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Abstract

Sustainability in hotels is frequently promoted through corporate messaging, yet for
employees working behind the scenes it unfolds amid time pressures, guest
expectations, and operational constraints. Having experienced this environment first-
hand, I became interested in how hotel employees understand and enact sustainability
within the realities of daily service work. Employees interact with guests, manage
resources, and navigate competing demands, placing them at the centre of
sustainability implementation. Yet their role in shaping sustainable practices remains

underexplored in hospitality research.

The overarching aim of this thesis is to explore how sustainability becomes embedded
as an organisational process in hotels by examining the employee-mediated
mechanisms that translate stated commitments into consistent everyday practice.
Taking a qualitative, interpretivist approach, the research draws primarily on semi-
structured interviews and an embedded single case study within the UK hotel sector.
This design enables an examination of sustainability as a lived organisational
phenomenon shaped through everyday interactions, informal learning, operational

pressures, and shifting workplace conditions.

Across the thesis, the findings reveal the complex ways in which employees make
sense of and engage with sustainability. Their motivation to act sustainably is
influenced by organisational culture, leadership behaviour, and workload demands.
Their sustainability knowledge emerges largely through informal and experiential
learning, circulating unevenly across roles and departments. Organisational learning
processes are often fragmented, affecting how sustainability cues are noticed,
interpreted, and integrated into daily practice. These insights demonstrate that
embedding sustainability depends not only on formal initiatives but on the everyday
mechanisms through which employees interpret, enact, and reinforce sustainable

behaviours.

Overall, this thesis contributes to hospitality sustainability scholarship by deepening

the understanding of how organisational actors address a critical organisational



challenge while managing multiple competing demands. It highlights the employee-
mediated processes that shape whether sustainability remains rhetorical or becomes
routine and offers practical insights to help hotels strengthen the embedding of

sustainability within the complexities of daily operations.



Structure of the Thesis

This thesis takes an alternative format in which each chapter in the main body is

presented as a research paper with its own distinct theoretical contribution.

Chapter I provides the foundation for the thesis. It outlines the research context,
identifies the research gap, establishes the research aim, and presents the philosophical
and methodological positioning of the thesis. It also introduces the broader conceptual

foundations that guide the three empirical papers.

Chapter II (Paper 1) explores how hotel employees engage with sustainability
initiatives, highlighting the conditions that enable or constrain their participation and
commitment. Drawing on qualitative interview data with employees across different
roles, it examines how engagement is experienced within demanding hotel
environments. Its contribution lies in showing that engagement is shaped not only by
individual motivation but also by organisational culture, leadership behaviour, and
operational pressures, raising important questions about the extent to which

engagement translates into meaningful organisational change.

Chapter III (Paper 2) investigates how sustainability knowledge is developed,
shared, and applied within hotel settings. Using qualitative interviews with staff in
both operational and managerial positions, it explores how different types of
knowledge shape the enactment of sustainability in everyday work. Its contribution
lies in demonstrating that sustainability knowledge is multifaceted, combining formal
instruction, tacit experience, social learning, and temporal awareness, and in raising
questions about how such knowledge can be embedded more consistently across

organisations.

Chapter IV (Paper 3) analyses how organisational learning mechanisms support or
hinder the embedding of sustainability within hotels. Drawing on a qualitative case
study of an independent hotel with a stated sustainability commitment, it examines
how formal processes and informal practices shape the circulation and retention of

sustainability-related knowledge. Its contribution lies in showing that learning often



occurs in a fragmented manner and in highlighting the challenges of translating
individual insights into enduring organisational routines and practices.

These papers are connected through reflexive bridges that explain the conceptual
progression across the thesis and acknowledge the evolving role of the researcher

throughout the study.

Chapter V synthesises the theoretical and practical contributions emerging from the

three papers.

Chapter VI concludes the thesis by outlining its limitations and identifying directions

for future research.

Vi
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1.1 General Introduction

The hotel industry is often portrayed as a world of luxury: the relaxing sound of soft
music, the smell of fresh linen, fine food served with elegance, the welcoming smile of
hotel employees, and the comfort of beds that promise rest and indulgence. However,
for employees, the same place is one of long hours, relentless pace, and constant
pressure. To create such luxury for guests, hotels consume vast resources, generate
significant waste, and present a paradox when viewed through the lens of
sustainability. After decades of working in this industry, I have seen how employees
sacrifice time, energy, and personal commitments to maintain this standard of
perfection, often in conditions that leave little space to consider sustainability beyond
the immediate tasks at hand. At times, I tried to make small changes, reusing resources,
questioning wasteful routines, or encouraging colleagues to act differently, but these
efforts often felt insignificant against the overwhelming demands of cost, efficiency,
and service. While I sometimes felt hopeful that employees could make a difference,
more often I felt powerless, aware that sustainability was celebrated in words but

rarely embedded in the exhausting reality of daily hotel work (Personal reflection).

This personal experience reflects a wider challenge within the hospitality sector: while
hotels project an image of comfort and indulgence for guests, they are also workplaces
where sustainability must compete with operational pressures and organisational
priorities. Although sustainability features prominently in corporate reports and policy
agendas, it often remains at the level of rhetoric rather than being embedded in the
reality of everyday hotel operations (Chi et al., 2023). The industry’s environmental
impact is well documented, with hotels identified as significant consumers of energy
and water, as well as contributors to waste and greenhouse gas emissions (Prakash et
al., 2023, Filimonau et al., 2021). These challenges raise important questions about
how sustainability is enacted in practice and, in particular, how employees, who are
central to service delivery, navigate the contradictions between efficiency, guest

satisfaction, and environmental responsibility.

Sustainability in hotels is complicated by the operational demands of the industry

(Chua et al., 2024). Daily practices designed to deliver guest comfort, such as frequent
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linen changes, extensive buffets, and intensive climate control, carry significant
environmental costs (Khatter et al, 2023; Khatter et al., 2021a). Employees are
responsible for carrying out these services, yet they are also expected to adopt
sustainable behaviours, a dual responsibility that is often difficult to balance (Kim et
al., 2019, Karatepe et al., 2022). At the same time, hotels operate in highly competitive
markets where profitability depends on maximising occupancy and controlling labour
costs (Pereira-Moliner et al., 2021). Long hours and heavy workloads leave employees
with limited scope to engage in sustainability initiatives such as energy monitoring,
waste reduction, or guest engagement (Baum et al., 2024, loannides et al., 2021). This
highlights the persistent gap between sustainability rhetoric at the organisational level
and the reality of frontline practice. Despite this, employees remain central to the
success of sustainability efforts: as the individuals who deliver services and interact
directly with guests, their behaviours not only determine the effectiveness of
environmental initiatives but also shape guests’ perceptions of authenticity (Arshad et
al., 2022, Karatepe et al., 2022). Yet their perspectives are often marginal in both
academic research and industry policy, which have traditionally focused on managerial
strategies (Knezevic Cvelbar et al., 2024; Baker et al, 2024) or consumer behaviour
(Lin et al., 2022, Loureiro et al., 2022, Han, 2021). This gap underscores the need to
understand employees not merely as implementers of sustainability policy, but as
active agents whose knowledge and experience are vital to embedding sustainability

in hotel operations.

Recent studies suggest a growing recognition of employees as active participants in
sustainability transitions (Moilanen et al, 2023; Moilanen et al, 2023), with research
on tourism workforces highlighting employee engagement (Knezevic Cvelbar et al.,
2024; Pham et al., 2019) as a critical driver of sustainability outcomes and showing
that employees’ environmental knowledge directly influences their ability to adopt
sustainable practices (Robinson et al., 2019, Kim et al., 2019, Vovk et al, 2024).
Beyond individual engagement and knowledge, organisational studies emphasise the
importance of organisational learning mechanisms (OLMs) in embedding
sustainability, ensuring that knowledge is shared, institutionalised, and translated into

practice (Xia et al, 2022, Alhemimah et al., 2024, Martinez-Martinez et al., 2023).
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Together, these insights point to the need for a more comprehensive understanding of
how employees contribute to sustainability in hotels, not merely as implementers of
managerial strategies, but as knowledge holders, learners, and change agents within

their organisations.

This thesis addresses the identified gap by placing employees at the centre of analysis.
The overarching research aim is to investigate how employees contribute to the
implementation and embedding of sustainability in hotels, and how organisational
processes support or constrain this role. By foregrounding the perspectives of
employees, the thesis contributes to hospitality sustainability scholarship by shifting
the analytical focus from managerial strategies and consumer behaviour to the lived
experiences of those who deliver services. It also offers practical insights for the
industry, highlighting how employee participation and learning can help move

sustainability from rhetoric to reality in the hotel sector.

This chapter outlines the underlying rationale for the thesis. Starting with an
exploration of the extant work on sustainability in hospitality, and the role of
employees in it, then the overarching research aim of the thesis is explained. Research
philosophy, including ontological and epistemological positioning, the rationale for a
qualitative design, the type of reasoning adopted, and the ethical considerations that
guided the study are then discussed. This philosophical framework then provides the
basis for the empirical work that follows and establishes the context within which the

three papers are subsequently introduced.

1.2 Sustainability in the hotel industry

Sustainability has shifted from a peripheral concern to a defining expectation for the
global hotel industry (Blanco-Moreno et al., 2025). Once associated with luxury,
indulgence, and carefree consumption, hotels are now increasingly scrutinised for their
environmental footprint, social responsibility, and contribution to sustainable
development goals (G0ssling et al., 2023, Scott et al., 2024). Continuous operations,
high energy and water consumption, and intensive use of resources mean that hotels

are highly visible actors in destination economies and societies (Dani et al., 2021,
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Prakash et al., 2023, Arenhart et al., 2022). At the same time, global challenges such
as climate change, biodiversity loss, and waste generation have intensified the urgency
of embedding sustainability across all sectors, with hospitality standing out as a

particularly resource-intensive domain (Liburd et al, 2020; Loehr et al, 2021).

Hotels contribute substantially to environmental pressures through high energy use
(Dibene-Arriola et al., 2021), greenhouse gas emissions (Arenhart et al., 2022),
extensive water consumption (Antonova et al., 2021) and large volumes of waste
generation (Diaz-Farina et al., 2023). Energy demands from heating, cooling, and
lighting remain major contributors to hotels’ carbon footprints (Arenhart et al., 2024),
while food waste and single-use plastics further compound environmental costs
(Filimonau et al, 2019). Beyond environmental impacts, sustainability is increasingly
tied to reputational and financial performance (Flores-Hernandez et al., 2020).
Investors and consumers demand credible action (Misiuda et al, 2022), while
governments embed sustainability requirements into policy and regulation (Aguinis et
al., 2023). These converging pressures render sustainability a business-critical issue
for hotels, shaping both their legitimacy and long-term resilience (Streimikiene et al.,

2021).

By 2024, international tourism had largely recovered to pre-pandemic levels, and
arrivals are projected to increase further in 2025 (UNWTO, 2025), underscoring the
urgency of embedding sustainability in hotel operations. Sustainability has emerged as
a global priority, with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
providing a framework for balancing economic growth, social inclusion, and
environmental protection (UN, 2015). Tourism and hospitality are explicitly linked to
several of these goals, particularly Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and Production
and Goal 13: Climate Action. The SDGs challenge service industries such as
hospitality to move beyond resource-intensive models and contribute to global
decarbonisation efforts. International organisations including the UN World Tourism
Organization (UN Tourism) and the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC)
reinforce this message, calling on hotels to reduce carbon intensity and adopt more

sustainable operations (WTTC, 2024). These ambitions are reflected in broader
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climate commitments such as the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 2015), which seeks to
limit global warming to well below 2°C, and the Glasgow Declaration on Climate
Action in Tourism (UN, 2021), which commits signatories to halve emissions by 2030
and reach net zero before 2050. Recent climate conferences, including COP27 and
COP28, have further underlined the need to align tourism and hospitality with global
net zero pathways (UNFCCC, 2023). Yet the realisation of these commitments
ultimately depends on how industries, organisations, and employees translate them

into daily practice.

In the United Kingdom, the framework for legally binding Carbon Budgets was
introduced through the Climate Change Act 2008 (ClimateChangeCommittee, 2008),
making the UK the first country to establish statutory limits on greenhouse gas
emissions. The Act requires the government to set five-yearly Carbon Budgets that
define the national trajectory for emission reductions (UKGovernment, 2008). A 2019
amendment strengthened this framework by setting a legally binding target to achieve
net zero emissions by 2050 (UKGovernment, 2019). Subsequent budgets, including
the Sixth Carbon Budget (2033-2037), approved in 2021 (ClimateChangeCommittee,
2021), and the forthcoming Seventh Carbon Budget (2038-2042), outline
progressively ~ deeper  reductions  consistent ~ with  the 2050  goal

(ClimateChangeCommittee, 2025).

In response, industry bodies such as UKHospitality have introduced the Hospitality
Sector Net Zero Roadmap to 2040, which identifies energy efficiency, waste
management, and sustainable supply chains as strategic priorities (UKHospitality,
2022). These initiatives demonstrate alignment with national policy and international
frameworks and position the hospitality sector as an important contributor to
decarbonisation (UKHospitality, 2022). However, the capacity of hotels to act on these
commitments varies widely (WTTC, 2024). Large international chains often have the
resources to invest in monitoring systems, staff training, and supplier engagement,
whereas independent hotels frequently operate on tight margins, lack dedicated
sustainability staff, and prioritise short-term survival over long-term environmental

strategies (Mihalic, 2020, NetZeroNow, 2024). This uneven capacity raises questions
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about the inclusivity and effectiveness of sustainability agendas within the

accommodation sector.

Even where sustainability measures are introduced, questions remain about their depth
and authenticity. Eco-certifications such as Green Key, ISO 14001, and Leadership in
Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) are promoted as indicators of
environmental responsibility, yet their implementation is often inconsistent and, in
some cases, superficial (Pertusa-Ortega et al., 2021). Critics highlight the risk of
greenwashing, where sustainability initiatives are adopted primarily for marketing
advantage rather than substantive environmental change (Lashitew et al, 2021). For
instance, towel reuse schemes are frequently showcased as flagship sustainability
actions, yet they serve cost-saving objectives as much as ecological ones (Majeed et
al, 2023). Increasingly, guests are attuned to these dynamics and judge the credibility
of sustainability claims not only by official certifications but also by the visible

behaviours of hotel employees (Alyahia et al., 2024, Chua et al., 2024).

Hotels are uniquely positioned to contribute positively to sustainability agendas, as
their visibility, stakeholder networks, and daily interactions with guests, suppliers,
employees, and local communities make them influential actors in embedding
sustainable practices (Ruiz-Fernandez et al., 2024). Guests increasingly expect
tangible evidence of responsible practice and show willingness to support hotels that
demonstrate authentic commitment to sustainability (Galati et al., 2023). However, the
credibility of these efforts depends on the consistency between rhetoric and practice,
with scholars cautioning against the reputational risks of greenwashing (Alyahia et al.,
2024, Lashitew et al, 2021; Majeed et al, 2023). Moreover, as labour-intensive
organisations employing millions worldwide, hotels’ employment practices and
community engagement directly influence tourism’s broader legitimacy and
contribution to sustainable development (Kim et al., 2019). Hotels differ from many
other service organisations due to the intensity of human interaction, the continuous
nature of operations, and the high level of resource consumption required to deliver
hospitality services (Baum, 2015; Ioannides et al., 2021; Prakash et al., 2023). Unlike

sectors where service delivery may be standardised or partially automated, hotels rely
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heavily on employees to manage daily operations, interact with guests, and maintain
service quality (Baum, 2015). At the same time, hotels operate around the clock and
involve multiple interdependent departments such as housekeeping, food and
beverage, and maintenance, all of which contribute significantly to energy
consumption, water use, and waste generation (Filimonau et al., 2021; Prakash et al.,
2023). These operational characteristics create a complex environment in which
sustainability initiatives must be balanced alongside service expectations, guest
satisfaction, and operational efficiency (Ioannides et al., 2021; Baum et al., 2016). As
a result, employees play a particularly central role in translating sustainability
commitments into everyday practice, making hotels a distinctive organisational
context for examining how sustainability becomes embedded through employee
engagement, knowledge, and organisational learning (Kim et al., 2019; Pham et al.,

2019).

Sustainability is commonly conceptualised as encompassing three interconnected
dimensions: environmental, social, and economic sustainability (Elkington, 1997).
While all three pillars are important within the hospitality industry, this thesis focuses
specifically on environmental sustainability. This focus reflects the significant
environmental footprint of hotel operations, including high levels of energy
consumption, water use, and waste generation (Filimonau et al., 2021; Prakash et al.,
2023). Moreover, many environmental practices within hotels are directly enacted
through employees’ daily operational activities, such as waste management, resource
conservation, and guest interaction (Kim et al., 2019; Pham et al., 2019). Concentrating
on environmental sustainability therefore enables a more focused examination of how
employee engagement, sustainability knowledge, and organisational learning

mechanisms contribute to embedding sustainable practices within hotel operations.

1.2.1 The green hotel concept

The “green hotel” concept has emerged as one of the hospitality sector’s most visible
responses to the sustainability agenda (Chua et al, 2022). These practices were often
motivated by cost savings rather than a broader commitment to sustainability,

reflecting an instrumental orientation (TM et al., 2021). Over time, however, the
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concept has evolved into a more holistic model that integrates sustainability principles
across strategy, operations, supply chains, and brand identity (Alreahi et al., 2023, TM
et al.,, 2021). Green hotels are now characterised by the systematic adoption of
practices designed to minimise environmental impacts and generate social value
(Zhang et al, 2020; Chua and Han, 2022). These range from energy efficiency
programmes (e.g., LED lighting, smart Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning
systems (HVAC) systems) and water conservation technologies (e.g., low-flow
fixtures, greywater recycling) to food waste reduction, sustainable procurement,
biodiversity protection, and community engagement (Alreahi et al., 2022).
Importantly, the green hotel model is no longer understood as a set of isolated
operational adjustments, but rather a strategic orientation that shapes organisational

identity and competitive positioning (Alsheref et al., 2024, Elshaer et al., 2024).

As noted earlier, while external certifications and eco-labels were initially discussed
in more sceptical terms, (Alreahi et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2022). While these
certifications can help standardise practices and benchmark performance, they are not
without limitations (Bianco et al., 2023). Scholars caution that eco-labels may
encourage a “tick-box” mentality, or be deployed primarily as marketing tools if not
supported by genuine organisational commitment (Velaoras et al., 2025). This
underscores the importance of moving beyond symbolic compliance to ensure

sustainability is embedded across daily operations.

The benefits of green hotel adoption are widely recognised (Bianco et al., 2023).
Research identifies gains in operational efficiency, cost savings, enhanced brand
reputation, stronger customer loyalty, and access to environmentally conscious market
segments (Eid et al., 2021, Trang et al., 2019). Guest surveys also suggest that
travellers increasingly prefer sustainable accommodation, thus rewarding hotels
perceived as environmentally and socially responsible (Merli et al., 2019). Despite the
growing momentum toward sustainable operations, many hotels continue to face
substantial barriers to full implementation. The most persistent challenges relate to the
high upfront costs of sustainable infrastructure, which are particularly burdensome for

small and independent properties (Calisto et al., 2021). Organisational fragmentation
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and resistance to change can also impede adoption (Baum et al., 2016, Sharma et al.,
2023), while training gaps often leave employees tasked with implementing
sustainability initiatives without sufficient resources or knowledge (Bilderback et al,

2024).

Ultimately, the green hotel concept represents a shift from superficial environmental
gestures to a more integrated approach in which sustainability forms part of strategic
positioning and operational routines. Yet the success of this model depends not only
on technical innovations or managerial policies but on the extent to which
sustainability becomes a shared responsibility embedded in organisational culture
(Andoh et al., 2025). In this respect, employees are indispensable actors whose
engagement ensures that sustainability commitments are translated from

organisational rhetoric into the reality of hotel operations.

1.2.2 The role of hotel employees

In the academe and the hotel industry, discussions of sustainability have often focused
on corporate strategy (Rehman et al., 2023; Teruel Gutiérrez, 2020), leadership and
organisational commitment (Patiar et al, 2016; Ahmed et al., 2021), consumer
behaviour and green purchasing decisions (Han et al, 2020; Nimri et al., 2020) and
technological innovations such as energy and water efficiency systems (Gunduz
Songur et al., 2023; Mejia et al, 2019). While these perspectives have significantly
advanced understanding of sustainability in hotels, they overlook a critical dimension:
the role of employees. Employees are the ones who translate sustainability policies
into practice (Baum et al, 2015). Evidence from wider organisational research also
shows that employees’ environmental attitudes strongly predict their pro-
environmental behaviour at work (Wells et al., 2016), reinforcing the importance of
viewing employees as active contributors to sustainability rather than passive
implementers. Hotels are among the most labour-intensive business in the tourism
economy, sustained by a diverse workforce that spans operational and managerial roles
(Baum et al., 2016; Ladkin et al., 2023). In hospitality research, employees are
considered a heterogeneous group directly involved in services delivery and hotel

operations (Nickson, 2013). This workforce includes frontline service employees (e.g.

21



housekeeping, reception, food and beverage staff); technical and support personnel
(e.g. maintenance, security and catering staff); and managerial employees responsible
for supervision, coordination and strategic decision-making (Baum, 2015, Fuchs et al.,
2021). This scope reflects the complex interdependencies of hotel work, where guest-
facing interactions and back-of-house activities collectively shape the overall guest
experience (Nickson, 2013). While employees operate across multiple levels of the
organisational hierarchy, they share a common feature: their labour directly connects
organisational policies with the realities of service delivery (Rahman et al., 2020;
Asante, 2024). Unlike sectors where technology automates routine tasks, hotels remain
heavily reliant on human interaction, discretion and effort (Buhalis et al., 2019).
Therefore, employees cannot be viewed as interchangeable units of labour; rather they
are central actors whose actions influence service quality and sustainability outcomes

(Pham et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2019).

The rise of the green hotel concept marks a shift from superficial environmental
gestures to a more integrated approach in which sustainability is embedded within
strategy, operations and organisational identity. However, the success of this model
depends on more than managerial vision or technological innovation but also on the
extent to which sustainability becomes a shared organisational value enacted through
daily work practices (Rubio-Andrés et al, 2024; Khalil et al., 2024). In this respect,
employees play a crucial role. Specifically, their behaviours, attitudes and engagement
determine whether sustainability commitments move beyond organisational rhetoric

into operational reality (Oriade et al., 2021).

The following sections elaborate on the ways in which employees contribute to the
realisation of sustainability in hotels. Firstly, it examines how employees enact and
communicate sustainability through their daily work practices, translating
organisational objectives into meaningful actions and guest experiences at the
operational level. Secondly, it explores how employees mediate sustainability within
the organisation, bridging managerial strategies and frontline realities by adapting,
interpreting and transferring sustainability knowledge across the hotel hierarchy.

Lastly, it considers how employees develop and share learning that supports
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continuous improvement, highlighting their role as co-creators of the organisational

knowledge and adaptive capacity required for long-term sustainability.

1.2.2.1 Enacting and communicating sustainability in daily practice

Employees are key to translating sustainability strategies into daily routines that shape
the socio-environmental performance of hotels (Pham et al., 2020). While corporate
policies and technologies establish the structural framework for sustainable operations,
it is employees who bring these strategies to life through their daily decisions,
interactions and behaviours. Their actions determine whether sustainability remains an

abstract goal or becomes an integrated part of hotel culture and practice.

At the operational level, employees enact sustainability through tasks such as waste
management, energy conservation, sourcing and guest engagement (Luu at al, 2020;
Fu et al., 2022, Khalil et al., 2024). Research shows that Green Human Resource
Management (GHRM) initiatives (e.g. targeted training, performance incentives and
participatory programmes) can strengthen the environmental commitment of
employees and shape their pro-sustainability behaviours (Tandon et al., 2023).
However, the success of these initiatives depends on how employees interpret and
integrate sustainability within the context of their work systems and priorities. Rather
than straightforward compliance, operationalising sustainability involves balancing
competing pressures, such as delivering high-quality service, maintaining efficiency
and meeting environmental standards (Van Riel et al., 2019). To manage these
tensions, employees frequently rely on professional discretion and informal learning,
adapting sustainability procedures to the realities of daily operations (Smith et al,
2012). Through this process, sustainability becomes a lived process, shaped

continually by the judgements and experiences of employees.

Beyond internal operations, employees also act as the primary communicators of
sustainability values to guests (Baum et al, 2019). Their words, actions and service
encounters contribute to how guests perceive sustainability, either as an authentic
organisational commitment or a superficial marketing claim (Cho et al, 2021; Park et

al, 2014; Acampora et al., 2022). When employees consistently model genuine pro-
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environmental behaviours, guests are more likely to trust the sustainability message of
the hotel and engage in responsible practices themselves (Al-Sabi et al., 2024; Zhao et
al., 2025).

Ultimately, employees’ effectiveness in enacting and communicating sustainability
depends on their understanding of, and belief in, the organisation’s values. When staff
are well-informed, empowered and supported, they become credible ambassadors who
embody sustainability in practice (Pham et al., 2020). Conversely, gaps between
managerial rhetoric and operational reality can undermine authenticity and lead to
scepticism. Recognising employees as both implementers and communicators
underscores their dual influence in translating organisational commitments into

meaningful guest experiences and credible environmental outcomes.

1.2.2.2 Challenges in mediating sustainability across managerial and operational
levels

Translating corporate sustainability goals into actionable practices within hotel
operations is complex and often inconsistent. While senior management typically
engages with sustainability at the level of compliance, reporting and strategic planning,
operational employees encounter sustainability through routine, guest-facing tasks,
shaping their understanding through direct experience rather than formal guidance
(Chan et al., 2017). This disconnect creates uneven sustainability knowledge across
organisational levels, often resulting in misinterpretation, inconsistent implementation

and communication breakdowns (Baum et al, 2019).

These tensions highlight a critical challenge in hotel sustainability: the absence of
systematic translation mechanisms that support shared understanding, consistent
communication and coordinated action across hierarchical and functional boundaries.
To address these structural and knowledge-related gaps, hotels must adopt people-
centred mechanisms that strengthen sustainability understanding, capability and
implementation across organisational levels.

In this study, employees are regarded not as passive recipients of sustainability policies

but as co-creators of sustainability in practice. Their experiences, insights and
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collaborative practices help develop the adaptive capacity required for ongoing
sustainability improvement. This conceptualisation forms the groundwork for

analysing how hotels sustain and embed socio-environmental practices over time.

Despite this centrality, existing research provides only a partial understanding of how
employees engage with sustainability in practice and through what mechanisms their
knowledge and actions translate to lasting organisational change. Much of the current
literature continues to frame sustainability as a managerial or technical issue,
overlooking the everyday learning processes through which sustainability becomes
embedded in hotel operations. Addressing this gap in sustainable hospitality literature
is a central aim of this thesis. The following section therefore outlines the specific
research gaps in sustainable hospitality scholarship and establishes the contribution of

this thesis.

1.2.3 Employee Sustainability Behaviours in Hotel Operations

Understanding how sustainability is enacted within organisations requires attention to
the behaviours of employees who translate sustainability commitments into everyday
practice. Organisational research increasingly emphasises employee sustainability
behaviour as a critical driver of environmental performance (Ones and Dilchert, 2013).
Ones and Dilchert conceptualise employee environmental sustainability behaviour as
a broad set of workplace actions that contribute to environmental protection or reduce
the environmental impact of organisational activities. These behaviours may range
from formally prescribed actions embedded in job roles to discretionary behaviours

that employees undertake voluntarily to support environmental goals.

Within hotel operations, employee sustainability behaviours may take several forms.
At the operational level, employees may engage in behaviours such as reducing water
and energy consumption, managing waste, implementing recycling practices, or
encouraging guests to participate in sustainability initiatives (Kim et al., 2019; Pham
et al., 2019). Supervisors and department managers may support sustainability by
reinforcing environmental practices, coordinating training, and facilitating knowledge
sharing across teams. At a broader organisational level, leaders may shape

sustainability behaviour through policies, communication, and the integration of
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environmental objectives into organisational strategy (Darvishmotevali et al., 2022;
Martinez-Martinez et al., 2019). The Ones and Dilchert framework is therefore useful
for understanding how sustainability behaviours can occur across different
organisational levels and roles, highlighting the importance of both formal
responsibilities and discretionary employee actions in embedding sustainability within

hotel operations.

1.3 Research Gap and Rationale

Sustainability is now central to hospitality scholarship, reflecting heightened
recognition of hotels’ environmental, social and economic responsibilities (Kim et al.,
2019; Khalil et al., 2024; Adams et al., 2022). Over two decades, research has
examined environmental management systems (Lopez-Gamero et al., 2023; Sun et al.,
2022), corporate social responsibility (Moyeen et al, 2024, Pereira-Moliner et al.,
2021), stakeholder engagement (Vrontis et al., 2022; Khatter et al., 2021) and green
marketing (Chandran et al, 2021; Prakash et al., 2023). This body of work establishes
sustainability as strategically and ethically consequential for competitiveness,
reputation and long-term viability in the hotel industry (Okumus et al., 2019, Rehman

etal., 2023).

Yet the prevailing lens remains managerial and strategic, centred on how sustainability
is designed, implemented and communicated at the organisational level. Studies
emphasise eco-certifications (Velaoras et al., 2025; Chan et al, 2023; Wells et al.,
2018), leadership commitment (Patiar et al, 2016; Asante et al, 2024) and consumer
behaviour (Nimri et al., 2020; Mohd et al, 2015). They often assume that once systems
and policies are established, sustainability will naturally permeate daily operations,
neglecting the human and organisational dynamics through which sustainability is
enacted. Evidence increasingly documents a disjunction between sustainability
rhetoric and operational reality (Baum , 2018; Robertson et al, 2017; Pereira-Moliner
et al., 2021). Hotels may publicise commitments or secure certifications, but
behaviours on the ground remain inconsistent. This gap exposes a critical oversight,

that is, sustainability in hotels depends not only on managerial decisions or
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technological interventions but also on employees’ everyday actions, judgments and

interactions.

Hotels are highly labour-intensive service organisations, and employees’ work directly
shapes environmental and social outcomes (Ioannides et al., 2021). Their decisions
about waste management, resource use and guest interaction collectively determine
whether sustainability initiatives embed or remain symbolic (Kim et al., 2019;
Filimonau et al., 2023). Nonetheless, employees remain under-represented and under-
theorised. They are depicted as passive implementers rather than active agents who

interpret, adapt and innovate sustainability in practice (Raza et al, 2022).

Although the hospitality literature highlights the strategic importance of sustainability,
far less is known about how sustainability is enacted in the everyday reality of hotel
operations. Research repeatedly shows that formal commitments and organisational
policies do not automatically translate into routine practice (Robertson et al, 2017;
Baum, 2018). Studies also note that limited attention has been paid to how employees
influence this process and how sustainability evolves through day-to-day work
interactions (Filimonau et al., 2021; loannides et al., 2021). Addressing this gap
requires shifting the analytical focus from top-down structures toward the
organisational experiences and daily actions through which sustainability is
interpreted, negotiated, and realised in practice (Knezevic Cvelbar et al., 2024)

This thesis responds to that gap by reorienting attention towards the people who make
sustainability work in practice. It treats employees not as recipients of directives but
as co-creators who understand, enact, and embed sustainability within hotel
organisations, shaping whether sustainability initiatives become meaningful and

enduring.
The aim of this thesis is to explore how sustainability becomes embedded as an

organisational process in hotels by examining the employee-mediated

mechanisms that translate stated commitments into consistent everyday practice.
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This positioning frames the research as analytical and generative. The study examines
how sustainability is enacted in hotel operations and conceptualises how it can be more
effectively embedded through organisational structures that support learning,
reflection, and collaboration. In doing so, the thesis advances theoretical understanding
of sustainability as a lived, evolving process rather than a static policy goal. It also
offers practical guidance for moving beyond symbolic compliance towards genuine,

employee-driven sustainability.

