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Abstract 

Within the tourism industry, there is considerable focus on sustainable tourism and 
the fact that tourism service providers should be sustainable. One way for tourism 
service providers to address these issues and communicate their sustainability 
work is for instance through annual reports, sustainability reports and home pages. 
The aim with this study was therefore to explore and compare what kind of 
information concerning sustainability that Swedish tourism service providers 
present to stakeholders.  A sustainability report is one way for tourism companies 
to be more legitimate and accountable toward their stakeholders. Data was 
collected from 60 tourism service providers (e.g. 20 hotels, 20 restaurants and 20 
activity companies) in Sweden from their annual reports and sustainability reports 
as well as their home pages. They are large-sized tourism service providers with a 
yearly turnover of between 5 and 50 million euros. The result shows that very few 
companies make sustainability reports. There is also a difference between how and 
where they present their sustainability work. The companies often present more of 
their sustainability work on their homepage compared to in annual and 
sustainability reports. The conclusion is that hotels are more focused on 
environmental sustainability, restaurants are focused more on social sustainability 
and the activity companies have little information about their sustainability work.  
Keywords:  sustainability report, tourism service providers, hotels, restaurants, 
environmental sustainability, economic sustainability, social sustainability. 

1 Introduction 

Sustainable tourism has been on the agenda since the publication of the Brundtland 
Commission Report [1] but progress has been slow. Tourism is the largest industry 
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in Europe and is growing steadily but the resources are limited. In the Brundtland 
Commission Report, it was stated that “Sustainable development is development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs”. Sustainable development is mainly 
discussed with the focus on three dimensions; economic, social, and 
environmental sustainability. As a result from the Brundtland report, companies 
started in the early 1990s to present environmental reports and in the mid-1990s 
social reports. Since the beginning of early 2000 sustainability reports were 
introduced that included all three sustainability dimensions; economic, social and 
environmental. “Sustainability reporting is the practice of measuring, disclosing, 
and being accountable to internal and external stakeholders for organizational 
performance towards the goal of sustainable development” [2]. Previous research 
has shown that companies’ reasons for sustainability reporting varies and is often 
unclear [3]. This might be due to a lack of clear framework. There are differences 
between what companies choose to include, and also if they do it for 
“greenwashing” which means that they do it for the sake of the stakeholders rather 
than to be “good”. Today, companies are trying to report more information than 
traditional financial accounting [4]. Sweeney and Coughlan [5] argue that 
sustainability reporting is used to satisfy stakeholders, show accountability and 
legitimacy and also as a way of communicating with their stakeholders. 
     The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is a framework for companies on how 
to create sustainability reports with focus on how a company influences from both 
an economic, a social and an environmental perspective. Starting in 2017, an EU-
directive will mandate that all companies that fulfils two of the following three 
criteria to report sustainability. They must have more than 250 employees, a yearly 
turnover over 35 million euro and total assets of 17, 5 million euro. Until then, the 
sustainability report is a voluntary act of privately owned companies. There is no 
requirement for private companies to report sustainability and no mandatory 
framework. Several national and international institutions have developed their 
own guidelines for sustainability reporting, but GRI is one of the most well-known 
[6]. Since companies can choose how they want to present their sustainability 
work, there are many that uses it more for marketing reasons rather than for 
evaluation. Different stakeholders like employees, customers, suppliers, creditors 
and public authorities are pursuing different economic, social and environmental 
issues that determines the success of a company [7–9]. Companies can try, through 
sustainability reporting, to meet these demands by presenting information with the 
goal to increase transparency, improve brand value, reputation and legitimacy, 
motivate employees and contributing to corporate sustainability [10].  The aim 
with this study is therefore to explore and compare what kind of information 
concerning sustainability that Swedish tourism service providers’ present to 
stakeholders. The research aim will be further explored through the following 
research questions: 
 
RQ1: What kind of sustainability factors are addressed by tourism service 
providers in information to their stakeholders? 
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RQ2: Is there a difference among different types of tourism service provider in 
what kind of sustainability factors that they address in their communication about 
sustainability? 

