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Climate change mitigation among accommodation providers in the South West 

of England:  comparisons between members and non-members of networks. 

 

ABSTRACT 

Networks are a well-established feature in contemporary tourism governance and 

management.  The aim of this paper is to examine the extent to which there are differences 

among members and non-members of tourism networks in their efforts to introduce measures 

to mitigate the effects of climate change in their operations.  Among accommodation providers 

in the South West of England, there is no significant difference between members and non-

members of networks in the modest levels of innovation they have introduced.  Possible 

reasons for the lack of difference are identified including the nature of the networks and the 

way in which knowledge is exchanged and retained among businesses.  The paper argues that, 

while formal networks still represent an important platform to promote climate change 

mitigation, their importance may also be in knowledge spillovers and boundary spanning 

behaviours ‘beyond the network’. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

Networks are a well-established feature in contemporary tourism governance (Bramwell and Lane 

2000; Scott et al 2008).  From a practical policy perspective, one of their attractions is that the 

common principles to which members subscribe form the basis for a collective response to 

contemporary issues.  As mediums for knowledge transfer and exchange, both formal and informal 

networks offer the possibility of more widespread action and hence better prospects that policy 

aspirations will be achieved among wider communities of practice (Sillence 2006).  Although the 
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roles of networks in destination management, tourism marketing and sustainable tourism 

development have been variously discussed (cf. Murphy and Murphy 2004; Fyall and Garrod 2005; 

Halme 2001), to date, their contribution to tackling climate change has been overlooked.  This is 

despite the fact that dominant discourses suggest that as many citizens, businesses and 

organisations as possible should act if greenhouse gas emissions are to be stabilised at a relatively 

safe levels (Stern 2007; Weaver et al 2006).  The aim of this paper, then, is to explore the 

relationship between network membership and innovation towards more sustainable tourism 

development.  In particular, it examines the extent to which there are differences among members 

and non-members of tourism networks in their attempts to introduce measures to mitigate the 

effects of climate change within their operations.  The paper unfolds in five further sections.  In the 

next section, innovation is identified as the lens through which mitigation activity may be observed 

and measured.  Innovation refers to changes in products, processes, producers, premises and 

organisations and by implication it is a vital business response to mitigating climate change in the 

tourism sector (and in business at large).  The third section outlines the methods employed in 

examining this proposition.  Predominantly quantitative results are presented in the fourth section 

on the statistical relationships between network membership and mitigation activity among tourism 

businesses. This is prior to a discussion of the implications of the findings for tourism scholarship, 

policy and praxis in the penultimate section.  The paper concludes with recommendations for further 

research. 

 

2.  TOURISM, CLIMATE CHANGE MITIGATION AND INNOVATION AS A KEY CONCEPTUAL NEXUS 

In recent studies of the changing dynamics of the tourism sector, the concepts of innovation and 

knowledge transfer have featured prominently (Shaw and Williams 2009; Hall and Williams 2008; 

Hjalagar 2009).  In a growing body of knowledge, it is argued that innovation is vital in order to 

respond to contemporary challenges, in particular in the area of sustainable tourism (Hjalagar 1996, 
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1997).  Innovation is difficult to define (Tidd and Bessant 2009) and several commentators have 

noted that innovation in tourism as a service activity (Gallouj and Weinstein 1997; Gallouj and 

Savona 2009) is different in scope and nature than, for instance, in manufacturing and other forms 

of production.  This relates variously to the experiential nature of the service encounter, the closer 

interaction of consumption and production, the significance of human resources and social relations 

in mediating the transactional experience, and the greater significance of non-technological 

innovations in mediating change (Jacob et al 2003; Pikkemaat and Peters 2005; Volo 2005).  In many 

respects innovation has all the hallmarks of a ‘fuzzy concept’ with multiple and contested meanings 

that defy straightforward definition or accurate measurement (Coles et al 2009).  Hjalagar (2002: 

465-466) has, though, made a welcome attempt to introduce a degree of precision.  For her, there 

are five main types of tourism innovation: product innovations, comprising new services or products; 

process innovations, intended to raise the performance of existing operations; management 

innovations, consisting of new job profiles, internal structures and human resources deployments; 

logistics innovations, that incorporate a recomposition of external commercial relationships; and 

institutional innovations, that is new collaborative and regulatory arrangements in communities of 

practice that influence the macro-business environment and hence internal operations.   

