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ABSTRACT
The aim of this paper is to explore the sustainability values that
tourism companies communicate to stakeholders. The following
two research questions are addressed: What sustainability value
(economic, social, or environmental) do tourism companies focus
on and communicate in their sustainability information? Do
different types of tourism companies provide different
sustainability communications to stakeholders to gain legitimacy?
A case study was conducted of 30 Swedish-based tourism
companies. Written documents that were available online
concerning sustainability information from these companies were
analysed using the GRI model. The results show that tourism
companies work to create value with the help of sustainability.
The results also indicate that the context and prerequisites for
each type of tourism company govern what they work with in
order to meet the demands of stakeholders. The study’s
theoretical contribution is that sustainability communication to
stakeholders can be of value to tourism companies. Its practical
contribution is that, in addition to pursuing sustainability, tourism
companies should communicate their sustainability work to their
stakeholders in order to create value.
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Introduction

Not only have sustainability issues become increasingly important for many sectors in
society, including tourism companies, but so have how they act and communicate
their sustainability efforts. The 1987 Brundtland Commission Report, also known as Our
Common Future, addresses how we are all responsible for sustainable development,
which the commission defines as “development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (The
Brundtland Commission Report, 1987, p. 4). Economic growth, environmental protection,
and social equality are the three areas of sustainable development that are emphasized.
These three areas were further developed through the development of 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) when the United Nations Member States adopted Agenda
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2030 in 2015 (UN, 2021). The Global Reporting Initiatives (GRI) from 1997, which set the
global standards for sustainability reporting regarding economic, social, and environ-
mental sustainability, specifically targeted large companies within the European Union
(EU). Since 2017, it has been mandatory for large companies within the EU to publish sus-
tainability reports annually. With these documents in place, there are now clear guidelines
for individuals and businesses on how to act in a sustainable way to protect our common
future. The handling and prioritizing of sustainability issues vary between different indus-
tries, and this article focuses on the tourism industry.

Research into the tourism industry regarding sustainability issues has changed over the
years. In the 1990s, environmental issues and economic factors were often givenmore atten-
tion than social issues, such as engagement in the community (Deegan & Rankin, 1997).
Hotels were initially focusing mainly on environmental issues, such as energy and water
use, and less on social issues (Font et al., 2012). Even today, the social dimension of sustain-
ability receives insufficient attention. Ioannides et al. (2021) argue that the social equality
dimension of tourism sustainability should receive more attention and be given the same
status as environmental and economic growth concerns. Interest in the concepts of sustain-
ability has increased in society and among stakeholders (Freeman et al., 2010; Harrison et al.,
2015; Schaltegger et al., 2017). From the tourism companies’ perspective, this is a good
opportunity to gain legitimacy among their stakeholders. It is crucial to their success that
companies gain and sustain legitimacy from stakeholders within society (Dowling &
Pfeffer, 1975; Richards et al., 2017). Stakeholders in the tourism industry desire and expect
information about tourism companies’ sustainability work (Sörensson et al., 2021).

Sustainability is highlighted as one of the tourism industry’s main challenges, in terms
of climate change, health and wellbeing, and technology (Lundberg & Furunes, 2021).
Climate change is an issue that affects most industries, not just the tourism industry,
and companies must therefore relate to this issue and act in a more sustainable way.
Nordic researchers, for example, have addressed tourism’s contribution to climate
change and solutions for the future (Gössling, 2013; Gössling et al., 2013; Gössling &
Hall, 2008; Hall & Saarinen, 2021). Postma et al. (2017) argue that tourism companies
need to be more sustainable both now and in the future by integrating social, environ-
mental, and economic values into business strategies and operations. For companies
who want to show that they are taking a greater responsibility for
sustainability, sustainability-oriented business models (Breuer et al., 2018) and business
models for sustainability innovation (Lüdeke-Freund, 2020) can be helpful in leading
their businesses and creating value that can contribute to a company’s success (Freuden-
reich et al., 2020).

Research about value is extensive, and value has been addressed from different per-
spectives, such as positivist, interpretive, and social constructionist (Zeithaml et al.,
2020), as well as in different contexts. Because of these differing perspectives, there
exists considerable variation in both conceptualization and measurement. Anderson
and Narus (1998, p. 54) define value as “the worth in monetary terms of the technical,
economic, service, and social benefits a customer company receives in exchange for
the price it pays for a market offering”. Value is also subjective and therefore varies
between customers and cultures and in different historical periods. The value may also
vary depending on the time: before purchase, during purchase, at time of use or after
use (Sanchez et al., 2006). In this paper, Anderson and Narus’s (1998) definition of value
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is used as a starting point, where value is about how sustainability information within the
tourism industry can be used by different stakeholders.

