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ABSTRACT

The success of implementation of ‘green’ practices in hotels depends on employees. Many studies assume that
hotel employees perceive ‘green’ practices positively and, therefore, engage with environmental conservation.
Employees can, however, feel negative towards ‘green’ practices and disengage with their implementation. By
interviewing 28 frontline employees in luxury hotels in China, this study explores their perceptions of ‘green’
practices and related behavioural response. The study finds that employee perceptions can be categorised as
positive, neutral, and negative falling into four types: value creation; image building; control system; formalism.
These perceptions trigger five patterns of behavioural response ranging from positive (pro-active support), via
neutral (passive compliance; indifference) to negative (informal protest; avoidance). The study enables pre-
liminary conceptualisation of complex employee response to environmental sustainability interventions in luxury
hotels in China and beyond. The study outlines measures for hotel administrations to facilitate positive staff

attitudes to environmental conservation.

1. Introduction

Hotels contribute significantly to the global environmental footprint
and they should, therefore, reduce it by implementing ‘green’ practices
(Salehi et al., 2021). The implementation of ‘green’ practices in hotels
can, however, be challenging due to stakeholder disengagement (Chan
et al., 2020). Stakeholder perceptions should be examined to establish
the determinants of their (dis)engagement with environmental conser-
vation (Khatter et al., 2021).

Research on stakeholder (dis)engagement with ‘green’ practices in
hotels has paid a lot of attention to customers and managers while
employees have been studied less frequently (Pham et al., 2019).
Research on employees is necessitated because they oversee the imple-
mentation of ‘green’ practices, and their perceptions and behaviour are,
therefore, crucial for achieving ‘pro-environmental organisational per-
formance’ (Okumus et al., 2019). Research can inform the design of
‘green’ human resources management (HRM) in hotels supporting staff
in their pro-environmental commitment and behaviour (Y.J. Kim et al.,
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2019; Y.H. Kim et al., 2019).

There are research gaps in understanding perceptions and estab-
lishing determinants of subsequent (dis)engagement of hotel employees
with ‘green’ practices (Aboramadan and Karatepe, 2021). One gap is the
limited differentiation between hotel segments. Frontline staff are
assumed to have similar perceptions and behaviour towards ‘green’
practices regardless of what hotel category they represent (Peng et al.,
2020). Perceptions and (dis)engagement of employees in limited-budget
hotels can, however, differ from those in luxury hotels due to significant
variations in resource availability and corporate goals/business values
(Sukhu and Scharff, 2018).

Luxury hotels represent an interesting object to study ‘green’ prac-
tices given the debated nature of the interplay between luxury and
sustainability (Moscardo, 2017). Public perception of luxury evokes
ostentation, excess, and hedonism while sustainability is sometimes
interpreted as moderation and sobriety (Amatulli et al., 2018). This
perceived incompatibility may trigger specific behavioural responses
from luxury hotel stakeholders (Sahin et al., 2019). For example,
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customers do not necessarily associate luxury hotels with environmental
sustainability (Peng and Chen, 2019b). Managers of luxury hotels are
not always prepared to sacrifice the upscale image for environmental
conservation (Chan, 2021). Similar associations may exist among em-
ployees of luxury hotels, thus impacting their commitment and (dis)
engagement with ‘green’ practices (Chan and Hawkins, 2010).

Another knowledge gap relates to the research methodology used by
empirical investigations of frontline employees’ perceptions and (dis)
engagement with ‘green’ practices. Most studies have adopted a quan-
titative research design, such as the method of staff survey, whereby
they test influence of various ‘green’ psychological parameters and
behavioural models (see, for example, Kim and Choi, 2013; Peng et al.,
2020; Su and Swanson, 2019). Although this approach to empirical in-
vestigations is valuable, it does not, however, reveal complex, multiple
factors affecting hotel employees’ feelings and decisions (Choy et al.,
2021). Quantitative studies, such as surveys, are not always suitable for
verifying behaviour as they only examine declared perceptions and
behavioural intentions (Dolnicar, 2015). A more nuanced approach to
empirical investigations of ‘green’ practices in hotels is necessitated to
better understand true feelings, emotions, and behavioural response of
frontline staff (Pham et al., 2019).

The last knowledge gap is that research often assumes a positive
effect of environmental conservation on frontline employees (Okumus
et al., 2019). However, evidence suggests that staff do not always will-
ingly engage with environmental conservation as this engagement re-
quires an extra effort at no additional pay (Chan and Hawkins, 2010).
Further, ‘green’ practices may dissatisfy customers and employees will,
therefore, be required to rectify this dissatisfaction besides their regular
duties (Sourvinou and Filimonau, 2018). Research should, therefore,
apply a (more) ‘balanced’, ‘nuanced’ and critical stance to analysis. This
stance can help to understand the positive as well as the negative sides of
a complex relationship between perceptions and behaviour of frontline
hotel employees and ‘green’ practices (Donia and Sirsly, 2016).

This current study responds to the call for more nuanced research on
potentially different responses of hotel staff to the implementation of
‘green’ practices as set by Donia and Sirsly (2016), Sourvinou and Fili-
monau (2018) and Pham et al. (2019). To this end, the study will explore
perceptions and behaviour of frontline employees towards ‘green’
practices in luxury hotels in China. The research question set by the
study is as follows: ‘What (positive or negative) effect do ‘green’ practices
exert on perceptions and behaviour of luxury hotels’ frontline workforce?’.

2. Literature review

2.1. Luxury hotels, environmental sustainability and corporate social
responsibility

Luxury hotels are defined in the current study as the hotels which are
unique and superior in quality and which provide excellent levels of
service, symbolizing the wealth and status of their customers (Peng and
Chen, 2019a). In terms of comfort, luxury hotels correspond to the
category of 5-star hotels and above (Which?, 2021). Environmental
sustainability is getting increasingly appealing for luxury hotels (Ama-
tulli et al., 2021). This is partially due to growing customer concern over
the environmental implications of hotel stay (Y.J. Kim et al., 2019; Y.H.
Kim et al., 2019). This is also in part because of increasing pressure from
other stakeholders, such as investors and policymakers, who expect
luxury hotels to make their operations more environment-benign (Su
and Chen, 2020). Lastly, the recent cost of living crisis demands luxury
hotels to invest in environmental sustainability as a means of cost
optimisation (Nestle, 2023). For example, energy conservation enables
hoteliers to not only conserve the environment, but also reduce their
business running costs.

