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/ Abstract english

In today’s luxury hospitality, environmental sustai-
nability is a growing expectation and a visible theme 
in hotel communication. Yet when it intersects with 
luxury codes (comfort, control, predictability, and 
frictionless service) it can be interpreted as service 
reduction rather than added value. While literature 
acknowledges this tension, operational guidance is 
still limited on which communication patterns trig-
ger a perception of “sacrifice” and how to make lar-
gely backstage practices credible and desirable.

This thesis identifies the conditions under which 
sustainability is perceived as renunciation and tran-
slates them into verifiable design criteria to guide 
communication and experience across the custo-
mer journey. The resulting guidelines are intended 
to support independent luxury hotels and their ma-
nagement, marketing, and guest-experience teams 
in pre-stay and on-stay touchpoint decisions.

The study follows a qualitative, evidence-based 
approach framed by the Double Diamond. Phase 1 
combines a benchmark of digital touchpoints with 
a 2×2 matrix built on 30 independent luxury hotels 
in Italy selected through Forbes Travel Guide. A se-
ven-parameter grid (four on environmental sustai-
nability and three on territorial/experiential value) 
compares “translation” strategies and reveals re-
curring gaps between implemented practices and 
guest perception. Four use cases, selected for their 
illustrative and transferable value, show how the-
se patterns appear in touchpoints and what makes 
them credible or ambiguous across different desti-
nation contexts.

Phase 2 integrates field research (Hotel 2025 Fie-
ra Bolzano and interviews with three sample hotels) 
with three co-design sessions with under-30 luxury 
guests to test legitimate moments of engagement, 
tone of voice, interaction formats, and organisatio-
nal frictions. 

Findings are synthesised into 11 evidence points 
and translated into 8 design guidelines to commu-
nicate environmental practices as value (credible, 
verifiable, and consistent with contemporary luxury) 
reducing greenwashing risk and “service cut” per-
ceptions while strengthening promise–experience 
coherence.
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/ Abstract italiano	

Nell’ospitalità di lusso contemporanea, la soste-
nibilità ambientale è un’aspettativa crescente e un 
tema sempre più visibile nella comunicazione degli 
hotel. Quando però entra in contatto con i codici 
del lusso (comfort, controllo, prevedibilità e servi-
zio senza attriti) può essere letta come riduzione del 
servizio, più che come valore aggiunto. La letteratu-
ra riconosce questa tensione, ma mancano indica-
zioni operative su quali pattern comunicativi attivino 
la percezione di “sacrificio” e su come rendere cre-
dibili e desiderabili pratiche spesso invisibili perché 
collocate nel backstage dei seervizi alberghieri.

Questa tesi identifica le condizioni in cui la soste-
nibilità viene percepita come rinuncia e le traduce 
in criteri di design verificabili per guidare comuni-
cazione ed esperienza lungo il customer journey. Le 
linee guida supportano hotel di lusso indipendenti e 
team di management, marketing e guest experience 
nelle decisioni sui touchpoint pre-stay e on-stay.

La ricerca adotta un approccio qualitativo ed evi-
dence-based, inquadrato nel Double Diamond. La 
Fase 1 combina benchmark dei touchpoint digitali 
e matrice 2×2 su 30 hotel italiani selezionati tramite 
Forbes Travel Guide. Una griglia a sette parametri (4 
su sostenibilità ambientale e 3 su valore territoriale/
esperienziale) confronta le strategie di “traduzione” 
e mette in luce gap ricorrenti tra pratiche imple-
mentate e percezione degli ospiti. Quattro use case, 
scelti per valore illustrativo e trasferibile, mostrano 
come i pattern emergono nei contenuti e cosa li ren-
de credibili o ambigui in diversi contesti di destina-
zione.

La Fase 2 integra field research (Hotel 2025 Fie-
ra Bolzano e interviste con tre hotel) e tre sessioni 
di co-design con ospiti luxury under-30 per testare 
momenti legittimi di ingaggio, tone of voice, formati 
di interazione e frizioni organizzative. 

In chiusura, gli insight sono sintetizzati in 11 evi-
dence point e tradotti in 8 linee guida di design per 
comunicare le pratiche ambientali come valore ag-
giunto: credibile, verificabile e coerente con il lusso 
contemporaneo, riducendo rischio di greenwashing 
e percezione di “taglio” del servizio, e migliorando la 
coerenza tra promessa ed esperienza.
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01

Introduction

The global luxury market in 2026 remains stable 
compared to last year, despite turbulence linked to 
economic and geopolitical uncertainty, as well as 
shifts in consumer preferences. This is what emer-
ges from the new edition of the “Luxury Goods 
Worldwide Market Study” by Bain & Company, in 
collaboration with Altagamma. 

Global consumer spending across the different 
segments of the luxury industry reached around 
€1,440 billion in 2025, remaining broadly stable 
compared to the previous year. “Overall stability 
and resilience actually hide deep structural chan-
ges. Global consumers are shifting their preferen-
ces from personal goods to experiences, prioritising 
moments of value and authenticity over the purcha-
se of new luxury products” (Bain & Company, 2025).

The study highlights a long-term trend: the move 
from “conspicuous consumption,” typical of past 
years, to a form of “experiential indulgence,” whe-
re luxury is expressed through personal wellbeing, 
connection, and self-reward. “This is a deep move-
ment that directs growth towards luxury experien-
ces (such as hospitality, cruises, and fine dining) at 
the expense of traditional luxury goods, including 
cars, reshaping the dynamics of the entire industry” 
(Bain & Company, 2025).

Aldo Melpignano, an innovative entrepreneur and 
founder of Egnazia Ospitalità Italiana, in line with 
what Bain & Company stated in collaboration with 
Altagamma, points out that “high-end hospitality 
will continue to be one of the driving forces of the lu-
xury segment also in 2026. After years of expansion, 
the market is entering a more mature phase, led by 
travellers seeking authenticity, connections, and a 
sense of belonging to places. Attention is growing 
towards conscious and sustainable tourism, able to 
generate value for local communities”. 

1.1 / Industry Context: 
The New Luxury
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In Europe, demand remains solid, local touri-
sm is strengthening, and forecasts indicate steady 
growth, despite the slowdown of the Chinese mar-
ket. In Italy, the high-end segment represents only 
1% of properties but generates 25% of total tourism 
spending: a figure that reflects the image of a vir-
tuous and sustainable model for territories” (Alta-
gamma, 2025).

It is therefore clear that we are living in a histori-
cal period shaped by a new type of luxury: a luxury 
increasingly defined by the experiences guests can 
live. We are talking about unique trips, real and au-
thentic hospitality, wellbeing, and services that are 
more and more built on human relationships; all of 
this has now become central to how value is created 
and perceived (Bain & Company, 2025).

In parallel with this trend, pressures for a more 
sustainable transition are increasing in Europe: the 
European Union has binding climate targets (emis-
sions reduction by 2030 and climate neutrality by 
2050) and is making transparency stricter through 
new sustainability reporting rules (European Com-
mission, n.d.). In this geopolitical context, hospitality 
is also speeding up the adoption of ESG practices, 
pushed by regulators and investors, with growing 
attention to energy efficiency and measurability 
(Taiwo, 2025 and Energy & Environment Alliance, 
2025).

The current context therefore outlines a “new lu-
xury,” no longer based only on personal goods but 
above all on lived experiences: a hotel market that 
is increasingly dominant on the scene and increa-
singly focused on delivering unique experiences to 
guests, while at the same time having to adapt to 
the European Union’s strict rules on climate targets.

Within this context, focusing on under-30 luxury 
guests (Gen Z and younger millennials) is relevant 
for both market and sustainability reasons. Gene-
rational studies show that Gen Z is becoming in-
creasingly influential: by 2030, Gen Z is expected 
to account for 25–30% of luxury market purchases, 
with a strong orientation toward lived experiences 
and meaning rather than status alone (Fondazione 
Altagamma & Bain & Company, 2023). 

On the left: Capri Tiberio Palace, Capri

Figure 01: Capri Tiberio Palace 
outdoor space.
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1.2 / Research Objective and 
Industry Relevance

In this thesis, the focus is intentionally placed 
on environmental sustainability because it is the 
easiest to spot throughout the stay and therefore 
the most actionable through service design (it is, 
in fact, more linked to operational choices that can 
be translated into in-stay interactions). While social 
and economic sustainability are equally important, 
they involve broader governance, labour, and di-
stributional issues that require different indicators, 
stakeholder scopes, and evaluation methods. Thus, 
including them would risk diluting the research 
depth and compromising the clarity of the design 
requirements developed here. For example, social 
sustainability strictly depends on labour laws and 
collective agreements affecting wages and working 
hours, and not by only the stand-alone decisions of 
a hotel’s management. This requires more systemic 
multi-actor interventions. On the other hand, the 
economic sustainability of an area’s tourism can be 
interlinked to international chains, where ownership 
models impact many locations, where different tax 
structures and transaparency rules require coope-
ration between hotels. To conclude, environmental 
sustainability is more tangible in its nature, meaning 
that single decisions have a more direct effect on 
the ecosystem, as well as individual communication 
practices to increase guest awareness. 

Focusing the research specifically on environ-
mental sustainability, both the literature review and 
my field research showed that introducing environ-
mentally sustainable practices in the luxury hotel 
sector, so as to align with European targets, is a ra-
ther delicate step. If it is not managed with the right 
attention, it can lead to significant economic or re-
putational damage for the property.

In luxury travel specifically, people in their 20s 
still represent a smaller share of current luxury tra-
velers, yet they are strategically important becau-
se of their long-term lifetime value; moreover, their 
preferences tend to cluster around authenticity, 
sustainability, social experiences, and digital con-
nectedness (McKinsey & Company, 2024). From a 
sustainability perspective, younger generations also 
show stronger intention to integrate environmental 
considerations into consumption choices. Deloitte 
reports that around two-thirds of Gen Z (64%) and 
millennials (63%) are willing to pay more for environ-
mentally sustainable products or services, and that 
a significant share actively researches companies’ 
environmental impact before purchasing (Deloitte, 
2024).

Figure 02: Young women practicing 
yoga, Mandarin Oriental Lago di Como.
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In fact, while some choices may appear consistent 
to guests with today’s idea of quality and care in the 
sector, others can instead drastically reduce sati-
sfaction (Assaker, 2020; Moscardo, 2017). The main 
risk emerges when a sustainable practice is per-
ceived as mandatory, as a forced replacement, or 
as the loss of a service: in these cases, guests may 
interpret it as a sacrifice, meaning “less luxury,” in 
contrast with sector expectations linked to comfort, 
control, and abundance (Peng & Chen, 2019; Chen 
& Peng, 2018; Moscardo, 2017).

The critical point, therefore, is not only what the 
hotel does, but above all how it makes it visible 
and understandable to guests. Many environmen-
tal practices remain “backstage,” as they concern 
operational decisions that are not directly experien-
ced, and must therefore be credibly translated into 
frontstage touchpoints across the guest journey, 
before and during the stay (Preziosi et al., 2019).

In this translation, the theme of brand integrity is 
central: when a brand promises certain values (for 
example sustainability and responsibility) but the 
experience does not make them recognisable, an in-
consistency is created between promise and reality, 
which weakens trust and reputation (Amatulli et al., 
2021). For this reason, looking at the problem from 
another angle, the tangible details and the experien-
ces offered to guests during the stay should also be 
reflected in the hotel’s communication, in order to 
strengthen trust and reputation. Sustainability must 
therefore become part of the brand’s perceived va-
lue, and part of the experiences that support the 
evolution of the concept of luxury. 

The goal of this thesis is therefore to produce 
practical guidelines to help hotels communicate 
environmental practices as added value, consistent 
with the codes of luxury. Figure 03: Mandarin Oriental, Lago di Como.
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1.3 / Thesis Structure

The thesis is composed of 8 chapters, excluding 
limitations and conclusion. After the introductory 
chapter, Chapter 2 defines the theoretical fra-
mework on environmental sustainability in luxury 
hospitality. It covers how the type of destination in-
fluences guest behaviour, value perception, and the 
concept of brand integrity. Chapter 3 then descri-
bes the methodological approach used for this re-
search. Chapter 4 compares the properties through 
a matrix in a scatter plot and discusses patterns for 
each quadrant and destination type. Chapter 5 di-
scusses four use cases, one for each quadrant and 
destination type, to show the analysed patterns. 
Chapter 6 reports evidence from the field resear-
ch, including the visit to Hotel 2025 in Bolzano and 
interviews with hotel properties. Chapter 7 conti-
nues with the discussion of co-design sessions with 
target guests with different levels of sustainability 
awareness who have stayed in hotels. Finally, Chap-
ter 8 presents personas and the guidelines.
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02

Literature Review 

2.1 / Environmental Sustainability 
and Luxury Hospitality 

In the hotel industry, environmental sustainability 
refers to the set of choices and practices aimed at 
reducing an organisation’s impact on ecosystems 
and resource use across the entire service cycle 
(Moscardo, 2017). In hotels, this scope typically in-
cludes energy consumption (heating and cooling, 
lighting, laundry), water consumption (guest rooms, 
wellness areas, laundry), waste management (sin-
gle-use items, recycling, food waste), procurement 
and supply chain (food, textiles, amenities, cleaning 
products), as well as emissions linked to transport 
and to the activities offered to guests (Pereira et al., 
2021). In other words, even if the stay is mainly an 
experience for the guest, a hotel operates throu-
gh a resource-intensive system. For this reason, 
environmental sustainability in hospitality often de-
pends on technical and managerial interventions 
that remain largely invisible to the customer (Mo-
scardo, 2017).

In the luxury segment, this topic has specific fe-
atures. Luxury hospitality can be defined as a set 
of services and environments designed to ensure 
high levels of comfort, personalisation, attention to 
detail, and relational quality, with a strong symbo-
lic and identity-related component (Peng & Chen, 
2019; Kapferer, 2016). The promise of luxury, in this 
sense, is not only “higher quality”, but also a par-
ticular kind of experience: frictionless, reassuring, 
coherent, and able to make guests feel at the cen-
tre of the experience (Kapferer, 2016). 
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As a result, many environmental initiatives can 
come into tension with some traditional codes of lu-
xury: abundance of resources, continuous availabi-
lity, high standards, and predictable service (Davies 
et al., 2012; Kapferer, 2016).

At the same time, the literature recognises that 
sustainability can also become a driver of innovation 
in luxury when it is interpreted as an extension of 
values that are already present: authenticity, craft-
smanship, material quality, longevity, care, rarity, 
connection to place, and cultural meaning (Wied-
mann et al., 2009; Kapferer, 2016). From this per-
spective, practices such as local sourcing, selecting 

high-quality materials with lower impact, integrating 
energy efficiency without reducing comfort, or ma-
naging the territory responsibly can strengthen the 
sense of excellence rather than contradict it (Assa-
ker, 2020; Moscardo, 2017).

Another key factor is that many environmental 
practices adopted by hotels remain mainly ope-
rational: energy control systems, decisions about 
infrastructure, back-of-house procedures, pur-
chasing criteria, maintenance logics, and waste 
management (Pereira et al., 2021). Even when these 
interventions are substantial, their value is not au-
tomatically perceived by the customer. Without an 
appropriate translation, they remain invisible and 
therefore unable to generate reputational or expe-
riential benefits (Preziosi et al., 2019). This asym-
metry between “doing” and “making it perceived” 
is particularly relevant in luxury, where value is built 
precisely on the experience and on the meanings 
that guests attach to details (Kapferer, 2016).

Figure 04: View of the lake. Grand Hotel 
Tremezzo, Lago di Como
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To understand why sustainability can be experien-
ced as a “sacrifice”, it is necessary to look at what 
shapes guests’ value perception. In luxury, percei-
ved value is not only functional (room, services, cle-
anliness), but also includes hedonic, symbolic, and 
financial dimensions: pleasure, status, uniqueness, 
and expectations linked to the premium price and 
the brand promise (Chen et al., 2012). The same 
sustainable initiative can therefore be interpreted 
in different ways depending on the context and on 
how it interacts with these dimensions.

A first decisive lever is comfort. In luxury hospi-
tality, guests expect high and consistent service 
performance, thus, when sustainability measures 
are perceived as reducing comfort or service quali-
ty, they can trigger hesitation and lower evaluations 
of the stay (Assaker, 2020). In this setting, sustai-
nable practices that touch “sensitive” elements (for 
example reducing housekeeping frequency, remo-
ving single-use items, or changing in-room ameni-
ties) may be interpreted as a lower standard if they 
are not understood and if they do not maintain a 
perceived level that is equivalent or higher (Chen 
& Peng, 2018). The perception of a “cut”, therefore, 
does not necessarily depend on the real impact of 
the practice, but on its interpretation as a downgra-
de compared to comfort expectations.

A second lever is guest control. The literature hi-
ghlights that, in luxury, guests value choice and per-
sonalisation: “being served the way I want” is a core 
part of the premium promise (Kapferer, 2016). 

2.2 / What Influences Guests’ 
Value Perception

When a sustainable practice is presented as man-
datory, or when it reduces perceived autonomy, it 
can create resistance and lower satisfaction even 
when guests share the environmental goal (Chen et 
al., 2012). This means that luxury hospitality tends to 
minimise friction, but if sustainability introduces fri-
ction, guests may attribute it directly to the property 
rather than to the environmental objective.

These dynamics connect to the concept of per-
ceived risk. In the luxury context, guests may fear 
that a “green” offering will not deliver the expected 
hedonic or symbolic benefits, or that it will imply 
a reduction in service performance (Chen et al., 
2012). Perceived risk increases when information 
is vague, when proof is missing, or when commu-
nication leaves room for negative interpretations 
(Chang & Chen, 2013). In this sense, “sacrifice” is a 
specific form of perceived risk: guests fear paying a 
premium price and receiving less.

To avoid oversimplification, it is important to re-
cognise that not all guests have the same sensitivity 
to sustainability. However, the most recent eviden-
ce suggests a growing relevance of a “sustainabi-
lity-aware” segment, especially among younger 
generations and travellers who are more likely to 
include environmental considerations in their choi-
ces (Shuck et al., 2025). This trend is also consistent 
with what emerges from tourism market research: 
a significant share of travellers say they consider 
the impact of their trip and want more sustainable 
options, signalling a growing and more explicit de-
mand than in the past (Booking.com, 2025).
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The literature shows that sustainable behaviours 
while travelling are not driven only by individual cha-
racteristics (personal values, environmental sensiti-
vity, everyday habits), but also by the context in whi-
ch the tourism experience takes place. The location 
is not just a background, but an element that shapes 
expectations, implicit norms, and meanings. This 
can make certain practices more or less acceptable 
to guests and can influence visitors’ behavioural in-
tentions.

In the model proposed by Chen and Tsai, a first 
mechanism concerns the role of the so-called “de-
stination image” in guiding evaluations and beha-
vioural intentions. This image, through its symbols 
and implicit values, indirectly suggests what guests 
should consider coherent or desirable (Chen & Tsai, 
2007). In line with this, environmental sustainability 
can feel consistent with a destination’s promise in 
some contexts and therefore be perceived as added 
value. In other contexts, it can appear as secondary, 
or even as an interference with primary expectations 
of comfort, indulgence, or aesthetics (Chen & Tsai, 
2007). If we think about mountain destinations, the 
implicit codes of the setting (rich nature, efficient 
use of resources, attention to protecting the ecosy-
stem) can make guests feel that acting sustainably 
is more natural and instinctive.

A second mechanism concerns the psychologi-
cal relationship between the visitor and the place. 
Place attachment and place satisfaction are con-
cepts investigated by Ramkissoon, Smith, and Wei-

2.3 / The Influence of Location 

Figure 05: View of the lake. Grand Hotel 
Tremezzo, Lago di Como
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ler. Their study shows that when people develop 
an emotional and identity-based bond with a place 
(or perceive that place as meaningful), their willin-
gness to engage in pro-environmental behaviours 
or intentions increases. In tourism, this bond can 
be pre-existing (favourite destinations) or emerge 
during the experience through stories, practices, 
and contact with cultural or natural elements of the 
territory (Ramkissoon et al., 2013). In other words, 
sustainability becomes more acceptable when it is 
linked to what makes that place special, because 
the guest is not simply following a rule, but contri-
buting to preserving an experience and a heritage 
that feels meaningful.

Another aspect to consider is that a holiday is a 
different behavioural context compared to every-
day life. Even guests who claim positive attitudes 
towards sustainability may act less consistently 
when travelling. The sustainable tourism literatu-
re describes this as the attitude–behavior gap, the 
gap between what people say they want to do and 
what they actually do in a tourism context (Juvan 
& Dolnicar, 2014). During holidays, dynamics such 
as “licence” (treating oneself), the search for gra-
tification, a reduced sense of responsibility, broken 
routines, and different social norms come into play. 
Juvan and Dolnicar show that this gap is structural 
in tourism, and that the holiday context tends to we-
aken the translation of pro-environmental attitudes 
into concrete actions.

Figure 06: Interior of a room. Grand Hotel 
Tremezzo, Lago di Como

Figure 07: View of the lake. Grand Hotel 
Tremezzo, Lago di Como
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2.4 / The Importance of 
Brand Integrity

In a context where guest perception is crucial, 
sustainability becomes directly a brand integrity is-
sue. Brand integrity can be understood as the level 
of consistency between what a brand declares (va-
lues, mission, identity) and what it actually delivers 
through behaviours, processes, and communication 
(Morhart et al., 2015). This consistency is closely lin-
ked to constructs such as authenticity and credibili-
ty: guests build trust when they perceive continuity 
between promise and reality (Morhart et al., 2015).

In luxury, this dynamic is amplified. The premium 
price and the expectation of excellence make any 
misalignment more visible. Even small inconsistent 
signals can affect the overall judgement, because 
the luxury experience is read as an integrated sy-
stem of details (Kapferer, 2016). In hospitality and 
tourism, the literature shows that authenticity and 
reputation build trust and loyalty, supporting long-
term success (Busser & Shulga, 2019; Rickly, 2019). 
For many premium brands, heritage and identity 
storytelling are also key resources. If initiatives that 
feel “trendy” or foreign to the brand culture are in-
troduced without real integration, they can weaken 
perceived authenticity and coherence (Beverland, 
2006; Kapferer, 2016).

Applied to sustainability, brand integrity clarifies 
one point: it is not enough to “be sustainable”, and it 
is not enough to “communicate sustainability”. Va-
lue emerges when sustainability is embedded in va-
lues and practices and is reflected coherently in the 
experience (Amatulli et al., 2021). If a hotel promotes 
environmental responsibility but guests do not see 
anything concrete, or if they perceive sustainability 
as restrictions and cuts, a gap is created between 
promise and reality that damages trust and reputa-
tion (Chang & Chen, 2013). 

On the other hand, when environmental choices 
are integrated and consistent with service stan-
dards, they can become signals of quality, care, and 
modernity, strengthening brand identity (Preziosi et 
al., 2019).