Companies today provide sustainability information through different channels, includ-
ing annual or sustainability reports and websites, and they see this communication as a
value. Romero et al. (2019) argue that companies publishing sustainability reports or inte-
grated reports provide higher quality information than companies that only include sustain-
ability information within their annual reports. Unerman (2000) highlights that providing
sustainability information only in annual reports can give an incomplete picture, since com-
panies are often involved in a greater number of sustainability activities than is visible in
annual reports. De Grosbois (2012) agrees and highlights the need for third-party verifica-
tion. Bani-Khalid (2020) found that organizations have realized the importance of using their
websites to show themselves as accountable parties to their stakeholders. The information
they provide can vary depending on which stakeholder it is aimed at, as different stake-
holders ask for different types of sustainability information (Cormier et al., 2004; Rowbottom
& Lymer, 2009). Currently, research shows a wider view that includes all types of stake-
holders, not just shareholders (Salvioni & Gennari, 2017). Previous research has shown
that different types of companies focus on different areas – for example, hotels might
focus on social sustainability, and restaurants might focus on environmental sustainability
(Sörensson & Jansson, 2016) – and that companies seem to prioritize and focus on one of
the three sustainability dimensions at a time (Rowbottom & Lymer, 2009; Sörensson, 2014).
Today, many companies see sustainability as a value that benefits their stakeholders, and
Aquilani et al. (2018) argue that sustainability should be integrated into the value co-cre-
ation wherein companies and stakeholders interact (Vargo & Lusch, 2004).

The aim of this paper is to explore the sustainability values that tourism companies
communicate to stakeholders.

The following two research questions are addressed:

RQ1: What sustainability values (economic, social, or environmental) do tourism companies
focus on and communicate in their sustainability information?

RQ2: Do different types of tourism companies provide different sustainability communi-
cations to stakeholders to gain legitimacy?

The paper is structured as follows. Firstly, the literature is reviewed under three sub-
headings: Sustainability communication, Communicating sustainability to increase
value and gain legitimacy, and Value co-creation of sustainability with stakeholders. Sec-
ondly, the methodology is explained and discussed. Thirdly, the findings are presented
and discussed under the subheadings of The economic, social, and environmental sus-
tainability communication as value, and Sustainability communication – differences
among the tourism companies, before this section ends with a suggestion under the sub-
heading The fourth layer of sustainability – communicating sustainability and legitimacy.
Finally, the study’s conclusions are drawn, and the research questions are answered.

Literature review

This literature review addresses three areas relevant for the study. Firstly, sustainability
communication is discussed, as well as the relationship between corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) and sustainability research. Secondly, there is a discussion of how tourism
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companies communicate sustainability to increase value and gain legitimacy. Thirdly,
value co-creation of sustainability towards stakeholders is discussed.

Sustainability communication

Today, sustainability is a frequently discussed topic in society, as is working with sustain-
ability in organizations. The concept of sustainable development has been discussed
since the 1980s, with the Brundtland Commission Report, published in 1987, as a
central document. Today, sustainability has taken on a long-term perspective, as the com-
mission’s report intended, and tourism companies are expected to address all three
dimensions of sustainability: economic, social, and environmental (Aras & Crowther,
2008; Carroll, 1999; Dahlsrud, 2008; Salvioni & Gennari, 2017; Van Marrewijk & Werre,
2003).

Over the years, there have been different approaches and responses to sustainability.
Since the 1980s, the role of sustainable development has mainly been based on the issue
of “responsibility” to society, where responsibility is defined as a need to eliminate the
negative effects of business (Baumgartner, 2014). Sustainable development can be
further divided into three perspectives: an innovation-based perspective built on the
concept of eco-efficiency; a normative perspective whose core focuses are justness,
equity, and ethics in order for companies to protect future generations; and a rational per-
spective that focuses on the use of resources (Baumgartner, 2014; Müller-Christ & Hüls-
mann, 2003). The difference between these perspectives relates to the motivation
behind sustainability. Other approaches, though effective, may only be successful for a
limited time. One example is companies – often hotels – managing to reduce energy
use or waste. They often make great savings initially, but it typically becomes harder to
find these improvements in subsequent years (Baumgartner, 2014). When considered
in a broader sense, sustainable development can be a key benefit for value creation for
both the company itself and its stakeholders in society (Baumgartner, 2014; McWilliams
& Siegel, 2011). Thus, tourism companies that take sustainability issues seriously and
cooperate with other actors (e.g. customers and business partners) can gain value on a
long-term basis and contribute to a more sustainable world.