2 Theoretical framework 

2.1 Sustainable tourism 

Sustainable tourism is a well-established research field but there is still no 
generally accepted definition of the concept [11]. Sustainability as a concept can 
be connected to all kinds of tourism and environments but the problem is how the 
concept should be used in a practical and useful way [12–17]. In tourism research, 
the principle of sustainable tourism is well discussed in consensus but among 
tourism service providers the real implementation is limited. The reason for this is 
that tourism service providers are willing to apply the concept only if there is a 
benefit. They use sustainable tourism if it helps them to increase their revenues 
and improve their public relations. There are only a few tourism service providers 
who have a genuine commitment to environmental sustainability. By investing in 
energy saving and water reduction systems, tourism service providers could see 
sustainability as a way of saving money. If hotels do not have to wash the towels 
every day it will save the hotel money in the long run. Indisputably, tourism has 
environmental impacts on a destination since the tourists are consumers of the 
environment since they have travelled to the destination to consume it [18]. At 
many destinations the tourism development has been rapid and often unplanned. 
For tourism service providers, sustainable tourism might be a tool for tourism 
development, particularly regarding the economic factors. There will not be any 
tourism without economic sustainability since tourism service providers must be 
able to earn their living on the income from tourists. This is also related to the 
issue of social sustainability. There must be tourism service providers and their 
employees at a destination to take care of the tourists. Sustainable tourism is 
therefore tourism which relies on a destination’s economic, social and 
environmental conditions. There cannot just be a focus on high income and high 
revenues but also a focus on environmental issues since there is a carrying capacity 
of nature and a social aspect that must be addressed when discussing sustainable 
tourism [19]. 

2.2 Sustainable reporting 

When sustainable tourism is discussed, the issue of sustainability reporting 
becomes relevant to discuss and also to raise the question on how sustainability 
reporting should be practiced. There are several organization that tries to 
standardize sustainability reporting. One of the most used is Global Reporting 
Initiatives (GRI). GRI was founded in 1997 by a non-governmental organization. 
GRI is a common used framework with the purpose of supporting companies to 
create sustainability reports that includes economic, social and environmental 
impact of their business. Elkington [20] argue that a company should not just focus 
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on revenue but also include social and environmental values. The triple bottom 
line is based on the three dimension of sustainability; economic, social and 
environmental sustainability. GRI argues that sustainability reporting is not one-
size-fits-all and therefore allows companies to choose between to different 
options; core or comprehensive. Companies should choose the one that best meets 
their need and their stakeholders. It is not a matter of quality of the report or the 
performance but rather degree of applied guidelines [21]. GRI argues for that 
companies take the stakeholders into account and report relevant information. The 
framework of GRI could be summarized in this simplified model (see Table 1). 

Table 1:  The sustainability dimensions of GRI. 
 

Sustainability reporting (GRI)
Economic Social Environmental 

Economic results Employment Material 
Market presence 
 

Relation between 
employees and 
management 

Energy 
 

Indirect economic 
impact 

Health and security in 
work 

Water 

 Education Biological diversity 
 Diversity and equality Emission (air, water 

and waste) 
  Products and services 
  Compliance 
  Transport  
  Investments for 

environmental 
protection 

2.3 Legitimacy  

There is research that shows that sustainability reporting is more a symbolic act to 
gain legitimacy [22]. Legitimacy is the acceptance by society of the behaviours of 
the company.  Suchman [23, p. 574] defines legitimacy as “a generalized 
perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or 
appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and 
definitions”. The issue is therefore to gain acceptance by society of the behaviours 
of the company [23]. Companies that have a low environmental performance is 
affecting their legitimacy status [24]. For companies it is crucial both to gain and 
maintain legitimacy from stakeholder in society [25]. From this perspective 
sustainability reporting give the companies the possibility to communicate to the 
stakeholders. If a company has negative experiences the legitimacy could be 
questioned or it could also legitimizing purpose in certain situations and the 
company therefore uses sustainability reporting to regain trust. Another common 
situation is when media is reporting negative and the company therefore tries to 
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increase their positive aspect with the help of sustainability reporting. For a 
company to achieve legitimacy they can change their behaviours or practice or 
even be in doing more symbolic activities, like work with legitimate organisations, 
so that they can gain legitimacy without changing the company’s behaviours [26]. 
Some state that sustainability reporting is used by companies more as a symbolic 
act with the aim to gain or maintain legitimacy [27]. There are several studies that 
state that sustainability reporting is mainly positive and there are few bad news 
reported (green-washing or self-laudatory) [28]. For these companies, 
sustainability reporting is more a symbolic action to gain legitimacy towards the 
stakeholders. The companies have not changed their behaviour concerning 
sustainability issues but is just trying to gain legitimacy among stakeholders. 

2.4 Stakeholder theory  

For a limited company there are several stakeholders that are interested in the 
company from different reasons. The stakeholder theory argue that the different 
stakeholders should be presented with different reports about the company like for 
instance sustainability information. The stakeholders is of course shareholders but 
also for instance banks, investors, customers, employees, government and 
suppliers. The report should be created so that the needs from stakeholders is 
addressed, but this might cause problems since different stakeholders might ask 
for different information. The company therefore need to prioritize and address 
based on how important they are often based on control over the money (maximize 
the revenues). There might also be different sources of information that the 
stakeholders’ uses like annual reports, sustainability reports, homepages and 
printed materials. Nowadays, some companies has different goals and different 
information for different stakeholders. It might be profit, good working conditions, 
low prices, high quality, environmental concerns and social awareness. In that way 
might sustainability reports be an active strategic plan towards the stakeholders to 
show off a certain image. The annual reports if often focused on shareholders, 
banks and other credit actors meanwhile the sustainability report is often focused 
towards the customers. This is often a second group after the shareholders [4, 17]. 