1.4 Research Philosophy

Understanding how sustainability becomes embedded within hotel operations requires
a research approach that views organisations as socially constructed environments
shaped through the actions and interactions of those within them (Adams et al., 2022).
Sustainability in hotels is not only articulated through policy, but enacted and
experienced in everyday routines, decisions and relationships. This study therefore
adopts a philosophical and methodological stance that recognises meaning, knowledge
and behaviour as situated, evolving and influenced by organisational context. Each
chapter contains its own unique methodology to further elaborate the research process,

although here I summarise the overarching premise of the research approach.

1.4.1 Philosophical Positioning

This research is grounded in a relativist ontology, acknowledging that sustainability in
hotels is experienced differently across roles, departments and organisational levels
(Crotty, 1998; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). For senior managers, sustainability may relate
to brand value or strategic alignment; for frontline employees, it may be tied to
resource use, waste, or guest interaction. These understandings coexist and influence

practice in complementary and sometimes contrasting ways.

Aligned with this position, the study adopts an interpretivist epistemology in which
knowledge is understood as emerging through interaction, reflection and practice
(Bryman, 2016; Schwandt, 1994). Rather than treating sustainability as a fixed

construct, this approach recognises that employees come to know and enact
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sustainability through experience, informal learning and shared workplace knowledge
(Pham et al., 2019). The aim therefore is to explore how employees come to understand
sustainability, how they participate in it, and how organisational structures and routines
shape this engagement. Rather than generalising, the study illuminates how

sustainability becomes meaningful and actionable within specific hotel contexts.

This philosophical stance reflects my own assumptions about organisations and
knowledge formation (Gioia et al, 1990). With over twenty years of industry
experience in hospitality and tourism, I enter this research as both an informed
practitioner and a critical academic. My professional background provides sensitivity
to operational pressures, service dynamics and the often-unseen labour that shapes
sustainability practice in hotels. At the same time, it requires ongoing reflexivity to
recognise how prior experience may shape interpretation (Rubin et al, 2012). I
approach the inquiry as a reflexive participant-researcher, consciously attending to
how my assumptions influence meaning-making while ensuring that participants’
perspectives remain central (Finlay, 2002; Alvesson et al, 2017). In doing so,
reflexivity strengthens rather than compromises rigour, supporting transparency in
interpretation and coherence between philosophical assumptions and research

behaviour.

Building on this philosophical foundation, the study adopts a qualitative approach to
explore how sustainability is interpreted and enacted within hotel settings. Qualitative
inquiry enables close attention to the meanings employees attach to sustainability, how
these meanings are shaped through everyday interactions, and how organisational
conditions influence the extent to which employees can act on sustainability intentions
(Lune et al, 2017; Denzin, 2018). Rather than focusing on frequency or measurement,
this approach supports understanding of how sustainability is lived, negotiated and
practised across different roles and organisational contexts. Semi-structured interviews
align with this interpretive orientation by allowing participants to articulate their
perspectives in their own words and reflect on their experiences, challenges and
contributions to sustainability. This conversational style provides space for employees

to surface what matters to them, including informal and often invisible aspects of
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sustainable practice (Rubin et al, 2012; Patton, 2014). Engaging employees across
different functions supports exploration of sustainability as a shared organisational
endeavour shaped through collaboration, knowledge-sharing and workplace routines
rather than a solely managerial directive. To further illuminate how sustainability
becomes embedded in organisational life, the research later incorporated a case-study
lens. The case study allows attention to sustainability as an organisational process,
shaped by routines, structures and relationships within a real hotel context (Yin, 2018;
Stake, 1995). The analysis followed an abductive approach, combining inductive and
theory-informed interpretation. The process began with inductive coding of interview
data, allowing themes to emerge from participants’ accounts without the imposition of
predefined categories. This facilitated a grounded understanding of how employees
experience and enact sustainability within hotel operations.

As the analysis progressed, the process became increasingly iterative and abductive,
involving continuous movement between empirical data and relevant theoretical
frameworks. Emerging themes were refined and interpreted in relation to existing
literature on employee engagement, sustainability knowledge, and organisational
learning mechanisms. This iterative engagement ensured that the analysis remained
grounded in participants’ experiences while also contributing to theoretical
development (David et al., 2010).

This abductive approach is consistent with the research aim of exploring how
sustainability becomes embedded as an organisational process shaped through
employee-mediated practices. It is particularly appropriate for capturing the
complexity of sustainability as a socially embedded organisational phenomenon,
where meanings and practices emerge through the interaction between individual

experience and organisational context.

Ethics were embedded throughout this research, reflecting the relational nature of
organisational inquiry and the need to protect participants working within live
organisational settings. Ethical approval was obtained from the University of
Strathclyde, and all participants received clear information about the study, their rights,

and the voluntary nature of participation. Informed consent was obtained prior to data
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collection. Given the workplace context, particular care was taken to ensure
confidentiality and anonymity. Pseudonyms were used, and organisations are
described only in general terms to prevent identification. Discussions sometimes
touched on operational challenges, interpersonal dynamics or organisational
constraints; interviews were therefore conducted with sensitivity, acknowledging
participants’ emotions and professional situations (Tracy et al, 2010). Data were stored

securely in accordance with university policy.

The study was initiated with the broad aim of: exploring how sustainability becomes
embedded as an organisational process in hotels by examining the employee-mediated
mechanisms that translate stated commitments into consistent everyday practice. As
empirical engagement progressed, the study evolved in response to the complexity of
the context and the richness of participant narratives. Insights did not emerge in a linear
sequence; instead, they developed through ongoing interaction with the field,
reflection on meanings shared by participants, and continued refinement of analytic
focus. In practice, this meant moving repeatedly between participant accounts,
developing interpretations, and returning to theory and context to deepen

understanding (Charmaz et al., 2018)

Over time, it became clear that employees’ sustainability actions could not be
considered in isolation. Workplace conditions, organisational expectations, tacit
knowledge, and informal learning shaped how sustainability was interpreted and
practised across hotel departments. This prompted a shift from examining
sustainability as an individual behaviour to examining it as a socially embedded and
organisationally produced phenomenon. Through iterative and abductive engagement
with the data, the analysis began to foreground the interplay between employee
understanding, organisational routines and the informal mechanisms through which
sustainability learning circulates and becomes normalised (David et al, 2010).

The insights presented in this thesis therefore reflect a dynamic analytic process
grounded in participants’ lived experiences and enriched through ongoing theoretical
dialogue. Rather than claiming universal truths, the research offers detailed,

contextually grounded accounts that illuminate how sustainability becomes
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meaningful and actionable within hotel environments. The methods of data collection
and analysis are described in more depth within each paper and demonstrate how the

interview data answers each paper’s individual research objectives.

1.5 Paper summaries

Following the overarching research aim presented in section 2.1, each empirical paper
adopts its own focused research objective that directs its contribution to the thesis.
Given the breadth and complexity of the overall aim, it was necessary to examine this
phenomenon through multiple, complementary lines of inquiry. The thesis is therefore
structured across three papers, each of which investigates a distinct aspect of employee
involvement in sustainability. Together, these paper-level objectives provide depth to
the analysis while ensuring coherence and alignment across the three studies. Below

is a summary of each paper.

1.5.1 Facilitating employee engagement in hotel sustainability
initiatives

The first empirical paper explores how hotel employees engage with sustainability
initiatives and what organisational conditions enable or constrain that engagement.
Positioned as the opening stage of the thesis’s conceptual trajectory, it addresses the
persistent gap between sustainability rhetoric and operational reality by focusing on
the motivational and behavioural dimensions of sustainability enactment in the labour-
intensive context of hotels. Building on the interpretivist philosophical foundation
outlined earlier, the paper views employees not as passive implementers of top-down
strategies but as active agents whose engagement determines whether sustainability

becomes authentically embedded in daily practices or remains a symbolic exercise.

Employee engagement, defined as the cognitive, emotional, and physical involvement
that individuals bring to their roles (Kahn, 1990; Saks, 2006; Saks, 2019), provides the
conceptual foundation for the study. Within hospitality, engagement has long been
linked to service quality and organisational performance (Karatepe et al., 2021), and

more recently to environmental and social responsibility (Darvishmotevali et al, 2022).
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In the hotel context, where work is both people-intensive and resource-dependent,
employees’ engagement determines how sustainability commitments are interpreted,
prioritised, and translated into concrete action. Engaged employees align their personal
values with organisational goals, actively seeking to improve environmental
performance, conserve resources, and communicate sustainability practices credibly
to guests (Chua et al, 2022). By contrast, low engagement manifests as apathy or
resistance, reinforcing the perception of sustainability as managerial rhetoric rather

than authentic practice (Ababneh et al, 2021).

Research consistently links employee engagement with pro-environmental behaviour
and support for sustainability initiatives (Kim et al., 2019; Paill¢ et al., 2014; Wells et
al., 2016). However, much of this work conceptualises engagement as an individual
psychological state, giving limited attention to the organisational conditions, such as
workload, hierarchy and leadership, that shape employees’ ability to participate in
sustainability (Baum, 2018). In response, Chapter II (Paper 1) is guided by the

following research objective:

To investigate the importance of employee engagement in hotel sustainability
initiatives and to explore the factors that facilitate improving employee engagement in
these initiatives.

In doing so, the paper also examines how increasing engagement can motivate and

empower employees to implement and promote sustainable practices.

The study adopts a qualitative, interpretivist design, drawing on semi-structured
interviews with thirty-five hotel employees across departments and roles in UK hotels
that have made public sustainability commitments. This approach captures the lived
experiences of employees and the situated meanings they attach to sustainability
within their work. Inductive thematic analysis identifies recurring patterns in how
employees describe their emotional connection, behavioural participation, and
cognitive alignment with sustainability, alongside the organisational factors that shape
these dynamics. Engagement is revealed to be multifaceted and fluid, emerging

through interactions among staff, individual motivation, leadership behaviour,
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organisational culture, and operational structure. Findings show that engagement
operates as both a driver and an indicator of genuine sustainability in hotels.
Employees who felt emotionally connected to their organisation’s environmental goals
demonstrated greater initiative in waste reduction, energy conservation, and guest
interaction, confirming the practical significance of engagement in daily operations

(Abdou et al., 2020; Tandon et al., 2023).

The study further demonstrates that leadership and organisational culture are decisive
in cultivating engagement. Managers who model sustainable behaviour, provide clear
communication, and recognise staff contributions foster higher engagement, a finding
consistent with evidence that leadership style and organisational justice strongly affect
staff motivation in hospitality (Darvishmotevali et al, 2022; Mittal et al, 2016). Hotels
that integrate sustainability into their organisational identity rather than treating it as
an operational add-on demonstrate broader, team-level engagement and greater
diffusion of practices across departments (Martinez-Martinez et al., 2019). Conversely,
when employees perceive a mismatch between corporate rhetoric and daily reality,
such as lack of resources, limited autonomy, or unrealistic workloads, engagement

erodes rapidly (Baum, 2018).

Importantly, the study reveals a reciprocal relationship between engagement and
knowledge. Employees who are engaged are more likely to seek and share
sustainability knowledge, while structured opportunities for learning, through training,
peer-to-peer communication, and feedback, further strengthen engagement and
competence (Pham et al., 2019). This interplay underscores that engagement is not a
fixed state, but a process continually reinforced through communication,
collaboration, and organisational learning. However, sustaining engagement is
complicated by the structural realities of hotel work. High workloads, long hours, and
staff turnover are common features of the sector (Dwesini, 2019; Legrand et al., 2022),
limiting the time and continuity needed to develop both engagement and expertise.
Participants frequently noted that sustainability training and enthusiasm were lost
when experienced staff left, weakening the collective capability to maintain or expand

initiatives. These findings align with prior research linking engagement to retention
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and demonstrating that stability supports the accumulation of tacit sustainability

knowledge (Graham et al., 2023).

The paper contributes to sustainable hospitality research by reframing employee
engagement as the mechanism through which sustainability is operationalised and
legitimised in hotels. It extends existing literature by demonstrating that engagement
is socially embedded rather than individually determined and that its success depends
on leadership integrity, supportive culture, and continuous learning structures
(Martinez-Martinez et al., 2019). Practically, the study emphasises the need for
participatory leadership and realistic work design, ensuring that sustainability is not
perceived as an additional burden but as an integral and achievable part of hotel

operations.

As the first step in this thesis, the paper establishes engagement as the motivational
foundation for sustainability in hotels. However, it also highlights that motivation
alone is insufficient without the knowledge required to act effectively and adaptively
in complex operational environments. The next paper, therefore, examines the second
dimension of the thesis regarding sustainability knowledge, exploring how different
forms of knowledge are developed, shared, and applied by employees and how these

processes shape their ability to sustain and deepen engagement over time.

1.5.2 Engendering Sustainability Knowledge in Organisational

Settings: An In-depth Exploration of Hotel Operations

Building on the first paper, which examined employee engagement as the foundation
for embedding sustainability in hotel operations, the second paper focuses on
sustainability knowledge, specifically how employees acquire, interpret, and apply
what they know about sustainability in their daily work. While engagement provides
the motivational foundation for sustainable action, knowledge determines how
sustainability is understood, prioritised, and enacted within hotel environments. This
paper investigates the forms and sources of sustainability knowledge and examines
how these influence employees’ ability to contribute to sustainability implementation

across a range of hotel contexts.
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Existing literature recognises that knowledge plays a vital role in achieving
sustainability goals within hospitality and tourism organisations (Pham et al., 2019).
However, most studies approach knowledge as a technical or cognitive construct rather
than a socially situated and evolving process (Chan et al., 2017). They tend to
emphasise formal training, environmental management systems, and top-down
awareness programmes, overlooking how employees develop and exchange
sustainability knowledge informally through social interaction and daily practice. The
paper elevates the framework from Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003), which conceptualises
sustainability knowledge across four dimensions (declarative, procedural
effectiveness, and social knowledge) at the individual level, to the organisational level,
where sustainability actions are enacted under operational pressures, shifting staffing
patterns, and layered hierarchies. Prior tourism knowledge studies likewise emphasise
that knowledge flows depend on organisational systems, networks and timing (Cooper,
2006; Xiao et al, 2007). The existing research emphasises that sustainability
knowledge rarely flows evenly across organisational levels, reinforcing the need to
examine how such knowledge is developed, shared, and constrained within hotel
settings. By incorporating sustainability knowledge into organisational studies, it
becomes possible to better understand the mechanisms that shape employees’
engagement with sustainability practices and the barriers that limit the implementation
of sustainability strategies (Benn et al., 2014). While the Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003)
framework has informed prior environmental behaviour research, few organisational
studies have applied it to explore how employees actually use, interpret, and integrate
these different forms of knowledge within workplace practice (Filimonau et al., 2021,
Alipour et al., 2019; He et al., 2022). This gap underscores the need to examine not
just what employees know, but how knowledge is distributed, communicated, and
enacted in the organisational environment, and how uneven knowledge flows shape
sustainability outcomes. In response, Chapter I1I (Paper 2) is guided by the following
research objective:

To explore how the dissemination and application of sustainability knowledge within

hotel organisations influence sustainability practices, with particular emphasis on
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understanding knowledge as a central mechanism in advancing organisational

sustainability.

The study applies a qualitative, interpretivist methodology, using semi-structured
interviews with employees from multiple hotels and organisational levels within the
UK hospitality sector. This broader approach allows comparison across different
operational environments and roles. Data were analysed thematically following six-
step process (Gioia et al, 1990). The analysis was inductive, progressing from open
coding to the identification of patterns and interpretive themes. Codes were then
mapped onto the four knowledge dimensions proposed by Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003),
with additional emergent insights leading to the identification of a fifth knowledge
type. The analytical process was iterative, involving repeated readings, memo-writing,
and clustering of related ideas to ensure rigour and depth in theme development.

Findings reveal that sustainability knowledge is multifaceted, socially embedded, and

unevenly distributed across hotel roles.

1. Declarative knowledge, (knowing what) was more developed among
managers, who linked sustainability to strategic goals, certifications, and brand
positioning. In contrast, frontline employees tended to hold more fragmented
and task-specific understanding shaped by routine exposure rather than formal
instruction. While most employees were aware of sustainability as an
organisational priority, many lacked deeper clarity on its meaning, scope, and
relevance to their role, illustrating a clear divergence in knowledge depth
between senior and operational staff.

2. Procedural knowledge, (knowing how) was primarily developed informally
through experience, observation, and peer learning. Frontline employees
frequently reported learning sustainable practices through trial-and-error,
informal demonstrations, and daily practice. Managers, however, often
expressed confidence in sustainability in principle but sometimes lacked
operational familiarity with how practices were enacted on the ground. This

resulted in employees having strong practical knowledge but limited structured
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guidance, while leaders understood sustainability conceptually yet were less
connected to the practical realities of delivering it.

3. Effectiveness knowledge (knowing why) revealed a marked divide between
leadership and operational staff. Leaders consistently articulated clear
environmental and financial justifications for sustainability practices,
demonstrating strong effectiveness knowledge. However, this understanding
was comparatively weak among frontline employees, many of whom
performed sustainability-related tasks without understanding their broader
organisational or environmental rationale. When operational staff did
demonstrate deeper understanding, this was most often attributed to personal
experience or informal peer conversations rather than formal organisational
communication, highlighting gaps in structured knowledge transfer.

4. Social knowledge, (knowing the shared values, norms, expectations, and who
to engage with) operated largely informally. Employees often relied on trusted
colleagues or supportive supervisors for sustainability guidance. In hotels
where managers modelled open dialogue and involvement, shared
understanding and participation were stronger. Where social support was
limited or hierarchical distance was high, employees felt disconnected from
sustainability goals, reinforcing the importance of relational learning and

cross-level interaction.

An additional dimension, temporal knowledge, emerged as critical. This involved
knowing when to share sustainability knowledge and when to enact it. Knowing when
to communicate sustainability acted like a lubricant, smoothing knowledge
dissemination and increasing receptivity by aligning learning with operational rthythms
(e.g., quieter periods, procedural changes). Knowing when to enact knowledge
functioned like a glue, supporting the integration of the disparate types of knowledge
held by individuals in different roles and different hierarchical levels, to support the
integration of sustainability into daily routines by aligning actions with workload
demands and guest flows. Together, these temporal sensibilities enabled employees to

balance sustainability goals with service pressures and resource constraints.
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By extending the Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) model to include temporal knowledge, this
study advances theoretical understanding of how sustainability knowledge functions
in organisational (and especially hospitality) contexts. It positions employees as active
interpreters and co-creators of sustainability knowledge rather than passive recipients
of managerial information. The findings emphasise the importance of supporting
informal learning processes and creating organisational conditions that value practical,

context-sensitive forms of knowledge.

In conclusion, Paper 2 contributes to the overall thesis by explaining how sustainability
knowledge underpins and interacts with employee engagement. It bridges the gap
between motivation and action, showing that sustainable performance in hotels
depends on diverse and evolving knowledge types that are social, experiential, and
temporal. These insights provide the conceptual and empirical foundation for Paper 3,
which explores how organisational learning mechanisms capture, formalise, and

institutionalise these knowledge forms to sustain organisational change.

1.5.3 Organisational learning mechanisms and the fragmented

learning ecology of hotel sustainability

The findings from Paper 2 show that sustainability knowledge in hotels is often
unevenly distributed, informally communicated, and weakly embedded, raising
questions about how such knowledge is reinforced or lost across organisational levels.
Building upon this, the third paper advances the discussion by exploring how
organisations capture, structure, and institutionalise this knowledge through
Organisational Learning Mechanisms. While the second paper conceptualised
sustainability knowledge as a socially situated and evolving process, Paper 3 shifts
focus to the organisational systems that enable or constrain this learning within hotels.
It investigates how individual understanding and practice-based knowledge are

translated into collective routines and enduring organisational memory.
This study argues that the persistence of superficial sustainability practices is not due

to employee indifference but to the fragmented nature of organisational learning within

hotel operations. Building on Argyris' (1996) theory of organisational learning and
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Lipshitz et al. (2006) OLM framework, the paper introduces the concept of a
Fragmented Learning Ecology to describe the uneven and discontinuous distribution
of sustainability knowledge across departments, roles, and employment types.
Existing research suggests that without effective organisational learning mechanisms,
sustainability efforts tend to be patchy and lack continuity (Argyris and Schon, 1997,
Lipshitz et al., 2002; Xia, 2022). In response, Chapter IV (Paper 3) is guided by the

following research objective:

To explore how sustainability-related organisational learning mechanisms are
enacted, interpreted, and experienced within hotel operations, and to examine how
these processes contribute to a fragmented learning ecology that shapes the

embedding of sustainability practices over time.

The study adopts a qualitative, embedded single-case design focused on an
independent Scottish hotel recognised for its commitment to sustainability. This
context provides an opportunity to observe both formal and informal OLMs as they
unfold in daily operations. Data were collected through twenty-four semi-structured
interviews, researcher field notes, and organisational artefacts, including signage, staff
briefings, and supplier communications. Participants represented a cross-section of the
hotel workforce: front-of-house (FOH) and back-of-house (BOH), permanent, part-
time, and seasonal employees, enabling examination of how sustainability knowledge
and learning opportunities varied by role and employment status. The analysis
followed (Gioia et al, 1990) thematic framework, complemented by Yin (2018)

pattern-matching approach to strengthen analytic validity.

Findings reveal that organisational learning in hotels does not function as a cohesive
system but as a fragmented ecology of disconnected mechanisms. Formal mechanisms
such as campaigns and top-down communications were accessible mainly to managers
and FOH staff, while BOH and seasonal employees received only minimal induction
and task-based instructions. Informal learning through observation, imitation, and peer
feedback, was powerful but uneven, depending on the presence of local champions

such as department heads or supervisors. External learning, primarily from suppliers,
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introduced valuable sustainability insights but circulated selectively, enriching kitchen
practices while bypassing other departments. Collectively, these disparities resulted in
an ecology where sustainability knowledge was fragile, localised, and easily lost

through staff turnover or operational pressures.

The study advances theory in several key ways. First, it extends Organisational
Learning Mechanism theory to fragmented, high-turnover, service-intensive settings,
demonstrating that mechanisms do not automatically function as integrated systems
but are mediated by structure, hierarchy, and employment precarity. Second, by
conceptualising the Fragmented Learning Ecology, the paper offers a new lens for
understanding how sustainability learning is distributed unequally across
organisations, bridging micro-level employee knowledge and macro-level
organisational systems. Third, it strengthens the link between learning and unlearning,
showing that sustainable transformation requires not only knowledge acquisition but
also the deliberate abandonment of entrenched routines that conflict with sustainability
goals. Practically, the paper provides a framework for reconnecting fragmented
learning mechanisms. It proposes that hotels move beyond symbolic campaigns by
embedding short pre-shift sustainability briefings, visible performance dashboards
across FOH and BOH, and structured inductions for all staff, including seasonal
employees. Leadership should serve as the central reinforcing mechanism, ensuring
that learning flows horizontally across departments and vertically through
organisational hierarchies. External actors, such as suppliers and guests, should be
integrated into learning loops to translate external sustainability knowledge into
internal operational routines. Together, these measures transform sustainability

learning from episodic initiatives into continuous, inclusive organisational processes.

1.6 Chapter summary

This chapter introduced the background, motivation and academic positioning of the
thesis. It began by outlining the wider challenges surrounding sustainability in the
hotel sector and highlighting the gap between organisational commitments and the

realities of daily operational practice. In response to this gap, the chapter articulated
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the overarching research aim and established the need to explore sustainability as an

organisational process shaped through employees’ everyday experiences and actions.

The chapter then presented the philosophical foundations of the research, outlining the
interpretivist stance, relativist ontology and qualitative methods that underpin the
empirical work. Finally, the chapter set out the specific research objectives guiding
each of the three papers, demonstrating how they collectively address the broader aim
of the thesis while offering distinct, complementary contributions. Together, these
three research papers provide a coherent structure for examining how sustainability
becomes embedded within hotel organisations through employee action, knowledge,
and learning. Each paper offers a distinct yet interconnected contribution to the overall
thesis aim, enabling a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of sustainability
as an organisational process. To clarify how each paper contributes to the overall thesis

aim and to document their publication trajectory, the Table 1 provides an overview of

the three papers, their thematic focus, and their current publication status.

Table 1: Papers
. Publication | Target
Paper | Title Focus Status Journal
Facilitating employee | EXxamines employee
I engagement in hotel cngagement as the : Sustainable
sustainability initiatives motivational basis for Submitted Tourism
embedding sustainability
in hotel operations.
2 Engendering
Sustainability Investigates how
Knowledge in sustainability knowledge .
.2 . . . Tourism
Organisational Settings: | is developed, Submitted Management
An In-depth disseminated, and £
Exploration of Hotel mobilised by employees.
Operations
3 Organisational Explores how
Learning Mechanisms | organisational learning f
and the Fragmented processes support or In . Draft .
Learning Ecology of constrain sustainability preparation | manuscript
Hotel Sustainability embedding.
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Chapter II- Facilitating Employee
Engagement in Hotel

Sustainability Initiatives
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Abstract

This study investigates the importance of employee engagement in hotel sustainability
initiatives and explores strategies to foster employee participation in developing
sustainable hotels. While existing research highlights the importance of employees in
improving sustainability in the hotel industry, it does not examine how to translate
policy into active engagement with sustainability practices. This study identifies key
facilitators for enhancing emotional, cognitive, and physical engagement through
qualitative analysis, thereby influencing employees’ involvement in sustainability
efforts. Findings reveal that emotional engagement is crucial in fostering employee
commitment, while cognitive and physical engagement contribute to the successful
implementation of sustainable practices. The study also highlights the challenges of
high employee turnover and identifies engagement strategies that can improve

retention and knowledge continuity.

Keywords: Employee Engagement, Hotels, Sustainability, Sustainability
Management. Hotel Employee, Facilitating Employee Engagement
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2.1 Introduction

Extant sustainability research typically focuses on hotel customer behaviour (Nimri et
al., 2020; Kamboj et al., 2022; TM et al., 2021), with less attention given to the critical
role of employees in fostering sustainable practices (Alreahi et al., 2022, Miah et al.,
2024). However, hotels are inherently people-oriented (Baum et al, 2019), and
sustainability initiatives require employee involvement to foster a culture of
sustainability that benefits the environment and improves employee morale and
retention rates (Darvishmotevali et al, 2022; Tandon et al., 2023). We propose
employee engagement theory as an ideal theoretical lens for understanding the
employees' role in enhancing hotel sustainability initiatives, with employee
engagement necessary for the successful implementation of change (Graham et al.,
2023, Huertas-Valdivia et al., 2018), for improving operational efficiency (Khalil et
al., 2024), and for cultivating a culture of sustainability that resonates with both staff

and guests (Alipour et al., 2019).

Employee engagement is “the harnessing of organisation members’ selves to their
work roles; in engagement, people employ and express themselves physically,
cognitively, and emotionally during role performances” (Kahn, 1990, p. 694). Many
studies explore the antecedents and consequences of employee engagement (Saks,
2006), with recent hospitality literature highlighting its significant impact on
outcomes, including service delivery, employee loyalty, proactive behaviours, job
performance, job satisfaction, guest satisfaction, and financial performance (Karatepe
etal., 2021; Jyoti et al, 2022; Wang et al., 2020). Yet, the role of employee engagement
in undertaking sustainability initiatives is under-researched (Glavas, 2012; Graham et

al., 2023).

To address this gap, this paper explores the importance of employee engagement in
hotel sustainability initiatives, identifying the factors that facilitate employee
engagement with sustainability initiatives. Utilising qualitative interviews with thirty
UK-based employees from hotels making public commitments to improving

sustainability, this research contributes to our understanding of how hotels can better
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engage their workforce in sustainability efforts and promote more sustainable

operational models.

2.2 Literature review

Operating twenty-four-seven, hotels are resource-intensive operations that contribute
significantly to environmental pollution and unsustainability (Nimri et al., 2020).
Adverse effects include biodiversity loss, air and water pollution, and increased
greenhouse gas emissions, all of which necessitate urgent action to minimise the
industry's ecological footprint

(Chua et al, 2022).

To curb these consequences, planning and controlling environmental operations
becomes a necessity (De Burgos-Jiménez et al., 2002), leading to the adoption of new
eco-friendly practices. What began as the greening of hotel accommodations (Nicholls
and Kang, 2012) has been formalised in the emergence of certified “green hotels,”
which demonstrate their commitment to environmental stewardship by practising
resource-efficient consumption (Nimri et al., 2020). Certification can result in several
advantages, including effective waste management, cost reduction, enhanced market
positioning, minimisation of environmental health risks, and improved well-being of
host communities (Chan and Wan, 2023). Recently, sustainability has also become an
important factor for travellers, with hotels implementing eco-friendly practices to
enhance their brand image and traveller ratings (Mao et al., 2023), and attracting guests
willing to pay a premium for responsible accommodations (Damigos, 2023).
Government policies, regulations, and financial assistance for sustainable initiatives
can also compel hotels to adopt environmentally friendly practices (Reddy et al.,
2020). However, the contributions of hotel employees to sustainability initiatives have
only recently begun to receive attention (Eisenberger et al., 2019; Martinez-Martinez
etal., 2019). This is despite employee involvement in green operations being essential
to building a perception of green authenticity (Chua et al, 2022). In this section, we
will explore the role of employees in hotel sustainability initiatives, propose employee
engagement theory as a key theoretical lens for understanding the success of these

initiatives, and outline our research objectives.
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2.2.1 The role of employees in hotel sustainability initiatives

Employees are crucial to the implementation and feasibility of sustainable practices in
the tourism sector (Mo et al., 2022; Nisar et al., 2021), with employee work ethic
directly responsible for pro-environmental behaviours (Peng et al, 2019). Their day-
to-day behaviours set the baseline for sustainability, especially in hotels (Abdou et al.,
2020; Chan et al., 2014) due to their pivotal role in enacting initiatives such as energy
conservation (Gdossling et al., 2023; Salehi et al., 2021) food waste reduction (Goh et
al, 2019), and water saving (Deng et al, 2002). Hotel employees also serve as frontline
ambassadors of sustainability, directly influencing the proliferation of environmental
practices and policies among other stakeholders, such as suppliers and customers
(Tandon et al., 2023; Tuan, 2018). However, limited empirical research has focused on
the role of employees in the development and implementation of sustainability

initiatives in the hotel industry (Su et al, 2019)

Existing research indicates a strong link between green self-efficacy and pro-
environmental behaviours (Akram et al., 2025), indicating that employees who
understand and feel connected to sustainability efforts are more productive and
promote positive change, such as waste reduction and energy efficiency. They foster a
sense of ownership and are committed to achieving sustainability goals (Weaver et al.,
2013). The importance of employees engaging with sustainability initiatives appears
to proliferate across all levels of the organisation (Irani et al., 2022). Hotel leaders
cultivate a culture of environmental consciousness through training, management
styles and performance standards (Mittal et al, 2016; Moin et al., 2021), while
employees enact changes to operational practices (Xie et al., 2019). Change is
underpinned by knowledgeable and motivated employees who actively engage in and
advocate for sustainable practices (Martinez-Martinez et al., 2019; Rupp et al., 2018).
Therefore, effective knowledge transfer and training are crucial in guiding both new
and existing employees when implementing sustainability initiatives (Chan et al.,
2014, Pham et al., 2019). However, in an industry where turnover rates are 10% to
15% higher than average (Dwesini, 2019), there is a concern that employee turnover

creates a barrier to engendering knowledge of, and motivation to follow, sustainability
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initiatives (Legrand et al., 2022). New employees lack understanding of basic hotel
practices (Amin and Tarun, 2019), let alone the competence to reshape those practices
to become more sustainable (Tandon et al., 2023). Hospitality literature emphasises
that high levels of employee engagement can play a role in reducing turnover rates by
fostering greater job satisfaction and strengthening organisational commitment
(Saleem et al., 2021), and corporate social responsibility literature suggests that
fostering higher levels of engagement improves the success of environmental and
social initiatives (Hahn et al., 2024). Therefore, we draw on employee engagement
theory to provide a framework for understanding the role of hotel employees in

implementing sustainability initiatives.

