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INTRODUCTION 

 

 This PhD thesis consists of a papers’ collection focused on a comprehensive investigation of the 

hospitality industry, adopting a double perspective that accounts for a managerial point of view with a paper 

focused on routine’s dynamics and three papers focused on sustainability, aiming at responding to the latest 

call for research that the industry is facing.  

The management-focused paper addresses the need of furthering the understandings about routine 

redesign topic. Adopting a novel approach that combines the routine redesign literature with the theoretical 

body related to rituals, this study presents a rare research that examines the implications of a ritual-based 

redesign on all the constituent parts of a routine (i.e. ostensive, performative, performance). As the adoption 

of a ritual-based redesign is particularly salient for routines to which participants tend to attribute symbolic 

meanings, this study focuses on the dining out sector, since food is often identified as a way for personal, 

social and spiritual meanings (Thomson and Hassenkamp 2008, Mintz and Du Bois 2002, Harris 1998). 

Specifically, the empirical examination focuses on manipulating the welcome entrée routine performed every 

day in an upscale Italian restaurant, identified as a simple and defined routine, particularly suitable to be 

manipulated due to many symbolic meanings potentially associated with it. 

The three papers related to sustainability in hospitality aim at providing an all-embracing 

conceptualization of the notion of sustainability in hospitality. Firstly, a literature review aimed at reviewing 

the main literature on sustainability in the hotel industry through the analysis of 142 papers published in 

eight leading hospitality journals from the year 2000 to the year 2017 was conducted. This paper proposes an 

in-depth focus on three dimensions of sustainability (i.e. economic, environmental, social), applying the 

Hotel Sustainable Business Model [HSBM] (Mihalic et al., 2012) as a framework of analysis. Beside 

dominant research orientations in the field, the findings enable the recognition of research gaps in the 

literature. For instance, from the findings the topic of local food (belonging to the cultural subcategory in the 

social dimension of the HSBM) emerges as a promising field of research that can play a vital role in 

delivering green services to customers (Jang et al., 2011). In fact, the topic of local food remains largely 

unexplored in hotels because the majority of research efforts have been focused on the analysis of different 



 

sustainable practices in hospitality such as recycling programs, energy efficiency, water conservation, waste 

management (i.e. Dimara et al., 2017; Chan, 2008, 2004; Mensah, 2006). 

The aforementioned research gap has inspired the realization of a study aimed at exploring the 

impact of green food on consumers’ purchase attitudes toward a hotel stay and on consumers’ behavioral 

intentions (i.e. intention to visit the hotel, intention to offer positive recommendations to others and 

willingness to pay a premium), focusing on an Italian perspective where food is a worldwide famous cultural 

element. This research employs a survey sent out by email to a database of contacts provided by a local chain 

that includes potential clients who have asked for a quotation through the company website (from October 

2016 to May 2017). The domestic hotel chain was chosen as a set of analysis due to its scarce sensibility to 

sustainable issues. Hence, the study was performed in a neutral setting in order to guarantee candid responses 

and to rely on objective customers’ opinions not influenced by the stay at the hotels. 

This study tests for behavioral intentions, which do not necessarily lead to actual behaviors (i.e. actually 

purchase a hotel that offers green food). Hence, the limitation of this research has raised the need of 

furthering the understanding about consumption behavior in response to green food promotional campaigns 

in a real hotel setting. In addition, since the literature review outlines the concept of food sustainability as 

encompassing three main components (i.e. organic farming, locally grown food, and environmental 

sustainability), this study pinpoints the influential power of each specific dimension of greenness in 

promoting food sustainability as a valuable future stream of research in the hotel industry.  

In the light of the aforementioned considerations, an experiment focused on nurturing the 

consumption of green food was conducted in order to furthering the understanding about how hospitality 

providers can support the general trend towards green food – defined as organic, local and sustainable – with 

persuasive messaging. This paper examines the effects of persuasion on actual behavior in a realistic hotel 

setting, following a between-group quasi experimental design carried out in a four stars holiday-hotel in the 

Southern Italian region of Apulia during the local summer season 2018. This study advances research on 

persuasive communication for sustainability by emphasizing that “experiential” appeals are preferable over 

rational or normative appeals in experience-driven and hedonistic consumption settings such as food 

consumption on holidays. 



 

All in all, this PhD thesis embodies four papers. The first paper entitled Ritual-based redesign of 

routine: an experimental approach in the restaurant industry adopts a managerial perspective. The other 

three contributions aimed at providing a comprehensive investigation about sustainability in the hospitality 

industry with a special focus on the underexplored concept of green food are further reported as follow: (1) 

The concept of sustainability in hotel industry: current dominant orientations and future issues; (2) Food 

Sustainability as a Strategic Value Driver in the Hotel Industry; (3) Nurturing the consumption of green 

food: The persuasive strengths of different messages.  

At the end of this thesis, a final section provides several theoretical advancements, managerial 

implications and future potential streams of research about organizational routine’s framework as well as 

about the up-to-date topic of sustainability in the hospitality.  
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Abstract 

The outcomes of routines’ redesign appear conflicting in the literature and scholars highlight the need of 

furthering its understanding. Adopting a novel approach that combines the routine redesign literature with 

the theoretical body related to rituals, this paper presents a research examining the implications of a ritual-

based redesign on all the constituent aspects of a routine (i.e. ostensive, performative, performance). Our 

field experiment focuses on manipulating the welcome entrée routine performed every day in an upscale 

Italian restaurant. The findings show that the ritual-based redesign facilitates the creation of stable ostensive 

structures by spreading powerful meanings among participants and it reduces the variability of routine’s 

execution by leveraging on invariable sequences of actions. Our study finally provides empirical evidences 

that such stability contributes to routine’s effectiveness, defined as the fulfillment of routine’s 

organizational-specific goals. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

The redesign of routines, defined as an intentional change in the formal structure and elements of a 

routine (Bapuji et al. 2018), has conflicting outcomes: some scholars state that routines can be redesigned 

with beneficial results (Salvato 2009, Edmondson et al. 2001), while others emphasize the disruptive 

consequences of routine redesign processes (McGahan and Mitchell 2007, Helfat 2003).  

Literature on this topic appears scant (Zbaracki and Bergen, 2015; Becker 2005) and it traditionally 

discloses different redesign approaches (e.g. discovery approach, copy-exactly approach) (Gupta et al. 2015; 

Winter and Szulanski 2001), along with the artifacts either speaking (e.g. procedures) or silent (e.g. physical 

tools) used in the redesign process (Cacciatori 2012).  

Combining the routine redesign literature with the theoretical body related to rituals, defined as 

complex artifacts (both silent and speaking in nature), this paper aims at investigating the innovative ritual-

based redesign of a routine.  

As rituals are repetitive and highly invariable sets of sequential activities that are invested with 

special meanings (Smith and Steward 2011), the ritual-based redesign involves changing the formal 

structures of a routine through meaningful and predetermined sequences of actions (Ratcliffe et al. 2019, 

Hobson et al. 2018).  

Moreover, as routines are conceptualized by the interplay between a performative (i.e. the specific actions 

through which the routine is performed) and an ostensive part (i.e. the abstract pattern of how a routine 

should be performed) linked as a duality in a recursive relation (Feldman and Pentland 2003), this paper aims 

at exploring whether the adoption of a ritual-based redesign is associated with an enhanced sharing of the 

individual schemata underlying the routine’s ostensive, a more stable routine’s performative and a 

consequential enhanced routine’s effectiveness, defined as the fulfillment of routine’s organizational-specific 

goals (Bapuji et al. 2018).  

To the best of our knowledge, this study represents the first attempt in applying rituals’ theoretical 

foundations to the routine dynamics, testing the implications of a ritual-based redesign on all the constituent 

parts of a routine (i.e. ostensive, performative, performance). 

As the adoption of a ritual-based redesign is particularly salient for routines to which participants 

tend to attribute symbolic meanings, we focus our study on the dining out sector, since food is often 



 

identified as a way for personal, social and spiritual meanings (Thomson and Hassenkamp 2008, Mintz and 

Du Bois 2002, Harris 1998). Specifically, we conducted our field experiment on the welcome entrée routine 

performed every day in an upscale Italian restaurant, identified as a simple and defined routine, particularly 

suitable to be manipulated due to many symbolic meanings potentially associated with it. 

Basing on an observation period (11 weeks) where we observed the routine as it proceeded and an 

intervention period (10 weeks) characterized by the manipulation of the welcome entrée routine in a ritual 

fashion, this study aims at investigating how the ritual-based redesign is likely to influence specific 

constituting elements of the ostensive aspect (i.e. the degree of sharing of the individual understandings 

about why the routine is being performed), the performative aspect (i.e. the variability in the time of 

execution), and the routine’s effectiveness (i.e. guests’ enjoyment assessed by food waste).  

The findings suggest that the ritual-based redesign enhances the degree of sharing of individual 

schemata (i.e. understandings about why the routine is being performed) by spreading powerful meanings 

that encourage participants to internalize a common beliefs’ structure (Mazmanian and Beckman 2018, 

Alcorta and Sosis 2005). Moreover, the routine redesign in a ritual fashion reduces the variability in the 

execution time of the routine itself since it reduces the likelihood of problems deriving from 

misinterpretations in the transfer of information (Becker 2004, Camerer and Knez 1996). Both these results 

appear to have a beneficial impact on the fulfillment of routines’ organizational-specific goals (Bapuji et al. 

2018), increasing the routine’s effectiveness that in our study is understood as the guests’ enjoyment at 

restaurant, measured by a decrease in the edible food waste left in the plate (Antonschmidt and Lund-

Durlacher 2019, Juvan et al. 2018, Just and Wansink 2011).  

 

2. THEORY AND HYPOTHESIS 

2.1.  The concept of routine-redesign: its antecedents and applications 

Scholars are increasingly interested in gaining insight into the value that may be gained or lost 

through the redesign of routines, defined as an intentional change in the formal structure and elements of a 

routine (i.e. routine blueprint) (Bapuji et al. 2018).  

Two key factors emerge from the literature: the context-specific features that lead to the adoption of 

different redesign approaches and the physical tools (i.e. artefacts) used in the redesign process.   



 

Regarding the context-specific features, scholars mainly focus on how routines are redesigned for 

their replication, pointing out different redesign approaches. As routines comprise a complex and causally 

ambiguous set of interdependent elements, Winter and Szulanski (2001) show that the form of the routine 

that gets replicated is a slowly evolved version of the routine in the prior implementation (i.e. discovery 

approach). The authors define the Arrow core as the “knowledge of which attributes are replicable and worth 

replicating, together with knowledge of how these attributes are created” (2001:731) and they posit that the 

knowledge of the Arrow core is discovered through experiential learning.  

In some situations, however, slow evolutions of the routine may be not suitable. In the case where 

elements of the routine are strongly causally ambiguous and/or interdependent, firms cannot run the risk of a 

deviation from the known routine and the replicated routine appears identical to the original one (i.e. copy-

exactly approach) (Gupta et al. 2015). Intel’s Copy-Exactly approach provides an example where the exact 

manufacturing process is duplicated at all levels in order to produce similar outputs at all production lines 

(McDonald 1998). An opposite case occurs when the new context is totally different from the prior 

implementations. Under these conditions, the routine needs to be fully redesigned prior to being introduced 

in an entirely new context (Szulanski and Winter 2002). For instance, the rollout of McCafé into specialty 

Italian-espresso beverages exemplifies the case in which routines’ redesign needs to take into account issues 

about its consistency in the new context (Gupta et al. 2015). 

 Along with the context-specific features that lead to different redesign approaches, several studies 

investigate how individuals intentionally use artefacts either to preserve or change routines (e.g. Turner and 

Fern 2012, Rerup and Feldman 2011, D’Adderio 2008). Cacciatori (2012) provides a comprehensive 

framework that explains how artefacts matters for routines, distinguishing between speaking artefacts that 

contain procedures, manuals, reports, technical drawings, and silent artefacts which include items such as 

furniture and tools without any textual or visual representations of knowledge.  

Some researchers focus on the use of speaking artefacts in formalizing the design of the routine in 

order to standardize the activities performed by reducing the decision making of participants when 

performing the routine (D’Adderio 2008, Leidner 1993). Among these scholars, some provide empirical 

evidences supporting of the beneficial effect of routine redesign through the use of renewed speaking 

artifacts (Lazaric 2005,  Darr et al. 1995), while others suggest that redesign efforts can be acts of “folly” 



 

because changing the formal procedures and rules often fails to achieve the intended results (Parmigiani and 

Howard-Grenville 2011, Pentland and Feldman 2008).  

Little work is done about the use of silent artefacts, as their manipulation is more complex 

(Cacciatori 2012). Bapuji et al. (2012, 2018) provide empirical evidences on the introduction of silent 

artefacts that clearly transmit the intentions of one actor to another and they confirm that this alignment of 

actions and responses considerably strengthens the routines’ outcomes.  

 Given that previous researches show potential benefits as well as drawbacks associated with routine 

redesign, a key challenge lies in developing a better understanding about how redesign process influences 

not only the routine’s effectiveness (Bapuji et al. 2018), but also the other constituting parts of a routine.  

 

2.2.  The ritual-based redesign of a routine and its pillars 

This study aims at furthering the understanding of routines’ redesign adopting the innovative 

perspective of the ritual-based redesign of a routine.  

Following Smith and Steward (2011), we define organizational rituals as (1) sets of activities that are 

invested with special meaning that promotes the affirmation of shared beliefs and values through a 

combination of formality and symbolism; (2) repetitive and highly invariable sets of sequential activities and 

(3) acts not necessarily associated with the achievement of instrumental goals since the focus is on the 

process rather than on the outcome (i.e. goal demotion). 

Although all the three features are present in a ritual, they may be weighted differently depending on 

the context and on the functions served (Hobson et al. 2018). For instance, family rituals during the holiday 

season may be highly symbolic and meaningful but less rigid (Sezer et al. 2016), whereas when a ritual is 

related to minimize anxiety (i.e. regulate negative emotion), it may be less meaningful but completely 

invariant and rule bound (Norton and Gino 2014). 

Studying the constituent parts of a ritual, Rook (1985) describes four components that must be 

present in a ritual: physical objects, scripts stating when and how different actions take place, roles for actors 

participating in the ritual and an audience in front of whom the ritual occurs. Physical objects and scripts 

function as symbols of the meaning communicated through rituals (Ratcliffe et al. 2019). 



 

In our study, we consider rituals as complex artifacts, both silent (i.e. physical objects) and speaking 

(i.e. scripts) in nature, that encompass physical (e.g. rigid, repetitive action sequences) as well as 

psychological features (i.e. the user must interpret the ritual to give it a meaning) (Hobson et al. 2018). In 

particular, as rituals are often associated with the idea of self-transcendence and sanctity with strong links to 

religion (Bell 1997), the meaning inherent in rituals lies beyond the overt (Bird and Smith 2005). For 

instance, a habit and a ritual action might appear identical in structure, but the ritual is different because it is 

imbued with a sense of meaning, whereas the habit is not (Hobson et al. 2018).  

Traditionally, routines have been defined as repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent 

actions, enacted by multiple actors (Feldman and Pentland 2003). Feldman and Pentland (2003) 

conceptualize routines as the interplay between a performative (i.e. the specific actions through which the 

routine is performed) and an ostensive part (i.e. the abstract pattern of how a routine should be performed), 

aspects that are linked as a duality in a recursive relation, with each shaping the other. Hence, the 

performative aspect is essential for the creation and recreation of the ostensive aspect, while the ostensive 

aspect constrains and enables the performative (Miller et al. 2012). 

This study aims at investigating how the ritual-based redesign is likely to influence specific 

constituting elements of the ostensive aspect (i.e. the degree of sharing of the individual understandings 

about why the routine is being performed) and of the performative aspect (i.e. the variability in the time of 

execution of the routine) that create a routine, and how this particular redesign influences the effectiveness of 

the routine.  

We now analyze the emerging three distinctive traits of rituals in detail (i.e. special meaning, 

invariable sequence of actions, goal demotion) and develop some hypothesis on the relationship between 

these traits and key concepts of the theory of organizational routines. 

 

2.2.1. Special meanings and the ostensive aspect of routines   

The concept of special meaning emerges as an essential ritual’s characteristic. In fact, although all 

rituals involve manifest actions, the proper level of the analysis is in the underlying meanings of those 

actions (Islam and Zyphur 2009).  



 

In particular, rituals may be seen as discrete events that work to create an organizational culture by 

establishing public interpretations for interpersonal behaviours (Schein 2004). Rituals emerge as powerful 

forces for the expression and affirmation of shared beliefs and values (Jong et al. 2015, Whitehouse and 

Lanman 2014), the presence of which encourages group stability and harmony (Koschmann und McDonald 

2015).  

Since rituals rely on shared basic assumptions that determine their meaning to the group, they may 

enhace the commitment of participants to the group as means of in-group affiliation (Watson-Jones and 

Legare, 2016) and they may facilitate coordinated and cooperative group actions (Cosmides and Tooby 

2013) that help to maintain group cohesion, since people can think similarly and act as a group (Páez et al. 

2015). 

Considering the redesign of a routine, the fact that rituals due to their special meaning promote the 

affirmation of shared beliefs and values, that in turn ehance group cohesion, appears to have a direct impact 

on the individual schemata that in the routine parlance are the constituent elements of the ostensive aspect of 

the routine (Feldman and Pentland 2003).  

Feldman and Pentland (2003) suggest that the ostensive aspect should not be considered as a “single 

and unified” entity, “because the ostensive incorporates the subjective understandings of diverse 

participants” (Feldman and Pentland, 2003:101). These individual understandings, or schemata, are defined 

as individual understandings about organizational members’ role and contributions to the joint activity and, 

collectively, they constitute the microfoundations of the ostensive aspect of the routine (Rerup and Feldman 

2011, Dionysiou and Tsoukas 2013).  

Although schemata are developed at the individual level, scholars argue that members of 

organizations can share schemata (Bartunek 1984). According to researches on social cognition (Fiske and 

Taylor 1991), when participants interact, they develop through abstraction and generalization individual 

schemata, but as experience with the joint activity accumulates, each participant abstracts and generalizes not 

simply from personal schemata but also from schemata that have been jointly established (Sandberg and 

Targama 2007). The outcome of this process of abstraction and generalization is the development of 

schemata by each participant that are at least partially shared among participants (Gray et al. 1985).  



 

The term shared schemata refer to individual schemata that “are, at minimum, compatible or 

congruent supplying participants with mutually consistent interpretations and evaluations of information, as 

well as with reciprocal expectations concerning what actions are appropriate for the situation they face” 

(Dionysiou and Tsoukas 2013:193). Hence, shared schemata are defined as a set of shared assumptions 

(Balogun and Johnson 2004), values (Gioia, at al. 1994) and frames of reference (Bartunek 1984) that give 

meaning to everyday activities and guide how organizational members think and act (Elsbach et al. 2005).  

As shared schemata are developed with repetitive experience in the context of the joint activity and 

become more organized and elaborate over time (Fiske and Taylor 1991), they increasingly supply 

participants with more guidance, diminishing the amount of uncertainty surrounding the routine. Through 

this recurrent process, the ostensive aspect of the routine is formed, which participants recognize as a shared, 

objective reality (Birnholtz et al. 2007) that guides future routine performance by supplying organizational 

members with a model of and model for enacting the routine (Pentland and Feldman 2007).  

In our study, we consider the individual understandings about “why the routine is being performed” 

(Feldman and Rafaeli 2002:316) that are related to “the reasons for performing the routine” (Feldman and 

Rafaeli 2002:322) as a proxy to describe and capture an important part of the individual schemata.  

Since rituals rely on shared beliefs and values that ehance in-group affiliation (Schein 2004)  which, 

in turn, support the sharing of individual schemata among participants, we hypothesize that the introduction 

of a ritual-based redesign increases the sharing of the individual understandings about why the routine is 

being performed compared to the status quo (i.e. the routine without the introduction of the ritual-based 

redesign).  

Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

 

HP1: The ritual-based redesign increases the sharing of the individual understandings about why the 

routine is being performed among the members performing the routine.   

 

2.2.2.  Invariable sequence of actions and the performative aspect of routines 

Rituals must be executed in a prescribed manner (Smith and Steward 2011) and this feature 

emphasizes their invariability (Hobson et al. 2018). A specified and invariable sequence of actions restricts 



 

the ritual’s actions to rigid boundaries (Sosis and Alcorta 2003) and since rituals have to be enacted 

following a prescribed and specified temporal order (Smith and Stewart 2011), we argue that they decrease 

the variability in the work processes that embody the sequence of actions by which organizations transform 

inputs to outputs (Pentland 2003). This strongly influences the performative aspect of the routine, defined as 

the specific actions enacted by specific people, at specific times, in specific places (Feldman and Pentland 

2003). 

Rituals introduce standards that reduce the variability in the participants actions, enabling them to 

know - without having to think about it - how specific tasks fit together into the “who, what, when and 

where” of the routine (Turner and Rindova 2012) and to align their actions appropriately (Dionysou and 

Tsoukas 2013).  

In our study, we focus on the variability in work processes as a particular aspect of the performative 

part of routines (Pentland, 2003). Through the use of speaking and silent artifacts, rituals introduce repetitive 

and highly invariable sets of sequential activities to create and recreate the underlying social meaning 

associated to their implementation. These artifacts reduce the variability of the routines in two ways. First of 

all, they freeze a sequence of actions that cannot change each time the routine is eneacted. Following 

Pentland (2003: 529), “if work processes are defined as sequences of actions, then variability in work 

processes can be conceptualized as differences in the sequences”. Second, rituals freeze the time it takes to 

perform each action of the standard sequence. Each action has to be perfomed following strict protocols and 

standards both in terms of how the activity is performed and in terms of the time that it takes to perform the 

activity.  

Both the standardization of the sequence of activities and the standardizaiton of each activity within 

the sequence, should reduce the variability of the time that it takes to enact the whole routine each time. 

Through our field experimend in the dining out context, we expect that the introduction of a ritual-based 

redesign decreases the variability of the routine’s execution compared to the status quo (i.e. the routine 

without the introduction of the ritual-based redesign). 

Coherently, we postulate the following hypothesis: 

  

HP2: The ritual-based redesign reduces the variability in the time of execution of the routine.  



 

2.2.3.  Rituals and the effectiveness of routines 

As we argued in the previous section, meaningful actions introduced by rituals support the creation 

of shared schemata, the presence of which provides a learning foundation for routine participants, with 

greater clarity regarding how they should perform their roles in the routine as well as how other participants 

should perform their roles (Danner-Schröder and Geiger 2016, Dionysiou and Tsoukas 2013). This 

selectively support collective actions that are aligned to stable abstract patterns of actions. Stable abstract 

patterns of actions enable participants to better guide their actions (Dionysiou and Tsoukas 2013) and 

standard sequences of actions facilitate the coordination among participants, reducing the likelihood of 

problems deriving by misinterpretations in the transfer of information (Becker 2004, Camerer and Krez 

1996).  

Scholars find empirical evidences that the presence of shared and stable abstract pattern of actions 

contributes to routines’ effectiveness, defined as the extent to which the routine results in outcomes that 

achieve the aims defined by the organization for the routine itself (Bapuji et al. 2018, Cyert and March 

1963).  For example, Mazmanian and Beckman (2018) analyze budgeting as a ritual of quantification able to 

instill in the middle managers a shared belief in the objective authority of numbers. The ritualization of the 

budget process “fosters collective solidarity and an underlying belief in the objective authority of numbers to 

motivate action, assess success, and drive continuous organizational growth” (Mazmanian and Beckman 

2018:357). Conversely a lack of shared understanding of the abstract pattern of routines leads to an increase 

of conflicts and a reduction of the routines’ effectiveness. Studying the pricing adjustment routine as a 

dispute between marketing and sale forces, Zbaracki and Bergen (2010) show that the conflict arising from 

different routines’ understandings not only threatens the routine’s functioning but also the solidity of the 

whole organization.  

The creation of shared understandings of the abstract pattern of a routine is also facilitated by the fact 

that in rituals actions are not necessarily associated with the achievement of specific instrumental goals (i.e. 

goal demotion) since the focus is on the execution of the process rather than on its outcome (Legare and 

Souza, 2012). For instance, in ritual washing the specific wiping gestures become the focus of attention 

instead of the cleaning of the object (Boyer and Lienard 2006).  



 

The focus on the proper execution of gestures substantiates the fact that, when engaging in rituals, 

participants intensify their joint attention and coordinate their behavioral synchrony, generating perceptions 

of unity and cohesiveness (Hobson et al. 2018, Alexander 2004).  