To fulfil multiple stakeholder expectations, luxury hotels have set to
become good corporate citizens (Bohdanowicz et al., 2011). As a result,
corporate social responsibility (CSR) has become normative among
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many luxury hotels (Serra-Cantallops et al., 2018) although the litera-
ture acknowledges that it is primarily adopted by larger and
chain-affiliated enterprises rather than small and medium-sized ones
(Chen, 2019). When pursuing CSR, luxury hotels do not only conserve
natural resources, but also strive to generate wider societal benefits
(Dutt et al., 2023). For instance, there are examples of luxury hotels
improving the quality of life of local communities (Bohdanowicz and
Zientara, 2009), contributing to lives of indigenous people (Sotomayor
et al., 2021), employing people with disabilities (Koseoglu et al., 2021),
and providing childcare to female residents and employees (Marinakou
and Giousmpasoglou, 2019).

From the employment perspective, as part of their CSR mission,
luxury hotels can encourage staff to protect the environment at work,
thus prompting them to exhibit organisational citizenship behaviour for
the environment (OCBE) (Zientara and Zamojska, 2018). Luxury hotels
can also strive to change behaviour of their employees at home; for
instance, as Mensah et al. (2021) argue, by engaging with environmental
conservation in the workplace, employees are likely to sustain this
engagement in their households. This suggests that, by investing in CSR
and, more specifically, by adopting ‘green’ practices, luxury hotels can
facilitate a positive societal spillover effect whereby pro-environmental
behaviour of staff can be observed in the realms outside work (Sourvi-
nou and Filimonau, 2018).

2.2. Hotel employees, human resources management (HRM) and ‘green’
practices

Although successful implementation of ‘green’ practices in hotels
depends on frontline employees’ engagement, pro-environmental
commitment and behaviour of staff can be difficult to achieve (Zien-
tara and Zamojska, 2018). Pro-environmental employee behaviour is
not always formally required by hotels but expected in addition to ‘reg-
ular’ organisational behaviour of staff (Fatoki, 2019). Although this
‘additional’ behaviour benefits hotels, encouraging employees to engage
with it is challenging because of a poor understanding by employees of
personal benefits alongside insufficient rewards (Chan et al., 2017).

Hotels committed to conserve the environment should (re-)design
their human resources management (HRM) policies and procedures to
incorporate the ‘green’ element (Y.J. Kim et al., 2019; Y.H. Kim et al.,
2019). This ‘green’ HRM should aim at fostering pro-environmental
mindset and behaviour of staff (Zientara and Zamojska, 2018). The
importance of engaging staff with environmental conservation via
‘green” HRM is justified by theories of organisational performance.
These suggest that positive changes to business operations can only be
achieved by changing the behaviour of an organisation’s members, such
as employees (Truss et al., 2013). However, staff tend to resist changing
their mindsets and behaviour (Albrecht et al., 2015). Theory of (social)
practice explains this by the influence of work routines and habits which
employees should have developed with time (Bourdieu, 2005). For
example, restaurant staff can be accustomed to wasting food when
cooking and a manager’s request to change the cooking routine to avoid
wastage may be rejected by staff. The argument ‘I’ve been doing this for
years, why change?’ is often used by employees when resisting
pro-environmental behavioural changes (Filimonau and Uddin, 2021).

This underlines the need to better understand what facilitates pro-
environmental behavioural changes among frontline hotel employees
(Fatoki, 2019). By integrating the requirements for specific behaviour in
‘green’ HRM, hotels can signal prospective and current staff the
importance of aligning with pro-environmental corporate goals by
practicing specific behavioural patterns (Chan et al., 2014). However,
such integration alone is insufficient and dedicated HRM policies and
procedures are required to support, empower, and reward employees for
pro-environmental behaviour, thus reducing the negative effect of work
routines and habits (Renwick et al., 2013).
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2.3. Hotel employees’ perceptions of ‘green’ practices and the related
behaviour

Pro-environmental organisational practices in hotels do not neces-
sarily lead to anticipated outcomes because frontline staff can perceive
environmental conservation unimportant (Wang et al., 2020). Em-
ployees can ignore ‘green’ practices if they do not consider them
meaningful (Albrecht et al., 2015). ‘Green’ HRM should aim to influence
frontline employees’ perceptions, thus prompting staff engagement with
pro-environmental organisational practices (Aboramadan and Karatepe,
2021).

Multiple theories can explain why hospitality employees engage with
‘green’ practices. For example, Theory of Planned Behaviour has been
used to understand the antecedents of ecological behaviour intentions
(Chan and Hon, 2020), showcasing the important role of such factors as
personal attitudes and social norms in shaping staff (un)willingness to
conserve the environment. Norm activation model (NAM) cain aid in
understanding how personal norms of employees can prompt environ-
mental conservation in the workplace (Chi et al., 2023). Lastly,
value-belief-norm (VBN) theory has been applied to examine how per-
sonal, pro-environmental values of staff can shape their
pro-environmental beliefs and, consequently, determine their
pro-environmental norms at work (Chua and Han, 2022). Importantly,
all these theories are often extended with other theoretical constructs or
concepts to strengthen their analytical power when explaining why
hospitality employees (dis)engage with environmental conservation
(see, for example, Chou, 2014; Luu, 2019; Wang, 2016).

