, as company monitoring will, at the 

national and global levels, be a key component in tracking the progress of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG target 

12.6 and its respective indicator, 12.6.1, on corporate sustainability reporting. 

In the past, cruise lines and hotel groups have mainly reported their planned management actions 

rather than performance data, responding to the needs of internal rather than external stakeholders 

Bonilla-Priego et al, 2014; Font et al, 2016; Guix et al, 2018). There are also examples of misleading 

and exaggerated claims of positive impacts of tourism activities, such as those found in the analysis 

of publicly available evidence from volunteer tourism firms (Smith & Font, 2014) and voluntary 

carbon offsetting in the airline industry (Guix et al, 2022). Since nowadays we do not have 



independent assurance that the reports are accurate, it is possible that the gaps of over 25% 

difference between what companies disclose and what they actually do are still happening, as were 

found a decade ago (Font et al, 2012).  

Such lack of sustainability assurance in combination with a variety of indicators and often missing 

transparency on measurement methodologies are critical issues, and something that industry 

associations ought to contribute to address. However, industry associations are failing to set 

standards for their members, and when they develop some guidelines, these are informative and 

have so far not been monitored nor enforced, as seen in the case of tour operators in relation to 

activities involving captive wild animals (Font et al, 2019). This may not be surprising however, when 

governments themselves fail to embed sustainability issues into their national tourism policies or 

overall sustainability strategies. A study from UNWTO and UNEP (2019) revealed that while 100% of 

national tourism strategies analysed mentioned sustainable tourism, only 55% go beyond making a 

cursory reference to it, very few quote actual data about the (un)sustainable use of current 

resources, and only 2% make reference to policy instruments related to more than two of the SDG12 

Sustainable Production and Consumption impact areas (biodiversity and land use, greenhouse 

emissions, energy, waste and water).  

Next steps  

To fully benefit from sustainability reporting practices, a range of crucial actions need to be carried 

out in order to improve the quality of sustainability reporting and thus increase related benefits and 

overall company performance. Possible actions include: 

• Building corporate understanding of the benefits of sustainability reporting. 

• Develop guidance and simplified measurement tools to encourage and enable sustainability 

reporting among its tourism value chain, particularly amongst small and medium 

enterprises. One tool example is UNEP’s GHG emission and resource efficiency open-source 

tool. 

• Supporting the consolidation of data extracted from corporate sustainability reports to 

enhance the measurement of sustainability performance at the company level. 

• Making use of this disclosed sustainability information to support decision-making 

processes, investment choices, and improved access to finance. 

 

Reporting examples 

Meliá hotels is one of the top 50 hotel groups in the world, operating in 41 countries with 368 

properties and 96.152 rooms. Their sustainability management and reporting efforts have been 

recognised by achieving the Silver Class award in Corporate Sustainability Assessment 2022 de S&P 

Global. The systems required to manage data from such complex operations are underpinned by an 

internal operating reporting system driven by visual, intuitive and operational (KPI driven) principles, 

which provide the bases for corporate level reporting. 

https://www.meliahotelsinternational.com/en/our-company/reputation-sustainability  

Fuerte Hoteles is a family run chain of seven hotels in the South of Spain that demonstrates that 

small tourism organisations can also develop sustainability management systems to drive continuous 

improvement in the organisation, and to generate annual sustainability reports since 2010 that 

make the hotel group accountable to its stakeholders.  https://www.fuertehoteles.com/wp-

content/uploads/2021/10/Memoria-RSC-2020-ESP-compressed.pdf  

https://www.meliahotelsinternational.com/en/our-company/reputation-sustainability
https://www.fuertehoteles.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Memoria-RSC-2020-ESP-compressed.pdf
https://www.fuertehoteles.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Memoria-RSC-2020-ESP-compressed.pdf


The Long Run is a membership organisation of nature-based tourism business committed to driving 

sustainability, hosted by Preferred by Nature. The aim is to maintain a healthy and productive planet 

for posterity. Operating with a great sense of responsibility and care, members of The Long Run 

demonstrate that the planet and profit can indeed co-exist and thrive together. The Long Run helps 

its members to embed sustainability at the core of businesses’ decision-making, become more 

competitive and resilient through innovation and strategic business development.  

https://www.thelongrun.org/  

Resource Examples 

Glasgow Declaration Climate Action in Tourism 

https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/programmes/sustainable-tourism/glasgow-declaration  

Climate Disclosure Standards Board  https://www.ifrs.org/sustainability/climate-disclosure-

standards-board/  

Global Reporting Initiative https://www.globalreporting.org/  

Global Sustainable Tourism Council https://www.gstcouncil.org/  

Integrated reporting https://www.integratedreporting.org/  

ISO 26000 social responsibility https://www.iso.org/iso-26000-social-responsibility.html  

UNEP 2019, Enhancing the uptake and impact of corporate sustainability reporting  

https://www.unep.org/enhancing-uptake-and-impact-corporate-sustainability-reporting  

Value Reporting Foundation SASB standards https://www.sasb.org/  

UNEP GHG and Resource Efficiency Tool for the Accommodation and MICE Sector: 

https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/knowledge-centre/resources/resource-efficiency-data-and-

performance-monitoring-tool-0  
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