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others); second, to reduce barriers between European 

countries (Vesce & Beltramo, 2000), since many 

countries have been developing national environ-

mental labeling programs, which create trade bar-

riers between them (Beltramo, Maritano, & Vesce, 

2002; Maritano, Beltramo, & Vesce, 1997).

Among the sectors in which the EU Ecolabel has 

been introduced, tourism has the greatest potential 

due to its consistent growth. Moreover, the advent 

of the web has required a rethinking of the business 

models adopted by some of the players (Giacosa, 

Introduction

Ecolabels are information-driven policies and 

programs designed to inform consumers of the envi-

ronmental impact of a product or service (Darnall, 

Ji, & Vázquez-Brust, 2016; De Boer, 2003). The 

environmental label has always had a twofold objec-

tive: first, to reduce the information asymmetry that 

causes a lack of information on the characteristics 

of ecoproducts (i.e., products that share functions 

and claim to be more environmentally friendly than 
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a punitive logic, strictly based on a “command and 

control” philosophy, to a reward-based one.

Ecolabeling responded to an increasingly urgent 

consumer demand for sustainable products (Euro-

barometer, 2014). It also represented a guarantee 

of environmental sensitivity, giving a competitive 

advantage to firms producing products with this 

label. Environmental protection bodies hoped that 

ecolabeling’s incentive mechanisms would be more 

successful than earlier mandatory systems (Vesce 

& Beltramo, 2000).

Ecolabeling regulations have been revised twice 

since being introduced (Council of European Union, 

1992, 2010). Despite ecolabeling’s wide diffusion 

among products and services, a general lack of 

understanding of its role persists.

Ecolabeling is based on life cycle analysis (LCA) 

(Baldo, Rollino, Stimmeder, & Fieschi, 2002; 

Klöpffer, 2015), whereby only products and ser-

vices that satisfy all relevant ecological criteria in 

every phase of the production process can be certi-

fied. The LCA method is a tool used to calculate the 

environmental impacts associated with a product or 

service. It is governed by International Standard 

Organization (ISO) standards (ISO, 1997, 1998, 

2000, 2017) and takes into consideration the whole 

life of the product or service, from cradle to grave. 

The LCA is at the base of the ecolabel process, and 

the literature generally assesses it positively (Baldo 

et al., 2002; Lewandowska et al., 2013).

Ecolabeling rewards excellence because it is 

assigned to the best environmental products within 

the same functional category and with the same 

functional purpose. Ecolabeling is also a selective 

process, as certification is awarded to only a small 

percentage of products on the market.

However, several aspects of the process have 

had negative influences on the diffusion of the EU 

label, due largely to its “multicriteria” logic, which 

is more complete but also more complex than other 

environmental marking schemes. For example, the 

bureaucratic difficulties in obtaining certification 

and consumers’ lack of knowledge of (Lupu et al., 

2013) and interest in (Eurobarometer, 2014; Leire 

& Thidell, 2005) the process have led to a weak 

diffusion of the label.

Twenty-five years after the birth of the EU 

Ecolabel, it is worthwhile examining its applica-

tion among various sectors, especially given the 

Giachino, Stupino, & Mazzoleni, 2016). In this sce-

nario, ecolabeling was seen as a possible source of 

competitive advantage for industry players (Han, 

Hsu, & Lee, 2009).

The first Ecolabel criteria for tourism accom-

modation began to appear in 2003 (Council of the 

European Union, 2003, 2009a, 2009b, 2017), and 

the debate surrounding them soon began to inten-

sify. Though ecolabeling had existed in the tourism 

sector for more than a decade (Font & Buckley, 

2001), certification remained poorly diffused.

The literature on EU ecolabeling has had mixed 

results. Ecofriendly initiatives have been found to 

be appreciated by customers (Chamorro & Bañegil, 

2006; Han et al., 2009; Vantomme, Geuens, De 

Houwer, & De Pelsmacker, 2004), but ecolabeling 

appears to have little influence on customer decision 

making (Reiser & Simmons, 2005). Moreover, estab-

lishments have no incentive to adopt EU certification 

due to its long and costly process (Geerts, 2014).

Some studies have sought an in-depth understand-

ing of the phenomenon, but most have been focused 

on establishments that have already obtained EU cer-

tification (Lupu, Tanase, & Tontoroiu, 2013) rather 

than on those who have decided to not adopt it.

