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What Sustainability 
Means to Consumers:
Travel & Hospitality
A brand’s guide to consumer attitudes, behaviors 
and expectations
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Travel companies must help 
“climate-concerned travelers” 
bridge the gap between 
expectations and reality

At first glance, travel and sustainability don’t seem like ideas that can live together 
in harmony.

The travel industry relies on resources that are not environmentally friendly and 
accounts for 8% of global carbon emissions. But travel companies aren’t exempt 
from consumer expectations and preferences related to climate change, and the 
ones that are able to go beyond long-term pledges and take real, meaningful 
action will be more likely to stand out from the competition.

To do so, travel brands must understand what consumers expect of companies 
and individuals, and they must take action to move the needle for both.

On the consumer level, companies should target a specific “psychographic” rather 
than demographic: climate-concerned travelers, a group that spans all 
generations, ethnicities, geographies and income levels. To break down barriers 
and help this key group make environmentally friendly choices in travel, brands 
must focus on communicating sustainable options clearly and transparently.

On the company level, those in the travel industry must continue to push for 
internal change that proves to consumers that curbing climate change is a two-
way street.

Above all, travel companies must not engage in greenwashing. Consumers are 
savvy to brands’ tendencies to feature buzzwords in their marketing. In order to 
build trust, environmental action must be real, systemic and sustained.
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Additional Reading

Sustainability in the Food & 
Beverage Industry
Consumers know sustainability in food & beverage is 
crucial, but companies need to help educate and 
bridge trust to ensure actions resonate.

Download the report

Sustainability in the Financial 
Services Industry
First-mover advantage is still on the table for financial 
services brands when it comes to sustainability.

Download the report

Sustainability in the Retail &
E-Commerce Industry
While consumerism is inherently not sustainable, 
retailers can mitigate impact by supporting the resale 
market, moving toward more recyclable packaging and 
more.

Download the report

https://go.morningconsult.com/2022-pg8600a1-sustainability-report-download.html
https://go.morningconsult.com/2022-pg8600a1-sustainability-report-download.html
https://go.morningconsult.com/2022-pg8600a1-sustainability-report-download.html
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Is sustainable travel even 
possible?

Consumers have an elementary knowledge of 
sustainability in the travel industry, with many 
arguing that it’s inherently impossible for any 
travel brand to be sustainable given the nature 
of the business. To make meaningful strides on 
climate change, most travelers believe the onus 
falls on institutions rather than individuals.

Meet the ‘climate-concerned 
travelers’

This sustainability-minded group represents 
low-hanging fruit for travel companies, as 
their decisions tend to be disproportionately 
influenced by environmental factors. But 
when it comes to sustainable travel behavior, 
their actions don’t always align with their 
expectations of themselves or others.

Focus on reducing and 
offsetting emissions

Simply adding sustainability badges to products 
or communications doesn’t result in more 
bookings, as such badges are often associated 
with a premium price tag. In order to advance 
sustainability initiatives, travel companies must 
go beyond green labels.

Key Takeaways

C O N S U M E R  A T T I T U D E S C O N S U M E R  B E H A V I O R S B R A N D  A C T I O N S
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S ECTION 1

Consumer Attitudes
Consumers are more concerned about price than sustainability in 
travel, and they believe it’s the responsibility of institutions rather 
than individuals to make meaningful change
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C O N S U M E R  A T T I T U D E S

Consumers tend to have only basic knowledge of sustainability in travel

Respondents described in their own words what it means for travel brands to be sustainable, and their 
responses were sorted into the following categories:

When we asked consumers to describe a sustainable 
travel brand in a few words, their responses fell into 
three categories: environmental, brand/product, and 
don’t know/no opinion. Many whose responses fell into 
the brand/product category thought of sustainability in 
the literal sense: The company is able to stay in 
business. This demonstrates that the word “sustainable” 
alone doesn’t always imply environmental sustainability 
to consumers.