2.2.2 Employee engagement in sustainability initiatives
Kahn (1990) Employee Engagement Theory is particularly relevant to hotel
employees' involvement, especially in sustainability, as the emotional, cognitive, and

physical dimensions contribute to fostering proactive employee behaviours.

Emotional engagement reflects employees' feelings and connections toward work and
the organisation (Kahn, 1990). When hotel employees feel a sense of belonging and
pride in their commitment to sustainability, they are more likely to advocate for eco-
friendly initiatives (Saks, 2019). This emotional connection fosters a supportive work
environment, encouraging employees to share ideas and collaborate with colleagues,
thus enhancing overall engagement (Han et al., 2023). This emotional investment
benefits the organisation’s sustainability efforts and contributes to a more positive
work environment where employees feel valued and motivated (Zientara et al, 2018).
Emotionally engaged employees are more likely to communicate sustainability efforts
to guests, enhancing the overall guest experience and fostering a shared responsibility

for environmental stewardship (Acampora et al., 2022).

Cognitive engagement involves employees' mental investment in their roles (Kahn,
1990). When employees are cognitively engaged, they understand the significance of
sustainability initiatives (Graham et al., 2023). They are more likely to contribute

innovative ideas (Saks, 2019), leading to enhanced motivation and commitment that,
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in turn, improve environmental practices (Shuck et al, 2010). This aligns with the
proactive behaviours that drive organisational improvement and foster a culture of
sustainability within hotels (Chua et al, 2022). This is particularly relevant in the
tourism sector, where employees' understanding of sustainability can directly impact
their behaviours and the overall effectiveness of sustainability initiatives (Knezevic
Cvelbar et al., 2024). Further, employees who are mentally invested in their work are
more likely to engage in problem-solving and critical thinking, which can lead to the
identification of new practices that reduce waste, conserve energy, and enhance

resource efficiency (Shuck et al, 2010).

Physical engagement pertains to the active participation of employees in their roles
(Kahn, 1990). Engaged employees who are physically present are crucial for
successfully implementing green initiatives (Kim et al 2017, Pam et al,2019). Their
active participation contributes to sustainability efforts by reinforcing a favourable
organisational climate which encourages innovation and adaptability (Van Nguyen et
al.,2021). Physically engaging in their work has also been shown to improve employee
satisfaction and guest experiences, ultimately leading to more successful hospitality

operations (Yadav et al, 2019).

The current literature, however, reveals significant gaps in the understanding employee
engagement in sustainability initiatives. Studies by Smith (2021) and Hwang et al.
(2021) focus on emotional dynamics but overlook the effects of emotional engagement
on sustainability commitment. Similarly, Minkiewicz et al. (2014) discuss cognitive
engagement from a customer perspective without addressing the impact of employees
on operational effectiveness and environmental performance. This highlights the need
for studies on employees' perceptions of sustainability practices and their influence on
engagement levels (Ashraf et al., 2012). Although research on employee engagement
and sustainability is limited, Weaver et al. (2013) highlight that although many hotels
engage with local communities and promote social dimensions of sustainability,
employee involvement in these initiatives is often overlooked. This underscores the
need for a more holistic understanding of the role of employee engagement in driving

sustainable practices within the hotel industry and how to improve it. Therefore, this
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paper aims to investigate the importance of employee engagement in hotel
sustainability initiatives and explore the factors that facilitate improving employee
engagement in these initiatives. In doing so, we also address how increasing
engagement can motivate and empower employees to implement and promote

sustainable practices.

2.3 Methodology

Given the exploratory objectives of this research, an abductive qualitative approach
was adopted. The analysis began with inductive coding to allow themes to emerge
from the data, followed by iterative engagement with relevant theoretical frameworks
was chosen to gain in-depth insights from employees and managers in the hotel
industry regarding their engagement with sustainability initiatives (Miles et al, 1994).
We employ a semi-structured interview approach to identify and categorise themes and
patterns to understand the complexities of human experiences and behaviours within
a specific context (Gioia et al., 2013). A qualitative approach was chosen because of
its utility in understanding how something happens, as opposed to what and how often

(Lune et al, 2017).

2.3.1 Interview Procedure

Over four months, thirty five semi-structured interviews were conducted with UK
employees of hotels with public commitments to sustainability. Interviews were

conducted in English, as all employees conversed in this language (Table 2).
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Table 2: Participant Overview

Participant | Position Hotel Green Hotel
Number Classification Certified
P1 Hotel Supervisor Independent No
P2 HR Manager Independent Yes
P3 SGD Manager Chain Yes
P4 Operation Manager Independent Yes
P5 General Manager Chain Yes
P6 Housekeeper Independent Yes
P7 Head Chef Independent Yes
P8 Maintenance Staff Chain Yes
P9 Event Manager Independent No
P10 Hotel Manager Chain Yes
P11 Front Office Chain Yes
P12 Operation Manager Independent No
P13 Housekeeper Chain Yes
P14 Hotel Owner Independent No
P15 Food & Beverage Manager Independent No
P16 Regional Director of Sales Chain Yes
P17 General Manager Chain Yes
P18 Food & Beverage Crew Chain Yes
P19 Front Office Staff Chain Yes
P20 Kitchen Crew Independent Yes
P21 Training Manager Independent No
P22 Housekeeper Chain Yes
P23 Housekeeper Chain Yes
P24 General Manager Chain Yes
P25 Bartender Independent No
P26 Housekeeper Chain Yes
P27 Hotel Owner Independent Yes
P28 Spa Manager Independent Yes
P29 Hotel Owner Independent No
P30 Commercial Director Independent No
P31 Trainee Independent Yes
P32 Housekeeper Independent Yes
P 33 Front Office Staff Independent Yes
P34 Room Division Manager Independent Yes
P35 Breakfast Manager Independent Yes
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The study targeted hotel employees at all levels, including senior managers,
department managers, and operational employees. Including managers and employees
in this study is essential as it provides a complete view of how engagement impacts
organisational outcomes (Albrecht, 2011). Managers offer insights into strategic goals,
while employees share their daily experiences, motivations, and challenges (Saks,
2006). Employee engagement research typically considers both perspectives because
integrating them helps bridge the gap between management strategies and employee
experiences (Liao, 2022). It has also been suggested as leading to more accurate

findings (Macey et al, 2008).

Interviews lasted 45—120 minutes and were a mix of online (via Zoom) and in-person,
depending on participants' preferences. Some participants highlighted the demanding
nature of their schedules, thus preferring online interviews, as they provided greater
flexibility regarding time and location (Bryman, 2016). While online interviews may
limit non-verbal cues, such as body language, they improved accessibility and comfort
for participants, helping them stay engaged (Bryman, 2016). To address potential
disruptions, pre-interview testing and a backup plan for technical issues were
implemented, ensuring smoother data collection (Clark et al., 2023). To ensure privacy,
interviews were held individually, and all recordings were deleted after transcription

to maintain anonymity (Bryman, 2016).

2.3.2 Data Analysis

The data analysis is grounded in qualitative content analysis, which allows for a
systematic exploration of the data, ensuring that the voices of the participants are
accurately represented (McGinley et al., 2021). The analysis commenced with the
research team independently reviewing the transcripts to identify initial themes that
emerged from the data. This process is crucial as it allows themes to surface
organically from the participants' narratives, reflecting their authentic experiences and
insights (Bell et al, 2014). The Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013) emphasises the
importance of maintaining the informants' perspectives throughout the analysis,
ensuring that the findings are grounded in actual experiences. This approach is

particularly effective in inductive research as it allows for a systematic approach to
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data analysis while preserving the informants' perspectives. By utilising the Gioia and
Pitre (1990) methodology, this research provides a nuanced understanding of how
hotel employees perceive and engage with sustainability initiatives (Barber et al,
2014), ultimately contributing to the broader discourse on sustainable practices in the

tourism industry.

Following the initial thematic identification, the research team collaborated to refine
these themes and develop broader categories. This phase involved examining the
relationships between the identified themes to form more abstract categories that
encapsulated the essence of the data (Bell et al, 2014). The use of qualitative analysis
software (NVivo) facilitated this process by allowing the researchers to organise and

visualise the data effectively, enhancing the rigour of the analysis (Fereday et al, 2006).

Throughout the analysis, the researchers maintained a focus on ensuring the validity
and reliability of the findings. This was achieved through multiple rounds of
discussions among team members to reach a consensus on the identified themes (Xiao
et al, 2007). The final themes were then contextualised within the existing literature
on employee engagement and sustainability initiatives in the tourism industry and
presented at a public engagement event, where several participating hotels provided
feedback on the salience of our interpretation. This contextualisation allows for a

richer understanding of the findings and their implications for practice.

2.4 Findings

This section highlights the key themes and patterns that emerge from the interviews.
It provides insights into the engagement experiences of hotel employees and the factors
that facilitate achieving greater engagement levels. Although the sample included
employees from both chain and independent hotels, no significant differences were
observed in how sustainability was understood or enacted across these organisational

contexts. The findings therefore focus on shared patterns across hotel types.
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2.4.1 Importance of Employee Engagement

Analysis reveals that employee engagement plays a crucial role in hotel operations. P5
(General Manager) states: “With over 35 years of experience managing different types
of hotels, I can confidently say that nothing gets done without my staff.” While
employee engagement is vital across all operations, this becomes even more important
for sustainability initiatives, as P5 continues, “...their involvement and contribution
are key to making sustainability possible.” Owners and managers repeatedly
emphasised the importance of employee engagement to sustainability from the outset,
with P27 (Hotel Owner) implementing checks as part of the recruitment process: “/
ensure that my staff are genuinely committed to sustainability when they join our hotel.
When employees have this willingness, it becomes easier to foster their engagement in

sustainability initiatives.”

Employees also seemed acutely aware of their role in hotel activities and their
contributions to sustainability practices: “Sustainability is at the heart of every
discussion in our hotel. With our new plan, we are committed to saving energy and
water by the end of 2024.” (P8, Maintenance Staff). “A hotel without its staff is like a
school without teachers and administrators—it simply can 't function. The staff are the
backbone, bringing everything to life and making all the activities and successes
possible, especially when we are talking about sustainability.” (P19, Front Office
Staff). These insights emphasise that employee engagement goes beyond task
completion. It involves recognising and valuing employees' contributions to
maintaining operational efficiency and delivering guest satisfaction, without which

hotels would struggle to function effectively.

Participants articulated that engagement involves a deeper connection to their roles
and the organisation (Marinakou et al, 2019) and is a critical driver of sustainability
within hotel operations. However, employee engagement is a complex and
multifaceted construct, encompassing emotional, cognitive, and physical aspects.
These themes will be used to structure the remaining chapter, where we draw on (Kahn,

1990), three dimensions of employee engagement to frame the facilitators of employee
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engagement in sustainability initiatives within hotel operations (see Table 3 for a

summary of themes).

Table 3: Facilitators of Employee Engagement in Hotel Sustainability Practices

Dimensions of Employee | Facilitators:
Engagement

e Recognition, Reward & Reinforcement
Emotional Engagement e Employee Involvement in Decision-Making
e Managerial Support and Commitment
e Access to Information

Engaging Minds

Appropriate Training

Clear Communication Goals
Co-Participation in Shared Activities
Appropriate Resources

Willingness to Change

Reducing Staff Turnover

Cognitive Engagement

Physical Engagement

2.4.2 Emotional Engagement

The emotional connection that employees feel towards their roles and an organisation's
sustainability goals significantly influences their behaviour, commitment, and overall
job satisfaction (Kahn, 1990). Data shows that several themes influence emotional
engagement, particularly recognition, reward, and punishment systems, employee

involvement in decision-making, and managerial support.

2.4.2.1 Recognition, Reward and Reinforcement

Reward and recognition systems acknowledge employees' contributions to
sustainability and can enhance emotional engagement, as evidenced by various reward
schemes in the data. For example, P10 (Hotel Manager) describes their food waste
reward initiative: “This system tracks the efforts made by employees to minimise waste,
and if they consistently meet reduction targets throughout the month, they are eligible
for various rewards, a staff night out, additional time off, or other team-based
activities. By rewarding collective efforts, we create a positive and engaging work

environment while reducing our environmental impact.”

Rewarding staff can also be achieved through more ad hoc initiatives. An innovative

example comes from P24 (General Manager): “We did a fashion show for each
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department where they had to design clothes out of anything that was wasted.: paper,
plastic packaging materials, all that kind of stuff, as a fun way of illustrating how much
waste we are producing...Teams that produce the best fashion designs from waste

materials receive rewards for their creativity and effort.”

From an employee perspective, such initiatives are positively recognised, with P13
(Housekeeper) recalling: “I was awarded a prize for my idea on collecting rubbish
and separating them from guest rooms, which received positive feedback from the
guests.” Employees who feel their efforts are valued are more likely to develop
emotional connections to their work. Research demonstrates that organisations
implementing recognition programs for sustainability initiatives foster a sense of
employee pride, morale, and commitment (Stephens, 2021). In turn, this fosters a sense
of ownership of sustainability, ultimately leading to operational efficiencies. This
aligns with findings in employee engagement research, which suggests that celebrating
achievements can enhance overall engagement and encourage others to contribute to

initiatives (Weaver et al., 2013).

Conversely, when recognition does not occur, employees feel that their contributions
are insignificant, leading to disengagement, as demonstrated by P6 (Housekeeper): “7
feel like I'm just one person among many in this hotel, and my manager only cares
about whether the work gets done. They don't know if ['m practicing sustainability or
not.” This comment reflects a broader challenge for individual employees that might
not have the authority, resources, or platform to drive change, especially in large-scale
systems, leading to perceptions of hopelessness as P6 (Housekeeper) continues “...its

hard for me to make any significant changes on my own.”

This perception can partially be attributed to a lack of visible outcomes from
sustainability initiatives, as highlighted by Khalil et al. (2024), who emphasise the
importance of demonstrating the impact of sustainability practices on overall hotel
performance. This is underscored by hotel management, made efforts to show
employees how their actions contributed to measurable improvements. This visibility

was valued by staff, as illustrated by one F&B assistant: Such openness is also noted
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and appreciated from the employee perspective: “Last month, I suggested to my
manager that simply asking guests if they wanted bread with their soup could help
reduce bread waste. She asked us to implement the idea over the week and report back
with feedback. After a week, she shared that we had successfully reduced 5 kg of bread
waste. She rewarded me with a mug featuring our favourite football team.” (P18, F&B
Crew). This is consistent with research by Fatima (2023), who indicate that when hotel
management rewards sustainability, it leads to more effective implementation of
sustainability strategies. Furthermore, it aligns with research indicating that when
employees have clear visibility of results and are recognised for their contributions, it
enhances motivation and engagement (Weaver et al., 2013). Yet, when this is lacking,

it becomes a barrier to employees engaging in sustainability practices.

2.4.2.2 Employee Involvement in Decision-Making

When employees feel their voices are heard and their opinions matter, they are more
likely to engage with, commit to, and develop a sense of ownership of sustainability
initiatives. This plays out on several occasions in the data from the manager's
perspectives: “I would ask each of my staff to share their thoughts and ideas on the
green practices they 've implemented or are considering in their departments. Ask them
to explain how these initiatives can help reduce waste, conserve resources, or improve
sustainability... Their insights are important as we continue to enhance our
environmental efforts.” (P21, Training Manager). “I rely on my staff to help drive
sustainability. For example, after receiving feedback from the team, we're upgrading
the menu to feature more local food and highlighting this in the menu area. It's a simple

yet impactful change that aligns with our long-term sustainability goals.” (P7, Head
Chef).

Practising such initiatives helps management teams understand how to improve
operations to enhance sustainability practices. It also helps avoid conflict when
procedural mandates are less well-received, making employee feedback vital in
guiding management to make necessary adjustments, such as with P8 (Maintenance
Staft): “We have monthly Green Team meetings, and my manager always comes

prepared, providing updates on work completed during the past week or sharing
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feedback received from guests. For example, in the last meeting, he mentioned the need
to make changes in the plant room to enhance the sustainability of the swimming pool,
then we suggested to start with improving the lighting before moving on to other
activities, and he agreed with that.” The practice of managers discussing feedback and
explaining the rationale behind sustainability initiatives is essential for building trust
and reinforcing the relevance of sustainability goals. Research indicates that when
employees comprehend the broader context and consequences of their actions, they
are more likely to be motivated to participate in sustainability efforts (Weaver et al.,
2013). Allowing employees to contribute ideas through regular feedback channels
empowers employees and ensures that the sustainability strategies are practical and

aligned with the workforce's capabilities.

Conversely, if the workplace environment does not prioritise involving employees in
decision-making, they become disillusioned and less emotionally invested in their
work: “There’s a lot of opportunity to improve sustainability in the hotel. For example,
when we take lunch, we have 30 minutes, but there’s no communication between
employees and management. We eat in different areas, and that creates a disconnect.
If we all sat together, regardless of our positions, it would create more of an emotional
connection. This way, managers could talk to us directly, which could help increase
our understanding and involvement in sustainability.” (P6, Housekeeper). “... (Owner
of the hotel) watches every penny, regardless of whether they 're sustainable. I tried to
express my concerns, but he just told me I didn't understand hotel operations, even
though I'’ve been in the industry for 36 years. So, I decided to stay quiet!” (P1, Hotel
Supervisor). A culture that does not foster participation and emotional connections can
lead to disengagement and reduced involvement in sustainability initiatives (Ahmad
Nizam et al., 2024). However, listening to employees is only one aspect of achieving
an authentic participatory culture. Management must be open to acting on employee

suggestions to refine operations to align with sustainability goals.
2.4.2.3 Managerial Support and Commitment

One of the most significant facilitators of emotional engagement identified in the data

is the manager’s support and commitment towards sustainability initiatives.
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Managerial support can take various forms, for example, investigating the practicality
of employee suggestions. P28 (Spa Manager) describes a productive chat with one of
the masseuses who “suggested that reducing the number of towels in the massage room
could support our sustainability efforts. After calculating the potential
impact...around £3,000 per year and reducing water and energy consumption...we
implemented this change and have noticed positive results, with no complaints from

guests.”

Further, managers show support by being available for questions and providing
opportunities for employees to contribute ideas, as illustrated by P13 (Housekeeper):
“My manager is always available to discuss sustainability matters and answer any
questions I may have. She sometimes provides us with surveys to share our ideas or
raise any concerns, and she explains the feedback during meetings.” This allows
employees to feel supported in their contributions, a key factor in increasing emotional
engagement (Minkiewicz et al., 2014). Managers also need to communicate their
support and commitment to sustainability clearly, as P5 (General Manager)
demonstrated: “As a manager, I believe in leading by example. I actively involve my
team in sustainability discussions and am always open to their feedback. Their input
is vital to achieving our environmental goals.” Managers with a strong understanding
of hotel operations, particularly regarding sustainability practices, can effectively

encourage and inspire more employee engagement.

When hotel leaders fail to demonstrate a genuine commitment to sustainability,
employees can feel undervalued and disengaged (Kasa et al., 2020). For example, P6
(Housekeeper) claims, “My manager doesn't seem to prioritise my efforts to protect
the environment, likely because he hasn 't worked in the hotel industry before.” This
can be particularly damaging given the role managers play as role models to
employees. When managers fail to show commitment, employees feel disappointed
and believe their efforts are not valued: “Commitment from all staff is crucial, as
engagement between employees and management plays a significant role. However, 1

believe that managers’commitment is the most important factor, as it sets the tone from
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the top down. If I see my manager neglecting simple actions, like turning off the lights,
it undermines my motivation!” (P20, Kitchen Crew)

“I tried to separate the waste while preparing food, but my manager scolded me and
insisted I work faster, disregarding the importance of waste separation... so I don't
bother myself anymore.” (P18, F&B Crew). Collective engagement fosters a culture
of responsibility and drives the success of sustainability initiatives. When employees
perceive a lack of commitment from leaders, it can lead to decreased emotional
engagement, morale, and commitment among employees, ultimately hindering

sustainability efforts and potentially creating a hostile workplace culture.

2.4.3 Cognitive Engagement
Cognitive engagement can either facilitate or hinder employees’ mental investment in
their roles. Access to information, engaging employees' minds and appropriate training

are the main facilitators of cognitive engagement.

2.4.3.1 Access to Information

One of the most straightforward ways to engage employees cognitively is by providing
them with access to relevant sustainability information. Being informed and
knowledgeable is vital if frontline employees are to translate sustainability strategies
into practice. Employees with the necessary information can better understand their
roles in sustainability efforts and contribute meaningfully. P27 (Hotel Owner)

(13

confirms this: “... we don't walk around saying, ‘Turn that off.” We walk around,
saying, ‘If you turn that tap off...” Then you know all of it. It all saves the environment.
And I would explain, you know, ‘if we have 10 of you leaving a tap on for an hour a
day, how much water do you think that uses?’ When I explain it to them, they

1

understand a bit more.’

Employees allowed to learn about the tangible effects of their behaviour become more
informed and motivated to change their habits. Accessible and relatable information is
essential in driving cognitive engagement and promoting responsible behaviour in the
workplace. Ultimately, it fosters a culture of sustainability where employees feel

empowered to make informed decisions that have a positive impact. Presenting a clear
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and logical overview of sustainability initiatives is one way to achieve this: “The
previous year's waste costs reached nearly £90,000, while they should have been
around £35,000 to £40,000. By implementing proper waste management, we've
reduced our annual expenses to under £40,000 and recovered about £30,000 from the
waste management company. I discussed this with my team members and now they are
more concerned about waste.” P4 (Operations Manager). This example underscores
the importance of cognitive engagement, facilitating a deeper understanding of
practices and processes, and ultimately educating employees on the impact of their

practices.

Conversely, when hotel employees lack awareness and understanding of sustainability
practices and their role in contributing to them, it has been suggested that this leads to
disengagement and a lack of motivation to participate (Khatter et al., 2021). This is
evidenced by P6 (Housekeeper), who comments, “...why should I care about water
conservation, especially considering that Scotland has a plentiful water supply?” This
highlights significant cognitive engagement barriers stemming from a lack of
awareness and understanding, reflecting a fundamental knowledge gap regarding the
broader implications of sustainability. We also see this lack of awareness, meaning
some employees struggle to see their role in sustainability: “I'm on a zero-hour
contract. I'm not 9 to 5. So, I guess because I am not full time, they never ask me about
it because I am no one!” (P20, Kitchen Crew). Barriers stemming from a lack of
awareness and understanding significantly impede cognitive engagement in the
workplace, particularly in sustainability efforts. Employees may not fully grasp the
importance of sustainability practices or how their actions contribute to broader
environmental goals. While the logical mechanism for supplying sustainability
knowledge is through training, participants were critical of how sustainability training

was implemented.

2.4.3.2 Appropriate Sustainability Training
A very notable finding is that most operational employees questioned the value of the
sustainability training they received. When employees are not adequately trained, they

struggle to understand the importance of environmental management practices and
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their roles in implementing them. For example, P6, (Housekeeper) comments: “/ only
got training on my daily tasks and health and safety when I started. I've worked as a
housekeeper here for 26 years, but no one has ever taught me about sustainability or
why it matters.”, while P11 (Front office staff) highlighted: “/ remember having online
training about sustainability, but to be honest, I didn 't pay much attention because it
was boring and not practical.” This training gap limits employee awareness and
diminishes the ability to contribute meaningfully to the hotel's sustainability goals.
Comprehensive training that includes sustainability education is crucial for fostering
cognitive engagement and empowering employees to contribute to a greener
workplace. When training programs are perceived as tedious or impractical, employees
are less likely to engage with the material, leading to a lack of understanding and
awareness of sustainability practices. In the case above, the employee's disengagement
suggests that the training did not connect with their daily experiences or offer
actionable insights, ultimately hindering their ability to contribute to sustainability
efforts. This highlights the need for more engaging, relevant, and practical training

programs to inform and inspire employees about sustainability initiatives.

2.4.4 Physical Engagement

Physical engagement in the hotel industry refers to the tangible involvement of
employees in sustainability practices. These behaviours do not need to be complex,
with P18 (F&B Crew) providing a simple example: “We have a ‘turn off”’ policy in
place that requires our employees to turn off lights wherever they see they are not in
use” however, without these physical actions, achieving sustainability initiatives is
near impossible. Therefore, understanding the facilitators for physical engagement,
such as clear communication from managers, co-participation in activities, appropriate

resources, and reduced staff turnover, are essential in delivering sustainable initiatives.

2.4.4.1 Clear Communication of Expectations

Effective communication regarding sustainability expectations can significantly
enhance physical engagement. When hotel employees understand their organisation's
sustainability objectives, they are more likely to align their actions. This clarity can be

achieved through regular meetings, newsletters, and visual reminders in the workplace

63



that emphasise the importance of sustainability initiatives. For example, P3 (ESD
Manager) commented: “I always inform my staff about the importance of sustainable
practices, explaining why and how they should implement them. I also highlight the
benefits these efforts bring to the hotel and their positive impact on future
generations.” P7 (Head Chef) ensures visual reminders of sustainability initiatives: “/
place signage in the kitchen and restrooms to raise awareness about sustainability, as
many staff members are unfamiliar with the topic.” This visual reinforcement reminds
employees of their roles in sustainability efforts during daily tasks. When employees
receive regular reminders of the importance of sustainable practices, they are more

likely to actively practice these behaviours.

2.4.4.2 Co-participation in embedding practices

Employee behaviours are notably important in waste segregation and recycling
programs. Physical engagement in waste management appears to be improved by
hands-on training and active participation in waste separation practices. By working
directly alongside employees, chefs and managers can reinforce proper waste-sorting
techniques as evidenced by P7 (Head Chef): “It’s mandatory for our staff to separate
waste in the kitchen. As a chef, I often work alongside them during busy hours and
closing time to ensure they understand how to properly sort the waste” and P17
(General Manager): “I demonstrate to my staff, particularly the housekeepers, the
importance of separating waste while cleaning guest rooms. This practice streamlines
the workflow and encourages more efficient waste management.” Managers’ hands-
on involvement helps employees understand the importance of waste management and
encourages them to take pride in their contributions, reinforcing the hotel's

commitment to eco-friendly practices.

2.4.4.3 Appropriate Resources

To ensure physical engagement, employees also require the necessary resources,
including sufficient time, funding, and appropriate equipment. However, a lack of
these was particularly pronounced in smaller hotels, causing cynicism among
employees about the authenticity of sustainability initiatives, as highlighted by P18
(F&B Crew) and P6 (Housekeeper), respectively: “They refer to themselves as a
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“green hotel” and even have certifications, but I find that they use low-quality
products that are not environmentally friendly, they re just doing greenwashing for
us.” They talk a lot about sustainability, but the cleaner I’'m given to wash the toilets
is cheap and not environmentally friendly. It feels like they’re more focused on
greenwashing the customers than providing us with eco-friendly products. The
employee's frustration with the organisation’s inconsistent approach to sustainability
is evident — while there is much talk about it, employees lack the necessary resources

to achieve it in practice.

Employees may also resist adopting new sustainability practices, particularly if they
perceive these changes as adding to their workload or conflicting with established
routines or cost structures. For example, P27 (Hotel Owner) comments: “Purchasing
raw materials from local suppliers is expensive. We're located in a small town in the
north of Scotland, and many of the product producers are from Europe. How can |
achieve sustainability under these circumstances?” while P29 (Hotel Owner)
comments: “Our guests seek a cosy and luxurious experience when paying £300-400
for a stay. If I compromise on their comfort for the sake of sustainability, I risk losing
them.” If sustainability efforts negatively impact comfort or service quality, it can lead
to dissatisfaction and a loss of business. This discrepancy also highlights a lack of
resource commitment to sustainable practices, which can decrease trust, motivation,
and engagement, leaving employees feeling undermined by management decisions

(Mittal et al, 2016).

Practising sustainability can be challenging from an employee perspective, too. In an
industry where heavy workloads and time pressures affect employee well-being,
sustainability initiatives can be overlooked in favour of immediate operational
demands: “I have 10 rooms to clean, and some of them are left in an absolute mess by
the guests. Why should I focus on sustainability when my kids are at home alone?”
(P13, Housekeeper). Taking on additional responsibilities, such as sorting waste, can
add to the stress of an already challenging job. This is reflected on by P21 (Training
Manager): “You are talking about the hotel industry, which loses a lot of staff. We have

a shortage of staff; how can I give them additional tasks and let them suffer, causing
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them to leave?” Gomez et al (2023) suggest that emotional labour demands can lead

to burnout, making it challenging for employees to fully engage in their roles.

2.4.4.5 High Employee Turnover

One of the most physically noticeable problems in hotels was the turnover of
employees, which can disrupt continuity in sustainability engagement (Khatter et al.,
2021). When employees frequently change, it becomes challenging to maintain a
consistent understanding and commitment to sustainability practices. “We can t invest
significantly in our staff since many may only stay with us for a few months or even
just a few hours. Spending too much time and resources on training would be costly

for the hotel and not feasible.” P27 (Hotel Owner).

This reluctance to invest in staff is also noticed by employees with P22 (Housekeeper),
commenting: “Since I began working at this hotel, I've noticed that many colleagues
leave, and I often wonder if I'll see them again. It makes me think about whether
management cares about keeping staff. Sometimes, it feels like were just seen as
numbers rather than valued team members.” These statements highlight a critical
barrier to physical engagement. The hotel owner expressed concern about the cost-
effectiveness of investing in employees, and employees noticed this. Together, these
perspectives highlight how the transient nature of the workforce and the struggle to
maintain adequate staffing impede physical engagement in sustainable initiatives,
thereby limiting the hotel’s ability to foster a culture of responsibility and participation

among employees.

2.5 Discussion

This paper explores the importance of employee engagement in hotel sustainability
initiatives. Existing research, such as Wong et al. (2021), indicates that employees’
perceptions of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) significantly influence their job
satisfaction and behaviour, but do not investigate how these perceptions translate into
active engagement with sustainability practices. Our findings highlight the importance
of engaging employees in sustainability initiatives, as sustainable practices can often

conflict with the daily routines of busy and frequently temporary hotel staff. We
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highlight several facilitators at the emotional, cognitive and physical level of
employee engagement as critical components influencing how employees interact
with sustainability practices in the hotel industry (see Table 3). From this, we make
two significant theoretical contributions to each of the sustainable hotel and employee

engagement literature.

2.5.1 Theoretical implications

The current study contributes to hotel sustainability literature, making new theoretical
insights. First, by integrating employee engagement theory into the sustainable hotel
context, we identify employee engagement as a critical factor in transitioning towards
greater sustainability. Despite existing literature indicating the importance of
employees in delivering sustainability initiatives (Abdou et al., 2020, Khalil et al.,
2024), there is a limited empirical focus on employees themselves (Chua et al, 2022),
and what exists is largely atheoretical (Khalil et al., 2024). We demonstrate not only
the relevance of engagement theory to the sustainable hotel phenomenon but also
define the constituent parts of engagement concerning sustainable employee

behaviours, advancing our understanding of what green employee engagement entails.