CSR is a concept that has been in use for many years; it had its starting point in the
social dimension and was often defined as sacrificing profits in the social interest
(Elhauge, 2005). The definition was later widened to include economic and environmental
issues. Today, a generally accepted definition originated by the European Commission
(2002) describes CSR as a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental
concerns in their business operations, and in their interaction with their stakeholders, on a
voluntary basis. One of the research orientations within CSR research specifically empha-
sizes the integrating of stakeholders (Buysse & Verbeke, 2003; O’Riordan & Fairbrass,
2008). Being socially responsible means not only fulfilling legal expectations but also
going beyond compliance. Based on the above-mentioned the European Commission
definition, CSR today comprises the three sustainability dimensions (economic, social,
and environmental). For many years, CSR was the most commonly used term, but
about a decade ago companies started to use the term sustainability instead. Sustainabil-
ity has since become an integrated concept that includes CSR (Gatti & Seele, 2014; Karen,
2008). In this paper, the concept of CSR is used in the theoretical framework, but for the
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analysis and discussion, the broader concept of sustainability including the concept of
CSR is used.

Companies have a responsibility to society, and Carroll (1979, p. 499) states that
businesses that practice social responsibility attend to “economic, legal, ethical, and dis-
cretionary expectations that society has of organizations at a given point in time”. Carroll
(1999) later replaced the discretionary dimension with a philanthropic dimension.
However, companies’ social reporting might not automatically lead to improved CSR per-
formance, since social reporting can be used as a method to avoid the additional intro-
duction of regulation (Hess, 2008). Since 1997, the GRI Sustainability Reporting
Standards (GRI Standards) have been widely used for sustainability reporting around
the world (www.globalreporting.org). Initially, the GRI indicators focused on environ-
mental performance, but they were later extended to include social performance and
economic performance (Nikolaeva & Bicho, 2011).

Cavagnaro and Curiel (2012) argue for three levels of sustainability (e.g. society, organ-
ization, and leadership). The model is visualized as a triangle that has three layers. The
outer triangle illustrates the first layer, which is sustainable development from the per-
spective of society. It is the economic value, social value, and environmental value for
society. The second layer illustrates the organization’s perspective and addresses Elking-
ton (1997) ideas of profit, people, and planet. A sustainable society cannot be achieved
without sustainable organizations. The third, inner layer addresses the issue of leadership
and the inner self. The first dimension is therefore “care for me”, which relates to econ-
omic value and profit in the other two layers. The dimension “care for me and you”
relates to social value and people in the other two layers. The dimension “care for all”
relates to environmental value and the planet in the other layers. The model as a
whole argues that sustainability starts and ends with human beings (Cavagnaro &
Curiel, 2012), and for the study presented in this paper, it contributes to how value can
be visualized on different levels and from different perspectives.

Among tourism companies, hotels were early to focus on sustainability issues.
However, results from previous studies investigating hotels show varying results. Hender-
son (2007) studied two hotels in Phuket in Thailand, with findings indicating that their CSR
activities were related to issues that also promoted the destination’s image. Bohdanowicz
and Zientara (2009) studied hotels’ CSR reporting using publicly available data from web-
sites. They found that some hotels performed well and had, for example, CSR officers and
policy documents, while others hardly did anything in this area at all. Font et al. (2012)
investigated the extent to which the CSR claims of ten global hotel chains (based in
Asia, America/Caribbean, and the Mediterranean) were supported by evidence. They
could see that larger hotel groups had more comprehensive policies but also greater
gaps in their implementation, while smaller hotel groups focused only on environmental
management and delivering what they had promised. The results from Font et al. (2012)
also showed that most hotel groups have a CSR nominee in each of their hotels, who
could be either the chief engineer or the general manager, with CSR work as an additional
task. CSR policies were found to be mostly inward looking, with little acceptance of the
wider impacts caused in the destination, in contrast to Henderson’s (2007) results.
Other interesting results were that HR issues were not integrated into CSR strategies.
Since Font et al. (2012) made on-site visits, they also gathered evidence of CSR practices
that exceeded policy requirements. Overall, they could see that there was a strong
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emphasis on environmental issues, most notably on energy and water management,
which are areas where immediate cost savings can be gained. The hotel chains studied
largely avoided anything that did not immediately benefit the business. The legal and
economic concerns of stakeholders were more in focus than the ethical aspects.