There were also many who were unsure, as well as 
several who said that a travel brand cannot be 
sustainable because travel is inherently bad for the 
environment.

Unsurprisingly, the most common answers were related 
to the environment. Within this category, most gave 
broad answers like “not harming the environment.” For 
the few who offered more nuance, their responses 
touched on some key themes: emissions, energy and 
resources, and waste and recycling.

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence

Environmental

= 5 answers

“I’m not sure what 
makes a travel brand 
sustainable. 
Sustainable to me is 
more for products 
that are consumed.”

General environment/climate-friendly
Emissions
Energy and resources
Waste and recycling
Not possible

“They need to use 
renewable energy 
instead of fossil fuels.”

Don’t know
Unsure
No opinion
Deny/question human impact on 
climate change

Brand or product
Resilient brand
Reliable brand
Affordable product
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C O N S U M E R  A T T I T U D E S

When it comes to climate-related concerns, general ideas like 
climate change and overtourism — excessive travel to a popular 
destination — tend to preoccupy consumers more than individual 
and brand-level action. But outranking all things climate-related is 
the more immediate concern of the cost of travel.

With inflation putting pressure on wallets and prices for airfare 
and gasoline still high, the share of consumers who say they’re 
“very concerned” about the cost of travel has increased 5 
percentage points since November 2021. This presents a 
challenge for the industry’s climate-related messaging, as 
greener choices are often associated with higher price tags.

That’s not to say that people aren’t concerned about the travel 
industry’s environmental impact. More than 1 in 4 adults say they 
are very concerned about the industry’s contribution to climate 
change. In fact, when asked to guess the share of carbon 
emissions that come from the travel & hospitality industry, most 
overestimate: The actual figure is 8%, but nearly 6 in 10 
suspected that it was more than 10%.

Price concerns and more general worries outrank consumer and brand impact on the environment

Share of consumers who report being “somewhat” or “very” concerned about the following:

80%

70%

61% 59%

50% 50%

The cost of travel Climate change Overtourism's
environmental

impact

The travel
industry's impact

on climate change

Their own carbon
footprint while

traveling

Travel companies'
carbon footprints

Younger consumers are more 
concerned about climate-related 

issues, while older consumers 
are more concerned about cost

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence

The share who are “very concerned” about 
the cost of travel has increased 5 points 
since November 2021
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C O N S U M E R  A T T I T U D E S

When asked who should be responsible for reducing the environmental impact of traveling, most point to institutions over individuals: primarily businesses in the industry, 
followed by governments. However, the perception of responsibility varies greatly by demographic.

For example, Gen Z adults look to the government and NGOs to make a difference — on-brand for this activism-prone generation — while baby boomers, who grew up 
embracing capitalism, feel that it’s up to businesses.

Generational breakdowns don’t provide the only window into this issue. Higher-income consumers — those from households earning at least $100,000 a year — are more likely 
to say businesses should take the lead, while those from households earning less than $50,000 are more likely to say the government bears responsibility. There are similar 
differences by political party. Democrats are much more likely to say the government should take the lead, while Republicans believe more responsibility falls on individuals.

Frequency of travel is also a predictor of perceptions. Those who travel more often, either for business or leisure, are more likely to say that travelers themselves are primarily 
responsible for mitigating environmental impact.

Most consumers feel the onus is on the industry and the government to reduce environmental impact

Respondents were asked who should take responsibility for reducing the environmental impact of travel and tourism

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence

5%

21%
15%

38%

4%

19%
25%

32%

8%

22%
29%27%

11%14%

38%

21%

NGOsThe person who is travelingGovernmentsBusinesses in the travel industry

31%
24%

20%

7%

Gen Z adults Millennials Gen Xers Baby boomersAll U.S. adults
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S ECTION 2

Consumer Behaviors
Climate-concerned travelers represent a key opportunity for the 
travel industry, as this group is more likely to engage with sustainable 
products and services
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C O N S U M E R  B E H A V I O R S

Consumers who say they’re “somewhat” or “very” concerned about…

Meet the ‘climate-concerned traveler’

Climate 
change

The carbon 
footprints of 

travel brands

Climate-
concerned 
travelers

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence

Given consumers’ cost concerns, companies may find it 
challenging to connect with the general public on 
sustainability. Instead, they should zero in on those who 
are most open to sustainable behaviors: climate-
concerned travelers. These consumers report being at 
least “somewhat concerned” about the following: climate 
change, the carbon footprints of travel companies and 
their own carbon footprint when traveling.