 

New challenges require original interventions and, as Pinske and Kolk’s (2009) work indicates, 

innovation is, almost by definition, an inherent component in the business response to climate 

change.  Institutional innovations in the form of a series of supra-national agreements on emissions 

reductions and regulations to encourage this at the state level are setting ‘new rules for the game’.  

New social relations are emerging among businesses, with evidence of so-called ‘sustainable 

procurement’ strategies linking businesses with similar commitments to the environment.  

Internally, within businesses new products and services are being devised based on their 

environmental credentials.  For instance, energy companies offer green energy tariffs based on 
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energy sourced solely from renewable technologies.  New managerial structures, for instance, 

including appointed environmental managers or teams are common place as are corporate cultures 

and reporting that encourage more responsible behaviours.  Finally, a number of process 

innovations are evident, including those that are relatively modest in scope, such as converting to A-

rated appliances or adding insulation.  Alternatively, they may be radical and associated with new 

technologies or inventions, such as using Photovoltaic cells, so-called ‘Smart Metering’ or the latest 

wood chip boilers.   

 

In other words, among major narratives the view pervades that the more innovative businesses 

become, the greater their ability to respond to climate change more successfully (Boiral 2006).  This 

logic has started to permeate studies of travel and tourism businesses.  Innovations have been 

central to their responses, although the nomenclature of innovation has not always been adapted.  

Gössling and Upham (2009) identify a range of responses in the aviation sector to climate change 

including new products (i.e. voluntary carbon offsetting), process responses (i.e. new engine 

technology, biofuels), managerial solutions (i.e. network planning) and institutional arrangements in 

the form of EU carbon emissions trading.  Saarinen and Tervo (2006) examined the response of 

Finnish entrepreneurs to climate change.  Although they found scepticism and a lack of adaptation 

strategies or plans to be in place, they noted that Finnish entrepreneurs have the capacity to 

introduce managerial and process innovations as well as to engender new institutional innovations 

at relatively short notice because they have been dealing with climatic fluctuations on a regular 

basis.  Hall (2006: 234) draws similar conclusions in his study of tourism entrepreneurs in New 

Zealand.  As he notes, ‘innovation and adaptation measures were being developed... in relation to 

environmental change issues with respect to biosecurity and water security but not necessarily 

climate change per se’. 
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As these studies intimate, the operational and managerial characteristics of businesses are 

important in shaping the particular nature of responses to climate change in the tourism sector.  

Moreover, the tourism sector is dominated by small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) which 

are distinguished by different motivations and barriers to act on environmental imperatives 

compared with larger companies and corporations (Revell and Blackburn 2007).  Nevertheless, it is 

the latter which form the locus for many policy prescriptions and grand narratives on climate change 

abatement in business (Boiral 2006; Pinske and Kolk 2009).  In fact, SMEs innovate in distinctive 

ways to larger organisations (McAdam et al 2010) and it does not always follow that preferred policy 

solutions or practical innovations which are devised for or through ‘big business’ will result in change 

among SMEs (Revell and Blackburn 2007; Bradford and Fraser 2008).  For instance, in their study of 

the ‘greening’ of micro-businesses in Cornwall (another part of the South West of England), Vernon 

et al (2003) found that SMEs did not introduce scaled-down versions of the changes introduced by 

larger businesses (as may have been predicted).  Rather, their responses were more complex and 

diverse, based on limited awareness of their individual and collective role in environmental change 

allied with a relative lack of knowledge, capacity and capital to enact change.  As a result, relatively 

modest changes associated with waste management, energy and water conservation had been 

introduced rather than some of the more advanced and hence expensive technological solutions 

such as solar heating and energy.  In a similar vein, Tzschentke et al (2008) found that environmental 

management in tourism SMEs was associated with higher levels of environmental consciousness.  As 

they note, it is important to appreciate ‘the personal and contextual circumstances of individual 

business-owners to understand their decision-making and operational approach’ to going green 

(Tzschentke et al 2008: 126).  Finally in this respect, Hallenga-Brink and Brezet’s (2005) examination 

of micro-sized tourism enterprises demonstrates the importance of interaction in stimulating 

sustainable innovation.  Person-to-person and business-to-business interactions in what they term 

‘brainstroming’ offer enterprises better prospects to develop new operational and managerial ideas 
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both individually and collectively.  Importantly, these ‘grassroots’ interfaces were, in their view, 

additions to, not replacements for, top-down approaches of local networks and projects.   