Font et al. (2016) studied 900 tourism companies in 57 European protected areas. The
results showed that small companies are more involved in taking responsibility for their
sustainability than previously expected, including eco-savings related operational prac-
tices as well as reporting a wide range of social and economic responsibility actions.
The main reasons for acting sustainably among the respondents were To protect the
environment (87%), A personal lifestyle choice (49%), and To improve our society
(47%). Respondents overwhelmingly preferred to work with tasks they believe they can
succeed in before they start (64%). The results also showed that older respondents
more commonly reported the introduction of actions that lead to greater income or
savings (in particular, environmental savings), while younger respondents were more
likely to claim socioeconomic actions, such as staff salaries above the industry average
and promoting gender equality. Based on their findings, Font et al. (2016) divided the
studied companies into three groups: Business-driven companies that implement primar-
ily eco-savings activities and that are commercially oriented; Legitimization-driven com-
panies that respond to perceived stakeholder pressure and report a broad spectrum of
activities; and Lifestyle- and value-driven companies that report the greatest number of
environmental, social, and economic activities. The legitimization-driven companies use
sustainability actions to influence stakeholder perceptions as a way of gaining social
capital, and the Lifestyle-driven companies report taking the most sustainability activities
and performing these activities implicitly as part of their routine. As seen in other studies,
Font et al. (2016) concluded that the main motivations of companies were related to
economic and financial goals, the owners’ lifestyles, and gaining legitimization in society.

Communicating sustainability to increase value and gain legitimacy

Legitimacy is society’s acceptance of the behaviours of a company; there exists a “social
contract” between a company and the society of which it is part (Deegan, 2000, 2002;
Patten, 1991, 1992). Suchman (1995, p. 574) defines legitimacy as “a generalized percep-
tion or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate
within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions”. For
companies reporting their sustainability efforts, it is therefore important that they act
according to what they say they will do.

Research claims that companies carry out sustainability reporting symbolically in order
to gain legitimacy (Hooghiemstra, 2000; Richards et al., 2017). However, an ethical
approach to business seems to have become increasingly important to business practice
(Hitt et al., 2010), and changes in companies’ behaviours can be seen as a response to per-
ceived legitimacy gaps (Archel et al., 2009). Research shows that it is not only economic
drivers that make companies focus on sustainability; for example, owners with early life
experiences of nature conservation and self-confident business owners were much
more engaged in environmental improvement (Sampaio et al., 2012). Other aspects
that can be important drivers for tourism SMEs in their decision making when going
green are lifestyle, personal values and ethics, worldviews, self-efficacy beliefs, and goal
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orientation, as well as understanding the importance of context (Sampaio et al., 2012;
Tzschentke et al., 2008). Companies in society also have a social role in terms of being
a sustainable company over time (Matten & Crane, 2005) and performing an educational
role. Research has shown the growing importance of tourism companies educating both
current and future employees in sustainability (Pereira & Mykletun, 2017; Phi & Waldesten,
2021). Acting in accordance with business owners’ sustainability values will thereby create
legitimacy for them and their tourism companies.

Font et al. (2017) studied 31 accommodation businesses in the Peak District National
Park in the UK and found that companies legitimized the fact that customers consume
the landscape through the sustainability actions the businesses take on their behalf.
The researchers found that only 30% of sustainability practices found in the audits
were communicated on company websites and that companies used a different tone
in their communications in audits compared to websites, since they did not want to dis-
courage potential visitors. Previous studies have shown that national culture, company
size, and in which industry they operate affect companies’ sustainability work (Sörensson
et al., 2019a, 2019b). Font et al. (2017) found their evidence to be in line with corporate
social disclosure literature that suggests that moral intensity and business salience
increase the pressure to legitimize (Al-Tuwaijri et al., 2004; Deegan, 2002; Jones, 1991).
The results revealed differences between the accommodation category and their level
of sustainability communication: five-star businesses communicated 40% of their
actions, four-star businesses 27%, and three-star businesses only 12%.

Value co-creation of sustainability with stakeholders

Value co-creation sees the stakeholders as co-creators of value through interaction (Gal-
vagno & Dalli, 2014; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). With this perspective, a company no longer
sees its customers, nor other stakeholders, as simply customers. Rather, customers are
partners of interaction that, in a process, co-creates the value. Suppliers and customers
are no longer on opposite sides, but rather they interact with each other to develop
new business opportunities. With this perspective, sustainability might be seen as a
potential value rather than a “problem” to deal with. Sustainability values can offer a com-
petitive advantage. Previous research argues the difference between co-creation and co-
production (Cova & Paranque, 2013; Galvagno & Dalli, 2014; Grönroos & Voima, 2013). For
tourism companies, there are several stakeholders that interact in creating a good service
for visiting tourists. In this co-creation process, rather than seeing sustainability as “rules”
that cost the company money, tourism companies should see sustainability as a value.
This value needs to be co-created between the company and its stakeholders.