Further, studies have measured employees’ perceptions of ‘green’
practices in hotels and investigated their impact on pro-environmental
staff behaviour. For example, Kim and Choi (2013) find a correlation
between ‘green’ practices, staff perception and organisational commit-
ment. Y.H. Kim et al. (2019); Y.J. Kim et al. (2019) and Yoon et al.
(2016) highlight a positive relationship between ‘green’ practices and
employees’ eco-friendly behaviour. Okumus et al. (2019) showcase a
positive effect of ‘green’ practices on staff’s environmental concern and
pro-environmental behaviour.

Studies have also examined the role of various, internal and external,
variables in shaping staff’s perceptions of ‘green’ practices in hotels and
affecting their behavioural response. Haldorai et al. (2022) demonstrate
the importance of pro-environmental commitment of top management
teams for engaging frontline employees with environmental conserva-
tion. Aboramadan and Karatepe (2021) showcase the critical role of
organisational support articulated by ‘green’ HRM in pro-environmental
job performance. Chan et al. (2014) indicate how personal environ-
mental concern of staff positively affects their engagement with ‘green’
practices. Okumus et al. (2019) emphasise relevance of personal envi-
ronmental knowledge for stimulating pro-environmental behaviour of
employees.

The above studies have all hypothesised a positive correlation be-
tween ‘green’ practices in hotels, ‘green” HRM, employees’ perceptions
and pro-environmental behavioural intention. The hypotheses have
been confirmed in staff surveys which test potential pathways between
various psychographic and organisational variables rather than explore
the actual feelings of frontline employees and their behavioural
response. Studies underpinned by qualitative or mixed research methods
may have yielded different results given the complexity of relationships
between ‘green’ practices in hotels, staff’s perceptions and behaviour
(Pham et al., 2019).

There is evidence that hotel employees do not always perceive
environmental conservation in hotels positively. First, staff do not
appreciate additional work associated with ‘green’ practices (Chan and
Hawkins, 2010). Second, ‘green’ practices require pro-environmental
(re-)training which employees do not appreciate because the (re-)
training time is often unpaid (Renwick et al., 2013). Third, ‘green’
practices can be perceived by staff as cumbersome and stressful (Sour-
vinou and Filimonau, 2018). Fourth, employees may feel that
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environmental conservation is implemented by hotels at the sacrifice of
their own interests (Scheidler et al., 2019). Fifth, employees may
misunderstand the meaning of ‘green’ practices (Chan and Hawkins,
2012). Lastly, staff, especially those with supervisory and managerial
responsibilities, may be sceptical about the real motives behind a hotel’s
commitment to environmental conservation (Sharma et al., 2020).
Employees may assume that ‘green’ practices are implemented by hotels
in business self-interest, thus suspecting corporate hypocrisy (Rahman
et al., 2015). Staff can even see corporate pro-environmental commit-
ment as an attempt of ‘greenwashing’ rather than a genuine corporate
desire to save the environment (Tahir et al., 2020).

This evidence of negative staff’s perceptions of environmental con-
servation is, however, fragmented which calls for more systematic
research on the reaction of hotel workforce to the implementation of
‘green’ practices. Research is necessitated for each hotel segment but, for
several reasons, particularly valuable for luxury hotels. First, the inter-
play between luxury hospitality and environmental sustainability re-
mains understudied, especially from the viewpoint of such stakeholder
as frontline employees (Peng and Chen, 2019b). Second, luxury hotels
maintain high standards of service which require employees to work
hard (Ramkissoon et al., 2020). Any extra tasks in the form of
pro-environmental behaviour can be viewed by staff as an unwelcoming
burden. Lastly, employees of luxury hotels do not always appreciate the
suggested ‘marriage’ between luxury and environmental sustainability
and develop negative feelings towards pro-environmental behaviour at
work (Filimonau et al., 2020).

This study will adopt a (more) *balanced’, nuanced perspective when
examining the effect of ‘green’ practices in luxury hotels on perception
and subsequent (dis)engaging behaviour of employees. The study will
focus on luxury hotels in China whose market has been growing prior to
COVID-19 (Qian, 2021). As increasingly more luxury hotels in China
consider integrating ‘green’ practices into their business agendas (Choy
et al., 2021), it is important to study the effect of this integration on
frontline workforce.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research philosophy and research method

The study was underpinned by the philosophy of interpretivism
which assumes that individuals shape the environment in which they
live and work (Levers, 2013). Interpretivism suggests a variety of human
thoughts and opinions which are subjective and, therefore, require
careful evaluation and interpretation (Holden and Lynch, 2004), such as
in the case of perception of ‘green’ practices by frontline employees in
luxury hotels. Interpretivism advocates that the subjective meanings
attached by individuals to various phenomena can be used for knowl-
edge creation, especially in situations whereby this knowledge is scarce
or fragmented (Scotland, 2012). This is where the current study adds to
the literature as past research on ‘green’ practices and hotel employees’
perceptions and behaviour has primarily been underpinned by the
philosophy of positivism. Positivism aims at establishing statistical
connections and building generalisations rather than providing in-depth
evaluations of complex societal phenomena (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow,
2012), such as pro-environmental organisational performance and the
role of frontline staff in environmental conservation in hotels.

The inductive approach was followed. Although theories of organ-
isational performance and (social) practice can provide useful insights
into how frontline employees of luxury hotels perceive ‘green’ practices
and what subsequent behaviour they may choose to engage with, these
theories cannot explain individual motives and behavioural responses
comprehensively. This portrays the current study as exploratory while
exploratory investigations strive to enhance theoretical foundations
rather than test their applicability in wider contexts (Creswell, 2013).
Further, while certain behavioural theories (for example, theory of
planned behaviour, norm activation model and value-belief-norm
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theory) can aid in establishing a correlation between ‘green’ practices in
luxury hotels and employees’ behavioural intention (see Wang, 2016 for
a review), they cannot fully explain human emotions behind actual
behaviour (Meng et al., 2022).

In line with interpretive research philosophy and the inductive
approach, this study adopted the method of qualitative research i.e., in-
depth semi-structured interviews, for data collection and analysis.
Qualitative research builds close(r) relationships with study informants,
thus providing a better scope to understand emotions and feelings
(Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2015). Qualitative research enables a deep
(er) understanding of the actual behavioural response to external stimuli
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Lastly, flexible design of qualitative research
facilitates follow-up questions which can aid in comprehending the
exact motives behind specific behavioural acts (Creswell, 2013).