To address this gap, this study investigates the 

main reasons why lead managers have decided 

not to adopt EU certification. The authors sent a 

questionnaire to both EU-certified and noncertified 

establishments to gather information from multiple 

perspectives. However, the focus is on noncertified 

establishments in the hospitality industry.

The rest of this article is organized as follows. First, 

the role of ecolabeling for products and services is 

explained. Second, the development of ecolabeling 

in the tourism sector and customers’ perceptions and 

awareness are discussed. Third, the study’s method-

ology and data analysis for noncertified establish-

ments are presented. Finally, the authors outline the 

contributions and implications of the study and point 

to directions for future research.

Literature Review

Role of Ecolabeling

Ecolabeling (Council of the European Union, 

1992) was intended as a voluntary tool of environ-

mental regulation in the EU, marking a switch from 
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Lozano Oyola, & Gonzales, 2015; Dziuba, 2016). 

The number of Ecolabel licenses granted in the Ital-

ian tourism sector increased from 2 to 200 between 

2004 and 2017.

From 2007 to 2009, ecolabeling in the tourism 

sector increased. In 2010, however, certification 

decreased due to the introduction of new criteria. 

In 2017, the number of licenses reached its peak. 

Although the trend was positive, the absolute num-

ber of certifications was quite low.

It is not easy to evaluate the usefulness conve-

nience of a tool that entails environmental costs and 

benefits. Any analysis of the advantages and disad-

vantages of Ecolabel implementation (Karlsson & 

Dolnicar, 2016) or of the purchase of labeled prod-

ucts should include a consideration of the savings 

achieved in terms of avoided pollution and unused 

resources, which are difficult to estimate (AEAT, 

2004).

In implementing ecolabeling, producers must be 

able to afford principal costs for fees and mainte-

nance. It can thus be assumed that service provid-

ers face other costs (e.g., structural modifications), 

and it is unclear how higher costs bring advantages 

(e.g., energy savings; Iraldo & Barberio, 2017).

To obtain ecolabel certification, hotel managers 

have to fulfill 84 mandatory and optional criteria for 

energy saving, waste reduction, and the use of low 

environmental impact substances (Vidal-Abarca 

et al., 2016).

All these criteria include requirements relating to 

assessments and audits. The division between man-

datory and optional requirements allows flexibility, 

which is necessary because the tourist accommoda-

tion sector offers various services that have differ-

ent environmental impacts and are located in areas 

with different environmental restrictions.

Point of View of Hospitality Sector Managers 

and Consumer Perceptions of Certification

In general, ecolabels provide information on 

products and services and can be used as a powerful 

marketing tool (Kavaliauske, Vaskiv, & Seimiene, 

2013), as they communicate how companies oper-

ate at a quality and environmental level (Grunert, 

1993). However, the research suggests that it is diffi-

cult to evaluate customers’ overall reaction to ecola-

bels in the tourism sector, as well as in other sectors 

considerable efforts that have been made at the 

EU level to promote and support certification 

(D’Alessandro & Masoni, 2015).

Ecolabeling in the Tourism Sector

A community’s approach to sustainability is a 

fundamental factor in tourism development. This 

factor can be measured through several indicators 

(Choi & Turk, 2011).

Ecolabels are one of the “most promising vol-

untary initiatives” for improving the sustainabil-

ity of tourist destinations (Rodríguez, López, & 

Caballero, 2017) and can be seen as both a mar-

keting and environmental management tool that 

can increase competitive advantage (Fairweather, 

Maslin, & Simmons, 2005; Font & Buckley, 2001). 

Despite this fact, the EU Ecolabel is controversial 

in the tourism sector. Few studies have examined 

the benefits it brings to the industry (Ban, Iacobas, 

& Nedelea, 2015; Millar & Baloglu, 2011).

The first criteria for accommodation in the EU 

tourism sector appeared in 2003 (Council of Euro-

pean Union, 2003), and debates about them began 

immediately. Tourism accommodation is dynamic, 

as supply changes depending on customers’ 

demand. The ability to stay ahead of the competi-

tion is linked to the speed with which new services 

can be offered, which depends on a combination of 

products, materials, energy, and know-how. These 

elements are all linked to the LCA. In the tourism 

sector, however, it is very difficult to find a per-

fect benchmark for LCA, and few case studies have 

measured the impact of environmental initiatives in 

the hospitality sector (De Camillis, Raggi, & Petti, 

2010; Iraldo & Nucci, 2016).