One way to start the value co-creation process can be to present good sustainability
information to the company’s various stakeholders. The survival and growth of tourism
companies depend on satisfied tourists who are offered unique and memorable experi-
ences. Tourists’ expectations are constantly changing, and tourism companies must
find ways to anticipate and respond to these expectations (Chathoth et al., 2013),
which might include a more sustainable tourism experience. For instance, hotels are
regarded as critical to customers’ experiences, and valuable insights can be made by
applying the conceptual framework Service-Dominant Logic (S-D Logic) to the tourism
industry (FitzPatrick et al., 2013). In S-D Logic, the co-creation of tourist experiences
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consists in experiences that are customized by tourists, which includes the sharing of
experiences with each other (Wang et al., 2013). Payne et al. (2008, p. 88) argue that:

Co-creation opportunities are strategic options for creating value. The types of opportunity
available to a supplier are largely contingent on the nature of their industry, their customer
offerings and their customer base. While customer research and innovation within the sup-
plying organization should drive opportunity analysis, we suggest that suppliers consider
at least three significant types of value co-creation opportunity:

opportunities provided by technological breakthroughs, opportunities provided by
changes in industry logics, and opportunities provided by changes in customer prefer-
ences. Sustainability as a value might represent both a change in industry logic and a
change in customer preferences (the issue of sustainability is important for today’s custo-
mers and stakeholders of tourism companies). Sustainability information from the tourism
companies and sustainability expectations from the tourists are therefore two angles in
the co-creation process regarding sustainability value.

Summary and implications for this research paper

To sum up the conducted literature review, sustainability affects and influences all
businesses today, but in different ways and to different extents. All three sustainability
dimensions – economic, social, and environmental – should be taken into account
when discussing sustainability. In our study, Cavagnaro and Curiel’s (2012) proposed
model is central and forms the starting point with its three levels focusing respectively
on society, organizations, and leadership. Furthermore, Font et al.’s (2016) results regard-
ing what motivates companies (Business-driven, Legitimization-driven, or Lifestyle- and
value-driven) are used in the analysis.

What motivates and drives companies to focus on sustainability varies, and therefore
both the different aspects behind investing in sustainability actions and how and what
they communicate internally and externally are of importance. To increase value for
the company and in co-creation with stakeholders, companies can create legitimacy for
their business. However, the communication to increase value for the company can be
different depending on which stakeholder is targeted and involved in the interactive
co-creation process.

Methodology

The study was designed as a qualitative multi-case study of tourism companies in
Sweden, using an explorative approach to investigate the companies’ communication
of sustainability. Sweden was recently ranked as the most sustainable destination in
the world (Visit Sweden, 2021), which provides one reason for selecting companies
based in Sweden. A strategic selection of companies was made, in order to capture
different types of companies within the tourism industry, since earlier studies about sus-
tainability have focused to a large extent on hotels. One important selection criterion was
that these companies should be large enough to provide information about sustainability
(via their webpages and/or in their annual reports). Other selection criteria were that each
of the companies should have at least eight employees and a turnover exceeding 10
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million SEK. These criteria ensured that the companies are large enough to focus on sus-
tainability issues, even though not all of them must report sustainability by law. Addition-
ally, it was aimed to include both smaller and larger companies in the sample, and to have
a geographical spread of companies over the country (from south to north, including
locations in both large cities and small villages). Sweden is divided into three regions
based on geographical location from south to north, namely Götaland, Svealand, and
Norrland (labelled south, middle, and north in this article). The companies were found
through the website www.allabolag.se, where all limited companies in Sweden are
listed. Data was then collected from 30 selected tourism service providers in Sweden (5
Destination Marketing Organizations or so-called DMOs, 6 ski resorts, 8 hotels, 5 entertain-
ment organizations, and 6 travel agencies and tour operators). Table 1 gives a short
description of the companies included.

The turnover of the studied companies ranged from 10 million SEK to 2.694 billion SEK.
The smallest tourism company had eight permanent employees, and the largest had 1322
employees. They are located from the province of Skåne in the south to the province of
Norrbotten in the north of Sweden.

Content analysis was used to analyse the content and the message communicated
(Neuman & Kreuger, 2003). The analysis was performed in two steps. Firstly, annual
reports, sustainability reports, websites, and other written documents available online

Table 1. Short description of the included cases.