In this sense, brand integrity can be read as a 
possible “reconciliation” of the luxury–sustainabili-
ty tension. It does not remove the unerling trade-of-
fs, but it shifts the focus to how sustainability is de-
signed and made tangible in the guest experience, 
avoiding performative claims without substance 
and hidden compromises that can undermine trust 
(Amatulli et al., 2021; Chen & Chang, 2013; Morhart 
et al., 2015).

Figure 08: Interior of a room. Grand Hotel 
Tremezzo, Lago di Como
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2.5 / The Role of 
Communication for Credibility

If brand integrity depends on perceived coheren-
ce, then communication becomes a structural ele-
ment, not an optional extra. In the case of sustai-
nability, this need is even stronger because many 
practices cannot be directly verified by guests. 
Guests cannot check technical systems, the supply 
chain, maintenance standards, or internal procedu-
res. As a result, credibility is built through signals 
and information that reduce uncertainty (Chen et 
al., 2012).

In luxury hospitality, guests start forming opi-
nions long before arrival. Customer journey resear-
ch shows that expectations are built across multiple 
moments and channels, and that early touchpoints 
are especially important to shape what guests will 
later perceive as “normal” and valuable (Lemon & 
Verhoef, 2016). In hotel contexts, the official website 
is often the main owned channel where guests eva-
luate fit, quality, and trust (Buhalis & Law, 2008), and 
website quality has been linked to satisfaction and 
booking intentions (Bai et al., 2008). Because online 
first impressions rely on quick credibility cues (such 
as clear structure, strong visuals, and transparent 
information)sustainability content that is hidden or 
hard to find is unlikely to influence the guest’s value 
judgement (Fogg et al., 2003).

Why credibility is needed 
(brand integrity and limited 
verifiability)

Where credibility is built
(customer journey and the 
website) grity and limited 
verifiability)

Figure 09: View of the lake. Grand Hotel 
Tremezzo, Lago di Como
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Alongside proof, transparency is a second key 
requirement. Transparency does not mean saying 
everything, but communicating in a coherent and 
unambiguous way. It means making commitments 
easy to understand, clarifying what changes and 
what does not, and reducing the risk that guests 
interpret choices as simple cost-saving measures 
(Chen et al., 2012). When statements are generic or 
certifications are shown without explanation, gue-
sts may not understand the real meaning of what is 
being communicated. This information gap can in-
crease scepticism and reduce trust (Chang & Chen, 
2013).

The main risk of weak proof and low transparency 
is that sustainability is perceived as greenwashing, 
meaning the practice of creating a misleading im-
pression about an organisation’s environmental im-
pacts or benefits through “green” claims that are 
false, vague, or not supported by evidence (Euro-
pean Commission, n.d.). Vague, inconsistent, or un-
verifiable statements increase the likelihood that 
guests interpret environmental communication as a 
reputation strategy without substance, with nega-
tive consequences for trust and purchase intention 
(Chang & Chen, 2013; Chen et al., 2019). In online 
environments, eco-labels and “green badges” can 
work as quick credibility cues, but their impact de-
pends on how trustworthy they seem and whether 
guests understand what they mean (Assaker & 
O’Connor, 2023). When an eco-label is perceived 
as credible, it can also strengthen positive word of 
mouth through trust (Nosrati et al., 2024). For this 
reason, fewer but clearer statements, supported by 
simple and verifiable details and short explanations 
of certifications, are often safer than many generic 
claims or unexplained badges (Assaker & O’Connor, 
2023; Chen et al., 2019).

This is where the concept of proof comes in. It is 
not enough to claim an environmental commitment. 
Hotels need to provide concrete and understan-
dable elements that show what is being done and 
how it connects to the guest experience (Chang 
& Chen, 2013). In this thesis, proof refers to a set 
of simple, concrete, and verifiable evidence that 
reduces uncertainty and makes an environmental 
message credible (Chang & Chen, 2013). Proof can 
take different forms: specific examples of practices 
(for instance water management in the spa, mate-
rials and sourcing, or food waste reduction in the 
kitchen), clear explanations of certifications, local 
partnerships, or visible traces within the experien-
ce itself (Preziosi et al., 2019). The effectiveness of 
proof does not depend on the amount of informa-
tion, but on its ability to be specific, verifiable, and 
relevant to guests (Chang & Chen, 2013).

A related challenge is that many high-impact su-
stainability practices are backstage and not direct-
ly visible to guests, such as supply chain choices, 
technical systems, and renovation decisions. Servi-
ce research suggests that these backstage effor-
ts create value only when they are translated into 
frontstage signals that guests can notice, such as 
options, rituals, materials, and service details (Bi-
tner et al., 2008). This also connects to signaling 
theory: when people cannot verify quality or impact 
directly, they rely on signals to reduce uncertainty, 
but these signals work only if they are clear and cre-
dible (Connelly et al., 2011).

How credibility is built 
(proof and signaling)

How ambiguity is avoided 
(transparency)

Risk (greenwashing and 
eco-labels)
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Finally, effective communication requires cross-
channel coherence. What the hotel states online 

must match what guests actually encounter during 
the stay. Otherwise, the mismatch can increase the 
perception of inconsistency and weaken brand in-
tegrity (Morhart et al., 2015; Preziosi et al., 2019). 
This is especially relevant pre-stay, because the ho-
tel’s website is often the first and most controllable 
touchpoint through which sustainability claims are 
interpreted and expectations are set. Timing also 
matters: if sustainability is communicated early, it 
can shape expectations and make later practices 
feel coherent; if it appears only during the stay, 
guests may interpret it as a service cut rather than 
a value choice (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Bai et al., 
2008). For this reason, sustainability communica-
tion should be legible, specific, and supported by 
credible proof already in pre-stay touchpoints, so it 
contributes to perceived value rather than trigge-
ring a “sacrifice” interpretation and sets consistent 
expectations for the on-stay experience.

In addition, credibility increases when communi-
cation reflects where impact is truly concentrated. 
Tourism emissions research highlights that travel 
and transport contribute significantly to overall im-
pact, so a consistent sustainability strategy should 
also address mobility and destination-related choi-
ces, not only in-room practices (Lenzen et al., 2018; 
UN Tourism, 2019).

2.6 / Literature Gap and 
Research Questions

While the literature recognizes that sustainabili-
ty can be perceived as either added value or a tra-
de-off in luxury hospitality, (Chen et al., 2012; Assa-
ker, 2020; Chen & Peng, 2018), it still offers limited 
insights into what specifically makes guests inter-
pret a sustainable option as a sacrifice rather than 
a benefit in a luxury stay. This gap becomes even 
more relevant in tourism contexts, where behaviours 
are shaped by destination meanings and situation 
dynamics: destination image and place attachment 
influence what feels coherent and desirable, yet 
the attitude–behaviour gap shows that pro-envi-
ronmental intentions often weaken while travelling 
(Chen & Tsai, 2007; Ramkissoon et al., 2013; Juvan 
& Dolnicar, 2014). As a result, the same sustainable 
option may be interpreted differently depending on 
the destination and the moment of the stay, rein-
forcing the need for RQ1 to focus on perception 
in-context.

Moreover, the review highlights that many envi-
ronmental practices are operational and remain lar-
gely invisible to guests; without a credible transla-
tion into guest-facing touchpoints, they struggle to 
generate experiential or reputational value (Moscar-
do, 2017; Pereira et al., 2021; Preziosi et al., 2019). 
Although brand integrity and credibility are widely 
discussed as conditions for trust, there is still a lack 
of practical, design-oriented guidance on how to 
communicate and embed environmental sustaina-
bility across the guest journey while avoiding vague 

Final requirement 
(cross-channel coherence 
and timing)



38 From Claims to Proof: Designing Credible Sustainability Communication  in Italian Luxury Hospitality 39From Claims to Proof: Designing Credible Sustainability Communication  in Italian Luxury Hospitality

claims, perceived greenwashing, or interpretations 
as cost-cutting (Morhart et al., 2015; Amatulli et al., 
2021; Chen & Chang, 2013; European Commission, 
n.d.; Chen et al., 2012). This second gap motivates 
RQ2, which focuses on principles and guidelines for 
translating sustainability into luxury-compatible va-
lue across touchpoints.

Building on the industry context, the present re-
search investigates how hotels can translate en-
vironmental practices into clear, credible, and lu-
xury-compatible communication and experience 
across key touchpoints of the guest journey, redu-
cing the risk that sustainability is perceived as a ser-
vice cut or a loss of value.

The research therefore aims to answer the fol-
lowing questions:

RQ1: Which communication patterns make gue-
sts perceive a sustainable choice as a sacrifice, 
rather than a benefit, across luxury hotels tou-
chpoints?

RQ2: Which communication strategies for luxury 
hotels are most effective in turning sustainability 
practices into a value element, that is also consi-
stent with the codes of the new luxury?

Figure 10: Outdoor garden. Grand Hotel 
Tremezzo, Lago di Como
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03

Methodology and 
Research Structure

This thesis adopts an exploratory, qualitative, 
and human-centred approach to translate a lite-
rature gap into practical, design-relevant evidence 
for luxury hospitality. Methodologically, the work is 
framed through the Double Diamond, which descri-
bes a process that alternates divergent exploration 
and convergent definition, and develops solutions 
through iterative refinement rather than a strictly 
linear sequence (Design Council, 2019).

3.1 / Key Methodologies and 
Research Roadmap

Figure 11: Double Diamond Framework. Design Council.
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Building on this framework, the research roadmap 
is organised into two phases aligned with the two 
diamonds and linked to the research questions. The 
first diamond (Discover–Define) combines the lite-
rature review, the benchmark of digital touchpoin-
ts, and field interviews to structure the problem 
and to answer RQ1. The second diamond (Develop) 
builds on the emerging insights through co-design 
activities and iterations, testing desirability, tone of 
voice, and the legitimacy of proposed touchpoints. 
This phase refines the answer to RQ1 and supports 
the translation of evidence into design implications, 
enabling the formulation of RQ2 and its final output: 
actionable guidelines. While the Double Diamond 
includes a Delivery phase, field validation through 
implementation and a pilot with hotel partners is 
outside the scope of this thesis; it represents a na-
tural next step that would require a long testing pe-
riod to account for seasonality and operational va-
riability, and to assess feasibility, acceptability, and 
impact in real conditions (Design Council, 2019).

What is the Double Diamond?

Following the Design Council’s Double Diamond, 
the process is articulated into four phases. Discover 
expands the understanding of the issue by explo-
ring it widely and engaging with people affected by 
it, in order to avoid assumptions (Design Council, 
2019). Define converges the insights into a clearer 
problem framing and a focused design challenge 
(Design Council, 2019). Develop explores and pro-
totypes different responses to the defined challen-
ge through ideation, inspiration, and co-design with 
a range of stakeholders (Design Council, 2019). De-
liver tests solutions at small scale, iterates based on 
feedback, rejects what does not work, and improves 
what does, acknowledging that learning can lead 
back to earlier phases (Design Council, 2019).

Overall, the study follows a multi-method qua-
litative design, combining several tools to observe 
the same phenomenon from different angles and 
strengthen interpretation when results converge 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). After Chapter 2 bu-
ilds the theoretical framework, this chapter explains 
how the framework is made observable through a 
sequence of methods and how the research que-
stions are answered across the phases.

The first phase combines a benchmark of ho-
tels’ official digital touchpoints and a 2×2 analytical 
matrix. The benchmark analyses each hotel’s main 
pre-stay touchpoints (website pages and publicly 
available materials directly linked from the website) 
through a grid of seven observable parameters. Four 
parameters relate to communicated environmental 
sustainability (energy and carbon; water manage-
ment; waste and materials; governance and tran-
sparency), and three parameters relate to territorial 
and experiential value (local economic integration; 
cultural and natural heritage mediation; experiential 
depth and guest engagement). To make qualitati-
ve content comparable, each parameter is rated on 
a 1–5 scale using shared criteria focused on clarity 
and specificity, proof and credibility, and coheren-
ce with luxury codes (Krippendorff, 2019; Schreier, 
2012). The resulting scores are visualised in a 2×2 
matrix that clusters the sample and highlights re-
curring gaps between the environmental axis and 
the territorial–experiential axis, as well as patterns 
across destination types. This supports the identi-
fication of priorities for communication transforma-
tion and the selection of representative reference 
configurations.

To complement the benchmark and matrix re-
sults, a multiple use-case analysis is then adopted. 
One use case is selected for each quadrant and tre-

Phase 1: Benchmark, matrix, 
and use cases 
(Discover–Define)
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ated as a goal-oriented description of a concrete si-
tuation of use that makes explicit how touchpoints, 
language, and value promises are combined in that 
configuration. Comparing these quadrant-specific 
use cases helps translate the matrix patterns into 
actionable design insights, showing, in detail, the 
communication logics at play and their likely effects 
on credibility, perceived value, and coherence with 
luxury codes (Cockburn, 2001; Carroll, 1995).

The second phase combines two complementary 
qualitative methods. First, semi-structured inter-
views with hotel staff and managers from the ben-
chmark sample explore provider-side rationales, 
operational constraints, and quality criteria. This 
format ensures comparability across participants 
while leaving room to probe specific practices and 
examples (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). All 30 hotels 
in the sample were contacted by email; the two Mi-
lan-based hotels were also visited in person. Three 
hotels agreed to participate: a short on-site conver-
sation with a concierge at Palazzo Parigi, an email 
exchange with the management of Gardena Gröd-
nerhof Hotel & Spa, and a phone interview with the 
management of Grand Hotel Fasano.

Second, co-design sessions with luxury hotels 
guests involve participants in the co-creation and 
evaluation of options and touchpoints. This method 
helps make explicit needs, expectations, and accep-
tability criteria that are difficult to anticipate, and 
supports design decisions that are more realistic 
and implementable (Sanders & Stappers, 2008; Ste-
en et al., 2011). In this thesis, participants were se-
lected to match a specific and strategically relevant 
target: under-30 luxury guests (Gen Z and younger 
millennials) with at least one recent high-end hospi-

tality experience. This group was chosen because 
younger generations are becoming increasingly in-
fluential in luxury consumption, with Gen Z expected 
to represent 25–30% of luxury market purchases by 
2030, and because their preferences are often lin-
ked to experience-seeking and sustainability-rela-
ted values (Fondazione Altagamma & Bain & Com-
pany, 2023; McKinsey & Company, 2024). 

Three sessions were conducted with female par-
ticipants aged 25–30: Giulia (student, based in Zu-
rich), Federica (working professional, based in the 
province of Monza), and Sofia (working professio-
nal, based in Rome). Each session was conducted 
remotely using a shared Figma board and lasted ap-
proximately 30–45 minutes.

Together, the evidence from the literature re-
view, benchmark, matrix, use cases, interviews, and 
co-design is synthesised into eleven findings that 
answer RQ1. Finally, these findings are translated 
into a set of guidelines addressing RQ2: a practi-
cal framework of principles and requirements for 
communicating environmental practices in a credi-
ble way, coherent with luxury codes, and integrated 
across the guest journey.

Phase 2: Field research 
and co-design 
(Define–Develop).
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To understand what makes guests under 30 per-
ceive a sustainable choice as a sacrifice rather than 
a benefit (RQ1), it is first necessary to understand 
what is actually communicated and how. The first 
touchpoint a guest interacts with to access a hotel 
service is the website. For this reason, a digital ben-
chmark was carried out based on a content analy-
sis of hotels’ online digital touchpoints (the website 
and publicly available materials). Content analysis 
makes it possible to examine communication mate-
rials in a systematic way, using categories and co-
ding rules that can be replicated. It can be applied 
to texts, images, and narrative structures, with the 
aim of identifying recurring patterns and differen-
ces across the observed units (Krippendorff, 2019; 
Schreier, 2012).

In this thesis, the benchmark does not aim to ve-
rify the “truth” or the operational effectiveness of 
the practices, which are often backstage. Instead, it 
observes what a guest can realistically see and un-
derstand through digital touchpoints, and then in-
vestigates what did not work and why. The analysis 
is structured around 7 observable parameters, each 
rated on a 1-5 scale, in order to compare different 
communication configurations within the sample.

3.2 / Benchmark of Digital 
Touchpoints

3.2.1 / Sample and Criteria

The benchmark considers a sample of 30 Italian 
luxury hotels awarded by Forbes Travel Guide, se-
lected among independent properties that do not 
belong to large chains. Using an external recogni-
tion makes it possible to work with a comparable set 
of properties positioned in the luxury segment, re-
ducing ambiguity linked to self-definitions such as 
“boutique” or “exclusive”. The choice to focus on 
independent hotels also allows a clearer observa-
tion of how sustainability is integrated and commu-
nicated at the level of a single property and brand, 
without the influence of centralised ESG policies 
and narratives that are typical of hotel chains.

Figure 12: Forbes Travel Guide Awards, homepage
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3.2.2 / Observation and 
Coding Protocol

The unit of analysis for the benchmark is the set 
of official digital touchpoints that a potential guest 
can access before the stay. For each hotel, the fol-
lowing were reviewed:

•	 The official website (institutional and informa-
tional pages);

•	 Any sections dedicated to sustainability, ESG, 
or CSR;

•	 “About/values”, “Experience”, “Destination/
territory”, “Food & beverage”, and “Spa/wel-
lness” pages, when relevant for value creation 
and storytelling;

•	 Any documents linked from the website (PDFs, 
policies, reports, manifestos), treated as an 
integral part of communication because they 
are accessible to the user.

•	 External sources (booking platforms, media, 
certification websites) were used only as a 
cross-check, for example to verify whether a 
claimed certification exists or to clarify ambi-
guous information.

In any case, the scoring is based exclusively on 
content that a guest can reach by navigating the 
hotel website and the documents directly linked to 
it. This choice is consistent with the focus of the 
thesis: communicated sustainability and the poten-
tial “educational” role of digital touchpoints.

Coding followed a combination of deductive and 
inductive approach. A first deductive layer was 
used to ensure consistency with the theoretical fra-
mework and to enable comparison across hotels. 
This consists in a predefined coding scheme tran-

slated the literature-informed dimensions (such as 
visibility/clarity of sustainability information, presen-
ce of proof and specificity, coherence with brand 
values, and degree of place-based storytelling) into 
observable indicators applied systematically to all 
touchpoints. 

At the same time, an inductive layer was adopted 
in order to understand recurring patterns not fully 
anticipated by the framework (such as how sustai-
nability content is positioned in the information ar-
chitecture, recurrent micro-copy strategies, or typi-
cal forms of vague claims), preventing the analysis 
from forcing evidence into pre-set categories. This 
combination was chosen to balance compara

bility and rigor (deductive coding) with sensitivity 
to the field and emerging design opportunities (in-
ductive coding), which is particularly relevant when 
the goal is to derive actionable insights and guide-
lines.
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3.2.3 / Benchmark Parameters 
and Scoring Logic

To make the different “translations” of sustai-
nability in hotels’ digital strategies observable and 
comparable, this research developed a benchmar-
king grid based on insights from the literature re-
view and the objectives of the matrix. The decision 
to structure the grid around two axes reflects a key 
distinction for this thesis: on the one hand, envi-
ronmental sustainability as a dimension of impact 
and credibility (how the hotel communicates what 
it does and how solid its claims are); on the other 
hand, territorial and experiential value as a dimen-
sion of meaning and desirability (how sustainabili-
ty is made relevant to the guest through place and 
experience). In other words, these two axes allow 
the analysis to connect what often remains “back-
stage” in operations with what becomes “frontsta-
ge” in guest perception, clarifying when a practice 
generates value and when it is instead interpreted 
as a sacrifice or a service cut.

For each dimension, the grid includes indicators 
that can be observed through digital touchpoints, in 
line with the focus on communicated sustainability 
and on what a potential guest can realistically eva-
luate before the stay. The environmental parameters 
were defined by referring to authoritative sector 
guidelines, as they provide recurring and compa-
rable operational categories across properties 
(energy/carbon, water, waste/materials, governan-
ce and transparency) and represent an established 
reference for net-zero roadmaps and for assessing 
the robustness of sustainability claims. As for the 
territorial/experiential axis, it was built by translating 
evidence and trends that show a growing demand 
for place-based experiences and stronger integra-
tion with the local ecosystem into three communi-
cation-based indicators: local economic integra-
tion, cultural and natural heritage mediation, and 
experiential depth/guest engagement. The result is 
a grid composed of seven parameters, designed to 
balance comparative rigour with design relevance 
and to support the extraction of insights for the de-
finition of guidelines.

Environmental Parameters

These indicators reflect recurring dimensions in 
ESG frameworks and sector guidelines for hospitali-
ty (World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 2023; UN 
Tourism & World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 
2024; World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 2024):

Assesses the presence of interventions and policies 
related to energy efficiency, smart systems, the use 
of renewable energy, and decarbonisation strate-
gies, in line with net-zero roadmaps for the sector 
(World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 2023; UN 
Tourism & World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 
2024).

Considers practices aimed at reducing consump-
tion (efficient fixtures, laundry, irrigation), monito-
ring, and, where applicable, reuse and wastewater 
management, with attention to local water-stress 
risks and transparency about progress (World Su-
stainable Hospitality Alliance, 2023; UN Tourism & 
World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 2024).

Captures initiatives to reduce waste, eliminate sin-
gle-use plastics, support recycling, and adopt cir-
cular procurement. In this area, it is especially rele-
vant to mention phasing out unnecessary plastics, 
introducing reuse models, and ensuring packaging 
is reusable, recyclable, or compostable (UNEP & 
UNWTO, 2021).

Observes whether there is an ESG governance 
structure, public policies, roles and responsibilities, 
reporting, and third-party certifications. In particu-
lar, the distinction between “building” certifications 
(for example LEED, BREEAM) and “operational” cer-
tifications (for example Green Key, EU Ecolabel, Gre-
en Globe, ISO 14001) helps assess the strength of 
the claims (Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 2021).

1. Energy and carbon

2. Water management

3. Waste and materials

4. Governance and transpa-
rency
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Territorial and Experiential 
Parameters 

These indicators describe how the hotel creates va-
lue through relationships with the place and tran-
slates them into meaningful experiences, in line 
with the growth of the experience-driven segment 
in tourism and luxury (McKinsey & Company, 2024; 
McKinsey & Company & Skift Research, 2024):

Measures how much the hotel communicates col-
laborations with local suppliers, artisans, and pro-
ducers, as well as supply chain practices that gene-
rate economic benefits for the local area (Jackson, 
2025).

Assesses the hotel’s ability to make local heritage 
“accessible” through storytelling, partnerships, and 
activities such as routes, guided visits, itineraries, 
and cultural content, also in relation to evidence on 
the role of itineraries and heritage experiences in 
local development (Beltramo et al., 2025).