By facilitating the creation of shared schemata and meanings among routines’ participants and 

leveraging on invariable sequences of actions, we expect that rituals reduce the likelihood of conflicts and 

problems deriving from misinterpretations and provide the participants with a better and shared guide to their 

actions thus increasing the routine’s effectiveness compared to the status quo (i.e. the routine without the 

introduction of the ritual-based redesign). 

Hence, we hypothesize the following:  

HP3: The ritual-based redesign leads to a higher routine’s effectiveness  

 

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1.  The setting 

Field experiments appear suitable to supplement theories as they enable researchers to test ideas and 

hypotheses in real-world settings, thus providing a more practical outlook (Harrison and List 2004).  

In this paper we present a field experiment in the dining out sector. We focus on the dining out sector 

because connections between food and rituals are often addressed by scholars in the literature (Ratcliffe et al. 

2019). First, food is often identified not only as a source of physiological sustenance but also as a way for 

personal, social and spiritual meanings (Thomson and Hassenkamp 2008, Mintz and Du Bois 2002, Harris 

1998). Examples are related to coffee consumption described as a ‘ritualistic pursuit of leisure’ (Quintão et 

al. 2017:484), the involvement in a birthday cake ritual of steps that convey special meanings regarding 

positive hopes for the year ahead (Rossano 2012), the ritualistic procurement and preparation of specific 

foods for a Thanksgiving table (Wallendorf and Arnould 1991). Second, humans transform eating into a 

symbolic system of meaning where the meaning of food is derived from what the food is, how it is prepared, 

who provided the food (Mol 2011). In other words, taste does not just occur in the food itself, but also in the 

surroundings and those that serve the food affect the eaters’ experience (Plester 2015). Third, Fox (2003) 

observes that the order of food consumption during a meal appears strongly associated with a ritual, such as 

eating savory foods before a sweet dessert in a traditional Western meal. A change in this pattern of behavior 



 

would destabilize the ritual: eating dessert at the start of a meal would be considered unusual and incorrect 

(Ratcliffe el al. 2019). 

We conduct our study on the welcome entrée routine performed every day in an upscale restaurant 

situated in the north-east of Italy. As per restaurant’s policy, the guests are welcomed in the restaurant with 

an entrée. The welcome entrée routine is identified as particularly suitable for the field experiment due to the 

following reasons: (1) it comprises few actions and its simplicity allows to overcome many of the 

methodological challenges related to the study of the routines, such as difficulties in the identification due to 

limited observability and subjectivity in their description (Becker et al. 2005); (2) it is easy to be manipulated 

in a field experiment which affords the benefits of experimental control, while also improving realism of 

conditions for study participants (McGrath 1995); (3) many symbolic meanings can potentially be associated 

with the welcome entrée routine (e.g. provide a warm welcome, instill immediately a sense of staff 

friendliness); (4) it has a powerful effect in nurturing the priming effect (Davis and Herr 2013) and, 

consequently, in influencing the whole consumption experience as it represents the first course served.  

The experimental setting is an independent restaurant run by an entrepreneur who manages the 

restaurant daily and he lives literally a block away from the restaurant. The restaurant opened for business in 

1990 and it serves lunch and dinner. The restaurant has a medium-high price point menu, ranging on average 

on € 50 for a complete meal including the beverages. 

The menu changes two times a year to match seasonal dishes (Spring-Summer vs Autumn-Winter) 

and the changes typically involve ten to twelve plates over a menu of 28 different items including appetizers 

(7), first courses (7), second courses (9) and desserts (5). The ambiance is elegant with 80 seats and the 

customers are generally established professionals and businessmen. The restaurant is managed by the 

entrepreneur who is the restaurant general manager and his wife in charge of the cash desk. They own the 

restaurant in equal parts. The staff consists largely of employees with high seniority with an average 

experience of 11 years. There are 16 full-time employees in total.  

Consistently with the research on routines’ dynamics (Bapuji et al. 2018), we started our field 

experiment with the familiarization stage in order to develop a deep understanding of how the welcome 

entrée routine was normally enacted. During this stage we (i) conducted interviews with the entrepreneur and 

his wife as equal shareholders of the restaurant, (ii) observed the waiters during every dinner for a period of 



 

one week (7th-14th March 2018), sitting separately in two little tables located at the beginning and the end of 

the dining room, (iii) conducted follow-up semi-structured interviews with all the 16 full-time employees 

(15th–17th March 2018).  

We conducted two telephone interviews with the entrepreneur and his wife during the week before 

our arrival at the restaurant. The first interview was focused on understanding in details the background of 

the restaurant (e.g. restaurant’s history, the number and profiles of the employees, the food proposal), while 

the second interview aimed at presenting the purpose of the project together with its specific phases.    

The observation period, during which detailed field notes were taken, ranged from four to five hours 

per day from 7.00 p.m. to the end of the service, depending on the volume of customers. Our presence was 

anticipated by the entrepreneur to the whole staff some days before our arrival and it was explained as a part 

of an improvement project focused on enhancing guests’ experience at the restaurant. Hence, the staff was 

not informed about the real purpose of the study (Bapuji et al. 2018). Therefore, we were presented to the 

restaurant’s employees as external professionals invited by the entrepreneur. 

The day of our arrival (6th March 2018), at the end of the service (11.30 p.m.), after having 

introduced us to the staff, the entrepreneur also mentioned to the employees the entire length of the project 

(twenty-one consecutive weeks), the fact that they would have been actively involved in the project by 

participating in face-to-face interview sessions and questionnaire responses, and the fact that an intense 

training day (Monday 4th June 2018 – restaurant day off) would have been scheduled with the aim of 

introducing a change in the way of serving the welcome entrée. Moreover, the entrepreneur revealed to the 

whole staff that we would have participated as observers to several dinners during some weeks within the 

project duration. We assured that individual performances of the waiters were not being monitored or 

evaluated in any way. In addition, the owner mentioned to the employees that for twenty-one consecutive 

weeks starting from 20th March 2018 the edible plate waste related to the welcome entrée as well as to the 

whole meal (i.e. appetizers, first course, second course, dessert) would have been put respectively in two 

separate big bowls, instead of being thrown away directly. At the end of every dinner the bowls would have 

been weighted either by the entrepreneur or by the authors. Finally, the entrepreneur emphasized that the 

whole project had been requested as an internal necessity of change and improvement.  



 

From the familiarization stage, we developed field notes focusing on the actions that constitute the 

performative aspect of the welcome entrée routine (Pentland and Feldman 2003). The data gathered from the 

observation period revealed that the welcome entrée routine encompassed five steps: (1) waiters welcome 

guests and guide them to the seating (2) waiters present guests with the menu and ask for which type of 

water they prefer (3) waiters serve water and ask for orders of food as well as of beverages beside water (4) 

waiters serve beverages (5) waiters serve the “welcome entrée” saying “This is an entrée offered by the chef 

to welcome you at our restaurant”. Generally, the whole sequence lasts 17 minutes on average. 

 Typically, the welcome entrée changes two times a year for the Spring-Summer season and for the 

Autumn-Winter season (i.e. March-August; September-February) and it is decided autonomously by the chef 

according to the seasonality and the menu. During the field experiment the entrée consisted of two different 

items: a cheese mousse seasoned with herbs and a creamy potatoes soup topped with two little slices of 

salmon (Img. 1).  

***INSERT IMAGE 1 HERE*** 

 

3.2. The experiment  

Our experiment consisted in redesigning part of the welcome entrée routine performed during 

dinners in an upscale restaurant of the North-east Italy. We chose the dinner as the only time period suitable 

for performing the field experiment. The reasons were mainly related to the fact that at lunch time the 

restaurant proposed daily special food offerings at a discounted price, beside the traditional menu proposal. 

In addition, most of the customers at lunch were in hurry because they had short and scheduled breaks before 

going back to work. Furthermore, visitors may have different food and time requirements when dining out at 

lunch compared to other meal consumption occasions (i.e. dinner), with a consequent effect on customer 

food choice and customer state of mind (Xu et al. 2019). Consequently, we decided to run the experiment 

only during dinners in order to preserve the homogeneity of the experimental setting.  

The whole field experiment ran within twenty-one consecutive weeks from 20th March 2018 to 12th 

August 2018. After having observed the welcome entrée routine for a period of 60 days (20th March 2018 - 

31 May 2018, excluding Italian holiday days: 2nd April Easter Day, 25th April Italian Anniversary of 

Liberation, 1st May Labour Day and every Monday as weekly restaurant day of), we run together with the 

entrepreneur an intense training day (Monday 4th June 2018 – restaurant day off) to educate the employees in 



 

the redesigned welcome-entrée routine. After the training day, we engaged in the observation of the ritual-

based redesign of the welcome entrée routine for a period of 60 days (5th June 2018 - 12th August 2018), 

excluding every Monday as weekly restaurant day off. 

The training day1 was held in the restaurant and it was divided in two sessions: the 9 waiters attended 

both sessions, whereas the 7 chefs joined the morning session only. The training day was also scheduled for 

the chefs as they were involved in the routine for the physical preparation of the entrée.  

During the morning session (10 a.m. – 13 p.m.), the entrepreneur explained that the aim of the 

training day was to learn a new way to perform the welcome entrée routine in order to enhance the guests’ 

experience at the restaurant. We explained the new detailed sequence of actions that needed to be performed 

by showing power-point slides previously prepared.  

The changes mainly involved (i) predetermined sequence of actions and verbal instructions, (ii) fixed 

body gestures, (iii) symbolic meaning. First, we trained the waiters to serve the welcome entrée specifying to 

the guests to follow a specific order of consumption, tasting firstly the potatoes soup and secondly the cheese 

mousse. The taste sequence for the two items was decided autonomously by the chef for a matter of balance 

of flavors. As a result of the redesign of the routine, the waiters needed to present the welcome entrée as 

follows (the explanation started after having served all the guests) “This is an entrée offered by the chef to 

welcome you at our restaurant. In order to enjoy the entrée, mix for few seconds the pieces of salmon 

together with the soup and taste it first. Then, eat the cheese mousse”. We also emphasized the role of the 

voice volume and its cadence as elements that corroborate the ritual-based redesign of the welcome entrée 

routine. Second, we trained the waiters to perform the sequence of actions by following a precise set of 

movements that consists in indicating with the right hand firstly the potatoes soup and secondly the cheese 

mousse, after having served all the guests and while they were presenting the specific food items (e.g. the 

correct distance between the hand and the plate was 15 cm). In addition, specific movements of the head 

were also defined in order to get the eye-contact of every guests during the performance, according to the 

 
1 Although other field experiments tried to avoid the presence of the management to reduce biases 

related to perceived monitoring and evaluation by participants (Bapuji et al. 2018), the training day was led 
by the entrepreneur together with the authors. On the one hand, the presence of the entrepreneur was 
coherently justified by his role as the main proponent of the whole project that follows a logic of company’s 
improvement. On the other hand, the participation of the authors provided clear guidelines about the 
implementation of the project, supporting on a scientific basis the proposed ritual-based redesign of the 
welcome entrée routine. 



 

number of guests (e.g. look at each client for 5 seconds in a table of 4 guests). Since specific movements are 

strongly associated with the definition of a ritual compared to random gestures (Vohs et al. 2013, Le Billion 

2012, Visser 1992), we put emphasis on avoiding any form of gestures’ randomization. Third, the ensuing 

ritual-based routine was strongly associated with symbolic meanings communicated to the waiters. As a 

general premise, when consuming food the rigidity and the repetition of a ritual in preparing the eating 

experience emphasize the attention to the food item, thereby increasing motivation towards savoring the food 

(Hobson et al. 2018). Literature shows that consumers who engage in ritualistic consumption behaviors (e.g. 

predetermined sequence of tasting: “first the potato soup, second the cheese mousse”) report that the specific 

product has better performance than consumers who eat the same product with no ritual associated to it 

(Vohs et al. 2013). Moreover, since a delay between a ritual and the opportunity to consume the product 

enhances the pleasure of consumption (Amati and Pestana 2015, Förster et al. 2007), the detailed verbal 

instructions explained by the waiters on how tasting the entrée strengthened the pleasure of consumption.   

All in all, the three main features that constitute a ritual (1) symbolic value (psychological); (2) 

invariable sequence of actions (physical); (3) goal demotion were the foundations for the ritual-based 

redesign of the welcome entrée routine. First, a greater pleasure and enjoyment in guests consumption 

experience at the restaurant was the symbolic meaning conveyed to the waiters as a reason why performing 

the proposed ritual-based redesign of the welcome entrée routine. Second, the waiters needed to adopt a 

prescribed and fixed temporal order in serving the welcome entrée to the guests (e.g. taste first the potato 

soup, then the cheese mousse; detailed verbal and gestures instructions about how taste the food items). 

Third, when engaging in rituals, the focus was on the correct execution of the whole sequence rather than on 

the outcome (Legare and Souza 2012, Boyer and Lienard 2006). During the training day, strong emphasis 

was given to the proper execution of the gestures (e.g. actions, voice volume, eye-contact) performed in 

serving the welcome entrée. 

The afternoon session (15 p.m. – 17 p.m.) was on the real training. The participants were divided 

into three groups each of three employees while one of the authors and the restaurant’s owners (the 

entrepreneur and his wife) acted as restaurant guests, sitting in three different dining tables of the restaurant. 

The tables were set up for the event with one cover each. The participants performed the redesigned routine 

several times and after every 40 minutes they had to switch to another guest. The day after the training day 



 

(5th June 2018), the waiters started to perform the ritual-based redesigned routine with the normal guests at 

the restaurant.   

 

4. RESULTS  

4.1.  Rituals and the degree of sharing of the individual understandings 

To test the first hypothesis (i.e. The ritual-based redesign increases the sharing of the individual 

understandings about why the routine is being performed among the members performing the routine) we 

analyze the staff members’ understandings about “why the routine is being performed or the purpose of the 

routine” (Feldman and Rafaeli, 2002:321). This level of understandings involves the broad reasons for why 

particular actions are appropriate or inappropriate (Feldman and Rafaeli 2002, Bourdieu 1990). Hence the 

why understandings are related to “the reasons for performing the routine” (Feldman and Rafaeli, 2002:322). 

Following the suggestions provided by Pentland (2003) and Feldman and Pentland (2005), we used 

semi-structured interviews to analyze the individual understandings about why the routine is being 

performed as a constituting element of the ostensive aspect of the routine. The interviews included the waiter 

staff as well as the cooking staff. Both cooks and waiters are involved to bring the routine welcome entrée to 

life (Metiu 2006). The interview process encompassed two different phases.  

 

4.1.1. First phase: categorizing individual understandings about why the routine is being performed  

In the first phase, we aimed at categorizing the individual understandings about why the welcome 

entrée routine was being performed. We adopted a “why” interview technique (Erhardt 2016, Schwandt 

2000). Sample questions included: why do you serve a welcome entrée to the customers? what is the purpose 

of this activity? what are the results that you expect from this activity? One of the authors interviewed each 

routine’s participant of waiters’ staff (9 employees) as well as cooking’s staff (7 employees). Semi-structured 

interviews ran from 15th March to 17th March 2018 (i.e. the days before the beginning of the observation 

period) and typically lasted between 15 and 25 minutes on average for each participant (Table 1). Field notes 

taken during the interviews were transcribed within a day of each interview. 

***INSERT TABLE 1 HERE*** 



 

Interviews were digitally transcribed to retrieve verbatim quotations that were further employed to 

support the arguments developed in the write up of the study results. A thematic framework was devised to 

categorize and analyze the outcome of the interviews (Table 2). The process of coding data includes looking 

for themes defined by DeSantis and Ugarizza (2000) as abstract entities that bring meaning and identity to a 

recurrent experience. We adopted an open coding procedure (Miles and Huberman 1994, Strauss and Corbin 

1990) that includes making comparisons for similarities and differences between quotations and grouping the 

similar ones to form categories.  

***INSERT TABLE 2 HERE*** 

From the coding activity, seven categories related to different individual understandings emerge: (1) 

generate customer’s astonishment, (2) let the customer felt at ease, (3) prepare the customer for a greater 

tasting experience of the whole meal, (4) instill an immediate atmosphere of familiarity, (5) logistics reasons, 

(6) increase the customer’s overall satisfaction, (7) prepare the customer’s palate for savoring the following 

course. We assigned different codes to the abovementioned categories: (1) ASTONISHMENT, (2) 

COMFORT), (3) EXPERIENCE, (4) FAMILIARITY, (5) LOGISTICS, (6) SATISFACTION, (7) SAVOR. 

Table 3 shows some quotations from the interviews that are related to the different understandings.  

***INSERT TABLE 3 HERE*** 

 

4.1.2. Second phase: measuring the consensus within and between groups 

In the second phase, we developed a structured questionnaire based on the categories emerged from 

the first phase. Each member of the waiter staff and of the cooking staff was asked to repeat the same 

questionnaire twice, one at the end of the observation period (20th March 2018 – 31st May 2018) and one at 

the end of the intervention period (5th June 2018 – 12th August 2018). At the beginning of the service on 

Saturday 26th May 2018 and on Saturday 4th August 2018 (day in which all the employees were present), the 

entrepreneur asked to every employee to fill the questionnaire and to give it back to him by the same day.  

 Respondents were asked to prioritize the seven categories related to the individual understandings 

emerged from the first phase by ranking them in order of importance. The output was a personal rank of 

individual understandings that ranges from the first position that represents the most important reason for 

performing the routine to the seventh position as the least important reason about why the routine is being 



 

performed. We use the responses to assess the degree of consensus within and between groups (cooks and 

waiters) employing the methodology developed by Tarakci et al. (2014).  

 

4.1.2.1. Mapping within-group consensus  

To obtain a measure of the degree of consensus within-group, Tarakci et al. (2014) employ a vector 

model for unfolding (VMU) (Borg and Groenen 2005). This approach is the same as that used in principal 

component analysis (PCA) with the transposed data matrix, which places the respondents in the columns as 

variables and the items (i.e. understandings why the routine is being performed) in the rows as cases.  

Let H be the data matrix with m rows (i.e. understandings about why the routine is being performed) 

and n columns (respondents). H must be standardized so that all individuals have equal weight in the VMU. 

Consequently, the VMU in p dimensions is equivalent to minimizing the sum of the squared errors ||E||2 for 

H and the low dimensional representation XAˈ; that is, 

L VMU = ||H-XAˈ||2 = Σ  e2
ij, 

where X is an m ×p matrix of the object scores for the m rows of the first p components and A is an n ×p 

matrix of component loadings. In two-dimensional space, the results of the VMU can be represented using a 

biplot in which the rows of X (i.e. the object scores of the understandings about why the routine is being 

performed) are represented as points and the rows of A (i.e. the component loadings of the respondents) are 

depicted as vectors (Gower and Hand 1996).  

Figure 2 and Figure 3 show several visual features that are associated with the resulting biplot 

representation of the VMU solution, developed thorough the software Wolfram Mathematica (The raw data 

matrix is presented in Appendix-Table A1). To correctly interpret the results the following key points are 

fundamental: (1) as the cosine of the angle between two respondents is an approximation of their pairwise 

correlation (Linting et al. 2007, Rodgers and Nicewander 1988), respondents with small angles between their 

vectors have a similar opinion of the understandings about why the routine is being performed, (2) the spread 

of all the vectors determines the degree of within-group strategic consensus: vectors grouped in a tight 

cluster show a high degree of within-group consensus, whereas a wide distribution of vectors indicates a low 

degree of within-group consensus, (3) the orthogonal projection of an item onto a respondent’s vector 



 

indicates the respondent’s ranking for that particular item. The closer an item is projected onto the vector 

(the projections are shown with a dashed line), the higher the respondent prioritizes the item. Moreover, as 

the first vector can be interpreted as the ‘prototypical group’ member who best represents the entire group’s 

opinion, the orthogonal projections of items onto the first axis represent the group’s overall view, (4) the 

length of a vector indicates how well a respondent is represented, where a length of 1 indicates a perfect fit. 

In our study all the respondents fit well because nearly all of them have vectors with a length that is close to 

1.  

Figure 1 shows the biplots of the waiter staff in the situation pre and post treatment. Basing on the 

projections of the items (i.e. understandings about why the routine is being performed) onto the first axis, 

Comfort, Familiarity and Experience are the top three priorities for the waiter staff in the situation pre 

treatment, while they rank Logistics, Satisfaction and Savor as the least important. After the ritual-based 

redesign introduction, we can see that waiters consider Experience the most important item followed by 

Comfort and Astonishment, whereas the items valued the least remain unchanged. The increase in priority of 

Experience signals the fact that after the treatment the waiters become more sensitive towards the guests’ 

evaluation of the tastiness of the whole meal. Moreover, we observe that the respondent vectors in the post 

treatment situation are a tighter cluster than those in the pre-treatment situation, showing a high degree of 

within-group consensus.  

***INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE*** 

Figure 2 shows the biplots of the cooking staff in the situation pre and post treatment. We can see 

that before the treatment the cooking staff considers Logistics, Experience and Astonishment the top three 

prioritizations, whereas Familiarity, Comfort and Savor are valued the least. After the treatment we observe 

that the prototypical group member prioritizes Experience the highest, followed by Logistics and Savor, 

while Astonishment, Satisfaction and Familiarity have the lowest priority. In addition, as vectors are grouped 

in a tighter cluster in the post treatment situation, there is a higher degree of within-group consensus 

compared to the pre-treatment situation. The increase in priority of Experience and Savor after the treatment 

shows that also cooks strengthened positive role of the welcome entrée in influencing the taste of the whole 

meal and in savoring the following courses as a result of the redesign of the routine.  



 

From this preliminary observation, the prioritizations of the understandings about why the welcome 

entrée routine is being performed appear more aligned and shared within the waiter as well as within the 

cooking staff after the treatment.  

***INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE*** 

Following Tarakci et al. (2014), we adopt also an additional measure for assessing the degree of 

within-group consensus. A new α measure of the degree of within-group consensus is defined by the length 

of the average component loading vectors of the unrotated VMU solution; that is, 

 

2 

 

where αip is the pth component loading for respondent i (i =1, . . . , n). The α measure takes values between 0 

and 1 depending if the vectors are spread out or close together in a tight group. For the waiter staff, we 

observed that the respondent vectors in the post-treatment situation were a tighter cluster than those in the 

pre-treatment condition, showing that the degree of within-group consensus post-treatment (α = 0.44) is 

greater than that in pre treatment (α = 0.41). Consequently, we conclude that after the treatment the waiters 

have more consensus regarding the relative importance of the understandings about why the routine is being 

performed. Also for the cooking staff the degree of within-group consensus is slightly higher (α pre = 0.48; α 

post = 0.49). Overall, the α value around 0.50 indicates a moderate degree of within-group consensus 

(Tarakci et al. 2014).   

 

4.1.2.3. Mapping between-group consensus 

Following Tarakci et al. (2014), we adopt a correlational measure of the degree of between-group 

consensus that is derived from the within-group VMU object scores of the items (i.e. understandings about 

why the routine is being performed). Since the first axis can be interpreted as the prototypical group’s 

member who represents the group’s overall opinion, the correlation between the prototypical members of the 

two groups captures the measure of their between-group consensus. The measure r(A, B) is operationalized 

as the correlation of the object scores of the items on the first axis for two groups, A and B. To obtain a visual 



 

mapping for between-group consensus, classical multidimensional scaling (MDS) is used. Figure 3 shows 

the MDS plot of the two groups in question in the situation pre and post treatment (The correlation matrix 

used to generate Figure 3 is presented in Appendix-Table A2). Our graphical representation places the 

cooking staff in the center of the MDS plots. Following Tarakci et al. (2015), we use ten rings around the 

cooking staff that represent the correlational distance to the cooking staff, ranging from 0.9 to 0. The 

distance between the bubbles represent the degree of consensus between groups. The size of the bubbles 

represents the degree of within-group consensus for each group (α) and the rings around the bubbles displays 

the potential size of a bubble if a group achieves perfect consensus (α = 1). 

The situation after treatment shows a higher level of consensus about the prioritizations of the 

understandings about why the routine is being performed. Indeed, after the treatment the correlational 

distance progressively decreases, showing more aligned interpretations between the two groups. Even if the 

prioritizations of the understandings about why the routine is being performed between the two groups 

remain different after the treatment (since the cooking staff valued the most Logistics and Savor while the 

waiter staff prioritized Astonishment and Comfort), the common increase in priority of Experience in both 

groups shows that a shared understanding of the welcome entrée routine started to emerge. 

***INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE*** 

 

4.2.  Rituals and the variability in the time of execution 

To test the second hypothesis (i.e. The ritual-based redesign reduces the variability in the time of 

execution of the routine), we measured the variability of the time of execution to perform the welcome entrée 

routine before and after the treatment.  