 

Clearly then, businesses innovate at different rates and for a variety of reasons (Tidd and Bessant 

2009).  Notwithstanding these necessary qualifications, the key challenge, as Stern (2007) has noted 

by applying Pacala and Socolow’s (2004) ‘Stabilization Wedges’ as a wider metaphor, is to encourage 

as many businesses (of all sizes and from all sectors) as possible to innovate towards mitigation and 

as soon as practicable.  Otherwise under ‘business as usual’ scenarios total emissions are likely to 

continue to rise in a sector that already accounts for around 5% of global C02 emissions (UNWTO 

2007), arguably a higher proportion still in the developed world.  Innovation seldom takes place in 

perfect isolation (Tidd and Bessant 2009).  Businesses and organisations are better placed to 

respond to contemporary challenges where they exchange knowledge in the form of information, 

experiences, skills, expertise, best practices and technological insights (Sorenson et al 2006).  

Networks of businesses offer a medium for such exchanges, even among SMEs in the tourism sector 

(Vernon et al 2003; Hallenga-Brink and Brezet 2005).  As sustainable development is in the common 

good, networks would therefore appear an ideal means to encourage the spread of more 

responsible and innovative practices.  By implication, if the mission of such networks is to facilitate 

knowledge exchange to encourage change, it would appear reasonable to assume that members 

should exhibit enhanced levels of awareness of, and practices in, sustainable business issues 

including climate change mitigation (if the network functions efficiently and/or is adding value).  

There have, though, been few if any attempts to examine empirically the extent to which members 

practice the principles of sustainable business compared to non-members.  Hence, the specific 

research question which is addressed in the remainder of this paper is ‘does network membership 

really result in higher levels of sustainable business practice in tourism, in particular in the area of 

climate change mitigation?’.  It is to this question we now turn by examining the relationship 
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between membership and innovation as a proxy for mitigation among tourism businesses in the 

South West of England. 

 

3.  METHODS 

This paper reports on one part of a year-long programme of research on climate change mitigation 

and business innovation in the tourism sector.  The primary aim of this empirical research was to 

survey the extent of climate change mitigation activities among tourism businesses in the South 

West.  Multiple methods were employed.  An extensive questionnaire survey was accompanied by a 

series of 18 semi-structured interviews conducted with business owners and/or managers.  The 

questionnaire aimed to situate current and future environmental practices while, the semi-

structured interviews were intended to corroborate and elaborate the findings of the quantitative 

analysis.  In general, the interviews lasted around an hour, and in the interests of brevity, the 

interviewees’ voices (in the form of verbatims) have only selectively been included to elaborate the 

analysis presented below. 

 

The questionnaire comprised 31 questions in three sections:  the first explored general attitudes of 

businesses towards the environment; the second section interrogated the environmental practices 

in each business; and the final section examined the basic operating characteristics among the 

surveyed businesses as a series of potential explanatory variables.  Two particular design features of 

the questionnaire are important here because they form the basis of the analysis below.  First, 

transformations to internal operations were the focus of this research, and respondents were asked 

to enter which specific operational measures (i.e. mainly process and some managerial innovations) 

had been introduced.  Based on a survey of documents offering businesses support on how to 

reduce their emissions by lessening their environmental loads, 20 typical measures were 
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investigated.  These included a series of relatively ‘easy wins’ and/or well-established ideas such as 

(more) efficient boilers, double/triple glazing and loft or cavity-wall insulation as well as several of 

the more recent technologies, in particular those connected to renewable energy sources such as 

photovoltaic cells, solar-powered water heating, and biomass boilers.  Among these measures, 

technological changes to the businesses featured relatively prominently (see table 2) which is not 

always typical in research on service sector innovation.  Respondents were also asked the level of 

investment that they had made in six broad areas –roof insulation, wall insulation, efficient (water, 

central) heating systems, renewable technologies (solar, wind, water), efficient (i.e. A-rated) 

appliances, and double/triple glazing- because these had featured prominently in recent United 

Kingdom (UK) government policy messages on tackling climate change in business and in the home 

(DECC 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2010d). 