Considers the presence of participatory and le-
arning-oriented experiences such as workshops, 
cooking classes, activities with local communities, 
and active experiences, and the extent to which 
the guest is involved as an actor rather than just a 
spectator. This aligns with demand trends for “uni-
que” and place-based activities (McKinsey & Com-
pany & Skift Research, 2024; World Travel & Tourism 
Council, UN Tourism, & World Sustainable Hospitali-
ty Alliance, 2024).

1. Local economic integra-
tion

2. Cultural and natural heri-
tage mediation

3. Experiential depth and 
guest engagement

Each of the 7 parameters is translated into an or-
dinal score from 1 to 5, anchored to qualitative de-
scriptors. The scale does not measure operational 
“performance”, but the quality and strength of the 
communication that is observable through digital 
touchpoints.

•	 1: no relevant content, or only generic and 
non-specific claims.

•	 2: isolated initiatives or symbolic gestures, 
with little detail and no evidence of a systema-
tic approach.

•	 3: recognisable structured practices (for 
example a curated portfolio of experiences, 
or widespread technologies), but with limi-
ted monitoring, few targets or metrics, or only 
partial narrative integration.

•	 4: a more complete and systematic approach, 
often supported by formalised policies, de-
scribed programmes, and or recognised cer-
tifications.

•	 5: a central dimension in the concept and go-
vernance, supported by multiple forms of evi-
dence (certifications or partnerships), explicit 
targets, reporting or indicators, and strong in-
tegration into the narrative and or the guest 
experiences.

When assigning scores, three cross-cutting cri-
teria guide the evaluation (Krippendorff, 2019; 
Schreier, 2012):

Clarity (specificity versus claims): how understan-
dable, concrete, and contextualised the statements 
are, avoiding vague formulas.
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Proof and credibility (verifiable evidence): the 
presence of examples, data, certifications, policies, 
targets, or mechanisms that reduce ambiguity and 
increase trust.

Coherence with luxury codes: a non-moralising 
tone, discretion, high-quality framing, with sustai-
nability presented as service value and care rather 
than as a “cut”, and consistent with the promised 
experience.

To support consistency and comparability, coding 
was conducted iteratively. A first round of scoring 
helped define interpretive thresholds, followed by 
cross-case checks to reduce the risk of overestima-
ting unsupported claims and to align how the scale 
was applied.

3.2.4 / Benchmark Output

The benchmark output is a structured dataset, not a 
ranking. For each hotel, it produces:

1.	A set of scores (1-5) across the 7 parame-
ters, applied to the observed digital content.

2.	Supporting qualitative notes that trace the 
evidence (texts, pages, linked documents, narrative 
elements) used to justify each score and make the 
coding decision transparent.

This dataset serves a clear operational purpose. 
It makes cases comparable and prepares the tran-
sition to the next chapter, where the scores are ag-
gregated and synthesised to build the 2x2 matrix 
and analyse recurring configurations and commu-
nication gaps.



56 From Claims to Proof: Designing Credible Sustainability Communication  in Italian Luxury Hospitality 57From Claims to Proof: Designing Credible Sustainability Communication  in Italian Luxury Hospitality

To organise and discuss the benchmark results, 
a two-dimensional analytical matrix (2x2) was crea-
ted. Using matrices as synthesis tools is consistent 
with qualitative approaches that use data displays 
to reduce complexity, make cases comparable, and 
support interpretive inferences (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaña, 2014). In this thesis, the matrix is not meant 
to “measure” objectively how sustainable a hotel is. 
It is a comparative reading tool: it helps visualise 
how hotels are distributed across two key commu-
nication dimensions and identify which transforma-
tions are most urgent to prevent sustainability from 
being perceived as a sacrifice.

The matrix axes come directly from aggregating 
the 7 benchmark parameters. The X axis (communi-
cated environmental sustainability) aggregates the 
4 environmental parameters (energy and carbon, 
water, waste and materials, governance and tran-
sparency). The Y axis (territorial and experiential 
value) aggregates the 3 territorial and experiential 
parameters (local economic integration, heritage 
mediation, experiential depth and engagement).

For each hotel, the parameter scores are aggre-
gated into two totals: the Environmental total (sum 
of the 4 environmental parameters, with a theore-
tical maximum of 20) and the Territorial and Expe-
riential total (sum of the 3 territorial and experiential 
parameters, with a theoretical maximum of 15). To 
enable comparison on a uniform scale, each total is 
normalised to 0-1 by dividing the achieved score by 
the theoretical maximum of the axis. The resulting X 
and Y values indicate relative proximity to an “ide-
al” defined by the grid, not a competitive ranking of 
hotels.

3.3	 / Matrix Construction and 
Quadrant Analysis

Matrix axes

Aggregation, normalisation, 
and positioning

To complement the benchmark and matrix results, 
a multiple use-case analysis was adopted. Use ca-
ses are goal-oriented descriptions of real situations 
of use that make interactions, touchpoints, and un-
derlying design choices explicit. Comparing multiple 
use cases helps identify patterns across different 
configurations and translate empirical observations 
into transferable design insights (Cockburn, 2001; 
Carroll, 1995). 

The selection of these four use cases is not me-
ant to be statistical or fully representative of each 
quadrant. The matrix and the benchmark on the 30 
hotels are the comparative and “structural” part 
of the research: they are used to identify recurring 
patterns, gaps, and differences between the two 
axes, and to build an overall reading of the qua-
drants. Based on this, the use cases do not replace 
the sample analysis and do not claim to represent 
the “average” behaviour of each quadrant. They are 
used to make the patterns more visible and under-
standable, by showing how these logics appear in 
practice on digital touchpoints.

In other words, the four hotels are treated as re-
ference configurations: clear and documentable 
examples of communication choices that guests 
can actually encounter in the pre-stay phases. The 
thesis does not aim to measure how common a so-
lution is, but to explain which communication levers 
make it effective or risky in the guest’s perception. 
For a design-oriented goal, the quality of the results 
depends less on the statistical representativeness 
of a single example (which is still supported by the 
comparative analysis of the sample) and more on 
the ability to make mechanisms and effects obser-

3.4 / Use Cases 

Case selection from the 
matrix
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vable: what is brought to the frontstage and what 
remains backstage, which signals reduce uncertain-
ty and increase credibility, and which choices may 
create dissonance or a “service cut” interpretation.

As a consequence, the use cases are not presen-
ted as universal best practices, nor as guidelines 
automatically valid for all hotel types within each 
quadrant. Instead, they have a communicative and 
analytical role: they make the thesis more experien-
tial because they turn an abstract reading (scores 
and positioning) into concrete, verifiable situations 
of use, reducing interpretative ambiguity.

Finally, selecting hotels from different destina-
tion types strengthens the explanatory value of the 
use cases. Since “place” shapes the value promise 
(heritage, nature, food and wine, seasonality, acti-
vities), including different contexts helps show how 
the same quadrant logic can take different forms in 
content and in the proposed experiences. This does 
not aim at statistical generalisation, but at covering 
a richer range of configurations and making the de-
sign discussion more robust.

For each selected use case, the analysis draws on 
a consistent set of guest-facing sources, all publi-
cly available and directly linked to the hotel’s official 
website. Specifically, it considers:

•	 official website content (sustainability pages, 
brand storytelling, rooms/F&B/experiences 
sections);

•	 downloadable materials linked from the web-
site (e.g., brochures, factsheets, press kits, re-
ports or manifestos when available);

•	 booking-related pages and pre-stay infor-

Reading framework for each 
case and output

mation accessible from the website (e.g., bo-
oking engine pages, FAQs, policies, practical 
information);

•	 visual and interaction cues within the digital 
journey (information architecture, labels, na-
vigation hierarchy, and the placement of su-
stainability-related content).

Based on these sources, each use case is analy-
sed across:

•	 digital touchpoint design choices (framing, 
proof, tone of voice, narrative coherence);

•	 signals of integration, or separation, between 
environmental sustainability, place, and the 
guest experience;

•	 risks of dissonance, including cues that may 
trigger a “sacrifice” or “service cut” percep-
tion;

•	 preliminary design implications, identifying 
which communication levers appear most ur-
gent and where they should be activated.

The synthesis of insights from the benchmark, 
matrix, and use-case analysis provides a coherent 
picture of what is currently visible to guests throu-
gh official digital touchpoints, and it sets the basis 
for the subsequent field research and co-design 
phases aimed at answering RQ1.
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To go deeper into the topic and take a closer 
look at sustainable practices, hotel targets, and the 
overall context of luxury hospitality, a field research 
phase was carried out alongside the desk research. 
It included several moments: a visit to Hotel 2025 
at Fiera Bolzano on 14 October 2025, and three 
mixed-format interviews with hotels from the se-
lected sample. 

Talking about interviews more specifically, one in-
terview was conducted by phone with Grand Hotel 
Fasano, one was conducted in written form via email 
with Hotel Gardena Relais and Châteaux, and a final 
short interview was carried out on site at Palazzo 
Parigi in Milan. Semi-structured interviews are su-
itable for exploring rationales, quality criteria, and 
operational constraints, while keeping flexibility and 
the possibility to follow emerging topics (Kvale & 
Brinkmann, 2009). 

Interview data were then analysed through a the-
matic analysis. Audio recordings were transcribed 
and the material was coded in two iterative cycles: 
an initial coding phase combined deductive codes 
derived from the research question and the analyti-
cal framework with inductive codes emerging from 
the data; the resulting codebook was progressively 
refined through constant comparison across inter-
views and supported the aggregation of codes into 
higher-level themes (Saldaña, 2016). 

The final themes were used to synthesise recur-
ring patterns and tensions, and were triangulated 
with benchmark and use-case insights to inform the 
design implications for the subsequent co-design 
phase.

3.5 / Field Research: Trade 
Fair and Interviews

On the hotel side, three luxury hotels were involved 
through on-site conversations and written or pho-
ne exchanges. All of them were part of the original 
sample of 30 hotels selected for the benchmark and 
matrix analysis:

•	 short conversations with front-of-house staff: 
Palazzo Parigi (concierge)

•	 email and phone exchanges with manage-
ment or key roles: Gardena Grödnerhof Hotel 
& Spa (Concierge Desk and family representa-
tive), Grand Hotel Fasano (management)

Note: The interview invitation was distributed via 
email to all 30 properties included in the study sam-
ple; nevertheless, participation in direct interviews 
was limited to a small subset of hotels.

Sample and contact 
approach

Hotel

Palazzo Parigi, Milano

Gardena Grödnerhof 
Hotel & Spa, Dolomiti

Grand Hotel Fasano, 
Lago di Como

Paulo, Concierge

Silvia Bernardi, 
Concierge Desk and 
family representative

Nicholas Mayr, 
Management

20 minutes

–

30 minutes

In presence

Written by Email

On the phone

Interviewee Duration Modality

Figure 12b: Sample Interviews
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The six questions were designed to generate insi-
ghts that could be directly used in service design:

At which moments of the stay is a guest most 
open to making a small conscious choice, without 
experiencing it as an effort or a sacrifice?

Are there sustainable practices already in place 
that, in your view, guests do not notice or under-
stand? On the other hand, which ones seem to be 
most appreciated or most visible to guests?

If you proposed a slightly different option that is 
more environmentally responsible, how should it be 
presented so that it does not feel like a sacrifice, but 
like added value?

If these small choices were offered in a “discreet” 
way (for example pre-arrival, check-in, QR or app, 
in-room tablet, a WhatsApp message, an in-room 
card), which format feels the most natural for your 
guests? And which one would risk being ignored?

At the end of the stay, how would you imagine a 
brief summary of the choices made that feels ele-
gant and non-judgemental? (for example a senten-
ce at check-out, a card, a post-stay email)?

Are there points where this type of proposal could 
create operational friction for your team (timing, 
request management, service consistency)? What 
would be the main practical difficulties?

Within the field research, an in-person visit to the 
Hotel trade fair at Fiera Bolzano was also included 
(visit carried out on 14 October 2025). The fair is 
a professional event dedicated to hospitality and 
gastronomy, and it provides a valuable observation 
point on suppliers, operational solutions, and emer-
ging narratives related to sustainable hospitality. 
During the visit, notes and informational materials 
were collected (for example brochures, and exam-
ples of solutions and services presented by exhibi-
tors), with the aim of:

•	 identifying which “backstage” interventions 
(systems, efficiency, materials, resource ma-
nagement) are currently most often proposed 
to the market;

•	 observing how sustainability is translated into 
value propositions (benefits, proof, claims, 
certifications) and which language styles are 
used;

•	 gathering insights on feasibility and imple-
mentation (solutions that are already “ready”, 
standardisable, and compatible with service 
constraints).

This observation was used as contextual support 
for the interviews, strengthening the understanding 
of what is realistically available and adoptable for 
hotels, and how the sector tends to communicate 
these solutions.

Visit to Fiera Bolzano Hotel 
2025

Interview question guide
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Co-design is a methodological approach that 
involves service users and stakeholders in the ge-
neration and evaluation of solutions. It supports di-
scussion, analysis, and direct responses to the tar-
get’s needs, which are not always easy to interpret, 
helping produce outputs that are as human-centred 
as possible (Sanders & Stappers, 2008; Steen, Man-
schot, & De Koning, 2011). After speaking with the 
actors who provide the service (hoteliers), the rese-
arch also included the actors who actually use the 
service (guests), who are also the main audience of 
the communication, in order to better understand 
their expectations and preferences. 

Three co-design sessions were therefore carried 
out with participants who matched the target profi-
le: under 30, and with at least one recent high-end 
hospitality experience. As reported in the resear-
ch introduction, this target was selected because 
younger generations are becoming increasingly in-
fluential in luxury consumption, with Gen Z expected 
to represent 25–30% of luxury market purchases by 
2030 (Fondazione Altagamma & Bain & Company, 
2023), and because their preferences in luxury tra-
vel tend to be strongly linked to experience-seeking, 
authenticity, sustainability, and digital connected-
ness (McKinsey & Company, 2024).

The participants (Giulia, Federica, Sofia) were 
between 25 and 30 years old: one student and two 
working professionals, living respectively in Zurich, 
the province of Monza, and Rome. The sessions 
were conducted remotely using a shared Figma bo-
ard, and each session lasted approximately 30 to 45 
minutes.

3.6 / Co-design

Participants and setting

Figure 13: Stands, Hotel 2025 Fiera Bolzano

Figure 14: Board members. Hotel 2025 Fiera Bolzano.
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The co-design was conducted through the fol-
lowing activities:

The first activity focused on selecting and classi-
fying possible sustainable micro-choices that could 
be offered to guests. Four representative service 
areas were identified within the hotel experience: 
housekeeping, energy and comfort, mobility, and 
local engagement. Then, based on the three partici-
pants’ first-hand experiences in high-end hospitality 
settings, a list was developed including both practi-
ces they had already encountered as guest-facing 
options and additional practices that could be im-
plemented. All proposals collected across the three 
sessions were grouped into clusters under the four 
areas.

Next, each participant labelled every practi-
ce either as a “guest choice” or an “hotel defau-
lt”, depending on what they would prefer to decide 
independently versus what they would rather have 
already set by the hotel. With three participants, 
when two selected “guest choice” and one selected 
“hotel default” (or vice versa), the majority prefe-
rence was considered. Finally, we discussed when 
these options felt like personalisation and control, 
and when they felt like extra effort or a disruption of 
the experience.

Using one of the proposed choices in Activity 1 
as an example (linen change), three communication 
variants were tested to understand which one could 
work best and encourage guests not only to under-
stand the option, but also to actually consider it. 
The three variants were: a more educational version 
that mentioned environmental impact, a premium 
and more “alternative” version, and a simple, direct 
version. 

The participants identified which messages felt 
too moralising or too “marketing”, and then rewrote 
their preferred version. 

Activity structure

Activity 1 
Selection and classification 
of micro-activities

Activity 2
Language and tone of voice 
test

The outcomes of the three co-design sessions 
were captured primarily through the artefacts pro-
duced during the activities, rather than through 
audio recordings. Data therefore consisted of the 
completed working boards (post-its, annotations, 
prioritisation marks, touchpoint selections, and jour-
ney-phase placements) and the researcher’s facili-
tation notes taken during each session. At the end 
of each session, the boards were photographed, 
and a short debrief memo was written to document 
key decisions, disagreements, and recurring argu-
ments while they were still fresh.

The analysis was based on a comparative review 
of the boards produced during the three co-de-
sign sessions. After each session, the completed 
boards were collected and photographed. The re-
sults were then derived by comparing the outputs 
across sessions and marking recurring elements, 
such as repeated preferences, similar touchpoint 
selections, and consistent links between specific 
micro-choices and journey phases. Items that ap-
peared in more than one session, or that generated 
clear agreement, were treated as stronger signals 
and were synthesised into the key themes reported 
in the results. These recurring patterns were then 
translated into preliminary design implications for 
the subsequent guideline development.

The micro-activities selected in Activity 1 were 
matched to the most suitable touchpoint type and 
to each phase of the customer journey. Touchpoin-
ts included a mix of digital channels, people (front 
desk and concierge), and physical elements.

Finally, three types of end output for the guest 
were compared (an educational version referring to 
environmental impact, a discreet thank-you version, 
and a version with a reward to recognise the guest).

Activity 3
Customer journey and 
touchpoint mapping

Activity 4 
End-of-stay restitution

Results analysis
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The guidelines were developed through a syn-
thesis process that integrates theoretical evidence 
and qualitative data collected across multiple re-
search phases. From a methodological perspecti-
ve, their construction follows an evidence-based 
logic: rather than defining abstract principles, the 
operational recommendations derive from repeate-
dly identifying the conditions under which a sustai-
nable choice is perceived by guests as a sacrifice, 
and translating those conditions into design criteria 
that can be checked and tested.

The starting point is the Literature Review, which 
defined the key constructs needed to interpret the 
“sacrifice” perception in a luxury context: perceived 
value and perceived risk, the tension between en-
vironmental initiatives and luxury codes (comfort, 
control, predictability), and the role of brand integri-
ty, proof, and cross-channel coherence in building 
credibility. In parallel, desk research on the sample 
(through the benchmark of digital touchpoints and 
the matrix reading) highlighted recurring patterns 
of weak sustainability communication and made vi-
sible the typical gaps between what hotels do and 
what guests can actually perceive online. The sub-
sequent use-case analysis deepened this evidence 
by showing how these patterns concretely translate 
into framing choices, touchpoint architecture, tone 
of voice, and value promises.

Field research then made these patterns actio-
nable by adding the provider-side perspective. In-
terviews and observations clarified which practices 
remain backstage, where translation into frontsta-
ge signals is most needed, which moments of the 
stay are perceived as legitimate for introducing mi-
cro-choices, and where operational frictions emer-

3.7 / Output: Guidelines 

ge across departments. Finally, three co-design 
sessions with under-30 guests tested desirability, 
tone of voice, and framing strategies, confirming 
that the sacrifice effect emerges mainly when a 
choice is interpreted as a service cut, an imposition, 
or an attention cost.

Within this synthesis process, the personas were 
introduced as a bridge between findings and design 
decisions. The use of personas as evidence-based 
archetypes is an established practice in design and 
UX to operationalize research insights and guide 
coherent design decisions.” (Pruitt & Grudin, 2003)  
They were formulated by consolidating recurring 
patterns across the qualitative phases: on the guest 
side, co-design discussions repeatedly surfaced 
different preferences on what should be a “guest 
choice” versus a “hotel default”, which touchpoin-
ts felt legitimate, what level of proof was necessary, 
and when sustainability started to feel disruptive; on 
the provider side, interviews reinforced complemen-
tary observations about what guests notice, what 
stays invisible, and which framings prevent “service 
cut” interpretations. By comparing these recurring 
themes, three stable acceptance logics emerged 
(credibility-driven, friction-sensitive, and luxury-co-
de-sensitive) and were translated into three beha-
vioural archetypes. For this reason, the personas 
used in this thesis are not demographic segmen-
ts and do not claim statistical representativeness. 
They are evidence-based design archetypes that 
help turn a generic target (“luxury guest”) into con-
crete expectations, implicit quality criteria, and pain 
points that communication should anticipate. 

The result is a framework that works both as desi-
gn support (guiding decisions on touchpoints, copy, 
and service signals) and as an evaluation grid to as-
sess the robustness of a proposal before implemen-
tation.
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04

Matrix and 
Quadrants/Location 
Analysis

In this chapter, I discuss the results of the compa-
rative analysis of the 30 luxury hotel properties. Fol-
lowing the methodology described in the previous 
chapter, each property is placed in the matrix based 
on the benchmark assessment. For transparency, 
the qualitative notes and website evidence col-
lected for each hotel and each parameter, including 
short descriptions and references, are reported in 
full in the table in the Annex.

Each hotel is positioned based on the scores as-
signed to each analysed parameter along two axes: 
clarity of communication on environmental sustai-
nability (X) and territorial value and experiential va-
lue (Y). The scores, with a maximum of 20 for the 
environmental axis and 15 for the territorial and 
experiential axis, are normalised on a 0 to 1 scale, 
and the medians of the two axes are used as thre-
sholds to divide the matrix into four quadrants.

4.1 / General Considerations
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It is important to recall that the goal of the ma-
trix, together with insights from field research and 
co-design sessions, is to define principles and gui-
delines for an effective translation of sustainability 
across the full guest customer journey, which will be 
discussed in more detail in the next chapters.

The first stages of the customer journey for a 
guest who wants to stay in a hotel, luxury or not, 
happen through the property’s website as a digital 
touchpoint.

In the Awareness phase, the guest makes an ini-
tial visit to the website and evaluates the first visual 
impact, including images, tone of voice, and value 
promise, as well as the essence of the place, such 
as the view, heritage, design, and services, and trust 
signals, such as ratings, awards, care policies, and 
contact details.

This is followed by the Consideration phase, when 
the user navigates the website more carefully to un-
derstand whether the hotel is truly the right fit. They 
look for information on rooms, food and beverage, 
bar, spa and wellness, pool, experiences and desti-
nation, values and sustainability practices in more 
detail, FAQs, and policies.

In the Intent phase, they check availability and 
price, and finally, in the Booking phase, if satisfied, 
they confirm the reservation.

During these early phases of the journey, it is very 
important that the communication of the hotel’s va-
lues and sustainability practices is effective and is 
perceived by the customer as added value. But first, 
it is useful to explore in more detail what the general 
trends are across the 30 Italian hotels selected for 
this analysis.

More specifically, the matrix is shown as a scatter 
plot. A scatter plot is a statistical chart that shows 
the relationship between two quantitative variables 
by representing each data pair as a point on a Car-
tesian plane (x, y), helping identify correlations, 
trends, and patterns (JMP Statistical Discovery). 
The analysis follows three steps. First, it describes 
the overall trends in the sample. Second, it presents 
the characteristics of each of the four quadrants. 
Finally, it examines how these configurations vary 
depending on destination type.