The data were collected during the fourth week (10th-15th April), the seventh week (2nd-8th May 

[excluding 1st May Labour Day], and the tenth week (22nd-27th May) of the observation as well as of the 

intervention period (26th June-1st July, 17th-22nd July, 7th-12th August) for a total of 18 days of data collection 

during each period.  

The time measurement started from the moment in which the customers enter the door of the 

restaurant and it ended when the waiters leave the guests’ table, after having served the welcome entrée. The 



 

whole sequence of actions lasted approximately 17 minutes. The measurement started at 7 p.m., time of 

restaurant’s opening for dinner, and it lasted until the end of the service at about 11.30 p.m.  

The restaurant has 80 seats that are generally distributed in tables with 4 seats (i.e. 17 tables of 4 

seats and 4 tables of 3 seats). A total of 21 tables are available in the restaurant and they can be combined 

according to the volume of the customers as well as specific needs (e.g. group of 3 couples). 

One of the authors and a research assistant sat separately in two small tables located oppositely at the 

extreme side of the dining room and they were respectively responsible for the first part of the dining room 

(table’s number from 1 to 10) and for the remaining area of the dining room (table’s number from 11 to 21).  

As per restaurant’s policy, each waiter was responsible for the service of approximately 3 tables and 

specific numbers of tables were assigned to each waiter. Since each observer focused on a specific area of 

the restaurant, each of them measured the execution time of the same group of waiters. Small exceptions 

occurred mostly during weekends when more often it happened to combine tables together (e.g. to 

accommodate groups of families).  

The first phase (i.e. before the ritual-redesign introduction) yielded 488 observations for a total of 

1.746 guests, while the second phase (i.e. after the ritual-redesign introduction) yielded 500 observations for 

a total of 1.718 guests. 

The second hypothesis predicts that the ritual-based redesign reduces the variability in the time of 

execution among the members performing the routine. Results showed in Table 4 support this hypothesis 

since variability of time of execution, measured by the standard deviation of the time (minutes) spent in 

performing the welcome entrée routine before the treatment (SD=2,58) is greater than the standard deviation 

of the time spent in performing the welcome entrée routine after the treatment (SD=1,94). Hence, during the 

intervention period the time of execution appears less variable and more stable than in the observation 

period.  

Moreover, results of the one-way ANOVA (Table 5) show that the number of guests per table and 

the percentage (over the total number observations) that a specific waiter performed the routine weren’t 

significantly different in the two phases (i.e. observation period and intervention period) proving a 

substantial homogeneity among  the observation and intervention periods.   

***INSERT TABLE 4 HERE*** 



 

***INSERT TABLE 5 HERE*** 

 

4.3.  Rituals and the routine’s effectiveness 

To test the third hypothesis (i.e. The ritual-based redesign leads to a higher routine’s effectiveness), 

we measured the extent to which the ritual-based redesign increases the achievement of the intended 

outcome that in our experiment is the enjoyment of the guests’ food consumption experience at the 

restaurant.  

In order to assess the guests’ food consumption experience, we weighted the edible food waste per 

person. This measure is widely used in the restaurant management literature (Antonschmidt and Lund-

Durlacher 2019, Juvan et al. 2018, Just and Wansink 2011). In fact, a greater enjoyment in the food 

consumption experience leads to a reduction of the food waste (Dolnicar et al. 2015, Vohs et al. 2013).  

Starting from 20th March 2018, the edible plate waste related to the welcome entrée as well as to the 

whole meal (i.e. appetizers, first course, second course, dessert) had been put respectively in two separate big 

bowls, instead of being thrown away directly. At the end of every dinner, we collected the weight of the food 

waste of the welcome entrée as well as of the whole meal (appetizer, first course, second course, dessert). 

Specifically, either one of the authors or the entrepreneur weighted the edible food that could be eaten, but 

was left on the plate. We excluded inedible food waste (e.g. bones). The total food waste was divided by the 

number of customers on any given day to obtain the food waste per person per day in grams.  

The whole period yielded 120 observations, equally distributed in 60 observations during the 

observation period (20th March 2018-31st May 2018) and 60 observations during the intervention period (5th 

June 2018-12th August 2018). As Table 6 shows, the average food waste per person per day respectively 

related to the welcome entrée and to the whole meal is 4.07 grams and 16.16 grams in the observation 

period, and 3.49 grams and 15.17 grams during the intervention period. The results of the one-way ANOVA 

also show whether the mean values differ significantly between the two phases (i.e. observation period and 

intervention period). The data show that the grams of the food waste related to the entrée as well as to the 

whole meal are significantly different between the two phases.  

Moreover, data shows the average expense (for every given day data regarding the guests’ average 

expense related to the food as well as to the beverage was obtained from the restaurant database) and the 



 

guest typology (adult female, adult male, children). Guest typology was detected through direct observation 

and the relative information were reported and transcribed daily by the entrepreneur’s wife responsible for 

the cashier. On average, across the 120 observations, restaurant’s guests did not differ significantly in terms 

of average expense of the food and the beverage and in terms of their typology.  

***INSERT TABLE 6 HERE*** 

We also run two linear regression models in order to test the third hypothesis. Food waste in grams 

related to the welcome entrée (Table 7) and to the whole meal (Table 8) are used as dependent variables. A 

dummy variable labelled treatment that outlines the presence or absence of the ritual-based redesign of the 

routine, daily guests’ average expense related to food and to beverages, daily numbers of female guests, male 

guests and children (baseline) serve as explanatory variables in the two regression models. 

Considering the edible food waste related to the entrée (Table 7), the coefficient estimate for 

treatment indicates that the observed average food waste (grams) of the welcome entrée during the 

intervention period (i.e. after the introduction of the ritual-based redesign) is 0.56 grams lower than the 

corresponding average waste (grams) during the observation period (i.e. before the introduction of the ritual-

based redesign). T-test has a p value equal to 0.001, indicating a markedly significant effect. 

Since the welcome entrée is the first course served, we considered also the potential effect that the 

ritual-based redesign may have on the whole food consumption experience. As shown in Table 8, the 

coefficient estimate for treatment indicates that the observed average food waste (grams) of the whole meal 

during the intervention period is 0.99 grams lower than the corresponding average waste (grams) during the 

observation period. T-test has a p value smaller than 0.05, indicating a significant effect.  

The results support the hypothesis that the introduction of a ritual-based redesign leads to a higher 

routine’s effectiveness.  

***INSERT TABLE 7 HERE*** 

***INSERT TABLE 8 HERE*** 

4.4.  Follow-Up Interviews  

As a way to follow-up our results, after the intervention period, we conducted semi-structured 

interviews with nine waiters. The interviews took place from 10th September 2018 to 13th September 2018 in 

the restaurant at the end of the lunch time (from 2 p.m. to 4 p.m.).  



 

We conducted these interviews after almost one month from the ending of the field experiment to 

give time to the participants to reflect and interiorize what happened and to obtain more candid and 

spontaneous responses.  During the interviews, we asked questions about the way in which the welcome 

entrée routine was performed before and after the introduction of the ritual-based redesign. We also asked to 

the waiters their opinions and general impressions about the effects of the introduction of the ritual-based 

redesign on themselves and their social group. We made notes following the interviews.  

Interviews unveiled that a sense of collective solidarity or communitas (Islam and Zyphur 2009) was 

achieved during the intervention period, encouraging emotional commitment of participants. As one waiter 

noted “[after the treatment] I was strongly involved in the new way of serving the welcome entrée and I 

perceived that also the others were committed as well. We spoke intensively, almost every day, about the 

new way of serving the entrée and I think that the mere fact of speaking about something has reinforced our 

commitment to the activity and it has strengthened even more our commitment to each other”.  

Another waiter emphasized the transformative power of the ritual-based redesign in changing 

disparate inputs into a collective output and in giving consistency about the expectations on other 

participants’ behaviors: “I basically have been serving the welcome entrée to the guests as it was a restaurant 

policy and I have never asked to myself why was I performing that activity. The change in the way of 

serving helped me in thinking about the meanings underlying this activity. Few months have passed from the 

introduction of the new way of serving the welcome entrée and now it seems to me that we are all on the 

same page about the underlying meanings of this activity. I think that we have been grown professionally as 

a group during this time. […] We got closer also with the cooking staff, sharing our feelings and thoughts 

about that introduction. As we kept talking together, we understood clearly also their point of views and this 

has opened my mind. I guess that also for the majority of my colleagues is the same.” 

Another waiter pointed out an increase in personal self-esteem and a new awareness of his personal 

role: “[the treatment] has contributed in feeling myself more important in and for the company. I have been 

feeling important for the role that I played in the restaurant and I clearly understood the relevance of the 

welcome entrée phase as being our “business card”. I also perceived that the guests looked at me as an expert 

and they were more willing to ask me random questions about particular pairings during the courses. I felt as 



 

an experienced source.” Emphasizing the effects of the ritual-based redesign on the personal role, one waiter 

stated: “Our role gained authority. The guests recognized it and the entrepreneur made it happened.” 

In addition, the intervention period significantly contributes to increase the importance of the activity 

itself: “[after the treatment] Everybody is following a more comprehensive and complete way of serving the 

welcome entrée and it has increased the importance of this phase in our tasks. I realized that the activity of 

welcoming the guests should be the most relevant as it is the first one and all the other tasks are dependent 

from this one.” 

In addition, interviews suggested that the ritual-based redesign gave more self-confidence in the 

execution of the activity. As one waiter remarked: “When I heard from my boss the necessity of innovating 

the way of serving the welcome entrée, his proposal sounds weird to me. But day by day I felt more 

confident about how I needed to behave as having a specific model in my mind”. This point of view was 

strongly confirmed by most interviewers who emphasized the presence of rigid boundaries that constrain the 

activity into a predetermined frame and structure during the intervention period. The ritual-based design 

guided them to adopt a precise way of execution in serving the entrée that reduced the variability in the 

performative aspect. 

Finally, from a pragmatic point of view, the ritual-based redesign had the effect of reducing the 

questions from the customers about the entrée because they were more curious and focused on tasting the 

entrée, following the sequence suggested by the waiters. The clients had less doubt about what to do. As a 

waiter remarked “Usually the clients asked questions when we served the welcome entrée such as “What are 

we going to eat?” even if it was frequently obvious what the food was. Now the clients show less doubts 

probably because we explain immediately what they are going to eat”.  

 

5. DISCUSSION  

5.1.  Theoretical implications 

The first contribution of this paper is emphasizing the transformative power of rituals (Smith and 

Stewart 2011), defined as complex artifacts both silent and speaking in nature, to effectively implement a 

routine redesign and productively guide participants’ actions. To the best of our knowledge, this study 

represents the first attempt that tests the effects of a ritual-based redesign of a routine. We measured these 



 

effects on all the constituent elements of the routine (i.e. ostensive, performative, performance) and this 

represents a novelty in the literature as prior researches mainly analyze the impact of redesign processes only 

on routine’s effectiveness (Bapuji et al. 2018, Mazmanian and Beckman 2018, Zbaracki and Bergen 2010). 

Given the transformative properties of rituals (Smith and Stewart 2011, Turner 1969), we show that the 

redesign of a routine in a ritual fashion is a virtuous attempt.  

All our hypotheses are supported, implying that the ritual-based redesign enhances the degree of 

sharing of the individual understandings about why the routine is being performed, it reduces the variability 

in the execution time of the routine, and it improves the routine’s effectiveness. Our findings show that 

rituals enhance the degree of sharing of individual schemata about why the routine is being performed 

corroborating the argument that rituals induce emotions and deep engagement that encourage participants to 

internalize a common beliefs’ structure (Mazmanian and Beckman 2018, Sosis and Alcorta 2013). In the 

intense experience of performing rituals, people take on a deeper commitment to their meanings, from which 

shared schemata are generated. Richert et al (2005) show that participants with stronger emotional reactions 

to rituals also experience stronger levels of meaning reflections. Rituals also reduces the variability of the 

performative aspect of a routine (Pentland 2003). The fact that rituals must be executed following invariable 

sequences of actions restricts members’ actions to rigid boundaries (Sosis and Alcorta 2003) facilitating the 

coordination among participants. Both these effects reduce the likelihood of problems deriving from 

misinterpretations in the transfer of information, reduce potential conflicts among organizational members 

and lead to a higher routine’s effectiveness. All in all, rituals emerge a strong transformative tool of routines 

dynamics. 

The second contribution of our study lies on exploring how organizations can institutionalize 

collective learning by leveraging on the ritual-based redesign of routines. In our study, rituals emerge as 

strong mechanisms (or artifacts) that guide participants’ behaviors, strengthening the association between 

values and actions. Smith and Stewart (2011) emphasize that rituals act as communications and learning 

systems by drawing attention to what is important and helping to guide thoughts, feelings and behaviors. 

Rituals serve as emotional anchors for social solidarity (Islam and Zyphur 2009) and beliefs (Morris et al. 

1998), allowing the expression and affirmation of collective values and group stability (Turner 1969). Rituals 

encourage communication, including the transmission of encoded messages, by strengthening memory and 



 

reinforcing communities (Sosis and Alcorta 2003). The redesign of a routine based on rituals facilitates the 

implementation of a collective learning pathway, intrinsic in the routine’s essence: “The routinization 

provides an ideal learning pathway, delivering a stable product through a standardized formula” (Smith and 

Stewart 2011:128). As rituals act as powerful communications and learning mechanisms (Smith and Stewart 

2011), they facilitate the development of participants’ connections that enable them to create shared 

understandings about why the routine is being performed and about what specific actions need to be taken in 

precise instances of the routine (Feldman and Rafaeli 2002). With its strong emphasis on collective learning, 

the ritual-based redesign reinforces the collective (or organizational) nature of routines supporting the 

sharing of participants’ schemata (included in the ostensive aspect) and the generation of coherent and 

coordinated lines of individual action (included in the performative).  

The third contribution of our study is incorporating rituals into our understanding of the mechanisms 

that guide the internal dynamics of routines. Feldman and Pentland (2008:302) suggest that understanding 

“how stability and change are achieved” is the principal aim of the dynamic perspective of routines, because 

routines are systems that have the capacity to produce a wide variety of performances depending on the 

conditions (Pentland and Feldman 2005, Feldman and Pentland 2003, Feldman 2000, Pentland and Reuter 

1994). Islam and Zyphur (2009) suggest that rituals serve to simultaneously satisfy an organization’s need 

for stability and for transformation.  

Our analysis of the redesign of the welcome entrée routine provides empirical evidence on how a 

ritual-based redesign represents both a transformational and a stabilizing role for the organization. On the 

one hand, the ritual-based redesign maintains stability by instilling a sense of communitas (Islam and Zyphur 

2009), spreading shared basic meanings in the group (Schein 2004). On the other hand, the ritual-based 

redesign facilitates a transformation of the individuals involved in the routine by shaping both their cognition 

and their actions of serving the welcome entrée. Not only they become more committed both to the process 

and to the outcome of the routine in question, but they also strengthen their role by acquiring more self-

esteem. All in all, organizational rituals foster “change within stability” (Islam and Zyphur 2009) since 

changes in individual roles and actions reinforce the stability of the routine as a collective entity.  

 

 



 

5.2.  Managerial implications 

Prior researches emphasize that ritualized behaviors can be best understood as both an input and 

output of organizational culture, channeling social interactions and behavioral customs (Anand and Watson 

2004, Beyer and Trice 1993, Pedersen and Sorensen 1989). A number of studies demonstrate that rituals are 

used to stimulate innovation (Jassawalla and Sashittal 2002), to shape identities (Coyne and Mathers 2011), 

to influence responses to environmental changes (Boyer and Lienard, 2006), to challenge dominant values 

(Islam and Zyphur 2009) and to reduce uncertainty (Knuf 1993).  

Since the restaurant industry is traditionally associated with high stress, long hours, low employee 

commitment and high turnover (Madera et al. 2013), the investigation of mechanisms through which core 

values can be shared and reinforced seem critical and challenging to be implemented in the field (Durand et 

al. 2007). Several studies in the dining out context examine rituals from a consumer perspective as marketing 

tools (Visser 2015, Osman et al. 2014). Customer-based rituals specifically linked with restaurant contexts 

may include singing happy birthday to a guest while presenting a cake and a lit candle, personalizing the 

check with a thank-you message from the waiters, or dining at the chef’s table (Gardner and Wood 1991). 

These examples of restaurant rituals are directed towards customers to develop a relationship and to enhance 

the guests’ experience (Otnes and Lowrey 2004). 

We shift the focus away from customers and adopt the employees’ perspective. Shifting the focus 

away from customers as the primary audience of the employees’ performance to a value-driven phenomenon 

centered on the employees’ actions represents a novelty in the literature. Following Ernhardt et al. (2016), 

individuals learn how to perform the ritual itself and, while performing the ritual, they also learn to recognize 

the underlying value as to why they are performing the ritual. The materialization of the organizational 

culture through participation and learning of core values represents an important outcome of rituals and a 

source of competitive advantage (Ernhardt et al. 2016). The ritual-based redesign of routines can therefore 

operate as a mechanism to develop an organizational culture characterized by strong and shared values that 

guide new and existing employees’ behaviors in a more efficient and less time-consuming way providing the 

foundation for the competitive advantage of the firm.  

 

 



 

6.  LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH  

Our research is not exempt from limitations, and a number of critical issues remain to be explored by 

future research.  

First, our study is based on an industry and country where welcome entrée routines are very 

common. Therefore, the generalizability of our findings to other industries and countries cannot be readily 

inferred.  Applications in other industries and contexts can further the understandings about the replicability 

of the ritual-based redesign approach.  

Second, consumption rituals around food and drinks have the potential to deliver positive change at 

an individual level by increasing consumer enjoyment (Dohle et al. 2014, Vohs et al. 2013) as well as  at a 

social level by developing meaningful bonds between small-group members (Hobson et al. 2018, Thomson 

and Hassenkamp 2008, Wansink and van Kleef 2013). As dining behaviors in fast-food restaurants differ 

from consumption experience in restaurants (Xu et al. 2019), this study suffers from the limitation of being 

based on a single field experiment conducted in a upscale restaurant, thus restringing the applicability of the 

findings to a niche within the restaurant industry. Future studies can investigate wider range of restaurants 

(i.e. upscale, casual dining, self-service), increasing the variability of the guest mix and of the menu 

characteristics, in order to further our understandings about the potential of consumption rituals to generate 

positive changes at individual and social level across different types of restaurants.   

Third, despite its vibrancy, routines research is still “a long way from having an authoritative 

textbook for students in professional training who want to know how to create effective organizational 

routines, or how to modify them when they could be still better” (Cohen 2007:774). We hope that the 

innovative perspective of the ritual-based redesign that we advance will help to analyze the topic of routine 

redesign, emphasizing its  impact not only on routine’s effectiveness (Bapuji et al. 2018, Mazmanian and 

Beckman 2018), but also on the other constituting elements of the routine (i.e. ostensive, performative).  
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Img. 1: The welcome entrée 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Interview participants 

 

WAITER STAFF 

Name Gender Age Seniority Role 

Giuseppe M. Male 60 8 yr Maitre 

Christian Male 41 10 yr Vice Maitre 

Elisa Female 35 8 yr Waiter 

Tatiana Female 38 17 yr Waiter 

Muriel Female 42 4 yr Waiter 

Silvia Female 25 2 yr Waiter 

Mirella Female 56 6 yr Waiter 

Francesca Female 57 6 yr Waiter 

Rachid Male 57 19 yr Waiter 

COOKING STAFF 

Name Gender Age Seniority Role 

Giuseppe P. Male 55 28 yr Chef 

Alessandro Male 41 19 yr Line cook (appetizers) 

Giovanni Male 38 18 yr Line cook (first course) 

Mauro Male 39 22 yr Line cook (second course) 

Antonio Male 27 3 yr Pastry chef 

Francesco Male 25 1 yr Intern 

Tarik Male 44 11 yr Dishwasher 

 

 

 

Table 2: Coding structure with themes and codes 

 

Main code 

N. of 

participants 

(N=16) 

% of 

participants 

Waiter staff 

(N=9) 
% waiters 

Cooking staff 

(N=7) 
% cooking 

ASTONISHMENT  3 19% 2 22% 1 14% 

COMFORT 3 19% 2 22% 1 14% 

EXPERIENCE 3 19% 1 11% 2 28% 

FAMILIARITY 4 25% 3 33% 1 14% 

LOGISTICS  2 12% 0 0% 2 28% 

SATISFACTION 2 12% 2 22% 0 0% 

SAVOR 2 12% 0 0% 2 28% 

 

 

 



Table 3: The individual understandings about why the welcome entrée routine is being performed 

 

Category Quotations 

ASTONISHMENT  ‘The welcome entrèè is something more that you can offer to the guests in order to add something new and 

original to their consumption experience. It is something more that the restaurant offers to distinguish itself 

from the competitors and it is something more that in the clients’ view can make the difference in a positive 

way. It is a value adding experience that the restaurant offers to the guests’ (Silvia, waiter) 

 

‘It can enhance the curiosity of the guests about the other courses. In addition, from the restaurant 

perspective, it is a good tool to influence in a positive way the first impression of the client’ (Mirella, waiter) 

 

‘It can make the client surprised and, consequently, it can increase the personal expectations about the whole 

meal’ (Giuseppe P., chef) 

 

COMFORT ‘The welcome entrée let the guests feel at ease, as they are at their home. I think that it contributes to instill 

the spirit of “welcome home” that a restaurant should provide to the guests. It represents a good starting 

point to build up a pleasant relationship with the guests’ (Giuseppe M., maitre) 

 

‘Restaurant guests expect a warm and sincere welcome. They want to feel welcomed, to be called by name 

whenever it is possible, to be hosted like to feel at ease in their own place. So the guests’ welcome at the 

restaurant should be customized. The welcome entrée responds to the logic of offering a customized warm 

and sincere welcome to the guests’ (Tatiana, waiter) 

 

‘Offering a warm welcome to the guests through the welcome entrée is the best way to implicitly say to them 

“welcome home!”’ (Antonio, pastry chef) 

 

EXPERIENCE ‘Offering a welcome entrée aims at preparing the guests to a better approach of the whole meal. Since in 

general the welcome entrée is appreciated by our guest, this activity contributes in increasing the positive 

expectations that the guests have in regards of the following courses and the guests will immediately expect 

to eat tasty food at our restaurant’ (Mauro, line cook) 

 

‘The welcome entrée is an important part of the culinary experience that the guest is going to achieve. 

Through serving the entrée the guest begins to visually imagine and mentally taste his/her food consumption 

experience’ (Francesco, intern) 

 

‘The welcome entrée can influence in a positive way the guest’s evaluation of tastiness of the whole meal’ 

(Giuseppe M., maitre) 

 

FAMILIARITY 
‘For me serving clients is like hosting the clients in our big family. For a couple of hours I feel like I am a 

friend of my guests and the initial service of the welcome entrée helps me in creating this atmosphere with my 

guests’ (Christian, vice maitre) 

 

‘The welcome entrée represents a way to instill a sense of familiarity as I need to take care to my guests. I 

feel like be a mum with my children’ (Francesca, waiter) 

 

‘Generally the restaurant guest is very sensitive to the degree of attention paid by the waiters to his/her table. 