3.2. Study design and administration

The literature review informed the design of an interview protocol
(Supplementary material, Appendix 1). The protocol incorporated
questions to (1) establish the level of personal knowledge and awareness
of environmental sustainability and ‘green’ issues in day-to-day lives; (2)
identify ‘green’ practices implemented (or planned for implementation)
by luxury hotels (see next paragraph for details); (3) understand the
extent of staff (current or envisaged) engagement with the imple-
mentation of ‘green’ practices; (4) evaluate how employees felt about
and how they (dis)engaged with ‘green’ practices, including their posi-
tive and negative perceptions and behavioural response. The ideas for
these questions were derived from Chan and Hawkins (2010); Scheidler
et al. (2019) and Sourvinou and Filimonau (2018).

The protocol was developed in English and back translated in Man-
darin by two bilingual academics. Prior to translation it was reviewed
for face and content validity by four academics majoring in hospitality
management and specializing in human resources management and
environmental management. The protocol was pre-tested with five hotel
employees.

Study informants were recruited among permanent frontline em-
ployees of luxury hotels in China. The key selection criterion was that
the luxury hotels which the study informants represented should have
engaged in environmental conservation. The luxury hotels were ex-
pected to have implemented at least some of the following ‘green’
practices: (1) energy and water saving measures (for example, water-
efficient showers) and consumer engagement campaigns (for instance,
towel reuse); (2) solid waste management (for example, food waste
separation at source); (3) sustainable building (for example, adoption of
‘green’ building standards); (4) sustainable procurement (for instance,
use of local ingredients in cooking). The list of these exemplary ‘green’
practices was developed from Pereira et al. (2021).

Given the specific criteria set for this study’s informants i.e., a per-
manent frontline employee in a luxury hotel in China with a record of
implementation of ‘green’ practices, purposive sampling was initially
used for recruitment. Purposive sampling identified the sampling units
that could provide the most relevant and valuable information (Teer-
oovengadum and Nunkoo, 2018). The study informants were recruited
using a personal network of one of the research team members. Origi-
nally, ten study informants were recruited in this manner. Following
their interviews, snowball sampling was applied for further recruitment
using professional networks of the study informants.

One employee per hotel was invited to participate for diversity of
views and opinions. The recruitment attempted to ensure that the study
informants represented different hotel departments as staff perceptions
and engagement with ‘green’ practices could vary depending on work-
ing tasks (Chan and Hawkins, 2010). As research indicated that em-
ployees with supervisory responsibilities could be uncertain about the
‘green’ practices in hotels (Sharma et al., 2020), frontline staff with
supervisory experience were also recruited.

The sample size was determined by perceived data saturation which
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was initially detected with 19 interviews. Following thematic analysis
(see Section 3.3. Data analysis), an additional round of data collection
was held to prove validity of the study’s tools, processes, and data by
testing the initial findings with additional participants (Hayashi et al.,
2019). The final sample consisted of 28 study informants representing
luxury hotels from different localities in China (Table 1). Although
sample size is deemed of less relevance for qualitative research (Braun
and Clarke, 2021), there are indications that interview data can be
saturated with 10-30 samples (Thomson 2010 cited by Marshall et al.,
2013). The current study fits into this indicative range.

Interviews were conducted in April-September 2020 i.e., after the
hotel industry in China had re-opened following a period of significant
COVID-19 restrictions. To encourage participation by limiting personal
contact, interviews were undertaken via WeChat. WeChat is a popular
instant messaging, social media, and mobile payment app in China
which is widely used in social science research for recruitment of study
participants and data collection (Moffa and Di Gregorio, 2023). In-
terviews lasted between 32 and 65 min; they were digitally recorded for
subsequent transcription and professional translation. The study in-
formants were not incentivised for participation.

Social desirability bias may affect interview findings (Nederhof,
1985). To reduce its occurrence, purposive and snowball sampling was
applied for recruitment of willing participants whereby personal and
professional contacts of the research team and, later, past study in-
formants served the purpose of building trust. The informants were
reassured in complete confidentiality of the study’s findings and the
responses provided were anonymised. Following transcription of in-
terviews, individual transcripts were given to all study informants and
the opportunity was offered to re-check and approve the material
collected. At this stage, the informants were provided with an option to
withdraw.

3.3. Data analysis

Interview data were analysed thematically following the guidelines
of data codification provided by Gibbs (2007). Raw data were codified
with the help of NVivo, version 12. For trustworthiness, the following
measures were applied as recommended by Lincoln and Guba (1985).
First, the data were codified by the same researchers who designed and
conducted the interviews. Second, data codification was undertaken
independently by two members of the research team. The results were
compared, and an extra round of data codification was applied in case of
disagreements. Lastly, as recommended by Burnard (1991), the results
of data codification were presented to three randomly selected study
informants. They were explained how the final coding structures were
derived and the feedback was requested on correctness of data inter-
pretation. Suggestions made by the study informants at this stage were
integrated in the final data coding structures.