Figure 15: Benchmark Matrix.
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Overall, the matrix shows a strong imbalance 
between the two axes. The average normalised sco-
re for environmental communication is around 0.58, 
while the territorial and experiential communication 
score is around 0.84. In 25 out of 30 hotels, the Y 
axis value (territorial and experiential communica-
tion) is higher than the X axis value (environmental 
communication).

This means that Italian luxury hotels have gene-
rally developed a strong ability to communicate pla-
ce and experiences. Local gastronomy, landscapes, 
cultural heritage, and curated itineraries are often 
described with rich detail. In contrast, environmen-
tal sustainability is often:

•	 absent from the website or limited to a few 
generic statements, or

•	 communicated in a technical, fragmented, 
and not very narrative way, often anchored to 
certifications and compliance language rather 
than to integrated storytelling.

From an educational point of view, guests are gui-
ded quite well in understanding what to do and what 
to see in a destination, but much less in understan-
ding how their stay can be more environmentally re-
sponsible.

This quadrant (top right) includes 11 hotels: THE 
PLACE Firenze, Londra Palace, Borgo San Felice, 
Castelfalfi, Grand Hotel Tremezzo, Casa Angelina, 
Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria, Il San Pietro, Principe 
Forte dei Marmi, Hotel Villa Franca, and Hotel Medi-
terraneo Sorrento. These properties combine relati-
vely strong environmental narratives with an equally 
strong focus on place and experiences.

On the environmental side, their websites present 
clear policies and programmes, often supported by 
recognised certifications (for example ISO 14001, 
EMAS, GSTC, Green Key). Several hotels provide de-
dicated sections such as “Sustainability” or “Gre-
en”, describe decarbonisation actions or resour-
ce-efficiency measures, and in some cases include 
quantitative data on energy, water, and waste.

4.2 / Quadrant 1 Analysis
High Environmental Communication, 
High Territorial Communication

Figure 15: Benchmark Matrix, Quadrant 1.
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In parallel, these hotels build rich place-based 
storytelling. They highlight vegetable gardens and 
vineyards, wineries and local fishers, regional ingre-
dients and artisans. They invite guests into curated 
itineraries, such as boat trips, hiking, tastings, co-
oking classes, and cultural walks, that interpret local 
landscapes and cultures.

From a guest education perspective, Quadrant 
1 hotels offer a relatively complete picture. Visitors 
can see that:

•	 the hotel is committed to the environment, 
•	 the surrounding territory is presented as a 

valuable ecosystem, sometimes fragile, full of 
stories and relationships.

However, in most cases the two dimensions re-
main parallel narratives. Environmental information 
is often placed in separate PDFs or technical pages 
(for example “we use renewable energy”, “we are 
ISO-certified”), while experiential content relies on 
emotional descriptions of scenery, food, and cultu-
re. The risk is that sustainability is perceived as a te-
chnical backstage layer, rather than something that 
visibly shapes the design and meaning of the guest 
experience.

From a design perspective, Quadrant 1 includes 
the most advanced hotels in the sample, but there is 
still room to better integrate environmental storytel-
ling and experiential storytelling. The challenge is to 
embed environmental choices within the narrative 
of experiences, so that guests understand through 
practice how responsible hospitality works.

4.3 / Quadrant 2 Analysis
Low Environmental Communication, 
High Territorial Communication

Quadrant 2 (top left) includes four hotels: Bor-
go Vescine, Palazzo Avino, Le Sirenuse, and Cae-
sar Augustus. These properties are outstanding in 
place-based storytelling and experience design, 
but their environmental communication is weak or 
almost absent.

Their websites are rich in narratives about villages, 
coastlines, lemon groves, traditional craftsmanship, 
and local history. They describe sophisticated expe-
rience offerings such as private boat tours, walking 
itineraries, art and design routes, and food and wine 
journeys. The destination is presented as a living 
cultural landscape, and the hotel acts as a curator 
and mediator.

Figure 16: Benchmark Matrix, Quadrant 2.
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Environmental aspects, however, remain superfi-
cial. There is little or no mention of energy and wa-
ter management, waste reduction, or ESG policies. 
Targets, indicators, and guest-facing prompts are 
largely absent.

Guests learn a lot about culture, landscapes, 
craftsmanship, and cuisine, but almost nothing 
about how their stay impacts the environment or 
which practices could reduce that impact. The terri-
tory appears beautiful and authentic, but its ecolo-
gical fragility and the hotel’s environmental respon-
sibilities remain off stage.

This quadrant therefore offers strong design po-
tential. The experiential “stage” is already excep-
tionally strong. What is missing is the integration of 
environmental narratives and practices inside those 
experiences, so that guests can understand the link 
between the beauty they enjoy and the ecological 
systems that sustain it.

4.4 / Quadrant 3 Analysis
Low Environmental Communication, 
Low Territorial Communication

Quadrant 3 (bottom left) includes 11 hotels: Palaz-
zo Parigi, Palazzo Vecchietti, Hassler, Villa Spalletti, 
Ca’ Sagredo, Metropole, Grand Hotel Fasano, Gar-
dena, Hotel Santa Caterina, La Serena, and Capri 
Tiberio Palace. In these cases, both environmental 
communication and territorial and experiential com-
munication are relatively weak.

Websites often focus on the “internal product”: 
rooms and suites, interior design, views, historic 
architecture, and gourmet or fine dining offerings. 
The emphasis is on comfort, elegance, and service 
quality.

Figure 17: Benchmark Matrix, Quadrant 3.
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On the environmental side, also in this quadrant, 
there is little beyond generic references to “care for 
the environment”. There is no clear communication 
about energy or water efficiency, waste manage-
ment, plastic reduction, or ESG governance.

In this quadrant, place-based storytelling is also 
limited or generic. Location is mentioned and some 
points of interest are listed, but there is little explo-
ration of local supply chains, community relation-
ships, or the destination’s ecological characteristi-
cs. External experiences are often summarised with 
broad formulas such as “concierge on request”, wi-
thout a clearly articulated experiential programme.

For a guest relying on the website, these hotels 
appear mainly as bubbles of aesthetic comfort 
where one can be cared for and enjoy refined servi-
ce. There are almost no indications of:

•	 how the hotel interacts with local supply 
chains and communities

•	 how fragile, or affected by tourism, the ho-
sting ecosystem may be

•	 how guests can adopt more conscious practi-
ces during the stay

Quadrant 3 is the most critical area. A significant 
share of Italian luxury hospitality still communicates 
as if sustainability and relationships with the terri-
tory were only a background, not an integral part of 
the value proposition.

4.5 / Quadrant 4 Analysis
High Environmental communication, 
low Territorial Communication

Quadrant 4 (bottom right) groups four hotels: 
Magna Pars, Palazzo Ripetta, Grand Hotel Parker’s, 
and Grand Hotel Quisisana. These properties show 
relatively strong environmental communication but 
weaker territorial and experiential storytelling.

On the environmental side, they highlight certifi-
cations, ESG policies, and structured management 
systems. Many describe energy-efficiency measu-
res, waste-reduction programmes, and governance 
tools such as codes of ethics, organisational mo-
dels, and whistleblowing mechanisms. The langua-
ge is technical, with an emphasis on standards, au-
dits, and protocols.

Figure 19: Benchmark Matrix, Quadrant 4.
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In contrast, communication about place and 
experiences is less developed. Location and archi-
tectural history are described, and some itineraries 
or partner-based activities are mentioned, but the 
narrative is not as rich or central as in Quadrants 1 
or 2. Experiential portfolios appear more limited or 
less clearly curated.

Here, sustainability tends to be perceived as in-
stitutional compliance. It may reassure investors, re-
gulators, and perhaps corporate clients, but it does 
not necessarily reshape the guest experience. More 
sustainability-aware guests may find rational reas-
surance, but they are not invited into a real disco-
very journey of the place and its communities.

The design challenge of Quadrant 4 is therefo-
re almost the mirror image of Quadrant 2. Strong 
environmental structures exist, but they need to be 
translated into stories, rituals, and touchpoints that 
make sense to guests and connect to the surroun-
ding territory.

Rural properties show some of the highest values 
on both axes. Two of the three rural hotels fall in 
Quadrant 1 and the third in Quadrant 2. None appe-
ar in Quadrants 3 or 4. Agriculture, wine, and food 
production are naturally visible in these contexts, 
and hotels tend to build their identity around vi-
neyards, olive groves, and village life. Sustainability, 
especially in terms of landscape care, and territorial 
storytelling are already part of the core business, 
even if the environmental dimension is not always 
fully quantified.

4.6 / Analysis by 
Location

The matrix can also be read through a second 
lens, focusing on patterns by destination type. As 
discussed in the literature, the type of place can in-
fluence guest behaviour, and it is useful to analyse 
how communication narratives are shaped by the 
context.

Rural

Figure 20: Borgo Vescine, Toscana
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Coastal and island hotels show very high scores 
on the Y axis and a more dispersed pattern on the X 
axis. They populate all four quadrants. For example, 
Il San Pietro, Casa Angelina, and Hotel Mediterraneo 
Sorrento are in Quadrant 1, while properties such as 
Santa Caterina, La Serena, or Capri Tiberio Palace 
are in Quadrant 3. The sea is a powerful experien-
tial driver. Views, boat trips, and coastal lifestyle do-
minate the narrative. However, the degree to which 
this is translated into explicit environmental educa-
tion on marine ecosystems, resource use, and over-
tourism varies drastically.

Coastal and island Hotels on lakes and in Alpine contexts generally 
perform well on the Y axis, especially where histo-
ric resorts curate narratives linked to landscape and 
outdoor activities. Environmental communication 
tends to be more moderate, with exceptions. One 
hotel is in Quadrant 1, while two are in Quadrant 3. 
The fragility of lake and alpine ecosystems, such 
as water availability, snow reliability, and carrying 
capacity, rarely enters the explicit discourse, even 
though it is central for long-term sustainability in 
these destinations.

Lakes and mountains

Figure 21: Capri Tiberio Palace, Capri Figure 22: Gardena Grödnerhof Hotel & Spa Dolomiti
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Hotels in art cities show, on average, the lowest 
scores on both axes. Six out of eleven fall in Qua-
drant 3, three in Quadrant 4, and only two, The Place 
Firenze and Londra Palace, reach Quadrant 1. Urban 
luxury communication remains mainly focused on 
historic architecture, proximity to landmarks, high 
service standards, and international lifestyle. Envi-
ronmental initiatives are often invisible or presented 
in a very technical way, while deeper relationships 
with local communities, artisans, and urban ecolo-
gies are rarely articulated. Urban luxury therefore 
appears to be the segment that has moved least 
towards an integrated sustainable positioning.

Art cities These patterns suggest that the territorial and 
ecological context influences how “easy” it is to bu-
ild credible narratives. Rural areas and, in part, co-
astal areas naturally support rich storytelling, while 
urban contexts and some lake and mountain con-
texts lag behind. However, the presence of pioneers 
in every segment also shows that context is not de-
stiny. Design choices and strategic priorities can si-
gnificantly change how sustainability and place are 
activated in communication.

Figure 23: Palazzo Parigi, Milano
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05

Use Cases

5.1 / Q1 Use Case

The use case selected as representative of Qua-
drant 1 is the Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria, based 
on the cliffs of Sorrento. This 5-star L property has 
been managed by the Fiorentino family since 1834. 
The hotel has hosted Richard Wagner and Oscar 
Wilde, who enjoyed the same breathtaking views of 
the Bay of Naples and Mount Vesuvius that are of-
fered to today’s guests.

Figure 24: Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria 
website homepage
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Energy evidence (5)
40% of the hotel’s energy comes from renewable 

sources, with a stated commitment to increase this 
share in the coming years. The property has held 
ISO 14001 (environmental) certification for many 
years and ISO 9001 (quality), both issued by DNV, 
supporting a structured management system. It 
uses heat pumps for heating, cooling, and hot wa-
ter, together with a control system that automati-
cally adjusts temperature when the guest is not in 
the room. A project is also in place to convert all 
common areas and back-of-house spaces to LED 
lighting. Michelin highlights the use of renewable 
energy, energy-saving heating and cooling sy-
stems, and efficient lighting, as well as electric vehi-
cle charging stations.

Water evidence (4)
They describe a “Skip Room Cleaning” program-

me, where guests can opt out of daily housekee-
ping, with an estimated saving of about 100 litres 
of water per day. All the water used to irrigate the 
5-acre park comes from natural sources. The Mi-
chelin listing notes that the hotel measures and re-
duces water waste, supporting the idea of a moni-
tored approach to water management.

Waste evidence (4)
Path towards a plastic-free hotel: elimination of 

plastic bottles, non-plastic straws, biodegradable 
key cards, recyclable paper bags, and the replace-
ment of printed or plastic directories, menus, and 
guest information with in-room tablets. The hotel 
also runs a recycling programme that gives mate-
rials a “second life”, for example old bathrobes tur-
ned into pool bags for guests. A structured waste 
disposal plan is in place, with separate collection 
for glass, organic waste, and plastic, and specific 
procedures for hazardous waste, used oils, batte-
ries, toner cartridges, light bulbs, and similar items. 
According to Michelin, the restaurant composts 
food waste and reduces food waste.

Figure 25: Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria 
website energy evidence

Figure 26: Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria 
website water evidence

Figure 27: Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria 
website waste evidence
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Governance evidence (5)
A formalised Code of Ethics, as part of the Or-

ganisational Model 231, was approved by the Board 
of Directors in 2024. It includes principles of legali-
ty, transparency, environmental protection, human 
rights, risk management, and an internal control 
system. It also includes whistleblowing procedures 
published on the website. ISO 14001 and ISO 9001 
certifications, together with the GBAC STAR certi-
fication for cleaning and maintenance protocols, 
support a standardised management approach 
verified by third parties. The property is owned by 
Grande Albergo Excelsior Vittoria S.p.A., controlled 
by the Fiorentino family (fifth generation), with mis-
sion and values explicitly stated in the Code of Ethi-
cs and strong continuity through family governance.

Local economy evidence (3)
The food and beverage offer (Terrazza Bosquet, 

Terrazza Vittoria, Orangerie) highlights products 
from local farms, regional olive oils, and Italian wi-
nes, with seasonal menus and a strong focus on 
Campanian and Mediterranean traditions. Michelin 
notes that the hotel grows organic produce on site, 
uses ingredients from local farms, offers wines from 
organic or biodynamic vineyards, and sources from 
local businesses. Michelin’s sustainability notes 
also report that the hotel hires local staff with fair 
pay and career progression, actively supports local 
community needs, and offers volunteering opportu-
nities to staff and guests.

Heritage (5)
The website dedicates significant space to the 

hotel’s history. It was built between 1834 and 1882 
on the site of what is believed to have been Au-
gustus’ villa. It also tells the story of its role in the 
Grand Tour and of famous guests such as Wagner, 
Caruso, Pavarotti, and others, presenting the hotel 
as an integral part of Sorrento’s cultural heritage. 
The “At a glance” page describes the Grand Ho-
tel Excelsior Vittoria as “a focal point of the city for 
art, culture, and gastronomy” and “the most pre-
stigious jewel of the Neapolitan Riviera”, explicitly 
anchoring it to the Gulf landscape and the Amalfi 
Coast. The Sorrento Experience programme offers 
activities that showcase local heritage, such as vi-
sits to a limoncello factory, archaeological tours to 
Pompeii, Paestum, Ravello, and Amalfi, with private 
guides and storytelling about local culture and hi-
story.

Figure 28: Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria 
website governance evidence

Figure 29: Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria 
website local economy evidence

Figure 30: Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria website heritage
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Experiential value (5)
The Excelsior Experience and Sorrento Experien-

ce section structures a portfolio of experiences:
•	 “Intoxicate your senses”: visit to a limoncello 

factory and a wine tasting with the sommelier.
•	 “Savoury Sensations”: Neapolitan pizza clas-

ses and Michelin-inspired dishes with the 
chef.

•	 “Magical Mosaics”: cultural and archaeolo-
gical tours to Pompeii, Paestum, Ravello, and 
Amalfi.

•	 “Set Sail”: boat trips or a private yacht expe-
rience on the “Vittoria” along the coast and 
towards Capri.

Throughout the year, the “Be Excelsior Vittoria” 
format offers cultural, culinary, and celebratory 
events for guests, strengthening the experiential 
and community dimension.

Forbes and other sources highlight the breadth 
of these offerings as a key element of the stay, with 
the concierge playing a central role in co-designing 
experiences (Ferrari tours, yacht trips, cooking clas-
ses, and more).

5.2 / Q2 Use Case

The Quadrant 2 use case is Borgo Vescine, a 5-star 
property. Borgo Vescine, once a Lombard fortress 
later transformed into a charming rural hamlet, was 
lovingly restored by Lucia Paladin. Her goal was to 
bring back the beauty, simplicity, and quality of rural 
life. Set on a lush hillside at 600 metres above sea 
level, overlooking Radda in Chianti, the borgo offers 
breathtaking views over olive groves and vineyards, 
part of a UNESCO World Heritage landscape.

Figure 31: Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria 
website experiential value

Figure 32: Borgo Vescine website homepage
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Energy evidence (2)
In the room descriptions, the minibar is described as 
designed to reduce energy consumption. An electric 
vehicle charging station is listed among the hotel’s 
services. However, no renewable energy sources or 
quantitative efficiency targets are mentioned.

Water evidence (2)
There are no pages dedicated to water resource 
management. The only indirect reference is the use 
of glass bottles refilled daily in the room, rather than 
plastic.

Waste evidence (3)
Across all room types, the website clearly states 
that single-use plastic amenities have been elimi-
nated. Bathroom products are provided in recycled 
packaging or presented without single-use plastics. 
A glass water bottle is also offered during turndown 
service to reduce disposable packaging. However, 
there is no mention of separate waste collection or 
broader waste-reduction targets.

Governance evidence (2)
The website presents sustainability mainly as a va-
lue-based commitment, for example “commitment 
to sustainable practices in wine production and 
gardening” and “organic agriculture”. It does not 
mention a code of ethics, ESG reporting, or formal 
environmental certifications.

Local economy evidence (4)
There is a strong emphasis on organic farming and 
an internal supply chain. The borgo highlights orga-
nic vineyards, a vegetable garden, an orchard, olive 
groves, saffron, and other crops used in its kitchen. 
Bathroom products and the courtesy set are made 
in Tuscany and described as “locally made”. Furni-
shings are custom-designed and produced by local 
artisans. The farm-to-table philosophy is consi-
stently communicated across both experiences and 
food and beverage.

Figure 33: Borgo Vescine website energy evidence

Figure 34: Borgo Vescine website governance evidence

Figure 35: Borgo Vescine website local economy evidence
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Heritage (4)
The borgo is presented as a former Lombard for-
tress that later became a rural village, restored 
while preserving historic architecture and mate-
rials. Each room category tells the original use of 
the spaces, such as herb-drying rooms, granaries, 
and wine-making areas. The website and the “Jour-
nal” content strongly connect the experience to the 
Chianti Classico landscape, nearby medieval villa-
ges, and the traditions of olive oil and saffron.

Experiential value (5)
The “On-site activities” section is very rich. It in-
cludes farm-to-table cooking classes, where gue-
sts choose ingredients in the vegetable garden and 
then cook them, the “Dinner in the Piazza” inspired 
by a Tuscan market, a dinner among century-old 
olive trees, olive harvesting, truffle hunting, picni-
cs, yoga in nature, and trekking across the proper-
ty’s 42 hectares. Editorial content in the “Journal” 
explains local history, crops, nearby villages, and 
Vespa routes, adding a narrative and educational 
layer to the experiences.

Figure 36: Borgo Vescine website heritage Figure 37: Borgo Vescine website experiential value
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5.3 / Q3 Use Case

The use case selected for Quadrant 3 is Grand Ho-
tel Fasano. This 5-star luxury property is set above 
the picturesque Lake Garda and surrounded by a 
12,000-square-metre park. Once a grand residen-
ce used as a hunting retreat by the Austrian royal 
family, Grand Hotel Fasano is now run by a hotelier 
family and offers an oasis for travellers seeking an 
exotic atmosphere

Energy evidence (4)
The Quadrant 3 use case is the Grand Hotel Fasa-
no. This 5-star L property is set on the picturesque 
shores of Lake Garda and surrounded by a 12,000 
square metre park. Once an elegant residence used 
as a hunting retreat by the Austrian royal family, the 
Grand Hotel Fasano, managed by a hotelier family, 
is now an oasis for travellers seeking an exotic at-
mosphere.

Water evidence (1)
The website does not provide specific information 
on water saving measures, such as flow reducers, 
reuse, laundry management, or pool operations, 
and it does not mention quantitative targets.

Figure 38: Grand Hotel Fasano website homepage

Figure 39: Grand Hotel Fasano website energy evidence
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Waste evidence (2)
The Sustainability page highlights a “natural luxury” 
philosophy, focusing on natural materials and Ave-
da products with an environmental focus. However, 
it does not describe detailed policies on separate 
waste collection, plastic reduction, or food waste. 
An external profile about the hotel briefly mentions 
“energy conservation measures” and “separation of 
waste for recycling”, as well as organic toiletries and 
locally sourced food, but without data or detailed 
procedures.

Governance evidence (2)
The Sustainability section works as a true environ-
mental manifesto, but the hotel does not publish a 
formal ESG report and does not show third-party 
certifications. The main concrete element mentio-
ned is the agreement with the energy provider A2A.

Local economy evidence (4)
The gastronomic offer, for example at Il Fagiano 
Restaurant, focuses on reinterpreting traditional 
Italian flavours and blending Lake Garda traditions 
with Mediterranean cuisine, with an emphasis on hi-
gh-quality Italian products. Among the experiences, 
“Discovering Lake Garda wine and olive oil” takes 
guests to local producers, generating direct flows 
towards wineries and olive oil mills in the area. Ex-
ternal sources also mention the use of fresh, locally 
sourced ingredients as a distinctive feature of the 
food and beverage offer

Figure 40: Grand Hotel Fasano website waste evidence Figure 41: Grand Hotel Fasano website local economy evidence

Figure 42: Grand Hotel Fasano website local economy evidence
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Heritage (3)
The website tells the story of the neoclassical bu-
ilding in detail. It was built in 1888 as a hunting re-
sidence for the Austrian imperial family, expanded 
in 1903, restored after the wars, and recognised in 
1989 as part of Italy’s National Heritage. The nar-
rative also focuses on the historic lakeside garden 
and the landscape of Benaco, described as a “more 
intimate view of the lake”, with references to notable 
guests such as D’Annunzio, Heyse, and Klimt, an-
choring the hotel to Lake Garda’s cultural and sce-
nic heritage.