The welcome entrée is important to communicate to the client that “I care about you” and to instill an 

immediate perception of waiters’ kindness’ (Rachid, waiter) 

 

‘The offering of an entrée allows to create a nice atmosphere of closeness not only between guests and the 

waiters but also with the kitchen staff as it emphasizes the fact that the chef has prepared the entrée as a sign 

of welcome you [nd the clients]at our restaurant’ (Alessandro, line cook) 

 

LOGISTICS  ‘The offering of a welcome entrée is useful for logistics reason because it psychologically decreases the 

waiting time of the guests. By serving an entrée – that consists in a simple food preparation always ready to 

be served- we have more time to prepare the main courses that will be ordered by the clients. So, I have the 

perception that we can prepare the main courses in a more relaxed way without the anxiety that everybody 

outside is waiting for our food preparations. I feel more relaxed even if in an extremely stressful environment 

and I am more focused on what I need to prepare and on coordinating the staff without having too many 

external pressures and worries’ (Giuseppe P., chef) 

 

‘It allows to have a greater time management ability within the kitchen staff regarding the different food 

preparations’ (Mauro, line cook) 

 



SATISFACTION ‘The needs of today's customers must be met immediately because in our society people are used to find the 

answer to what they are looking for with a click on the web. Restaurant clients are similar in terms of their 

impatience, so you need to offer a precise and timely service to be able to satisfy them and to increase their 

loyalty. The welcome entrée service represents a little piece that can contribute to the guests’ overall 

satisfaction’ (Elisa, waiter) 

 

‘I noticed that many clients are sensitive to the food presentation because, firstly, the clients “eat” with the 

eyes instead of with the mouth. Since we offer the welcome entrée in an elegant way by serving two different 

little items in suitable dishes, I think that it can contribute to instill directly the perception of well-created 

food preparation and, in turn, it can increase the client’s satisfaction experienced at our restaurant’ (Muriel, 

waiter) 

 

SAVOR ‘The welcome entrée aims at preparing the customer’s palate for savoring the following course. Through the 

welcome entrée, the guest starts to prepare himself/herself to the savoring of the following course in terms of 

its mental imagination as well as in terms of the guest’s dool toward the following course that his/she has 

ordered’ (Giuseppe P., chef) 

 

‘The welcome entrée enhances the guest’s desire to savor the following course. It is a way of opening the 

guest’s stomach and preparing his/her taste papilla’ (Giovanni, line cook) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Within-group consensus of waiter staff 
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Figure 2: Within-group consensus of cooking staff 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Between-group consensus between cooking staff and waiter staff 
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Table 4: Descriptive Statistics 

 

 

N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 

95% Confidence Interval for Mean 

Minimum Maximum 
Time (min) 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

before ritual 488 17,0455 2,58872 ,11719 16,8153 17,2758 11,22 24,35 

after ritual 500 17,4977 1,94906 ,08716 17,3265 17,6690 12,72 25,74 

Total 988 17,2744 2,29747 ,07309 17,1309 17,4178 11,22 25,74 

 

 

Table 5: Descriptive Statistics and F-statistics 

 

  

N Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
Std. 

Error 

95% Confidence Interval 

for Mean 

Minimum Maximum F Sign. 

  
Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

N_Guests_table 

before 
ritual 

488 3,58 1,424 ,064 3,45 3,70 1 8 

2,353 ,125 

after ritual 500 3,44 1,318 ,059 3,33 3,56 1 8 

Giuseppe M. 

before 

ritual 
488 0,05 ,208 ,009 ,03 ,06 0 1 

,524 ,469 

after ritual 500 0,04 ,186 ,008 ,02 ,05 0 1 

Christian 

before 

ritual 
488 0,12 ,324 ,015 ,09 ,15 0 1 

,714 ,398 

after ritual 500 0,10 ,303 ,014 ,08 ,13 0 1 

Elisa 

before 
ritual 

488 0,13 ,336 ,015 ,10 ,16 0 1 

,003 ,959 

after ritual 500 0,13 ,334 ,015 ,10 ,16 0 1 

Tatiana 

before 

ritual 
488 0,17 ,372 ,017 ,13 ,20 0 1 

,911 ,340 

after ritual 500 0,14 ,351 ,016 ,11 ,17 0 1 

Muriel 

before 

ritual 
488 0,14 ,342 ,015 ,10 ,17 0 1 

,022 ,881 

after ritual 500 0,13 ,339 ,015 ,10 ,16 0 1 

Silvia 

before 
ritual 

488 0,17 ,380 ,017 ,14 ,21 0 1 

,000 ,994 

after ritual 500 0,17 ,379 ,017 ,14 ,21 0 1 

Mirella 
before 

ritual 
488 0,12 ,324 ,015 ,09 ,15 0 1 ,003 ,956 



after ritual 500 0,12 ,325 ,015 ,09 ,15 0 1 

Francesca 

before 

ritual 
488 0,12 ,331 ,015 ,10 ,15 0 1 

,108 ,743 

after ritual 500 0,13 ,339 ,015 ,10 ,16 0 1 

Rachid 

before 

ritual 
488 0,15 ,357 ,016 ,12 ,18 0 1 

,037 ,847 

after ritual 500 0,15 ,361 ,016 ,12 ,19 0 1 

 

 

Table 6: Descriptive Statistics and F-statistics 

 

  

N Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

95% Confidence Interval 
for Mean 

Minimum Maximum F Sign. 

  
Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Waste_gr_entree 

before 
ritual 

60 4,070 1,3304 ,1717 3,727 4,414 1,72 6,85 

7,237 ,008** 

after ritual 60 3,497 ,9789 ,1263 3,244 3,749 1,06 5,66 

Waste_gr_meal 

before 

ritual 
60 16,164 2,5246 ,3259 15,512 16,816 11,48 21,34 

4,887 ,029* 

after ritual 60 15,170 2,4020 ,3101 14,549 15,790 10,24 20,48 

Expense_meal 

before 

ritual 
60 40,070 3,1767 ,4101 39,249 40,891 34,65 47,80 

,606 ,438 

after ritual 60 39,608 3,3318 ,4301 38,747 40,468 33,90 47,50 

Expense_bev 

before 
ritual 

60 7,576 1,3965 ,1803 7,215 7,937 4,80 10,59 

,092 ,762 

after ritual 60 7,655 1,4646 ,1891 7,277 8,034 5,10 11,00 

Male 

before 

ritual 
60 44,19 10,357 1,337 41,51 46,86 24 68 

,181 ,671 

after ritual 60 43,39 10,186 1,315 40,76 46,02 24 71 

Female 

before 

ritual 
60 42,68 10,106 1,305 40,07 45,29 26 70 

,194 ,661 

after ritual 60 43,45 9,093 1,174 41,10 45,80 22 66 

Children 

before 

ritual 
60 7,89 3,486 ,450 6,99 8,79 2 16 

,709 ,401 

after ritual 60 8,42 3,298 ,426 7,56 9,27 2 19 



Table 7: Regression Coefficients (Dependent variable: Waste_gr_entree) 

 
Coefficient Standard Error 

Standardized 

Coefficient 
p Value VIF 

Intercept  4,657 1,466  ,002  

Treatment  -,563 ,215 -,236 ,010** 1,012 

Expense_meal  ,012 ,036 ,034 ,731 1,207 

Expense_bev -,154 ,082 -,183 ,064 1,201 

Male -,003 ,011 -,030 ,741 1,013 

Female  ,005 ,011 ,044 ,628 1,021 

 

 

 

Table 8: Regression Coefficients (Dependent variable: Waste_gr_meal) 

 
Coefficient Standard Error 

Standardized 

Coefficient 
p Value VIF 

Intercept  19,364 3,112  ,000  

Treatment  -,998 ,456 -,200 ,031* 1,012 

Expense_meal  -,012 ,077 -,016 ,874 1,207 

Expense_bev -,154 ,175 -,088 ,380 1,201 

Male -,024 ,022 -,097 ,293 1,013 

Female  -,012 ,024 ,045 ,628 1,021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



APPENDIX 

 

Table A1. Data matrix of the VMU biplot reported in Figure 1 and in Figure 2 (higher numbers indicate lower 

prioritization). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table A2. Correlations between cooking staff and waiter staff used for the MDS solution in Figure 3.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

PRE TREATMENT

1. 2.

1. Cooking staff 1.00

2. Waiter staff -0.41 1.00

POST TREATMENT

1. Cooking staff 1.00

2. Waiter staff 0.13 1.00

pre-treatment post-treatment pre-treatment post-treatment

C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 C7 C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 C7 W1 W2 W3 W4 W5 W6 W7 W8 W9 W1 W2 W3 W4 W5 W6 W7 W8 W9

Experience 2 5 3 2 2 2 2 2 1 3 1 1 1 2 3 4 5 4 3 4 4 5 3 2 1 3 1 1 2 1 3 1

Comfort 6 3 4 3 4 6 6 6 6 4 3 4 6 6 2 2 3 1 1 2 3 2 1 1 2 1 3 2 1 2 1 3

Familiarity 5 4 5 4 5 7 7 5 4 5 7 5 7 7 1 3 1 2 2 1 1 3 4 5 4 5 5 4 4 4 5 5

Satisfaction 7 7 6 7 7 5 4 7 7 6 5 7 5 5 5 5 6 5 7 6 5 4 6 6 7 6 6 7 6 6 6 6

Astonishment 3 6 7 5 6 4 3 4 5 7 6 6 4 4 4 1 2 3 4 3 2 1 2 3 3 2 2 3 5 3 2 2

Savour 4 1 1 6 3 1 5 3 3 1 4 3 2 3 6 6 7 6 5 5 6 6 5 4 5 4 4 5 3 5 4 4

Logistics 1 2 2 1 1 3 1 1 2 2 2 2 3 1 7 7 4 7 6 7 7 7 7 7 6 7 7 6 7 7 7 7
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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper aims at reviewing the main literature on sustainability in the hotel industry through the 

analysis of 142 papers published in eight leading hospitality journals from the year 2000 to the 

year 2017. This paper proposes an in-depth focus on three dimensions of sustainability (i.e. 

economic, environmental, social), applying the Hotel Sustainable Business Model (Mihalic et al., 

2012) as a framework of analysis. Moreover, distribution across time period, research 

methodologies employed and study locations are investigated. The findings that emerge from the 

literature review identify dominant research orientations related to sustainability in the hotel 

context, enabling the recognition of research gaps in the literature. Concerning the future, the 

main challenge is the adoption of a more integrated approach that takes full account of the 

economic, environmental and social dimensions of the sustainable development. In addition, 

starting from the application of the Hotel Sustainable Business Model (Mihalic et al., 2012), this 

study proposes an evolution of the framework of analysis in order to integrate in the model the 

latest sustainable challenges that the industry is facing. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

UNWTO (2005) defines sustainable tourism as “tourism that takes full account of its current 

and future economic, social and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the 

industry, the environment and host communities”. In that perspective, further definitions support 

this approach:  they define sustainable development (SD) as embedding aspects on 

environmental, economic and social sustainability (Barlow, 2004), arguing that sustainability is 

one of the key factors regarding future competitiveness and business survival (e.g. Schoorman et 

al., 2016). 

Due to the fact that a growing number of hotels have publicly emphasized and demonstrated 

their commitment to sustainability as a strategy in order to differentiate themselves from rivals by 

increasing their competitive advantages in the marketplace (Kim and Han, 2010) and in order to 

fulfill guests' growing eco-friendly needs (Han et al., 2011), sustainable issues have come to the 

forefront in the hospitality sector. 

In fact the supply-side of the tourism industry is making effort to adopt sustainable practices 

(Griffin and Delacey, 2003; Zimmer et al., 1994;) and, progressively, going green is believed to 

be an effective competitive frame in the field (Han et al., 2009; Manaktola and Jauhari, 2007; 

Wolfe and Shanklin, 2001). Examples of sustainable programs developed by hotels are mainly 

related to energy efficiency, water conservation, waste management, green building design and 

construction, environmental education (employees and customers) and green supply chain 

(Dimara et al., 2017; Chan, 2009; Mensah, 2006; Bohdanowicz et al., 2005). 

Basing on the fact that hôtellerie is the most representative class among the scientific 

contributions related to green practices in hospitality industry (Kim et al., 2017), this paper seeks 

to investigate in an in-depth way the state-of-the-art of the literature in order to understand the 

dominant orientations toward sustainability in the hotel industry and to identify research gaps and 

underexplored areas of investigation. 

Within that scenario, this study reviews the current tourism sustainable literature and it 

provides an original articles’ categorization applying the Hotel Sustainable Business Model 

framework (Mihalic et al., 2012) that represents an evolution of the Three Pillars Model proposed 

by UNWTO (2005). The value of the paper lies in the fact that the Hotel Sustainable Business 

Model framework has never been applied in a literature review, despite it is specifically created 

for addressing sustainability in the hotel industry (Mihalic et al., 2012). In particular two are the 

major challenges that the paper aims at addressing. First, the application of a specific model 

(Hotel Sustainable Business Model) provides a valuable categorization for understanding the 

state-of-the-art of the sustainable literature in the hotel context and it allows to identify research 

gaps in the literature. Second, basing on the findings from the literature review, the study aims at 

proposing an update version of the model by integrating the latest challenges and perspectives 

that the hotel industry is facing in order to better highlight the most promising future streams of 



discussion in the field.   

 

 

STATE-OF-THE-ART OF THE LITERATURE  

 
The scope of the literature review process was narrowed in two phases. 

Firstly, a comprehensive search for sustainability in the hospitality literature was conducted 

through Scopus, a database commonly used by academic researchers (Myung et al., 2012). 

Following Kim et al. (2017) and the guidelines about sustainability’s synonymous proposed by 

different authors (Han et al., 2009; Pizam, 2009; Laroche et al., 2001), the keywords (1) Hotel 

AND (2) sustainability OR (3) 

sustainable OR (4) environment-friendly OR (5) environmentally-friendly OR (6) eco-friendly 

OR (7) green were chosen and their presence in the sections Title, Abstract or Keywords was 

analyzed. Generally the term sustainable is alternatively called “environmentally friendly”, “eco 

friendly”, or “green” (e.g. Pizam, 2009; Manaktola and Jauhari, 2007; Laroche et al., 2001). 

The review was narrowed for a recent time period, considering articles published from year 2000 

to year 2017, due to the fact that the subject is a relatively new line of research (Chamorro et al., 

2009). Successively, following Kim et al. (2017), the review was focused on the eight leading 

journals in hospitality context such as Annals of Tourism Research, Cornell Hospitality 

Quarterly, International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, International Journal 

of Hospitality Management, Journal of Hospitality & Tourism Research, Journal of Sustainable 

Tourism, Journal of Travel Research and Tourism Management. 

This preliminary exploration resulted in 162 scientific documents and the articles were 

verified by analyzing carefully the full text to confirm that the topics were related to the focus of 

the analysis. Content analysis was used to systematically examine the research contents (Weber, 

1990; Stemler, 2001). Finally, a total of 142 studies were identified as final sample (Appendix A). 

Basing on the application of the Hotel Sustainable Business Model framework (Mihalic et al., 

2012), research focus on the three dimensions of sustainability and indicators related to 

sustainability’s dimensions are reviewed. Moreover, the documents are analyzed by number of 

articles by period, distribution of publications by research type and distribution across study 

locations. 

 
Research focus on the three dimensions of sustainability and their indicators 

In order to investigate the research focus of the articles reviewed, the Hotel Sustainable 

Business Model (Fig. 1) developed by Mihalic et. al. (2012) is chosen as a framework of analysis. 

In particular, the elements of the World Tourism Organization Sustainability model (2005) are 

combined with Triple Business Line Sustainability model developed by Elkington (1998). 

 



Fig. 1: The Hotel Sustainable Business Model framework. Source adapted from Mihalic et al., (2012). 
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• Resources conservation 

• Preservation of biological diversity 

• Environmental Education 

 

 

 

• Human Capital 

• Cultural Capital 

• Power to change participation 

 

 
The UNWTO Sustainability model (2005) is based on three pillars. The first pillar is related 

to economic sustainability and it is focused on the cost-effectiveness of all economic activities, 

emphasizing the financial components. 

The second pillar is associated to environmental sustainability and it refers to conserving and 

managing resources in such a way that the environmental damage is minimized and biological 

diversity and natural heritage are preserved. 

The third pillar is the social sustainability one and it includes the respect of human rights, the 

empowerment of the local culture and the avoidance of any forms of cultural destruction. 

Besides, the Triple Business Line Sustainability model (TBL) is a planning and reporting 

system framework that focuses mainly on measuring and controlling companies’ economic, 

environmental and social performance. 

In the tourism scenario, the industry seems to have little awareness of the existence of TBL and 

of its relevance to the achievement of sustainable development (O’Dwyer and Owen, 2005). 

Comparing to the UNWTO model, the main difference lies in a broader definition of the social 

dimension that explicitly includes also the role of the employees and the relation with 

government and educational institutions in order to achieve sustainability. 

In order to implement sustainability in tourism industry in an effective way, Mihalic et al. 

(2012) stated that additional requirements have to be met to make sustainability’s achievement 

possible and successful. Therefore, the Hotel Sustainable Business Model specifically adapts the 

concept of sustainability to the hotel industry by introducing three main innovations comparing to 

the previously mentioned two existing models. 

Firstly, consumers’ satisfaction is defined as a part of the economic dimension. Cost efficiency 

remains a necessary condition for the creation of profit, however intangible factors such as 

customer satisfaction, long-term relationships and customer-perceived service quality add most of 

the value to a service. In fact, the marketing dimension is moved to the economic business 

category because a firm’s profitability and customer satisfaction can be seen as complementing 



competitiveness measurements. Secondly, the environmental dimension is extended to include 

environmental education by pointing out the responsibility of tourism suppliers to educate both 

visitors and employees. This new dimension is relevant because it emphasizes the responsibility 

of a firm to take action in this regard and the responsibility of hoteliers to educate visitors that in 

turn can promote sustainable hotel demand. 

Thirdly, the social business category includes three subgroups: human capital related to 

employees’ behavior toward sustainable practices, cultural capital that is linked to the 

valorization of the local culture as important asset of any tourism destinations and a subcategory 

called power to change participation that includes relationships with local organizations and 

communities that help to build partnerships for sustainable development. This last category is 

based on the involvement of  all relevant stakeholders in the creation of sustainability. 

The results are shown in Table I. The majority of the articles (65 articles, 46%) deals with the 

economic dimension mainly in terms of investigating customers’ favourable attitudes (e.g. Tang 

et al., 2017; Line et al., 2016; Hanks et al., 2016) and positive behavioural intentions (e.g. 

Ponnapureddy et al., 2017; Han et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2010) toward hotels that implement 

sustainable practices. In particular, the attention in latest articles is focused on analyzing the 

effective involvement and satisfaction of consumers who participate in sustainable programs as 

for example hotel towel reuse program (i.e. Dimara et al., 2017; Cvelbar et al., 2017). 

Within the economic dimension, the minority of the papers (12 articles, 8%) deals with financial 

related actions aimed primary at saving costs while contributing to environmental protection. 

Saving costs mainly includes the installation of energy efficient appliances (i.e. Kahn et al., 2015; 

Wooodworth et al., 2014; Chan et al., 203) and the adoption for waste reduction programs (i.e. 

Singh et al., 2014; Rahman et al., 2012). 

The social dimension holds the second place (44 articles, 31%) focusing mainly on the 

involvement of all the relevant stakeholders in the creation of sustainability. In particular, 30 

articles account for the power to change participation subcategory emphasizing stakeholders’ 

involvement in the implementation of sustainability, while 14 articles are classified in the 

subcategory human capital analyzing sustainability under a human resources perspective. 

The environmental dimension comprises 23 papers (16%) and it represents a minor class. The 

most representative subcategory is resources conservation focusing exclusively on the 

implementation and the effect of specific sustainable practices such as water and energy saving 

programs (e.g. Chang 

et al., 2015; Gossling et al., 2015) and waste reduction initiatives (Radwan et al., 2012; Chan et 

al., 2001) adopted by hotels in order to decrease harmful effects to the environment. 

In comparison to the subcategory financial, these findings suggest that a considerable number of 

papers frames sustainable practices exclusively as creating environmental protection benefits. 

Within the environmental dimension, the environmental education subcategory represents a 



minor class (3 articles), followed by one contribution that investigates the topic of biodiversity 

preservation (Milder et al., 2016). 

An important attempt in applying a comprehensive approach that addresses all relevant 

economic, environmental and social dimensions of the sustainable development is done by 5 

papers published after 2011. Finally, further cross categories analysis are showed by 5 papers. 

 
Table I: Dimensions of sustainability analyzed in the paper. 

 
Dimensions of sustainability N. of articles % 

Economic 

Financial 
 

12 
 

8% 

Marketing 53 37% 

Total Economic 65 46% 

Environmental 
  

Resources Conservation 19 13% 

Preservation of biodiversity 1 1% 

Environmental education 3 2% 

Total environmental 23 16% 

Social 
  

Human Capital 14 10% 

Cultural Capital 0 0% 

Power to change participation 30 21% 

Total Social 44 31% 

Cross-dimensions 
  

Economic and Environmental 3 2% 

Economic and Social 1 2% 

Environmental and Social 1 1% 

All 5 4% 

Total cross-dimensions 10 7% 

Total 142 100% 

 
 

Successively, in order to understand in an in-depth way the dimensions of sustainability, the 

list of indicators proposed by Mihalic et al. (2012) as measurements for sustainability dimensions 

is applied in the classification of the articles reviewed (Table II). 

Within the financial subcategory, the majority of papers (6 articles) adopts a broad 

perspective considering the global hotel financial performances in terms of both the income 

statement and balance sheet dimension (e.g. Singh et al., 2014), while 4 articles focus on the 

operating costs minimization (e.g. Wooodworth et al., 2015). In that context, one paper takes into 

consideration the total revenues as indicators for sustainability focusing on a hedonic price setting 

(Sánchez-Ollero J et al., 2014) and one paper analyses the debt equity structure for a sustainable 

growth (Madan et al., 2007). 

Concerning the marketing subcategory, the most popular indicator adopted to address 



sustainability is the share of highly satisfied guests (15 articles) toward the implementation of 

sustainable practices in hotels (e.g. Yu et al., 2017), followed by the investigation of the intentions 

to visit the hotel (Hanks et al., 2016) that accounts for 12 papers and by the guests’ intentions to 

actively participate in sustainable programs such as towels reuse programs (Dimara et al., 2017) 

that covers the third position including 7 articles. 

As far as the sub-dimension resources conservation, energy consumption (7 articles) and 

water conservation measures (4 articles) appear as the most applied indicators, pointing out a high 

sensibility in the industry in terms of minimizing these harmful environmental effects. 

Under that light, the subcategory education appears a minor class (3 articles) especially from the 

point of view of the employees’ education (1 article). 

Within the context of the social dimension, the subcategory human capital is mainly 

measured by the organizational culture oriented on sustainability (11 articles), while the 

subcategory power to participation presents multiple indicators such as the monitoring of the 

implementation of hotel’s sustainable/ecologic development strategy (10 articles), the 

participation in the overall strategy of sustainable development of tourism in the destination (7 

articles), environmental quality standards (5 papers) and cooperation with the local residents (4 

articles) and with the municipality (3 articles) in order to achieve sustainability. 

In particular, the indicator related to the monitoring of the implementation of hotel’s 

sustainable/ecologic development strategy is mainly associated to articles that employ the content 

analysis of the websites (e.g. Pérez et al., 2014), while the measure of the participation in the 

overall strategy strongly refers to stakeholder concrete actions toward sustainable development 

(e.g. Nunkoo et al., 2017). 

 

Table II: The Hotel Sustainable Business Model indicators 

Dimensions of  

sustainability 

Subcategory of 

sustainability 

Performance indicators N. of 

articles 

Economic Financial Global financial performances 6 

  Operating costs 4 

  Total Revenues 1 

  Debt/Equity structure for sustainable growth 1 

    

 Marketing Share of highly satisfied guests 15 

  Share of guests who would have the intention to visit the hotel (IV) 12 

  Intention to participate in sustainability program 7 

  Customers’ purchase attitudes 6 

  
Share of guests who would pay a premium price for the hotel 

(WTP) 
4 

  WTP+IV+WOM 4 



  WTP+IV 3 

  IV+WOM 1 

  Total 641 

    

Environmental 
Resources 

conservation 
Energy consumption 7 

  Water consumption 4 

  All-embracing indicators (water, pollution, energy, waste) 4 

  Solid waste consumption 2 

  Direct CO2 emission 2 

 
Preservation of 

biodiversity 
Selecting plants that are adapted to a particular environment 1 

 
Environmental 

education 
Environmental activities for guests (e.g. workshops, information 

brochures) 
2 

  Environmental activities for the employees 1 

  Total 23 

    

Social Human Capital Organizational culture oriented on sustainability 11 

  Employee satisfaction 2 

  Training of employees 1 

 
Power to change 

participation 

Monitoring of the implementation of hotel’s 

sustainable/ecologic development strategy (e.g. the realization of 

the objectives) 

10 

  Participation in the overall strategy of sustainable 

development of tourism in the destination 
8 

  Environmental quality standards (e.g. ISO 14001 Certificate, LEED 

Building) 
5 

  Cooperation with local residents 4 

  Cooperation with the municipality 3 

  Total 44 

 
Finally, in order to evaluate in an in-depth way the areas of environmental endeavor in hotel 

industry, this literature review presents a brief assessment of the sustainable best practices 

adopted by hotels, following the list proposed by Hsieh et al. (2012). 

Among 46 articles (32%) that explicitly address a specific practice mentioned in the 

framework list developed by Hsieh et al. (2012), energy efficiency is the primary (11 articles), 

followed by waste management (10), water conservation (5), reduction of carbon footprint (4), 

environmental education (3), biodiversity/eco-system (3), eco-supply chain and green purchasing 

(2), ecological food (1) and green building (1). 