4. Findings
4.1. General perception of ‘green’ practices

Most informants were familiar with environmental sustainability
and engaged with various ‘green’ practices in their day-to-day lives.
Examples of at-home recycling, use of energy saving bulbs, saving water
when showering and use of public transport were frequently given. As
for the ‘green’ practices of luxury hotels, the extent of their adoption
varied. While many hotels, particularly the chain affiliates, adopted a
broad range of pro-environmental measures, smaller hotels only adop-
ted a limited number of ‘green’ practices. Budgetary constraints were the
main reason for the limited embracement of environmental conserva-
tion by smaller hotels which aligned with Chan et al. (2018) and Chan
et al. (2020). Energy-saving bulbs, building insulation, water-saving
facets, towel reuse programmes and solid waste separation at source
were referred to by the study informants as the most popular ‘green’
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Table 1

Study informants (n = 28).
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D Gender Age  Position Hotel Hotel size Department Work experience in this hotel Work experience in hospitality
location Small (<50 rooms) (years) (years)

Medium (51-100

rooms)

Large (>100 rooms)
11 Female 34 Front-line Shanghai Small Room service 3 6
12 Female 24 Front-line Beijing Small Guest service 2 3
I3 Male 29 Front-line Guangzhou Medium Catering 4 6
14 Male 28 Front-line Shanghai Large Guest service 5 7
15 Female 25 Front-line Shanghai Large Room service 3 3
16 Female 30 Front-line Beijing Medium Catering 5 7
17 Male 27 Front-line Shenzhen Large Catering 4 5
18 Male 33 Front-line Nanjing Medium Guest service 5 8
19 Male 36 Front-line Beijing Medium Room service 6 10
110  Female 24 Front-line Xi’an Small Room service 3 4
111  Male 22 Front-line Beijing Large Catering 2 2
112  Female 27 Front-line Shanghai Large Guest service 5 6
113 Female 32 Front-line Guangzhou Large Guest service 6 6
114  Male 41 Front-line Shenzhen Medium Catering 8 8
115  Female 28 Supervisory ~ Beijing Medium Catering 5 5
116 Male 24 Supervisory  Beijing Small Guest service 2 2
117  Female 28 Supervisory ~ Shanghai Large Room service 5 8
118  Female 35 Supervisory  Guangzhou Large Catering 10 12
119 Male 40 Supervisory ~ Chengdu Large Room service 5 10
120 Male 36 Supervisory  Shanghai Large Guest service 8 15
121  Male 25 Front-line Shanghai Small Catering 3 4
122 Female 26 Front-line Beijing Large Room service 3 3
123  Male 32 Front-line Beijing Medium Catering 7 9
124  Female 25 Front-line Guangzhou Medium Room service 2 4
125  Female 23 Front-line Guangzhou Small Guest service 2 3
126  Female 30 Front-line Shanghai Medium Catering 5 9
127  Female 33 Front-line Beijing Medium Catering 10 10
128  Male 25 Front-line Beijing Small Room service 3 4

practices in their hotels:

‘My hotel does a bit of everything. We use energy-saving equipment in
rooms, public areas, and operations. We use electric vehicles for trans-
portation. We save water and separate waste. As far as I know we even
use organic food in our restaurant... We’re affiliated to the [HOTEL
NAME REMOVED] chain, and this is part of their corporate policies’ (14)

4.2. Perception of ‘green’ practices

The study informants felt differently about the ‘green’ practices
adopted in their hotels. These different perceptions were summarised in
four categories: (1) value creation; (2) image building; (3) control sys-
tem; and (4) formalism. Table 2 presents this categorisation by drawing
upon the results of data codification and linking each category of
employee perceptions to the representative quotes. Table 2 also clas-
sifies employee perceptions as positive, neutral, and negative.

Positive perception of ‘green’ practices was attributed to the (addi-
tional) value created by environmental conservation in hotels for busi-
ness, customers, and Chinese society. Financial savings achieved by
implementing ‘green’ practices were seen as a driver of improved
operational performance. ‘Green’ practices could signal pro-
environmental commitment of a hotel, thus offering market advantage
in the form of enhanced customer appeal. ‘Green’ practices would also
enable hoteliers to obtain positive feedback from consumers, thus
building loyalty. Lastly, ‘green’ practices could appeal to wider Chinese
society by portraying hotels as good corporate citizens, thus generating
political dividends and public support.

Neutral perceptions of ‘green’ practices were associated with
corporate image building and improved organisational control. ‘Green’
practices could aid in marketing and reputation. ‘Green’ practices were
seen beneficial from the viewpoint of operational cost reduction and
legal compliance. ‘Green’ practices were also seen instrumental to
changing organisational culture by encouraging employees to conserve

the environment at work. Concurrently, some study informants
considered ‘green’ practices as a tool of increased control exerted by
hoteliers via HRM departments. The implementation of ‘green’ practices
required employees to adhere to the related instructions. Some study
informants viewed this suspiciously as a means of developing extra
measures of individual performance control to be used for penalising
incompliant staff:

‘We’re now required to waste less food when we cook. The problem is that,
if I cook this way, the customer may be unhappy. I may not cut the meat to
perfection. If the customer complains, I'm in trouble. I just feel like these
new ‘green’ requirements are meant to control us so that our performance
bonuses don’t need to be paid...” (17)

Lastly, negative perception of ‘green’ practices was assigned to
formalism in the implementation of pro-environmental measures. Con-
cerns were raised regarding the actual business intention behind the
adoption of ‘green’ practices. Some study informants blamed hotels for
increasing their profits as opposed to being altruistic in their ‘greening’
intentions. Some study informants referred to symbolism in imple-
menting ‘green’ practices i.e., there was perceived dissonance between
the extent of hotels’ pro-environmental declarations and real actions.
Lastly, some study informants, on condition of anonymity, alleged hotels
in greenwashing. Pro-environmental claims made by hotel administra-
tions would not match their practices, thus leading to employees’
distrust and dissatisfaction.

4.3. (Dis)engagement with ‘green’ practices

Different perceptions of ‘green’ practices prompted various behav-
ioural responses ranging from positive to negative with the neutral-to-
negative stance being prevailed (Table 3). This raises questions about
the results of previous studies on staff perception of ‘green’ practices in
hotels and the related behaviour which highlighted positive relation-
ships between these variables. By using qualitative research design, this
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Table 2

Employee perceptions of ‘green’ practices.