The size of this group is significant, representing about 
40% of the U.S. population. Climate-concerned travelers 
are similar to the overall population in terms of gender, 
generation and ethnicity. Although there are slight skews 
toward higher earners and urban residents, the biggest 
demographic differences are ideological: Democrats are 
much more likely to be climate-concerned travelers than 
Republicans.

These travelers are more likely than the general 
population to say they’re willing to take action for the sake 
of sustainable travel, even if they have not yet done so. 
This makes them a ripe audience for travel brands.

Their own
carbon footprint 
when traveling

15%

46%

49%

77%

32%

28%

34%

29%

18%

46%

26%

20%

22%

12%

22%

31%

10%

GENERATION

INCOME

POLITICAL AFFILIATION

COMMUNITY

Gen Z adults

Baby boomers

Millennials
Gen Xers

ETHNICITY

Less than $50K
$50k-$99k

$100K or more

Democrat
Independent

Republican

White

Other

Hispanic
Black

Urban
Suburban

Rural
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C O N S U M E R  B E H A V I O R S

Despite having relatively basic knowledge of 
sustainability in the travel space, consumers report that 
their climate concerns impact both how they travel and 
how they purchase travel.

Climate-concerned travelers in particular are more 
likely to report this influence relative to the general 
population. While roughly 1 in 5 U.S. adults say that 
their concern about the environment has a “major 
impact” on both their travel behavior and purchase 
decisions, these shares rise to 37% and 33%, 
respectively, for climate-concerned travelers. 
Moreover, nearly 9 in 10 climate-concerned travelers 
say their environmental conscience has at least some 
impact on their travel behavior and decisions.

Shares who say their concern about climate change has an impact on…

Concern about climate change has an impact on traveler behavior and purchasing

…their own behavior
when traveling

…their travel
purchase decisions

87%

33%

85%60% 59%

20% 19%

Overall impact Major impact

Climate-concerned travelersAll U.S. adults

37%

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence
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C O N S U M E R  B E H A V I O R S

While it’s clear that climate concerns impact consumer behavior, 
the actions that travelers are willing to take to assuage these 
concerns vary.

When climate-concerned travelers are asked the identify the three 
most important actions for sustainable travel, their expectations fall 
along two spectrums: amount of experience sacrificed and level of 
financial contribution.

Generally, the higher-ranking actions tend to require less 
experience sacrificed and lower financial contribution, making 
them easier to achieve. For instance, the most common behavior 
expected by this group is choosing reduced service levels, such 
as less frequent housekeeping services. This “sacrifice” comes at 
no additional cost and poses little inconvenience to the traveler.

The less popular behaviors fall higher within each spectrum. Two 
examples are minimizing all travel, which requires a high level of 
experience sacrificed, and patronizing local businesses, which 
often comes with a premium price tag.

For traveler action, consumers say sacrificing experience is more important than contributing financially

Amount of 
experience 
sacrificed

Level of financial contributionLow

Low

High

High

Travel 
closer 
to home

Minimize 
air travel

Minimize use 
of amenities

Choose
reduced
service 
levels

Use public transit
while traveling

Travel with
companies that
prioritize sustainability

Shop/stay with
local businesses

Use an electric or 
hybrid car for travel

Pay more for
sustainable 
options

Minimize 
all travel

Avoid “overtouristed” 
destinations

Climate-concerned travelers identify the most important actions for travelers to take
(Bubble size corresponds to the share who selected that action)

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence
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C O N S U M E R  B E H A V I O R S

Despite their outsize concern about the environment, 
climate-concerned travelers don’t always walk the 
sustainability walk. In fact, some of the behaviors that 
they say are most important for travelers to engage in 
are the same ones they admit being least likely to 
have done themselves.