Experiential value (4)
The “Experiences” section offers themed propo-
sals around Lake Garda and “special experiences”, 
such as local wine and olive oil tours, a lake trip on 
a historic sailing boat or on a Riva speedboat, wa-
ter sports, excursions, a dinner on board the sai-
ling boat, and FIAT Topolino Dolcevita rental. The 
experiences are curated as discovery itineraries, 
spanning food and wine, the lake, and even the 
Dolomites by helicopter. However, the educational 
dimension on environmental sustainability remains 
implicit. The explicit focus is on luxury, landscape, 
and lifestyle, rather than on “green” behaviours.

Figure 43: Grand Hotel Fasano website heritage Figure 44: Grand Hotel Fasano website experiential value
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5.4 / Q4 Use Case

Finally, the Quadrant 4 use case is Magna Pars Ho-
tel à Parfum, a 5-star property in central Milan. The 
Martone family’s love for perfumes, art, and hospi-
tality led them to create, inside a former perfume 
factory, the first Hotel à Parfum. It is presented as a 
distillation of Italian excellence, designed to offer a 
unique, multi-sensory experience.

Energy evidence (4) 
The hotel holds the DCA ESG Sustainable certifica-
tion by Dream&Charme, linked in the website footer. 
This certification assesses more than 1,200 para-
meters, including energy performance and technical 
systems management. Technical sources describe 
the building as NZEB, with an A4 energy rating, fea-
turing a geothermal system that uses groundwater 
from the Navigli area for heating and cooling, and 
photovoltaic panels to generate renewable energy.

Water evidence (1). 
The geothermal system uses groundwater as an 
energy carrier, reducing the need for other energy 
sources, but the website does not provide quanti-
tative details on water savings or reuse. There are 
no dedicated sections on specific policies such as 
flow reducers, rainwater collection, or guest-facing 
“save the planet” programmes. As a result, the evi-
dence on direct water management is limited and 
mostly indirect.

Figure 45: Magna Pars Hotel à Parfum website homepage

Figure 46: Magna Pars Hotel à 
Parfum website energy evidence

Figure 47: Magna Pars Hotel à Par-
fum website water evidence
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Waste evidence (3)
The perfume concept is built around “refill and reu-
se”, with refillable LabSolue bottles designed to be 
reused, for example as flower vases. The hotel also 
promotes creative reuse of laboratory tools, such 
as beakers and pipettes, in the restaurant, reducing 
waste and the need for new purchases.

Governance evidence (4). 
The DCA ESG certification, accessible via a link in 
the website footer, is a third-party certification ac-
credited under ISO/IEC 17065. It provides a structu-
red assessment of the property’s sustainability, co-
vering areas such as technical systems, materials, 
layout, and maintenance, and it supports the pre-
sence of a formalised ESG governance framework.
The official website includes standard references 
such as privacy and cookie policies and presen-
ts the hotel as a coherent project curated by the 
Martone family, showing continuity through family 
governance. However, it does not currently publish 
a downloadable sustainability report.

Local economy evidence (3)
Magna Pars is presented as a “distillation of Ita-
lian excellence”. Its architecture and interiors use 
low-impact Italian materials and designs by local 
producers and artisans, in continuity with the Mar-
tone family’s perfume-making tradition. The restau-
rant Da Noi In offers an author-style cuisine strongly 
connected to high-quality Italian ingredients, and 
several articles highlight the use of local and orga-
nic ingredients, with attention to supply chains.

Heritage (4)
The hotel was created through the adaptive reuse 
of the historic Marvin perfume factory and builds 
a strong narrative around Italian artisanal perfu-
mery and the industrial memory of the Zona Torto-
na district. It preserves the original architecture and 
reinterprets it in a contemporary way. The project 
integrates internal gardens and a rooftop olive gro-
ve, with plant species selected for their connection 
to perfume raw materials, such as bergamot, jasmi-
ne, and aromatic herbs. This turns the green areas 
into an “olfactory landscape” that is explained and 
narrated to guests. Through the “Art” section and 
the Magna Pars Art Gallery, the hotel presents it-
self as a distributed museum dedicated to the site’s 
history and perfume culture, also open to the city. 
However, it tends to focus this heritage mainly wi-
thin the property itself, rather than through thema-
tic itineraries in the surrounding area.

Figure 48: Magna Pars Hotel à 
Parfum website waste value

Figure 49: Magna Pars Hotel à Par-
fum website governance value

Figure 50: Magna Pars Hotel à Par-
fum website local economy evidence

Figure 51: Magna Pars Hotel à Par-
fum website heritage
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Experiential value (5)
The entire concept is designed as an immersive ol-
factory experience. It includes an olfactory check-
in, aromatherapy massages, an “olfactory aperiti-
vo”, a Menù à Parfum, and guided scent journeys led 
by LabSolue. Each suite has a dedicated fragran-
ce, an artwork, and a book focused on the related 
raw material. The Library Hall and the perfume lab 
provide books and educational content on perfu-
mery, allowing guests to explore both the history 
and the technique behind fragrances. The project is 
described as a “cultural, architectural, and sensory 
project”.
Magna Pars also takes part in initiatives such as 
Dialogo nel Buio at the Istituto dei Ciechi di Milano, 
bringing LabSolue fragrances into a multisensory 
educational experience. It also supports bee-pro-
tection projects through dedicated cocktails and 
donations linked to each purchase.

Overall, proof and credibility are fairly strong. There 
are signs of external validation, such as references 
and certifications, but not all sustainability dimen-
sions are documented consistently across the di-
gital touchpoints. The tone of voice fits luxury co-
des. The main opportunity is to translate the more 
“institutional” content into clear service signals that 
communicate comfort and care.

After benchmarking the hotels’ communication 
across the seven parameters and interpreting the 
results through the matrix, several recurring pat-
terns were identified. The use cases discussed in 
this chapter helped exemplify these patterns with 
concrete digital touchpoint evidence. The following 
section synthesises the main findings emerging 
from this combined analysis.

The first pattern is the general difficulty of finding 
sustainability sections on hotel websites, when they 
exist. Sustainability is often presented only as a la-
bel or logo that is poorly integrated into the site and 
hard to locate. The section is almost never inclu-
ded in the main navigation bar (rooms, restauran-
ts, experiences, and so on), and is instead placed in 
the footer, which is not very visible at first glance. In 
addition, the section is often not highlighted throu-
gh keywords, but shown as a clickable logo, making 
the interaction less intuitive. The risk is, first, that 
users do not notice it while browsing the website, 
and second, that even after finding it, they do not 
easily access new information beyond a simple logo 
or pictogram.

A second recurring pattern is the overall lack of 
communication about the practices that hotels 
actually implement. In the benchmark, this appears 
as low scores especially on water, waste, and gover-
nance. A clear example is the Grand Hotel Fasano. 
I had the opportunity to speak with one of the ow-
ners, who described several sustainability practices 
they have in place, but when analysing the website 
these practices are barely mentioned.

Another pattern is the weak connection between 
sustainability information and the hotel’s broader 

5.5 / Synthesis of Findings

Figure 52: Magna Pars Hotel à Par-
fum website experiental value
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narrative. In some hotels, sustainability is communi-
cated through separate technical pages, standalo-
ne PDFs, or compliance-style language (standards, 
protocols, governance), without being connected to 
the rest of the brand story. The matrix showed that 
even where environmental communication is strong, 
sustainability may still remain a “backstage” dimen-
sion. It exists, but it is not narratively integrated with 
experiences, place, or moments of the stay. As a re-
sult, guests may perceive it as a bureaucratic layer 
aimed at external stakeholders such as investors, 
certification bodies, or corporate clients, rather 
than as something that improves the quality of the 
stay. In these cases, sustainability is clear mainly to 
people who already know how to interpret this type 
of signal, but it remains less accessible to a wider 
audience.

Another important point concerns information 
quality. Sustainability communication is often based 
on generic claims, without certifications or even 
simple evidence. This makes it harder for guests 
to understand what the hotel actually does, where 
it happens, and how it affects the stay. Sustaina-
bility becomes a “side note” that does not shape 
expectations or choices, and therefore is not inter-
nalised as part of the value proposition. The risk is 
that guests classify the message as marketing or 
as “soft” greenwashing. Even when practices may 
be real, the lack of proof prevents trust from buil-
ding. The benchmark showed that credibility incre-
ases when digital touchpoints include at least one 
of the following elements: references to verifiable 
standards or certifications, specific descriptions of 
actions (for example systems, material choices, or 
processes).

The final factor that reduces information quality 
is the lack of translation into touchpoints during the 
stay. Sustainability remains an abstract concept if 
it is not linked to concrete moments in the custo-
mer journey (pre-arrival, in-room, dining, concierge, 
check-out). For example, a generic statement like 
“we use recycled paper” could be more effectively 
translated into “we introduced a fully digital check-
in to speed up the process and reduce paper wa-
ste.” In other words, guests are guided more clearly 
in understanding backstage operations and what to 
expect during the stay. Even if most practices have 
been in place for years, it is still useful to remind 
guests, who may be encountering a specific practi-
ce for the first time.
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06

Field Research: 
Hotel 2025 Fiera Bolzano 
and Interviews

Hotel 2025, the international trade fair dedicated 
to hospitality and food service, held from 13 to 16 
October at Fiera Bolzano, made it possible to ob-
serve new hospitality trends, the Hotel Sustainabili-
ty Award 2025, and to connect directly with industry 
professionals.

6.1 / Hotel 2025 Fiera Bolzano

Figure 53: Hotel 2025 Fiera Bolzano (photo by me)
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The main themes that emerged in the 2025 edi-
tion focused on innovation applied to the guest 
experience (new hospitality concepts, process and 
service digitalisation), design quality (architecture 
and interiors, materials and suppliers), and, above 
all, sustainability as a competitive lever rather than 
simple compliance. The focus was not only on “gre-
en claims”, but on concrete practices and solutions 
that can be seen across the entire value chain, from 
design to daily operations, and including choices 
related to mobility and food and beverage. Howe-
ver, the fact that many solutions sit across the value 
chain also reinforces a key communication chal-
lenge: much of this work remains ‘backstage’ and 
therefore invisible to guests, making a deliberate 
translation into digital and on-stay touchpoints es-
sential. For this reason, Hotel 2025 at Fiera Bolzano 
was a particularly coherent observation context for 
the aims of this research.

One interesting moment was the Hotel Sustaina-
bility Award, which gave public recognition to pro-
ducts, projects, and companies by rewarding ca-
tegories linked to impact and implementability (for 
example architecture and furniture, food and beve-
rage, and mobility). The goal was to make sustaina-
bility “measurable” and comparable through clear 
criteria and concrete cases, avoiding a simple “la-
bel effect” disconnected from the guest experien-
ce. The Award is not only a celebration, but a signal 
of how the industry is trying to make sustainability 
credible: measurable criteria, concrete cases, and 
real-world implementability. From a brand integrity 
perspective, the Award highlights a crucial shift: su-
stainability becomes credible when it is translated 
into clear, understandable, and verifiable evidence, 
rather than remaining a generic label. 

Figure 54: Hotel 2025 Fiera Bolzano (photo by me)
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By talking with professionals, walking through 
the exhibition stands, and attending the talks, two 
trends stood out in particular: distributed hospita-
lity and sports tourism. According to professionals, 
these trends seems to require richer and clearer 
content already in the customer journey’s phases 
such as awareness, consideration and intent where 
guests get to see itineraries, mobility, accessibility, 
policies and services.

The first trend is the decentralisation of tourism 
supply. A recent study by the Ministry of Tourism 
found that international tourists visit only 4% of 
Italian territory (Redazione, 2025). While major ci-
ties such as Milan, Rome, and Florence continue to 
attract business tourism thanks to their wide offer, 
smaller cities often remain off the radar. This is part-
ly because many provinces currently lack accom-
modation facilities that can guarantee hospitality 
standards aligned with international expectations. 
However, these “smaller cities” have always been 
the beating heart of Italy’s productive system, in-
cluding fashion, automotive, design, and food pro-
duction. Promoting high-quality hospitality beyond 
major hubs can also help reduce pressure on over-
crowded destinations, support a more balanced di-
stribution of visitor flows, strengthen Italy’s global 
competitiveness, and benefit local economies. This 
trend is beginning to emerge, as leisure tourism in 
these secondary cities is steadily growing (Il Gior-
nale del Turismo, 2025). In this sense, decentralisa-
tion can also reposition luxury, not only as proximity 
to iconic cities, but as rarity, authenticity, and pri-
vileged access to less saturated territories. Moreo-
ver provided that, this proposition is made desirable 
through a coherent narrative aligned with luxury co-
des.

The second emerging trend is the strong growth 
of sports tourism. People now travel for sport 
as well. Sports tourism is currently one of the fa-
stest-growing segments in the global travel indu-
stry. Italy is increasingly positioned as a destination 
that attracts major sporting events, starting with 
the upcoming Milano Cortina 2026 Winter Olympi-
cs, as well as initiatives such as the Sport Valley in 
Emilia-Romagna. Hotels are preparing to welcome 
mainly international guests, often through partner-
ships or by outsourcing specific services. Sports 
tourism also generates highly specific micro-jour-
neys and ‘moments of truth’, from preparation and 
equipment logistics to mobility, recovery, nutrition, 
weather, and safety. If these needs are not commu-
nicated clearly, perceived value can quickly collapse 
or be interpreted as ‘renunciation’ when services 
appear missing. 

The success of sports tourism is also linked to a 
growing interest in active, tailor-made itineraries, 
especially among Millennials and Gen Z. 70% of 
young adults are willing to travel to attend an event 
or to enjoy sports experiences (Redazione, 2026). 
Today, sports tourism is not only an economic dri-
ver, but also a catalyst for sustainability and territo-
rial development, leaving an important legacy: more 
services, greater visibility, and new opportunities 
for local communities (Redazione, 2026). “The goal 
is not only to bring people to the event, but to let 
them experience it through the territory. Becoming 
partners of communities means creating tourism 
that respects the environment, values local identity, 
and generates widespread opportunities.” Simone 
Frigerio, Board Member of Federazione Turismo Or-
ganizzato.

Both trends, decentralisation towards secondary 
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cities and the rise of sports tourism, show that the 
competitiveness of Italian hospitality will increa-
singly depend on hotels’ ability to act as connec-
tors between place and local community. In smaller 
destinations, hotels should focus their sustainable 
luxury communication on the value of decentralisa-
tion.

Luxury can also mean niche tourism in less crow-
ded places, where properties build value around 
exclusivity and a strong relationship with the local 
territory. Sustainable luxury also means encouraging 
guests to spend time outdoors, practising sport and 
exploring the area while valuing local identity. 

These trends can also amplify the ‘service cut’ 
risk: in sports-oriented stays or secondary destina-
tions, certain sustainability-driven choices (reduced 
services, limitations, stricter policies) may be in-
terpreted as cuts unless they are explicitly framed 
as value, supporting comfort and performance, or 
enhancing authenticity and exclusivity. In both ca-
ses, communication is essential to explain the value 
behind the experiences, as in the case of Borgo Ve-
scine.

Hotel 2025 at Fiera Bolzano highlighted that su-
stainability is increasingly framed as a competitive 
lever when it is translated into concrete, guest-fa-
cing solutions rather than standalone “green” sta-
tements. The fair’s focus on solutions across the 
value chain (from design choices and materials to 
daily operations, mobility, and food and beverage) 
also reinforced a key communication challenge for 
luxury hospitality: many high-impact actions remain 
backstage and are not directly visible to guests, ma-
king a deliberate translation into digital and on-stay 
touchpoints essential.

Fair observations suggest that traditional forma-
ts such as generic cards or isolated QR codes are 
often overlooked unless they are highly contextual 
and refined, while integrated touchpoints that are 
already part of the service flow make sustainability 
cues more legible. In this sense, the Hotel Sustaina-
bility Award 2025 functioned as a sector signal of 
credibility, emphasising impact and implementabi-
lity through clear criteria and concrete cases, and 
encouraging proof-based communication over a 
simple “label effect”.

In addition, the event reinforced the role of hotels 
as connectors of the territory: partnerships and cre-
dible place-based experiences are presented as key 
enablers to link sustainability, local value, and guest 
desirability. Two trends discussed at the fair (distri-
buted hospitality and sports tourism) suggest the 
need for richer and clearer communication already 
in the early customer journey phases (awareness, 
consideration, intent), where guests evaluate itine-
raries, accessibility, mobility, policies, and services. 
These contexts can also amplify the service-cut risk: 
without clear framing, sustainability-related choices 
may be interpreted as limitations rather than added 
value, comfort, or performance.

6.1.1 / Fair Trade Insights
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The main insights from the interviews, reported in 
full in the Annex, are summarised below and grou-
ped by thematic areas.

Invisibility of practices and the gap between 
backend actions and guest perception

A first finding concerns the distance between 
what creates impact and what guests actually per-
ceive. The most meaningful environmental actions 
tend to happen “behind the scenes”: supplier choi-
ces, supply chain logic, waste reduction in kitchen 
and laundry, system optimisation, renovation crite-
ria, and material selection. As one interviewee put 
it, “many of the practices we adopt have a real im-
pact, but they remain ‘invisible’ because they hap-
pen upstream, in operational choices” (Grand Hotel 
Fasano). Another interview confirmed the same dy-
namic: “many ‘sustainable’ practices already exist, 
but they remain invisible because they sit inside the 
operating machine, not in the hospitality ritual” (Pa-
lazzo Parigi). At the same time, when these actions 
are not translated into guest-facing signals, they do 
not become part of the experience and therefore 
do not generate perceived value. A concrete exam-
ple is local sourcing: “we work exclusively with lo-
cal products… but it often stays ‘behind the scenes’ 
unless it is communicated in the right way” (Hotel 
Gardena). This leads to a clear design implication: 
the challenge is not only to do sustainability, but to 
design how it enters the hospitality ritual without 
becoming didactic.

In luxury, sustainability works when it feels like 
an upgrade, not a sacrifice

All interviews converge on the idea that, in a luxury 
context, sustainability is accepted and appreciated 
only if it does not weaken the feeling of abundan-
ce, comfort, and care. One interview summarised 
it clearly: “in luxury, sustainability works when it 
is not perceived as a lack” (Grand Hotel Fasano). 

6.2. / Interviews

This means responsible alternatives should be fra-
med as added value, not as reduction. For example, 
one concierge suggested: “Would you prefer a full 
daily cleaning, or a more discreet version that gives 
you more privacy and fewer interruptions?” (Palaz-
zo Parigi). In the same direction, another interview 
stressed that “a sustainable alternative must be 
communicated as a value choice, never as a limita-
tion” (Hotel Gardena), linking it to quality, authen-
ticity, wellbeing, and a non-moralising tone. In this 
framework, practices such as “glass bottles and 
refill solutions” work well because, as noted in one 
interview, guests appreciate them “because it is not 
experienced as a sacrifice” (Grand Hotel Fasano).

Moments of higher receptivity: “natural” choi-
ces embedded in the right touchpoints

Guests’ willingness to make small conscious 
choices depends strongly on when those choices 
are offered. The interviews suggest that guests are 
more receptive when they are already making ser-
vice decisions, meaning when they are in a perso-
nalisation mindset. One hotel noted that guests are 
not receptive “as soon as they enter the room… they 
are often disoriented” (Grand Hotel Fasano), while 
the most effective choices “match moments that 
are already ‘natural’ points of decision” (Grand Ho-
tel Fasano). Housekeeping and linen are a recurring 
example: “the linen change frequency works be-
cause it is read as personalisation… not as a sacrifi-

Figure 55: Hotel 2025 Fiera Bolzano (photo by me)
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ce” (Hotel Gardena). Pre-arrival was also described 
as high-receptivity because “the guest is building 
the stay” (Palazzo Parigi), while check-in is delicate 
and works only if it is “extremely quick and framed 
as personalisation, not as an ethical topic” (Palazzo 
Parigi). A design logic emerges: do not add a sepa-
rate sustainability moment, but insert light options 
into existing decision points.

Discreet communication and objects or servi-
ces as choice devices

When sustainability is communicated, the format 
matters as much as the content. Interviewees stres-
sed that choices feel more legitimate when they 
sit inside touchpoints that guests already use. As 
one concierge said, “the most natural format… is a 
pre-arrival concierge message… with very few rea-
dy-made options” (Palazzo Parigi), or “a digital tou-
chpoint that is already ‘legitimised’ by use… such as 
an in-room tablet” (Palazzo Parigi). Conversely, “a 
card in the room can be ignored if it looks generic 
or ‘chain-like’, while a standalone QR code without 
context is often perceived as marketing or bureau-
cracy” (Palazzo Parigi). A strong example of an em-
bedded, non-invasive cue was described through an 
external inspiration: the pine cone solution, because 
“it is a natural gesture, coherent with the aesthe-
tic, not disposable” (Grand Hotel Fasano). Overall, 
sustainability communication is perceived as more 
credible when it is embedded in service design and 
artefacts, rather than explained.

Mobility and territory: where impact concen-
trates and where local value is created

A strong point concerns mobility. One interview 
highlighted that “the biggest part of the guest fo-
otprint is not what they do in the hotel, but how they 
arrive” (Grand Hotel Fasano), mentioning flights and 
transfers as main drivers. This shifts the focus: while 
in-hotel micro-choices have symbolic and educa-

tional value, significant reduction also involves com-
municating mobility options and offering local alter-
natives, such as “an electric car for local transfers” 
(Grand Hotel Fasano). In parallel, local supply chains 
were described as a core sustainability pillar: “we 
prioritise local products and short supply chains” 
(Grand Hotel Fasano), and “we work exclusively 
with local products” (Hotel Gardena). This also con-
nects to experiential value: activities that support 
a slower, wellbeing-oriented stay (walking, cycling, 
sport) feel coherent, while some iconic experiences 
may require careful alternatives to avoid contradi-
ctions.

Recap and feedback: elegance, gratitude, and 
light tracking

Another cross-cutting theme concerns how to 
provide a summary of choices without sounding ju-
dgemental. One interview framed it as “a summary 
with a grateful tone, not a measurement tone” (Pa-
lazzo Parigi), for example: “We noted your preferen-
ces… Thank you… If you wish, we can save them for 
your next visit” (Palazzo Parigi). Another suggested 
that the goal is not to measure, but “to highlight 
value” (Hotel Gardena), avoiding numbers or com-
parisons. A more tangible but still light option was 
also proposed: a post-stay email with a “per guest” 
share derived from overall hotel results (Grand Hotel 
Fasano), so the message stays collaborative without 
tracking each individual choice. However, true per-
sonalisation would require reliable tracking systems 
and operational processes (Grand Hotel Fasano).

Operations: cross-department consistency, 
simple options, and staff training

Finally, the interviews clarify where internal fri-
ction can emerge. In luxury, the greatest risk is 
not the choice itself, but service inconsistency. As 
one concierge explained, “operational risk appears 
when preferences are not immediately visible to all 
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departments” (Palazzo Parigi), because then “the 
team needs to repair the experience, which in luxury 
matters more than the choice itself” (Palazzo Pari-
gi). Another interview reinforced the same point: op-
tions must be “simple, intuitive, and well integrated 
into daily operational flows” (Hotel Gardena), and 
staff training is essential to avoid slowdowns and in-
consistencies across departments (Hotel Gardena).