Theme Code
Perception Perception type
category

Overall
attitude

Exemplary quote

VALUE Improved
CREATION consumer
experience

Market advantage

Meeting societal

expectations

Better operational

efficiency

IMAGE Marketing
BUILDING

Advertising

‘Green’ reputation

CONTROL Cost control

SYSTEM

Employee control

Legal compliance

Organisational
culture

‘We sometimes get positive Positive
feedback on our ‘green’
practices. Some customers, but
not all, feel pleased that they
receive eco-friendly services’
13)

‘It’s an extra sale point. By
being ‘green’ we differentiate
ourselves from competitors.
This makes us unique in eyes of
our customers’ (119)

‘Our government and people
encourage us to go ‘green’.
Reducing energy and water use
is simply the right thing to do’
1)

‘I hear we've saved a lot of
energy and water by
implementing ‘green’ practices.
This means saving money
which is good for business’
(I11)

‘Modern upper-class customers
in China seem to value the
concept of being ‘green’, so we
cater for them by promoting
what we do to conserve the
environment’ (110)

‘Green’ practices are great for
advertising. We highlight them
on our website. Our ‘green’
practices have been reported by
the mainstream media, which
improves our image greatly’
12)

‘Hotels in China have been
criticised for their negative
environmental impacts,
especially resource
consumption and waste
generation. Our hotel
implements ‘green’ practices to
showcase to the public what we
do to change the reputation of
heavy polluters’ (117)

‘Luxury products are
expensive. ‘Green’ practices
help the hotel to reduce costs.
However, this is only good for
our boss, not for us, employees’
18)

‘The hotel cannot control
customers’ environmental
behaviour, but it can control
employees. According to our
HRM policies, employees must
follow certain instructions.
Although some of these are
genuinely for the ‘green’
purposes, some are just
intended to control employees
in the name of ‘greening’ the
business’ (114)

‘There are standards on
emissions that a hotel business
needs to meet. Be going ‘green’
our hotel can comply with
regulations, so it’s not in
trouble if an audit comes’ (112)
“This is part of our corporate
policies. ‘Green’ practices are
something what our

Neutral
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Table 2 (continued)

Overall
attitude

Theme Code
Perception Perception type
category

Exemplary quote

headquarters want us to do. If
this becomes part of the
organisation’s values, then
everyone must do it’ (I5)

‘I don’t think our hotel
implements ‘green’ practices for
the social good. Instead, I feel,
these practices merely create
values for the hotel itself. There
is little we get out of them...’
ai7)

‘I believe that being ‘green’ is
merely a symbol rather than a
real action in our hotel. Just
symbolizing that we are ‘green’
seems enough and further
practices are not necessary’
14)

‘I'll be honest with you; our
hotel greatly exaggerates its
‘green’ practices and
contribution. What I've seen
published on our website has
little to do with what I've
witnessed on the ground’ (17)

FORMALISM

Hypocrisy

Negative

Symbolism

Greenwashing

current study demonstrated that staff interviews could provide an
interesting perspective on why hotel employees would (dis)engage with
‘green’ practices in the workplace. This perspective can complement the
results of previous, largely quantitative, investigations, thus offering a
more balanced, nuanced outlook on the issue in focus.

Positive behaviour resulted from the employees’ perception of
‘green’ practices as being aligned with their personal pro-environmental
values. Seeing organisational ‘green’ commitment, the study informants
felt encouraged to conserve the environment. This prompted staff to
support and engage with ‘green’ practices. The number of the study
informants exemplifying explicit, pro-active, support of ‘green’ practices
was, however, small.

Most study informants declared various types of neutral behaviour.
Some employees felt indifferent towards ‘green’ practices viewing these
as another, routine work duty. Despite perceived insignificance of
environmental conservation, these employees would still engage with
‘green’ practices considering these integral to their work contracts. This
perception drove largely passive behavioural compliance whereby em-
ployees would implement environmental conservation measures either
just ‘to show that I've tried’ (I8) or to avoid punishment for the non-
engagement. Lastly, a few employees would engage with ‘green’ prac-
tices for a reward, such as a supervisory praise or a monetary bonus.
These types of neutral behaviour are not damaging to a hotel business,
but they need to be closely monitored by hotel administrations as they
can easily become negative:

‘As a supervisor, I tend to speak with staff to see what worries them and
why. In private, they often complain that they don’t particularly care
about environmental things. However, they still do it [environmental
conservation] as they re instructed so. This [performance] troubles me a
bit as, if the staff don’t understand the importance of going ‘green’, then
they won’t be working hard to make it happen...” (116)

Lastly, some study informants spoke about their negative behaviour
towards ‘green’ practices at work. Some employees protested informally
about the need to conserve the environment by expressing their dissat-
isfaction in private i.e., when discussing work matters with fellow em-
ployees, friends, and family members. Some study informants were,
however, more radical by refusing to engage with ‘green’ practices. This
disengagement was implicit whereby employees pretended to conserve
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Table 3

Employee behaviour in response to ‘green’ practices.

Theme
Behaviour
category

Code
Behaviour type

Exemplary quote

Overall
direction

PRO-ACTIVE
SUPPORT

INDIFFERENCE

PASSIVE
COMPLIANCE

INFORMAL
PROTEST

Alignment with
personal values

Behavioural
change

Part of regular
workload

Perceived
insignificance

Compliance for
reward

Compliance due
to a threat of
punishment

Doing a bare
minimum to
comply

Complaining to
fellow workers

Complaining to
family members

4 feel good about that our
hotel aims to save resources
and reduce environmental
pollution. I think this is what
we all ought to do anyway’
(I12)

4 feel obliged to help the
hotel achieve what it has set
to achieve. I have even made
some suggestions about
energy savings for the hotel’
13)

4 just take it [‘green’
practices] as another work
duty. I know many of my
fellow employees are the
same. I don’t think it’s
particularly important or
necessary, but I must do it as
part of my job contract’
I14)

‘OK, my manager asks me to
do it, but I don’t really care
about ‘green’ activities
because I think work is much
more important than that. 1
Jjust do it [‘green’ practices]
as I have to, not because I
want to..." (I15)

I think it’s [‘green practices]
OK, but, personally, I do
these simply because the
hotel encourages me to do so.
We get small rewards from
management for ‘green’
ideas, so this is why 1
engage...’ (16)