 

As a second important feature of the questionnaire, in the final section respondents were asked to 

declare their membership of six common tourism networks or associations as well as to enter others 

in which they participate.  Network membership was intended to be one form of explanatory 

variable for their environmental behaviours.  Four of the networks mentioned (VisitBritain, Green 

Tourism Business Scheme, David Bellamy Conservation Awards, and Automobile Association (AA) 

Quality assurance) were included because of relatively widespread membership as well as their 

encouragement of the principles of sustainable development.  They were also chosen because cross-

referrals were also evident.  For instance, climate change featured in the latest policy on sustainable 

tourism published by the Department for Culture Media and Sport (DCMS 2009), the government 

department responsible for tourism in the UK.  Over two-thirds of the three pages of attention 

covered the relevance of the case and adaptation.  In seven brief recommendations on how to 

mitigate, VisitBritain’s Green Start, the GTBS, David Bellamy Conservation Awards and the 

Destination Manager’s Handbook (an initiative of the Tourism Management Institute in the UK) were 
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identified as welcome sources for further advice and schemes in which to be involved (DCMS 2009: 

25-26).  These are ‘passive networks’ in the sense that they are accreditation-based, and they do not 

encourage as intensive peer-to-peer interactions as such forums as chambers of commerce and local 

trade associations.  Consequently, respondents were invited to mention other networks in which 

they participated.  However, it should be noted that such ‘passive networks’ may still contribute to 

greater environmental activity by the delivery of more structured approaches to business 

administration, knowledge transfer, and by stimulating greater participation rates (Friedman and 

Miles 2002). 

 

The South West was chosen as the sampling frame for the research because it has been the only 

region in the UK to place sustainable development as one of its three strategic pillars for regional 

tourism strategy (SWT 2005);  it has led the policy agenda on tourism and climate change in the UK 

(Coles 2008), in particular in the area of adaptation (SWCCIP 2009, 2010); and well over a third of the 

members (38%) of the Green Tourism Business Scheme (GTBS) –one of the principal accreditation 

and benchmarking schemes for sustainable tourism- in England are located in the region (GTBS 

2010).  The questionnaire was administered online through the regional tourist board, Southwest 

Tourism.  Over 5,000 online invitations to participate in the questionnaire survey were emailed to 

business addresses held by Southwest Tourism which selected potential recipients at random.  By 

the time the survey window closed, 417 usable responses had been received representing an 

effective response rate of 8.9%.  Southwest Tourism suggests there are around 14,970 

accommodation providers in the region and hence this sample contains around 2.8% of the 

background population.  Responses were received from many small- and medium-sized tourism 

enterprises (SMTEs) that dominate the sector in the region, and among which were serviced 

accommodation (small hotels, B&Bs) as well as self-catering accommodation (apartments and 
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camping grounds) and caravan and touring parks (table 1).  Although invitations were sent to larger 

hotels and those in chains, such businesses are relatively less well represented in the sample. 

 

[INSERT TABLE 1 NEAR HERE] 

 

4.  RESULTS 

One of the most remarkable results of the survey was the extent to which respondents reported 

membership of tourism networks (table 1).  Over 90% were members of at least one network or 

more, with less than one in ten accommodation providers in the South West not a member of an 

association of some type.  On average, each participating business was a member of 1.5 networks.   

 

The great majority (n=326, 84.7%) claimed to participate in schemes run by Visit Britain, the national 

tourism organisation for the UK, while just over a fifth (n=85, 22.1%) participated in the Automobile 

Association’s (AA) scheme.  Around 15% (n=57) were members of the GTBS, while 2.3% (n=9) 

participated in the David Bellamy Conservation Scheme ostensibly for holiday parks.  29.4% (n=113) 

of businesses were members of local associations (i.e. resort associations, chambers of trade and 

commerce). 

 

These high levels of network membership may be a function of the sampling and those who chose to 

respond, although businesses in the South West may have a higher propensity to join networks 

(such as the GTBS as we noted above).  Notwithstanding, they would suggest that, in principle, 

networks are a major component in the organisational and administrative fabric of the tourism 

sector in the South West of England.  Hence, networks should have an important role to play in 
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knowledge exchange regarding sustainable tourism in general and climate change mitigation more 

specifically.   