On the positive side, these travelers’ efforts to cut 
back meet or exceed their expectations of others. 
Reducing service levels, amenity use and travel 
overall rank equal or higher on climate-concerned 
travelers’ list of actions that they report taking in the 
name of sustainability in the past year compared with 
their list of expectations for travelers in general.

On the other hand, traveling with companies that 
prioritize sustainability and paying more for 
sustainable options are top-ranking expectations of 
climate-concerned travelers that they’re less likely to 
have engaged in themselves, pointing to a gap 
between expectations and reality.

Climate-concerned travelers’ ethics and actions don’t always align

Actions that climate-concerned travelers… 

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence

…believe people should take …have taken themselves in the last year
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S ECTION 3

Brand Actions
Sustainability badges alone don’t move the booking needle. Instead, 
companies must help environmentally conscious consumers overcome 
barriers to action
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B R A N D  A C T I O N S

40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Without sustainability label With sustainability label

When it comes to sustainability messaging, travel brands often default to 
badges like “lower emissions” or “eco-certified” to denote environmentally 
friendly options. But despite some high-profile examples of platforms 
adding emissions information to user searches, such as Google Flights, 
these badges don’t significantly move the needle on likelihood of booking.
U.S. adults are equally likely to book a flight with or without a low emissions 
badge and only 1 percentage point more likely to make a hotel booking 
that’s labeled eco-friendly.

Moreover, consumers perceive sustainable options to be more expensive 
than standard options, especially for airfare. The average estimated price of 
a lower-emissions flight was around $40 more than the standard option. 
This perception may pose a barrier to travelers, especially given the current 
period of economic uncertainty.

Climate-concerned travelers are more likely to be swayed by badges, but 
not by a large margin. They’re 4 percentage points more likely to say they 
would book a green flight compared with the standard option, and 3 
percentage points more likely to book the sustainable accommodation 
option. In general, they’re also more likely to say they’ll book each of the 
sustainable travel options relative to the general population, which may be 
a reflection of this group’s overall higher-income status.

Sustainability badges have almost no impact on booking preferences

COST PERCEPTION

$218 $220

FLIGHT

HOTEL

FLIGHT

HOTEL

BOOKING LIKELIHOOD

$256 $295

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence
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B R A N D  A C T I O N S

172

145

130

128

115

115

92

85

81

76

72

53

34

217

141

141

130

80

119

87

72

76

76

82

51

30

A sustainability badge by itself isn’t enough to 
sway travelers. Instead, brands must back up 
their commitments to the environment with 
actions. Travel companies should focus on 
larger, more impactful moves to demonstrate 
this commitment.

A MaxDiff analysis of climate-concerned 
travelers’ expectations of travel brands reveals 
that focusing on carbon emissions and waste 
will do the most to move the needle. Reducing 
and offsetting carbon emissions aren’t the only 
actions that are broadly important to all adults, 
but they are uniquely important to this 
environmentally conscious demographic.

Brand actions that are less impactful involve 
passing responsibility on to the consumer — for 
example, asking travelers to pay more for 
sustainable options and charging a tourist tax 
are less popular among both climate-concerned 
travelers and the general population.

Reducing and offsetting carbon emissions move the needle for climate-concerned travelers

Reduces carbon emissions

Minimizes waste

Offsets carbon emissions

Uses biodegradable/recyclable packaging

Minimizes single-use plastics

Provides sustainability guidance to travelers

Allows travelers to choose reduced service

Minimizes water consumption

Is transparent about sustainability efforts

Commits to industry-wide pledges

Allows travelers to pay for sustainable options

Uses products/services from local vendors

Charges a tourist tax
Average utility 
score: 100

Respondents were asked to gauge the relative importance of each of the following actions by a travel brand:

A utility score of 100 indicates that a given action has an average likelihood of being considered the most important to an individual respondent. A 
score of 200 indicates the action is twice as likely as average to be considered the most important, while a score of 50 indicates it is half as likely.