Type of tourism company
N =
30

Geographical
location

Turnover in Million
SEK

Number of
Employees

DMOs DMO1 Middle 60.7 31
DMO2 North 80.9 53
DMO3 North 13.1 8
DMO4 North 17.3 12
DMO5 Middle 325.8 234

Ski resorts SR1 Middle 104 67
SR2 Middle 124.7 96
SR3 South 401.7 271
SR4 North 67.1 37
SR5 Middle 181.3 122
SR6 North 2694.9 1322

Hotels H1 North 134.6 122
H2 North 10.6 8
H3 Middle 77.3 28
H4 North 89 91
H5 North 78.4 48
H6 Middle 249.7 154
H7 South 152.3 109
H8 South 237 169

Entertainment organizations EO1 Middle 215.4 163
EO2 Middle 81.1 25
EO3 Middle 108.9 124
EO4 South 1373.6 1112
E05 South 248.3 169

Travel agencies and tour
operators

TO1 Middle 178.2 29

TO2 Middle 242.4 23
TO3 Middle 367.6 242
TO4 Middle 44.2 8
TO5 Middle 166 12
TO6 Middle 444.2 321
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were analysed through the three dimensions in the GRI model (see Table 2). The content
from the studied documents was categorized into economic, social, or environmental
dimensions. The themes presented under each dimension were also used at this stage
in order to sort the content further. These themes, presented in Table 2, are the fields
that the GRI included in the mandatory sustainability reports within the EU.

The second step of the analysis identified patterns and similarities regarding what was
communicated about sustainability and how. Second-order themes then appeared under
each of the three dimensions of sustainability, and between the included types of tourism
companies. Specific communication patterns based on the type of tourism company were
identified to reveal which stakeholders are seen as value co-creators.

Findings and discussion

The results are presented in the following order: First, an overview is provided of what the
tourism companies value as important issues in relation to the three dimensions of sus-
tainability. Subsequently, an overview is given of which sustainability dimensions the
different categories of tourism companies focus their information on. Finally, the issue
of communication is discussed as a fourth layer of sustainability value. There is a discus-
sion, from the stakeholders’ perspective, of sustainability communication and of how a
tourism company can gain legitimacy through sustainability values.

The economic, social, and environmental sustainability communication as value

The studied tourism companies provided sustainability information in all three dimen-
sions of sustainability.

For the economic dimension, the studied companies highlighted the importance of
economic stability. The focus was on the theme economic results. They presented less
information concerning the themes market presence or indirect economic impact from
the GRI model. The tourism company “will be a driving player for sustainable tourism
at the company’s destinations with growth in the number of visitors” and “whose
offering and efficient organization have provided continuous growth with stable profit-
ability” (SR6).

Table 2. The three dimensions of sustainability reporting according to the GRI and its themes used for
analysis (GRI, 2021).
Sustainability reporting (GRI)

Economic Social Environmental
Economic results Employment Material
Market presence Relationships between employees and

management
Energy

Indirect economic
impact

Health and security at work Water

Education Biological diversity
Diversity and equality Emissions (air, water, and waste)

Products and services
Compliance
Transport
Investments for environmental
protection
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Regarding the social dimension, the companies pointed out internal investments in
staff to improve their wellbeing and external investments by supporting local projects
or projects in developing countries. One company, for example, supported a project in
Africa to reduce hunger and poverty. The companies stressed the importance of employ-
ment issues, and many of them they hired more people during the peak season. The five
themes in the social dimension were addressed by the studied cases to varying degrees.
“The staff develops competence continuously through internal training, study trips and
initiatives from our partners around the world” (H6). This result is in line with Matten
and Crane (2005), who focused on the importance of being sustainable over time.

Regarding the environmental dimension, many of the studied cases had environ-
mental certifications, such as ISO 14001. The studied cases presented the most infor-
mation concerning environmental issues, which is in line with previous research (Font
et al., 2012; GRI, 2021; Nikolaeva & Bicho, 2011). Environmental sustainability tends to
be the dimension that is most often addressed. It is also the dimension that seems to
be the easiest to measure; for example, one company stated, “We have reduced our
energy consumption by 30%” (H4). Several of the tourism companies had clear environ-
mental policies that they communicated to both employees and guests. One of the ski
resorts (SR1) described their policy as follows: “Global warming and the footprint we
make is an important part of our work in developing our facilities.” They highlighted
that their environmental work is important for them from three aspects:

To contribute to and take responsibility for society and make our imprint as small as possible,
to reduce costs and strain in the long run through efficient work, and that our guests should
know that they have arrived at a destination that consciously works with sustainability issues.