 

This hypothesis was tested in two respects.  First, Mann-Whitney U-tests were run between 

members and non-members of networks.  These looked for differences in the number of innovations 

introduced from the range of 20 measures that are commonly associated with climate change 

mitigation (U=5177, p=0.132); the total investment across six broad categories of innovation 

(U=5873, p=0.661); and the average investment per category (U=4882, p=0.668).  No significant 

difference was observed in any of the three tests.  In other words, innovation to mitigate climate 

change was not significantly higher among members of networks compared to non-members.  This 

lack of difference may reflect the more ‘passive’, accreditation-based nature of the networks that 

were examined in the research.  Nevertheless, the result would appear to endorse the view that top-

down approaches of local networks and projects is unlikely alone to result in greater efforts to 

enhance sustainability in business practices among tourism SMEs (Hallenga-Brink and Brezet 2005). 

 

In fact, businesses had introduced an average of 8.2 innovations over the past decade which, 

coincidentally, was the average period in which businesses had been under current ownership (table 

1).  Average investment per business in mitigation measures had also been modest at around £12.6k 

per business, which represents a reinvestment of around 2% of turnover over the past decade.  The 

respondents also claimed to be introducing as many as a further 3.25 over the forthcoming year, 

although this whether this will actually transpire seems somewhat debatable in lieu of their 

historical track records and current macro-economic conditions.   
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The questionnaire invited the respondents to record when, if at all, they implemented specific 

innovations to tackle climate change and, if not, whether there were current plans so to do.  As table 

2 reveals, the most commonly-introduced innovations were relatively ‘easy wins’; that is, practices 

that were relatively well-established and incontrovertible as well as reasonably cheap to introduce 

and not requiring specialist knowledge (cf. Vernon et al 2003).  Very high levels of recycling were 

reported as well as greater loft insulation.  The introduction of more efficient boilers may partly be a 

function of a recent UK government incentive scheme to enhance energy efficiency (EST 2010), while 

A-rated appliances were routinely purchased and double or triple glazing were employed by around 

two-thirds of the sample.  Just over a half of businesses asked their customers to reuse their towels, 

not to expect freshly-laundered ones each day and over 60% employed water saving devices (such as 

‘hippos’, dual-flush toilets, or water butts). 

 

[INSERT TABLE 2 NEAR HERE] 

 

Strategic approaches to mitigation were evident but among a minority of businesses.  Just under a 

fifth had appointed an employee with responsibility for environmental matters, and around a 

quarter claimed to have developed environmental plans.  Newer technologies, such as smart 

metering and power-control room-key systems as well as renewable energy sources were seldom 

adopted.  Decarbonising energy supplies by sourcing from green energy suppliers was practised by 

just under one in five accommodation providers.  Interestingly, the only significant differences 

among members and non-members of networks were in the extent of recycling non-biodegradable 

waste and in the use of A-rated appliances.  In both cases, members had adopted higher levels of 

implementation. 
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The relationship between network membership and innovation was examined in a second respect, 

namely:  to explore whether there was any within-sub-sample variance among network members.  

The influence of individual networks on behaviour could not be examined because of high rates of 

multiple membership.  Notwithstading, two separate Spearman Rank Correlations were conducted.  

The first explored the relationship between the extent of network membership and the number of 

innovations enacted over the past decade; and the second considered the relationship between the 

extent of network membership and the total volume of investment in the six common strands of 

innovation measures respectively.  The level of network membership was positively correlated with 

the number of innovations introduced (r=0.259, p=0.000).  These data would suggest that the 

greater the level of network membership, the greater the number of innovations that are 

introduced.  Nevertheless, it should be noted that this is approaching a medium effect (r=0.30; Field 

2009: 57, 170) which broadly accounts for just 6.7% of the variability.  Moreover, the level of 

network membership did not correlate with the volume of investment (r=0.073, p=0.153).   