 
1 One contribution is missing because of its conceptual nature.  



In that context, the role of ecological food appears underexplored in the industry. In fact, the 

organic food can play a vital role in delivering green services to customers (Jang et al., 2011) and 

for that reason it could represent a promising research area in hotel scenario. 

 

Distribution across time period 

The distribution of publications per year is shown in Table III. Overall, the number of articles 

reveal an increasing pattern starting from 2011. In fact, the number of publications grows 

significantly in 2012, jumping from 8 articles in 2011 to 14 articles in 2012 and maintaining 

constant over the next years this average of scientific contributions. This trend demonstrates that 

sustainability has become a major research topic in recent time (Chamorro et al., 2009) and the 

number of studies continues to increase in the hotel industry. 

Moreover, Table I provides information about distribution in terms of the article’s perspective. 

Following the definition given by Myung et al. (2012), papers are classified on whether they are 

management-focused or consumer-focused. The first group is related to sustainable  management 

issues and strategies in the perspective of hoteliers, while the second group is centered on 

consumer behaviors (e.g. revisit intentions) and perceptions (e.g. attitudes) toward hotels that 

implement sustainable practices. 

The results show that the majority of the reviewed articles falls into the management-focused 

group (64%), pointing out the practitioners’ perceptions and commitments toward sustainability 

(e.g. Mittal et al., 2016), while a percentage of 36% is associated to a consumers’ view focusing 

on sustainability’s impact on different consumer dimensions such as purchase attitudes (e.g. Chen 

et al., 2012), behavioural intentions as willingness to pay, word of mouth, visit intentions (e.g. 

Chen et al., 2014) and customers’ satisfaction (e.g. Berezan et al., 2013). 

This literature review also reveals how the interest of hospitality scholars who study 

sustainability in hotel industry has evolved. Until 2011 many researchers investigated mainly 

hotel practitioners’ barriers and motivational factors associated with the implementation of 

sustainability. In contrast, the number of customer-focused articles increased sharply in 2011, 

implying that research on sustainability may be transitioning to a new phase with an emphasis on 

the consumer perspective. Therefore, in recent time the focus has evolved toward a consumer 

perspective (Kim et al., 2017). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table III: Distribution of publications per year. 
 

Year Management-focused Consumer-focused Total 

2017 7 6 13 

2016 7 7 14 

2015 13 11 24 

2014 16 10 26 

2013 8 5 13 

2012 10 4 14 

2011 6 2 8 

2010 2 5 7 

2009 1 1 2 

2008 2  2 

2007 5  5 

2006 5  5 

2005 1  1 

2004 1  1 

2003 1  1 

2002 3  3 

2001 3  3 

Total 91 51 142 

 

 

 
Distribution across research methodologies employed 

 

Table IV presents the distribution of articles by research type (qualitative versus quantitative). 

Overall, a robustly majority of articles employs quantitative methods (97 articles, 68% of total 

articles), whereas qualitative studies represent a portion of 31% of the total contributions (44 

articles). Moreover, one article develops a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods 

(Perez-Pineda et al., 2017). 

As far as the research methodologies according the article’s perspective, a percentage of 56% 

of the management-focused studies employs quantitative methods and nearly the totality (90%) 

of consumer-focused contributions applies quantitative methods. 

Survey-based quantitative methods are predominant, accounting for the 56% of the studies 

(80 articles). Moreover, concerning the management focus articles, data tend to be based on 

samples related to managers who implement sustainable practices, pointing out a lack in 

employees’ perspectives about sustainability. 

Concerning the qualitative methods, case-studies capture the majority of the papers (21 

articles), followed by interviews and site observations (9 articles). Content analysis is used in 9 

contributions mainly published after 2014 and this methodology is applied in the corporate 

website analysis in order to investigate how hotels communicate the implementation of 

sustainability to the external environment. 

As far as the conceptual nature of contributions, literature review is used to investigate 

sustainability both in a consumer’s (Gao et al., 2016) and in a hotel’s perspective (Kasim, 2015), 

theoretical model 



approach is developed in two contributions (Chathoth et al., 2016; Melissen et al., 2016) and 

grounded theory deals with contributions focused on the stakeholder perspective (Nunkoo et al., 

2016). 

 
Table IV: Data collection method. 

Data collection method N. of articles % 
 

Quantitative methods 

Survey 80 56% 

Archival Data 10 7% 

Experiment 7 5% 

 

Case-study 

Qualitative methods 

21 

 

14% 

Content analysis 9 6% 

Interviews and site observations 9 6% 

Theoretical model 2 2% 

Literature review 2 2% 

Grounded theory 1 1% 

  
Mix methods 

 

Mixed method approach 1 1% 

Total 142 100% 

 

 

Distribution across geographical locations of the study 

Due to the nature of the international outlook of the hotel industry, this literature review 

examines also the locations of the studies in order to understand the spread of the sustainable 

issues (Table V). According to Myung et al. (2012), countries are grouped into eight categories to 

provide a continental comparison and studies conducted in more than two locations are grouped 

as a cross-countries. 

Among 138 contributions developed in specific geographical locations, nearly one third is 

conducted in the USA (46 articles), followed by Asia (41 articles), Europe (29 articles), Australia 

(4 articles), Africa (4 articles), South America (4 articles) and Middle East (1 article). 

Moreover, 9 articles that cover more than two countries deal with the cross-countries category. 
 

Table V: Distribution across study locations. 

 

  Study locations N. of articles %  

 
USA 46 33% 

Asia 41 30% 

Europe 29 21% 

Cross countries 9 6% 

Africa 4 3% 

Australia 4 3% 

South America 4 3% 

Middle East 1 1% 

Total 138 100% 



DISCUSSION  

 

This study reviews and analyzes 142 sustainability related research articles, published in 

eight leading hospitality journals during the period 2000-2017. Through the analysis, current 

dominant orientations are identified and the directions for future researches are targeted. 

Synthesizing findings that exist in the literature, this study offers an original all-embracing 

conceptualization of sustainability, adopting the Hotel Sustainable Business Model (Mihalic et 

al., 2012) that has never been applied in a literature review. In that context (Table I), the 

environmental perspective (16%) is largely lacking compare to the economic (46%) and the 

social one (31%). 

In addition, as shown in Table III, in terms of distribution of articles by period, the research 

activity on sustainability literature in the hotel industry has increased over the last few years and a 

sharp increase of publications is revealed starting from 2011. Therefore, the current state of 

research indicates that sustainability is a relatively young but rapidly growing topic within the 

hotel industry.  

In terms of research perspective, the management-focused articles represent the majority of 

the contributions (64%). In that context, the review of the literature interestingly reveals how the 

attention of hospitality scholars who study sustainability has evolved, pointing out that in more 

recent time, articles’ focus has shifted toward a consumers’ perspective. Thus, the adoption of the 

Hotel Sustainable Business Model (Mihalic et al., 2012) emerges as an important value adding 

tool in the literature review because it represents the first sustainability framework that explicitly 

includes the consumers’ perspective in the economic dimension of sustainability. 

In particular, basing on the findings from the literature review, an emerging recent stream of 

study is represented by the focus on the roles of various message frame in motivating customers 

to participate in sustainable practices (e.g. Dimara et al., 2017; Cvelbar et al., 2017; Hanks et al., 

2016). In fact a key strategy for hoteliers is developing persuasive messages with the goal of 

enhancing guests’ voluntary participation in green programs such as towel reuse (Grazzini et al., 

2018; Bapuji et al., 2018) or minimizing food waste initiatives (Antonschmidt and Lund-

Durlacher, 2018) as confirmed by recent publications. In order to capture more specifically the 

aforementioned stream of discussion, a new dimension named “Co-creation” resulting from a 

combination between the social dimension (human capital as organizational culture oriented 

toward sustainability) and the economic dimension (marketing as the guests’ intention to 

participate in sustainable programs) is proposed as an integration of the Hotel Sustainable 

Business Model (Mihalic et al., 2012) for better targeting the future directions of the literature. In 

fact, along with the customers’ willingness to get involved in hotel green initiatives and their 

satisfaction related to ecofriendly programs, also the effort made by the hotels to instill guests’ 

awareness of sustainable issues has come to the forefront. For that reason, sustainability in hotels 

recently appears as a process that needs to be implemented jointly by companies as well as by 



guests in order to be achieved properly. 

Key drivers in conceiving co-creation include the acceleration of consumer knowledge and their 

expectations and the logic of integrating the consumer needs and expectations across the hotel’s 

value chain (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). Basically, the value of sustainability in hotels 

appears as markedly created by the hotel itself and by the customers through active dialogue and 

personalized strategies that enhance in the latter the desire of being exposed to sustainable 

programs and of being an important part that actively contribute to sustainability. Along with the 

importance of consumers’ satisfaction toward sustainability that emerges from the relevance of 

the economic dimension (46%), the significant size of the social dimension (31%) represents a 

valuable finding, pointing out a relatively new trend of sustainability –the majority of 

contributions in the category starts from 2014- as a shared vision with all the relevant 

stakeholders. Within that growing dimension, a relevant number of recent publications try to 

emphasize the concept of managing tourism resources while ensuring the local community’s 

participation (i.e. Kimberly et al., 2017; Perez-Pineda et al., 2017; Nunkoo et al., 2016), adopting 

a community-based approach that allows to understand how the community members can actively 

participate in the tourism development. In order to better capture this stream of discussion, a new 

subcategory named community-based approach is proposed and it constitutes the social 

dimension, together with the subcategories human capital, social capital, power to change 

participation. In the aforementioned new design of the Hotel Sustainable Business Model 

(Mihalic et al., 2012), the subcategory power to change participation becomes mainly focused on 

monitoring the implementation of hotel’s sustainable development strategy and on the 

achievement of environmental quality standards (e.g. ISO 14001 Certificate, 5LEED Building), 

while the new subcategory community-based approach is strongly directed on initiatives that 

protect the rights of local people over their own resources, cultures and traditions (Nair et al., 

2015).However, beside the challenge to ensure that benefits are fairly distributed in the 

community and to minimize the negative impacts on the natural and socio-cultural environment, 

from the findings emerged a new future challenge that consists in proposing possible models to 

facilitate community participation in tourism development. Since heterogeneity of the community 

members is frequently neglected by a multi-stakeholder collaboration from the macro perspective, 

contributions that help in explaining the interactions and cooperation between the community 

members themselves and other stakeholders are fostered.  

Reviewing this body of literature has enabled to identify major research domains related to 

sustainability, creating an organized framework that provides a theoretical foundation for the 

investigations in the hotels context and it enables the identification of research gaps in the 

literature. 

In that context, the main challenge is the adoption of a more integrated approach that is not only 

compliant with standards connected to financial benefits, but it aims at improving 



competitiveness through environmental and social dimensions. It is difficult to manage all the 

three dimensions because potentially sustainability results into three conflicts: grow the economy, 

distribute the growth fairly and in the process do not degrade the eco system (UNWTO, 2005). 

A lack in approaching this comprehensive perspective emerges by this literature review: only 5 

papers address all the three dimensions of sustainability by applying the Triple Bottom Line 

Sustainability model (Assaf et al., 2012), the dimension of “greening” hotel operations in the 

context of corporate social responsibility (Bohdanowicz et al., 2011) and the potential role of 

economic, environmental and social reporting (Prudhomme et al, 2016; Cvelbar et al., 2013; 

Mihalic et al., 2012). 

Finally, concerning the research methodologies employed (Table IV), only a portion of 4% of 

the contributions (5 articles) presents a conceptual nature. The lack of theoretical papers indicates 

the need for more conceptual support to facilitate knowledge building and further empirical 

studies (Knight, 1999), confirming the usefulness of the present study as an advancement for the 

theoretical conceptualization of the topic. 

 
 

Future research implications and study limitations 

 

The findings have several important implications and the need for research attention in some 

areas is found.  

Concerning the economic dimension, the reviewed articles generally suggest that customers 

have positive attitudes and behavioural intentions towards sustainable practices implemented by 

hotels. In fact, consumers with a high degree of consciousness on environmental problems tend to 

prefer to book an environmentally friendly property instead of a non-green property (Han et al., 

2010; 2009). In addition, many guests prefer to stay in an environmentally friendly property not 

only for a matter of intrinsic quality characteristics (e.g., allergen-free features), but also for the 

personal emotions experienced in an environmentally friendly property (e.g., preserving the long-

term maintenance of the environment for the future generations) (Han et al., 2011). In other 

words, such emotional and intangible benefits might drive consumer sustainable preferences in 

the hospitality industry. 

 In addition, according to Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior that considers attitudes as 

precursors of behavioural intentions, some reviewed papers investigate attitudes as key drivers of 

consumers’ behavioral intentions toward green hotels (e.g., Line et al., 2016; Chen et al., 2014; 

Kim et al., 2014; Teng et al., 2014). In particular, according to Han et al., (2011; 2009), 

behavioral intentions in the hotels industry are represented by three elements: intentions to visit 

the hotel, intentions to offer positive recommendations to others and willingness to pay a 

premium price. Lee et al. (2015) showed that green hotel guests were willing to spread positive 

recommendations and revisit the green hotel, whereas they were scarcely motivated to pay a 

premium price. In fact, studies on consumers’ willingness to pay for environmental sustainability 



produced mixed results in the hospitality industry: while some consumers appear unwilling to pay 

a premium price for the offering of green services in hotels (e.g. Gao et al., 2016; Choi et al., 

2015), others are willing to do so (Tang et al., 2017; Kang et al., 2012).  

Concerning the other behavioural intentions, the findings suggest that customers who are 

environmentally friendly have greater intentions to visit a green hotel and to spread word-of-

mouth about a green hotel and they actually do so (Han et al., 2011; 2010; 2009).  

In that context, it is challenging to investigate customers’ attitudes and behavioural intentions in a 

real hotel setting, because while many customers indicate that they would participate in green 

practices or they express positive behavioral intentions toward green hotels, their actual behaviors 

might not correspond with their stated intentions (i.e. actually purchase a hotel that proposes 

green initiatives). 

In relation to the environmental dimension, only one study explores how the hotels train and 

motivate employees (Chan et al., 2017) in order to address sustainability. Due to the fact that this 

industry is a high contact service system where the relationships between consumers and 

employees can coproduce and co-create numerous challenges (Williams, 2006), a future focus on 

the role of employees education as key success factor for sustainability could be a relevant stream 

of study. Thus, in that scenario it would be valuable to deepen the concept of social 

entrepreneurship presented in a paper reviewed (Yeh at al., 2016) that can involve educating 

people and creating social awareness of the value of greening.  

In fact, the study of environmental training is important because diffusion of environmental 

practices begins with the development of human resource capabilities through training. In that 

perspective, it is important to analyze the topic of environmental training under the lens of the 

findings emerged in an article reviewed (Huang et al., 2014) that showed that environmental 

protection consciousness positively affects environmentally friendly behaviours of people. Since 

beliefs about a concept have a considerable and direct impact on the individual’s attitude toward 

that concept (Fishbein, 1963), it is relevant to consider also the personal beliefs about 

environmental issues as key factors in influencing the development of personal capabilities 

through environmental training. In particular, increased environmental awareness could increase 

the acceptance of green initiatives while supporting socially responsible business. It may be also 

beneficial for future research to analyze the relationship between environmental training and 

behavioral changes of employees, taking into account the personal beliefs regarding 

environmental issues as previously mentioned. 

Concerning the social dimension, given that only one study investigates travel agency 

salespeople’s environmentally-friendly behavior in a business to consumer context (Chen et al., 

2014), future researches on the influential role of tourism service providers are needed. 

Accordingly, as the relevance of online tourism has come to the forefront in the last years (Kim et 

al., 2011), it would be important to deepen the research focus on the online travel agencies (e.g. 



Booking.com) as well as on the online travel forum (e.g. Tripadvisor) in order to understand their 

role in implementing sustainability in a business to consumer view.  

Along with the aforementioned stream of discussion, the adoption of a community-based 

approach in analyzing tourism development could be beneficial because it takes into account the 

involvement of different stakeholders as local communities, visitors and hotels through 

combining multiple point of views (i.e. improving the appreciation not only for the nature but 

also for the local culture as a part of the visitors experience, providing alternative employment for 

local communities, increasing visitors and locals awareness of conservation efforts, supporting 

the protection of natural areas by generating economic benefits,).  

In addition, within the social dimension, the cultural subcategory appears as unexplored. In that 

scenario, basing on the indicators list developed by Mihalic et al. (2012), the investigation of the 

topic of food through examining the proportion of local dishes on offer could represent a 

promising field of research. In fact, food can play a vital role in delivering green services to 

customers (Jang et al., 2011). Moreover, the topic of local food remains largely unexplored in 

hotels because, as emerged in the literature review, the majority of research efforts have been 

focused on the analysis of different sustainable practices in hospitality such as recycling 

programs, energy efficiency, water conservation, waste management (i.e. Dimara et al., 2017; 

Chan, 2008, 2004; Mensah, 2006). 

In conclusion, it is important to note that not all possible articles have been found in the 

literature review because the research was limited to contributions published in specific journals 

during a certain time frame (2000 to 2017). Therefore, the identified dominant orientations of 

sustainability in hotel industry may differ when analyzing articles published in other journals and 

during a different research period. Moreover, this review is not meant to be interpreted as 

exhaustive. In fact, as the nature of the analysis and synthesis is interpretive and subjective, 

scholars who take a different approach may interpret and organize the literature in different ways. 
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Appendix A. Summary of references papers for literature review by author(s), year and 

dimension of sustainability. 
 
 

Journal title (alphabetical order) Author/s (Year order) Sustainability dimension 
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Abstract: This paper aims at exploring the impact of green food on consumers’ purchase attitudes
toward a hotel stay and on consumers’ behavioral intentions (i.e., intention to visit the hotel, intention
to offer positive recommendations to others and willingness to pay a premium price), focusing on an
Italian perspective where the food is a worldwide famous cultural element. This research employed
a survey sent out by email to a database of contacts provided by an Italian company that operates
in tourism. Data collection was completed in four weeks and the initial dataset counted 3586 of
target respondents. A total of 302 surveys were completed and the data were analyzed through
structural equation modeling (SEM). Firstly, an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was performed,
followed by a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) that leads to the estimation of the structural model.
The results show that personal beliefs toward green food are positively associated with respondents’
purchase attitudes toward green food. Moreover, stronger purchase attitudes toward green food lead
to more favorable purchase attitudes toward hotels that offer green food, further substantiating the
investigation about whether or not consumers’ attitudes employ similar concerns on sustainability
for their daily purchases as well as for vacation products and services. In turn, the latter purchase
attitudes are positively associated with individual behavioral intentions toward hotels that offer
green food.

Keywords: sustainable food; green food; sustainability in hotels; consumer beliefs; purchase attitudes;
behavioral intentions; structural equation modelling

1. Introduction

The supply-side of the tourism industry is trying to adopt sustainable practices [1,2] and,
increasingly, going green emerged as a valuable competitive strategy in the hospitality industry [3–5].
As a result, hotel managers need to acquire a greater understanding of current and potential customers’
desires and intentions for green consumption [3].

Despite some research efforts that have been focused in examining different sustainable
practices in hospitality such as recycling programs, energy efficiency, water conservation, and waste
management [6–9], the topic of food sustainability remains unexplored in this context, although the
phenomenon is highly relevant, considering the experiential nature of the services and the products
offered in the industry [10].

This study aims at addressing this omission. In fact, food can play an essential role in offering
green services to customers [11]. More specifically, this paper aims at exploring the impact of green
food on consumers’ purchase attitudes toward a hotel stay and on consumers’ behavioral intentions
(i.e., intention to visit the hotel, intention to offer positive recommendations to others and willingness
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to pay a premium price), putting a step further in the investigation about whether or not customers’
concerns on sustainability are similar for their daily purchases as well as for their hotel stays.

In addition, the paper provides an all-embracing definition of food sustainability, addressing
different dimensions of greenness. In fact, according to some scholars [11,12] it is safe to assume
that the concept of green food embeds three main elements such as organic farming, locally
grown food, and environmental sustainability. Thus, in addition to locally grown food seen to
be produced and consumed within a particular geographical area, reducing the pollution associated
with transportation [13], the concepts of organic farming and environmental sustainability emerge
as fundamental. In particular, organic farming, as described by Hu et al. [14], prohibits the use
of toxic synthetic pesticides and fertilizers, and the environmentally sustainable food supports the
long-term maintenance of ecosystems and agriculture for the future generations [14]. In particular,
the consumption of food with low environmental impacts is protective and respectful of biodiversity,
culturally acceptable, economically fair because it optimizes natural and human resources [15].
In addition, it refers to animal welfare [16], the empowerment of the local culture and the avoidance of
any forms of cultural destruction [17].

Basing on the aforementioned concepts, this research aims at investigating an all-embracing
dimension of food sustainability considering three main components derived from the literature
(i.e., organic farming, locally grown food, and environmental sustainability). The originality of the
research lies in exploring the topic of food sustainability in the hotel scenario that is often defined by
scholars in the field as an underexplored perspective [18].

In the following sections, the theoretical background of this study and the research hypotheses
are presented. Then, this paper develops an empirical survey that tests the hypothesis through
structural equation modeling (SEM). The conclusion and the managerial implications of the results are
hereafter developed.

2. Literature Review and Research Hypothesis

2.1. Consumers’ Beliefs Toward Green Food

Many scholars argued that beliefs about a concept have a considerable and direct impact on the
individual’s attitude toward that concept [19,20]. In particular, beliefs are considered to be cognitively
derived structures, while attitudes emerged to be evaluative in nature [19]. In that perspective, beliefs
are key components in the creation of attitudes since attitudes toward an object flow logically and
automatically from an individual’s beliefs concerning the aforementioned object [20].

In the hospitality literature, when consumers believe that green consumption decisions will
benefit themselves as well as the external environment, they are more in favor of behaving in an
environmentally responsible way. In particular, Huang et al. [21] showed that environmental protection
consciousness positively affects environmentally friendly behavior of hotel guests.

Therefore, environmental concerns are positively related to consumers’ intentions to purchase
green products. For instance, Laroche et al. [22] found that environmentally conscious customers
who consider ecological issues have a positive attitude toward green behaviors. In addition, in the
hospitality industry, Manaktola and Jauhari [4] found that customers that have a great awareness of
problems regarding the environment prefer to make eco-friendly purchases.

This research supports the notion of the positive relation between beliefs and purchase attitudes,
and it postulates the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Consumers’ beliefs about green food attributes have a positive impact on general purchase
attitudes toward green food.

This paper focuses on an all-embracing concept of green food that considers different dimensions
of greenness as derived from the literature [11,12]. Accordingly, it is safe to assume that the concept
of green food includes three main components such as organic farming, locally grown food, and
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environmental sustainability. Organic farming refers to agriculture products produced without using
pesticides, antibiotics, and genetic modifications [14], local food is seen as produced and consumed
within a particular geographical area and environmentally sustainable food is showed as protective
and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems [15]. In addition, the latter dimension includes also
animal welfare [16], the empowerment of the local culture and the avoidance of any forms of cultural
destruction [17].

2.2. Consumers’ Purchase Attitudes Toward Green Food in the Hotel Industry

This research aims at investigating whether or not consumers’ concerns on sustainability are
similar for their daily purchases as well as for their vacation products and services (i.e., hotel stay).

In that context, although it seems rational and logical to suppose that individuals who adopt
environmentally friendly behaviors at home will also show environmental awareness in a hotel setting,
few studies investigate this empirically [23].

Moreover, while environmentally friendly behaviors in household settings have been broadly
investigated, research in hospitality settings is scant [24]. For instance, Clark and Finley [25] found
that the degree to which people show awareness of problems concerning the climate change and
future water shortages displayed positive and significant correlations with the intention to implement
specific water conservation practices at home. Additionally, Gregory and Di Leo [26] suggested that
environmental awareness, personal involvement, habits and situational factors (e.g., income) emerged
as key drivers for implementing water consumption behaviors in the household settings.

Prior research revealed that environmentally friendly behaviors are more persistent in a household
setting while such behaviors in a hotel setting are strongly related to external aspects such as
personal comfort, convenience, and cost [24]. In particular, given an increasing awareness of
ecological problems, consumers engage in environmentally friendly behaviors in their everyday
purchases [25,27]. As environmental awareness increases, consumers with a high degree of
consciousness on environmental problems make effort to solve them and they tend to prefer to
book an environmentally friendly property instead of a non-green property [3,4,28,29].