Figure 56: Palazzo Parigi, Milano (photo by me)

Figure 57: Palazzo Parigi, Milano (photo by me)
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07

Co-Design Sessions

This section presents the insights derived from 
Activity 1 conducted across the three co-design 
sessions.

The housekeeping area was the one with the hi-
ghest potential for interaction. The participants pre-
ferred to keep autonomy over choices such as the 
frequency of services, the minibar selection, and the 
option to take leftovers from meals. They also said 
that single-use kits should be optional and available 
on request, since they are not always used. 

This would significantly reduce the quantities pro-
duced by hotels. Even when these items are made 
with recycled materials, there is still a risk of over-
production, which can be reduced by not placing 
them in rooms by default. For the rest, they prefer-
red these actions to be set as hotel defaults, as long 
as they are communicated clearly and effectively.

In the energy & comfort area, the dominant ap-
proach was the “nudge”, defined as an element that 
can steer people’s behaviour in a predictable way 
without banning any option or significantly chan-
ging their economic incentives (Thaler & Sunstein, 
2008). In other words, default settings can discreet-
ly encourage guests to reduce waste without feeling 
deprived. If these actions were always left as explicit 
choices, there would be no guarantee that guests 
would follow the intended practices.

The mobility and engagement areas were stron-
gly oriented towards proactive choices: how to re-
ach the hotel and how to interact with the local so-
cial fabric. However, the participants stressed that 
communication is crucial here, because it strongly 

7.1 / Findings Activity 1 
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influences whether guests actually make more re-
sponsible choices.

Overall, for an under-30 traveller, basic sustai-
nability (plastic-free solutions, waste separation) is 
no longer seen as a “plus”, but as a minimum requi-
rement, similar to hygiene standards. They do not 
want to have to choose to be sustainable on the ba-
sics; they expect a luxury hotel to have already sol-
ved these issues upstream. Instead, they placed the 
frequency of cleaning among the “choices” becau-
se, in luxury hospitality, privacy and autonomy over 
one’s time are essential. They prefer to decide when 
to “disturb” the room environment (and the staff), 
experiencing the choice as an act of conscious con-
trol rather than as an imposed rule from the hotel.

Here is a synthesis of the sustainable practices 
participants encountered during their hotel stays, 
along with those they would like to see introduced. 
Each practice is also classified as either a guest 
choice or a hotel default.

This section presents the insights derived from 
Activity 2 conducted across the three co-design 
sessions.

In this phase, the communicative effectiveness of 
three narratives related to water saving was tested, 
using the linen change as an example. All three par-
ticipants selected the best version and classified 
the other versions in the same way. Overall, partici-
pants agreed that all three messages risk being per-
ceived as greenwashing because they do not provi-
de supporting data; however, this risk was perceived 
differently depending on the communication style.

Version 2 was the most appreciated because it 
uses an evocative and symbolic language and, most 
importantly, introduces a small physical ritual: the 
pinecone placed on the bed as a signal. This ap-
proach avoids a moralistic or purely informative 
tone and turns a potential sacrifice, not changing 
the sheets every day, into a discreet gesture that fits 
a nature-inspired imaginary. The participants per-
ceived this as “luxury” because it does not ask for 
a compromise, but proposes a curated experience, 
almost poetic, where the guest feels like an active 
part of it, reducing the perception of greenwashing.

Version 1, instead, was perceived as at high risk 
of greenwashing: the message may be well intentio-
ned, but it feels too generic or slogan-like, therefore 
less credible and less connected to the actual expe-
rience. Version 3 was judged as too direct: it com-
municates the reduction of service in a blunt way 
and can make guests think the hotel is saving costs 
rather than offering added value. In a high-end con-

7.2 / Findings Activity 2 

Figure 58: Codesign Activity 1
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text, this kind of framing immediately lowers per-
ceived quality because it highlights deprivation, not 
care.

One clear insight is that the under-30 target is 
extremely sensitive to aesthetics and storytelling. A 
natural object and a simple gesture can elevate the 
action and make it readable as an elegant, inten-
tional choice rather than a “missing service.” At the 
same time, these participants showed a strong ra-
dar for greenwashing and paternalistic tones: when 
they feel the hotel is trying to persuade them with 
vague claims or, worse, make them feel guilty to ju-
stify a cost-cutting decision, trust drops and, with it, 
the perception of luxury.

This section presents the insights derived from 
Activity 3 conducted across the three co-design 
sessions.

Overall, what emerged is that before the stay it 
is important to inform and prepare guests; during 
the stay, the hotel should make the choice simple, 
elegant, and almost invisible; at the end of the stay, 
it should reinforce the value of the choices made.

More specifically, in the Awareness and Booking 
phases, sustainability needs to appear immediately 
as a core identity value (for example, a clear mani-
festo on the website) and as a concrete option du-
ring booking (such as the possibility to contribute 
to local projects). The Stay moment is the crucial 
phase for everyday choices: the touchpoints iden-
tified include both physical ones (in-room objects 

7.3 / Findings Activity 3 

Figure 59: Codesign Activity 2 Figure 60: Codesign Activity 3
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such as hourglasses or small cards) and digital ones 
(the hotel app).

The activity suggested that sustainability com-
muni

cation should not be treated as a one-off mes-
sage, but as a continuous thread that runs from 
pre-stay (a preparation email) to post-stay (a nar-
rative of the impact generated), and that it should 
be delivered through phygital touchpoints. As “di-
gital natives” who also love the sensory side of lu-
xury, this target looks for a mix: the app supports 
efficiency, while a physical object in the room gives 
tactile “substance” to the environmental commit-
ment, differentiating it from simple digital marketing 
communication.

Finally, this target plans heavily online: they need 
to validate the hotel’s ethical identity before arriving, 
to ensure the brand reflects their values. Sustaina-
bility, therefore, has to be part of the aspirational 
“package” they want to buy.

This section presents the insights derived from 
Activity 4 conducted across the three co-design 
sessions.

Finally, three types of end-of-stay outputs for the 
guest were compared: an educational version refe-
rencing environmental impact, a discreet thank-you 
version, and a reward-based version designed to 
acknowledge and incentivize the guest.

After the stay, it is essential to give guests back 
the value of their choices. The activity showed that 
the preferred option is the one that quantifies the 
environmental impact of those choices. Participants 
appreciated concrete data (kg of CO2 saved, litres 
of water), because it turns a “micro-choice” into a 
tangible result. In addition, linking the savings achie-
ved to the support of real local projects (protecting 

7.4 / Findings Activity 4 

Figure 61: Codesign Activity 4
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the destination) closes the loop of social responsi-
bility and strengthens loyalty.

The target group (women under 30) belongs to 
the “tracking generation” (fitness apps, screen 
time, etc.). Receiving clear data strongly satisfies 
their need for instant, measurable gratification. For 
luxury guests, the idea of “giving back” is also cen-
tral. Knowing that their small “sacrifice” (for exam-
ple, a shorter shower) has been transformed into 
concrete support for a local project shifts the focus 
away from “what they gave up” and onto their po-
sitive impact.

From the co-design activity, it clearly emerges 
that, in the luxury hospitality segment for an un-
der-30 target, the perception of sustainability as a 
“sacrifice” is not tied to the ecological action itself, 
but rather to a weakness in how the experience is 
communicated and framed.

First, adopting an overly direct tone turns a sustai-
nable initiative into a simple reduction of service. As 
shown in Activity 2, purely functional communica-
tion (e.g., Version 3) that merely informs guests of a 
lower service frequency is perceived as a downgra-
de of expected standards. In this context, the guest 
feels like a passive recipient who is getting “less” 
value for the same price, and the choice is expe-
rienced as an operational cut rather than an added 
benefit. This dynamic is closely linked to the tension 
between imposition and empowerment: the resul-
ts of Activity 1 indicate that when a micro-choice is 
imposed as a default without an adequate narrative 
(such as removing courtesy kits), guests experience 
it as a “punishment” or as a restriction of their au-
tonomy.

A second issue is the risk created by abstract 
messaging, which fuels suspicion of greenwashing. 
Using generic expressions without a clear link to the 
lived experience (e.g., Version 1 in Activity 2) leads 
guests to interpret environmental commitment as a 
hypocritical attempt by the hotel to reduce opera-
ting costs. If the benefit is perceived as purely eco-
nomic for the hotel rather than environmental for 
the destination, sustainability becomes a “commer-
cial trick.” Conversely, the perception of sacrifice di-
sappears when guests are elevated to co-creators 
of impact—especially through local engagement 
initiatives that turn the stay into an act of proactive 
responsibility.

7.5 / Findings Summary 
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A key element in reducing the sense of loss is the 
presence of a “ritual” or a tangible form of fee-

dback. The effectiveness of Version 2 in Activity 2 
lies in its ability to elevate a non-action, transfor-
ming the choice not to change linens into a symbolic 
ritual through the use of a physical object such as 
the pinecone. Without this playful or sensory com-
ponent, the absence of a service remains an unfilled 
gap. In parallel, the lack of value restitution throu-
gh precise post-stay data deprives the user of the 
psychological reward needed to justify their effort. 

As confirmed by Activity 4, the preference for 
quantified impact (Version 1) shows that a sacrifice 
feels like a sacrifice only when it lacks meaning and 
is not supported by a numerical or emotional payoff.

What makes guests perceive a sustainable choice 
as a sacrifice rather than a benefit?

To answer RQ1, the following section provides a 
synthesis of the main findings drawn from the lite-
rature review, use cases, field research, and co-de-
sign. These insights will form the basis for the gui-
delines presented in the next chapter.

Benchmark analysis shows that, when sustaina-
bility content is present on hotel websites, it is often 
relegated to secondary elements (footer links, unin-
tuitive clickable logos, absence from the main navi-
gation bar), making it difficult for users to find and 
understand. This pattern aligns with what the litera-
ture suggests about credibility in hospitality: becau-
se many sustainable practices are not directly veri-
fiable by guests, trust is built through signals and 
information that reduce uncertainty and ambiguity; 
if communication is not visible or not legible, the 
risk increases that guests will not assign meaning to 
sustainability or will interpret it negatively (Chen et 
al., 2012; Chang & Chen, 2013). Moreover, the need 
for cross-channel consistency implies that what a 
hotel declares through digital touchpoints should 
align with what guests actually experience: when 
sustainability appears marginal online, it is harder 
for it to be recognized as an integral part of the va-
lue proposition during the stay (Morhart et al., 2015; 
Preziosi et al., 2019).

Field research confirms a key point: many hi-
gh-impact actions remain backstage (building sy-
stems, supply chain choices, waste reduction, lau-
ndry operations), so guests tend not to notice them 
unless they are translated into service signals. This 
is fully consistent with the literature, which descri-
bes environmental sustainability in hotels as a set 
of often technical and managerial interventions that 
are largely invisible to customers (Moscardo, 2017; 
Pereira et al., 2021). For this reason, the backstage/
frontstage distinction becomes central: without ef-
fective translation into touchpoints and interactions, 
even substantial interventions do not automatically 

7.6 / Answer to RQ1

F1. “Hidden” and hard-to-read sustainability: 
what is not accessible does not become value

F2. Real practices, but “backstage”: the 
gap between operational impact and guest 
perception
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generate reputational or experiential value (Prezio-
si et al., 2019). From a perception standpoint, this 
asymmetry creates a typical condition: when guests 
encounter a practice that affects their routine (e.g., 
housekeeping), and they cannot “see” what the ho-
tel is doing behind the scenes, they may interpret 
the change only as a loss of service.

Field research interviews converge on the rule 
that, in luxury contexts, sustainability is apprecia-
ted only when it does not undermine abundance, 
comfort, and care—meaning when it is framed as 
an improvement to the experience (more discretion, 
more personalization, higher perceived quality) ra-
ther than as a reduction. This evidence is consistent 
with luxury literature: the premium promise is not 
merely “more” functionality, but a reassuring, fri-
ctionless experience built on coherence, control, 
and guest centrality (Kapferer, 2016; Peng & Chen, 
2019). As a result, environmental initiatives may 
come into tension with traditional luxury codes such 
as constant availability, high standards, and predi-
ctable service delivery (Davies et al., 2012; Kapfe-
rer, 2016). At the same time, the literature clarifies 
a path forward: sustainability can become luxury 
innovation when it extends already compatible va-
lues (material quality, craftsmanship, authenticity, 
and a strong link to place), turning into a signal of 
excellence rather than a constraint (Kapferer, 2016; 
Wiedmann et al., 2009; Assaker, 2020).

Co-design (Activity 2) clearly shows that the per-
ception of sacrifice increases when communication 
is purely informative and highlights a reduction in 
service (e.g., less frequent housekeeping) without 
explaining the added value. In these cases, guests 
feel they receive “less” at the same price and inter-
pret the choice as a downgrade of standards. This 

F3. In luxury, sustainability works only if it feels 
like a premium upgrade

F4. “Less service for the same price”: when 
sustainability is read as a downgrade

dynamic is supported by literature on perceived 
value in luxury: perceived value includes hedonic, 
symbolic, and financial dimensions linked to pre-
mium pricing and expectations of excellence; when 
a practice affects elements considered non-nego-
tiable (cleanliness, amenities, service continuity), it 
can be perceived as a lowering of standards unless 
it maintains an equivalent—or higher—perceived 
level of performance (Chen et al., 2012; Kapferer, 
2016; Chen & Peng, 2018). In other words, sacrifice 
depends not only on real impact, but on how the 
action is interpreted against premium expectations.

A second strong result from co-design (Activity 
1) is the tension between imposition and empower-
ment: when a sustainable micro-choice is imposed 
as a default or reduces perceived autonomy, gue-
sts experience it as a limitation rather than a bene-
fit. Here too, the literature is consistent: in luxury, 
personalization and the ability to choose are cen-
tral components of the premium promise, becau-
se “being served as I desire” is part of the value 
(Kapferer, 2016). When a practice is presented as 
mandatory or introduces friction, resistance incre-
ases even among guests with pro-environmental 
attitudes, because the friction is attributed directly 
to hotel quality (Chen et al., 2012). In practice, sacri-
fice often takes the form of perceived risk: the fear 
of paying a premium price and receiving less control 
and lower service performance.

Across interviews and co-design, vague messa-
ges unsupported by evidence increase skepticism 
and can lead guests to interpret sustainability as 
marketing or as cost rationalization. This is directly 
validated by the literature review: when information 
is vague or proof is missing, guests are more likely 
to attribute the communication to a reputational 

F5. Imposition vs. empowerment: sacrifice 
emerges when guests lose control

F6. Generic claims and compliance 
language: when it feels like greenwashing 
or cost-cutting
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strategy without substance, negatively affecting 
trust and purchase intention (Chang & Chen, 2013). 
In this context, “proof” becomes central: declaring 
commitment is not enough, in fact, hotels need spe-
cific, understandable, and relevant evidence to re-
duce uncertainty (Chen et al., 2012; Chang & Chen, 
2013). Moreover, greenwashing risk is particularly 
delicate in luxury because reputation and trust are 
critical assets; generic or unverifiable statements 
increase brand vulnerability (Kapferer, 2016; Euro-
pean Commission, n.d.). The concept of brand inte-
grity further clarifies this point: when promise and 
reality are not coherent and readable, trust weakens 
(Morhart et al., 2015).

A cross-cutting finding (especially from case 
studies and field research) is that sustainability 
remains abstract unless it is connected to concre-
te moments in the customer journey (pre-arrival, 
in-room, dining, concierge, check-out). The litera-
ture supports this need for translation: many sustai-
nable practices are operational and invisible, so to 
become value they must be made experiential and 
understandable through signals and “visible tra-
ces” within the service experience (Preziosi et al., 
2019). In addition, credibility depends on the abi-
lity of communication to reduce uncertainty and to 
connect commitment to elements that are verifiable 
or meaningful for guests (Chen et al., 2012; Chang & 
Chen, 2013). Practically, this means that an abstract 
statement (“we use recycled paper”) rarely shifts 
perception, while a touchpoint translation (“we in-
troduced fully digital check-in to reduce waste and 
speed up the process”) makes both the environ-
mental intention and the experiential benefit clear, 
reducing the risk that guests interpret the change 
as mere subtraction.

F7. If it does not enter the stay’s 
touchpoints, it remains abstract and cannot 
compensate for “loss”

F8. Context, timing, and channels: the same 
initiative changes meaning depending on where 
and when it appears

F9. Tangibility, rituals, and feedback: without a 
“return,” only the absence of service remains

Field research shows that guests’ willingness to 
make micro-choices depends strongly on timing: 
in-room and pre-arrival (where guests are alrea-
dy in a personalization mindset) the choice feels 
more natural; at check-in (a “sensitive” moment), 
resistance increases if the request is perceived as 
ethical, complex, or intrusive. This evidence is rein-
forced by literature on perceived value: the same 
sustainable initiative can be interpreted differently 
depending on context and on how it interacts with 
hedonic, symbolic, and perceived-risk dimensions 
(Chen et al., 2012). Additionally, research on loca-
tion supports the idea that context and expectations 
shape what is perceived as coherent or desirable: 
destination image orients implicit norms and evalua-
tions, making some practices more congruent and 
others more “interfering” with core expectations of 
comfort and indulgence (Chen & Tsai, 2007). In pa-
rallel, place attachment can increase pro-environ-
mental behavior when guests develop a bond with 
the place and perceive sustainability as protecting 
what makes the experience special (Ramkissoon et 
al., 2013). These contributions help explain why the 
same sustainable gesture, across different contexts 
and touchpoints, can be read as value or as sacri-
fice.

In co-design (Activities 2 and 4), sacrifice decrea-
ses when the sustainable choice is elevated through 
a ritual/object or through post-stay feedback: gue-
sts need a return (emotional or informational) that 
transforms “non-action” into a meaningful gesture. 
This aligns with the concepts of proof and “visible 
traces” discussed in the literature: concrete and 
understandable elements increase credibility and 
help guests connect environmental commitment to 
the lived experience, reducing uncertainty (Chang 
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& Chen, 2013; Preziosi et al., 2019). Moreover, be-
cause value in luxury is also symbolic and hedonic, 
the meaning attributed to details is decisive: if the 
absence of a service is not reinterpreted as a quality 
gesture, it remains a void and therefore a loss (Chen 
et al., 2012; Kapferer, 2016). In this perspective, ri-
tual and feedback work as devices that shift inter-
pretation from “cutting” to “intentional choice.”

Field research highlights that, in luxury, inconsi-
stency across departments (e.g., preferences not 
clearly received by housekeeping) is one of the gre-
atest risks: even well-intended sustainable choices 
are perceived as deterioration if they generate er-
rors or disruptions in service. This finding connects 
directly to brand integrity and experience coheren-
ce: in luxury, even small incoherent signals affect 
overall judgment because the premium experience 
is read as an integrated system of details (Kapfe-
rer, 2016). The literature emphasizes that trust is 
built through continuity between promise and rea-
lity, and that dissonance harms reputation and per-
ceived authenticity (Morhart et al., 2015; Busser & 
Shulga, 2019; Rickly, 2019). Applied to sustainability, 
this means it is not enough to “offer options”: they 
must be implementable and consistently delivered, 
otherwise sustainability translates into friction and 
therefore sacrifice.

Finally, the field research interview (Grand Hotel 
Fasano) introduces an element already included in 
hospitality sustainability literature: beyond internal 
operations, emissions associated with transport and 
guest-related activities matter (Pereira et al., 2021). 
When communication focuses only on in-hotel mi-

F11. Coherence with where impact truly lies: 
if mobility is ignored, some actions can ap-
pear superficial

F10. Operational friction and inconsistency: 
if sustainability creates service failure, it 
becomes sacrifice by definition

cro-actions without acknowledging high-im-
pact areas (such as mobility), commitment may 
appear partial or “surface-level,” weakening 
credibility. Conversely, integrating options and 
alternatives consistent with the most impactful 
areas strengthens perceived authenticity and 
reduces skepticism, in line with the principle 
that credibility depends on proof and transpa-
rency capable of reducing guest uncertainty 
(Chen et al., 2012; Chang & Chen, 2013).

These findings do not only clarify when su-
stainability is perceived as a sacrifice in luxury 
hospitality, but they also reposition the problem 
at a design level.

While existing literature acknowledges the 
tension between luxury and sustainability, this 
thesis contributes by operationalizing that ten-
sion. Rather than treating it as a conceptual 
incompatibility, the research identifies the spe-
cific conditions under which environmental ini-
tiatives are interpreted as a perceived sacrifice 
in high-end hospitality contexts.

The main contribution lies in translating these 
conditions into design-verifiable criteria. Throu-
gh the integration of literature review, bench-
mark analysis, use cases, field research, and 
co-design sessions, the study moves theory to 
operational guidance. Sustainability is reframed 
not as a matter of implementing more practi-
ces, but as a matter of translation: how practi-
ces become legible, credible, coherent, and va-
lue-enhancing across the customer journey.

The following chapter builds on this contribu-
tion by transforming the identified conditions 
into structured guidelines for communication 
and experience design.
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08

RQ2 Guidelines: 
Design Hypotheses 
for Sustainability 
Communication

This statement by Andrew Winston, founder of 
Winston Eco-Strategies (where he advises many 
of the world’s leading companies on environmen-
tal strategy), clearly summarizes the foundations 
on which this thesis has been developed. Sustaina-
bility is not renunciation, sacrifice, or deprivation. 
Rather, it means designing products, services, and 
experiences that are smarter, more efficient, and 
longer-lasting, instead of simply “reduced.” A su-
stainable experience fails when it forces people to 
think: “I do what is right, but I give up quality, beau-
ty, status, or usefulness.” A sustainable experience 
succeeds when it is ethical and delivers real value 
to the person living it (it works well, it is desirable, 
it is beautiful, it is comfortable). Another key con-
cept introduced by Winston is storytelling: it is not 
enough to be “technically” sustainable; it must be 
communicated in the right way, transforming envi-
ronmental commitment into a sign of superior quali-
ty, a sophisticated choice, and a form of luxury that 
is not showy but conscious.

The goal of this chapter is to answer the second 
research question, RQ2: Which principles and gui-
delines are most effective in turning sustainability 
into a value element that is coherent with the codes 
of new luxury?

“Sustainability is not about doing less, but about 
doing better. A successful sustainable experience 
does not ask people to choose between ethics and 
value; it uses storytelling to make environmental 
commitment a form of higher, more conscious 
luxury.” 