All U.S. adults Climate-concerned travelers
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B R A N D  A C T I O N S

Leveraging the Theory of Planned Behavior to predict sustainable actions

It’s tricky to predict consumer behavior, especially when it comes to sustainable attitudes.

That’s why we used the Theory of Planned Behavior, a psychological theory that links beliefs to behavior 
and is considered one of the most influential theories for understanding consumer behavior.

The theory explains that the more people intend to engage in a behavior, the more likely it will be that they 
actually enact the behavior. For example, the more one intends to recycle, the more likely it is that one will 
recycle. The theory explains that three factors predict these intentions:

Subjective norms refer to one’s perceived social pressure to engage in the behavior or not. The more 
social pressure they feel to engage or not engage in the behavior, the higher the subjective norms.

Perceived behavioral control refers to how easy or difficult people think it will be to engage in a 
specific behavior. The easier they think it would be to engage in the behavior, the higher their PBC.

Attitudes refer to how favorable or unfavorable one thinks the behavior will be. The more favorable 
evaluation they have of the behavior, the more positive their attitudes are toward the behavior.

According to TPB, the more favorable the attitudes toward the behavior, the stronger the subjective norms 
to perform the behavior, and the greater the PBC over the behavior, the more likely people should be to 
intend to engage in that behavior.

Intentions

Subjective norms

Perceived behavioral 
control

Attitudes
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B R A N D  A C T I O N S

To entice travelers to make sustainable choices, brands must demonstrate the ease of doing so

While each of the theory’s three components — subjective norms, perceived behavioral control and 
attitudes — is a significant predictor of travelers’ intentions to engage in sustainable actions in the future, 
the components vary in their predictive value.

Subjective norms are the weakest (though still significant) predictor. This is understandable, as sustainability 
in the travel space typically isn’t highly visible to others. Whether a traveler chooses to book a low-emission 
flight is something only they know. As such, internal drivers tend to be stronger predictors.

Specifically, perceived behavioral control has a strong predictive relationship with intended behavior. In 
other words, the easier travelers believe making sustainable choices to be, the more likely they are to 
intend to do so. This is both good and bad news for travel companies. On the negative side, consumers 
perceive there to be barriers to traveling sustainably, and these barriers keep them from choosing 
sustainable companies and paying more for sustainable options. The positive, however, is that this is an 
area brands can directly influence.

To this end, brands should focus on helping travelers overcome barriers that make traveling sustainably 
feel difficult or out of reach.

Intentions
e.g., I intend to make 
sustainability a 
priority the next time 
I travel

Subjective norms
e.g., I feel pressure from 
others to make sustainability 
a priority when traveling

Perceived behavioral 
control
e.g., It would be easy for me 
to make sustainability a 
priority when traveling

Attitudes
e.g., It’s important to make 
sustainability a priority when 
traveling

β=.406

β=.136

β=.397

r²=.605

All beta coefficients are significant. The regression coefficients were estimated using a partial least squares regression.
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B R A N D  A C T I O N S

The travel industry’s say-do gap is largely driven 
by consumers feeling like they are unable to 
prioritize sustainability. When it comes to the two 
behaviors that climate-concerned travelers identify 
as important to do but are unlikely to have done 
themselves, there are two clear barriers to action: 
not knowing it was an option and assuming it 
would be too expensive.

In order to bridge this gap, brands must focus on 
doing two things:

• Clearly communicate sustainable options to 
both leisure and business travelers so they are 
aware that they can make environmentally 
friendly choices should they feel so inclined.

• Be transparent about pricing. Showing cost 
comparisons for the prices of sustainable and 
traditional options will help overcome travelers’ 
misconceptions about premium pricing.