The introduction of ecolabeling criteria for tour-

ism accommodation generated competition between 

the EU Ecolabel and environmental management 

systems like EMAS (Masone & Ruzzolini, 2017; 

Vesce & Beltramo, 2000), the official European 

tool by which economic organizations pursue the 

continual improvement of their environmental per-

formance. It also generated confusion among some 

economic operators. Overall, ecolabeling has seen 

changing fortunes.

Interest in ecolabeling for tourism was moti-

vated by growth in this sector and the subsequent 

direct and indirect environmental burdens (Blanca, 
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Trento in 2015 provided interesting insights into 

the topic. In line with previous studies, it found that 

most clients were not interested in certification but 

they recognized the importance of having a sustain-

able attitude towards the environment (Heiskanen 

& Timonen, 1996; Leire & Thidell, 2005). Of those 

interviewed, 45% thought that the EU Ecolabel 

was trustworthy, but they were unsure what criteria 

were required to obtain it (Provincia Autonoma di 

Trento, 2015). These results illustrate the confu-

sion among consumers and clients but also confirm 

that interest in the environment and its protection 

is growing (Niva & Timonen, 2001; Thøgersen, 

Haugaard, & Olesen, 2010).

The same study investigated the views of tourist 

establishment managers, finding that satisfaction 

with certification was not particularly high. It was 

generally recognized that certification brought eco-

nomic benefits, such as the potential for financial 

aid and better resource use, as well as environmen-

tal benefits such as CO
2

 

emissions reduction and 

lower water and energy use. However, managers 

said it also carried costs, such as for adopting new 

technologies and purchasing Ecolabel products 

(Provincia Autonoma di Trento, 2015). Ultimately, 

the managers claimed that tourists, except for some 

family group and foreign tourists, were not inter-

ested in ecocertification.

Methods

To understand the potential of ecolabeling in 

the tourism industry, it is essential to identify why 

managers are not adopting EU certification. Thus, 

this study seeks to identify the main reasons for 

hospitality managers’ nonadoption of EU certifi-

cation. To this end, a questionnaire was sent to 

both EU-certified and noncertified establishments, 

though the focus is on establishments that chose not 

to adopt ecolabeling.

Focusing on the Piedmont area, the authors iden-

tified establishments with and without EU Ecolabel 

certification. The Piedmont area is a suitable set-

ting for this initial investigation because it, together 

with the Puglia region, has the higher number of 

EU-certified establishments. This means that estab-

lishments in the region have experience with the 

possibilities that EU Ecolabel certification brings. 

Of course, each region has specific characteristics 

(Campisi, Marinatto, & Bogoni, 2014). However, 

understanding the decision-making processes, atti-

tudes, and behaviors of tourists is crucial (Atadil, 

Sirakaya-Turk, & Decrip, 2017; Atadil, Sirakaya-

Turk, Meng, & Decrop, 2018; Bigovic, 2014).

Studies on consumers show that sustainability 

can influence peoples’ choices in different ways 

(Bonadonna, Giachino, & Truant, 2017; Chen 

& Peng, 2016; Fatima, Khan, & Halabi, 2017; 

Sirakaya-Turk, Baloglu, & Mercado, 2014; Yoon 

& Chen, 2017) and that, although people are con-

cerned about the environment and its preserva-

tion, they tend to have inconsistent views about 

preserving the natural environment at the moment 

of purchase, and particular feelings can influence 

their choice particularly strongly (Vantomme et al., 

2004; Yoon & Chen, 2017).

In their study on Lithuanian consumers, 

Kavaliauske et al. (2013) found that buying choices 

were not driven or influenced by the presence of eco-

labels (apart from a few consumer niches; Karlsson 

& Dolnicar, 2016), likely because they knew little 

about them. Aarset et al. (2004) found that consum-

ers’ trust in ecological schemes was low, although 

their investigation of customers’ reactions to green 

behaviors revealed a positive reaction toward com-

panies that were adopting virtuous behaviors (Han 

et al., 2009).