The study should not be generalized to other settings, since the selection of cases is
too limited, but it can nevertheless contribute to research into tourism companies’
ways of communicating sustainability values. The study indicates that tourism companies
are well aware of the dimensions of sustainability values and that sustainability is a co-cre-
ation process between a tourism company and its stakeholders. The results show that
integrating stakeholders (Buysse & Verbeke, 2003; O’Riordan & Fairbrass, 2008) in what
they see as a sustainability value has been addressed by the studied companies. A con-
crete example of value co-creation is a ski resort that conducts an analysis together
with its stakeholders. Stakeholder participation enables a company to work with long-
term and sustainable solutions. These stakeholder dialogues have taken place through
employee and guest surveys as well as through meetings and dialogue with suppliers,
thus providing input into what stakeholders in society find important to address from
the company’s point of view (Baumgartner, 2014; McWilliams & Siegel, 2011). This
example also shows that value creation is a co-creation process with the stakeholders
(Galvagno & Dalli, 2014; Vargo & Lusch, 2004).

Sustainability communication – differences among the tourism companies

The results of this study indicate that the category of tourism companies influences what
is seen as a sustainability value, which is in line with previous studies (Font et al., 2016;
Font et al., 2017; Sörensson & Jansson, 2016). For example, it can be seen that DMOs
are focused on providing information regarding the economic dimension, and hotels
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are focused to a large extent on the social dimension. Both hotels and restaurants are
focused on the environmental dimension. The identified differences in the kind of sustain-
ability issue that is focused on and communicated are visualized in Table 3.

The destination marketing organizations pay attention to the local market concerning
economic sustainability. The focus concerning social sustainability is the organization’s
employees, which is thus an internal focus. They address environmental sustainability
through concrete efforts.

The ski resorts address the issue of economic growth as it leads to possible expansion.
The social dimension is often focused on in terms of the staff as value creators. Thus, this
dimension has both an internal and external focus. The companies’ focus on their employ-
ees as members in the organization but also in order for them to create value for the cus-
tomers. The environmental issues address areas that influence their business, such as
access to water for snow making, as well as the environmental effects that such activity
can have in the area.

The hotels focus on how to strengthen the value of their brand in order to achieve
economic sustainability. Social sustainability emphasizes that employees should feel
good at work and training. The communicated issue here has an internal focus, such as
good working conditions, but externally and implicitly it lays bare the importance of
doing a good job for the guests. The environmental aspect addresses issues mainly
focused on four specific areas for the hotel industry: food, products, energy, and transport.

The entertainment organizations are interested in how to contribute to economic
effects in nearby areas, for example by having employees live in nearby municipalities
and thereby contributing to local tax incomes. Concerning the social dimension, these
organizations pay attention to social projects taking place abroad. This is interesting,
since such activity mainly has an external focus outside of the organization. From a legit-
imate point of view, caring for people in developing countries might look good. On the
other hand, it is strange that their employees, who are an important part of providing
good entertainment, are not mentioned or valued explicitly. They also pay attention to
emissions, waste, and material selection concerning environmental issues.

Travel agencies and tour operators communicate that they want to create value that
extends beyond purely economic value. The social dimension addresses issues concern-
ing human rights elsewhere and gender issues. The interpretation here is that human
rights focus mainly externally, and gender issues focus mainly internally. Regarding the
environmental aspect, travel agencies and tour operators have a significant interest in
climate issues.

Table 3. Type of tourism company and its sustainability work (own work).
Economic Social Environment

Destination Marketing
Organizations

External perspective against
the local market

The employees of the
organization

Concrete environmental
efforts

Ski resorts Important with economic
growth

Staff as performers (value
creators)

Environmental effects
linked to the business

Hotels Sustainability initiatives aim to
strengthen their brand

Employees should feel good
at work and training

Food, products, energy, and
transport

Entertainment
organizations

Economic effects in nearby
areas

Social projects taking place
abroad

Emissions, waste, and
material selection

Travel Agencies and
Tour Operators

Create values that extend
beyond purely economic

Human rights elsewhere
and gender

Climate
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Font et al. (2016) argue that there are three different company groups, depending on
what kind of sustainability action is taken: Business-driven companies, Legitimization-
driven companies, and Lifestyle- and value-driven companies. To some extent, there
are similarities to be seen among the studied tourism companies. For example,
business-driven hotels and ski resorts focus on sustainable activities that are commercially
oriented, and legitimization-driven travel agencies and tour operators meet stakeholders’
expectations in order to be environmentally friendly. However, the result from this study
rather indicates that the context and the prerequisites of a tourism company may play a
role in what tourist companies communicate to their stakeholders in order to gain legiti-
macy. One example is travel agencies who must address the issue of travelling, often by
aeroplane, and the effects this has on the environment due to pollution. By addressing
climate as an important factor, they respond to society’s expectation (Chathoth et al.,
2013). By communicating that they are aware of climate issues, they co-create value,
since this issue is important for the tourists (Payne et al., 2008).