2.5 Accountability  

Accountability is focused on what a company is responsible for and what kind of 
information is provided to their stakeholders. The reason for sustainability 
reporting should be to present reliable and trustworthy accounts to the company’s 
stakeholders on environmental and social activities. Gray [29] argue that from an 
accountability perspective that it should be mandatory to provide sustainable 
reports. Sustainability reporting is still a voluntary process but will during 2017 
be mandatory within the European Union for companies with more than 250 
employees, a yearly turnover over 35 million euro or total assets of 17, 5 million 
euro. The issue if it should be voluntary or mandatory is an issue discussed among 
accountability researchers. Companies that embrace sustainability reporting 
voluntary will benefit since it could be a competitive advantage. Sustainability 
reporting can help both stakeholders as well as the company [30]. Gray [29, p. 181] 
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argues that: “reporting almost never offers a complete picture of organisational 
activity, social responsibility reporting is exceptionally selective, sustainability 
reporting, despite protestations to the contrary is yet to address sustainability and 
accountability is not discharged.” “The lack of regulation has been identified as 
a barrier to improving quality within the accountability literature arguing that 
while sustainability reporting remains a voluntary process, companies will not 
discharge accountability” [31]. Within accounting research, it has been stated that 
there exist an information gap between companies and its investors [32]. 
Companies have more information about its events and likely future performance 
[33]. It could also be that in the same way that there is an information gap on 
environmental issues between companies and its wider stakeholder group. It 
means that companies itself has more knowledge of its processes, products and 
wastes and have much more information on its environmental performance 
compared to its stakeholders.  The company can therefore, since it is aware of all 
environmental consequences, choose whether and how to spread this information. 
Research have shown conflicting pictures if it reduce information asymmetry or 
not. Some researcher state that the benefits for investors was a main factor for 
environmental reporting as a strategy [34]. Previous research have shown that 
information asymmetry also have an impact on the quality of the reporting [35, 
36]. If the quality is higher is also reduces information asymmetry. To reduce an 
information gap higher quality of reporting is essential, another issue is than 
information asymmetry and sustainability reporting. The stakeholders that should 
read the sustainability reports might not be able to judge the quality of it. The 
opinion of Schaltegger [37] is that the information is useless if the reader does not 
understand its content. Companies must reduce the use of difficult language to 
make the information useful for the stakeholder and is must also be relevant 
information. It can be hard for that stakeholder to value the information and can 
therefore make wrong decisions because of incomplete information [37]. 

3 Method 

This data for this study was collected mainly during December 2015- February 
2016. The research design was constructed as a qualitative explorative study on 
tourism service providers and how they present their work with sustainability 
(economic, social and environmental) for stakeholders. The paper covers research 
results collected from 60 different random selected tourism service providers in 
Sweden (20 hotels, 20 restaurants and 20 activity companies). Data was collected 
in certain steps. First, we used the homepage www.allabolag.se that has all limited 
company in Sweden registered. We selected limited companies that was labelled 
as hotels and/or restaurants. Their yearly turnover was between 5-50 million euros 
(50–500 million SEK). We graded them according to largest size and selected the 
20 hotels and 20 restaurants with highest turnover. We did the same way with 
activity companies but selected companies that was labelled as culture, 
entertainment and leisure. We ended up with companies that own ski areas, golf 
courses and entertainment parks. A few of our selected limited companies was 
labelled as hotel or restaurant but in their annual report it showed that the 
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company’s main activity was not within tourism. We therefore removed them and 
continued selecting from the list until we had 20 each for the three groups. Some 
of the company might have both a hotel and a restaurant within the hotel. In these 
cases have we labelled the company from its main income (mostly hotels). The 
European Union has, through directive 2014/95/EU, decided that larger companies 
must present a sustainability report from year 2017. The report should be based on 
guidelines from Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). It was therefore interesting to 
investigate these tourist companies since they are large and see what they are 
communicating concerning sustainability. We started with reading each 
company’s annual report to see if and what kind of sustainability information was 
presented there. The second step was to search for each company’s sustainability 
reports to see if they have one or not and what kind of information that was 
presented among those that make sustainability reporting. The last step was to 
investigate their homepages to again see if they have any sustainability 
information and in that case what kind of information. All data was therefore 
secondary data from written documentation from the tourism service providers. 
The written documentation was from annual reports, sustainability reports and 
home pages. This means that the data was also collected from several sources. The 
data was divided into different categories and then analysed with an interpreted 
approach based on the areas presented within the GRI framework. The three 
sustainability dimensions (themes) was also divided into sub-themes. In table 1 
we present the different themes that is used in the analysis. In the interpretative 
analysis we were trying to make sense of the collected data [38]. Sense making is 
a process which can be successfully used in research. Here this concept is used to 
understand and make sense of sustainability reporting among tourism service 
providers. If a tourism service provider state in their annual report, or/and 
sustainability reports or/and on their homepage that they are working with 
sustainability issues they probable do. We suspect that we would have gotten a 
similar result if we would have conducted interviews instead (this would be 
interesting for further research). The only true way knowing the reality is do 
actually take part of their practical work. They might show a better picture then 
the reality (to be a good company since sustainable tourism is for most people 
something good) of the tourism service provider but it that sense it is the same for 
all selected cases.  