Certification in the hospitality industry is impor-

tant for three main reasons: it helps sets new envi-

ronmental standards, it helps create new marketing 

tools, and third-party certification can make the pro-

cess more objective (Proebstl & Mueller, 2013).

Environmental changes are sometimes difficult 

to communicate to customers, and ecolabeling 

does not seem to have a consistent impact on tour-

ist demand (Karlsson & Dolnicar, 2016). Managers 

usually use certification as an additional value-

added service the same way they use brands, prices, 

and other amenities (Brown & Ragsdale, 2002), 

being aware that certification has little influence on 

tourists’ decision-making processes (Karlsson & 

Dolnicar, 2016; Reiser & Simmons, 2005). A recent 

study on Italian hospitality establishments found 

that managers used certifications to improve their 

image among guests (Duglio, Ivanov, Magliano, & 

Ivanova, 2017).

Research conducted on the hospitality indus-

try and ecolabeling by the Provincia Autonoma di 
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year of certification]. The second section covered 

the motivation for adopting ecolabeling (i.e., how 

they learned of EU Ecolabel certification, why 

they decided to adopt it, their satisfaction, clients’ 

comments on the certification, its influence on the 

number of clients/year). The third section covered 

the economic impact of certification (i.e., costs of 

adopting ecolabeling, the economic benefits, the 

environmental impacts). For the questionnaire given 

to the noncertified establishments, the first section 

was the same as that in the questionnaire given to 

certified establishments. The second covered the 

respondents’ level of awareness of EU Ecolabel cer-

tification (e.g., if they were aware of it, how they 

learned about it). The third part covered perceived 

opportunities and barriers linked to certification.

Findings and Results

EU Ecolabel-Certified Establishments

The responses indicated that most of the estab-

lishments had obtained certification relatively 

recently (in 2017, the end of 2016, in 2014, or in 

2011), with the exception of one that received cer-

tification in 2005 (see Table 1).

The evidence highlighted the role of institutions 

in communicating ecolabel certification to establish-

ments. Almost all the establishments interviewed 

were aware of ecolabel certification thanks to the 

initiatives of specific institutions (e.g., Arpa). The 

evidence also highlighted the importance of imple-

menting sustainable activities. Many establish-

ments decided to adopt certification because of their 

that can influence the decision of whether to adopt 

EU certification.

The research process comprised three main 

activities. The authors first reviewed the literature 

on ecolabeling and relevant studies conducted by 

research institutes designed to understand how 

certification affects customers’ choices. Then two 

questionnaires were created to evaluate the estab-

lishments’ perceptions of ecolabeling and assess the 

attitudes of hospitality management toward certifi-

cation and its utility. Though the focus was on non-

certified establishments, the authors also collected 

data from 15 EU-certified establishments in Pied-

mont to gain a complete overview of the topic. This 

double perspective allowed the authors to identify 

a wider range of motivations that could lead man-

agers to adopt ecolabeling (or not). Two question-

naires were created based on the key evidence drawn 

from both the literature review and other research. 

One questionnaire was sent to establishments with 

ecolabeling certification, and the other was sent to 

establishments without. The questionnaires were 

sent via Google Forms. They were anonymous, but 

the respondents could leave their contact details at 

the end of the questionnaire. The questionnaires 

were sent to the main email address found on the 

websites of the establishments, addressed to each 

establishments’ manager/responsible employee. 

Third and finally, the authors analyzed the results 

to identify the major issues that emerged.

Data Collection

The study examined all 15 establishments in the 

Piedmont area with EU Ecolabel certification. The 

authors selected 690 noncertified establishments 

located in the same area as those that were ecola-

bel certified. Focusing on a single area minimizes 

the influence of external factors (i.e., economy, 

presence of tourist attractions). Nine of the 15 EU 

ecolabel-certified establishments responded, for a 

response rate of 60%. The authors contacted the 

690 non-EU Ecolabel-certified establishments and 

received 69 responses, for a response rate of 10%.