Top reasons climate-concerned travelers say they avoided the following behaviors:

Highlighting choices and refuting misconceptions about premium pricing will help climate-concerned 
travelers overcome key barriers

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence

15%

19%

13%

16%

Didn't know it
was an option

Too expensive

Too expensive

Didn't know it
was an optionTraveling with 

sustainable 
companies

Paying more 
for sustainable 

options Frequent business travelers are 
the most likely of any group to 
say they haven’t paid more for 
sustainable options because 
they didn’t know they could

Consumers across all income 
groups are roughly equally as 
likely to say they didn’t engage 
in these actions because they 
think of them as too expensive
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W H A T ’ S  N E X T

Consumers’ desire for sustainability shows no signs of abating, and 
companies in the travel industry must take meaningful action to align with 
this reality.

Most consumers believe it is primarily up to institutions to curb the travel 
industry’s impact on climate change, meaning brands should start by looking 
inward. With a variety of potential actions on the table, travel companies 
seeking to align with consumer preferences would be wise to bet on those 
that reduce carbon emissions and minimize waste. Brands that want to go 
further might consider working to advance climate-related legislation in the 
travel space, especially given the high expectations of government 
intervention among the youngest generation of travelers. Companies taking 
no action toward more sustainable operations risk losing favor among a 
majority of travelers.

Consumer education is also crucial to moving the needle. Many Americans 
don’t understand what it means for a travel brand to be sustainable, and 

those who do tend to have broad or abstract definitions. Focusing on the 
specific actions a company has taken lends more credibility than a sweeping 
promise — however earnest — that risks being perceived as greenwashing. 
Companies must educate consumers on the options available to them, 
directing them to sustainable alternatives and quantifying the impact of each 
choice in relatable terms. A consumer who understands that their choice to 
go green will have specific and measurable results will be more likely to 
buy in.

Finally, travel brands must help consumers get past cost barriers. The price 
of travel is a concern to just about everyone, especially during the current 
period of economic uncertainty, and sustainable options are often perceived 
to come at a premium. Companies that can help consumers navigate their 
choices and still stick to their budgets stand to win long-term loyalty.

To advance sustainability initiatives, travel companies must balance 
meaningful internal action with consumer education
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About the Report
& Methodology
The “What Sustainability Means to Consumers” project unpacks consumer attitudes and 
behaviors connected to sustainability, in addition to identifying what sustainable actions 
consumers expect from the brands they purchase from. Visit our sustainability portal to 
explore and download all the research in this project.

Methodology

The analysis featured in this report is based on Morning Consult Research Intelligence surveys 
conducted Nov. 16-18, 2021, and June 30-July 2, 2022, among representative samples of 
2,200 and 2,365 U.S. adults, respectively, with unweighted margins of error of +/-2 
percentage points.

Research Intelligence

Morning Consult helps you understand your brand, competitors and market in a way traditional 
research companies can’t. We survey tens of thousands of people across the globe on over 
4,000 brands and products every day. Get actionable insights into what consumers think, see 
and say about your brand and products.

L E A R N  M O R E  A B O U T  R E S E A R C H  I N T E L L I G E N C E

https://morningconsult.com/sustainability-2022
https://morningconsult.com/product/research-intelligence/
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Lindsey Roeschke is the travel & hospitality analyst at global 
intelligence company Morning Consult, where she heads 
efforts to deliver real-time insights for leaders in the industry.

Prior to joining Morning Consult, she served as a director of consumer and culture 
analysis at Gartner, where she focused on behavior and expectations in travel (among 
other categories), particularly through a generational and cultural lens. In addition to 
her research and advisory background, Lindsey has more than a decade of experience 
in the advertising world. She has lived and worked in six cities across three continents.

Lindsey graduated from the University of Delaware with a bachelor’s degree in 
communications and holds a master’s degree in strategic communications from 
Villanova University.
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