‘Frankly speaking, I only do
this [‘green’ practices]
because my work is
monitored by cameras. In
our hotel, employees will be
punished if they are found to
have violated the ‘green’
principles...” (19)

‘Honestly? I only do this
[‘green’ practices] because
my supervisor asks me to. I
do a little bit just to show
that I've listened to them and
tried to do what I'm told’
(110)

‘Many employees in our
hotel discuss the negative
aspects of these [‘green’]
practices because they have
to make a sacrifice for being
‘green’. For example, they
have to separate waste,
which no one wants to do. I
even hear some managers
complaining about the
meaninglessness of these
[‘green’] activities...” (118)
‘I honestly don't like it
[‘green’ practices’] because
they are just another work
burden. But what can I do
even if I am unhappy? I can
moan this to my friends at
work. I can also gossip with
my family’ (I13)

Positive

Neutral

Negative
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Table 3 (continued)

Theme Code Exemplary quote Overall
Behaviour Behaviour type direction
category

AVOIDANCE Implicit non- ‘It may look like I behave in

an eco-friendly manner, but
this is not the case, really. If
there is a chance, I won’t be
doing it [‘green’ practices]. I
mean I will try to avoid it if I
can’ (I11)

‘I think many ‘green’
practices implemented in our
hotel are meaningless and 1
am, hence, not willing to
cooperate. Yes, I have to be
careful when I do so to
ensure it doesn’t come out
too explicitly. But there is
always an excuse as far as
I'm concerned. Such as: I
didn’t turn the light off
because the customer didn’t
want me to. This works!’
15)

engagement

Explicit non-
engagement

the environment but tried to ‘avoid it if I could’ (I11). The disengagement
was also explicit whereby employees refused to conserve the environ-
ment prioritising other business needs, such as customer satisfaction.
Although the number of study informants with declared explicit nega-
tive attitudes and resultant behavioural disengagement was small, their
presence is concerning from the hotel administration’s viewpoint. Such
employees can sabotage the implementation of ‘green’ practices which
calls for the design of organisational measures to change their
behaviour.

5. Discussion and implications

The study revealed how frontline employees in luxury hotel in China
perceived ‘green’ practices implemented by hotel administrations and
what behavioural responses they adopted in the result. The study evi-
denced that staff’s perceptions of environmental conservation and the
related behaviour ranged from positive to negative. Fig. 1 conceptualises
the study’s findings as a streamlined ‘perception-behavioural response’
framework. The framework can aid hotel administrations in the design
of measures to reinforce staff’s attitudes and enhance their behavioural
response towards the implementation of ‘green’ practices.

From the theoretical perspective, the study’s findings provided new
insights into the workforce-related challenges of the implementation of
‘green’ practices in luxury hotels in China and beyond. Previous studies
focused, almost exclusively, on positive staff’s perceptions (see, for
example, Chou, 2014; Kim and Choi, 2013; Peng et al., 2020) and
engaging behaviour (see, for instance, Chan et al., 2017; Fatoki, 2019;
Okumus et al., 2019) and ignored potential negative feelings/attitudes
and disengaging behavioural responses. The focus on the positive as-
sociations between ‘green’ practices and employee perceptions and
behaviour is understandable because it encourages hotel administra-
tions to invest in environmental sustainability. However, research on
negative perceptions and behaviour is also warranted as it enables hotel
administrations to understand the reasons for negative feelings, atti-
tudes, and behaviour of staff and design appropriate counteracting
measures. For example, by showcasing corporate commitment to ‘green’
practices via direct participation of executive managers as suggested by
Haldorai et al. (2022), hotel administrations can avoid a critique in
image building, cost control and, especially, formalism. This measure
can prompt the frontline employees with neutral and negative percep-
tions of ‘green’ practices to develop a more positive outlook on envi-
ronmental conservation. This can trigger patterns of staff behaviour
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Fig. 1. Perceptions and the related behavioural response towards ‘green’ practices among luxury hotel employees. Legend: - NEUTRAL

_ Straight lines = direct relationships; Dotted lines = Potential indirect relationships.

which are better aligned with the corporate goals of environmental
sustainability.

The study outlined five categories of potential behavioural response
of frontline employees to ‘green’ practices. Positive behaviour in the
form of pro-active support was previously identified in the literature (Y.
J. Kim et al., 2019; Y.H. Kim et al., 2019). However, the literature did
not establish the forms of neutral and negative staff behaviour. This
current study found that some employees felt indifferently towards
environmental conservation i.e., neither engaging with ‘green’ practices
willingly and actively, nor resisting the implementation of ‘green’
practices. Likewise, this current study demonstrated that some em-
ployees chose to engage with ‘green’ practices in fear of punishment or
in pursuit of a reward. Most importantly, this current study showcased
that some staff opposed environmental conservation. This opposition
was found to be ‘soft’ i.e., exemplified by informal protest, and ‘hard’ i.
e., articulated by explicit disengagement with ‘green’ practices. Hence,
this current study demonstrated the ‘dark’ side of the implementation of
‘green’ practices in luxury hotels, thus adding to the yet scarce and
fragmented evidence highlighted by Chan and Hawkins (2010) and
Sourvinou and Filimonau (2018).

The current study yielded findings complementing research on
organisational citizenship behaviour for the environment (OCBE) in the
context of luxury hospitality (Zientara and Zamojska, 2018). OCBE is
concerned with voluntary and reward-free engagement of employees
with ‘green’ practices at work that extend beyond the job requirements
and/or contract obligations (Pham et al., 2019). OCBE, therefore, as-
sumes that staff receive emotional satisfaction or even an emotional
reward from conserving the environment (Zhao and Zhou, 2021). When
projected into the findings of the current study, positive behaviour of
employees in the form of pro-active support (Fig. 1) corresponded to
OCBE as defined in the literature.