4 Findings and discussion 

The result from this study is not aiming to be used for generalization but rather a 
first step in an interesting research field that needs to be further examined. The 
discussion about sustainable tourism has been long and the result fairly limited so 
far among tourism service providers. Sustainable tourism consist of contradictions 
where there should be economic growth and at the same time preservation both 
concerning social and environmental sustainability. All 60 tourism service 
providers must have economic sustainability which is shown for stakeholders in 
the annual reports that is audit by accountants. The focus in this paper is instead 
what kind of sustainability factors are addressed by tourism service providers in 
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information to their stakeholders with a focus on social and environmental issues. 
Only two of the 60 tourism companies do sustainability reports and they are both 
hotels. These two companies present to a large extent much information to their 
stakeholders. According to the framework of GRI there are aspects concerning 
social and environmental sustainability that can be addressed. In the companies 
that present information about their social sustainability there is only two of the 
five areas that is addressed; employment and then diversity and equality. There is 
a large focus on equality both from gender perspective as well as multicultural 
perspective. It is mainly restaurants that focus on social sustainability. The factors 
from GRI concerning environmental issues are addressed mostly by hotels. Few 
of the hotels present, in their annual reports, sustainability issues except for 
financial numbers. Five from the twenty hotels address other sustainability issues 
in short sentences and the main focus is on environmental sustainability. There is 
a focus on different kinds of labels that they use at their hotels. Two of the hotels 
have sustainability reports. Many of the hotels have structured their sustainability 
on a label like “ISO14001”, “Green key” and “The swan”. For almost all activity 
companies they are highly dependent on the nature, the nature is a key resource 
for their tourism product, it is therefore interesting to see how important 
sustainable issues are, or even worse – how unimportant it seems to be. They do 
not have almost information about their sustainability work despite that nature is 
the core of their product. A ski resort needs the snow, a golf course needs the grass 
but museums and fun parks are constructed places that is not highly dependent on 
the nature the same way. 
     The result from this study show that there are difference between the different 
types of tourism service providers. It is therefore interesting to discuss who is the 
stakeholder that they are aiming there information to? The information is 
presented to show accountability and legitimacy concerning sustainability to 
stakeholders. The information about sustainability on the homepages is mainly 
targeting the customers. There were differences between the homepages but the 
selected companies had enough information concerning sustainability which made 
it possible to compare them.  

5 Conclusion 

The conclusion is that sustainable tourism is still not an aim that all tourist service 
providers is focused on. There is very little information in their annual reports and 
very few have sustainability reports. Most of the communication to stakeholder 
about their sustainability work is performed to home pages. The information is 
common and cannot be said to address one type of stakeholders in particular.  The 
aim with this study was to explore and compare what kind of information 
concerning sustainability that Swedish tourism service providers’ present to 
stakeholders. The result show that they are focused on different aspects of 
sustainability depending on what kind of tourism service they offer. The hotels are 
mainly focused on environmental issues and those that seems to work more do 
often use an environmental label like “ISO14001”, “Green key” and “The swan”. 
The restaurants on the other hand are focused both on social sustainability and 
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environmental sustainability. The social sustainability is often concerning social 
initiatives for sick, poor or exposed people. The focus is not on the employees’ 
social issues. The restaurants differ in their sustainability communication. There 
is one group that mention their sustainability work is a short sentence or paragraph 
like that their coffee is Fairtrade labelled. The other group of restaurants have a lot 
information for the stakeholders. The activity companies are not presenting almost 
anything about their sustainability work to their stakeholders.  
     For further research it would be interesting to conduct interviews with the 
companies to gain more insight in what they want to communication and why 
concerning sustainability to their stakeholders. This study included a group of 
tourism service providers in Sweden and it would be interesting to compare with 
other countries and culture concerning tourist companies’ sustainability work and 
their communication to stakeholders. 
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