For example, many guests prefer to stay in an environmentally friendly property not only for a
matter of intrinsic quality characteristics (e.g., allergen-free features), but also for the personal emotions
experienced in an environmentally friendly property (e.g., preserving the long-term maintenance
of the environment for the future generations) [28]. In other words, such emotional and intangible
benefits might drive consumer preferences in the hospitality industry. Additionally, Pereira et al. [30]
emphasized that individuals who recognized the importance of sustainable issues in daily purchases
are in favor of acknowledging the relevance of purchasing sustainable product also in the hospitality
context. Moreover, the authors stated that the concept of sustainability emerged as essential in relation
to vacation products and services.

Therefore, this paper expects that general purchase attitudes toward green food will significantly
affect purchase attitudes toward a hotel that offers green food. Hence the following hypothesis
is proposed:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). General purchase attitudes toward green food positively impact purchase attitudes toward
a hotel that offers green food.

2.3. Consumers’ Behavioral Intentions Toward Green Food in Hotel Industry

The link between attitudes and behavioral intentions has been broadly investigated and it
continues to be studied in the consumer behavior literature. The theory of planned behavior [29,31]
postulates that individual’s behavioral intentions derived from personal attitudes toward the
behavior. Accordingly, for the theory of planned behavior, attitudes are antecedents to behavioral
intentions [29,31], while beliefs represent the immediate precursor of attitudes [32,33].
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Basing on Ajzen’s [33] theory of planned behavior, some scholars have investigated attitudes as
key drivers of consumers’ behavioral intentions toward green hotels and restaurants (e.g., [34–38]).

According to Han et al., [3,28], within the hospitality literature, behavioral intentions were
represented by three elements: intentions to visit the hotel, intentions to offer positive recommendations
to others and willingness to pay a premium price.

In particular, Lee et al. [38] showed that green hotel guests were willing to spread positive
recommendations and revisit the green hotel, whereas they were scarcely motivated to pay a premium
price. In fact, studies on consumers’ willingness to pay for environmental sustainability produced
mixed results in the hospitality industry. In particular, some consumers appear unwilling to pay a
premium price for the offering of green services in hotels [4,39,40], while others are willing to do
so [41–43].

Despite the conflicting findings, this research supports the perspective of the positive relation
between purchase attitudes and behavioral intentions, proposing the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). Purchase attitudes toward a hotel that offers green food positively impact Willingness to
Pay (WTP) for a hotel that offers green food.

Concerning the other behavioral intentions, the intention to visit a green hotel is a behavior
that contains elements of personal morality and social responsibility [35], while word of mouth
represents a powerful and valuable tool in transferring information within the hospitality industry [44].
In that context, prior researches suggest that customers who are environmentally friendly have greater
intentions to visit a green hotel and to spread word-of-mouth about a green hotel and they actually do
so [3,28,29]. Therefore, this study postulates the following:

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). Purchase attitudes toward a hotel that offers green food positively impact intention to
visit (ITV) a hotel that offers green food.

Hypothesis 3c (H3c). Purchase attitudes toward a hotel that offers green food positively impact word of mouth
(WOM) about a hotel that offers green food.

In conclusion, this paper adopts the aforementioned theoretical foundation from which the
following conceptual model is derived (see Figure 1):
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Figure 1. The conceptual model.

Based on the aforementioned theoretical framework, this study aims at investigating the impact
of consumers’ beliefs about green food (CBGF) on consumers’ purchase attitudes toward daily green
food purchases (GPAGF), which are likely to affect the purchase attitudes toward a hotel that offer
green food (HPAGF). In turn, the conceptual model hypothesizes that the latter purchase attitudes
influence individual behavioral intentions toward hotels that offer green food (i.e., willingness to pay
a premium price [WTP], intention to visit [ITV], intention to offer positive recommendations [WOM]).

3. Methodology

3.1. The Questionnaire

The questionnaire consists of five sections and the measures derived from a wide review of
the literature.
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Table 1. Constructs, items, and sources.

Construct Items # Key Areas Scale Items (Item Loading) Source

Consumers perceptions about green food attributes:

Consumer beliefs about
green food attributes (CBGF)

FBE 1 Environment It is related to environmental protection (0.73)

[45–47]

FBE 2 Environment It not breaks the balance of the nature (0.80)
FBE 3 Environment It is produced with acceptance of ethical standard (0.72)
FBH 1 Health It supports a healthy diet (0.74)
FBH 2 Health It has no harmful ingredients (0.84)
FBH 3 Health It has high safety standards (0.77)

FBS Sensory It has a pleasant taste (0.61)
FBP Price It has not a good value-for-money (0.41)

General purchase attitudes
toward green food (GPAGF)

GPAO 1 Price I do not mind paying higher prices for organic food (0.58)

[48,49]
GPAO 2 Health It is important for me to buy natural products (0.81)
GPAI 1 Information To me product information is of high importance. I need to know what the product contains (0.89)
GPAI 2 Information I compare labels to select the food that I consider more beneficial to health (0.74)
GPAL Ethical concerns I prefer to buy food produced in my country (0.44)

When I consider buying a vacation in hotel, I consider important that:

Purchase attitudes toward a
hotel that offers green food

(HPAGF)

HPAB 1 Brand The food has brand as a trustful element for certifying food production methods (0.90)

[50–52]

HPAB 2 Brand The food has brand as a trustful element for certifying environmentally friendly food (0.89)
HPAH 1 Health The food contains natural ingredients (0.90)
HPAH 2 Health The food contains no artificial ingredients (0.77)
HPAH 3 Health The food is certified free of chemicals and hormone residues (0.89)
HPAE 1 Environment The food is produced in a way that preserves its natural goodness (0.86)
HPAE 2 Environment The food is produced in an environmentally friendly way (0.85)
HPAE 4 Environment The food is produced in a way that has not shaken the balance of nature (0.79)
HPAL Local The food is grown locally (0.46)
HPAP Price The food served in the hotel has a good value-for-money (0.41)

Willingness to pay (WTP)
WTP1 I am willing to spend extra to stay in a hotel that offers green food (0.98)

[28,29,34,38,52]

WTP2 It is acceptable to pay more for a hotel that offers green food (0.89)
WTP3 I am willing to pay more for a hotel that offers green food (0.91)

Intention to visit (ITV)
ITV1 I am willing to stay at a hotel that offers green food when I’m travelling (0.62)
ITV2 I plan to stay at a hotel that offers green food when I’m travelling (0.82)
ITV3 I will make an effort to stay at a hotel that offers green food when I’m travelling (0.82)

Word of mouth (WOM)
WOM1 If someone is looking for a hotel, I will suggest to him/her to stay in a hotel that offers green food (0.75)
WOM2 I will positively talk about an hotel that serves green food (0.40)
WOM3 I encourage my friends and relative to stay in a hotel that offers green food (0.72)
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The first section refers to personal beliefs about green food attributes. Survey participants were
asked to indicate for a variety of green food attributes their level of agreement or disagreement
according to a seven-point Likert scale. Measures for consumers’ beliefs toward green food attributes
were adopted from prior researches focused on green products [45,46]. The measurement scale
comprised eight items taking the form: “How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following
statements?”. Following the studies mentioned above, four key attributes’ areas emerged related to
environment, health, sensory, and price (Table 1).

The second section aims at investigating the general purchase attitudes toward green food in
everyday lives. Respondents were asked to evaluate their level of agreement on each item on a
seven-point Likert scale. The five statements of this questionnaire’s section were derived from a food
choice questionnaire (FCQ) as described by Steptoe et al. [48] and a food-related lifestyle questionnaire
developed by Grunert et al. [49]. In particular, the FCQ consisted of items referring to aspects such
as health, price and ethical concerns, while the items derived from Grunert et al. [49] referred to the
importance of product information (Table 1).

The third section contains questions to evaluate purchase attitudes toward a hotel that offers
green food. The measurement scale comprised ten items taking the form: “When I consider buying a
vacation in hotel, I consider important that”, ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).
In particular, eight items were adapted from Lockie’s et al. [50] food consumption questionnaire
pointing out different key attributes’ areas related to health, environmental protection, locally grown
or not, and price (Table 1). In addition, two items were adapted from Krystallis et al. [51] range of trust
items that comprise trust in a quality logo and trust food certification bodies. The items were slightly
modified for the context of trust a food brand in a hotel (Table 1).

The fourth section explores the behavioral intentions: the key dimensions of behavioral intentions
include revisit intention, word-of-mouth intention and willingness to pay [53]. The measurement
items were generated in coherence with previous researches [28,29,34,38]. In particular, the items were
adapted for the context of a hotel that offers green food and all the constructs were measured with
multiple items through a seven-point Likert scale. Multi-item scales were used to assess the constructs
(Table 1).

The last section includes questions about demographic information such as gender, age, level of
education, household income and frequency of a hotel stay in the past 12 months [28].

3.2. Data Collection and Sample Characteristics

This research employed a survey that was developed and refined in collaboration with two
experts of the topic from academia and two from tourism business field. A pretest on a subsample of
40 respondents was conducted in order to verify the efficacy of the constructs.

Therefore, an online survey was conducted, and a questionnaire was purposefully designed
through Google Form. The utilization of an online survey is becoming acceptable in the academic
research because it is easier to obtain more candid response [28,29].

The opening instructions of the survey defined clearly the concept of green food as understood
to be organic, local and sustainable [11,12]. In particular the survey opens as follows: The following
questionnaire aims at investigating the concept of green food within the hotel industry. Based on the
definition adopted from the literature [11,12], the term green food refers equally to organic certified
food (i.e., food produced without the use of chemicals), locally grown food (i.e., food produced
and consumed within a particular geographical area), environmentally sustainable food (i.e., food
protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems). The survey was sent out by email to a
database of contacts provided by an Italian domestic hotel chain that manages three seaside resorts
located in the south of Italy. The target consumers of the three resorts are homogeneous and the services
offered are similar and standardized among the three resorts. The database comprised potential clients
who have asked for a quotation through the company website (from October 2016 to May 2017).
The domestic hotel chain was chosen as a set of analysis due to its scarce sensibility to sustainable
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issues in tourism. In that way, the domestic hotel chain represents a neutral setting that guarantees
candid response based on respondents’ personal opinions. Additionally, the authors chose to focus
specifically on the potential customers in order to rely on objective point of views not influenced by
the stay at the hotels.

Data collection took place from 10 July 2017 to 6 August 2017, with one reminder email sent on
30 July 2017. The collection of questionnaires complied with Italian privacy laws and aggregate use of
the data was assured to the respondents. Data collection was completed in four weeks and the initial
dataset counted 3.586 of target respondents. A total of 302 surveys were completed and usable for an
8.42% of response rate.

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of the sample.

Table 2. Sample characteristics.

Demographic Count (%)

Gender
Female 148 49.0
Male 154 51.0

Age
Born between 1946 and 1964 (Baby Boomers) 82 27.2

Born between 1965 and 1980 (Gen X) 165 54.6
Born between 1981 and 2000 (Gen Y) 55 18.2

Study level
Primary School 17 5.6

High School 145 48.0
University Degree 114 37.7

Post-graduate professional degree 21 7.0
Ph.D. 5 1.7

Income
<15,000 42 13.9

between 15,001 and 28,000 131 43.4
between 28.001 and 55,000 106 35.1
between 55,001 and 75,000 21 7.0

>75,001 2 0.7

Number of times stayed in hotels in the past 12
months
None 6 2.0
Once 75 24.8

between 2 and 4 167 55.3
more than 4 54 17.9

4. Data Analysis and Results

4.1. Preliminary Data Analysis

In order to verify the set of theoretical hypotheses, this study employed the correlation-based
structural equation modelling (CB-SEM). This type of method is more suitable for theory testing,
especially in case of not too complex models with a sufficiently large number of observations [54].

Before starting the analysis of the CB-SEM, some preliminary data analyses were performed to
address the following issues: non-response bias, multicollinearity, common method variance (CMV).

The preliminary data analysis and the exploratory factor analysis (EFA) were performed with
SPSS (v. 23). Instead, the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and the estimation of the structural model
were performed with the R package, lavaan.

This research employed late respondents as a proxy for non respondents to check for nonresponse
bias, and the t-test to compare the differences between early and late respondents. The findings do not
display significant differences, suggesting that nonresponse bias is not an issue in this study.
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The VIF scores were calculated to test the possible multicollinearity: all the variance inflation
factors range from 1.29 to 1.81, largely below the suggested threshold of five [55].

During the development of the survey and the data collection, the best practices to control
the CMV were followed such as assuring anonymity to the respondents and avoiding items’ social
desirability, demand characteristics and ambiguity [56]. Once the data were collected, Harman’s
single-factor test was employed to verify the presence of common method bias [56]. The first single
factor in the unrotated factor matrix explained the 37.5% of the variance, fairly below the suggested
50% threshold.

4.2. The Analysis of Reliability, Convergent and Discriminant Validity

The model was also tested to check the level of reliability, convergent validity, and
discriminant validity.

Reliability was assessed reporting the Cronbach’s alpha (CA) and the Composite Reliability (CR)
scores (Table 3). The findings suggest that they are all above the recommended threshold of 0.7 [57].

Almost all the average variances extracted (AVE) exceed the recommended threshold of 0.5,
suggesting convergent validity [58]. In that context, only the CPGF constructs appear slightly below
the threshold (0.42).

Anyway, since the squared root of AVE is always greater than each of the other inter-constructs
correlations, this evidence suggests the presence of discriminant validity [58].

Table 3. Assessment of constructs’ convergent and discriminant validity.

Constructs M SD CR CA AVE 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. CBGF 5.39 0.94 0.85 0.85 0.42 0.65
2. GPAGF 5.91 0.96 0.86 0.75 0.52 0.46 0.72
3. HPAGF 6.01 0.98 0.93 0.94 0.81 0.39 0.63 0.90
4. WTP 4.64 1.56 0.93 0.93 0.82 0.31 0.39 0.38 0.91
5. ITV 4.66 1.44 0.87 0.86 0.69 0.43 0.56 0.48 0.73 0.83
6. WOM 5.44 1.26 0.86 0.85 0.68 0.49 0.59 0.52 0.69 0.80 0.82

1. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; CR = Composite reliability; CA = Cronbach’s alpha; AVE = average
variance extracted. 2. Numbers on the diagonal are the square root of AVEs. The other numbers are correlations
among constructs.

4.3. Results of the Measurement Model

To test the measurement model, an EFA was first performed and, in terms of factor loadings, all
the items’ loadings are greater than 0.5, except for two that are greater than 0.4 (Table 1). Anyway, also
values greater than 0.4 are considered statistically significant factor loadings [57] due to the relevant
sample size of the study.

The measurement model was also validated employing CFA, and the results display an adequate
fit index, suggesting good fit between measurement model and data (Table 3). The CFA displays a χ2

of 1170.3 with 480 df and a ratio of χ2/df equal to 2.43, less than 3:1 as suggested in the literature [57].
The other indices CFI = 0.90, GFI = 0.97, AGFI = 0.96 and RMSEA = 0.069 respect the recommended
threshold for good fit [57].

The resulting model strongly supports the theoretical hypothesis (Table 4).

Table 4. Results of the structural model.

Hypothesis Path Estimate Standard Error z-Value p-Value Decision

H1 GPAGF← CBGF 0.54 0.07 7.95 0.000 Supported
H2 HPAGF← GPAGF 0.74 0.07 10.59 0.000 Supported
H3a WTP← HPAGF 0.69 0.10 7.06 0.000 Supported
H3b ITV← HPAGF 0.80 0.10 8.25 0.000 Supported
H3c WOM← HPAGF 0.88 0.09 9.57 0.000 Supported
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The results show that the relationship between consumer beliefs about green food attributes
(CPGF) and general purchase attitudes towards green food (GPAGF)—i.e., H1—is significant due to
the presence of a positive coefficient of 0.54 and p-value < 0.001.

The second hypothesis (H2) which represents the relation between general purchase attitudes
toward green food (GPAGF) and the purchase attitudes toward a hotel that offers green food (HPAGF)
is supported given the presence of a coefficient of 0.74 and p-value < 0.001.

Lastly, concerning the three hypotheses about the impact of the purchase attitudes toward a hotel
that offers green food (HPAGF) on the consumers’ behavioral intentions, the empirical results support
all of them, in fact:

- H3a that hypothesizes the positive relation between HPAGF and willingness to pay (WTP) is
supported by the presence of a positive coefficient of 0.69 and p-value < 0.001;

- H3b that hypothesizes the relation between HPAGF and intention to visit (ITV) is supported by
the presence of a positive coefficient of 0.80 and p-value < 0.001;

- H3c that hypothesizes the relation between HPAGF and intention to give positive
recommendations to others (WOM) is supported by the presence of a positive coefficient of
0.88 and p-value < 0.001.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

This study aims at exploring the impact of green food on consumers’ purchase attitudes toward
a hotel stay and on consumers’ behavioral intentions (i.e., intention to visit the hotel, intention to
offer positive recommendations to others and willingness to pay a premium), focusing on an Italian
perspective. Prior researches showed that the concept of food sustainability in the hospitality industry
appears underexplored since more relevance was given to the investigation of other sustainable
practices in the field such as recycling programs (i.e., towel reuse) and energy efficiency [6,7].

The results show that personal beliefs toward green food, as immediate precursors to the
attitudes [32,33], are positively associated with respondents’ purchase attitudes toward green food.
Moreover, stronger purchase attitudes toward green food lead to greater purchase attitudes toward
hotels that offer green food. Hence, both H1 and H2 are supported.

In turn, the latter purchase attitudes are positively associated with individual behavioral intentions
toward hotels that offer green food. Hence H3a, H3b, H3c are also supported. These results
are in line with the previous research findings [4,26,29] in terms of attitudes as antecedents to
behavioral intentions.

Hence, beliefs are found to positively affect purchase attitudes toward green food, which exert a
positive influence on purchase attitudes toward a hotel that offers green food which, in turn, contribute
to more favorable behavioral intentions.

Moreover, the significant and positive effect between general purchase attitudes toward green
food and purchase attitudes toward a hotel that offers green food puts a step further in the investigation
about whether or not consumers’ considerations on sustainable issues regarding green food are similar
for their daily purchases as well as for vacation products and services. Since few studies investigate this
empirically [23], the research findings are particularly relevant because they strengthen an unexplored
relation and they shed light upon the topic of green food that represents an underexplored perspective
in the hospitality context [20]. In addition, the findings are in line with the theoretical concept of
selfish altruism proposed by Miller [59]. Miller [59] emphasized this concept by describing how
environmentally conscious consumers are more disposed to purchase products that are of benefit
to them as well as to the external environment, rather than just to the rest of world. The fact that
the H3a, H3b, and H3c are supported with positive and significant coefficients corroborates and
validates the concept of selfish altruism. In other words, in the case of green food the personal
(healthiness/wellbeing) and external (environmental) benefits appear well balanced and mixed
together. In fact, the term green food embeds the concept of organic farming, locally grown food, and
environmental sustainability—features that in turn contribute to the environmental protection and



Sustainability 2018, 10, 3404 10 of 13

offer nutritional and health advantages. Moreover, the originality of the paper lies in adopting the
aforementioned all-embracing concept of food sustainability composed by three different dimensions
of greenness derived from the literature [11,12] such as organic farming, locally grown food, and
environmental sustainability.

Adopting a pragmatic lens, the current study could be considered as a precursor of an emerging
field in tourism called agritourism and it sheds light upon the readiness of the market toward this new
trend. In particular, agritourism offers farmers the possibility of diversifying and becoming hoteliers
through on-farm touristic activities. This helps to maintain the viability of active farms and rural
communities and to promote agricultural resources, traditions and culture.

Additionally, the study provides practitioners with a detailed understanding of consumer
attitudes and behavioral intentions toward green food in hotel industry, revealing that it is important for
hotels to implement promotional incentives in order to make their green practices visible to consumers.
In particular, they should effectively communicate the hotel’s comprehensive green food philosophy in
order to ensure that guests are well-informed. In that context, redesigning hotel menus by presenting
information on the nutritional qualities of food together with the indication of the food provenance
could be an important issue to address the need of health and personal well-being consciousness and
to foster the progress of hospitality practitioners towards the goal of environmental sustainability.

While the current research has shed some lights on several significant issues, there are some
limitations that reveal the opportunity for future studies. First, future studies should include other
cultures for further comparisons since the study has a marked Italian perspective. Hence, one should
be careful with any generalizations to other cultures. Second, it is important to note that the current
research tested for behavioral intentions, which do not necessarily lead to actual behaviors (i.e., actually
purchase a hotel that offers green food). In particular, for future studies, a valuable attempt would be
represented by the investigation of actual tourists’ consumption patterns in response to green food
promotional campaigns in a real hotel setting. In addition, since from the literature the concept of
food sustainability embeds three main components (i.e., organic farming, locally grown food, and
environmental sustainability), future research should investigate the influential power of each specific
dimension of greenness in promoting food sustainability in the hotel industry.
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Abstract 

The roles of food in sustainable operations in hospitality are receiving increasing attention. At the 

same time, how hospitality providers can support the general trend towards “green” – organic, local 

and sustainable – food with persuasive messaging attached to their presentation of food on buffets (or 

menus) remains unclear. This paper presents rare research examining the effects of persuasion on 

actual behavior in a realistic hotel setting. The study reports on a field experiment comparing the 

effectiveness of informative appeals (local origin, organic production and sustainable/ethical 

production), experiential appeals and normative appeals on hotel guests’ food consumption. The 

findings show that experiential appeals using a combination of visual, emotional and participatory 

cues outperform informative and normative messages. This study advances research on persuasive 

communication for sustainability by emphasizing that “experiential” appeals are preferable over 

rational or normative appeals in experience-driven and hedonistic consumption settings such as food 

consumption on holidays. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

“Green food” is organic, local, and ethically produced food. Food is a relatively accessible vehicle for 

sustainability-orientated transformations of consumer behavior in tourism and hospitality contexts. This is 

because in the case of tourists’ food consumption, altruistic and egoistic consumer benefits are more closely 

aligned than with other tourism elements such as transportation or accommodation (see Hardeman et al., 2017). 

Accordingly, hospitality businesses including hotels are increasingly realizing that “greening” the food and 

beverage aspect can be an effective means to make environmental and social contributions and operate more 

responsibly (Wang et al., 2013). Using local, organically and ethically produced food, can ensure greener 

supply chains and reduce the carbon footprint through reduced transportation needs of supplied food, reduced 

application of pesticide and by supporting local and small-scaled agriculture. Against this background, backing 

growing consumer interest by further nurturing consumption of green foods in tourism contexts is a relevant 

issue. 

Nevertheless, caution is necessary about directly generalizing an increase in declared interests in green 

food consumption at home or in restaurants (Lu & Gursoy, 2017) to tourism contexts. Existing research on 

sustainable consumer behavior in tourism, and beyond, consistently indicates a strong attitude-behavior gap 

(Auger & Devinney, 2007; Carrington et al., 2010; Gupta & Ogden, 2009). This gap supports the view that 

while evidence shows encouraging fractions of tourists declaring responsible attitudes such as support for 

sustainable practices at home, a preference for sustainable holiday options and a willingness to implement 

sustainable behavior while on holiday, consequent alteration of actual tourist behaviors does not seem to 

happen to a comparable degree (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014). This attitude-behavior discrepancy may be due to 

the fact that tourism is perceived as being an exceptional situation, endowed with a “social license” to 

hedonistic behaviors seeking to experience happiness, enjoyment, and pleasure (Cohen et al., 2014; Gössling 

& Buckley, 2016; Miao & Wei, 2013) in a selfish manner (McKercher, 2015).  

Whatever the reasons may be, the attitude-behavior discrepancy has at least two implications, one 

regarding content and one regarding methods. The first implication is that while sustainability mainstreaming 

may have been successful in changing what people feel is proper to say when publicly asked about their tourism 

behavior, there seems to still be substantial work to do when it comes to changing actual consumer behavior 

while on vacation. Smartly designed persuasive communication could be a suitable means to induce truly 



behavioral shifts towards sustainability (Hardeman et al., 2017; Shahzalal & Font, 2018; Warren et al., 2017; 

Wehrli et al., 2017). The question however remains how to formulate such persuasive messages convincingly 

in order to result in the desired behavioral changes (see Font et al., 2017). While evidence indicates that 

informative, experiential or normative communications differ in their influence on consumer choice, it has not 

yet been thoroughly investigated how these appeals relate to the topic of tourists’ sustainable food 

consumption. Food consumption is complex and combines emotional and rational as well individual and 

collective considerations in decision-making (White & Simpson, 2013). 