The fourth layer of sustainability – communicating sustainability and legitimacy

Previous research by Cavagnaro and Curiel (2012) has shown that sustainability could be
discussed from three perspectives (society, organization, and leadership). This study aims
to address the importance of communicating sustainability values, and the results indi-
cate that the figure could be used with an added fourth layer, namely sustainability com-
munication (see Figure 1). The fourth layer is highly dependent on the other three layers,
since the society’s stakeholders as well as the organization itself need to address the
issues of sustainability. The organization is influenced by its leaders as to how to work
with sustainability issues in the organization. The fourth proposed communication layer
is placed in the centre of the triangle surrounded by the other three layers. The communi-
cation is both internal (within the organization) and external (between the organization
and different stakeholders in the society).

The results of this study show that tourism companies must have income (economic
sustainability) so that they can “survive”. The companies must also focus on the social
dimension and “share” with society: because “sharing is caring”. The environmental
dimension is how to “sustain”. The theoretical contribution from this study is the pro-
posed fourth layer, where communication is based on these three factors: survive,
share, and sustain.

The results also indicate that the three sustainability dimensions (economic, social, and
environmental) are connected. For instance, staff who are feeling well will work well,
which positively affects the financial profit of the company. Environmental efforts give
economic stability, and economic stability creates accountability towards the companies’
stakeholders. The value of environmental issues can provide a competitive advantage,
since today’s customers ask for a “greener” option, and therefore the behaviour of the
company changes. Sustainability is not simply a marketing trick; it is a value that
changes the behaviour of both tourism companies and their stakeholders. Tourism com-
panies that pay attention to and take responsibility for sustainability in their annual
reports can gain legitimacy in doing so (Deegan, 2000, 2002).

When viewing the results with a focus on stakeholders, it is evident that there is a focus
on social sustainability for internal stakeholders, such as the staff and the local
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community. For the external stakeholders, the focus is on environmental sustainability,
such as having suppliers and partners who operate in an environmentally friendly
manner and are certified. Certifications with the right standards can be one way to
strengthen the legitimacy of a company. Additionally, this also focuses on the customers,
highlighting the company’s environmental sustainability. Regarding economic sustain-
ability, this can be seen as a prerequisite to delivering good annual reports. If good
annual reports are not delivered, a company will lose shareholders and investors.

Conclusions

The aim of this paper was to explore the sustainability values that tourism companies
communicate to their stakeholders. The overall conclusion from this small case study is
that sustainability as a value is communicated by Swedish tourism companies to their
stakeholders.

What sustainability values (economic, social, and environmental) do tourism compa-
nies focus on and communicate in their sustainability information? The conclusion is
that the information is often about the social and environmental dimensions in the GRI
model. Regarding economic sustainability, companies seem to simply show their
numbers, but they do not really think of these themes as sustainability values.
However, this dimension is important and crucial to a company’s survival. Concerning
social sustainability, the studied companies address the five themes in the GRI model.
Not all companies address all five themes, but there is a common knowledge that
social sustainability includes more than just giving money away. Social issues are impor-
tant both for a company’s employees and for the society in which the company is based.

Figure 1. The four layers of sustainability.
Authors’ own work inspired by Cavagnaro and Curiel (2012).
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Are there differences between different types of tourism companies in terms of what
they communicate concerning sustainability towards stakeholders to gain legitimacy?
The conclusion is that the context and prerequisites for each type of tourism company
govern what they work with in order to meet demands from stakeholders.

Previous studies have shown different layers of sustainability, and the theoretical con-
tribution from this study is that a fourth layer might be added, focused on sustainability
communication regarding how to survive, share, and sustain. A company must have earn-
ings or other types of revenues in order to exist, and therefore the communication about
economic values is focused on survival. The second part of the fourth layer is social value.
This part addresses issues that are often internal, such as how tourism companies work
with their staff (internal issues). It might also concern external issues that are connected
to the surrounding society. This part is therefore labelled share. The third part is environ-
mental issues for us all to sustain. A key aspect here is that many tourism companies use
certifications, such as ISO 14001, to obtain legitimacy. Many different environmental cer-
tifications seem to be in existence, which can be national or international and can also be
specific to subindustries.

A practical implication of this study is that it could inspire tourism companies who
would like to broaden their sustainability efforts into more dimensions. Another impli-
cation is that tourism companies should see sustainability as a value that is co-created
with their stakeholders. It is also of importance to communicate the kind of sustainability
efforts tourism companies make towards their stakeholders.

This is a small study, which could be extended in the future. Currently, it can be used as
inspiration for extended future studies investigating the differences between different
types of companies within the tourism industry, both nationally and internationally.
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