Employee engagement literature has typically focused on the business-as-usual
outcomes of employee engagement, such as employee loyalty, job performance and
financial performance (Jyoti et al, 2022; Saks, 2019), with a limited focus on the
sustainability outcomes (Alipour et al., 2019, Graham et al., 2023). It is also notable
that much of the work since the development of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
(UWES) (Schaufeli et al., 2002) has been psychological and quantitative (Boccoli et
al., 2023). Answering calls to provide more qualitative research to fully comprehend
green workforce practices (Mahran et al., 2025), this project adopts a qualitative
approach to understand organisational goals beyond the performative. In doing so, we
contribute to the employee engagement literature by uncovering nuances that highlight
the relative importance of the three dimensions of employee engagement when applied

to a change management process, as opposed to business-as-usual.
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Our data highlights emotional engagement as the most critical driver of organisational
sustainability change. Emotional engagement appears to be the most crucial factor in
fostering employee buy-in and facilitating workable solutions to complex problems.
Employees who are emotionally connected to the cause tend to be more proactive and
motivated to engage in sustainable behaviours, practices, solutions, and
improvements, and are more likely to contribute to the successful implementation of
these goals actively (Weaver et al., 2013). Emotional engagement is linked to
employees’ intrinsic motivation to participate (Hai et al, 2021), and when employees
perceive their work as meaningful and aligned with their values, they are more likely
to engage in behaviours that support sustainability goals. This intrinsic motivation can
lead to innovative ideas and practices, enhancing the organisation’s sustainability
performance. Thus, fostering emotional engagement should be a primary focus for
hotel managers aiming to cultivate a culture of sustainability. Consequently, the
findings reveal that managerial support, recognition and reward systems significantly

enhance emotional attachment to sustainability initiatives (Mahran et al., 2025).

While emotional engagement is paramount, in some situations, such as with part-time
or seasonal employees, it may not be an efficient or effective way to implement
sustainable practices. Instead, cognitive and physical engagement can be used to
significantly promote sustainability initiatives (Albrecht et al., 2021). When
employees are provided with clear information on sustainability goals and practices,
they are more likely to understand their roles and contribute meaningfully to achieving
them. Where this is lacking, employees struggle to understand the importance of
sustainability practices, leading to disengagement and a lack of willingness to
participate. The findings illustrate that hands-on involvement by managers fosters a
sense of responsibility and pride amongst employees. However, a lack of resources,
including time and equipment, can impede physical engagement, particularly in small

hotels with limited budgets.
While recognising the fundamental importance of employee engagement in

implementing sustainability initiatives, we further identify facilitators for enhancing

employee engagement, highlighting the value of hotel employees in identifying
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problems and as a source of solutions to sustainability issues. In fostering a supportive
culture of open discussion, information sharing, explaining rationales for decisions,
and seeking sense from employees, hotel leaders can foster an organic environment in
which employees can voice and share their experience to both reduce the
environmental impact of hotels, but also, in a number of our examples, save the hotel

money.

Increasing employee engagement has a further, indirect route to pursuing sustainability
programmes. In line with Dwesini (2019), the findings identify that high employee
turnover is a significant challenge to implementing hotel initiatives. Our research
indicates that the transient nature of the hospitality workforce disrupts all levels of
enculturation and engagement, leading to difficulties in maintaining a consistent
understanding of sustainability practices amongst the employee base. The literature
has noted that high turnover rates can hinder the implementation of effective
sustainability practices, as new employees may lack the necessary knowledge and
commitment to contribute meaningfully (Tinwala et al, 2020). Research, however, has
consistently shown increasing employee engagement promotes employee retention
and reduces turnover (Karatepe et al., 2021, Jyoti et al, 2022, Wang et al., 2020).
Maintaining the existing workforce can play a substantial role in ensuring a successful
transition to greater levels of sustainability because investments in both formal and
informal training and institutional knowledge remain within the organisation in the

long term.

2.5.2 Managerial Implications

The insights gained from this study have significant implications for managers seeking
to enhance sustainability initiatives. Firstly, managers must be aware of key areas of
concern for employees, customers, and stakeholders and understand how these factors
influence the communication and prioritisation of sustainability issues. By actively
monitoring trends and external events, managers can frame sustainability messages
that resonate with their audience and highlight the urgency of addressing sustainability
challenges. Secondly, fostering a culture of empowerment and collaboration is crucial

for enhancing employee engagement in sustainability initiatives. Managers can create

69



an environment where sustainability becomes a shared responsibility by involving
employees in decision-making and providing them with the necessary resources and
training. This participatory approach enhances employees' sense of ownership and
ensures that sustainability strategies are practical and aligned with the workforce's
capabilities. Lastly, the study highlights the importance of addressing barriers to
engagement, including resource constraints and resistance to change. Managers must
recognise that the successful implementation of sustainability initiatives requires
adequate support and commitment from leadership. By prioritising sustainability
within the organisational vision and creating open channels for communication,
managers can facilitate a more effective sensemaking process that enables employees

to navigate the complexities of sustainability.

2.6 Limitations and Future Research

Despite this study's valuable theoretical and practical contributions, several limitations
exist. Firstly, the data collection focused on employees across various roles in the hotel
industry. While this provided diverse insights into how staff engage with sustainability
initiatives and highlighted the contextual factors influencing their participation, further
research is needed to explore the effectiveness and impact of these engagement
strategies on operational sustainability. Secondly, this study relied on interviews
conducted over a specific period, illuminating employees’ perceptions and
motivations. However, sustainability engagement is an evolving process influenced by
organisational culture, leadership commitment, and external pressures. Future research
employing a longitudinal approach could provide deeper insights into how staff
engagement in sustainability initiatives develops over time and how organisational
changes impact employees' sense of ownership and commitment to sustainable
practices. Conducting follow-up interviews after hands-on sustainability training could
also provide insights into how employee engagement evolves. Expanding the study
beyond the UK to explore staft engagement in different cultural and regulatory
contexts would give a broader perspective on sustainability practices in the global

hospitality industry.
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Reflexive bridge between Chapter II and Chapter I1I:

While the first paper established employee engagement as the motivational foundation
for embedding sustainability in hotel operations, the interviews revealed that
motivation alone is not enough. Many employees expressed enthusiasm for
sustainability, often speaking passionately about reducing waste, conserving resources,
or supporting local suppliers. Yet, as the conversations unfolded, it became clear that
their ability to act on these intentions was constrained by a lack of practical
understanding of what sustainability actually meant in the context of their daily work.
During the interviews, I observed a distinct knowledge gap between managerial and
operational staff while managers frequently referred to sustainability in strategic or
abstract terms, operational employees described it in terms of routines, habits, and
visible tasks. This divergence highlighted a critical tension: sustainability was being
communicated as a policy goal from the top but interpreted as an individual effort at
the front line.

These reflections raised new questions about the forms of sustainability knowledge
employees hold and how these forms shape their capacity to contribute to sustainability
in practice. [ began to see that engagement: the emotional and motivational connection
to sustainability, was only one part of a much larger picture. To truly understand how
sustainability becomes part of everyday hotel life, it was necessary to look at how
employees learn, share, and apply knowledge through their work. This realisation led
to the focus of the second paper, which moves beyond motivation to explore the types
and sources of sustainability knowledge that exist across different organisational
levels. By examining how employees acquire and interpret what they know formally
through training and informally through peer interaction the second paper uncovers
the cognitive and social foundations that enable engagement to translate into

meaningful, sustainable action.
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Abstract

Hotels significantly impact the environment through resource consumption and waste
generation, making sustainability integration essential. This study explores how
different forms of sustainability knowledge influence employees’ engagement with
sustainable practices in the UK hotel sector. Drawing on Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003)
framework, which includes declarative, procedural, effectiveness, and social
knowledge, this research introduces a fifth dimension: temporal knowledge, or
knowing when to share and when to act. Based on thirty-five qualitative interviews,
the findings show that temporal knowledge functions as both a lubricant, facilitating
knowledge dissemination, and a glue, embedding sustainability into daily routines.
The study advances understanding of sustainability knowledge at the organisational
level and provides practical insights for fostering a culture of sustainability in hotel

operations.

Keywords: Sustainability knowledge; Temporal knowledge; Hotel employees;

Sustainable practices; Knowledge dissemination
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3.1 Introduction

Through excessive resource consumption and waste generation, hotels exert a
considerable environmental impact. Integrating sustainability into hotel operations has
therefore become increasingly important, not only to minimise negative environmental
effects but also to enhance operational efficiency and overall performance. Yet, as
Juvan et al (2014) explains a persistent gap often exists between sustainability
awareness and behavioural change. This attitude—behaviour gap, widely observed
among tourists, similarly applies to organisational contexts where employees may
know about sustainability but struggle to translate that knowledge into consistent
action. Recent studies highlight the need to adopt green and sustainable practices such
as energy efficiency, water conservation, and waste management to improve
environmental quality (Prakash et al., 2023). Similarly, from a stakeholder perspective,
implementing green initiatives positively influences hotels’ environmental, economic,

and social performance (Khalil et al., 2024).

Hotel employees’ knowledge about sustainability is a critical factor in advancing
sustainability outcomes (Zaragoza-Séez et al., 2023). Knowledge directly influences
employees’ practices, decision-making, and the implementation of environmentally
responsible operations (Khalil et al., 2024). Knowledge is also directly linked to eco-
friendly attitudes and behaviours that promote environmental sustainability amongst
employees (Chua et al, 2022). Conversely, a lack of knowledge about sustainability is
shown to hinder the successful implementation of green programs (Khatter, 2023). Yet,
extant research focuses on basic knowledge about sustainability rather than addressing

the multiple theoretical dimensions of sustainability knowledge (Raza et al, 2022).

Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) identify knowledge as a multi-dimensional construct
consisting of declarative knowledge (knowing what); procedural knowledge (knowing
how); effectiveness knowledge (knowing why); and social knowledge (knowing the
shared values, interpersonal dynamics, and organisational culture). The knowledge
framework proposed by Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) has been principally applied in
consumer and individual behaviour contexts (He et al., 2022), but has clear potential

for application in organisational settings such as hospitality. It extends conventional
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boundaries of knowledge management by integrating sustainability concerns directly
into decision-making and operational processes, thus distinguishing it from more
traditional models that separate these domains (Khalil et al., 2024). Empirical
applications of sustainability knowledge have been evident in diverse settings,
including corporate governance and human resource practices, where its principles
have been used to drive sustainable performance and strategic renewal in organisations
(Martinez-Martinez et al., 2023). Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) underscore the importance
of adapting knowledge management to foster sustainable practices, making it a

relevant lens through which to analyse the tourism sector (Alipour et al., 2019).

In this paper, we investigate the extent to which different types of knowledge, as
introduced by Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003), exist among managers and employees in the
hotel sector, and the role they play in engendering sustainable behaviours. Through
qualitative inquiry, including interviews with thirty-five employees across various
positions in the UK hotel sector, we identify how sustainability knowledge influences
employees’ sustainable behaviours and highlight notable problems with the overall
dissemination of knowledge across organisational levels. In particular, we theorise a
fifth temporal dimension of sustainability knowledge when raising this theory from
the individual to the organisational level. This temporal dimension refers to “knowing
when”. When to share the other types of sustainability knowledge acts as an
organisational lubricant for the broader dissemination of other types of sustainability
knowledge across organisational levels, whereas when to act on sustainability
knowledge acts more like an organisational glue, connecting the other types of
sustainability knowledge across departments and hierarchical levels, to ensure they are
embedded in everyday practice. The findings contribute to our understanding of how
hotels can cultivate sustainability knowledge within their workforce, fostering a more

sustainable operational model that benefits both the environment and the business.

3.2 Literature Review

The tourism sector has increasingly recognised the significance of environmental
protection activities (Dolnicar, 2020). Hotels have a direct and indirect impact on the

environment due to their high consumption of natural resources, energy, and water
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(Nimri et al., 2020). To mitigate these adverse effects, some hotels are adopting more
sustainable operations which prioritise pro-environmental practices, including energy
conservation, water reduction, and waste minimisation (Alreahi et al., 2022). Adopting
sustainable practices allows hotels to differentiate themselves in the market, improve
their image, build stronger relationships with stakeholders (Chung, 2020), and appeal

to environmentally-conscious consumers (Chua et al., 2023).

While financial savings are a major driver for adopting sustainable practices,
government incentives such as tax reductions and grants also play a crucial role
(Abdou et al., 2020). Furthermore, sustainability marketing strategies allow hotels to
differentiate themselves in the market, improve their image, and building stronger
relationships with stakeholders (Chua et al, 2022; Nimri et al., 2020), and enhancing
the hotels' competitive positioning by appealing to environmentally-conscious
consumers (Chua et al, 2022). The effective implementation of sustainability practices
in the hotel industry necessitates the active engagement of employees across all

organisational levels (Mo et al., 2022; Demeter et al., 2023).

However, much of the existing research on sustainability in the hotel industry focuses
on managerial perspectives, neglecting the insights and experiences of frontline
employees (Mittal et al, 2016). Alipour et al. (2019) argue that employees are critical
stakeholders in sustainability efforts, yet their knowledge and expertise are frequently
overlooked during the development of sustainability strategies. This gap can lead to a
lack of buy-in from employees, who may feel undervalued and less motivated to

engage in sustainability initiatives.

Enhancing hotel employees' knowledge and understanding is crucial for the effective
delivery of programs addressing environmental issues (Pham et al., 2020). With
enhanced knowledge, employees are better equipped to make informed judgments and
implement strategies that contribute effectively to tackling environmental challenges
(Prakash et al., 2023). This focus on knowledge empowers employees to actively
engage with and drive the success of environmental initiatives within the program.

Consequently, developing sustainability knowledge across all employee levels creates
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a feedback loop where increased employee engagement in sustainability practices
informs better management decisions, enhancing customer satisfaction and loyalty
(Bordian et al, 2021). The application of sustainability knowledge within the hotel
industry represents an innovation in understanding how organisations can effectively

integrate sustainability practices into their operational frameworks.

3.2.1 Sustainability Knowledge in Organisations

Sustainability knowledge focuses on types of knowledge that play a significant role in
driving ecological behaviour (Zhang et al, 2020). Typically studied in relation to
individual behaviours (Liu et al, 2021; Frisk et al, 2011), integrating sustainability
knowledge into the study of organisations allows exploration of how knowledge is
conceptualised, communicated, and adopted across an organisation (Broccardo et al.,
2025), and how it can be harnessed to promote collective actions towards sustainability
goals (Serrat, 2017) This knowledge impacts and influences behaviours at all
organisational levels (Zhu et al., 2021), with the accumulation and dissemination of
sustainability knowledge enabling informed decision-making (Centobelli et al., 2020).
Although the literature has championed the incorporation of sustainability knowledge
into organisational studies, the field remains nascent, focusing operationally on
employees' roles without adequately examining how knowledge functions as a central
mechanism for advancing sustainability. This reflects a broader pattern in tourism
knowledge research, where studies highlight how the creation, transfer, and use of
knowledge depend on timing, networks, and governance structures (Cooper, 2006;
Xiao et al, 2007). These authors emphasise that knowledge rarely flows evenly across
organisational levels, which supports the need to explore how sustainability
knowledge is disseminated within hotels. By incorporating sustainability knowledge
into organisational studies, we can better explore the mechanisms that influence
employees' engagement with sustainability practices and the barriers to the

implementation of sustainability strategies (Benn et al., 2014).
Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) theorised a framework of sustainability knowledge, which

includes declarative knowledge, procedural knowledge, effectiveness knowledge, and

social knowledge. These dimensions provide a nuanced understanding of the various
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facets of sustainability knowledge; each type and its applicability to organisations is

explained below.

3.2.2 Declarative knowledge

Declarative knowledge, also known as "knowing what," refers to factual information
stored in memory, often referred to as declarative memory (Ten Berge at el, 1999;
Anderson, 1976). Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) define declarative knowledge as vital
information that influences an individual's understanding of complex systems and
processes, particularly within the environmental domain. This foundational
understanding of declarative knowledge is essential for informing decision-making
and operational behaviours in various contexts, such as energy conservation, waste
management, water usage, procurement of sustainable materials, and staff training on
eco-friendly practices. This assertion is supported by Schahn and Holzer (1990), who
emphasise that declarative knowledge is necessary for individuals to engage with and
address intricate environmental issues effectively. In the context of sustainability,
declarative knowledge encompasses an awareness of core principles, terminologies,

and objectives related to sustainable practices (Alipour et al., 2019).

For instance, employees with robust declarative knowledge would have a clear
understanding of the concept of recycling, its environmental significance, and its role
within broader sustainability goals (Han et al., 2018). The extant research highlights
the educational value of declarative knowledge, demonstrating that its enhancement
through targeted interventions can significantly improve individuals' comprehension
of complex environmental problems and their capacity to contribute meaningfully to
sustainability practices (Geiger et al., 2019). However, despite the advantages
associated with possessing declarative knowledge, it is important to recognise its
limitations in predicting sustainable behaviour. Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) maintain that
while declarative knowledge provides essential information and reduces uncertainty,
actual behaviours are shaped by numerous factors, including personal values, social
norms, and external constraints. This complexity suggests that simply conveying

knowledge is insufficient for promoting sustainable actions; instead, a more
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comprehensive approach that incorporates other dimensions influencing behaviour is

required (Ten Berge and Van Hezewijk, 1999).

3.2.3 Procedural knowledge

Procedural knowledge refers to “knowing how” to do something and includes
procedures, methods, techniques and strategies that are used to perform specific tasks
or accomplish specific goals (Star, 2005). Procedural knowledge offers practical
instructions and behavioural alternatives, enabling individuals, not only to change their
actions, but also to adopt new behaviours as necessary (Yan et al., 2020). Acquiring
procedural knowledge typically involves hands-on experience, practice, repetition and
feedback (Kaiser and Fuhrer, 2003), and can be difficult to articulate or convey to
others (Yan et al., 2020; Kyriakopoulos, 2011). Procedural knowledge is an important
aspect of human learning and intelligence, as it enables individuals to perform complex

tasks and solve problems in a variety of contexts (Alipour et al., 2019).

Aguinis (2009) proposes that deliberate practices, for example, targeted training to
improve specific skills, abilities, and capabilities, enhance employees' procedural
knowledge, which subsequently influences their motivation and performance. For
example, Matsuo and Kusumi (2002) found that procedural knowledge plays a crucial
role in shaping employees' behaviour towards customers, making procedural
knowledge vital for motivating employees to exhibit better behaviour and

performance.

3.2.4 Effectiveness knowledge

Effectiveness knowledge, also known as “knowing why,” is a type of knowledge that
influences behaviours through individuals’ perceptions of how their actions impact the
environment (Kaiser and Fuhrer, 2003). Effectiveness knowledge provides individuals
with an understanding of the underlying reasons and motivations for engaging in
environmentally responsible behaviours (Kaiser and Fuhrer, 2003). Unlike general
awareness or technical knowledge, effective knowledge connects individual actions to
broader environmental and social outcomes, thereby fostering a deeper personal

engagement with sustainability initiatives (Ho et al, 2019). Recent research
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emphasises that individuals are more likely to adopt sustainable behaviours when they
comprehend not only what to do but also why their actions matter (Geiger et al., 2019).
This form of knowledge strengthens intrinsic motivation, supports value-based
decision-making, and promotes consistency between environmental attitudes and
behaviours (Otto et al., 2014). Thus, integrating effectiveness knowledge into
sustainability initiatives is essential for cultivating informed, motivated, and resilient
pro-environmental behaviour at both individual and organisational levels (Geiger et
al., 2019). In turn, this can improve the overall success of organisational sustainability
programmes, reduce operational costs through more efficient resource use, and

enhance the organisation’s public reputation and social license to operate.

3.2.5 Social Knowledge

Social knowledge refers to identifying and interpreting social norms, values, and
collective beliefs (Wan et al, 2022). When employees align with their organisation’s
collective environmental values, they are more likely to engage in pro-environmental
actions and support sustainability initiatives (Kim et al., 2019). Organisational culture,
which embodies these shared beliefs and values, creates a supportive environment that
facilitates the integration of eco-friendly practices into daily operations (Paillé et al.,
2014; Robertson et al, 2017). Leveraging social knowledge is therefore essential for
organisations seeking to cultivate a culture of sustainability and achieve long-term
environmental outcomes (Fawehinmi et al., 2020). Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) further
propose that social knowledge encompasses both conventional norms, such as customs
and expectations linked to social approval, and moral norms, which stem from personal
values related to fairness, human welfare, and environmental responsibility.
Understanding these norms, what colleagues do, and what they perceive the
organisation to value, shapes employees’ willingness to engage in environmentally

responsible practices (Fawehinmi et al., 2020).

Sustainable hotel literature has clearly identified the importance of employees in the
success of sustainability initiatives and the importance of knowledge across the
organisation. However, no research has examined the multi-dimensional nature of

sustainability knowledge in this context, and its consideration within organisational

90



studies remains limited (Martinez-Martinez et al., 2023). The objective of this research
is, therefore, to explore how the dissemination and application of sustainability
knowledge within hotel organisations influence sustainability practices, with particular
emphasis on understanding the role of knowledge as a central mechanism in advancing

organisational sustainability.

The sustainable hotel literature has clearly identified both the importance of employees
in the success of sustainability initiatives and the importance of strong levels of
knowledge across the entire organisation. However, to date no research has examined
the multi-dimensional nature of sustainability knowledge in this context, and its
consideration within the organisational literature more broadly remains nascent. The
main objective of this research is, therefore, to explore how the dissemination and
application of sustainability knowledge within hotel organisations influence
sustainability practices, with particular emphasis on understanding knowledge as a

central mechanism in advancing organisational sustainability.

3.3 Methodology

This study adopts an inductive, qualitative approach to explore how the dissemination
and application of sustainability knowledge across hotel organisations impacts
operational practices. A qualitative approach enables an in-depth investigation into the
subjective experiences of employees actively engaging in sustainability practices,
allowing rich, context-specific insights to emerge (Creswell et al, 2016). This approach
is particularly suited for examining the complexities of knowledge transfer and
utilisation in dynamic environments such as the hospitality sector (Gioia et al., 2013).
This constructivist perspective is critical in sustainability knowledge as individuals
actively interpret and construct their own realities within organisational settings
(Weick, 1995). An inductive logic guides the study, prioritising the development of
theoretical insights grounded in the data due to the lack of extant studies on the multi-
dimensional construct of sustainable knowledge in organisational contexts (Azungah,
2018). Semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather detailed narratives, and
thematic analysis was used to identify patterns and connections between individual

knowledge practices and organisational sustainability outcomes (Braun et al, 2006).
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This approach allows for a nuanced understanding of how sustainability knowledge is
mobilised within hotel operations and how it contributes to the organisation's broader

sustainability efforts.

3.3.1 Data collection

This research utilised semi-structured interviews with a diverse group of hotel
employees and managers across the UK. A total of 35 individuals working in hotels,
which made explicit public commitments to sustainability, participated, as outlined in
Table 4. The selection criteria ensured that interviewees were representative of all
organisational levels and departments, including directors, general managers,
department heads, and operational staff. This diverse group of interviewees included
full-time, part-time, and seasonal employees. Organisational knowledge and
sustainability engagement can vary significantly depending on employees' roles,
responsibilities, and access to information (Nonaka et al., 1996). By involving
participants from multiple levels and departments, the research sought to uncover the
interconnectedness of individual knowledge, practices and broader organisational
sustainability outcomes, aligning with the recommendation that rich, multi-perspective

data is necessary for understanding complex organisational phenomena (Patton, 2014).

Participants were selected using purposive sampling through professional networks,
guided by the research questions (Byrne, 2004) after the approval of the ethics
committee. During the interviews, participants were asked about their understanding
of sustainability to gain insight into their mental models and perceptions of sustainable
practices. The interview process itself provided real-time evidence of their evolving
sustainability knowledge. Participants were given the choice of in-person or Zoom
interviews based on their convenience, with interview durations ranging from 45 to
120 minutes. The use of virtual platforms enhanced accessibility and flexibility,
minimising logistical challenges in coordinating interviews across different locations
(Bryman, 2016). Privacy and confidentiality were strictly maintained through
individual interview sessions, and all recordings were securely deleted following

transcription.
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Table 4: Participant Overview

Participant Details | Position Hotel Classification | Green hotel
(Anonymised) certificate
P1 Hotel Supervisor Independent No
P2 HR Manager Independent Yes
P3 SGD Manager Chain Yes
P4 Operation Manager Independent Yes
P5 General Manager Chain Yes
P6 Housekeeper Independent Yes
P7 Head Chef Independent Yes
P8 Maintenance Staff Chain Yes
P9 Event Manager Independent No
P10 Hotel Manager Chain Yes
P11 Front Office Staff Chain Yes
P12 Operation Manager Independent No
P13 Housekeeper Chain Yes
P14 Hotel Owner Independent No
P15 Food & Beverage Manager Independent No
P16 Regional Director of Sales Chain Yes
P17 General Manager Chain Yes
P18 Food & Beverage Crew Chain Yes
P19 Front Office Chain Yes
P20 Kitchen Crew Independent Yes
P21 Training Manager Independent No
P22 Housekeeper Chain Yes
P23 Housekeeper Chain Yes
P24 General Manager Chain Yes
P25 Bar Independent No
P26 Housekeeper Chain Yes
P27 Hotel Owner Independent Yes
P28 Spa Manager Independent Yes
P29 Hotel Owner Independent No
P30 Commercial Director Independent No
P31 Trainee Independent Yes
P32 Housekeeper Independent Yes
P 33 Front Office Staff Independent Yes
P34 Room Division Manager Independent Yes
P35 Breakfast Manager Independent Yes

Note 1: The names of the participants and hotels

are not mentioned to ensure

confidentiality and protect participant privacy in accordance with ethical guidelines.

3.3.2 Data Analysis

The analysis followed an abductive approach. It began with inductive coding and

progressed through iterative engagement with theoretical frameworks. After

transcription, data were systematically coded to identify recurring patterns and

meanings grounded in participants’ experiences (McGinley et al., 2021). By analysing
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emerging themes and patterns after data collection, we identified connections between
our findings and different types of sustainability knowledge. This approach ensured
that the findings were grounded in the participants’ experiences and accurately
reflected sustainability knowledge present within the hotel industry (Bell et al, 2014).
Subsequently, the data were systematically coded, allowing for the identification of
meaningful patterns that provided insights into how hotel employees acquire
sustainable knowledge through their operational activities. The emergent themes,
along with the relationships between them, were refined, defined, and named through
a rigorous process of formal analytical writing and cross-checking against the dataset,

coded extracts and the extant literature (Braun et al, 2022).

The Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013) was adopted to structure the analysis,
ensuring that the participants’ perspectives were preserved throughout the process.
This methodology is particularly effective for exploring knowledge-related
phenomena, as it facilitates the categorisation of detailed, context-specific insights into
broader themes (Gioia et al., 2013). Following the identification of initial themes, the
research team collaboratively refined and grouped these into broader categories that
encapsulated the essence of the data. Relationships between themes were analysed to
develop a nuanced understanding of how sustainability knowledge manifests across
different roles and organisational contexts. NVivo software was used to organise and

visualise the data, enhancing the rigour and transparency of the analytical process.

To ensure the reliability and validity of the findings, multiple rounds of discussion and
iterative analysis were conducted within the research team (Xiao and Smith, 2007).
The final themes were contextualised within the existing literature on sustainability
knowledge, providing a framework for understanding the role and evolution of

sustainability knowledge in the industry.

3.4 Findings

The findings highlight the various ways in which sustainability knowledge is
developed, extracted and enacted in daily hotel operations. Although the sample

included employees from both chain and independent hotels, no significant differences
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were observed in how sustainability was understood or enacted across these
organisational contexts. The findings therefore focus on shared patterns across hotel
types.

At an individual level, employees actively engage with sustainable practices, shaping
their interpretation and implementation based on prior knowledge (Alipour et al.,
2019). Simultaneously, management adopts a strategic approach, aligning sustainable
initiatives with the hotel's broader mission and goals, thereby fostering a culture of
sustainability throughout the organisation (Sahoo et al., 2023). As one general manager
noted: “Achieving sustainability in organisations requires the active participation of
individuals at all levels, as meaningful change is driven not only by strategy but by

everyday actions.” (P5, General manager).

Data collection revealed that managers and employees continuously learn from one
another, collaboratively supporting sustainability efforts. These dynamic interactions
underscore the role of the hotel as a key organisational space where sustainability is

not only implemented but also actively cultivated through shared learning and practice.

3.4.1 Sustainability knowledge among hotel employees

The analysis highlights that sustainability knowledge is recognised by hotel
employees as fundamentally important not only for environmental stewardship but
also for improving operational efficiency. This knowledge is shaped through both
institutional mechanisms (such as frameworks and workshops) and interpersonal
knowledge-sharing, as evidenced by P3 (SGD Manager): “As part of a hotel chain,
we follow the sustainability framework provided by our head office. I have participated
in Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) workshops and recognise how
crucial these practices are, not only for protecting the environment but also for
reducing operational costs. I shared it with staff to discuss our sustainability plans and

encourage their input and participation.”

This shared responsibility and communication among all staff is highlighted further

by P27 (Hotel Owner): “Every employee plays a crucial role in the hotel s operations,
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especially in sustainability. If one person doesnt have enough knowledge about

sustainability, it can have a ripple effect, and critical issues can be overlooked.”

While knowledge sharing is accepted as necessary, inconsistencies in the transfer of
sustainability knowledge were evident, particularly at the operational level, for
example, P19 (Front Office Staff) claims: “7o be honest, I dont really know what
counts as sustainability in our job. We just follow our routine, I always thought
sustainability was more for the kitchen.” This perception reflects a fragmented
understanding of sustainability, where front-facing roles see their duties as
administrative or guest-oriented rather than environmentally impactful. It also
suggests a gap in internal communication or organisational learning, where
sustainability is not framed as a shared value embedded across departments. As such,
employees outside the operational core may not be engaged in or feel ownership over
the hotel’s environmental goals. This is reflected by P22 (Housekeeper), who talks of
the importance of sustainability in her home life: “Sustainability is very important to
me...I’ve been more mindful of my actions...when I'm working in the hotel, I make
sure to separate the waste properly. It’s a shame that no one at the hotel has told me
this or encouraged it; I've had to figure it out on my own.” Despite the hotel having
a formal sustainability policy, knowledge about this policy and the practices expected
of operational employees is not being effectively communicated. This demonstrates
that whilst managers often emphasise the importance of sustainability initiatives and
the need for sustainability knowledge across the organisation, operational employees
often lack the foundational understanding required to meaningfully engage with
sustainability-related knowledge and apply it in their roles. Even when individual
employees are willing to engage in sustainable practices, the presence or absence of
organisational systems for transferring sustainability knowledge fundamentally
shapes their ability to do so. This lack of sustainability knowledge at the operational
level can hinder the effective execution of sustainability initiatives (Alipour et al.,

2019).

Given these disparities, a better understanding of the types of sustainability knowledge

in organisations and how they are leveraged becomes important. The following
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sections explore each of the types of sustainability knowledge in turn, followed by our
identification of a fifth type of knowledge needed when elevating sustainability

knowledge from the individual to the organisational level.

3.4.1.1 Declarative knowledge

Declarative knowledge refers to the explicit understanding of facts, concepts, and
information, often characterised as “knowing what”. It represents the foundational
knowledge required to comprehend specific topics or phenomena (Kaiser and Fuhrer,
2003). However, at the employee and managerial levels, there appears to be a notable
variation in the depth of this declarative sustainability knowledge. At senior
management levels, knowledge about sustainability tends to be broader and more
forward-looking, focusing on integrating environmental priorities with the hotel’s
future goals and strategic vision. “These days, a good manager really needs to
understand the impact of things like energy use, waste, and carbon emissions. Its not
Jjust about running a traditional hotel anymore, it’s about being aware of what we re
doing to the environment and making better choices every day for the hotel to practice
more sustainability in the long term.” (P30, Commercial Director). “I’'m aware of the
environmental regulations and certifications we're supposed to comply with.
Understanding these requirements helps us set proper targets and guide the team
accordingly.” (P3, SGD Manager). These quotes show an understanding not only of
specific sustainability concepts but also of their practical implications for daily hotel
operations. This perspective highlights how factual knowledge is foundational to
recognising the environmental responsibilities embedded in contemporary hospitality
management. Such comprehension empowers managers to establish clear directions
and ensure that operational strategies support broader ecological commitments. It also

equips them to motivate staff through informed guidance and structured planning.