The questionnaire for the EU Ecolabel-certified 

establishments was divided into three main sec-

tions. The first covered general data [i.e., manager/

responsible employee of the establishment, accom-

modation type, number of clients/year, size (m
2

), 

Table 1

General Data: EU Ecolabel-Certified Establishments

Structure Mq Clients/Year Year of Certification

1 400–600 <2,000 2011

2 <100 <2,000 2005

3 >100 <2,000 2017

4 600–800 4,000–10,000 2014

5 100–200 <2,000 2016

6 800–1,000 <2,000 2014

7 >1,000 <2,000 2017

8 400–600 <2,000 2014

9 >1,000 10,000–20,000 2016

10 <1,000 10,000–20,000 2016

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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certification more popular. The establishments 

decided to not adopt certification for various rea-

sons. Approximately 55% of respondents indicated 

that they had already implemented ecofriendly ini-

tiatives, and approximately 9% claimed that it was 

not necessary to have certification to preserve the 

environment. Moreover, approximately 20% indi-

cated that the bureaucracy and costs involved were 

too great or that multiple negative elements had 

influenced their decision. All of the establishments 

agreed that it was possible to obtain environmental 

advantages without ecolabel certification.

Most of the non-EU-certified establishments indi-

cated that the need to implement sustainable initia-

tives and preserve the environment was the most 

important factor in introducing ecofriendly initia-

tives. The importance of the region is paramount, and 

establishments should try to consider both the posi-

tive and negative effects of their actions on the envi-

ronment, even if they lack ecolabel certification.

Another important piece of evidence that emerged 

concerns the customers. Overall, 82% of the estab-

lishments seemed to be certain that customers are 

most interested in the establishments’ services and 

prices and that only few are interested in ecolabel 

certification. Currently, ecolabel certification does 

not seem to be a reason to make a booking as far as 

customers are concerned.

Discussion and Conclusions

Ecolabeling represents an important step toward 

the safeguarding of the environment (Darnall et al., 

2016; De Boer, 2003). However, it has still not 

spread throughout the hospitality industry. Industry 

criteria started to appear 15 years ago (Council of 

European Union, 2003, 2009a, 2009b, 2017), but 

their influence on tourists’ choices remains weak 

(Reiser & Simmons, 2005). Though the study is not 

focused on establishments with certification, it is 

difficult to clearly identify the competitive advan-

tages certification has produced (Geerts, 2014; 

Lupu et al., 2013). For this reason, it is necessary 

to understand why establishments choose to adopt 

it (or not). The authors sought to shed light on the 

perspectives of both EU Ecolabel-certified and 

noncertified establishments, with particular atten-

tion paid to the latter, which are underinvestigated 

in the literature.

interest in sustaining the region through the imple-

mentation of ecofriendly initiatives. Only one of the 

respondents said that the major reason for adopting 

ecolabeling was to obtain economic benefits.

The respondents’ level of satisfaction was gener-

ally high, of an average of about 4 (on a 4-point 

Likert scale), and some of the respondents were 

very satisfied with their choice (scoring 5 out 5). 

Only one respondent was disappointed (2 out of 

5). The other eight received the benefits they had 

anticipated (indicating 3, 4, or 5 out of 5). The eight 

respondents who responded positively eventually 

chose certification.

The respondents who indicated that they were not 

interested in repeating the certification process also 

indicated that customers were unaware of the initia-

tive and that it had not had a positive impact on the 

establishment. According to other respondents, most 

of the customers who were interested in certifica-

tion were foreign tourists, young people, and family 

groups. However, most of the establishments stated 

that customers were not influenced by ecolabeling 

during the booking process. In fact, the respon-

dents claimed that there was no positive correlation 

between the adoption of ecolabeling and an increase 

in reservations. It seems that people do not pay 

attention to the presence of certification. Only four 

respondents stated that there was significant aware-

ness of EU Ecolabel certification among customers.

In terms of economic benefits, only four respon-

dents confirmed a positive return, citing a reduc-

tion of between 10% and 30% in the costs of water, 

energy, and gas. However, high costs were also 

incurred when implementing the requirements nec-

essary to obtain certification.