Andrew Winston, 2014
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However, before moving to the guidelines, it is 
necessary to clarify the target audience the service 
addresses, in order to focus the design and com-
munication choices on the most relevant needs and 
pain points. In this thesis, the reference target is un-
der-30 luxury guests with recent high-end hospi-
tality experience, as reported in the research intro-
duction. That said, sustainability is generally more 
salient, but it is not interpreted or accepted in the 
same way by everyone. Some guests actively look 
for credible sustainability signals and consider them 
part of the new luxury. Others appreciate sustaina-
bility as a positive “plus”, yet quickly disengage if 
it introduces friction, extra steps, or any perceived 
reduction in comfort. A third group can be open to 
sustainability, but remains highly sensitive to luxury 
codes, aesthetics, and rituals, and may reject su-
stainability communication if it feels “non-luxury” or 
resembles cost-saving disguised as responsibility 
(unless it is translated into refined, brand-coherent 
gestures).

These archetypes differ in the depth of informa-
tion they want, which channels they tolerate, and 
what type of proof they consider credible. For this 
reason, the guidelines in Chapter 8 will not focus 
only on what to say, but also on when to say it, with 
what tone, through which touchpoints, and at what 
level of detail, in order to maximise desirability and 
acceptance while reducing friction and reputational 
risk.

Giulia

Milan-based Creative Director. Travels for long we-
ekends and signature destinations. Looks for a re-
fined, authentic, and coherent kind of luxury. She 
cares about sustainability, but she doesn’t tolerate 
vague claims.

•	 Experience a stay with no inconsistencies 
between promise, aesthetics, and service.

•	 Make responsible choices only if they feel 
relevant “here and now” and connected to the 
place.

•	 Researches and personalises before arrival, but 
doesn’t want lengthy procedures.

•	 Looks for tangible signals (supply chain, rituals, 
materials), not generic storytelling.

•	 Prefers a few well-curated options, integrated 
into existing routines.

•	 Suspects greenwashing when language is ge-
neric or self-celebratory.

•	 Information overload: long, technical policies 
won’t be read.

•	 Moralising or judgemental tone triggers 
rejection.

•	 On holiday, she tends to prioritise gratification 
and comfort (attitude–behaviour gap).

•	 “Cheap” touchpoints or poor visual design 
lower the perceived luxury level.

“If it’s well told and consistent with the context, I’ll 
gladly choose it.”

OBJECTIVES

ABOUT

BEHAVIOURS AND 
EXPECTATIONS

PAIN POINTS

Age

Travels

Context

Decision driver

Sustainability

28

6/8 per years

Art city, wine region

Aesthetic, Authenticity

High but critical

PERSONAS 1
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Marco

Frequent business traveller. Absolute priorities: ef-
ficiency and comfort. Sustainability is a “nice to 
have” only if it requires no time and comes with no 
perceived trade-offs.

•	 Reduce every point of friction in the journey 
(check-in, room, services).

•	 Maintain comfort and service performance with 
no compromises.

•	 Ignores content that takes more than a few 
seconds.

•	 Accepts options only if they’re embedded in 
standard flows.

•	 Prefers sensible defaults with the option to 
choose.

•	 Limited time and attention: long interactions get 
skipped.

•	 Associates sustainability with sacrifice (ameni-
ties, housekeeping, minibar).

•	 Repeated notifications or messages create 
dissatisfaction.

•	 Values-based language without clear utility 
doesn’t work.

•	 Numeric reports or end-of-stay comparisons: 
appreciated.

“I check in, sleep, and move on: if you ask me to 
read or choose too many things, I won’t do it.”

OBJECTIVES

ABOUT

BEHAVIOURS AND 
EXPECTATIONS

PAIN POINTS

Age

Travels

Context

Decision driver

Sustainability

29

2/3 per months

Business travel

Efficiency and Comfort

Neutral

PERSONAS 2 Isabella

Loyal to a small set of brands. She looks for ritual, 
human care, and tradition. She accepts sustaina-
bility only if it preserves luxury codes and doesn’t 
challenge status.

•	 Feel welcomed and “understood” through ser-
vice details and rituals.

•	 Protect the aura of luxury and her personal 
image.

•	 Prefers human touchpoints and discreet com-
munication.

•	 Reads quality through aesthetic cues and servi-
ce consistency.

•	 Dislikes complex apps; accepts tools that are 
simple, well-crafted, and premium.

•	 Self-image risk: sustainability perceived as mili-
tant or low-end.

•	 Abstract certifications: she can’t tell what they 
change in the experience.

•	 Digital-only interactions: perceived as a loss of 
care and relationship.

•	 Fear that “eco” means service cuts.
•	 Doesn’t want to feel measured or judged.

“I’m happy to be more responsible, as long as it still 
feels luxurious and doesn’t look like I’m compromi-
sing.”

OBJECTIVES

ABOUT

BEHAVIOURS AND 
EXPECTATIONS

PAIN POINTS

Age

Travels

Context

Decision driver

Sustainability

29

3/5 per years

Spa, Mountains

Services, Rituals

Only if luxurious

PERSONAS 3
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Having clarified what leads guests to perceive a 
sustainable choice as a sacrifice rather than a be-
nefit, and having defined three guest types with 
different expectations, behaviors, and pain points, 
the chapter now moves from evidence to actionable 
directions. The RQ1 findings show under which con-
ditions a “green” choice fails (when it is hard to find, 
feels like a service cut, reduces autonomy, lacks 
proof, etc.), and therefore which minimum require-
ments it must meet in order not to be interpreted as 
a loss of value. 

The personas, in turn, help identify which of these 
conditions are most critical depending on the profi-
le: who is most sensitive to credibility, who to friction 
and time, and who to status codes and rituality. The 
guidelines that follow therefore translate the rese-
arch results into design “conditions of acceptance”: 
practical criteria to design and communicate sustai-
nable micro-choices in a way that remains coherent 
with the luxury experience and with guests’ diffe-
rent expectations.

Sustainability must be findable within a few se-
conds and presented with clear labels across the 
main touchpoints (website, pre-arrival, in-room, 
concierge), not relegated to residual spaces or only 
to logos. If “sustainability” content exists, it should 
be integrated into the hotel’s overall narrative (expe-
riences, rooms, dining) rather than isolated as a te-
chnical page.

If guests cannot see the commitment, they will 
not use it as a lens to interpret the stay. Then, when 
they encounter a practice (e.g., fewer linen chan-
ges), they are more likely to interpret it as a service 
cut, because the context that makes it legitimate is 
missing.

For Giulia, visibility matters only if it does not feel 
like “marketing”: it must be curated and consistent 
with aesthetics and authenticity. For Marco, it must 
be ultra-synthetic (seconds, no long reading). For 
Isabella, it must be discreet and “classy,” never di-
dactic.

Every sustainable practice should be translated 
into what changes for the guest (benefit, gestu-
re, perceivable detail) and where it appears in the 
service. Saying “we do X” is not enough: it needs a 
frontstage signal (a ritual, an option, a material, an 
experience detail) that makes an otherwise invisible 
backstage effort tangible.

High-impact practices often sit behind the sce-
nes (systems, supply chain, processes). If they are 
not “brought on stage,” they do not create percei-
ved value and cannot compensate for any service 
adjustments: what remains is only the feeling of loss.

Giulia looks for concrete, consistent signals (ma-
terials, supply chain, real details). Marco accep-
ts signals only if they add no steps: they must be 
embedded in the routine. Isabella prefers aesthetic 
and ritual signals (the elegant gesture matters more 
than technical explanations).

Guidelines

1. Is it visible and 
easy to access?

2. Does it translate 
backstage actions 
into a service signal?

Why?

Why?

Fit with personas

Fit with personas
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Every sustainable option should be framed as an 
immediate experiential upgrade: more privacy, more 
comfort, more care, more personalization, better 
material quality. The “standard” option should re-
main available, and the sustainable alternative must 
never look like a subtraction.

In luxury, the benchmark is the experience. If the 
message sounds like reduction (“less cleaning,” “no 
kit”), guests read it as a downgrade at the same pri-
ce. Sustainability becomes a sacrifice when it bre-
aks premium codes (abundance, care, continuity, 
predictability).

With Giulia, the upgrade works only if it is also 
coherent and authentic (not a “green veneer”). 
With Marco, the upgrade must be practical (“don’t 
disturb me / save me time”). With Isabella, it must 
protect status and rituality (“more elegant,” not 
“more basic”).

Sustainability should be offered as a personal 
preference (opt-in or a clear choice), not as an im-
posed default that guests discover afterwards. If 
the hotel sets defaults, they must be transparent 
and always reversible, with equivalent alternatives 
available in one click or via the concierge.

When guests feel they are losing control, they read 
the practice as a limitation and react with rejection. 
In luxury, autonomy is part of the value: “being ser-
ved the way I want” is a structural expectation.

Giulia wants control because she is sensitive to 
coherence: if she feels imposition, she suspects 
cost-cutting. Marco tolerates defaults only if they 
are truly frictionless and can be changed quickly. 
Isabella wants to choose without “exposing her-
self”: a human alternative (concierge) should always 
remain available.

3. Is it perceived as 
an upgrade (not as 
“less”)?

4. Is it a choice (not 
an imposition)?

Why?

Why?

Fit with personas

Fit with personas

Every sustainability message should include pro-
of, even minimal: a concrete, verifiable, or obser-
vable detail (material, process, local partner, a cer-
tification explained in two lines, a design choice). 
Fewer solid statements are better than many gene-
ric promises. Avoid long, self-referential compliance 
language: translate it into benefits and facts.

Vague claims increase skepticism and trigger the 
interpretation “they do it for marketing or to save 
money.” Without proof, sustainability loses credi-
bility, and any connected choice can appear as an 
unjustified sacrifice.

Giulia is the most demanding: she wants proof 
and specificity, not generic storytelling. Marco ne-
eds minimal, instant proof (one line, not a report). 
Isabella does not want technicalities: proof must 
be elegant and translated into the experience (pre-
mium materials, curated rituals).

Offer sustainable choices when guests are alre-
ady in a decision/personalization mindset (pre-ar-
rival and in-room), using channels such as pre-ar-
rival emails, in-room tablets, and the concierge. At 
check-in, keep it to extremely quick, non-value-lo-
aded choices. Avoid repetition, pushy prompts, and 
invasive messaging.

The same choice changes meaning depending on 
context. If it appears at the wrong time or through 
the wrong channel, it becomes stress and therefore 
a perceived “cost.” In luxury, tolerance for friction is 
low: if it requires extra time or attention, sustainabi-
lity gets rejected.

Giulia responds well to pre-arrival (she personali-
zes) and to in-room if the touchpoint feels premium. 
Marco wants one quick choice: no notifications, no 
extra steps. Isabella prefers human channels or cu-
rated in-room materials; digital is fine, but it must 
feel warm and simple.

5. Does it provide 
“small but true”  
proof (instead of  
generic claims)?

6. Is it offered at the 
right moment and 
through the right 
channel?

Why?

Why?

Fit with personas

Fit with personas
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Close the circle with a “soft” return (gratitude, 
a light recap, saving preferences for future stays) 
and, above all, make sure the choice is implemen-
table without errors: preferences must be clear to 
departments, flows must be defined, responsibi-
lities assigned, and minimal training ensured. The 
system must prevent service failures more than 
anything else.

Without a return, what remains is only the absen-
ce of service and therefore “sacrifice.” And if the 
choice creates cross-department inconsistencies 
(e.g., housekeeping not aligned), guests will not 
read “sustainability”: they will read “lower quality.” 
In luxury, service errors weigh more than good in-
tentions.

Giulia appreciates a recap that confirms cohe-
rence and impact without moralism. Marco prefers 
a minimal, useful recap (even with concise metrics, 
if not intrusive). Isabella wants gratitude and ap-
preciation, not scoreboards or comparisons: she 
should feel “refined,” not measured.

Do not limit actions to the room: include at least 
one choice that addresses high-impact areas, such 
as mobility and experiences. Always link the option 
to the “here and now” of the destination (place-ba-
sed), proposing alternatives consistent with the 
identity of the place.

If the commitment feels superficial, credibility 
drops and the interpretation “this is pointless” in-
creases. When sustainability is tied to the territory 
and to choices that are truly meaningful, it becomes 
more legitimate and easier to read as value.

Giulia responds strongly to place-based actions 
and “real” local partnerships. Marco accepts mobi-
lity options only if they are plug-and-play (bookable 
in one tap). Isabella accepts them if the alternative 
feels even more elegant (e.g., a curated transfer, a 
signature experience consistent with the brand).

7. Does it create an 
elegant, non-judg-
mental return, and 
is it operationally 
consistent?

8. Is it consistent 
with where impact 
is truly concentrated 
(and with the 
place)?

Why?

Why?

Fit with personas

Fit with personas

These guidelines are intended as an evaluation 
grid applicable to any sustainable micro-choice pro-
posed by a hotel (housekeeping, amenities, minibar, 
mobility, experiences). In the design phase, they help 
build the interaction so the choice is not read as a re-
duction in service, but as value consistent with luxury 
codes. In the validation phase, they make it possible 
to quickly identify where, and why, a proposal may 
fail.

Operationally, each option should be tested by 
answering the eight questions in sequence. If one 
answer is negative, it does not mean the choice is 
wrong in itself; it means it must be adjusted in its 
framing, journey moment (timing), channel (tou-
chpoint), level of proof, or internal implementation 
(cross-department consistency).

The three personas work as priority lenses: for the 
same choice, some conditions become more criti-
cal depending on the guest profile. For Giulia, robu-
stness depends primarily on proof, specificity, and 
aesthetic consistency; for Marco, on minimal friction 
and integration into standard flows; for Isabella, on 
preserving status and rituality, avoiding didactic or 
judgmental tones, and always keeping a human al-
ternative available.

The framework in the next page clarifies the in-
ternal coherence of the research process. Each gui-
deline directly responds to an empirically identified 
perceptual trigger of sacrifice and translates it into 
an operational design principle. Rather than fun-
ctioning as isolated recommendations, the eight 
questions operate as an evaluative and generative 
system that aligns environmental responsibility with 
luxury expectations of comfort, control, coherence, 
and experiential value.
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Guideline

1. Visibility & 
Accessibility (UX/UI)

From Backstage to 
Clear Signal

3. Upgrade 
(not “less”)

4. Choice 
(not imposition)

5. Small but 
True Proof

6. Right Moment & 
Channel

7. Elegant Return & Ope-
rational 
Consistency

8. Impact & Place Cohe-
rence

Sustainability content 
is hard to find and not 
integrated in the primary 
information architecture.

High-impact actions 
remain invisible

Sustainable practices 
read as reduction

Mandatory or defaults 
but not well explained.

Generic claims and 
logo-based communi-
cation

Sustainability practices 
introduced at wrong 
timing

Lack of feedback loop; 
cross-department in-
consistency

Superficial or misaligned 
actions

If it is not found, it can-
not shape perceived 
value.

Effort not translated into 
value

Value trade-off and 
downgrade perception

Loss of control and resi-
stance.

Credibility gap and 
scepticism.

Irritation and perceived 
friction

Service failure outwei-
ghs good intention

Perceived superficiali-
ty and “greenwashing” 
effect

Can a guest locate sustainabili-
ty content within a few seconds, 
through clear labels, from the main 
navigation or primary touchpoints?

Is there a frontstage signal making 
the backstage effort tangible?

Does this feel like a subtraction?

Does the guest feel forced or limi-
ted?

Is there specific, verifiable proof?

Is this introduced at a legitimate 
decision moment?

Is the choice implemented smoothly 
and returned coherently?

Is the action meaningful within the 
place and impact areas?

Redesign information architecture: integrate 
sustainability into primary navigation and key 
pre-stay/on-stay touchpoints with clear labels 
and short, scannable content.

Convert processes into rituals, materials, 
options, or experience details.

Frame as experiential enhancement aligned 
with luxury codes. 

Offer opt-in mechanisms and reversible alter-
natives. 

Provide concrete, minimal but observable evi-
dence. 

Embed in pre-arrival, in-room, or concierge 
interactions. 

Ensure system alignment and close the expe-
rience loop softly.

Focus on high-impact areas and place-based 
coherence.

Diagnostic QuestionKey Finding (RQ1) Service-Level ResponsePerceptual Risk

Figure 62: Integrated Framework: Linking Guidelines to Perceptual Conditions and Design Response
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09

Limitations and 
Conclusions

This thesis starts from a simple, very practical 
question: how can luxury hotels offer sustainable 
choices without making guests feel like they are gi-
ving something up? 

This contribution is coherent with, and in several 
points strengthens, the existing literature discussed 
in Chapter 2. First, my research confirms the luxury–
sustainability tension described in the studies: when 
an environmental initiative touches comfort and the 
sense of abundance, guests can interpret it as a 
downgrade rather than as value. What emerges cle-
arly across the benchmark, interviews, and co-desi-
gn is that this negative reading is rarely caused by 
the initiative’s goal itself, but by how it is communi-
cated within the service, which aligns with research 
on perceived value and perceived risk in luxury con-
texts (where sacrifice often equals “paying premium 
but receiving less”).

Second, the findings reinforce the literature’s 
view that sustainability in hotels is often “backsta-
ge” and therefore not automatically perceived. The 
matrix analysis and the use cases show that even 
substantial operational practices are not valued by 
guests unless they are translated into clear, expe-
rience-relevant signals across touchpoints. This 
supports the idea that credibility depends on proof 
and cross-channel coherence to reduce uncertain-
ty, especially because guests cannot easily verify 
systems or supply-chain choices during their stay. 

Moreover, the study also clarifies a recurrent 
pattern in the Italian luxury communication sam-
ple: generic or self-celebratory claims tend to read 
as marketing or service cuts, while small, concrete 
proof embedded in premium rituals can reframe the 
same practice as care and modern luxury.
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Finally, the thesis addresses a key literature gap: 
limited operational guidance on which touchpoint 
patterns trigger perceived sacrifice. By comparing 
benchmark, field research, and co-design, my rese-
arch translates recurring conditions into a guideline 
grid that can be used as an ex-ante decision tool.

Like any thesis, this one also has clear bounda-
ries. The first concerns the scope of analysis. The 
benchmark and the matrix are built on a specific 
sample: luxury hotels in Italy selected through For-
bes. This was a deliberate choice, because it makes 
it possible to compare similar properties and remain 
coherent with the objective of the thesis. However, 
it also means the results fit this context best and 
should not be “copied and pasted” automatically 
into other segments (for example mid-range hotels) 
or into very different markets.

The second point concerns the co-design phase. 
The activities were very useful to understand tone 
of voice, guest reactions, perceived sacrifice, and 
acceptance criteria, but they mostly reflect a speci-
fic target (under 30). 

To avoid reducing everything to a single guest 
type, three personas were created (Giulia, Marco, 
Isabella). They represent different sensitivities and 
help design choices in a more inclusive way. Still, it 
remains true that personas are a model: in real life, 
people can show mixed behaviors and change their 
attitude depending on context, length of stay, and 
travel motivation.

Finally, the guidelines were not tested through a 
full pilot project inside a hotel with long-term mea-
surement. This means their purpose is to be a “be-
fore” tool (useful for designing and evaluating a pro-
posal before implementation). A pilot project would 
be a natural next step to measure, over time, what 
happens in practice (option uptake, satisfaction, 
operational impact).

One point is important to add: these boundaries 
are not a mistake, but a choice that is coherent with 
the type of research. This thesis does not aim to 
prove “a universal truth” through statistics, but to 
build a method and a set of practical criteria based 
on multiple sources. To reduce the risk of relying on 
a single viewpoint, the research combines literatu-
re review, use cases, field research, and co-design. 
When the same problems and the same conditions 
recur across different phases, they become solid 
enough to be translated into guidelines.

Despite these boundaries, the thesis delivers a 
clear result: it shows that many sustainable practi-
ces already exist in hotels, but they often remain in-
visible or disconnected from the experience. When 
this happens, guests interpret certain choices as 
service cuts, impositions, or “green marketing.” In-
stead, when sustainability enters the service with 
the right language, through the right touchpoint, 
and with concrete proof, it can become part of per-
ceived quality.

The main contribution, therefore, is shifting the 
question from “what the hotel does” to “how it ma-
kes it perceivable and desirable.” The final guide-
lines serve exactly this purpose: they help design 
micro-choices that are simple, elegant, credible, 
and implementable without creating service fai-
lures. The personas, finally, help remind us of one 
key thing: guests do not all react in the same way. 
Some seek credibility, others want seamless servi-
ce, others protect status and rituality. If sustainabi-
lity can speak to these differences, it stops feeling 
like a sacrifice and becomes value.

To conclude, I would like to return to Andrew 
Winston’s words: “real sustainability is not a mo-
ral compromise, but an evolution of value. It wins 
when it improves the experience and, through good 
storytelling, turns environmental responsibility into 
a sign of excellence and contemporary luxury”.
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/ Annexes

Hotel Cards

Output Hotel H1-H11 (Art City)

H1 Magna Pars, l’Hotel à Parfum (Milano)
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 4, Water 1, Waste 3, Governance 4. Total: 12/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 3, Heritage 4, Experiential 5. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): good for energy and governance, weaker or absent for water (no 
explicit measures are shown, consistent with a score of 1).
Proof and credibility: fair. There are signs of external validation (for example references or certifications), 
but not all dimensions are documented consistently across the digital touchpoints.
Luxury codes: the tone is compatible. The opportunity is to translate the more “institutional” part into ser-
vice signals (comfort and care).

H2 Palazzo Parigi Hotel & Grand Spa (Milano) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 3, Water 1, Waste 1, Governance 2. Total: 7/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 2, Heritage 3, Experiential 2. Total: 7/15

Clarity and specificity (environmental): low to medium. Sustainability is not presented as a structured topic 
in the main touchpoints. Any initiatives are not very visible or are not described in detail.
Proof and credibility: limited. There is a lack of easily accessible, verifiable evidence within the standard 
user journey (site navigation).
Luxury codes: strong coherence with a luxury tone of voice. Any sustainability remains “silent”, consistent 
with the low scores on water, waste, and governance.

H3 Palazzo Vecchietti (Firenze) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 1, Water 1, Waste 1, Governance 2. Total: 5/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 3, Heritage 5, Experiential 3. Total: 11/15
The main strength is in heritage (Heritage 5), while environmental sustainability is not explicitly addressed 
in the digital touchpoints.
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 
operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.
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H4 THE PLACE Firenze (Firenze) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 3, Water 2, Waste 3, Governance 4. Total: 12/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 5, Experiential 5. Total: 15/15
Clarity and specificity: medium. The topic is present and easy to find, but it is expressed mostly as commit-
ment and values, with few operational details.
Proof and credibility: low to medium. There are few third-party evidence elements, metrics, or targets; the 
tone is mostly declarative.
Luxury codes: very coherent on the experience and heritage side. Sustainability is addressed in a “soft” 
way, not intrusive.