While managers often possess a reasonably comprehensive understanding of
sustainability goals, the depth of declarative knowledge among frontline employees
varies considerably, with some expressing uncertainty about key concepts and the
relevance of sustainability practices to their daily work. “I know the hotel has a

sustainability certificate called [name hidden], but I don t really understand it.” (P6,
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Housekeeper). “Whenever our guests ask about the sustainability stuff, I just call my
manager because I'm not really sure how to respond. We havent had much training
on that, and I don t want to give the wrong information”. (P33, Front Office Staff). The
quote from a front office employee highlights a significant knowledge gap in
sustainability within hotel operations, reflecting not only a lack of formal training but
also a lack of empowerment to engage with guests on sustainability-related topics. In
other cases, operational staff receive only limited or fragmented information about
sustainability, which can hinder their understanding and sense of involvement. Factors
such as varying levels of training or limited opportunities for cross-functional dialogue
can contribute to discrepancies in how sustainability knowledge is shared and
internalised. As a result, while some employees may feel directly connected to, and
proud of, sustainability efforts, others may be left with only vague awareness or

uncertainty about what these initiatives mean in practice.

These examples indicate a gap in declarative knowledge about how broader
environmental responsibilities extend beyond immediate resource concerns. This
suggests that current training or discussion about these matters does not adequately
address employees’ perspectives or explain why sustainability matters in their specific
context. In turn, this demonstrates how unclear role definitions and limited
organisational support can prevent staff from contributing to the hotel’s broader
sustainability goals, reflecting a broader challenge in the industry; unless sustainability
knowledge is distributed across departments and employees are actively included in
its implementation, efforts toward environmental responsibility may remain

superficial or uneven in practice.

The findings reveal a distinct disparity in declarative knowledge across organisational
levels. At the senior management level, such knowledge tends to be strategic,
comprehensive, and aligned with long-term sustainability goals (Martinez-Martinez et
al., 2019). In contrast, operational employees often demonstrate more variable and, at
times, limited understanding of declarative principles. This inconsistency can hinder
the coherent and effective implementation of sustainability practices across the

organisation (Jackson et al., 2011). Bridging this gap in declarative knowledge remains
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a critical challenge for fostering alignment, ownership, and long-term engagement in

organisational sustainability efforts.

3.4.1.2 Procedural knowledge

Procedural Knowledge refers to “knowing how” to do something (Kaiser and Fuhrer,
2003), and it involves understanding the processes, techniques, or actions required to
accomplish specific tasks. This type of knowledge empowers employees to carry out
sustainability initiatives effectively, applying the concepts they have learned in
practice. Our analysis reveals several instances where employees, both managerial
and operational, demonstrated a clear grasp of procedural knowledge. For example,
P17 (General Manager) comments: “Knowing how to implement the sustainable
practices into daily routines allows our staff to contribute and ensures that
sustainability becomes a main part of our operations.” This perspective emphasises
the importance of equipping staff with the necessary tools and training to seamlessly
integrate sustainability into their responsibilities, rather than adding burden. Similarly,
P29 (Hotel Owner) explains how demonstrating small, actionable steps can make a
substantial difference: “Making sure staff know how to implement simple changes, like
reducing food waste or switching to reusable items, I show them with examples that
helps us achieve our sustainability goals without adding extra work and of course

reducing our operational costs.”

When procedural knowledge is well-communicated and supported, employees are
more likely to engage with and maintain sustainable habits. Even at the operational
level, employees displayed initiative in adopting sustainable behaviours. P26
(Housekeeper) shared the following experience: “I recently came across a video, on
YouTube I think, that suggested not leaving the water running while cleaning, and
realised it helps in more ways than one. It saves water, makes the task easier, and keeps
me from getting too sweaty, so my uniform stays dry. I mentioned it to my manager,
and she also asked the rest of the team to consider it.” This illustrates how procedural
knowledge can emerge informally or through peer learning, underscoring the
importance of fostering a proactive and supportive work environment. However,

despite these positive instances, the data also reveals a noticeable gap in procedural
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knowledge among some employees. Several participants acknowledged the
importance of sustainability but expressed uncertainty about how to implement it in
their specific roles. For example, P22 (Housekeeper) notes: “I understand that
sustainability is important, but ['m not sure how to use eco-friendly products properly
or where to find them. I feel a bit lost when it comes to making those changes in my
daily tasks.” This contrast, even within the same role, points to inconsistent training
and the need for more explicit operational guidance. Similarly, a front office employee
shared: “I don't really understand how to be more sustainable in the front office,
especially since we don t deal with food waste. It feels like sustainability is more about
things like recycling or reducing waste, but I'm not sure how to apply it in my role
here.” (P11, Front Office Staff). This highlights a common misconception that
sustainability practices are only relevant to particular departments, which further

limits widespread adoption.

A notable finding that emerges is that managers are particularly lacking procedural
knowledge, despite their higher levels of declarative knowledge, as identified in the
previous section. One commercial director reflected: “I/ come from a leadership
background in the car industry and recently joined the hotel sector. I'm familiar with
SDGs and other sustainability concepts, but I'm not sure how to apply them
specifically for example for cleaning rooms in a more sustainable way. The

housekeeping staff might know, but I'm not sure.” (P30, Commercial Director).

This illustrates that even those with strong declarative knowledge may struggle to
apply sustainability principles in unfamiliar operational contexts. The lack of tailored,
role-specific guidance limits their ability to lead effectively in sustainability efforts,
as noted by P2 (HR Manager): “We haven’t yet put a proper system in place for
tracking or training staff on sustainability. We rely on common sense and expect
department heads to cover it informally.” However, this quote reveals a significant
gap in procedural knowledge at the HR level regarding sustainability. The HR
Manager recognises the importance of sustainability but lacks a structured approach
to embedding it within core human resource functions, such as recruitment,

onboarding, continuous training, and performance appraisals. Further gaps emerge,
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for example, P1 (Hotel Supervisor) notes: “The owner of this hotel never really cares
or understands how things are practised operationally. Whenever I bring up
sustainability, his response is usually, ‘So what? Will it bring in more guests or not?’
There’s no interest in setting up any procedures unless there’s an immediate financial
return.” This strategic and procedural gap at the ownership level reveals that
sustainability is often viewed through a short-term profit-driven lens, with the owner's
dismissal of sustainability concerns unless directly tied to guest numbers reflecting a
lack of commitment to long-term organisational practices that embed sustainability

into daily operations.

In summary, while some hotel employees demonstrate a strong understanding of how
to integrate sustainable practices into their daily work, many lack the procedural
knowledge needed to do so confidently. This gap is particularly pronounced when
employees transition from other industries or work in roles where the applications of
sustainability are less noticeable. To address this, hotels must implement targeted
training programs that translate sustainability goals into practical actions across all
departments. By doing so, they can foster a culture where sustainability becomes
embedded in both thought and practice, ensuring a more unified and effective

approach throughout the organisation.

3.4.1.3 Effectiveness knowledge

This type of knowledge refers to why specific actions or practices work and how they
contribute to achieving specific goals (Kaiser and Fuhrer, 2003). In the context of
sustainability, effectiveness knowledge is crucial for both employees and managers, as
it enables them to grasp the broader impact of sustainability initiatives and apply this
understanding to their daily tasks. Managers often possess a strategic view of
sustainability, as they are responsible for aligning these practices with the
organisation's broader objectives. Their knowledge is typically more comprehensive,
encompassing an understanding of how sustainability contributes to long-term goals.
P27 (Hotel Owner) gives an example of this: “After we implemented water-saving
fixtures in the bathrooms, we tracked our water usage and realised that we saved

thousands of litres per month. This not only helps the environment but also reduces

101



our operating costs.” The manager goes on to emphasise the importance of sharing
these successes with the staff, reinforcing the value of sustainable practices and
encouraging ongoing engagement. It shows that sustainability initiatives, when
effectively communicated and measured, can have tangible benefits for both the
environment and the hotel's bottom line. A similar example is given by P7 (Head Chef):
“We noticed a significant drop in plastic usage when we switched to biodegradable
straws and bottles, my staff can 't believe it. Our guests love it, and the cost difference

is minimal, but the positive impact on the environment is huge.”

Seeing the effectiveness of sustainability practices is also experienced positively by
operational employees: “Our hotel is being refurbished, and during a recent meeting
the management introduced a new energy-saving strategy. My line manager showed
us a flow chart mapping out all the lightbulbs in the hotel, explaining that they are
important for maintaining the hotel’s ambiance and appearance. I was instructed to
replace them with LED bulbs, which will be connected to sensors. We expect to start
seeing the energy-saving results of this change next month.” (P8, Maintenance Staff)

“Before the training, I didnt really understand why reducing plastic waste was so
important. I knew we were supposed to cut down on it, but I didn't realise the full
environmental impact or how it contributes to pollution. It wasn't clear to me why it
mattered.” (P18, F&B Crew). These examples show that without effectiveness
knowledge, sustainability practices may appear disconnected from their intended

outcomes.

However, not all operational employees were able to engage with effectiveness
knowledge in the same way: “The guests are paying money to enjoy their time at the
hotel, and we are just their maids. My manager wants his manager to say ‘well done’
to him, but to me, there doesn t seem to be much point in focusing on sustainability in
the hotel.” (P26, Housekeeper). “Ten years ago we provided everything to the guest,
even slippers. But they tell us to remove the amenities items from the hotel room for
sustainability, but don 't know why; guests may need that. It seems the hotel is cheap.”
(P6, Housekeeper). These examples highlight a lack of knowledge about effectiveness,

as the staff don’t understand the environmental reasons for reducing amenities, waste
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reduction, or resource conservation. Without understanding the environmental impact
or the long-term benefits of sustainability (e.g., cost savings, reputation building,
resource conservation), these employees may feel that it is irrelevant to their work.
This gap in “knowing why” reflects the need for a deeper explanation of the broader

purpose and value of sustainability practices within the hotel.

The findings reveal that effectiveness knowledge plays a crucial role in shaping
employees' understanding of the impact of sustainable practices in the hotel industry.
When hotel managers and employees have a clear understanding of the tangible
benefits of sustainability, such as reduced operational costs or positive guest feedback,
they are more likely to engage in these initiatives (Acosta-Prado et al., 2020). The gap
in perception regarding the effectiveness of sustainability initiatives highlights a
significant challenge for hotels aiming to implement sustainable practices successfully.
When employees fail to see the direct connection between their actions and broader
sustainability goals, it can result in disengagement and a lack of motivation (Abdou et
al., 2020). This disconnection not only undermines the success of sustainability

programs but also diminishes the potential impact that each employee can make.

3.4.1.4 Social knowledge

Social knowledge, as outlined by Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003), captures how
sustainability is understood and enacted through shared values, interpersonal
dynamics, and organisational culture. This type of knowledge influences how
individuals perceive their roles in collective environmental action. Within hotels,
social knowledge emerged strongly through leadership practices, team relationships,
and informal communication channels. Managers often emphasised the importance of
fostering a socially inclusive environment to strengthen sustainability efforts. One
hotel owner connected sustainability with the broader principles of equality, diversity,
and inclusion (EDI): “As the hotel owner, I believe that EDI (Equality, Diversity, and
Inclusion) are fundamental to sustainability. I ensure that bringing in people from
different backgrounds and races. I always make it a point to listen to my team, and 1

maintain an open-door policy in my office so they know they have a safe space to share
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their thoughts. They understand that I fully support sustainability initiatives at the
hotel.” (P14, Hotel Owner).

Such leadership practices reflect findings from Hwang et al. (2021), who argue that a
supportive social environment is critical for embedding sustainability into
organisational behaviour. By modelling inclusivity and openness, managers create a
climate where sustainability becomes a collective value rather than a top-down
directive. Some managers further highlighted the need to reshape staff attitudes and
beliefs: “As the leader of the hotel, my main focus is on guiding my staff to shift their
mindset and beliefs regarding sustainability and social responsibility. This mindset
shift is the first step in our journey toward sustainable practices. Currently, we are
working on developing a strong belief in sustainability, which will be the foundation

for future plans in this matter.” (P5, General Manager).

This aligns with Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) assertion that social knowledge involves
internalising why sustainability matters, which often requires changing social norms
and values. Similarly, Chan et al. (2017) note that cultural shifts within hospitality
teams can drive more enduring sustainability outcomes than policies alone. Employees
and interns frequently discussed the role of informal, day-to-day interactions in
shaping their understanding of sustainability. One intern explained: “The hotel owner
often joins for lunch and shares meals with us. She regularly asks about my experience
working at the hotel and encourages me to reflect on how the hotel's sustainability
practices compare to what we study at university. She actively listens and engages in
thoughtful discussions on these topics. This has encouraged me to stay well-prepared

so I can contribute meaningfully to our conversations.” (P31, Trainee).

These reflective dialogues highlight how social learning occurs outside formal training
settings, reinforcing findings by Billett (2020) that workplace knowledge is often co-
constructed through mentorship, dialogue, and shared experiences. “When the owner
visits, she never stays in the management office. She comes straight to the front desk,
greets guests with us, and talks to the team. She's very open easy to approach and I'’ve

even learned things directly from her during those conversations.” (P33, Front Office
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Staff). The owner’s informal yet active engagement with frontline staff illustrates an
open communication culture where learning is not confined to formal training
sessions or top-down directives. By choosing to spend time at the front desk rather
than remaining in the management office, the owner creates spontaneous
opportunities for knowledge exchange, mentorship, and observational learning. Staff
feel empowered to ask questions or share experiences, and the owner's willingness to
explain concepts or demonstrate practices in real-time fosters a sense of inclusion and

continuous learning.

Such interactions can be especially impactful in promoting sustainability-related
knowledge when leaders model values and behaviours aligned with sustainable
hospitality practices. However, the data also revealed gaps in social knowledge when
employees felt excluded or undervalued. For example, a kitchen crew member
described a lack of belonging: “I don t really feel a sense of belonging in this hotel.
Management doesn t take the time to get to know us, and sometimes they even say that
we won't be here for long. They never talk about sustainability, whenever we bring

something up, they just say they re too busy.” (P20, Kitchen Crew)

Similarly, one housekeeper expressed disinterest due to a lack of recognition or
reward: “Haha! There's no social gathering in this hotel for us. Even during lunch, we
sit separately from the management team. Whether I practice sustainability or not, my
salary stays the same, so why should I bother?” (P22, Housekeeper). These findings
resonate with studies by Kim et al. (2019) and Lopez-Cabrales and Valle-Cabrera
(2020), which suggest that employees’ engagement in sustainability efforts depends
on both relational trust and visible appreciation from management. Without these
social reinforcements, sustainability risks being perceived as irrelevant or purely

symbolic.

In some cases, employees observed managerial efforts but felt disconnected from the
decision-making process: “We see the managers involved in sustainability projects, but
they don't really explain much. It feels like something they do for reporting, not
something we re part of.” (P11, Front Desk Staff). This disconnect reflects what Kaiser
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and Fuhrer (2003) describe as a breakdown in shared meaning-making, a key condition
for effective social knowledge. When communication is one-sided or absent,
sustainability fails to embed itself as a cultural norm.

Overall, these findings demonstrate that social knowledge is built through inclusive
leadership, open dialogue, shared values, and opportunities for collaborative
reflection. Where managers actively fostered social connections and aligned
sustainability with shared values, employees reported stronger engagement. Promoting
EDI and encouraging reflective dialogue empower staff at all levels to contribute
meaningfully. In contrast, the absence of communication and recognition created
disengagement and scepticism, with the disconnect experienced by some operational
staff revealing significant gaps in social engagement, highlighting the need for
intentional efforts to build trust, inclusion, and recognition These dynamics support
the view that social knowledge is essential for embedding sustainability into
organisational culture, as both theory (Kaiser & Fuhrer, 2003) and prior research in

hospitality (Chan et al., 2017; Kim et al., 2019) have emphasised.

Ultimately, social knowledge is not only essential for internal cohesion but also for
aligning the hotel’s operations with broader sustainability goals. When employees feel
valued and part of a shared mission, they are more likely to invest in sustainable
practices. Creating a socially supportive and communicative workplace enhances both
organisational culture and external reputation, reinforcing sustainability as a

fundamental business value (Yu et al., 2017).

3.4.1.5 A temporal dimension of sustainable knowledge: Integrating ‘when’

In the previous four sections, we demonstrate the importance of moving beyond a
focus on declarative type knowledge in the tourism literature (Chan et al., 2014,
Okumus et al., 2019) to a more rounded, multi-dimensional view of sustainability
knowledge, better able to engage employees at all hierarchical levels with
sustainability initiatives. However, what is also demonstrated is that it is not the total
accumulation of sustainability knowledge in an organisation that influences the
outcomes of these initiatives, but the overall dissemination of this type of knowledge

across the organisation. Understanding this, we uncover a new type of knowledge,
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temporal knowledge, which appears essential when raising sustainability knowledge

theory from the individual to the organisational level.

Temporal knowledge refers to individuals knowing when sustainability knowledge
should be shared and acted upon. Timing plays a pivotal role in bridging the gap
between awareness and action, ensuring that knowledge is relevant and impactful.
Without attention to the right moment for communication and intervention, even the
best knowledge may fail to influence behaviour or embed sustainability into the
organisational culture. A lack of this temporal knowledge influences all four other
types of knowledge, in terms of who they are disseminated to, or how they are brought
into action in the workplace. It acts in two ways: (1) Knowing when to share
knowledge acts like a lubricant to each of the other four types of knowledge, ensuring
that knowledge is disseminated in a way which is absorbable and actionable. (2)
Knowing when to enact knowledge acts more like a glue, combining the disparate
accumulation of the other four types of knowledge across organisational levels to

ensure they are embedded in everyday practice.

3.4.1.6 When to share knowledge

Time plays a significant role in the accumulation and strengthening of sustainability
knowledge (Waqanimaravu et al, 2020). As individuals are gradually exposed to
sustainability-related information across various contexts such as media, social
discourse, or personal observation, they begin to build a mental framework of what
sustainability entails. Over time, repeated encounters with these concepts enhance
familiarity and cognitive reinforcement, leading to deeper retention and better recall
(Waganimaravu et al, 2020). However, hotels are typically very busy places, with the
cognitive capacity to take on new information often at a premium. One hotel manager
noted the importance of timing in sharing such knowledge with staff: “I’ve found that
before the peak season is the best time to discuss our energy-saving practices. for
example, how switching off unused reduces costs and environment. Staff are present
and not yet busy with guests, so it’s a good opportunity to introduce new plans.” (PS5,

General Manager). This quote illustrates how sharing sustainability goals and
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procedures at times of low operational pressure, such as before peak season, can

increase their effectiveness.

Employees are more receptive and less distracted, allowing for greater engagement
with the content and a higher likelihood of retention. Similarly, one hotel manager
reinforces: “I realised it’s not enough to just mention it [sustainability] once. You need
to catch the right moment, like when we change the SOP or during a new campaign
and then keep reinforcing it.” (P3, SGD Manager). This insight underscores the

significance of timing and repetition in effectively conveying sustainability messages.

Aligning such communication with operational shifts, such as updated procedures or
new initiatives, enhances its relevance and impact. Continuous reinforcement ensures
that sustainability is perceived, not as an add-on, but as an integral part of day-to-day
operations. This was reflected in one housekeeper’s experience, where the right
moment and context made the message truly resonate: “In the beginning, I just
followed the steps to turn off lights, reuse towels but it didn t really mean much. It was
during our quieter winter season, when we had more time to talk, that our supervisor
explained how these actions actually help reduce waste and energy. That's when it

clicked for me. Now, I care more and even remind new staff why these things matter.’

(P32, Housekeeper).

This example illustrates how the timing of communication can transform routine tasks
into meaningful actions. The quieter season provided space for reflection and
dialogue, allowing the housekeeper to connect daily practices with broader
sustainability outcomes. What began as procedural compliance evolved into
internalised commitment, driven by a clearer understanding of purpose. This shift
from “what to do” to “why it matters” is at the heart of effectiveness knowledge,
where employees are not only informed but also inspired to champion sustainability
within their roles. It highlights the importance of integrating sustainability
conversations into the natural rhythms of hotel operations, particularly during periods

when staff are more receptive.
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If the when to share knowledge is misaligned it can have negligible effect, for
example: “I only remember having online training about sustainability before
starting my job, but it didn t help much because I wasn t familiar with the hotel. I don't
think it was sufficient.” (P20, Kitchen Crew). “They only mention sustainability
results during the annual meeting, and by then, no one remembers what we did. If
they shared it right after a campaign or a change, it would stick better and help us
improve.” (P2, HR Manager). The first quote reflects a disconnect between what was
taught and when it was delivered, and the importance of leaders knowing when to
share knowledge. Providing information before the employee had any practical
context limited its usefulness and impact. If the same knowledge had been shared
after their initial experiences in the workplace, it might have been more relatable and
actionable. In the second quote, delayed feedback can weaken the perceived value of
sustainability initiatives among employees. Sharing outcomes too late reduces their
motivational impact, as staff may no longer associate the feedback with their efforts.
In contrast, timely sharing of success metrics such as how much waste was reduced
or how many towels were reused (as in earlier quotes) can reinforce the desired
behaviours, promote learning, and help embed sustainability practices into daily

operations and culture.

The timing of knowledge dissemination influences its relevance, absorption, and
application (Simkins et al, 2023; Al Koliby et al., 2022). Thus, the knowledge to
pinpoint when an intervention is needed is a paramount concern when disseminating
information, particularly declarative, procedural and effectiveness knowledge, with
knowing when to share knowledge acting as a lubricant for the successful

dissemination of the other forms of knowledge across the organisation.

3.4.1.7  When to enact knowledge

There is also a further consideration of when to enact knowledge, encompassing the
optimal timing for employees to be able to incorporate sustainability actions into their
day-to-day work routines. As identified in the earlier findings, leaders and managers
typically have good declarative knowledge and decent effectiveness knowledge, but

can be less connected to procedural knowledge, nor experience the employees’
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perspectives on social knowledge. As such, when to enact knowledge is a collective
form of knowledge based on shared experiences across roles and functions, which
facilitates the effective and repeatable integration of sustainability practices. This
form of temporal knowledge acts more like a glue, connecting the other four types of
individual knowledge into shared knowledge to allow for repeatable, meaningful
action.

The temporal dimension of sustainability knowledge also extends beyond recognising
when sustainability practices should be enacted to include decisions about when
knowledge should be communicated and how its timely use can support operational
efficiency. In fast-paced hotel environments, employees often make real-time
judgements about when sustainability practices are feasible without disrupting service
delivery. For example, employees may decide when to communicate sustainability
practices to guests, when to share sustainability-related knowledge with colleagues, or
when to implement resource-saving practices during quieter operational periods. In
this way, temporal knowledge can support both environmental goals and operational
efficiency by enabling employees to integrate sustainability practices without
increasing workload pressures. These behaviours can also be interpreted through the
employee sustainability behaviour framework proposed by Ones and Dilchert (2013),
which emphasises that environmental sustainability behaviours in organisations
include both formally required and discretionary actions undertaken by employees.
Within hotel settings, recognising when and how to apply sustainability knowledge
represents an important behavioural dimension through which employees contribute
to organisational sustainability outcomes.

Enacting sustainability practices often manifests through guidance and work routines
for operational employees, but this doesn’t always result in lasting outcomes: “We
used to have a system where we had to separate plastics, paper, and food waste after
room cleaning, and it worked for a couple of weeks. But then one person started
putting everything in the wrong bins, and the rest of us had to go back and fix it or
just gave up because it made no difference. After a while, nobody followed it properly
anymore because we just didn t have the time, and managers stopped checking. It kind
of faded out, even though it sounded like a good idea at the start.” (P20, Kitchen

Crew).
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Multiple similar cases emerged across the data where sustainability protocols, such
as waste segregation, or water and energy conservation protocols are introduced with
good intentions but are not effectively embedded into the core routines, or under-
supported by reinforcement structures, oversight or reward systems. In the above
case, although a structured waste separation system was initially adopted, the lack of
consistent monitoring and accountability, coupled with limited uptake by operational
employees, meant that even minor non-compliance (e.g. mis-sorting waste)
undermined the collective effort. Effectively the protocol did not integrate well with
the existing routine, wasn’t properly adhered to, and the motivation to maintain it lost

in the face of competing priorities.

While sustainability may be promoted at a corporate or managerial level, frontline
employees often lack both the declarative and procedural knowledge needed to put
sustainability procedures into practice: “We are always short-staffed. I don t have time
to separate the rubbish when I clean the rooms. Some of the waste is really dirty and
unhygienic, and some guests leave such a mess that I have to spend a lot of time just
making the room ready again. I just focus on cleaning properly and moving on to the
next room.” (P32, Housekeeper).

Similarly, the absence of effectiveness knowledge (understanding why a routine is
changed) and social knowledge (recognising sustainability as a cultural expectation)
makes it difficult to translate organisational values into daily practices. Many staff
described feeling that they had neither the time nor the necessary guidance to
prioritise sustainability within their workload. This underscores the disconnect
between sustainability goals and the design of operational functions, where efficiency
often outweighs environmental considerations. It illustrates how sustainability
becomes deprioritised in the face of immediate operational pressures if it is not
embedded in employees’ daily routines as fundamentally important. It also highlights
the need for more practical, staff-informed strategies that consider workload, staffing,
and the physical demands of roles, ensuring that employees have both the time and

knowledge required to act on sustainability.
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While employees can be trained on what sustainability is, how sustainable practices
should be followed, and how to implement them, hotel employees often work under
tight schedules, with little room for additional tasks. The answer to this lies in the
routine integration of sustainability actions into regular tasks, so that employees can
seamlessly implement them without feeling overwhelmed by their workload. As one
hotel employee noted: “I remember a day when I was writing urgent tasks on sticky
notes for my colleague to handle after my shift in the front office. My manager noticed
and showed me how to use Outlook to set reminders, even pointing out the icon I could
use to notify my colleague about the importance of those tasks. She explained that
even small steps like this can contribute to our goal of reducing paper waste and
moving towards a paper-free environment.” (P8, Maintenance Staff). This quote
highlights the significance of real-time, practical guidance in developing the
procedural knowledge to enact the sustainability goals of the organisation. The
manager’s intervention provided not only an alternative method (procedural
knowledge) but also linked that method to a sustainability objective (declarative
knowledge), turning a routine administrative task into a learning moment for

sustainable practice through combining the types of knowledge.

Another illustration of how different forms of knowledge combine to support
sustainability came from the breakfast service team. One manager explained how food
waste is reduced through real-time monitoring: “We check how many people are still
coming for breakfast, then I talk to the chef and say, look, we have 20 more people
coming in, 30 sausages left, don't cook anymore. Its just communication. If I don't
tell the chef, they’ll keep cooking and we’ll waste food. So, every day it’s the same
process, checking, talking, and adjusting. That way we save food and reduce waste.”
(P35, Breakfast Manager). This example demonstrates how declarative knowledge
(knowing that food waste is important) was linked with procedural knowledge (the
specific routine of counting and communicating with the kitchen) and effectiveness
knowledge (knowing why action is needed to save resources and costs). The routine
is reinforced socially within the team, with managers emphasising that reducing waste

is both an operational necessity and part of the hotel’s sustainability culture. In this
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way, a seemingly small task, counting portions and adjusting cooking, becomes an

embedded sustainability practice that staff accept as meaningful to the organisation.

Knowing when to enact sustainability knowledge is a combination of managers
clearly communicating what expectations are (declarative knowledge), employees
sharing ideas on how to engage with new practices within the daily routine
(procedural knowledge), both knowing why they are being done (effectiveness
knowledge) to promote compliance, and having structures and cultures of support to
ensure re-enforcement of the actions across the workforce (social knowledge). Only
then can sustainability practices be widely disseminated and practised to make

meaningful change.

3.5 Discussion

This research shifts the focus of sustainability knowledge from the consumer
perspective, commonly emphasised in previous studies (Mohd Suki et al, 2015; Liu
et al, 2021), to highlight the critical role of hotel employees' knowledge in the
implementation and advancement of sustainability practices. Despite the importance
of employee knowledge being widely articulated across organisational sustainability
(Patton, 2015; Martinez-Martinez et al., 2023) and sustainable tourism literature
(Chan et al., 2014; Knezevic et al., 2024; Khalil et al., 2024; Okumus et al., 2019), its
exploration as a multi-dimensional, organisational construct is largely lacking (Benn

et al., 2014, Barrantes-Briceno et al., 2024).

3.5.1 Theoretical Contribution

The findings reinforce the importance of all four types of sustainable knowledge,
categorised by Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003), for engendering effective sustainability
practices across operational staff and management. We demonstrate that while
managers have good declarative knowledge, the most typically measured type of
knowledge in extant literature (Chan et al., 2014; Okumus et al., 2019) and reasonable
effectiveness knowledge, this does not directly translate into better sustainability
practices if not disseminated effectively. Employees who don’t understand what a

sustainability policy is in place for or fail to understand why it is important (Geiger
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etal., 2019), openly admit to being disinclined to make efforts to follow through with

these policies.

Employees can have good procedural knowledge about the day-to-day tasks they
perform (Matsuo et al, 2002) and many can envision procedural innovations that
could improve sustainability outcomes (Aguinis et al, 2009). Nevertheless, a lack of
understanding and support from managers who have a more limited understanding of
the routines that employees go through, means operational employees are limited in

time or have inadequate resources, to adopt more sustainable practices.

It is particularly notable that a lack of social knowledge creates problems in engaging
employees in sustainability (Assoratgoon et al, 2023). Social knowledge manifests as
understanding the social norms surrounding sustainability, recognising who to
approach with sustainability questions, and being available and open to discussion.
We find that a culture with limited openness and dialogue between employees and
managers, as well as across departments, does not foster an environment in which
people can share ideas, engage in social learning, or experiment with social
innovations to improve sustainability outcomes. As such, the findings suggest that
sustainability knowledge across organisational levels and departments plays a vital
role in delivering on sustainability initiatives. If too heavily siloed in specific
departments or hierarchical levels, progress towards delivering on sustainability goals
will always be suboptimal. As such our study demonstrates that, although all four
types of knowledge are vital in delivering sustainability outcomes, it is the
dissemination of them across all hierarchical and departmental levels that is most

important, rather than the strength of these types with specific individuals.

This leads to the significant theoretical contribution of this study: the need to add a
temporal dimension to the four types of individual sustainability knowledge from
Kaiser and Fuhrer (2003) when transitioning sustainability knowledge from an
individual to an organisational level. We propose the novel additions of knowing when
to share knowledge with others and when to enact knowledge through daily routines,

as vital forms of knowledge to engender deeper cross-organisational learning and in
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engendering repeatable and meaningful change to practice. The findings demonstrate
that understanding the key moments to engage others in knowledge development is

crucial and constitutes a distinct form of knowledge in its own right.

Regular communication about the hotel’s sustainability mission and vision has been
identified as essential in fostering knowledge dissemination (Sahoo et al., 2023).
Employees often find that induction and online training are insufficient for developing
their sustainability knowledge; instead, they benefit significantly from hands-on
training that showcases practical applications of sustainable practices (procedural
knowledge) and can see the beneficial outcomes (effectiveness knowledge) in a
timely manner. Employees look to management as role models for sustainable
behaviour , thus, we see the interventions at the right time as more fundamental in
embedding knowledge, shaping motivations, and reshaping practices. Dissemination
of declarative and effectiveness knowledge appears more valuable in the build-up to
busy periods, where it has salience, but also when time pressures are lower allowing
for reflection and learning. Conversely, procedural knowledge appears to disseminate
more quickly through cooperating on tasks between peers, or better still, with
managers, and visual reminders at the point of activity (through notices and posters)
acting as cues to promote the continuance of more sustainable practices. Managers
explaining why a routine is being changed prior to enactment; and then sharing the
outcomes and celebrating with those delivering the change, provides greater
dissemination of effectiveness knowledge and greater motivation for employees to
enact new routines and suggest future routine changes. Finally, making space and time
for people to share ideas or raise questions informally, thereby growing their own
knowledge, is a temporal facilitator of social knowledge. As such, knowing when to
share knowledge is its own type of knowledge, acting as an organisational lubricant

that facilitates the dissemination of the other four types.