In the specific context of tourists’ food consumption an additional complexity occurs: both research 

and communication practice suffer from a lack of clarity about what is understood as “green food” and what 

drives its consumption (Jang et al., 2011; LaVecchia, 2008), usually treating organic, local and sustainable 

dimensions analogously. This lack in differentiation is not helpful in understanding how effective persuasive 

messages to consume more “green food” can be formulated as food consumption is linked to a varied set of 

motivations, including, pleasure, health and pro-environmental behavior (Lo et al., 2017). Therefore, first, this 

research aims to understand which dimensions of greenness (organic, local, sustainable) should be emphasized 

in persuasive communication aiming at making tourists’ food consumption more sustainable. Second, this 

research also scrutinizes what type of persuasive communication (informative, experiential, normative) is most 

appropriate to nurture tourists’ consumption of green food. 

The second implication from the attitude-behavior gap questions the external validity of survey-based 

studies in understanding sustainable tourist behavior due to distortions caused by social desirability bias and 

calls for experiments and quasi-experiments as better approaches to generate tenable insights in this topic area 

(Woodside, 2010). Therefore, this research implements a field experiment of persuasive messages being 

exposed to tourists at an Italian hotel and measures their subsequent consumption of vegetables from the buffet. 

The study is among very few which study persuasion towards more sustainable (and healthy) food consumption 

in hotels in a realistic and behavioral orientated setting. The insights gained from comparing different 

persuasion approaches can help hotels to conceive persuasion and communication strategies that effectively 

support joint efforts of consumers and providers to more sustainable and responsible operations. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 



2.1. Persuasion for sustainable consumption in tourism 

Tourism businesses that integrate sustainable practices often face challenges in effectively 

communicating their commitment to sustainability as well as the resulting customer benefits and to incentivize 

customers to collaborate to jointly obtain more sustainable results (Font et al., 2016; Hardeman et al., 2017; 

Villarino & Font, 2015). Some question the effectiveness of an overly pronounced focus on sustainability 

labelling and advertising (Parguel et al., 2011; Park & Millar, 2016). While recognizing it is challenging to 

encourage consumers to behave in a sustainable manner (Luchs et al., 2010), existing literature provides 

limited evidence and suggested alternatives regarding how tourism companies can influence their customers 

to consume more sustainably (Gössling & Buckley, 2016; Wehrli et al., 2014). However, hope in the potential 

of persuasive communication is growing among researchers (Shahzalal & Font, 2018; Xu & Jeong, 2019) 

“Persuasion” is human communication designed to influence others by purposely modifying their 

attitudes and, more importantly, their behaviors (Bettinghaus & Cody, 1994; O'Keefe, 2002, 2016; Perloff, 

2010). Thus, messages that encourage customers to change their behaviors are defined to be persuasive 

(Hardeman et al., 2017). Accordingly, how sustainability messages are written or displayed may encourage 

customers’ engagement in behaving more sustainably (Belz & Peattie, 2012; Gordon et al. 2011). 

Sustainability messages often have limited persuasiveness because knowledge is lacking on how to design 

them in a more influential way (Font et al., 2017). 

 Persuasive appeals are classifiable as cognitive or affective in nature (Becker, 1963; Fabrigar & Petty, 

1999; Petty et al., 1991). Typically, cognitive appeals contain factual information such as product attributes or 

describe product benefits (Kotler & Armstrong, 1994), while affective appeals focus more on the emotions 

that consumers will experience through the consumption of a product or service (Bagozzi et al., 1999). In other 

words, the persuasiveness of cognitive appeals is based on a rational and logical information process (Bagozzi 

et al., 1999), whereas the persuasiveness of affective appeals is grounded in emotional and experiential 

consumer reactions (Richins, 1997). Although the effectiveness of cognitive versus affective appeal is still a 

matter of debate in the literature, it is generally accepted that the message appeal should fit with the product 

type (Johar & Sirgy, 1991; Shavitt, 1990, 1992). Thus, authors predict higher effectiveness by applying 

emotional appeals for emotionally chosen products and rational appeals for utilitarian products (O'Keefe, 2002; 

Wehrli et al., 2014; White & Simpson, 2013).  



Against this background, persuasion attempts in tourism need to consider the hedonistic setting of 

tourism consumption, as people perceive holidays as socially legitimate opportunities for pursuing behaviors 

aimed at experiencing (exceptional) happiness and enjoyment (Cohen et al., 2014; Gössling & Buckley, 2016). 

Existing research provides some indications that tourists prefer emotional images and text over technical 

content in sustainable tourism messages (Wehrli et al., 2014; Zanon & Teichmann, 2016). Studies show that 

particularly affective appeals may succeed in promoting sustainable behavior in a tourism context, including 

increasing ethical behaviors towards paying visitor fees (Steckenreuter & Wolf, 2013), picking up litter (Brown 

et al., 2010), participating in hotel towel reuse (Goldstein et al., 2008), being involved in hotel energy and 

water saving practices (Warren et al., 2017), and making donations (Sgalitzer et al., 2016). However, major 

gaps still emerge in order to adequately explain which appeal is more effective in influencing consumer choice, 

especially in the hedonistic setting of food consumption while on vacation (Wehrli et al., 2017). 

While affective and cognitive communications differ in their influence on consumer choice, how these 

appeals relate to the topic of tourists’ sustainable food consumption has not been investigated yet. Food 

consumption intrinsically involves a mix of emotional and rational decision-making, and its perceived benefits 

can activate both the individual (i.e. benefits to the individual) and the collective (i.e. benefits to the society) 

identity levels (Hardeman et al, 2017; White & Simpson, 2013). Moreover, tourists’ sustainable food 

consumption appears to be a complex process influenced by a range of factors including consumer attitudes, 

values, demographics, and the trustworthiness of the service provider (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006).  

As sustainability information on food items is viewable as a credence attribute which is difficult to 

evaluate and verify directly by recipients, the trustworthiness of the message and its source play a paramount 

role (Lo et al., 2017). Moreover, as food consumption represents a routinized and partially unreflective process, 

external nudging interventions can be effective (Hall, 2013; Mont et al., 2014). All the more, it is surprising 

that there is a scarcity of research on the implementation of such nudging interventions in sustainable food 

consumption (Gössling et al., 2011). 

By investigating the impact of persuasive messages on tourists’ actual behavior, this study contributes 

in two ways to the underexplored area of green food consumption in tourism (Kim et al., 2017). The study 

explores effective appeals both in terms of content (what) and style (how). The topic of green food is relevant 

for implementing a sustainability approach in tourism and hospitality as Namkung and Jang (2013) unveil that 



green practices that focus on foods (i.e., healthy and fresh menu choices, locally grown, organic, and 

sustainably produced foods) are more effective for enhancing a green brand image and behavioral intentions 

than adopting alternative focuses to sustainability. 

 

2.2 Informative appeals to consume green food: Organic, local, ethical/sustainable 

Green food and its promotion are characterized by a blurred understanding of what its main features 

are. Hence, three main dimensions of greenness can be distinguished (Jang et al., 2011; LaVecchia, 2008). The 

term “green food” may refer equally to (1) food from organic farming that avoids the use of synthetic pesticides 

and fertilizers (Hu et al., 2010); (2) food grown, produced, processed, and consumed within a particular nearby 

geographical area, reducing for example the pollution associated with transportation (Pizam, 2009) but also 

retaining freshness due to shorter stockage and transportation times as well as an association with specific 

terroirs and ecological systems; and (3) an ethical and sustainable food production that supports the long-term 

maintenance of ecosystems and local, traditional and/or extensive agricultural production (such as supporting 

local farmers) for future generations (Tilman & Clark, 2014). Specifically, the third dimension encompasses 

multiple components such as environmental sustainability (e.g. reduction of greenhouse gas emissions; Hu et 

al, 2010), economic sustainability (e.g. business, employment and trade opportunities for farmers; Naspetti & 

Zanoli, 2009), and social sustainability (e.g., support and empowerment of smaller rural communities; Nunkoo, 

2017).  

Consumers may attach varying importance to food greenness according to their gender (Robinson & 

Smith, 2002), lifestyle (Lockie et al., 2004; Fotopoulos & Krystallis, 2002), economic status (Krystallis & 

Chryssohoidis, 2005; Satia et al., 2005), and nationality (Wier et al., 2008; Zanoli & Naspetti, 2002). Besides 

differences in evaluating the importance of food greenness in general, two specific types of expected benefits 

of consuming green foods can be distinguished and may drive green food consumption differently: Consumers 

may choose green food for personal benefits (e.g. to prevent health problems) as well as for societal benefits 

(e.g., to increase long term maintenance of the ecosystem) (Lo et al., 2017; Shahzalal & Font, 2017; Uriely et 

al., 2007). In some contexts, personal benefits relate to the concept of food healthiness, that considers 

nutritional information, fresh and natural ingredients, weight control and a nutritionally balanced diet (Kim et 

al., 2013; Kral et al., 2002; Sun, 2013). Societal benefits are mostly associated with customer’s awareness of 



the environmental, social, and economic impacts of their dining behaviors and food choices. Such awareness 

can translate to “the consumption of food with low environmental impacts which contribute to food and 

nutrition security and to healthy life for present and future generations” (Burlingame & Dernini, 2010, p. 2286). 

Overall, food greenness is likely to be a complex and blurred notion in consumers’ minds, as it is 

strongly connected to both personal care and social values which include but at the same time go beyond mere 

environmental protection, also focusing on the quality of life of local communities (Iraldo et al., 2017). 

Interplays between the “organic”, “local”, and “ethical/sustainable” dimensions of green food consumption are 

well-established (Iraldo et al., 2017), but make it more difficult to determine effective content for persuasive 

appeals. Having a clear messaging emphasizing relevant dimensions and benefits is however critical because 

it is more likely to generate consumers’ envisaged behavioral response (Xu & Jeong, 2019). 

The strength of appeal content in terms of incentivizing green food consumption differs. For instance, 

appeals incorporating dimensions indicating personal rather than public benefits may be effective even among 

sustainability and environmentally conscious consumers. The observed selfish altruism (Miller, 2003) of 

tourism consumers emphasizes that they are often more inclined to purchase products that are of benefit to 

them as well as to the external environment, rather than products which are of benefit mainly to the rest of 

world.  

Considering first of all objective, rational, and factual ways to communicate greenness dimensions in 

order to persuade more green food consumption among tourists, this study proposes the following hypothesis. 

H1: The effectiveness of informative persuasion of food being presented to tourists either as “organic”, “local”, 

or “ethical/sustainable” differs.  

 

2.3 Experiential appeals 

Many marketers view consumers as being concerned with achieving pleasurable experiences 

implemented through different tools such as communication, visual, and verbal identity (Schmitt, 1999). In 

this view, consumption experiences are often directed towards the pursuit of fantasies, feelings, and fun. In 

particular, emotional responses are conceptualized as relevant components of the experiential path to 

satisfaction (Schmitt, 1999). This is because it is assumed that reality is largely encoded in images and 

metaphors, and it is strongly related to the experience of affect (Epstein, 1994). For example, visual cues and 



pictures which are able to evoke imagery processing of product consumption (Underwood et al., 2001), may 

generate more attention in advertising than purely text-based approaches (Schierl, 2001). 

Existing research shows that affective, visual, and experience-related appeals will have the strongest 

impact on products with high experiential benefits. That is, products which provide sensory pleasure, variety, 

and cognitive stimulation during the consumption (Keller, 1993; Park et al., 1986; Wells et al., 2007). 

Additionally, Underwood et al. (2001) show that the positive effects of including a picture of the product on 

the package is more pronounced for products with relatively high levels of experiential benefits (e.g. candy) 

than for products with relatively low levels of experiential benefits (e.g., margarine). Researchers typically 

assess benefit type by product class membership (Underwood et al., 2001). For instance, sandwich bags are 

considered low in experiential benefits because their value lies primarily in a desired end state such as keeping 

food fresh, rather than the sensations that occur during consumption. On the other hand, the benefit of chocolate 

is highly experiential because directly derived from the enjoyment of the consumption process (Keller, 1993).  

In sustainable tourism messaging, technical contents are found to be less appealing than emotional 

imagery and text (Wehrli et al., 2014, 2017), which emphasize the emotive aspects of the consumption 

(Cornelissen et al., 2007; Malone et al. 2014). In fact, affective appeals have a higher chance to grab the 

attention of the target and to trigger tourism behaviors that create favorable and more memorable thoughts 

(Bettinghaus & Cody, 1994). In addition, customers are more likely to respond positively to messages that 

refer to sustainability practices that they can experience through actively feeling the benefits of such practices 

(Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Kachel & Jennings, 2010). For example, Jameson & Brownell (2012) develop a 

practical tool for effective green communication in hotels based on creating and repeating a compelling story 

to encourage audience participation and minimize guests’ efforts in understanding. Contextualization of 

messages and/or making them personal ensures perceived behavioral control, which improves customers’ 

positive response (Stanford, 2014). In addition, real stories which involve guests’ behavior in the message are 

likely to create an emotional response (Kotler & Lee, 2011).  

As discussed, experiential communication appears to be particularly effective on products with high 

experiential benefits derived from the enjoyment of the consumption (Keller, 1993; Underwood et al., 2001; 

Wells et al., 2007). Prior studies on sustainable consumption in tourism have already provided some indication 

of the relative strength of emotional appeals over factual appeals (Hardeman et al., 2017). Food consumption 



in a tourism context also falls under a product class with high experiential benefits. Hence, substantiating a 

persuasive sustainable food consumption message with pictures or real stories (Villarino & Font, 2015) may 

help generating a behavioral response among targeted tourists.  

Against this background, the following hypothesis is proposed. H2: Experiential appeals for tourists’ 

green food consumption are more persuasive than purely informative appeals.  

 

2.4 Normative appeals 

Social identity comprises two different components: one is the personal identity, related to a person's 

self, and the other one is the social identity, associated with the various identities of groups to which a person 

belongs (Tajfel, 2010). Personally and socially accepted norms facilitate behaviors that conform to the 

aforementioned identities (Bamberg & Schmidt, 2003). While personal norms refer to an individual's beliefs 

about their moral obligation to engage in a specific behavior (de Groot et al., 2013), social norms refer to “rules 

and standards that are understood by members of a group and that guide and/or constrain human behavior 

without the force of laws” (Sherif, 1936, p. 152).  

Social norms emotionally and rationally affect people and increase the likelihood of being persuaded 

in their behaviors, as people are influenced by the behavior of others (Kalafatis et al., 1999). To encourage 

consumers to behave more sustainably, the mechanism of social norms can be utilized to create both injunctive 

appeals (i.e., highlighting what others think one should do) and descriptive appeals (i.e. highlighting what 

others are doing) (Hardeman et al., 2017). Normative communication, being either presented as injunctive or 

descriptive appeals, builds on a sense of and need for belonging and social acceptance (Han & Kim, 2010), by 

activating the collective self and social identity of individuals (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Gardner et al., 1999). 

This study focuses on descriptive social norms, defined as “beliefs about the actual behavior of others” 

Schultz et al., 2008, p.6), as studies in various domains show that these norms can effectively trigger pro-

environmental agency (Doran & Larsen, 2016; Han & Hwang, 2017). In fact, appeals employing descriptive 

norms prove to be superior to an appeal widely used by hotels (towel reuse) that focuses solely on 

environmental protection benefits (Goldstein et al., 2008). Moreover, the closer descriptive norms are to the 

individual's immediate situational circumstances (e.g. consider the appeal: “the majority of guests in this room 

reuse their towels”), the more persuasive power they prove to have (Goldstein et al., 2008). In addition to towel 



reuse practices, previous research also highlights effectiveness of normative communication in eliciting 

sustainable hotel guests’ behaviors in water conservation (Han & Hyun., 2018), in energy saving (Schultz et 

al., 2007), in the willingness to act pro-environmentally at tourist sites (Ong & Musa, 2011), in using local 

tour guides (Hardeman et al., 2017), and in choosing an eco-friendly hotel (Han et al., 2010). Thus, the 

following hypothesis is proposed. H3: Descriptive normative appeals for tourists’ green food consumption are 

more persuasive than purely informative appeals. 

 

3. METHOD 

3.1 Research design, participants and stimuli 

The study followed a between-group quasi experimental design and was carried out in a four stars 

holiday-hotel in the Southern Italian region of Apulia during the local summer season in 2018. The hotel offers 

150 rooms and can host up to 540 guests at the same time. During the testing period an average of 361 guests 

[123; 497] stayed in the hotel every day (see Table 1). Guests were not informed about the field experiment. 

They were mostly domestic, Italian visitors (≥96%) with an average of 15% repeat stays. The hotel’s room 

rate includes full board and the length of stay is fixed at 7 days (one week), with almost all arrivals happening 

on Sundays.  

Five experimental conditions (persuasive appeal: local, organic, sustainable/ethical, experiential, and 

normative) and a placebo condition (persuasive appeal: tastiness and freshness) were formulated as follows. 

• Placebo: “Enjoy the tastiness and the freshness of our vegetables!” 

• Local: “Our salad and our tomatoes are grown in a farm just a few meters far from here”. 

• Organic: “Our salad and our tomatoes grow up naturally without the use of pesticides”. 

• Sustainable: “Our company sustains the Apulian economy by buying salad and tomatoes cultivated by 

Apulian farmers” 

• Experiential: “[Photo of a farm] Here is the place where our salad and tomatoes grow. Ask the 

reception to receive information about organizing a visit to the farm!” 

• Normative: “Join your fellow guests in eating ‘green’ food: 75% of our guests eat our salad and our 

tomatoes because locally grown”. 



These six conditions were applied for 12 consecutive weeks from June 2018 to September 2018 with 

treatments changing weekly (on Sundays) and every treatment carried out in two (non-adjacent) weeks, and 

with varying order (order: placebo, LOC, ORG, SUST, EXP, NORM, LOC, EXP, NORM, ORG, SUST, 

placebo). However, data was taken daily which resulted in n=84 data points. Three of the five treatment 

conditions (local, organic, sustainable/ethical) are to be considered as variations of informative appeals. Three 

of the five treatment conditions are variations of the “local produce” message (one informative, one 

experiential, one normative). Assignment of participants to respective treatment or placebo groups was not 

random but depended on the week of their stay. 

Guests were exposed to these treatment messages at the salad buffet during lunch. The salad buffet 

offers four options to hotel guests: tomato, salad, carrots, and cucumber. All six treatment messages (including 

the placebo group message) targeted tomatoes and salad and, in parallel, a constant placebo message 

(emphasizing the vegetables’ tastiness and freshness), was exposed for carrots and cucumber. Treatment 

messages were displayed in a clearly visible manner close to the respective vegetables and, additional to spatial 

closeness, referred to the vegetables in textual and pictorial manner. All messages were designed in a similar 

manner with the exception of the experiential message, which also included a photo of a nearby farm. 

 

3.2 Measures and variables 

To assess the impact of the different persuasive appeals on hotel guests, vegetables on the salad buffet 

were weighted before and after every lunch session. This enabled calculation of the daily consumption (per 

person) of salad and tomato (ST), and carrot and cucumber (CC). The primary dependent variable in this study, 

the difference ST–CC, captures the consumption of salad and tomato that is hypothesized to be influenced by 

the experimental treatments after controlling for the consumption of carrot and cucumber. The consumption 

of carrot and cucumber (CC), which throughout the whole experiment remained under the condition of the 

placebo message, was observed as a control variable to account for differences in overall consumption from 

the salad buffet (based for example on different tastes and eating habits of tourists or on varying other options 

available at lunch). 

Several control variables that might be expected to influence salad buffet consumption were measured 

and included in calculations as well. The variable named weekend takes the value of 1 for measurements on 



Saturday and Sunday and 0 otherwise. Controlling for weekends appeared justified as the change of visitor 

groups is happening on weekends and thus eating behaviour might be affected by differences in emotional 

status, rhythm and by the travel from/to home visitors undertake (which in turn may affect daily eating 

schedules). Analysis (not shown) confirmed no significant differences between Sundays and Saturdays, and 

hence these two days were combined to a “weekend” variable. The variable children was included to account 

for the percentage of visitors who are less than 18 years old and thus might affect the amount and type of 

vegetables eaten from the salad buffet (see Table 1). The data indicate a share of 73% adults on average [60%; 

90%]. Group tourists might exhibit different behaviour than tourists travelling alone or in smaller groups. 

Therefore, group captured the proportion of people travelling in a tour group of 25 people or more. The share 

of group tourists was 10% on average [0%; 24%]. Finally, skip is an estimate of the percentage of visitors who 

skip lunch. This estimate was delivered by the hotel staff on a daily basis. The share of those skipping lunch 

was very low (on average 1%). All these control variables are measured daily to coincide with the daily 

measurement of the dependent variables; no consumption data on individual guests is available. 

 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics (n = 84) 

Variable mean st.dev. min max 

     
ST [g] 24.8 4.8 14.6 35.7 

CC [g] 8.8 2.1 4.3 15.9 

Guests 361 113 123 497 

Children 106 56 13 194 

Group 38 23 0 75 

Skip 3 4 0 15 

 

3.3 Statistical Analysis 

Regression analysis was performed in R (version 3.5.1) to investigate the effect of the five treatments 

(relative to the placebo group) on the primary dependent variable ST–CC, however analyses are also presented 

for the dependent variable ST (hence no control for the consumption of carrots and cucumber) and for 

completeness for the dependent variable CC. Five dummy variables are included in each regression to capture 

differences between each experimental treatment and the placebo. For example, the LOC dummy variable 

equals 1 if the local treatment was applied on that day and 0 otherwise. Similarly, dummy variables ORG, 



SUST, EXP, and NORM are included for the other four treatment effects, together with the control variables 

described above. 

Measured consumption are expected to be similar on consecutive days and on days close to each other 

in time because guests stay for more than one day (typically a week) and so the consumption pattern of a 

particular guest is captured over multiple consecutive days. The least squares regression assumption of 

independence is invalid for this data because measurements taken on consecutive days are taken on a group of 

people very similar to the previous day. Therefore, the generalized least squares (GLS) function was used to 

perform the regressions with auto-correlated residuals. A combination of autocorrelation and partial 

autocorrelation functions and statistical tests were used on auto-regressive moving average (ARMA) models 

for the correlated residuals and showed an AR(1) process was the most suitable. The regression equation for 

the primary dependent variable was therefore: 

 

(𝑆𝑇 − 𝐶𝐶)𝑡 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐿𝑂𝐶 + 𝛽2𝑂𝑅𝐺 + 𝛽3𝑆𝑈𝑆 + 𝛽4𝐸𝑋𝑃 + 𝛽5𝑁𝑂𝑅𝑀 + 𝛽6𝑤𝑒𝑒𝑘𝑒𝑛𝑑 + 𝛽7𝑐ℎ𝑖𝑙𝑑𝑟𝑒𝑛

+ 𝛽8𝑔𝑟𝑜𝑢𝑝 + 𝛽9𝑠𝑘𝑖𝑝 + 𝜀𝑡 + 𝜌𝜖𝑡−1 

 

where the subscript t refers to time (day; t = 1,2,...,84), 𝜀𝑡 is the error term for day t, and 𝜌 is the parameter to 

capture autocorrelation between error terms. 

 

4. RESULTS 

Figure 1 shows the average consumption of ST and CC per person per lunch for days in each of the 

five experimental treatment groups. Average consumption in the placebo weeks appear with dotted/dashed 

lines. As expected, consumption of CC varies less between treatment weeks and is generally closer to the 

baseline (placebo) weeks. Table 2 provides regression results for the three dependent variables: averaged per 

person consumption of salad and tomato (ST), averaged per person consumption of carrot and cucumber (CC), 

and their difference (ST-CC). The different treatment conditions are included as independent variables: LOC 

referring to the local persuasive appeal, ORG referring to the organic persuasive appeal, SUS referring to the 

sustainable/ethical appeal, EXP referring to the experiential appeal, and NORM referring to the normative 



persuasive appeal. Table 2 also shows results for a number of control variables (i.e., weekend, children, group, 

and skip). 