H5 Hassler Roma (Roma) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 1, Water 1, Waste 1, Governance 3. Total: 6/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 2, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 10/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 
operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

H6 Villa Spalletti Trivelli (Roma) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 1, Water 1, Waste 1, Governance 3. Total: 6/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 2, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 10/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 
operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

H7 Palazzo Ripetta (Roma) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 1, Water 1, Waste 1, Governance 3. Total: 6/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 2, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 10/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 
operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.

Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

H8 Grand Hotel Parker’s (Napoli) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 1, Water 1, Waste 1, Governance 2. Total: 5/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 4, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 
operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

H9 Ca’ Sagredo Hotel (Venezia)
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 2, Water 1, Waste 1, Governance 2. Total: 6/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 3, Heritage 5, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 
operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

H10 Londra Palace Venezia (Venezia) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 5, Water 4, Waste 4, Governance 5. Total: 18/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 4, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): high. Initiatives and tools are described in a fairly concrete way, 
beyond generic claims.
Proof and credibility: medium. Practical examples are present (for example linen and towel reuse, pla-
stic-free measures), but there is limited third-party evidence or metrics.
Luxury codes: sustainability is rich but more technical (policies and certifications). It needs to be translated 
into service signals to remain luxury-compatible.

H11 Hotel Metropole Venice (Venezia)
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 3, Water 2, Waste 2, Governance 3. Total: 10/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 4, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): medium. Some elements are present, but they are often generic or 
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not quantified.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

Output Hotel H12-H14 (Rural)

H12 Borgo San Felice (Chianti, Castelnuovo Berardenga) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 5, Water 5, Waste 4, Governance 5. Total: 19/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 4, Experiential 5. Total: 14/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): high. Initiatives and tools are described in a fairly concrete way, 
beyond generic claims.
Proof and credibility: good. Verifiable signals are present (for example ISO 14001, EMAS).
Luxury codes: strong alignment. Sustainability can be communicated discreetly as service quality plus 
deep connection to the destination.

H13 Castelfalfi (Montaione) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 5, Water 4, Waste 5, Governance 5. Total: 19/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 13/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): high. Initiatives and tools are described in a fairly concrete way, 
beyond generic claims.
Proof and credibility: good. Verifiable signals are present (for example ISO 14001, EMAS).
Luxury codes: strong alignment. Sustainability can be communicated discreetly as service quality plus 
deep connection to the destination.

H14 Borgo Vescine (Radda in Chianti)
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 4, Water 2, Waste 2, Governance 3. Total: 11/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 13/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): medium. Some elements are present, but they are often generic or 
not quantified.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: territorial and experiential storytelling is very strong, while the environmental side remains 
less visible. The luxury tone is maintained, but a “premium” framing of sustainability is missing.

Output Hotel H15-H17 (Mountain/Lake)

H15 Grand Hotel Tremezzo (Lago di Como) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 4, Water 4, Waste 3, Governance 3. Total: 14/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 5, Experiential 5. Total: 15/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): high. Initiatives and tools are described in a fairly concrete way, 
beyond generic claims.
Proof and credibility: medium. Practical examples are present (for example refill and reuse, renewable 
energy), but there is limited third-party evidence or metrics.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

H16 Grand Hotel Fasano (Lago di Garda) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 4, Water 3, Waste 3, Governance 3. Total: 13/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 13/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): medium. Some elements are present, but they are often generic or 
not quantified.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

H17 Gardena Grödnerhof Hotel & Spa (Ortisei, Val Gardena) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 3, Water 3, Waste 2, Governance 3. Total: 11/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 4, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): medium. Some elements are present, but they are often generic or 
not quantified.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

Output Hotel H18-H30 (Coastal/Isalnd)

H18 Casa Angelina (Praiano, Costiera Amalfitana) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 5, Water 5, Waste 4, Governance 5. Total: 19/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 4, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): high. Initiatives and tools are described in a fairly concrete way, 
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beyond generic claims.
Proof and credibility: good. Verifiable signals are present (for example GSTC).
Luxury codes: sustainability is rich but more technical (policies and certifications). It needs to be translated 
into service signals to remain luxury-compatible.
H19 Grand Hotel Excelsior Vittoria (Sorrento) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 4, Water 4, Waste 5, Governance 5. Total: 18/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 13/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): high. Initiatives and tools are described in a fairly concrete way, 
beyond generic claims.
Proof and credibility: good. Verifiable signals are present (for example ISO 14001).
Luxury codes: strong alignment. Sustainability can be communicated discreetly as service quality plus 
deep connection to the destination.

H20 Hotel Santa Caterina (Amalfi) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 2, Water 2, Waste 1, Governance 3. Total: 8/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 13/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 
operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: territorial and experiential storytelling is very strong, while the environmental side remains 
less visible. The luxury tone is maintained, but a “premium” framing of sustainability is missing.
H21 Palazzo Avino (Ravello) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 2, Water 2, Waste 2, Governance 2. Total: 8/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 13/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 
operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: territorial and experiential storytelling is very strong, while the environmental side remains 
less visible. The luxury tone is maintained, but a “premium” framing of sustainability is missing.

H22 Le Sirenuse (Positano) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 2, Water 2, Waste 2, Governance 2. Total: 8/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 4, Experiential 5. Total: 14/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 

operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: territorial and experiential storytelling is very strong, while the environmental side remains 
less visible. The luxury tone is maintained, but a “premium” framing of sustainability is missing.

H23 Il San Pietro di Positano (Positano) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 4, Water 4, Waste 4, Governance 5. Total: 17/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 5, Heritage 4, Experiential 5. Total: 14/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): high. Initiatives and tools are described in a fairly concrete way, 
beyond generic claims.
Proof and credibility: good. Verifiable signals are present (for example ISO 14001).
Luxury codes: strong alignment. Sustainability can be communicated discreetly as service quality plus 
deep connection to the destination.

H24 Hotel Principe Forte dei Marmi (Forte dei Marmi) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 5, Water 5, Waste 5, Governance 5. Total: 20/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 3, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 11/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): high. Initiatives and tools are described in a fairly concrete way, 
beyond generic claims.
Proof and credibility: good. Verifiable signals are present (for example ISO 14001, ISO 9001).
Luxury codes: sustainability is rich but more technical (policies and certifications). It needs to be translated 
into service signals to remain luxury-compatible.

H25 La Serena Hotel Forte dei Marmi (Forte dei Marmi) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 2, Water 2, Waste 2, Governance 2. Total: 8/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 3, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 11/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 
operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

H26 Capri Tiberio Palace (Capri) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 3, Water 2, Waste 2, Governance 3. Total: 10/20
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•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 4, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): medium. Some elements are present, but they are often generic or 
not quantified.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

H27 Grand Hotel Quisisana (Capri) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 2, Water 2, Waste 2, Governance 2. Total: 8/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 4, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): low. Communication is mostly absent or indirect, with very few 
operational details.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.
H28 Hotel Caesar Augustus (Anacapri) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 3, Water 2, Waste 2, Governance 3. Total: 10/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 4, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15

Clarity and specificity (environmental): medium. Some elements are present, but they are often generic or 
not quantified.
Proof and credibility: weak. Public or verifiable evidence is missing; what remains are self-claims or silence.
Luxury codes: there is no clearly punitive tone. To stay luxury-compatible, it is better to link messages to 
comfort, care, and moments within the stay.

H29) Hotel Villa Franca (HVF) (Positano) 
•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 4, Water 4, Waste 4, Governance 5. Total: 17/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 4, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): high. Initiatives and tools are described in a fairly concrete way, 
beyond generic claims.
Proof and credibility: good. Verifiable signals are present (for example ISO 14001).
Luxury codes: sustainability is rich but more technical (policies and certifications). It needs to be translated 
into service signals to remain luxury-compatible.

H30) Hotel Mediterraneo Sorrento (Sant’Agnello/Sorrento) 

•	 Environmental sustainability (1–5): Energy 5, Water 5, Waste 5, Governance 5. Total: 20/20
•	 Territory and experience (1–5): Local economy 4, Heritage 4, Experiential 4. Total: 12/15
Clarity and specificity (environmental): high. Initiatives and tools are described in a fairly concrete way, 
beyond generic claims.
Proof and credibility: good. Verifiable signals are present (for example EMAS, ISO 14001).
Luxury codes: strong alignment. Sustainability can be communicated discreetly as service quality plus 
deep connection to the destination.
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Excell Tabs
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Interviews

Interview Grand Hotel Fasano

1. Are there sustainability practices already in place that guests do not notice or under-
stand? On the other hand, which ones seem to be most appreciated or noticed?
   Many of the practices we adopt have a real impact, but they remain “invisible” because they 
happen upstream, in operational choices. One example is how we select food and suppliers. Whe-
never possible, we prioritise local products and short supply chains, following a “zero-kilometre” 
approach, and we have an explicit policy to reduce plastic across the entire food offer. In practi-
ce, however, most guests do not ask about origin or sustainability in purchasing decisions. They 
could, but it happens rarely. Even the breakfast buffet and the choices behind it reflect important 
work on supply chain and quality, but they are not always read by guests as a value element. We 
communicate it on the menu and in some points of the service, but often it “does not make a dif-
ference” for people staying with us. If mozzarella comes from a nearby dairy or from farther away, 
what matters to many guests is that it is good and available. At the same time, these choices are 
recognised by guides and certifications. For example, in 2024 we received a Michelin Star also 
thanks to a gastronomic approach that is strongly plant-based and place-oriented, with clear 
attention to seasonality and supply chain.
Overall, what I have noticed is that in luxury, sustainability works when it is not perceived as a lack. 
If guests do not “feel” that we are taking something away from them, the experience remains 
consistent with expectations. In this sense, the “no plastic” policy in rooms and common areas is 
one of the practices that is most noticed and appreciated, especially by younger guests, because 
it is not experienced as a sacrifice. Instead of plastic we offer alternatives of the same level, such 
as glass bottles and refill solutions. The same approach applies to staff. We installed water points 
and encourage the use of refillable bottles, eliminating cups and single-use objects. In parallel, we 
are also working on reducing paper, even though Italian bureaucracy still requires a lot of printing.

Another area that is less visible but central concerns renovation and infrastructure choices. When 
we work on spaces, we select high-performance materials and solutions, such as better ther-
mal windows, which reduce heating and cooling consumption. Guests do not see the differen-
ce between a standard window and a more efficient one, but the impact on consumption is si-
gnificant, and it is also a rational economic investment in the medium term. In some situations, 
however, sustainability can become noticeable as a “limit”. For example, we have a system that 
automatically turns off air conditioning when a window is opened, to avoid obvious waste. Some 
guests, especially Americans who are more used to intensive air conditioning use, may complain 
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at first. In most cases, when we explain the reason clearly, they understand and accept it. Finally, 
there are structural choices that remain completely invisible. When building a new wing, for in-
stance, we used a timber supporting structure instead of poured concrete. It is a more expensive 
solution, but lighter and, today, more sustainable. These decisions are not immediately “visible”, 
but they make a major difference to the hotel’s environmental profile.

2. At what moments during the stay is a guest more open to making a small conscious choice, 
without experiencing it as effort or sacrifice? If you proposed a slightly different but more 
environmentally responsible option, how should it be presented so it does not feel like a sa-
crifice, but like added value?
   Guests are not particularly receptive as soon as they enter the room. At that moment they are 
often disoriented and focused on other things. The most effective choices, instead, match mo-
ments that are already “natural” points of decision, where the choice feels like a service prefe-
rence. The clearest example is housekeeping and linen. The average stay is around three nights, 
and we fully service the room, with a complete linen change, from the third day, or on request. If 
a guest wants full service every day, they can communicate it. This policy was introduced mainly 
after the Covid period. At first it created resistance, because some guests interpreted it as a 
cost-saving measure. Today, however, it has become a sector standard, and complaints have de-
creased significantly.
Another favourable moment is the choice at the restaurant. We use an icon on the menu to signal 
local dishes, but this is still a “shy” form of communication. Guests need to notice the symbol and 
read the legend. It would probably work better if the dining staff also highlighted this information 
in a natural way, as part of the story of the dish, turning sustainability into a quality detail rather 
than an abstract message.

On overall impact, another critical point emerged. The biggest part of the guest footprint is not 
what they do in the hotel, but how they arrive. We carried out a carbon footprint calculation, and 
the result was strongly influenced by mobility (flights, transfers). This is an area where hotels have 
limited control, partly because some calculation models estimate impact based on nationality and 
travel assumptions, which are not always accurate compared to real trips. That said, within what 
we can control, we offer a concrete option. We provide an electric car for local transfers at a sym-
bolic price that mainly covers costs, so guests can move around with lower impact.
Finally, the destination context affects guest willingness. In a natural environment, like the lake, 
people seem more relaxed and less “in a rush” than in an urban hotel, and therefore more willing 
to accept conscious choices. We work a lot on the link with the territory through local suppliers 
(dairies, farm stays), with an extended collaboration with producers in the Valtenesi area for wi-

nes, and with fishers who bring us the catch of the day. The recommended activities also sup-
port wellbeing and a slower way of enjoying the place, such as walking, cycling, and sport. Some 
experiences, however, remain ambiguous. Boat trips are a strong tourist desire on Lake Garda, 
but they can have a high impact. To balance this, we also collaborate with historic sailing boats 
and organise experiences such as dinners on board. On the other hand, we have completely elimi-
nated helicopter tours, both because of high consumption and because they were not especially 
appreciated.

4. If these small choices were offered in a “discreet” way (for example pre-arrival, check-
in, QR/app, in-room tablet, WhatsApp message, card in the room), which format feels most 
natural for your guests? And which might be ignored?
   The most effective format is one that places the guest in front of a clear choice, but in an ele-
gant and non-invasive way. One example that impressed us is Portrait Milano. They introduced a 
very discreet linen solution using a real pine cone placed on a wooden stand with a message. The 
rule is simple. Sheets are changed every three days, but if the guest wants them changed earlier, 
they can place the pine cone on the bed. It is a natural gesture, coherent with the aesthetic, not 
disposable, and it also recalls a “nature-inspired” feeling without moralising explanations.
We still communicate through cards made of recycled paper from Cartiera di Toscolano, and we 
purposely choose a rough, visually recognisable paper to make the material choice visible. Howe-
ver, it is still paper. It is coherent, but it could be improved. In any case, it works when the message 
is kind, placed where the guest will notice it, for example on the bedside table, and when it does 
not feel like an imposition or a “chain-like” communication.

5. At the end of the stay, how would you imagine a short summary of the choices made, in a 
way that is elegant and not judgemental?
   The idea is interesting and could work if the tone stays positive and constructive. I imagine a 
post-stay email similar to classic thank-you messages, such as “thank you for staying with us, 
we hope to see you again soon”, with a small summary added: “During your stay you contributed 
to…”. To avoid any judgement, I would start from what the hotel already does in a structured way, 
such as plastic reduction, efficiency, and supply chain choices, and translate it into a “per guest” 
share by dividing overall results by the number of stays or presences. This keeps the message po-
sitive, “you contributed together with us”, without creating pressure or comparisons. True perso-
nalisation, based on each guest’s choices, would be even more effective, but it requires a reliable 
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tracking system. Preferences need to be recorded without making operations heavier.

6. Are there points where this kind of proposal could create operational friction for your 
team? What would be the main practical difficulties?
   The biggest waste, in general, concentrates in Food and Beverage, where daily management 
is complex and requires creativity and coordination. Some sustainability choices can introduce 
small frictions. For example, installing water fountains removed small bottled waters, which were 
previously also available in formats that were more convenient for staff. Now it requires refill bott-
les and recharging. It is a small change, but it is still a micro operational inconvenience compared 
to disposable solutions. Overall, however, the team is young and has shown openness, and even 
enthusiasm, towards these changes.

Interview Relais & Châteaux Hotel Gardena

1. Are there sustainability practices already in place that guests do not notice or under-
stand? On the other hand, which ones seem to be most appreciated or noticed?
   Many sustainable practices are already integrated into our operations, but guests do not always 
fully notice them. A significant example is our choice of local suppliers. In our grill restaurant 4 
Sajons, we work exclusively with local products, selected from suppliers in our area. This suppor-
ts the territory and reduces the impact linked to transport. This aspect is very important to us, but 
it often stays “behind the scenes” unless it is communicated in the right way.
Another example is water. About two years ago we installed a BWT, Best Water Technology sy-
stem, which allows us to micro-filter and treat water directly in the hotel. This system helps us 
drastically reduce the use of bottles, limit transport, and lower environmental impact, while still 
maintaining a very high quality standard. In parallel, we try to reduce plastic as much as possible, 
preferring reusable solutions or more sustainable alternatives. Again, this is a practice that is 
often not very visible, but it has high value.
On the other hand, initiatives that have a direct impact on the guest experience are more imme-
diately understood and appreciated, such as product quality, the local origin of food, and choices 
connected to in-room comfort.

2. At what moments during the stay is a guest more open to making a small conscious choi-
ce, without experiencing it as effort or sacrifice?
   One of the best moments is the in-room experience. For example, we offer guests the option 
to choose whether they want linen changed every day or every second day. If this option is pre-
sented with discretion and clarity, it is often perceived as a form of service personalisation rather 

than a sacrifice.
Pre-arrival and, to a lesser extent, check-in can also be good moments, as long as the information 
is short and not intrusive. In general, guests are more receptive when they are relaxed and not in 
a rush.

3. If you proposed a slightly different but more environmentally responsible option, how 
should it be presented so it does not feel like a sacrifice, but like added value?
   In a luxury context, a sustainable alternative must be communicated as a value choice, never as 
a limitation. It is important to explain the “why” behind the choice, linking it to quality, the territory, 
guest wellbeing, or the authenticity of the experience, while avoiding any educational or morali-
sing tone.

4. If these small choices were offered in a “discreet” way (for example pre-arrival, check-
in, QR/app, in-room tablet, WhatsApp message, card in the room), which format feels most 
natural for your guests? And which might be ignored?
   The most natural formats for our guests are digital and integrated ones, such as pre-arrival 
communication, an in-room tablet, or information in the room, or a direct and personalised expla-
nation from the concierge. QR codes or cards work only if the language and design are extremely 
refined. Channels that are too frequent or perceived as intrusive risk being ignored.
5. At the end of the stay, how would you imagine a short summary of the choices made, in a 
way that is elegant and not judgemental?
   An elegant summary could be a post-stay email or a short sentence at check-out that thanks 
the guest for the choices made, without numbers or comparisons, but with a tone of recognition 
and gratitude. The goal is not to “measure”, but to highlight value.

6. Are there points where this kind of proposal could create operational friction for your 
team? What would be the main practical difficulties?
   The main difficulties relate to service consistency and team training. The proposed choices 
need to be simple, intuitive, and well integrated into daily operational flows, to avoid slowdowns 
or inconsistencies between departments, especially in a luxury context where the expectation of 
seamlessness is very high.
I hope these reflections can be useful for designing a realistic service that is coherent with hi-
gh-end hospitality codes. I remain available for any further discussion or future exchange.



198 From Claims to Proof: Designing Credible Sustainability Communication  in Italian Luxury Hospitality 199From Claims to Proof: Designing Credible Sustainability Communication  in Italian Luxury Hospitality

Interview Palazzo Parigi

1. Are there sustainability practices already in place that guests do not notice or under-
stand? On the other hand, which ones seem to be most appreciated or noticed?
   In a property like ours, many “sustainable” practices already exist, but they remain invisible be-
cause they sit inside the operating machine, not in the hospitality ritual. For example, optimising 
technical systems (smart control of temperature and ventilation when the room is empty), cho-
osing suppliers with shorter supply chains for some raw materials, reducing waste in the kitchen 
and laundry, or using less aggressive but equally effective cleaning products. Guests, instead, 
mainly notice what directly affects the quality of the stay: a bathroom with elegant amenities that 
are not “single-use”, water served with care (without too much plastic), a breakfast or dinner that 
communicates seasonality and local identity, or housekeeping that adapts to their rhythm without 
disturbing them.

2. At what moments during the stay is a guest more open to making a small conscious choice, 
without experiencing it as effort or sacrifice?
   The best moments are those when guests are already making “style” choices about how they 
want to spend their time. Before arrival, when they confirm details and preferences, they are re-
ceptive because they are shaping the experience. In the room, when they decide how they want 
to live the space (privacy, silence, housekeeping timing, minibar), it feels even more natural. At 
check-in it can work only if the question is extremely quick and framed as personalisation, not 
as an ethical topic. In general, the holiday context tends to weaken the translation of pro-envi-
ronmental attitudes into concrete actions, so sustainable choices must fit the “holiday mood”, 
avoiding any sense of effort, sacrifice, or moralising. In other words, it has to feel like a comfort 
choice, not a task.

3. If you proposed a slightly different but more environmentally responsible option, how 
should it be presented so it does not feel like a sacrifice, but like added value?
   If we propose a more responsible option, it should be framed as immediate added value. For 
example: “Would you prefer a full daily cleaning, or a more discreet version that gives you more 
privacy and fewer interruptions?” Or: “Would you like the classic minibar, or a more essential and 
curated selection, with local products and refills on request?” The key is to avoid words like “give 
up” or “reduce”. Guests should read “more tailored”, “more elegant”, “more consistent with the 
style of the stay”, especially in a city like Milan, where quality is also linked to discretion.

4. If these small choices were offered in a “discreet” way (for example pre-arrival, check-
in, QR/app, in-room tablet, WhatsApp message, card in the room), which format feels most 
natural for your guests? And which might be ignored?
   The most natural format for our guests is a pre-arrival concierge message (email or text) with 
very few ready-made options, so it only takes a “yes” to activate them. Alternatively, a digital tou-
chpoint that is already “legitimised” by use works well, such as an in-room tablet used for room 
service, spa, and requests. In that context, the preference does not feel like a campaign, but like 
a service. A card in the room can be ignored if it looks generic or “chain-like”, while a standalone 
QR code without context is often perceived as marketing or bureaucracy.

5. At the end of the stay, how would you imagine a short summary of the choices made, in a 
way that is elegant and not judgemental?
   At the end of the stay, I imagine a summary with a grateful tone, not a measurement tone. It 
could be a sentence at check-out, or a very short post-stay email: “We noted your preferences 
(for example, in-room privacy and refills on request). Thank you: these are choices that make the 
stay lighter, without changing the pleasure of the experience. If you wish, we can save them for 
your next visit.” No numbers, no comparisons, no “well done”, just service continuity.

6. Are there points where this kind of proposal could create operational friction for your 
team? What would be the main practical difficulties?
   Operational risk appears when preferences are not immediately visible to all departments. If 
housekeeping cannot clearly see “do not enter before 12” or “linen change every other day”, 
discomfort is created and then the team needs to repair the experience, which in luxury matters 
more than the choice itself. Too many options also increase front desk time and raise the risk of 
mistakes across shifts. For this reason, the solution should be a few high-impact choices, integra-
ted into the hotel system, with simple rules: immediate activation, the ability to change your mind 
in one click, and language that always stays focused on comfort.