We also see a form of temporal knowledge in knowing when to enact new knowledge,
acting more like a glue, linking together the other four types of knowledge into
meaningful and repeatable action. The siloed nature of different types of knowledge

across departmental and hierarchical levels (evident in the first part of the findings)

115



appears suboptimal. We clearly identify that it is the overall dissemination and sharing
of unique types of knowledge, and the combination of them at point of action that has
the greatest chance of reshaping daily practices to become more sustainable as part of
daily routines. Managers’ lower levels of procedural knowledge around daily routines
and procedures mean that handing down new protocols to drive sustainability is
unlikely to become embedded in operational routines if they can’t be achieved with
minimal time and reshaping of routines from the employees’ perspective. By
combining managerial declarative and effectiveness knowledge with operational
employees' clearer understanding of procedure and routines, knowing when to enact
new knowledge is a temporal form of collective knowledge, allowing for more organic
development of routines and protocols. Managers must understand the need to ensure
sufficient time and resources are allocated to embed new routines, with employee
knowledge of when, in a busy routine, the right time to act is. There is also the need
for reinforcement through sharing and celebrating the effectiveness of the actions
(effectiveness knowledge) and creating a culture of shared accountability and support
across hierarchical levels (social knowledge). As such, we propose that temporal
knowledge acts as the key facilitator for the dissemination of all other types of
sustainable knowledge across an organisation, playing a vital role in ensuring the

success of sustainability in organisational contexts.
3.5.2 Practical Contribution

To address the operational challenges employees face, and to be consistent with the
comprehensive organisational sustainability objectives, significant investment in
tailored training programmes is necessary (Tanveer et al., 2024). This study offers
important practical insights for the hospitality industry by foregrounding the internal,
organisational dimensions of sustainability knowledge, an area often overshadowed
by consumer-centric approaches. The findings underscore the need for hotel managers
to adopt a more comprehensive and integrated approach to developing and
disseminating sustainability knowledge across all hierarchical levels and
departments. Rather than privileging declarative knowledge alone, effective
sustainability practice demands attention to procedural, effectiveness, and social

knowledge among employees.
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Central to these insights is the introduction of a temporal dimension of sustainability
knowledge. This concept emphasises the significance of timing in knowledge
transmission and application, illustrating that knowledge shared at contextually
relevant and emotionally resonant moments is more likely to be retained, acted upon,
and subsequently disseminated. Hands-on, embedded training; informal, peer-to-peer
interactions; and visible leadership engagement emerge as critical mechanisms for
fostering this form of learning. In this regard, sustainability cannot be understood
solely as a technical or policy challenge, but as a dynamic, socially embedded process

that requires time, dialogue, and cultural integration.

Furthermore, managers must critically assess operational expectations and time
constraints, recognising that routine pressures and under-resourcing frequently
undermine sustainability efforts. Ultimately, this study argues for a paradigmatic shift
in the practical implementation of sustainability in hotels, one that recognises
knowledge as a temporal, relational, and organisational asset, and prioritises its

meaningful integration into the everyday practices and values of all staff.

3.6 Limitations and Future Research

Although the current research presents invaluable insights, the findings are limited by
its qualitative nature and the hotel industry’s specific context. The study focused on
multi-level, multi-organisational interviews, which restricts the generalisability of the
results. In addition, the reliance on self-reported accounts introduces potential bias,
and the cross-sectional design captures practices and perceptions at a single point in

time rather than their evolution over the longer term.

Future research could investigate the extent to which these findings are transferable
across other sectors, regions, and cultural contexts, particularly in industries where
frontline staff play a critical role in sustainability practices. Longitudinal studies
would be valuable in examining how sustainability training and knowledge-sharing
strategies influence employee engagement and organisational outcomes over time.
Comparative studies across different organisational structures could also shed light

on how governance, resources, and leadership styles shape the integration of
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sustainability knowledge into daily routines. Finally, mixed-methods approaches
combining qualitative depth with quantitative breadth could offer a more
comprehensive understanding of how different forms of knowledge (declarative,

procedural, effectiveness, and social) interact to drive sustainable behaviour at work.
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Reflective Bridge Between Chapter III and Chapter IV

The second paper deepened the thesis by moving beyond motivation and examining
the multi-dimensional forms of sustainability knowledge that shape how employees
make sense of and enact sustainability in hotel operations. Through this analysis, it
became increasingly clear that employees’ willingness to participate in sustainability
(as highlighted in Paper 1) is significantly constrained or enabled by the types of
knowledge they hold, the ways this knowledge circulates across departments, and the

degree to which it is supported through organisational structures.

During analysis, I observed that even when employees were enthusiastic and
committed, their understanding of sustainability remained partial, shaped by their role,
work routines, and access to information. In many cases, employees described learning
“by figuring things out” or “copying others,” indicating that sustainability knowledge
was not being systematically shared or reinforced. This pattern suggested that
knowledge was not merely an individual resource but a collective process that depends
on organisational conditions. As I revisited the transcripts, this fragmentation
illuminated a deeper issue: sustainability knowledge did not accumulate coherently
across the organisations. Instead, it remained siloed, episodic, and dependent on

chance interactions or personal interest.

These reflections highlighted an important gap not just in what employees knew, but
in how organisations enable learning, how routines, communication patterns,
leadership practices, and everyday work interactions structure the development and
embedding of sustainability knowledge. It became clear that understanding
sustainability in hotels required examining not only engagement (Paper 1) and
knowledge (Paper 2) but the organisational learning mechanisms (OLMs) through

which sustainability becomes stabilised, shared, and normalised over time.

This realisation led directly to the focus of the third paper. Chapter IV (Paper 3)
therefore shifts from examining individual motivation and knowledge to analysing
sustainability as an organisational learning process. Using the OLM framework, it

explores how learning is enabled or constrained within hotel systems, and how
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employees’ sustainability knowledge is translated, or fails to be translated, into
collective organisational practice. This transition reflects a natural progression in the
thesis: from understanding why employees engage, to what they know, to how
organisations learn in ways that embed sustainability as part of everyday hotel

operations.
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Abstract

This study examines how sustainability learning is enacted within hotel operations by
analysing organisational learning mechanisms (OLMs) in an independently owned
Scottish hotel. Drawing on a qualitative embedded single-case study and 24
interviews across departments and contract types, the findings show that sustainability
learning is active but highly uneven, forming a Fragmented Learning Ecology (FLE).
Formal OLMs are symbolic and inconsistently diffused, informal learning is powerful
but localised, and external learning, particularly via suppliers, remains concentrated
in specific departments. Leadership emerges as a central integrative mechanism that
can connect internal and external, online and offline OLMs; its absence, however,
exposes structural inequalities in access to sustainability knowledge. The study
contributes by developing the FLE concept and demonstrating how fragmentation
shapes both learning and unlearning in hospitality. Managerially, the findings
highlight the need for inclusive, routine-embedded learning structures to support the

durable integration of sustainability practices.

Keywords: Sustainability; Hospitality; Organisational Learning; Learning

Mechanisms; Practice-Based Learning; Fragmented Learning Ecology
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4.1 Introduction

Sustainability has become a strategic priority in the hospitality sector, with hotels
increasingly expected to reduce environmental impact, support local communities, and
respond to social and regulatory expectations (Chua et al, 2022). Despite rising
expectations, sustainability practices remain uneven in implementation, often failing
to translate into consistent operational routines (Asante, 2024; Khan et al., 2022). As
a highly people-intensive industry, hotels depend on employees to operationalise
sustainability through everyday practices, including resource management, service
decisions, and cross-departmental collaboration (Boeske, 2023, Baum and Hai, 2019,
Gulakdeniz and Karadas, 2024). Yet, structural challenges, such as high staff turnover,
hierarchical communication flows, and fragmented internal coordination, frequently
disrupt knowledge continuity and limit the consistent application of sustainability

initiatives across teams (Robinson et al., 2019).

Organisational learning (OL) provides a critical theoretical foundation for
understanding how knowledge evolves from individual insight to embedded
organisational practice (Argyris and Schon, 1997). Effective sustainability
implementation requires more than strategic intent; it depends on an organisation’s
ability to continuously acquire, interpret, and integrate knowledge into daily routines
(Crossan et al., 1999; Baah et al., 2020). OL, therefore, offers a valuable lens for
examining not only the introduction of sustainability but also its integration into

organisational behaviour.

Organisational Learning Mechanisms (OLMs) explain the processes through which
learning is embedded and retained within organisations (Lipshitz et al., 2002). OLMs
include both formal and informal structures, such as training, standard operating
procedures, feedback systems, and cross-team knowledge exchange, that enable
knowledge transfer and institutionalisation (Popova-Nowak et al, 2015). In hospitality
environments, where work is operationally intensive, team-dependent, and time-
pressured, OLMs are essential for sustaining learning across shifts and departments

(Baum, 2015; Fiol et al, 2017).

132



While workplace learning research highlights Learning Ecologies as dynamic
environments shaped through social, material, and contextual interactions (Barnett et
al, 2019), hospitality settings rarely exhibit the continuity, connectivity, and shared
learning conditions needed for such ecologies to function cohesively. Instead, learning
is frequently disrupted by shift-based schedules, departmental silos, operational
intensity, and reliance on informal communication (Robinson et al., 2019). As a result,

learning processes remain episodic, uneven, and insufficiently institutionalised.

Drawing on a case study of an independent Scottish hotel and 24 staff interviews, this
paper examines how sustainability learning is enabled and constrained through
organisational learning mechanisms in everyday hotel work. The findings show that
while learning activities and exchange points exist, they are not structurally supported
to travel, accumulate, or embed across organisational levels. This paper conceptualises
these conditions as Fragmented Learning Ecologies (FLEs), workplace environments
where learning flows are discontinuous, unevenly shared, and weakly institutionalised,
preventing sustainability practices from stabilising into enduring collective routines.
By advancing this concept, the study contributes to sustainability and organisational
learning literature by demonstrating that the core challenge in hospitality is not a lack
of learning activity, but the absence of cohesive workplace learning conditions that
allow sustainability knowledge to circulate, embed, and persist across teams, roles,

and operational rhythms.

4.2 Literature Review

This section reviews the literature on organisational learning and its relevance to
sustainability in the hotel sector. It begins by outlining core concepts of organisational
learning and explains how learning enables organisations to adapt and embed
sustainability practices. It then examines organisational learning mechanisms as the
processes through which learning becomes institutionalised. Building on this, the
section discusses how sustainability learning unfolds within the hospitality industry’s
practice-based and often fragmented environments. Finally, it introduces the concept
of Fragmented Learning Ecologies (FLEs) to highlight the structural and relational

discontinuities that shape how sustainability knowledge is created, shared, and

133



constrained in hotel operations.While prior research has examined organisational
learning mechanisms in sustainability contexts (Argyris and Schon, 1996; Lipshitz et
al., 2006), less attention has been given to how these mechanisms operate within
fragmented service environments such as hotels. The concept of a Fragmented
Learning Ecology is therefore explored in this study as a way of understanding how
sustainability knowledge circulates unevenly across departments, roles, and
employment arrangements within hotel organisations. The empirical analysis
presented later in this chapter examines how such fragmentation emerges in practice

and how it shapes the embedding of sustainability knowledge within hotel operations.

4.2.1 Organisational Learning in Sustainability

Organisational Learning has long been recognised as a core capability that enables
firms to adapt, innovate, and remain competitive in dynamic environments (Argyris
and Schon, 1997). At its core, OL concerns how organisations acquire, interpret, and
act on knowledge to improve performance and resilience (Crossan et al., 1999). It
extends beyond individual cognition to encompass collective processes through which
experiences are reflected upon and institutionalised in policies, systems, and everyday
routines (Argyris and Schon, 1997; Argote and Miron-Spektor, 2011). This collective
dimension positions OL as both a behavioural and structural process, linking
individual learning to organisational change (Crossan et al., 1999). The framework
proposed by Argyris and Schon (1997) distinguishes between single-loop learning,
where organisations correct errors within existing norms, and double-loop learning,
where underlying values and assumptions are questioned to achieve deeper
transformation. This distinction suggests that learning in organisations involves both
adaptation and reflection, key requirements for addressing complex challenges such as

sustainability (Trevisan et al., 2024; Hermelingmesier et al, 2021).

Sustainability goals often demand systemic rather than incremental change, requiring
organisations to unlearn outdated practices and develop new cognitive and operational
logics (Martinez-Martinez et al., 2023). Embedding sustainability within operations
requires learning processes that connect environmental, social, and economic

objectives across organisational levels (Trevisan et al., 2024). OL provides this

134



foundation by emphasising reflection, experimentation, and adaptation processes
essential for translating sustainability from rhetoric into practice (Dzhengiz, 2020).
Through OL, organisations can align values and behaviours, enabling sustainability to

become part of organisational identity and decision-making (Benn et al., 2014).

Despite its relevance, OL has been critiqued for conceptual abstraction and limited
operational clarity (Easterby-Smith et al, 2011). Much of the literature discusses
learning as a desirable capability but pays limited attention to how it is achieved and
sustained (Antonacopoulou, 2006; Popova-Nowak et al, 2015; Easterby-Smith et al,
2011). In response, scholars have called for a more process-oriented approach that
examines the mechanisms through which learning is enacted in organisations (Crossan
et al.,, 1999; Antonacopoulou, 2006; Basten et al, 2018). While early theories of
organisational learning focused primarily on structural and cognitive processes, more
recent perspectives emphasise the relational and contextual nature of learning (Razali
et al, 2023). Scholars argue that learning in organisations unfolds not only through
formal systems but also through everyday interactions and social practices (Marsick et
al, 2015; Elkjaer, 2004). This shift has led to growing interest in the concept of
Learning Ecologies, which highlights how knowledge is co-created through the
interplay of people, tools, and environments rather than prescribed training or
procedures (Barron, 2006; Goodyear et al, 2014). Integrating this ecological view into
organisational learning helps explain how learning becomes situated and dynamic, an
important consideration for service sectors like hospitality, where much of the learning
is experiential and socially mediated (Goodyear et al, 2014; Barnett et al, 2019). This
growing focus on the how of learning has led to the development of organisational
learning mechanisms (Lipshitz et al., 2002), which identify the formal and informal
processes through which knowledge is created, shared, and institutionalised in

organisational practice.

4.2.2 Organisational learning mechanisms and sustainability
Building on the foundations of Organisational Learning, Organisational Learning
Mechanisms (OLMs) describe the formal and informal processes through which

learning becomes embedded and retained within organisational systems (Lipshitz et
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al., 2002). OLMs operationalise learning by transforming individual or group insights
into collective routines and practices that persist over time (Argote and Miron-Spektor,
2011; Crossan et al., 1999; Antonacopoulou, 2006). They represent the tangible
structures through which knowledge is created, shared, and institutionalised, bridging
the gap between cognitive understanding and organisational behaviour (Popova-et al,
2015; Basten et al, 2018). OLMs encompass both formal mechanisms, such as training,
feedback systems, and standard operating procedures and informal ones, including
mentoring, storytelling, and peer problem-solving (Lipshitz et al., 2006). They also
operate across organisational boundaries: internal OLMs refer to learning processes
contained within the organisation, such as team meetings, internal workshops, or cross-
departmental coordination while external OLMs involve interactions with actors
outside the organisation, including suppliers, industry networks, accreditation bodies,
and regulatory agencies (Lipshitz et al., 2002; Crossan et al., 1999)These mechanisms
enable organisations to translate experience into institutional memory, ensuring that
learning survives staff changes and operational disruptions (Argote et al, 2011). By
doing so, they help integrate tacit and explicit knowledge, creating a stable foundation

for continuous improvement and adaptation (Fiol et al, 2017).

In sustainability contexts, OLMs are particularly vital because they convert
organisational intentions into consistent operational practices (Hermelingmeier et al ,
2021; Schonherr et al., 2023). They facilitate the translation of sustainability goals into
shared routines by supporting feedback, reflection, and coordination across teams and
departments (Benn et al.,, 2014). However, their effectiveness depends on
communication quality, leadership commitment, and the extent to which learning is
institutionalised across organisational levels (Schonherr et al., 2023). Sustaining
effective organisational learning mechanisms in hospitality requires navigating
structural and systemic constraints rather than merely addressing operational
challenges (Baum and Hai, 2019). The sector’s reliance on routine-driven coordination
and short feedback cycles often prioritises immediate performance outcomes over
reflective learning (Kleefstra et al., 2020). Furthermore, the temporality of
employment and the compartmentalisation of roles weaken the integration of new

knowledge into organisational systems, resulting in fragmented learning structures
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(Robinson et al., 2019). In such conditions, learning mechanisms may operate in
isolation, capturing lessons but failing to embed them, thereby limiting their

contribution to long-term sustainability transformation.

4.2.3 Sustainability learning in hospitality's fragmented learning

ecology

Translating sustainability commitments into consistent organisational practice remains
a challenge in hospitality (Oriade et al., 2021). Hotels operate in complex, service-
driven environments where learning occurs through doing, observation, and immediate
feedback rather than structured training (Dredge et al., 2015). As a result, knowledge
transfer is largely experiential and tacit, embedded in daily social interactions and

operational routines (Isik et al., 2021).

While this practice-based learning enables adaptability, it often leads to uneven
diffusion of sustainability knowledge. Employees acquire insights through teamwork
and informal exchanges, but these rarely extend beyond specific shifts or departments
(Anand et al., 2023). Sustainability learning, therefore, occurs informally and
contextually, shaped by relationships and timing rather than institutional systems
(Pham et al., 2019). The issue is not a lack of learning but a lack of integration, how
experiential knowledge circulates and endures across organisational levels. Addressing
this requires understanding hospitality workplaces as interconnected systems of

people, materials, and contexts.

Organisational learning does not occur in isolation but within dynamic systems shaped
by social, material, and contextual interactions (Elkjaer, 2004). The concept of
Complex Learning Environments (CLEs) captures this complexity, recognising that
learning emerges through relationships, technologies, and everyday practices that
evolve over time (Goodyear et al, 2019; Barnett et al, 2019). Within CLEs, knowledge
is generated and refined through adaptive feedback loops that depend on collaboration
and reflection (Sangra et al., 2019). This view complements organisational learning by
shifting attention from structured mechanisms to the situated and relational conditions

that enable learning to occur (Barron, 2006).
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However, in hospitality, these learning environments are rarely cohesive. Work is
divided across shifts and departments, often under intense temporal and operational
pressures (Baum, 2018). As a result, opportunities for reflective or cross-departmental
learning are limited, and sustainability knowledge tends to circulate locally within
teams rather than across the organisation (Robinson et al., 2019). This study
conceptualises such conditions as Fragmented Learning Ecologies (FLEs): workplace
environments where learning occurs but remains discontinuous, localised, and weakly
connected to organisational systems. In hospitality contexts, this fragmentation
constrains how sustainability learning evolves and endures. Employees often develop
adaptive, experiential knowledge through direct practice, but the lack of formal
mechanisms to capture and disseminate these insights weakens institutional learning
(Pham et al., 2019). Consequently, sustainability initiatives risk becoming episodic,
visible in isolated departments or specific teams but failing to achieve systemic

organisational impact.

The literature demonstrates that organisational learning and its mechanisms are
essential for embedding sustainability within organisations, yet hospitality presents
unique challenges due to its structural fragmentation and high labour mobility. While
learning ecology perspectives offer valuable insights into how learning unfolds
through social and contextual interactions, little research has examined how such
learning operates in fragmented service settings like hotels. This study addresses this
gap by applying the integrated lens of organisational learning, organisational learning
mechanisms, and learning ecologies to explore how sustainability learning is enacted,
shared, and constrained within hospitality operations. It introduces the concept of
fragmented learning ecologies to explain how structural, relational, and operational
discontinuities inhibit sustained knowledge flow. In doing so, it contributes to
understanding how hotels can develop cohesive learning systems that embed

sustainability into everyday organisational practice.
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4.3 Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative case study approach to explore sustainability-related
organisational learning mechanisms within the operational context of a hotel. Case
study research is particularly suited to addressing “how” and “why” questions about
contemporary organisational phenomena, especially where the boundaries between the
phenomenon and its real-world context are blurred (Yin, 2018). As organisational
learning processes are deeply embedded in daily routines, departmental structures, and
interpersonal relationships, they cannot be meaningfully separated from their
organisational setting (Argyris, 1996; Stake, 1995). A case study design is therefore
well placed to provide the detailed, contextualised understanding needed to capture

these dynamics (Yazan, 2015).

A single in-depth case was chosen to enable a holistic exploration of OLMs as they
unfold across multiple layers of practice. Single-case designs are appropriate when the
case is critical, unique, or revelatory (Yin, 2018). As described by Yin (2018) a
revelatory case study is one in which researchers gain access to a phenomenon that
was previously difficult or impossible to observe systematically. A single case study is
particularly apt for this research because the objective is to develop a deep, context-
rich understanding of the processes and interactions that underpin sustainability-
related learning in a fragmented learning ecology. OLMs are inherently embedded in
organisational culture, daily routines, leadership behaviours, and interpersonal
relationships, all of which require holistic examination to capture their full complexity.
An embedded single case allows the study to trace these interconnections as they
naturally unfold within one organisational setting, preserving the richness and integrity

of the social context (Stake, 1995).

This positioning resonates with calls in organisational learning and sustainability
scholarship for more context-sensitive, qualitative investigations that can illuminate
the complexity of how employee-driven insights are captured, shared, and retained
over time (Argyris and Schon, 1997; Baum, 2018; Schonherr et al., 2023). By studying
this hotel as a revelatory case, the research contributes to addressing the limited

understanding of how OLMs support the embedding of sustainability in the hospitality
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sector. These characteristics create a rare opportunity to observe the institutionalisation
of sustainability learning mechanisms that are normally hidden, informal, and

empirically underexplored in research (Schonherr et al., 2023).

While Yin (2018) methodological principles provide a structured foundation for case
design, the study’s interpretivist orientation aligns more closely with the perspective
of Stake (1995). This author emphasises that case study research is as much about

generating rich, situated understanding as it is about design logic.

The combination of Yin (2018) structured logic with the interpretivist stance of Stake
(1995) enables this research to balance methodological rigour with sensitivity to
context, lived experience, and emergent meaning-making. This is critical for a study
where the phenomena under investigation, formal and informal, internal and external
OLMs, are deeply shaped by leadership behaviours, departmental cultures, and
operational constraints. By drawing on both structured and interpretivist case study
traditions, this research examines how OLMs are enacted, how they interact with
organisational structures, and how they support, or hinder, the integration of

sustainability into everyday hotel operations.

4.3.1 Case study design

Building on the methodological rationale outlined above, the research was
operationalised through an embedded single-case design (Yin, 2018). The study
focused on one bounded case: an independently owned, sustainability-committed hotel
in Scotland, while examining multiple embedded units of analysis across
organisational levels (e.g., managers, supervisors, frontline employees, interns). This
structure enabled the research to capture differences in how OLMs were enacted and
experienced across departments and roles, while still treating the hotel as a single,

unified case system.
From an interpretivist perspective, meaning is constructed through participants’ lived

experiences and situated interpretations (Stake, 1995). For this reason, depth of inquiry

was prioritised over breadth: studying multiple sites would have risked fragmenting
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the analysis across heterogeneous organisational contexts. A single, information-rich
case instead provided the opportunity to develop a nuanced account of how
sustainability learning is understood, negotiated, and institutionalised within one

coherent organisational environment (Yin, 2018).

The empirical component of this study focuses on an independent hotel located in
Scotland that has publicly positioned sustainability as a core element of its
organisational identity. The hotel operates as a medium-sized hospitality business
offering accommodation, restaurant services, and event facilities, and employs staff
across multiple operational departments including front-of-house, housekeeping, food

and beverage, and maintenance.

As an independent hotel, organisational decision-making is relatively decentralised
compared with large chain hotels, allowing sustainability initiatives to emerge through
both managerial leadership and employee participation. The hotel has implemented a
range of sustainability practices, including waste reduction initiatives, resource
conservation measures, and collaboration with local suppliers. These practices
provided an appropriate context for examining how sustainability knowledge
circulates within daily operations and how organisational learning mechanisms

support or constrain the embedding of sustainability practices.

The organisation is anonymised in this study to protect confidentiality. Certain
contextual details have therefore been generalised while still providing sufficient
information to understand the organisational setting in which sustainability practices

are enacted.

The case hotel was selected based on three criteria:

1. Organisational autonomy — as an independent property, the hotel has discretion
to design and implement sustainability strategies without corporate
standardisation, allowing observation of locally embedded OLMs (Chan et al,
2016)

2. Sustainability commitment — the hotel has declared environmental goals and

received local recognition, providing a mature context for examining
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sustainability as an organisational value rather than a symbolic initiative
(Mensah et al, 2021).

3. Internal diversity — its workforce spans multiple departments and contract
types, offering varied perspectives and a microcosm of the wider hospitality

sector (Baum, 2018).

Consistent with Yin (2018) guidance for theory-driven case study research, this study
was guided by theoretical propositions derived from the OLM framework. These
propositions focused on how learning is institutionalised through both formal and
informal structures and how sustainability knowledge is socially constructed, shared,
and embedded across organisational levels (Lipshitz et al., 2006; Hermelingmeier et
al, 2021). The interpretivist orientation further enabled a detailed exploration of the
meanings, power relations, and contextual factors that shape how sustainability
learning is enacted in practice (Stake, 1995). This integration of theoretical framing,
applied case design, and purposeful case selection ensured that the study produced
both deep contextual understanding and theoretically informed insights into the role of

OLMs in sustainable hotel operations.

4.3.2 Data collection methods

Following Yin (2018) emphasis on the use of multiple sources of evidence to
strengthen construct validity and enhance the credibility of findings, this study draws
on three primary sources of data: semi-structured interviews, field notes and researcher
memos, and organisational documents and artefacts. The interviews form the core of
the dataset, supported by observational and documentary evidence that provide
contextual depth and allow for triangulation. Field notes capture immediate
impressions, non-verbal cues, and informal interactions observed during the research
process, while organisational artefacts such as environmental signage, notice board
postings, and training materials offer further insight into how sustainability messages
are communicated within the hotel. Access to formal organisational documents is
limited due to confidentiality agreements; however, supplementary information on

sustainability initiatives and training processes is obtained through participant
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accounts and visual evidence. Overall, the analysis followed an abductive approach,

combining inductive theme development with theory-informed interpretation.

Data collection occurred over four visits over 2024 and 2025, including one
preliminary stay as a guest that provided early contextual understanding of hotel
operations and sustainability practices prior to formal data collection. During this
period, the Head Chef position changed; therefore, interviews were conducted with
both the former and newly appointed chefs to capture continuity and potential shifts in
sustainability-related learning practices. These visits allowed the researcher to observe
seasonal and operational variations in sustainability practices and learning
interactions. The study involves 24 participants, selected through purposive and
maximum variation sampling (Patton, 2014), to ensure representation across different
departments, hierarchical levels, and employment types (see Table 5). This diversity
allows the research to capture multiple perspectives on how OLMs related to
sustainability are enacted, understood, and experienced in the hotel. In the hotel
industry, a well-recognised distinction exists between Front-of-House (FOH) roles,
such as receptionists, concierges, and guest-facing managers, and Back-of-House
(BOH) roles, including housekeepers, kitchen employees, and maintenance
employees. FOH areas are typically conceptualised as performance spaces where
employees manage impressions in direct contact with guests, while BOH areas
represent backstage spaces where such impression management is less necessary
(Boon, 2007). Yet this boundary is not always clear: for instance, housekeeping
employees often move between guest-facing tasks and operational routines, navigating

both spheres simultaneously (Weber et al., 2022).
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Table 5: Participant Overview

Participant Number | Position Role Type | Type of Contract
1 Front Office Receptionist FOH Permanent
2 Breakfast Manager BOH Permanent
3 Head Chef BOH Permanent
4 Housekeeping Supervisor BOH Permanent
5 Duty Manager FOH* Permanent
6 Bar Manager BOH Permanent
7 Sales Executive FOH Permanent
8 Head of Housekeeping BOH Permanent
9 Marketing Manager FOH Permanent
10 Head of Concierge FOH Permanent
11 Breakfast Employee-seasonal BOH Seasonal
12 Breakfast Employee-seasonal BOH Seasonal
13 Breakfast Employee-seasonal BOH Seasonal
14 Sustainability Intern FOH* Intern

15 Room Division Manager FOH Permanent
16 Reservation FOH Permanent
17 Event Supervisor FOH Permanent
18 HR Manager BOH Permanent
19 General Manager FOH* Permanent
20 New Head Chef BOH Permanent
21 Hotel Owner BOH Permanent
22 Food & Beverage Assistant FOH Part-time
23 Food & Beverage Assistant FOH Part-time
24 Food & Beverage Assistant FOH Part-time

Note 1: FOH = Front of House; BOH = Back of House. “FOH*” indicates a primarily FOH role with
some cross-functional exposure.

Note 2: The Head Chef role was interviewed twice to include both the former and current postholders.

For the purposes of this study, FOH employees in the case hotel worked in visible,
guest-facing contexts with more regular communication and managerial oversight,
while BOH employees worked largely behind the scenes under time pressure in
routinised roles, with more limited managerial oversight. This classification reflects
well-recognised structural divisions in hospitality, where FOH roles are guest-facing
and discursive, while BOH roles are operational and less visible (Weber et al., 2022;
Boon, 2007). Contract type was also included as employment precarity emerged as a
significant factor shaping access to sustainability-related learning. Table 5 shows that
seasonal employees were concentrated exclusively in BOH roles, highlighting a
structural segmentation that later informed the analysis of the fragmented learning
ecology. This approach ensured that the sample captured not only hierarchical and

departmental perspectives but also differences arising from employment status, which
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proved central to understanding how organisational learning mechanisms were

unevenly enacted across the hotel.

On average, interviews lasted 45 minutes and were conducted either in person at the
hotel or via secure video conferencing, depending on participant availability. The semi-
structured format allowed for flexibility while ensuring that key topics were explored
in depth. The interview guide was designed to link directly to the study’s theoretical
propositions, in line with Yin (2018) recommendations, and addressed areas such as
participants’ understandings of sustainability, experiences of learning and knowledge
sharing, the role and perceived effectiveness of formal and informal OLMSs, barriers to
sustainability-related learning, and the influence of leadership and organisational
culture. All interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent, transcribed
verbatim, and anonymised to maintain confidentiality. The combination of interview
data, field observations, and organisational artefacts provided a comprehensive and
triangulated understanding of how sustainability-related learning was embedded

within the hotel’s operations and culture.