 

Figure 1: Average consumption of ST and CC per lunch per person [g] 

 

 

Table 2: Regression analysis of ST, CC and the difference ST-CC consumption (including autocorrelation of 

residuals) 

 ST-CC  ST  CC 

 Coef SE t p  Coef SE t p  Coef SE t p 

               
LOC 5.225 1.992 2.623 0.011  8.204 1.855 4.423 0.000  3.647 0.910 4.009 0.000 

ORG 4.668 2.242 2.082 0.041  7.541 2.133 3.536 0.001  3.604 1.042 3.458 0.001 

SUS 4.683 1.949 2.403 0.019  4.911 1.848 2.658 0.010  0.416 0.903 0.461 0.646 

EXP 12.34

7 

2.791 4.424 0.000  12.29

0 

2.612 4.705 0.000  0.221 1.280 0.173 0.863 

NORM 1.837 2.614 0.703 0.484  1.711 2.461 0.695 0.489  0.421 1.205 0.350 0.728 

weekend 1.899 0.717 2.648 0.010  1.334 0.624 2.138 0.036  -

0.528 

0.309 -

1.709 

0.092 

children -

0.388 

0.181 -

2.147 

0.035  -

0.247 

0.178 -

1.386 

0.170  0.129 0.087 1.491 0.140 

group -

0.284 

0.115 -

2.465 

0.016  -

0.144 

0.117 -

1.232 

0.222  0.133 0.057 2.355 0.021 

skip -

0.586 

0.296 -

1.976 

0.052  -

0.605 

0.256 -

2.365 

0.021  0.003 0.127 0.022 0.983 

               

rho 0.444   0.000  0.534   0.000  0.520   0.000 
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The three informative appeals emphasizing different features of green foods, that is the local (LOC), 

organic (ORG), and sustainable/ethical (SUS) appeals, all had notable effects on ST-CC with p-values smaller 

than 0.05 (Table 2). Note that the local and organic appeals had very substantial effects on ST consumption, 

however they also had some effect on CC consumption indicating a potential spill-over influence of appeals 

across vegetables. 

As the rho-values in Table 2 indicate, a significant correlation in consumption from one day to the next 

occurs. The expected residual on a random day is approximately 50% of the size of the residual on the previous 

day. This association is most likely explained by the fact that it is almost the same people eating from the 

buffet on consecutive days. With respect to the control variables, consumption of salad and tomato (ST) is 

higher on the weekends, and consumption of carrot and cucumber (CC) is lower. This may be due to guests 

preparing lunch packages (e.g. sandwiches) for their home travels. The difference in consumption between 

salad/tomato and carrot/cucumber (ST-CC) decreases with an increased proportion of children. This is due to 

slight decreases in the consumption of salad and tomato (ST) and increases in the consumption of carrot and 

cucumber (CC) with more children present. The same is true for days with higher shares of group visitors. 

To more easily compare the treatment effects in Table 2, the differences between pairs of the 

experimental treatments appear in Table 3 (Table 2 shows them relative to the placebo). Table 3 shows the 

effect of the row treatment relative to the column treatment (with standard errors in parentheses). For example, 

the experiential appeal (EXP) produced a higher value of ST-CC compared to the local origin informative 

treatment (LOC) by 7.12 (p <.001). Indeed, the experiential treatment produced a significantly higher effect 

than all the other treatments. Moreover, NORM was slightly lower than LOC and ORG (p <. 1). All other 

differences exhibit p-values above .1.  From Table 2, the large effect of the experiential treatment is influencing 

the ST consumption and not the CC consumption. 

Based on the findings in Table 3, H1 that posits different effects between LOC, ORG, and SUS does 

not receive support. H2 that posits the superiority of experiential appeals (EXP) relative to informative appeals 

(LOC, ORG, SUS) does receive support. H3 that posits the superiority of descriptive-normative appeals 

(NORM) relative to informative appeals (LOC, ORG, SUS) does not receive support. 

 



Table 3: Estimated difference in treatment effects (row treatment – column treatment) on ST-CC consumption 

(with standard errors). 

 

 LOC ORG SUS EXP NORM 

LOC  0.557 (1.700) 0.542 (1.701) -7.12 (1.952)*** 3.38 (1.833)* 

ORG -0.557 (1.700)  -0.015 (1.741) -7.679 (1.797)*** 2.831 (1.675)* 

SUS -0.542 (1.701) 0.015 (1.741)  -7.664 (2.114)*** 2.846 (1.990) 

EXP 7.12 (1.952) *** 7.679 (1.797)*** 7.664 (2.114)***  1.837 (2.614) 

NORM -3.38 (1.833)* -2.831 (1.675)* -2.846 (1.990)  -1.837 (2.614)  

* p < .1; *** p < .001 

 

An alternative case-based analysis of the data (fuzzy set Qualitative Comparative Analysis, fsQCA) 

(Ragin, 2008; Tóth et al., 2015; Woodside, 2014) is presented in Appendix 1 and leads to similar results, 

confirming the strength of the experiential appeal to induce high consumption of ST-CC and suggesting a role 

for informative appeals in avoiding particularly low levels of ST-CC. 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

5.1. The impact of persuasive communication in terms of content  

The informative appeals applied to green food which was presented to tourists either as “organic”, 

“local”, or “ethical/sustainable” all unveiled substantial effects on consumption. The study confirms a general 

effect of informative green food appeals on hotel consumers and highlights the impact of cognitive and rational 

persuasive communication in supporting green food consumption among tourists. However, the particular 

effects between “organic”, “local”, and “ethical/sustainable” appeals did not appear greatly different. Although 

a tendency is observable for the local origin appeal to be slightly more effective in persuading hotel tourists to 

eat green foods than the organic and ethical/sustainable appeals, overall findings are not conclusive enough to 

maintain H1. 

Despite this general assessment, a few qualifications are warranted. Green food choice involves a mix 

of perceived benefits regarding both the individual and the collective levels (i.e., benefits to the 

society/environment) (Hardeman et al, 2017; White & Simpson, 2013). Reading all obtained findings in 

conjunction and despite the lack of consistently statistically significant p-values, with a good degree of caution 



one may argue that the “local” appeal shows signs of exhibiting a slightly stronger persuasive effect on 

consumption than the “ethical/sustainable” appeal. This result provides some indication that internal 

antecedents in tourists’ food choice associating with personal health and taste (i.e., “local”) (Namkung & Jang, 

2007) may have a more powerful effect compared to external antecedents such as the awareness of beneficial 

societal implications of food service provision (i.e., “ethical/sustainable”) (Jones et al., 2011). This perspective 

supports the claim that consumers pay increasingly more attention to personal health considerations in the food 

choice scenario (Baiomy et al., 2019; Hwang & Lorenzen, 2008). This perspective may also support notions 

of tourism being a context of hedonistic or selfish altruism where individual pleasure- and benefit-seeking is 

an important trigger for responsible choices (Malone et al., 2014; Miller, 2003). 

In addition, this study reveals that the “local” and “organic” appeals apparently also increased 

consumption of vegetables to which they had not been applied (CC), indicating a spill-over effect. It seems 

that both the treatments contributed in creating a generalized sense of healthiness and tastiness applicable to 

all the vegetables proposed in the buffet. This observation supports the existence of an effect of these appeals 

which unfolds perhaps in an undifferentiated manner. 

 

5.2. The impact of persuasive communication in terms of style  

The “local” treatment was proposed to hotel guests in three variations (informative, experiential, and 

normative) to explore the effectiveness of different types of persuasive communication in terms of style (how). 

The “experiential” treatment showed by far the largest effect on consumption both of treated vegetables 

(β=12.29) and of the difference between treated and non-treated vegetables (β= 12.34). A direct comparison 

between treatments (see Table 3) also clearly highlights the superiority of experiential appeals over informative 

ones. These findings confirm that emotional appeals are suited best to persuade tourists to more responsible 

behavior in food consumption (in a tourism context) and more generally supports the idea of a fit between 

appeal and product class leading to persuasive effectiveness (Underwood et al., 2001; Wells et al., 2007). 

Hence H2 receives support. 

As the visual design aspect of the service experience receives increasing attention in marketing 

research (Hagtvedt & Brasel, 2017; Hwang et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2018; Wansink & Love, 2014), this study, 

focusing on a product class with high experiential benefits (i.e. food in tourism), also confirms the importance 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09669582.2018.1456542?scroll=top&needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09669582.2018.1456542?scroll=top&needAccess=true


of visual cues in emphasizing emotive aspects of consumption (Cornelissen et al., 2007; Malone et al., 2014) 

and in generating a behavioral response among target tourists. 

Contrary to the results in the case of informative appeals, the impact of the “experiential” treatment 

emerged as the strongest on the treated vegetables consumption, while no substantial effects are discovered in 

the consumption of the non-treated vegetables. A possible explanation for this strongly differentiating effect 

is that experiential appeals are idiosyncratically linked to the product endorsed (Wehrli et al., 2014, 2017). As 

discussed, an informative/rational way to communicate greenness appears to be generalized to the whole 

buffet.  

The “normative” treatment displayed relatively weak effects on the consumption of all the vegetables 

proposed in the buffet. Hence H3 does not receive support. Unlike prior findings in other areas (Goldstein et 

al., 2008; Han & Hyun, 2018; Hardeman et al., 2017), this study discloses that, in the food environment, 

normative communication in the form of descriptive appeals (pointing to others’ behavior) has a less powerful 

effect in eliciting the envisaged “green” behaviors. Two explanations can potentially clarify the results.  

First, green food choice decisions are complex (Auty, 1992; Kivela et al., 1999a, 2000; Park, 2004; 

Sobal & Bisogni, 2009), as they are personal, emotional, situational, and dynamic (Sobal et al., 2014). 

“Normative” appeals seem to work well in contexts that request an active involvement of the recipients as a 

concrete signal of being part of a sustainable community (e.g., water conservation, energy saving, towel 

changing program), while it does not seem to have enough power to overcome the complexity of motivations 

related to food choices. 

Second, as information on food items are definable as credence attributes difficult to evaluate and 

directly verify by the recipients, the perceived trustworthiness of the source plays a paramount role (Lo et al., 

2017). Interestingly, a food recommendation endorsement by a celebrity generates more pleasure and arousal 

than an endorsement by food experts (Kusumasondjaja & Tjiptono, 2019). Following this stream of research, 

the present study may provide some indication that peer hotel guests are not considered as a sufficiently 

trustable source in the context of the complex field of food consumption to elicit behavioral response. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

6.1. Theoretical implications 



This research makes several theoretical implications. First, the study here adds to the services 

management literature in the area of sustainable/responsible consumption by shedding light on consumers' 

behavioral responses using a field experiment in a hotel with naturally occurring clients. By applying an 

unobtrusive field experiment, the often-observed attitude-behavior gap in sustainability-orientated consumer 

behavior is accounted for (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014). Through investigating the impact of different persuasive 

messages on tourists’ food consumption behavior, this study contributes to the underexplored topic of green 

food consumption in tourism (Kim et al., 2017), exploring the effectiveness of persuasive appeals of messages 

both in terms of content (what) and style (how). It thereby adds to recent hopes voiced with respect to the 

potential of persuasive consumption to contribute in greening the tourism and hospitality sectors (Hardeman 

et al., 2017; Shahzalal & Font, 2018; Warren et al., 2017; Wehrli et al., 2017). According to the obtained results 

from the experiment, persuasion for green food consumption seems to be possible: First, informative/cognitive 

appeals show to be effective, but what specific informative appeal (i.e., “organic”, “local”, or 

“ethical/sustainable” emphasis) is selected seems to be less relevant (with some indications that local origin 

may be more effective than an ethics/sustainability appeal). Second, how an appeal to consume more green 

food is communicated appears important as “experiential” appeals show greater persuasive effectiveness than 

“informative” and, in particular, “normative” appeals.  

Second, these results enrich the literature on the hospitality industry, healthy dining, and menu 

psychology (Berry et al., 2018; Gao & Mattila, 2017; Hsiao et al., 2016; Jang & Namkung, 2009), and they 

address the call for novel marketing strategies that bolster persuasion effects (Jiang et al., 2015). In fact, prior 

findings appear conflicting: Some research unveil the benefits of using health and nutrition claims in restaurant 

menus (Kozup et al., 2003; Lu & Gursoy, 2017), while others emphasize drawbacks of healthy labeling 

strategies (Finkelstein & Fishbach, 2010; Wansink & Chandon, 2006; Wilcox et al., 2009). 

Third, this study extends research on persuasive communication by emphasizing that “experiential” 

appeals combined with visual cues are preferable over purely informative appeals in experience-driven and 

hedonistic consumption settings such as food consumption on holidays. These findings feed a recent stream of 

literature focused on the importance of visual design aspects in the service industry (Fuchs et al., 2015; Liu et 

al., 2019). For instance, Liu et al. (2019) show that handwritten typeface in menus induces a sense of human 

touch that triggers the perception that care and love are symbolically imbued in the restaurant's offerings. 



Similarly, in the conducted experiment the displaying of the picture of the field and farm where the vegetables 

are grown may instill the same sense of love able to persuade tourists. In that way, effort and passion for 

creating a food offering in the best benefit of customers are successfully communicated to guests. Moreover, 

the ability to visit the farm where vegetables are grown is likely to increase the trustworthiness of the message 

and the perceived behavioral control (Stanford, 2014). Transferring a mere message into a promise of a 

potential experience which can be perceived with all senses (such as a visit to a farm), means giving guests the 

opportunity to play an active role through participation (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Jameson & Brownell, 

2012; Kachel & Jennings, 2010; Stanford, 2014). Whether or not this experience is realized appears secondary. 

Fourth, as food consumption represents a routinized and partially unreflective process, this study 

corroborates that external nudging interventions can be particularly effective (Hall, 2013; Mont et al., 2014). 

Generally, the findings provide support for the emerging trend of nudging as an approach to promoting green 

food choices (Bergeron et al., 2019; Jeong et al., 2019; Krešić et al., 2019). Nudging involves the subtle re-

arrangement of the food environment to implicitly guide food choices and eating behavior (Thaler & Sunstein, 

2008). Hence, this study emphasizes the fact that nudging through green food cueing may be a promising 

avenue for promoting healthier and more sustainable choices (Tonkin et al., 2019). This research also helps in 

enriching the hospitality and marketing research with regard to useful green food communication strategies. 

Fifth, to the best of the authors’ knowledge this study represents the first attempt to apply normative 

communication appeals in the context of green food with findings indicating its limited effectiveness. These 

results contribute in furthering the context-dependent understanding about this particular type of 

communication which has successfully been applied to other sustainable initiatives in the hospitality context 

(e.g. water conservation, see Han & Hyun, 2018; energy saving, see Schultz et al., 2007). It also emphasizes 

the necessity to deeply investigate the role those who endorse a message play (Kusumasondjaja & Tjiptono, 

2019). 

 

6.2. Managerial implications 

Given that hotel and restaurant managers informing their customers regarding their green efforts in 

marketing communications is becoming increasingly important (Xu & Jeong, 2019), the findings of the present 

study provide useful operational directions and guidelines for hotel and restaurant practitioners willing to 



promote green food consumption effectively. In fact, the findings can directly inspire strategies about 

formulating effective persuasive appeals in a real-world eating environment. Promoting the selection of green 

foods on buffets (or, presumably, menus) by pointing at their “local origin”, “organic production”, or 

“ethical/sustainable production” messages can be equally effective. Managers should notice that framing these 

messages in an “experiential” style with visual cues, emotional language, and foreshadowed participation 

opportunities is likely to be more persuasive than purely informative or normative messages when promoting 

green food offerings. 

As food consumption represents a routinized and partially unreflective process (Hall, 2013; Mont et 

al., 2014), communicating its features in a way that reaches consumers at the emotional level may be effective. 

Practitioners should evoke human associations and perceptions that the food offering is full of love and passion. 

Thus, hotel and restaurant managers should use emotional messages that include photos, evoke stories, and 

directly address tourists’ emotions if they intend to communicate effectively their commitment toward green 

food. Keywords and associations included in the messages should imply food being locally, organically, and 

socially sustainably produced (ordered in decreasing likelihood of impact). 

 

6.3. Limitations and Future research 

This study presents a number of limitations. First, the study focuses on a single hotel. This study should 

be repeated across a range of hotels (i.e., hotels with different quality and price levels, in different locations), 

further increasing the variability of the guest mix and of buffet characteristics. In addition, future studies should 

include other cultures for further comparisons since the study has a marked Italian perspective (with almost 

exclusively Italian hotel guests). Food has a distinctive and important role in Italian culture and Italians may 

tend to have a particularly high regard of food’s Italian (local) origin and production. Hence, caution is required 

with any generalizations to other cultures. 

Second, the “experiential” and the “normative” treatments were applied only to the “local” dimension. 

Testing these treatments also on the “organic” and the “ethical/sustainable” dimensions would be a valuable 

attempt to further the understanding on their persuasiveness.  

Third, this study did not investigate the personal traits which can potentially influence the individual 

perceptions of the presented persuasive messages. Especially, concerning the effectiveness of the “normative” 



treatment, future research could consider the consumer’s need for uniqueness scale (CNFU scale) (Ruvio & 

Shoham, 2007), which posits that in a social context an individual can be categorized along a dimension of 

social inclusiveness-distinctiveness.  

Fourth, this study did not consider the tourists’ eating attitudes that can potentially have an impact on 

the persuasive strength of different messages (Tonkin et al., 2019). Future research should analyze from a 

tourists’ perspective the presence of various motives which can be health related, diet related, and sustainability 

related or hedonically driven. Endorsement of food recommendations (Kusumasondjaja & Tjiptono, 2019) and 

measuring their respective persuasive strength represents a valuable stream for future research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



APPENDIX 

Appendix 1: Analysis of sufficient conditions for consuming high and low amounts of ST-CC calculated on 

weekly data (fsQCA Truth Table analysis, fsQCA 3.1b, Quine-McCluskey Algorithm) 

Conditions Outcome: High amount of 

ST-CC 

Outcome: Low amount of 

ST-CC  Term1 Term 2 
   
LOC 

 

  

ORG   

SUST   

EXP •  

SOC   

Consistency 1.00 0.84 

Raw coverage 0.33 0.56 

Unique coverage 0.33 0.56 

Solution consistency 1.00 0.84 

Solution coverage 0.33 0.56 
 

Notes: (1) (st-cc) = f(loc, org, sust, exp, soc) // (2) ~(st-cc) = f(loc, org, sust, exp, soc). Black dots (•) indicate the presence 

of a condition; a cross (x) indicates their negation. Values for ST-CC calibrated using min, mean-sd, mean+sd, max on 

daily data avoiding mechanistic application. Intermediate solutions include assumptions about easy counterfactuals. Cut-

off consistency set at 0.8. Intermediate solutions are shown. Assumptions for intermediate solutions: (1) (st-cc): loc 

(present), org (present), sust (present), exp (present), soc (present); (2) ~(st-cc): loc (absent), org (absent), sust (absent), 

exp (present), soc (absent).  This presentation of data is inspired by Tóth et al. (2015). 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Overall the contributions of each paper outline several interesting implications from the theoretical 

perspective, from the managerial point of view and from future research topics that can potentially be 

addressed.  

 

Theoretical implications 

The paper about organizational routines emphasizes the transformative power of rituals (Smith and 

Stewart 2011) in effectively implementing a routine redesign and in productively guiding participants’ actions. 

All the hypotheses are supported, implying that the ritual-based redesign enhances the degree of sharing of the 

individual understandings about why the routine is being performed, it reduces the variability in the execution 

time of the routine, and it improves the routine’s effectiveness. Hence, rituals emerge as strong transformative 

tools of routines dynamics, advancing the theoretical body on organizational routines’ microfoundations. 

Furthermore, the redesign of the welcome entrée routine provides empirical evidences on how a ritual-based 

redesign represents both a transformational and a stabilizing role for the organization. On the one hand, the 

ritual-based redesign maintains stability by instilling a sense of communitas (Islam and Zyphur 2009), 

spreading shared basic meanings in the group (Schein 2004). On the other hand, the ritual-based redesign 

facilitates a transformation of the individuals involved in the routine by shaping both their cognition and their 

actions in serving the welcome entrée. The understanding of this “change within stability” (Islam and Zyphur 

2009) function constitutes another important theoretical advancement in the routines’ literature.  

Concerning the topic of sustainability in the hospitality industry, overall the three papers depict the 

following broad theoretical advancement. Several reviewed papers and the study on the impact of green food 

on consumers’ purchase attitudes and behavioral intentions toward a hotel stay emphasize that consumers with 

a high degree of consciousness on environmental problems tend to prefer to book a green property (Han et al., 

2010; 2009). In addition, many guests prefer to stay in a green property not only for a matter of intrinsic quality 

characteristics (e.g. allergen-free features), but also for the personal emotions experienced in a green property 

(e.g. preserving the long-term maintenance of the environment for the future generations) (Han et al., 2011). 

In other words, such emotional and intangible benefits might drive consumer sustainable preferences in the 



hospitality industry. This concept is exceedingly emphasized by the experiment on nurturing green food 

consumption, where “experiential” appeals combined with visual cues are preferable over purely informative 

appeals in hedonistic settings such as food consumption on holidays. In the conducted experiment the 

displaying of the picture of the field and farm where the vegetables are grown may instill a sense of love and 

care able to persuade tourists (Fuchs et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2019). In that way, effort and passion for creating 

a food offering in the best benefit of customers are successfully perceived by guests and communicated to 

them. Moreover, the ability to visit the farm where vegetables are grown is likely to increase the trustworthiness 

of the message and the perceived behavioral control (Stanford, 2014). Transferring a mere message into a 

promise of a potential emotional experience (such as a visit to a farm), means giving guests the opportunity to 

play an active role through participation (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Jameson & Brownell, 2012; Kachel & 

Jennings, 2010; Stanford, 2014).  

Furthermore, all the contributions corroborate the theoretical concept of selfish altruism proposed by Miller 

(2003). Miller (2003) emphasized this concept by describing how environmentally conscious consumers are 

more willing to purchase products that are of benefit to them as well as to the external environment, rather than 

just to the rest of world. In the specific context of green food consumption, the personal (healthiness/wellbeing) 

and external (environmental) benefits appear well balanced and mixed together. 

 

Managerial implications  

 The management-focused paper provides some useful guidelines for practitioners. In fact, since the 

restaurant industry is traditionally associated with high stress, long hours, low employees’ commitment and 

high turnover (Madera et al. 2013), the implementation of mechanisms through which core values can be 

shared and reinforced seem critical and challenging in the field (Durand et al. 2007). Several studies in the 

dining out context examine rituals from a consumer perspective as marketing tools (Visser 2015, Osman et al. 

2014). Shifting the focus away from customers’ to the employees’ perspective, this study demonstrates that 

individuals learn how to perform the ritual itself and, while performing the ritual, they also learn to recognize 

the underlying value as to why they are performing the ritual. Hence, the ritual-based redesign can operate as 

a mechanism to develop an organizational culture characterized by strong and shared values that guide new 

and existing employees’ behaviors in a more efficient and less time-consuming way. 



From the sustainability perspective, the main managerial contribution lies on providing useful 

operational directions and guidelines to hotel and restaurant practitioners willing to effectively promote a green 

philosophy especially related to the topic of sustainable food. 

As marketing communications about green efforts is becoming increasingly important (Xu & Jeong, 2019) 

and as food consumption represents a routinized and partially unreflective process (Hall, 2013; Mont et al., 

2014), the communication of its features in a way that reaches consumers at the emotional level may be 

effective. Human associations and perceptions that the food offering is full of love and passion together with 

the redesign of menus by presenting information on the nutritional qualities of food and the indication of the 

food provenance can address the need of health and personal well-being consciousness and foster the progress 

toward the goal of sustainability in hospitality. 

 

Future research agenda  

 Critical issues in routine dynamics remain to be explored by future research. Specifically, a wider 

range of restaurants (i.e. upscale, casual dining, self-service) should be taken in consideration, increasing the 

variability of the guest mix and of the menu characteristics, in order to further the understandings about the 

potential of consumption rituals in generating positive changes at individual and social level across different 

types of restaurants. 

Adopting a broader perspective, future research should focus on developing a more integrated 

microfoundations theory of routines that not only focuses on routine epistemology such as how routines 

change, but also on routine ontology by investigating which routines are amenable to change. 

 Concerning the sustainability perspective, future studies would benefit from integrating in a more 

detailed way the individual characteristics in the analysis. For instance, the paper that investigates the impact 

of green food on consumers’ purchase attitudes and behavioral intentions toward a hotel stay would benefit 

from taking into full account some specific sociodemographic characteristics. Similarly, the experiment about 

nurturing the consumption of green food could further investigate personal traits that can potentially influence 

the individual perceptions toward persuasive messages. Considering in the analysis the consumer’s need for 

uniqueness scale (CNFU scale) (Ruvio & Shoham, 2007), which posits that in a social context an individual 

can be categorized along a dimension of social inclusiveness-distinctiveness, could be a valuable attempt for 



enriching future research. Overall, a fully integration in the analysis of the individual characteristics, either 

sociodemographic or about personality, would be beneficial to more effectively address the issue of 

sustainability in hospitality.  

In addition, understanding the impact of who endorses a persuasive message can be a promising stream of 

research in sustainability. In particular, endorsement of food recommendations (Kusumasondjaja & Tjiptono, 

2019) and measuring their respective persuasive strength represents a valuable stream for future research. 

 