However, the opposite of OCBE is involuntary behaviour of em-
ployees towards environmental conservation (Kim et al., 2020). Staff
can engage with ‘green’ practices at work unwillingly i.e., simply
because they are required to (for example, it is prescribed in their con-
tract or requested by a supervisor) or in fear of punishment (Zientara

and Zamojska, 2018). In the context of the current study, the neutral and
negative behavioural patterns established in interviews (Fig. 1) corre-
sponded to this involuntary employee behaviour, thus adding to the
literature on OCBE in luxury hotels.

From the management perspective, the current study outlined mea-
sures which could encourage frontline staff to engage with ‘green’
practices (Fig. 1). Positive perceptions and behaviour should be sus-
tained and reinforced. To this end, employees should be regularly
reminded about the critical role they play in conservation of natural
resources and, ultimately, in the mission of their hotels to become good
social citizens. This can prompt voluntary pro-environmental behaviour
at work, thus being aligned with the goals and principles of OCBE (Pham
et al., 2019).

Employees can also be rewarded for their dedication to environ-
mental conservation. The rewards can be intangible, such as positive
supervisory feedback and recognition. However, the rewards can also be
monetised. For instance, staff can be encouraged to provide feedback on
how to save energy or water. The financial savings achieved from
implementing ‘green’ practices in the result of this feedback can then be
shared with employees, thus reinforcing their pro-environmental
commitment (Filimonau and Magklaropoulou, 2020). Although mone-
tary rewards violate the principles of OCBE (Zientara and Zamojska,
2018), they can nevertheless aid luxury hotel administrations in pro-
moting environmental conservation among those employees who
participate in ‘green’ practices involuntarily. However, the ‘right’ bal-
ance is necessitated in the design and deployment of such rewards to
ensure that hotel staff do not conserve the environment purely because
of financial benefits. Raising environmental awareness of employees and
facilitating the transition towards voluntary engagement with environ-
mental conservation should be the ultimate goal of luxury hotel ad-
ministrations. Using the above (tangible and intangible) reward
examples, but also other ‘best practices’ in facilitating
pro-environmental employee behaviour, HRM departments should
develop and deploy dedicated policies and procedures, targeting staff
with different, positive, neutral and negative, perceptions and the
related patterns of workplace behaviour.
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The largest number of frontline employees were neutral in their
perceptions of ‘green’ practices and the related behaviour. These em-
ployees represent the most important workforce category to be targeted
by hotel administrations as they can move towards the positive, but they
can also slip towards the negative, range of the ‘perception-behaviour’
spectrum. ‘Green’ HRM policies and procedures should aim at engaging
these employees thoughtfully and slowly (Fig. 1). First, hotel adminis-
trations should signal frontline staff their genuine corporate commit-
ment towards environmental sustainability. Top managers can showcase
this by practicing environmental conservation at work (Su and Swanson,
2019). Second, ‘green” HRM policies and procedures should be pre-
sented to employees as ‘aspirational’ rather than mandatory, thus
reassuring staff that the goals of environmental conservation are
visionary rather than performance-related (Chan and Hawkins, 2010).
This measure can reduce staff’s scepticism towards ‘green’ practices and
discourage passive compliance. If combined with other measures, such
as rewards, this measure can even prompt positive attitudes and
behaviour among frontline employees.

The frontline employees with negative perceptions of environmental
conservation in luxury hotels and negative behavioural response in the
form of opposition/protest and disengagement require urgent attention
from hotel administrations (Fig. 1). These employees view ‘green’
practices from the perspective of hypocrisy, symbolism and even
greenwashing. Hotel administrations need to design measures to change
such perceptions and trigger staff engagement.

First, frontline employees should be explained the purpose of ‘green’
practices, thus breaking the perception of greenwashing. The progress
made by a hotel in achieving its ‘green’ goals should be regularly
communicated to workforce and become a dedicated agenda item in
departmental and team meetings (Chou, 2014). Second, to avoid accu-
sation in symbolism, hotel administrations should constantly demon-
strate their commitment to environmental sustainability. Similar to the
case of employees with neutral perceptions, this can be achieved by
routinely involving top executives in pro-environmental actions or
engaging top executives in inter-departmental sustainability competi-
tions with other hotel staff (Haldorai et al., 2022). The progress in
environmental conservation should be celebrated and the champions
should be named, complemented and/or rewarded. Lastly, to address
the negative perception of hypocrisy, profit-sharing with staff can be
considered (Filimonau and Magklaropoulou, 2020).

6. Conclusions

The success of implementation of ‘green’ practices in luxury hotels
depends on genuine engagement of frontline staff. This engagement is
subject to how employees perceive ‘green’ practices. Research has
established positive relationships between ‘green’ practices, staff per-
ceptions and behaviour. Little attention has, however, been paid to
negative perceptions and the resultant disengagement of employees
with environmental conservation, especially in luxury hotels.

This current study revealed a range of frontline staff’s perceptions
and related behavioural responses towards the implementation of
‘green’ practices in luxury hotels in China. The study showcased that
many employees developed neutral perceptions and behaviour while
some exemplified negative attitudes and, consequently, disengaged with
environmental conservation. The study demonstrated the importance
for hotels to account for the positive but especially neutral and negative
perceptions and behavioural responses of employees. More nuanced
research on this topic can aid hotel administrations in designing ‘green’
HRM policies and procedures for counteracting negative perceptions
and resultant disengagement with ‘green’ practices. Measures were
proposed in the current study to target employees with positive, neutral,
and negative perceptions and behaviour.

Given that this exploratory study employed the methods of qualita-
tive research for data collection and analysis, future research should aim
at generalising and confirming this study’s findings by using a larger and
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more representative sample. The geographical focus of this study on
China implies that future research should replicate this study in a
different market. Further, this study was only concerned with luxury
hotels due to perceived incompatibility between the notions of luxury
and environmental sustainability. Future research should aim at
expanding the scope of analysis towards other hotel categories, such as
limited-budget and mid-range. Lastly, this study focused on frontline
employees. Future research should look at other hotel stakeholders, such
as managers and top executives. This is to investigate the feasibility of
measures which (luxury) hotels can adopt to encourage employees’
positive perceptions and engage them with the implementation of
corporate pro-environmental agendas.
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