4.3.3 Data analysis

All interview transcripts are read in full multiple times to develop deep familiarity with
the context, and open coding is applied in NVivo to capture discrete learning
interactions, practices, and reflections (Braun et al, 2022; Miles et al, 1994). The
analysis adopted an abductive approach (Timmermans et al, 2012), combining theory-
informed and inductive reasoning. The analysis follows a systematic, iterative process,
combining thematic analysis with pattern matching, consistent with Yin (2018)
recommendations for analytic rigour and with Beverland and Lindgreen's (2010)
emphasis on methodological transparency and theoretical grounding. Given the
study’s aim to explore how sustainability-related organisational learning mechanisms
are enacted, interpreted, and experienced, the coding process is structured around the
OLM framework developed by Lipshitz et al. (2002), which was introduced in the
literature review. This framework provides the foundation for identifying formal,
informal, internal, and external learning mechanisms within hotel operations. While

the coding draws on these sensitising concepts, it also remains open to the inductive
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emergence of themes from the empirical data to ensure that unanticipated patterns and
context-specific insights are captured. This analysis, provided broad analytical
categories (e.g., internal vs. external; online vs. offline). Within these parameters,
codes were generated inductively to capture how employees experienced, interpreted,
and enacted sustainability learning. These patterns were iteratively refined and
grouped into higher-order categories, such as “leadership modelling as learning
integration” and “peer reinforcement of formal training.” Throughout this process,
movement between data and theory enabled the identification of context-specific

dynamics that both extended and challenged established OLM classifications.

Pattern matching is employed to assess alignment between anticipated OLMs
behaviours and those observed in the field, consistent with Yin (2018) and Trochim
(1989) recommendation for strengthening internal validity in qualitative case studies.
For example, while the literature suggests that internal offline mechanisms (e.g.,
meetings) should be reinforced by internal online mechanisms (e.g., real-time peer
feedback), the analysis identified instances where this reinforcement was absent,
leading to fragmented practice. Negative case analysis is deliberately integrated to
surface situations where OLMs are present but ineffective, resisted, or distorted, such
as sustainability messages that failed to transfer across departments or were overridden
by entrenched operational norms (Lincoln et al, 1985; Miles et al., 2014). By
considering these counterexamples, the analysis refines theoretical propositions and
generates richer, more nuanced explanations of how OLMs function, or fail to

function, in a live hospitality setting.

4.3.4 Trustworthiness and case study rigour

Rigour is ensured through a layered strategy that aligns with both Yin (2018) quality
criteria for case studies and Lincoln and Guba (1985) trustworthiness framework.
Construct validity is strengthened through the triangulation of interviews, field notes,
and organisational artefacts, allowing for cross-verification of how OLMs are
described, observed, and embedded in physical or procedural forms (Denzin, 2017;

Flick, 2022). Member reflections provide participants with the opportunity to confirm
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or refine interpretations, particularly in relation to sensitive findings on leadership and

cross-departmental communication (Birt et al., 2016).

Internal validity is supported through systematic pattern matching and explanation-
building (Yin, 2018; Trochim, 1989), with explicit attention to rival explanations for
observed OLMSs behaviours. For instance, variations in the effectiveness of internal
online mechanisms are not only linked to leadership style but also explored against
alternative explanations such as time pressure or resource constraints. External validity
is addressed through anchoring findings in the established OLMs theoretical
framework, enabling the case to contribute to analytic generalisation rather than

statistical representativeness (Yin, 2018).

Reliability is enhanced by maintaining a detailed case study database, including full
transcripts, coding records, analytic memos, and reflexive notes that document the
decision-making process at every stage (Miles et al., 2014). Reflexivity plays a central
role in ensuring trustworthiness: the researcher kept a structured journal to critically
examine positionality, potential assumptions, and the influence of prior professional
experience in the hospitality sector on interpretation (Finlay, 2002; Berger, 2015). This
reflexive discipline ensures that the representation of OLMs in the findings remains
grounded in participants’ accounts and the empirical reality of the case, rather than the

researcher’s preconceptions.

By integrating theoretical alignment, empirical triangulation, and reflexive
transparency, the study offers a rigorous and credible account of how OLMs are
operationalised, adapted, and, at times, undermined within the complex, high-pressure
environment of an independently owned hotel. This approach not only strengthens the
internal validity of the current case but also provides a methodologically robust
foundation for extending OLMs theory within hospitality and other service-intensive

sectors.
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4.4 Findings

This section presents the findings on how sustainability-related organisational learning
mechanisms were experienced within the case hotel. Rather than functioning as an
integrated organisational system, learning unfolded as a fragmented learning ecology
(FLE), in which knowledge flows were uneven and contingent on role, department and
employment status. Seasonal employees, concentrated in back-of-house (BOH)
departments, faced additional barriers due to limited induction and restricted access to
communication channels, further reinforcing these divisions. The following sections
explore five interrelated themes that illustrate how OLMs were enacted and
constrained in practice within this FLE: employees’ understanding of sustainability
learning, the operation of OLMs, the role of leadership in reinforcing or undermining
mechanisms, organisational barriers shaping the durability of learning and the
challenges of unlearning unsustainable practices. Although the sample included
employees from both chain and independent hotels, no significant differences were
observed in how sustainability was understood or enacted across these organisational

contexts. The findings therefore focus on shared patterns across hotel types.

4.4.1 Employees’ understanding of sustainability learning

In hospitality research, employees’ understanding of sustainability is often shaped by
departmental roles, contract status and exposure to organisational communication
(Baum, 2018; Weber et al., 2022). Organisational learning literature also highlights
that fragmented access to knowledge produces uneven interpretations across roles

(Billett, 2001).

BOH employees commonly interpreted sustainability in terms of compliance with
operational rules rather than reflective understanding. As the head of housekeeping
(P8) explained: “It’s mostly about remembering to turn things off, sort the bins, things
like that.” Similarly, the housekeeping supervisor (P4) noted: “We get told not to waste
water or food, so we try to follow that. Its just part of the rules here.” A seasonal
breakfast worker (P12) described learning by imitation rather than instruction:
“Sometimes, I just watch what others are doing with waste and copy that. Nobody

really explains why;, its just the way it is.” Another seasonal kitchen employee (P13)
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added: “I haven't had any session about sustainability.” These accounts reveal a
predominantly procedural and compliance-oriented approach to sustainability
learning, shaped by hierarchical communication and limited reflective dialogue. This
pattern reflects Baum (2018) critique of hospitality’s reliance on ‘tick-box’
sustainability and illustrates how limited communication and induction practices
contributed to fragmented and surface-level understanding of sustainability amongst

BOH staff.

Variation within BOH, however, emerged in the kitchen, where employees described
broader and more reflective engagement with sustainability. The head chef (P3)
highlighted the ethos of local sourcing: “It’s part of what makes us different from chain
hotels. We try to be local, seasonal and responsible, that’s the sustainability I've learnt
here.” Sustainability was also embedded in daily practices: “We use every part of the
meat, every part of the vegetables ... Kitchen porters and dishwashers are the most in
tune because it’s up to them to make sure everything s in the right place. We also do a
debrief every day around 4 PM ... Recently, we did a menu revamp, focusing on
keeping things as local as possible.” (Head Chef, P3). Collaboration reinforced this
sustainability practice further. A breakfast manager (P2) described: “If I see there are
still 25-30 sausages left and half an hour left for breakfast, I go to the kitchen and say,
look, we have 20 more people coming in, don 't cook anymore. It goes like this every
day ... Communication between departments is the most important thing to manage
waste.” Kitchen staff also noted that daily briefs served as an important space for
reinforcing these practices "Our morning briefings are really helpful. The head chef
always reminds us about things like portion control and sorting food waste properly.
It only takes a few minutes, but it keeps everyone on the same page." (Food & Beverage
assistant P-24). These examples illustrate how the kitchen functioned as an outlier
within the wider BOH structure, demonstrating more integrated, collaborative and
reflective sustainability learning. Through daily debriefs, interdepartmental
coordination and informal mentoring, sustainability became embedded in practice

rather than imposed as a rule.
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This situation contrasts sharply with that in other BOH departments, where limited
induction and communication restricted opportunities for shared understanding and
continuity of learning. The newly appointed head chef (P20) further reinforced and
expanded these practices, illustrating how sustainability learning was sustained and
operationalised through OLMs. Drawing on his background in international hotel
chains, he described sustainability as “our foundation, the direction we re taking is to
break the barriers of what sustainability means for smaller hotel groups.” This
perspective translated into practical mechanisms for knowledge generation and
transfer. P20’s leadership also showed how learning could support inclusion and
mentoring. “Training has to be hands-on, step-by-step,” he explained, describing how
he adapted guidance for employees with disabilities and new recruits so “everyone can
take part and understand the why behind what we do.” These examples show how the
kitchen developed a more reflective and participatory learning culture compared with
other BOH areas. Whilst such practices demonstrated deeper engagement with
sustainability, they also highlighted the fragmented nature of learning across the hotel,
where opportunities for shared understanding depended heavily on specific leaders and

contexts rather than on systematic organisational processes.

FOH employees framed sustainability through guest interaction and organisational
communication. A receptionist (P1) explained: “Its definitely like a good selling point
because we do have like our own energy centre' and even for the whisky, we pull out
like the water from the river. And so I think it is a good selling point ... but some guests
dont particularly like [the changes] and they complain ... but we just have to say like
we are sustainable.” This condition shows how FOH employees performed
sustainability discursively, justifying policies to guests. However, exposure was
stratified. An intern (P14) reflected: “I didnt know much about sustainability before
coming here ... Most of what I've learnt has been through guests asking questions.”
These accounts illustrate how FOH roles offered visibility but left junior or temporary
employees reliant on scripts, whilst even senior employees felt that communication

about sustainability lacked depth. The HR manager (P18) acknowledged this gap,

" Note: The hotel’s energy centre is a small on-site renewable facility that provides part of its heating
and power. It is promoted in marketing materials as evidence of the hotel’s sustainability commitment,
although most employees referred to it only superficially, without detailed technical understanding.
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noting, “We really need more training and awareness campaigns for staff, especially

around sustainability. Right now, its not enough.”

Across the hotel a consistent pattern emerged: learning processes within the hotel were
active but disconnected. Formal OLMs offered structured opportunities to acquire
sustainability knowledge but rarely adapted to the pace and variability of daily
operations. Informal learning, while more flexible and socially embedded, remained
localised within teams and dependent on individual initiative. External learning
opportunities, such as supplier interactions or guest feedback, occasionally prompted
reflection but lacked systematic integration into organisational routines. These
fragmented processes meant that sustainability knowledge circulated unevenly across
departments, often failing to consolidate into shared organisational understanding. To
conceptualise these conditions, this study introduces the notion of a fragmented
learning ecology, represented in Figure 1. The framework captures how diverse
learning mechanisms coexist but remain insufficiently connected, leading to
discontinuities that limit the institutionalisation of sustainability learning within hotel

operations.
Figure 1: Fragmented Learning Ecology. This figure illustrates how uneven

sustainability knowledge flows across FOH/BOH roles, employment types, and

external influences.
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Note: Orange boxes show structural factors, blue and green indicate FOH and BOH roles. Solid

arrows represent strong knowledge flows, dashed arrows show weaker or fragmented exchanges.

4.4.2 Organisational learning mechanisms in a fragmented learning

ecology

In the case of the hotel, organisational learning mechanisms operated unevenly across
departments. Managers and permanent staff had greater access to updates and
meetings, while seasonal and line-level employees relied on observation or peer
guidance. These differences created gaps between front- and back-of-house teams,
where time pressure and shift changes limited structured learning. As a result,
knowledge sharing was active but fragmented, reflecting how OLMs functioned
selectively within the hotel (Han et al., 2023; Lipshitz et al., 2002). For analytical
clarity, formal and informal external OLMs are treated together here, as both operate
through similar channels of outside influence on sustainability learning. The following
subsections examine how formal, informal and external mechanisms operated in this
ecology, showing how sustainability learning was constrained in practice and how
more inclusive approaches might help overcome limitations. The findings suggest that
sustainability learning within the hotel operates as a fragmented learning ecology,
where learning mechanisms function unevenly across organisational roles and

departments. This concept emerges from the empirical analysis as a way of explaining
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how sustainability knowledge is distributed, interpreted, and enacted across the

organisation.

4.4.3 Formal organisational learning mechanisms
In the case hotel, formal organisational learning mechanisms were largely campaign-
driven and managerial in tone, designed to make sustainability visible but not

necessarily embed it deeply across departments.

In BOH departments, formal initiatives were largely introduced through structured
campaigns or top—down directives. For instance, the head of housekeeping (PS8)
recalled: “Last year, we ran a “switch off and turn down” campaign to reduce heat
and lighting in rooms.” Similarly, the housekeeping supervisor (P4) explained: “We
reduced plastic in tea trays and guest rooms as part of the green policy.” These
examples highlight how campaigns signalled management’s commitment to
sustainability and provided concrete actions for employees. Yet, the distribution of
information was uneven. Seasonal workers were often excluded. A breakfast worker
(P11) explained: “When I joined, they just told me where to put the rubbish ... nothing
else really about sustainability.” Another seasonal employee member (P13) added:
“It’s usually just the basics at the start, like bins and recycling, but not much more
after that.” A newly appointed chef (P20) similarly described the absence of structured
sustainability training, noting that “/t s more about picking things up as you go ... You
watch how others do things, but there s no formal session.” This description suggests
that even senior or skilled recruits relied on informal observation rather than systematic
induction, underscoring how formal OLMs were weakly institutionalised in BOH
departments. As the hotel owner (P21) acknowledged, “We get updates in our
meetings, but it’s hard to always pass those on, sometimes, there$ just not enough
time.” This comment reveals how formal learning often stalled at the managerial level,
with sustainability information failing to cascade effectively to frontline employees.
In BOH, formal OLMs therefore reinforced a hierarchy of access: permanent managers
received reports and updates, but seasonal and line-level employees were left with only
basic rules. This practice created a compliance-oriented culture, where sustainability

was understood as ‘house rules’ rather than as an organisational value.
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FOH employees described somewhat greater access to formal sustainability
communication, particularly during induction and in management updates. A front
office reception employee (P1) reflected: “We get some updates, especially when new
policies come in, but it depends on who's on shift ... Sometimes, you miss it.”” Likewise,
a breakfast manager (P2) explained that “New sustainability goals are sometimes
mentioned during morning briefings, but if you start later, you don't always hear

2

them.” These examples indicate that FOH employees had more structured
opportunities to learn about sustainability than their BOH counterparts. However, even
here, knowledge flows were incomplete. A reservation employee (P16) explained: “7
know the basics like recycling and reusing towels, but when guests ask more detailed
questions, I can't always answer.” A general manager (P19) reinforced this point,
observing that “We talk about sustainability as part of our brand, but there isn t really
a system to make sure everyone knows the same message.” This observation highlights
a gap between the hotel’s external sustainability communication and the internal
learning processes needed to sustain consistent understanding amongst employees.

These accounts suggest that FOH employees were able to talk about sustainability with

guests, but often without depth or consistency.

Overall, formal OLMs mirrored wider critiques of training in the service sector: often
symbolic, short-lived or poorly diffused (Tews and Noe, 2019). By privileging
managers and FOH employees over BOH and seasonal workers, these mechanisms
reinforced structural divisions and limited sustainability learning to compliance-level
actions (Filimonau et al., 2022). Ensuring that all employees, regardless of role or
contract type, had equal access to sustainability updates and training would help move
formal OLMs from symbolic gestures towards durable organisational practices. This
goal could be achieved through practical measures such as introducing short pre-shift
sustainability briefings for all employees, cascading simplified performance
dashboards beyond management and displaying them in both FOH and BOH areas and
adapting induction programmes so that seasonal employees receive structured
sustainability training at the start of their contracts. Embedding these measures into

routine operations would allow campaigns to evolve into continuous learning
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processes and reduce the reliance on symbolic, one-off initiatives. These patterns
reflected the dynamics of a complex learning environment (Goodyear et al, 2014),
where overlapping routines, shifting schedules and fragmented communication created

both opportunities and barriers for knowledge sharing across departments.

4.4.4 Informal organisational learning mechanisms

Informal organisational learning mechanisms often emerge through observation,
imitation, role modelling and everyday dialogue, playing a critical role in how
employees internalise practices in hospitality settings (Billett, 2001). Such
mechanisms can foster adaptability and innovation but are highly dependent on local
champions and workplace culture (Chan et al, 2016; Pham et al., 2019). Informal
OLMs in the case hotel operated through role modelling, peer observation and adaptive
responses to immediate challenges. These mechanisms were powerful in some

contexts but fragile and uneven across the workforce.

In BOH departments, such as the kitchen, informal peer learning and leadership by
example were central to embedding sustainability. The head chef (P3) explained:
“Even small changes can make a difference ... like reducing deliveries or finding uses
for leftovers.” The general manager (P19) echoed this emphasis on modelling, noting
that “People pay more attention to what you do than what you say, if managers don't
walk the talk, the team won't either.” These statements demonstrate how informal
leadership behaviour shaped the diffusion of sustainability practices beyond formal
directives. A newly appointed chef (P20) also described this culture of observation,
explaining that “You learn quickly by watching how the others handle waste or
portioning ... Someone will correct you if you do it wrong, but there's no formal talk
about why it matters.” This culture illustrates how informal feedback loops could help
sustain daily efficiency but did little to encourage reflection on sustainability
principles. Yet, seasonal workers emphasised how such flows rarely reached them.
Another seasonal worker (P13) added: “It’s more about watching and copying ... but
if you don't work long here, you dont really get into it.” In BOH, informal OLMs
therefore depended heavily on individual champions. Where such figures were present,

innovation and adaptation flourished; where they were absent, employees, especially
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seasonal and lower-status workers, remained excluded, reinforcing the fragmented

learning ecology.

In FOH, informal learning was often generated through observation, imitation and
guest interactions. A concierge (P10) explained: “You pick things up by listening to
how colleagues explain things to guests ... After a whilst, you just copy the style.”
Likewise, a front office receptionist (P1) reflected: “When new people start, they learn
mostly by watching how others handle guests and what they say about the hotel’s
sustainability ... There isn t really a structured explanation”. These accounts illustrate
how informal learning occurred through socialisation and imitation, that is, routines
were passed down experientially rather than through formal instruction. However, as
one marketing manager (P9) observed, “If you dont explain the reason, people just
repeat the routine ... They don 't actually learn.” The event supervisor (P17) similarly
reflected that “The message is there, but not everyone tells it the same way ... It
depends who s on shift.” This inconsistency highlights how informal learning in FOH
was reactive and variable, reflecting the uneven circulation of sustainability
knowledge across the team. In FOH, informal mechanisms encouraged adaptability
and responsiveness; yet, without explicit reflection, sustainability knowledge often
became performative, reduced to scripts or reactive adjustments rather than embedded
values. In the FLE, this situation left FOH learning vulnerable to turnover and

dependent on immediate interactions.

These dynamics support wider research that highlights the power and fragility of
informal learning. Whilst informal learning can spread innovation and responsiveness,
it often reinforces inequalities by privileging employees with access to strong role
models or guest-facing opportunities (Kim et al., 2019). In fragmented learning
ecologies, informal OLMs therefore act as double-edged mechanisms: enabling deep
practice in some areas whilst leaving others disengaged or excluded. Strengthening
informal OLMs in the case hotel would require deliberately designing peer-to-peer
learning spaces, embedding reflection into daily routines across departments and

ensuring seasonal and lower-status workers are actively included. This approach would
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help transform informal learning from a fragile, uneven process into a more consistent

and collective driver of sustainability practice.

4.4.5 External organisational learning mechanisms

External organisational learning mechanisms bring knowledge into organisations from
outside sources such as suppliers, clients or industry networks (Binder, 2019). In
hospitality, these external inputs can play a critical role in shaping sustainability
practices, especially where internal mechanisms are weak or fragmented (Raub et al,
2019). However, external learning opportunities are often unevenly accessed across

departments and job roles, reinforcing existing inequalities in knowledge distribution

(Amis et al., 2020).

In the case hotel, suppliers were the most consistent source of external learning,
especially within the kitchen. The head chef (P3) described how sustainability
knowledge was introduced through direct supplier engagement: “The fish supplier
came in to explain seasonal catches and how that reduces environmental impact. That
made me rethink menu planning.” Similarly, the newly appointed head chef (P20)
explained how supplier partnerships shaped learning and daily routines: “We’ve
restructured our deliveries so suppliers come twice a week instead of every day, which
cuts our emissions and makes staff plan better’. He added, ‘When our vegetable
supplier explained crop rotation and waste reduction, the team started talking about
how we could reuse offcuts for stocks.” These examples illustrate how suppliers acted
as Fragmented Learning Ecology, showing , translating abstract sustainability
expectations into practical operational change. They show how knowledge flowed
from external networks into the kitchen and stimulated reflective discussion,

embodying the function of an external OLM.

However, such interactions were not widely shared across departments. Whilst kitchen
staff engaged directly with suppliers, FOH and housekeeping employees remained
detached from these exchanges. As one food and beverage assistant (P22) noted: “We
changed how we serve coffee and tea ... They told me its for sustainability, but they

didn't say why.” This gap demonstrates how external knowledge was absorbed
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selectively, reaching some employees through direct relationships whilst bypassing
others entirely. In a fragmented learning ecology, this selective diffusion reinforced
knowledge hierarchies and left large parts of the workforce disconnected from the
rationale behind sustainability initiatives. These findings align with research showing
that whilst external actors such as suppliers and industry partners can drive
sustainability innovation, their impact depends on the organisation’s capacity to

translate external insights into shared internal learning (Pham et al., 2019).

Taken together, the operation of formal, informal and external mechanisms revealed a
fragmented learning ecology in which access to sustainability knowledge depended on
role, department and employment status. Formal mechanisms were more accessible to
managers and FOH employees, informal learning was shaped by observation and local
champions, and external mechanisms were concentrated in the kitchen through
supplier engagement. As a result, sustainability learning developed unevenly across
the hotel, with certain groups actively engaging in reflection and practice

improvement, whilst others remained confined to routine, compliance-based actions.

4.4.6 Leadership as a reinforcing and integrative mechanism

The findings show that leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping how OLMs are
embedded and sustained in practice. In hospitality, leaders are central to translating
abstract sustainability goals into operational routines, framing meaning for employees
and legitimising change (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991). Prior studies suggest that
leadership style determines whether sustainability is perceived as strategic, cultural or
merely symbolic (Williams et al., 2021). In the case hotel, the owner’s leadership had
historically been key to embedding sustainability as an operational and moral value.
When she was active, employees described her as visible, inclusive and personally
committed to sustainability. As she explained, “/’ve always believed sustainability is
about people as much as the planet — it'’s about how we treat each other, how we run

the business fairly and how we respect the community that supports us.” (Hotel owner,

P21)
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Her leadership created a participatory environment where employees across
departments could contribute ideas. The room division manager (P15) recalled: “We
had a green team where anyone could suggest ideas, from the kitchen to reception. It
made everyone feel part of something.” Similarly, the head chef (P3) noted: “She
always wanted to know what the staff thought, not just managers. She believed
sustainability was everyone s job.” Employees described these practices as inclusive
and empowering, allowing them to connect sustainability to fairness and respect in

everyday work.

This coherence, however, proved fragile. During the data collection period, the
owner’s ill health and temporary withdrawal from management significantly disrupted
this dynamic. The general manager (P19) explained: “Without her, it'’s been difficult to
keep the same momentum. People still care, but it’s not pushed the same way anymore

Without someone driving it, it gets forgotten.” In her absence, structured
sustainability discussions such as the green team and regular updates declined.
Employees in BOH departments particularly noticed the loss of direction. The
housekeeping supervisor (P4) stated: “We still do recycling and follow the rules, but

it’s not talked about anymore.”

In FOH departments, where leadership visibility remained higher, sustainability
discussions continued, though less consistently. The head concierge (P10) described:
“When higher-ups talk about it and let us share what we know, it gives us confidence
to explain it to guests.” However, the same participant noted that this practice
depended on timing and shift patterns, meaning that not all employees received the

same information.

Overall, leadership acted as a reinforcing and integrative mechanism when visible and
engaged, aligning sustainability with shared values and collective learning. Its
absence, however, exposed an overreliance on individual champions, leading to
inconsistent communication and fragmented understanding across departments.

Leadership thus functioned as a key pivot in the hotel’s learning ecology, capable of
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uniting sustainability learning when present, yet contributing to fragmentation when

withdrawn.

4.4.7 Challenges of unlearning unsustainable practices

Alongside adopting new practices, employees described persistent difficulties in
unlearning entrenched habits that conflicted with sustainability goals. Organisational
learning research has long emphasised that unlearning is not the mirror image of
learning but a fragile and often more demanding process, requiring conscious effort to
abandon old routines (Fiol et al, 2017; Mull et al., 2023). In the case hotel, these
challenges emerged differently across BOH and FOH, reflecting the combined

pressures of operational routines and guest-facing performance.

In BOH departments, time pressure and ingrained habits frequently undermined efforts
to change. The housekeeping supervisor (P4) explained: “Housekeepers have quotas
for cleaning rooms, so sometimes separating rubbish can be challenging.’ A seasonal
breakfast worker (P13) similarly reflected: ‘When it'’s very busy, making sure you put
everything in the right bin ... you might just put it in the wrong one by accident.’ These
accounts highlight how the intensity of service encouraged employees to revert to
faster, familiar routines. Cost and supplier relationships added further inertia. As the
head of housekeeping (P8) noted: “The greener products are three times more
expensive ... We try, but keeping costs down is the main challenge.” Such examples
show that BOH employees were not resisting change but were constrained by
structural conditions, workload intensity, budgets and supplier lock-in, which made

unlearning particularly fragile.

In FOH, the difficulties of unlearning were shaped less by operational shortcuts and
more by guest expectations and communication habits. An event supervisor (P17)
admitted: “Sometimes, a client insists on the old way, and you just do it, even if it goes
against the new guidelines.” Moreover, an intern (P14) acknowledged: “I still use the
same lines I was shown at the start ... Even when they update things, most of us just
keep saying what we learnt first because it’s easier.” These reflections reveal the

stickiness of discursive routines, in which scripts learnt early became hard to shift even
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when new information was introduced. The HR manager (P18) confirmed this
tendency: “Unless managers remind people or explain why, staff tend to fall back on
the old scripts with guests.” In FOH, therefore, the main challenge was not physical
routines but the difficulty of breaking discursive patterns reinforced by customer

demands.

In sum, these findings demonstrate that unlearning was systematically harder than
learning. Whilst campaigns, supplier input or leadership initiatives could introduce
new practices, older habits resurfaced quickly under pressure. As Fiol et al (2017)
emphasise, unlearning requires deliberate reinforcement and opportunities for sense-
making, conditions that were largely absent in the fragmented learning ecology of the
case hotel. Without systemic support, such as protected time for reflection, consistent
leadership reinforcement and communication strategies that legitimise new norms with
guests, unlearning remained partial and fragile, leaving sustainability initiatives
vulnerable to erosion and reversal. These patterns suggest that improving sustainability
performance in hotels depends less on adding isolated training modules and more on
redesigning the learning ecology, namely, who gets what knowledge, when and

through which reinforcing mechanisms.

4.5 Discussion

This study set out to explore how sustainability-related organisational learning
mechanisms are enacted in a hotel context and to introduce the concept of a fragmented
learning ecology as a way of capturing how sustainability knowledge is distributed
unevenly across departments, roles, and employment statuses. The findings reveal that,
rather than functioning as a cohesive system, OLMs operated unevenly across FOH
and BOH, with seasonal and junior employees often excluded from meaningful
engagement. Leadership, workload pressures, and guest expectations further shaped
whether sustainability practices were embedded or reduced to compliance, while

entrenched habits proved difficult to unlearn.

Drawing on Lipshitz et al.’s (2006) framework, OLMs can be understood as four

interdependent types, internal/external and online/offline, that together determine how
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learning becomes institutionalised. However, in fragmented ecologies such as the case
hotel, these mechanisms often function in isolation. The discussion therefore develops
a framework for operationalising OLMs within fragmented contexts, showing how
leadership, communication flows, and structural inclusivity can reconnect these
mechanisms into a cohesive learning system. Together, these insights carry significant

theoretical and practical implications.

4.5.1 A framework for overcoming fragmentation

Building on Lipshitz et al.’s (2006) fourfold typology of organisational learning
mechanisms distinguishing between internal/external and online/offline processes, this
study proposes a framework for overcoming the fragmented learning ecology observed
in the case hotel (see Figure 2). The findings suggest that fragmentation is not the result
of an absence of mechanisms but of their disconnection: learning processes operate in
parallel, with limited reinforcement across hierarchical and departmental boundaries.
To address this, the framework conceptualises sustainability learning as an integrated
ecology, where mechanisms interact dynamically rather than functioning as isolated

systems.

Figure 2: Framework for strengthening organisational learning mechanisms to

overcome the fragmented learning ecology.
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Note: The central orange box represents leadership as the integrative mechanism linking the four OLM
types: internal/external and online/offline (blue and green boxes). Solid arrows indicate leadership-
enabled coordination and reinforcement across mechanisms, demonstrating how learning processes
are aligned and sustained across front-of-house (FOH) and back-of-house (BOH) operations. Dashed
arrows represent the circulation and exchange of sustainability knowledge between mechanisms,
capturing both formal and informal flows through which knowledge is shared, adapted, and reinforced
across organisational boundaries, including interactions between internal practices and external
stakeholders. Together, these connections illustrate how sustainability learning emerges through

continuous interaction, feedback, and knowledge transfer rather than linear processes.

Internal online mechanisms (such as real-time peer feedback and team briefings)
provide the connective tissue linking seasonal and permanent employees, allowing
sustainability learning to occur within the flow of daily operations rather than as
retrospective correction. Internal offline mechanisms (including audits, reviews, and
campaigns) should be designed as participatory rather than managerial exercises,
ensuring that sustainability knowledge is distributed laterally across departments and

contract types.
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External online mechanisms (such as guest feedback or supplier input during service)
can become entry points for collective reflection, translating external interactions into
internal learning moments that reshape routines. External offline mechanisms
(including supplier workshops and regulatory updates) should extend beyond
managerial circles to include both FOH and BOH staff, transforming selective

exposure into collective understanding.

Together, these four domains form a reinforcing system of learning flows in which
sustainability knowledge circulates both horizontally (across FOH and BOH) and
vertically (across hierarchical levels). As shown in Figure 2, leadership functions as
the integrative mechanism at the centre of this system, bridging ecological divides and
sustaining alignment across mechanisms. Rather than introducing new learning
structures, leaders strengthen the interdependence of existing ones by embedding
inclusive communication, feedback loops, and opportunities for reflection within

routine operations.

This framework advances organisational learning theory by operationalising how
OLMs can be realigned to function cohesively within fragmented environments. It also
contributes to sustainability scholarship in hospitality by moving beyond the emphasis
on training provision to a more systemic understanding of how learning architectures,
when reinforced through leadership and communicative connectivity, can

institutionalise sustainable practice within complex service settings.

4.5.2 Theoretical Implications
This study contributes to organisational learning and sustainability literature in several

important ways.

First, by applying the OLMs framework to the hospitality sector, it extends
understanding of how learning processes operate in a service-intensive, high-turnover
context. Prior research often treats OLMs as cohesive systems that generate, share, and

retain knowledge evenly across the organisation (Hermelingmeier and von Wirth,
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2021; Lipshitz et al., 2002). The findings here challenge this assumption by
demonstrating that OLMs in hotels are inherently fragmented, shaped by structural
divides between FOH and BOH, as well as by the precarious status of seasonal
employees. In doing so, the study develops the concept of a Fragmented Learning
Ecology, showing how sustainability knowledge circulates unevenly across roles and
is often contingent on local champions, guest interactions, or external suppliers. This
concept offers a more critical and nuanced framework for examining organisational
learning in people intensive service sectors such as hospitality, highlighting fragility

and partiality where cohesion is often assumed.

Second, the study adds to debates on the operationalisation of organisational learning
by demonstrating the importance of linking learning and unlearning. While much OL
literature focuses on the acquisition and institutionalisation of new knowledge
(Martinez-Martinez et al., 2023; Easterby-Smith et al, 2011; Crossan et al., 1999), the
findings show that sustainability also requires the abandonment of entrenched routines,
such as cost-driven supplier relationships or guest-service scripts that conflict with
environmental practices. In the case hotel, unlearning was systematically harder than
learning, often undermined by time pressure, turnover, or guest demands. This
supports Fiol and O’Connor’s (2017) argument that unlearning is a fragile, resource-
intensive process and extends it by illustrating how organisational conditions, such as
service intensity and employment precarity, further complicate unlearning in

organisations.