Non-EU Ecolabel-Certified Establishments

The authors collected information from 69 of 

the 690 noncertified establishments identified in 

the same municipalities where there was at least 

one certified establishment. Regarding the role of 

communication, 46% of the respondents indicated 

that they were aware of ecolabel certification due 

to communication from specific institutions (e.g., 

Arpa) or via word of mouth. Approximately half of 

the establishments interviewed were aware of eco-

label certification, indicating that the experience 

of other establishments has contributed to making 



 NON-EU ECOLABEL IN THE HOSPITALITY INDUSTRY 427

necessarily to certification (Heiskanen & Timonen, 

1996; Karlsson & Dolnicar, 2016; Leire & Thidell, 

2005). Establishments indicated an intention to imple-

ment and communicate ecofriendly initiatives even if 

they did not have certification, and customers seemed 

to appreciate this. It is well-known that most people 

are concerned about the environment (Vantomme et 

al., 2004), and the study’s evidence seems to confirm 

this. Thus, the adoption of certification seems to have 

no influence on customers’ choices, but it is enough 

for establishments to show that they are paying atten-

tion to the environment. To reinforce this point, the 

evidence shows that some establishments adopted 

ecolabeling due to their interest in its environmen-

tal impact. They are satisfied with their choice, but 

there are no data on whether certification affected the 

establishments’ economic return.

The findings of previous ecolabeling studies and 

of specific research on Piedmont feature differences 

and similarities (Provincia Autonoma di Trento, 

2015). Some of the literature has found that aware-

ness of ecolabeling is generally low, while more 

recent research has identified a high level of aware-

ness among establishments (Provincia Autonoma di 

Trento, 2015). The attitudes of both establishments 

and tourists are changing, and the important role of 

environmental awareness has been recognized by 

all the actors involved (Alessi & Masone, 2013). 

Another important factor is the perceived client 

awareness of certification. Management reports 

low client awareness and a low influence of cer-

tification on clients’ decision making (Karlsson & 

Dolnicar, 2016; Kavaliauske et al., 2013).

More attention must be paid to client profiles. 

Identifying the clients who are most interested in 

certification is important because it would allow 

establishments to customize their marketing 

strategies.

Finally, the importance of ecolabeling due to the 

impact it can have on the environment is generally 

recognized, but its economic impacts provide estab-

lishments with additional incentive to pursue it.

Contributions and Future Research

This research on establishments in Piedmont is 

the first investigation into how establishments with 

and without EU Ecolabel certification perceive 

the EU Ecolabel as well as into customers’ point 

The results obtained in this preliminary study 

on Piedmont establishments identified three main 

points of interest: the importance of ecofriendly ini-

tiatives, the establishments’ awareness of ecolabel-

ing, and institutions’ level of communication and 

dissemination of ecolabeling initiatives.

Regarding the third point, the evidence revealed 

the important role played by institutions in com-

municating the existence of certification. All the 

establishments with ecolabel certification and half 

of those without it were aware of the process due to 

initiatives promoted by local and regional institu-

tions. The experiences of other establishments also 

emerged as an important factor; word of mouth 

seems to be important in influencing establish-

ments’ choices, and this is why it is important to 

constantly monitor establishments’ perspectives.

The second point, regarding establishments’ and 

customers’ awareness of ecolabeling, is connected 

to the first. The results show that most respondents 

are aware of ecolabeling. However, the number of 

establishments that have adopted it is significantly 

lower than the number of those who decided not to. 

Being aware of the existence of ecolabel certifica-

tion is important, but industry players also need to 

communicate the benefits of having it; otherwise, 

few establishments will decide to invest in it (Ban 

et al., 2015; De Camillis et al., 2010; Iraldo & 

Nucci, 2016; Millar & Baloglu, 2011). The func-

tion of ecolabels is to provide quality and environ-

mental information (Grunert, 1993).

To convince establishments to adopt certifica-

tion, it is necessary to identify not only the benefits 

linked to the environment but also those linked to 

business (Iraldo & Barberio, 2017). The economic 

aspects are important for those operating in the 

tourism sector, as well as in other sectors; however, 

the benefits have not been communicated clearly 

(AEAT, 2004; Iraldo & Barberio, 2017). From this 

perspective, customers’ awareness can influence 

the entire process of certification. However, cus-

tomers seem unaware of certification, and certifica-

tion does not operate as a relevant decision-making 

factor for them (Karlsson & Dolnicar, 2016). It is 

difficult to identify a common customer reaction to 

EU Ecolabels (Campisi et al., 2014).

Finally, regarding the third point, the importance 

of ecofriendly initiatives, customers seem to be sen-

sitive to these initiatives (Han et al., 2009) but not 
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booking choices could be useful to managers in the 

hospitality industry.
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