Third, the study advances hospitality research by foregrounding the role of structural
inequalities in access to learning. While previous work notes that training and
sustainability initiatives often remain symbolic (Dzhengiz, 2020), the findings specify
how inequalities of role, contract type, and departmental status shape who gains
meaningful sustainability knowledge. Seasonal workers in BOH, for instance, received
only minimal instruction, often reduced to “house rules,” while permanent FOH
employees were more likely to access discursive knowledge through management and
guest interactions. By conceptualising these differences as a Fragmented Learning

Ecology, the study highlights how learning ecologies are not neutral but structured by
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power, hierarchy, and contract status, echoing broader organisational learning debates
on inequality (Field, 2020; Maclean et al., 2023). This moves the discussion of hotel
sustainability beyond training provision and towards a more critical consideration of

how structural features of hospitality work shape learning outcomes.

Finally, this study extends the sustainable hotels literature by providing an
organisational learning lens through which to understand how sustainability
knowledge is embedded, or fails to be embedded, in daily operations. Much of the
existing research in sustainable hospitality focuses on environmental management
systems, certification schemes, or behavioural training (Dzhengiz, 2020), often
assuming that once such systems are in place, sustainable practices will follow.
However, these approaches rarely account for how knowledge moves between
departments or why it stalls at particular organisational levels. This study addresses
that gap by showing that sustainability integration depends not only on the design of
learning initiatives but also on the ecology of knowledge distribution that supports or
constrains their operation. By linking OLMs with the concept of a Fragmented
Learning Ecology, this research provides a new theoretical perspective for
understanding why sustainability efforts in hotels often remain symbolic or unevenly

enacted.

4.5.3 Managerial Implications
For practitioners, the findings highlight that embedding sustainability requires
rethinking how learning is organised, communicated, and reinforced across the

workforce.

First, managers must recognise that sustainability learning is unevenly distributed.
Campaigns, audits, or awareness programmes often reach managers and FOH staff
more than BOH or seasonal employees, reinforcing divisions. Hotels need to design
more inclusive systems, such as pre-shift briefings, visible dashboards in both FOH
and BOH, and structured inductions for seasonal employees, that ensure sustainability

information circulates across all departments and contract types.
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Second, leadership is a critical reinforcing mechanism. When leaders model
behaviours, explain rationales, and create ongoing dialogue, employees engage with
sustainability as a meaningful practice rather than a compliance exercise. Conversely,
when leadership attention fades, sustainability initiatives quickly lose momentum.
Hotels should therefore invest in equipping managers and supervisors to act as
translators of sustainability, not only enforcing rules but framing their purpose and

value.

Third, managers need to account for the challenges of unlearning. Employees often
revert to old routines under pressure, whether discursive scripts with guests or
operational shortcuts in BOH. Supporting unlearning requires not only new rules but
structured opportunities for reflection and reinforcement. Cross-departmental
debriefings, peer-mentoring schemes, and recognition systems that reward sustainable
innovations can help employees abandon entrenched practices and normalise new

ones.

Finally, managers should leverage external actors more systematically. Suppliers,
clients, and guests bring valuable sustainability insights, but these currently enrich
only certain departments. Hotels can act as brokers of this knowledge by inviting
suppliers to lead multi-departmental sessions, integrating guest feedback into
collective reviews, and translating regulatory updates into accessible communication
for all employees. In sum, the managerial challenge is not only to expand training or
awareness but to redesign the organisational conditions under which sustainability
knowledge circulates. By embedding learning into daily routines, addressing
inequalities of access, and reinforcing unlearning as much as learning, hotels can move
beyond symbolic gestures to build sustainability practices that are resilient, inclusive,

and durable.

4.6 Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations that also create opportunities for future research.
First, the research is based on a single case study of an independently owned hotel in

Scotland. While this design provided deep, contextualised insights into organisational
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learning mechanisms and the fragmented learning ecology, the findings cannot be
statistically generalised. Future research could employ comparative or multi-case
studies across different types of hotels (e.g., chains, budget, luxury) or geographic
contexts to examine whether similar patterns of fragmentation and uneven knowledge

flows occur more broadly in the hospitality sector.

Second, the study relied primarily on interviews supported by field notes and limited
documentary evidence. Access to confidential organisational records, such as training
manuals or sustainability performance reports, was restricted. While triangulation
enhanced credibility, future research could integrate richer documentary evidence and
observational studies of everyday work practices to provide a more comprehensive

account of how learning is enacted and constrained.

Third, the study provides a cross-sectional snapshot of sustainability learning at one
moment in time. Organisational learning and unlearning are dynamic processes shaped
by turnover, leadership changes, and external pressures such as regulation or market
expectations. A longitudinal approach would enable future research to capture how
sustainability knowledge evolves, is reinforced, or decays over time, particularly in
response to leadership continuity or the introduction of new sustainability

technologies.

Fourth, although the sample was diverse across departments and roles, it still reflects
self-reported experiences of employees within a single organisational context.
Perspectives from external stakeholders such as suppliers, local community actors, or
regulators were only indirectly represented. Future studies could adopt a broader
ecosystem perspective, examining how external relationships shape sustainability

learning within hotels and whether OLMs can bridge boundaries across organisations.

Finally, this study introduced the concept of a Fragmented Learning Ecology to
describe how sustainability knowledge is unevenly distributed across roles,
departments, and employment statuses. While useful in highlighting fragility and

partiality in knowledge flows, the concept requires further exploration and refinement.
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Future research could operationalise the FLE framework in survey-based or mixed-
methods studies, exploring its relevance in other service-intensive industries beyond
hospitality. This would extend understanding of how fragmentation affects the

durability of organisational learning in sustainability transitions.
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5.1 Introduction

As sustainability expectations intensify across the hospitality sector, understanding
how sustainable practices become embedded within hotel operations is becoming
increasingly important. Employees are central to this process: they interpret
sustainability expectations, balance them with operational pressures, and ultimately
determine how sustainability is enacted and sustained in everyday work. The findings
of this thesis show that sustainability embedding emerges through the way employees
engage with sustainability, draw on different forms of sustainability knowledge, and
participate in learning processes within the flow of hotel routines. These employee-
mediated mechanisms operate within fast-paced and demanding environments where
sustainability must continually compete with guest needs, time constraints, and service
priorities. By demonstrating how engagement, knowledge, and learning shape whether
sustainability is noticed, understood, and incorporated into daily practice, this thesis
challenges the assumption that embedding sustainability is primarily the outcome of
formal policies or managerial directives. Instead, it reveals sustainability embedding
as a dynamic organisational process that unfolds through employees’ everyday
judgements, interactions, and learning experiences. This chapter summarises the main

theoretical contributions.

5.2 Theoretical Contributions

The overarching aim of this thesis is to explore how sustainability becomes embedded
as an organisational process in hotels by examining the employee-mediated
mechanisms that translate stated commitments into consistent everyday practice. This
is foregrounded in the lack of research into how sustainability is enacted in the
everyday reality of hotel operations (Knezevic Cvelbar et al., 2024), and the limited
attention paid to the lived experience of employees in this process (Filimonau et al.,
2021; Ioannides et al., 2021). This thesis contributes to this literature by recognising
the centrality of employees in the embedding of sustainability within hotel operations
(Baum, 2018; Filimonau et al., 2021; Ioannides et al., 2021). Whereas much existing
work has centred on managerial systems, certifications and customer responses (Han,
2021; Nimri et al., 2020; Loureiro et al., 2022), employees have typically been

positioned as implementers of pre-designed initiatives rather than as organisational
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actors who actively shape how sustainability unfolds in practice (Raza et al, 2022, Kim
et al., 2019). By placing employees at the centre of analysis, this thesis moves beyond
these conventional perspectives and provides a theoretically grounded explanation of
how sustainability is enacted within the lived, dynamic reality of hotel work. Although
extant research has demonstrated that formal commitments and organisational policies
don’t necessarily translate into routine practice (Robertson et al, 2017; Baum, 2018),
it doesn’t identify why this happens or what could rectify this problem. Each of the
papers forming the body of this thesis contributes to the extant literature by addressing

these two pertinent questions.

The first contribution of this thesis advances engagement theory by demonstrating that
engagement with sustainability is not a stable psychological state, as is commonly
assumed in the literature (Kahn, 1990; Saks, 2006), but a dynamic process that shifts
in response to the operational realities of hotel work. While existing research links
engagement to pro-environmental behaviour (Kim et al., 2019; Paillé et al., 2014), it
pays limited attention to how engagement is expressed under the fluctuating demands,
time pressure and service expectations that characterise hospitality work (Baum,
2018). This extends existing perspectives by showing that employees’ engagement
with sustainability is not fixed but varies according to their ongoing evaluations of
what is possible within the flow of daily work. A key insight is the central role of
emotional engagement: employees who feel personally committed to sustainability
demonstrate a stronger inclination to initiate and maintain sustainable practices, yet
this commitment is expressed selectively rather than uniformly. The findings therefore
reposition engagement as a situational and context-dependent process, moving beyond
individual-level accounts to explain how employees judge the feasibility of sustainable
action in real time. This contribution demonstrates that motivation alone does not
guarantee action (Paillé et al., 2014). Engagement translates into practice only when
employees perceive sustainability as achievable within their immediate working
environment. This provides a more precise explanation of how engagement functions
as an employee-mediated mechanism. In doing so, this contribution advances the
thesis aim by showing that sustainability becomes embedded when employees’

engagement aligns with the organisational and contextual conditions that shape their
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actions, revealing the employee-level processes through which sustainability is

sustained in everyday hotel practice.

The second contribution to the research aim identifies relational and uneven
distribution of sustainability knowledge within hotels. The findings show that
knowledge frequently remains localised within certain teams or individuals,
constrained by departmental boundaries, shift patterns and staff turnover. Prior work
highlights the importance of sustainability competencies (Martinez-Martinez et al.,
2023). This thesis demonstrates that the ability of knowledge to travel across
departments and hierarchical levels is essential for sustaining practice (Baum et al,
2019); when knowledge remains isolated, sustainability initiatives weaken over time
despite individual awareness. This contributes to theory by positioning sustainability
knowledge as an organisational and relational process (Martinez-Martinez et al.,
2023), clarifying why hotels struggle to convert individual understanding into
collective and enduring sustainable practice, as mentioned by Filimonau et al. (2021).
This insight offers a more dynamic and organisationally grounded conceptualisation
of sustainability knowledge. In doing so, this contribution shows that embedding
sustainability requires not only the presence of knowledge, but organisational
environments that enable its timely, shared and context-sensitive application across

everyday hotel practice.

Paper 2 also advances theoretical understanding of sustainability knowledge in hotel
operations by demonstrating that knowledge does not directly or consistently translate
into sustainable action. Existing frameworks conceptualise sustainability knowledge
as a set of internalised competencies, declarative, procedural, effectiveness and social
knowledge (Kaiser and Fuhrer, 2003), that individuals can draw upon as needed. The
findings challenge this assumption by showing that even when employees have certain
levels of sustainable knowledge, they activate it selectively, judging whether its use is
appropriate, feasible and meaningful within the unfolding demands of daily work.
Theoretically, this reframes sustainability knowledge as situational and context-
responsive rather than a stable individual resource (Martinez-Martinez et al., 2023),

helping to explain why knowledge alone is an unreliable predictor of sustainable
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behaviour in hospitality settings. The thesis further extends knowledge theory by
identifying a temporal dimension to the use and sharing of sustainability knowledge.
Employees emphasised that knowing when to act, communicate or intervene is as
important as knowing how to act sustainably. In fast-paced service environments, they
often delay or withhold the use of sustainability knowledge until the timing aligns with
service priorities, team dynamics or guest expectations, an aspect largely overlooked
in existing models that assume knowledge can be deployed whenever required (Kim
et al., 2019). Recognising temporality as part of sustainability knowledge advances
theoretical understanding by showing that knowledge becomes effective only when it
aligns with organisational rhythms, thereby revealing an underexplored mechanism

through which sustainability practices gain or lose traction.

The third contribution of this thesis advances theoretical understanding of
organisational learning mechanisms by demonstrating that learning related to
sustainability in hotels is fragmented rather than systematic. OLM theory typically
presents learning as a structured organisational process through which knowledge is
acquired, shared and retained (Argyris, 1996). The findings challenge this assumption
by showing that the realities of hotel work shift patterns, departmental boundaries and
high staff turnover create discontinuities that disrupt the flow of sustainability-related
learning. Theoretically, this refines OLM scholarship by revealing that learning in
hospitality operates as a partial and uneven process, explaining why sustainability
practices struggle to accumulate over time as discussed by Hermelingmeier and von
Wirth (2021). A further contribution lies in highlighting the central role of informal
learning in sustaining sustainability practices, as noticed by Pham et al. (2019). While
existing hospitality research (Kim et al., 2019; Pham et al., 2019) emphasises formal
training and procedures as key tools for embedding sustainability, this thesis
demonstrates that employees rely far more on tacit, relational learning developed
through daily interactions, peer support and shared routines. Formal systems are
limited in reach and durability, particularly in fast-paced service environments
(Robinson et al., 2019). This extends OLM theory by showing that informal,
interpersonal learning, not formal mechanisms, are the primary means through which

sustainability learning is interpreted, reinforced and adapted within Fragmented
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Learning Ecologies. The thesis contributes by explaining how structural fragmentation
weakens the retention and transmission of sustainability learning. When learning
remains confined to specific individuals or teams, it becomes vulnerable to erosion
when those individuals leave or when operational pressures intensify. Existing OLM
literature acknowledges barriers to learning (Argyris and Schon, 1997; Lipshitz et al.,
2002) but gives limited attention to how different organisational contexts and
structures exacerbate these barriers. By showing how fragmentation restricts the
movement of sustainability learning across time and teams, the thesis advances theory
by identifying why sustainability initiatives often lose momentum despite initial
enthusiasm (Filimonau et al., 2021). Therefore, these insights offer a more contextually
grounded and dynamic conceptualisation of OLMs in hospitality settings. They show
that learning is shaped by informal interactions and structural constraints rather than
by coherent organisational systems. In doing so, this contribution advances the thesis
aim by revealing how the continuity of sustainability practices depends on the extent
to which learning can be shared, reinforced and sustained across everyday hotel
operations. Embedding sustainability, therefore, requires organisational conditions that

support learning continuity, not just knowledge provision.

Collectively, this thesis advances our understanding of how sustainability becomes
embedded in organisational contexts, a gap repeatedly highlighted by scholars who
show that organisational commitments and certifications often fail to translate into
consistent operational practice (Baum, 2018; Robertson and Barling, 2017; Filimonau
etal., 2021). Extant literature conceptualises sustainability embedding as the outcome
of managerial intent, policy structures, technological interventions, or consumer
pressures (Patiar and Wang, 2016; Nimri et al., 2020; Han, 2021), assuming that once
systems are in place, sustainability will naturally diffuse throughout the organisation.
Yet research increasingly demonstrates that sustainability succeeds or breaks down
through the everyday actions, judgements, and interpretations of employees (Kim et
al., 2019; Pham et al., 2019; loannides et al., 2021), although theory provides little
explanation of who, how and when these processes take effect. This thesis fills that
gap by conceptualising sustainability embedding as an emergent organisational

process produced through employee-mediated mechanisms rather than a linear
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outcome of formal structures. It demonstrates that sustainability is not a task confined
to certain departments or hierarchical levels, but a shared organisational responsibility
enacted by employees across diverse roles, backgrounds, and capabilities, often under
significant time pressure, workload intensity, and service demands. It demonstrates
that employee engagement, which has largely been examined through performance-
oriented outcomes (Saks, 2019; Jyoti et al, 2022) and rarely theorised in sustainability
contexts (Alipour et al., 2019; Graham et al., 2023), is a critical mechanism through
which organisational sustainability commitments become actionable. By delineating
the components of green employee engagement and evidencing its role in determining
the uptake of sustainability practices, the thesis demonstrates that engagement is the
first employee-mediated process through which sustainability begins to embed in daily
hotel operations. Relatedly, most existing research treats sustainability knowledge as
something employees simply possess, often assuming that declarative, procedural or
effectiveness knowledge will directly lead to sustainable behaviour (Kaiser and Fuhrer,
2003; Chan et al., 2014; Okumus et al., 2019). Conversely, this thesis demonstrates
that knowledge only becomes effective when it is mobilised and timed appropriately
within the constraints of hotel work. By demonstrating that employees activate
sustainability knowledge selectively and contextually, as seen in Martinez-Martinez et
al., (2023) and by introducing temporal knowledge as a missing dimension, this thesis
moves sustainability knowledge theory beyond static, individual-level models. This
directly advances the thesis aim by showing that it is the mobilisation, rather than the
possession, of knowledge that enables sustainability to become embedded in everyday
hotel operations. However, the thesis also demonstrates that this knowledge doesn’t
become embedded through formal learning structures but through the ongoing,
informal learning that occurs within daily hotel work (Argyris and Schon, 1997; Pham
et al., 2019). Whereas OLM scholarship typically assumes that learning systems
operate coherently across an organisation (Lipshitz et al., 2002), the findings show that
in hospitality settings, it is the movement of learning through everyday interactions,
rather than the design of formal mechanisms, that determines whether sustainability
practices persist. This advances the thesis aim by identifying learning continuity as a

core employee-mediated process through which sustainability is reinforced and
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sustained within hotel operations, offering a more dynamic and context-responsive

understanding of how organisational learning supports sustainability in practice.

By showing that employees translate commitments into practice through the context-
sensitive mobilisation of sustainability knowledge, emotionally grounded
engagement, and informal learning, the thesis advances theoretical understanding of
sustainability as a process grounded in organisational learning rather than discrete
training interventions. We note this is particularly crucial in Fragmented Learning
Ecologies where traditional training alone is insufficient. It highlights that employees
from diverse backgrounds require ongoing, collective, and contextual learning
opportunities, not isolated formal training, for sustainability to become durable within

operations.

In summary, the thesis provides a more realistic, empirically grounded, and
theoretically coherent explanation of how sustainability becomes embedded in hotel
operations, extending current models (Chan, 2011; Pham et al., 2020; Duarte et al.,
2020) by demonstrating that sustainability persists not because policies exist, but when
employees are enabled and supported to integrate sustainability into the flow of daily
work. This represents the thesis’s core contribution to knowledge, offering a new
conceptualisation of sustainability embedding that foregrounds employees as the

primary agents through whom sustainability becomes a lived organisational process.

5.3 Practical Contributions

The findings of this thesis provide several practical insights for hotel organisations
seeking to embed environmental sustainability within daily operations. While
sustainability commitments are increasingly visible within the hospitality sector, the
findings of this research demonstrate that the successful implementation of
sustainability practices depends largely on how employees engage with, understand,
and learn sustainability within their operational environment. Given the labour-
intensive nature of hotel operations and the continuous service delivery expected in
the sector, sustainability initiatives must be designed in ways that align with existing

workflows and operational pressures rather than being perceived as additional tasks
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for employees. The practical recommendations presented here draw on the findings of
the three empirical studies and outline actionable strategies that hotel organisations
can implement to strengthen employee engagement, enhance sustainability

knowledge, and support organisational learning.
Strengthening Employee Engagement in Sustainability Practices

The findings of the first study demonstrate that employee engagement is a key driver
of sustainability implementation in hotel operations. Hotels should therefore prioritise
strategies that actively involve employees in sustainability initiatives rather than
relying solely on top-down environmental policies. Managers can encourage
engagement by embedding sustainability discussions within existing operational
routines such as daily briefings, departmental meetings, and shift handovers. These
regular interactions provide opportunities for employees to share operational insights
and identify practical ways to improve environmental performance without disrupting

service delivery.

Leadership behaviour also plays an important role in fostering sustainability
engagement. Managers who visibly support sustainability initiatives and recognise
employees’ contributions can strengthen employees’ emotional and cognitive
commitment to environmental practices. Previous research highlights that leadership
support and clear communication significantly influence employee engagement with
sustainability initiatives (Kim et al., 2019; Pham et al., 2019). Hotels can reinforce
engagement by providing visible feedback on sustainability outcomes, such as
displaying energy consumption reductions or waste diversion achievements within
staff areas. These practices help employees recognise the impact of their actions and

reinforce the importance of sustainability within the organisational culture.

Given the high workload and shift-based structure of hotels, sustainability initiatives
should also be designed to fit within operational workflows. Simple operational
measures, such as clearly labelled recycling systems, accessible sustainability
guidelines, and easy-to-follow resource conservation procedures, can help employees

integrate sustainability into their daily tasks without increasing workload pressures.
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Enhancing Sustainability Knowledge Across Hotel Operations

The findings of the second study demonstrate that sustainability knowledge within
hotels is often unevenly distributed across organisational roles. While managerial staff
may have greater awareness of sustainability strategies and organisational goals,
frontline employees often develop sustainability knowledge through informal learning
and daily operational experience. To address this imbalance, hotels should adopt
structured approaches to sustainability training that combine formal instruction with

experiential learning.

Sustainability training can be incorporated into employee onboarding processes to
ensure that new staff understand environmental practices from the beginning of their
employment. However, training alone is unlikely to be sufficient in the dynamic
operational environment of hotels. Continuous learning opportunities should therefore
be provided through informal mechanisms such as peer learning, mentoring, and cross-
departmental collaboration. For example, employees in departments such as
housekeeping, food and beverage, and maintenance may share practical insights about

waste management, resource efficiency, or sustainable procurement practices.

Knowledge sharing can also be strengthened through cross-departmental
communication structures that allow employees to discuss sustainability practices and
operational challenges. Such mechanisms encourage the circulation of sustainability
knowledge throughout the organisation rather than restricting it to managerial levels.
Organisational sustainability research emphasises that knowledge sharing and
collective learning are essential for embedding environmental practices within

organisational routines (Benn et al., 2014).
Supporting Organisational Learning Mechanisms

The third study highlights the importance of organisational learning mechanisms in
sustaining sustainability initiatives over time. The findings indicate that sustainability
learning within hotels often occurs in fragmented ways across departments and roles,
creating challenges for the consistent implementation of sustainability practices.
Hotels can address this fragmentation by establishing organisational structures that

support continuous learning and knowledge circulation.
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One approach involves integrating sustainability learning into routine operational
processes. Short sustainability briefings during shift meetings can provide
opportunities to reinforce environmental practices and share practical knowledge
across teams. Visible communication tools, such as sustainability dashboards or notice
boards in staff areas, can also help employees track progress and understand the

outcomes of sustainability initiatives.

Hotels should also ensure that sustainability knowledge is retained despite staff
turnover, which is common within the hospitality sector. Embedding sustainability
practices within standard operating procedures can help maintain continuity even
when staff roles change. Documenting sustainability practices and integrating them
into operational guidelines ensures that knowledge is institutionalised rather than

dependent on individual employees.

Leadership plays a central role in supporting organisational learning processes.
Managers who encourage knowledge sharing and create opportunities for employees
to contribute ideas can strengthen organisational capacity to adapt and improve
sustainability practices. Research on organisational learning suggests that continuous
improvement requires both the sharing of knowledge and the willingness to revise

existing practices when necessary (Argyris and Schon, 1996; Lipshitz et al., 2006).
Integrating Sustainability within the Operational Realities of Hotels

Taken together, the findings of this thesis demonstrate that embedding sustainability
in hotels requires coordinated action across employee engagement, knowledge
development, and organisational learning. Sustainability initiatives must be designed
with an understanding of the operational realities of the hospitality sector, including
the labour-intensive nature of hotel work, the continuous 24-hour service environment,
and the need to balance sustainability practices with guest satisfaction and operational

efficiency.

By developing organisational systems that support employee engagement, strengthen
sustainability knowledge, and facilitate organisational learning, hotel organisations
can move beyond symbolic sustainability commitments and embed environmental

practices more effectively within daily operations.
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Chapter VI- Conclusion
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6.1 Conclusion

This thesis set out to address a key gap in hospitality sustainability research: to explore
how sustainability becomes embedded as an organisational process in hotels by
examining the employee-mediated mechanisms that translate stated commitments into
consistent everyday practice. Although sustainability has increasingly become a
strategic priority, much existing scholarship has focused on managerial interventions,
policy commitments, or broad behavioural outcomes, offering limited insight into the
organisational processes that allow sustainability to take root in practice (Filimonau et
al, 2019; Baum et al, 2019). What has remained insufficiently examined is how
employees, who operate closest with guests, service routines, and operational
pressures, shape the meaning, feasibility, and continuity of sustainability within hotel
operations. In response, the thesis examines how sustainability becomes embedded as
an organisational process by investigating the employee-mediated mechanisms that

shape how sustainability is understood, enacted, and sustained over time.

The findings demonstrate that sustainability does not become established through
policies, formal training, or managerial intention alone. Instead, it emerges from how
employees interpret organisational expectations, navigate competing demands, and
interact with colleagues and managers in the flow of their work. These situated actions
and judgements occur within the rhythms, constraints, and social dynamics of hotel
operations, emphasising the need to conceptualise sustainability as something that is
constructed and maintained through everyday practice rather than imposed through

top-down strategy.

Drawing on interviews and case study evidence, the thesis shows that employees
influence the trajectory of sustainability initiatives through interconnected processes
involving engagement, knowledge use, and learning. These processes intersect to
determine whether sustainability becomes actionable, gains momentum, or dissipates
under operational pressure. By illustrating how these dynamics unfold within the
organisational context, the thesis positions sustainability embedding as a dynamic,
relational, and temporal accomplishment shaped by employees’ interpretations,

workplace conditions, and the broader service environment.
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Collectively, the findings advance theoretical understanding in several important ways.
First, they reposition employees as central agents in shaping sustainability,
demonstrating that embedding depends as much on how employees interpret and enact
sustainability as on organisational intent. Second, they highlight the temporal and
contextual nature of sustainable action, showing that sustainability becomes durable
only when it fits the practical realities of hotel work. Third, the findings illuminate the
importance of shared learning and informal knowledge flows, revealing how
sustainability relies on relational connections and continuity of expertise within a

fragmented organisational environment.

Taken together, the thesis demonstrates that sustainability in hotels is built through the
realities of everyday work rather than through formal structures. By showing how
employees shape the direction and momentum of sustainability in practice, the
research offers insight into how hotels can cultivate forms of sustainable practice that
are both meaningful and durable. In this way, the thesis adds clarity to how
sustainability can move from aspiration to lived organisational practice within the

hospitality sector.

6.2 Limitations and Further Research

While this thesis provides new insights into how sustainability becomes embedded
within hotel operations through employee engagement, sustainability knowledge, and
organisational learning mechanisms, several opportunities remain for further research.
These opportunities relate to both theoretical development and methodological

advancement within hospitality sustainability research.

Future research could further investigate how employee sustainability behaviours
develop across different organisational contexts within the hospitality industry. While
this thesis focuses on environmental sustainability practices within hotel operations,
future studies could examine how employee sustainability behaviours evolve over time
and how they interact with organisational structures and leadership practices. The
employee sustainability behaviour framework proposed by Ones and Dilchert (2013)

provides a useful theoretical foundation for examining how both task-related and
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discretionary environmental behaviours emerge within organisations. Longitudinal
research designs could be particularly valuable in this area, as they would allow
researchers to observe how sustainability behaviours change as organisations

introduce new environmental initiatives or organisational learning mechanisms.

This thesis highlights the importance of sustainability knowledge in shaping
employees’ ability to enact sustainability practices. However, the findings also reveal
that sustainability knowledge often develops through informal and experiential
learning processes within hotel environments. Future research could therefore explore
how sustainability knowledge flows across organisational roles and departments in
greater detail. Comparative studies examining knowledge dynamics across different
types of hospitality organisations, such as independent hotels, chain hotels, or other
tourism businesses, could provide valuable insights into how organisational structures
influence knowledge dissemination. Methodologically, mixed-method research
combining qualitative interviews with organisational network analysis could help
identify patterns of knowledge sharing and reveal how sustainability knowledge

circulates within complex service organisations (Benn et al., 2014).

The findings of this thesis also highlight the importance of organisational learning
mechanisms in embedding sustainability practices. However, the concept of a
Fragmented Learning Ecology introduced in this research suggests that learning
processes may operate unevenly across organisational roles and departments. Future
studies could therefore further investigate how organisational learning mechanisms
function in labour-intensive service sectors such as hospitality. Comparative case
studies across multiple hotel organisations could provide deeper insight into how
different organisational structures influence sustainability learning processes. Such
studies could draw on organisational learning theory (Argyris and Schon, 1996;
Lipshitz et al., 2006) to examine how learning mechanisms support the
institutionalisation of sustainability practices and how organisations overcome

fragmentation in knowledge sharing.

Although this thesis focuses specifically on environmental sustainability within hotel
operations, future research could explore how environmental, social, and economic

dimensions of sustainability interact within hospitality organisations. Understanding
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how employees navigate these multiple sustainability priorities could provide valuable
insight into the broader organisational dynamics of sustainability implementation.
Multi-dimensional sustainability studies could draw on stakeholder theory and
corporate sustainability frameworks to examine how environmental initiatives

intersect with social responsibility practices and organisational performance.

From a methodological perspective, future studies could adopt a wider range of
research designs to complement the qualitative insights developed in this thesis.
Quantitative studies could test the relationships identified in this research, such as the
interaction between employee engagement, sustainability knowledge, and
organisational learning mechanisms. Survey-based research across larger samples of
hospitality organisations could provide broader generalisability and allow researchers
to examine how these factors influence sustainability outcomes at scale. In addition,
multi-case comparative studies could strengthen theoretical development by
examining how sustainability practices vary across organisational contexts, national

settings, or hospitality sectors.

Taken together, these future research directions highlight the continued importance of
examining sustainability as a socially embedded organisational process shaped by
employee behaviours, knowledge development, and organisational learning systems.
Further research in these areas can contribute to a deeper understanding of how
hospitality organisations can move beyond symbolic sustainability commitments

toward more meaningful and sustained environmental change.

6.3 Final Thoughts

At the outset of this research, I was driven by a simple question: why does
sustainability feel so essential in principle, yet so difficult in practice within hotels?
Through this journey I have learned that the challenge lies not in the absence of good
intentions but in the realities of how hotel work unfolds: demanding, fast-paced, and
filled with competing priorities. For sustainability to endure, it must live within these

everyday routines and decisions, not outside them.
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In the past I was always part of the management team in this industry, seeing
everything from inside the organisation. During this research, however, I found myself
stepping outside that role, looking in as a researcher who wanted to understand how
sustainability could be made easier to practise. As a practitioner, I knew the exhaustion
and complexity of hotel work, and I often listened to employees share their frustrations
when I was their manager, but observing the industry through a research lens revealed
even deeper barriers and challenges that employees face daily, many of which remain
unseen from a managerial perspective. This shift in position allowed me to see both

the structural and human sides of sustainability more clearly.

In conversations with employees and managers, I found both frustration and hope.
Participants spoke of pride in small changes that worked and the disappointment of
seeing good ideas fade under pressure. These reflections helped me see sustainability
not as a single initiative but as a shared, ongoing effort shaped by relationships,

communication, and learning in the moment of work.

This research has also been personally transformative. My own experiences in the
industry initially left me uncertain about whether meaningful change was possible, yet
listening to others has taught me that progress often grows quietly from persistence,
collaboration, and the willingness to try again. What once felt like a contradiction now
feels like potential. As I move beyond this PhD, I carry forward not only the academic
lessons but also a renewed confidence in the power of everyday action and collective

learning to build more sustainable workplaces and communities.
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