 

[INSERT TABLE 3 NEAR HERE] 

 

Instead, similar to previous work on environmental management among SMEs in the tourism sector 

(Vernon et al 2003; Tzschentke et al 2008), it would appear that individual business operating 

conditions and managerial attitudes are more likely explanations of the probable drivers behind 

adoption (table 3).  In keeping with previous studies of SMEs (Revell and Blackburn 2007), both 

members and non-members by and large agreed that the economic case and business benefits are 

most important in encouraging greater mitigation if they can be clearly demonstrated.  The 

popularity of grants to help with monitoring was also important and they reflect the recent UK 

government’s recent high profile support for the implementation of new, more efficient energy 
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sources and generation including its boiler scrapage initiative, Feed-in-Tariff for renewable energy 

generation, and Renewable Heat Incentive due to come online in 2011 (DECC 2010b, 2010c, 2010d).   

 

In only three areas were significant differences identified among members and non-members of 

networks.  Non-members of networks would be more likely to mitigate further if messages in the 

media were more trustworthy, if advice were more co-ordinated, and there were demonstration 

examples available (table 3); put another way, if the sorts of functions that networks should 

routinely provide, were available to them.  As one manager put it somewhat inelegantly regarding 

renewable technologies,  

‘I think if there would be more case studies about what other businesses did.... you’ll see 

that if somebody else can do it, you think, oh it can’t be that difficult’. 

 

Several interviewees also commented on the role of informal networking in formulating their 

thinking on environmental management.  This was a feature that the questionnaire survey was not 

designed to detect.  In many instances, trust was a central driver for informal networking because 

businesses were only prepared to share ideas with those in their close community of practice.  

Interviewees perceived that informal networking increased the range of knowledge to which they 

had access and, helpfully, this was grounded in local conditions.  For instance, asked about the 

information sources used, one manager ‘asked around, picked local brains’ because it is ‘very useful 

to talk to other people and copy what they do and they copy me’.  Others obtained vital knowledge 

and guidance from awards meetings, workshops, and through searches on the World Wide Web 

(WWW).  These results tend to echo Friedman and Miles’ (2002: 324) that the most effective 

support for environmental learning among SMEs comes from pre-existing networks of businesses 

and opportunities to learn from fellow-users (cf. Hallenga-Brink and Brezet 2005). 
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5.  DISCUSSION 

There are three sets of broad implications of these results for scholarship, policy and praxis in the 

area of sustainable tourism.   

 

The first is purely from a perspective of climate change mitigation and the findings are stark.  The 

data presented here suggest very strongly that, despite the importance of innovation in achieving 

greater mitigation, there has been only relatively limited progress in this respect so far in a major 

region in the UK which is acknowledged for its apparent commitment to sustainable tourism 

development.  Many businesses have enacted a series of modest innovations, without committing to 

more structured or planned activities to address climate change, fewer still towards the adoption of 

the latest technological solutions that are likely to deliver deeper reductions in emissions.  In fact, 

many of the results presented in this paper are reminiscent of Vernon et al’s (2003) empirical 

research in the South West a decade earlier and hence they point to the persistence of barriers to 

greater innovation for environmental management among tourism SMEs.  Although it has not been 

a primary aim of this paper to examine mitigation per se, policy and praxis have to encourage 

greater climate change mitigation in the tourism sector if this key form of contemporary activity is to 

contribute more fully to the relatively ambitious targets set by the UK government for emissions 

reductions and the implementation of renewable energy (Giddens 2009; Pinske and Kolk 2009).  Due 

to the distinctive characteristics of, and challenges faced by, SMEs in the tourism sector, the design 

of dedicated interventions is necessary rather than one size-fits-all policy prescriptions that are more 

appropriate to larger companies and corporations. 

 

Second, the data point to the important role that networks should play in the future in facilitating 

climate change mitigation for their members.  Membership of one or more network is, after all, 
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relatively high and the networks mentioned here routinely encourage more structured approaches 

to delivery, they facilitate exchanges of knowledge about business practices among members, and 

they offer the potential to deliver examples of ‘best practice’ from ‘advocate’ or ‘champion’ 

businesses.  Network non-members valorise trustworthy, co-ordinated and analogue data to inform 

their decisions (table 3) and so membership ought to be a means to satisfy their needs.  There are, 

though, questions as to whether there are major advantages associated with membership of more 

than one network.  Although there is a correlation between the number of innovations and the 

number of networks of which a business is a member, this is weaker than may have been expected.  

One possible explanation of this is that networks may not always be mutually-reinforcing as the 

cross-referrals may have intimated or that (very) similar information is disseminated through 

different networks.  Thus, multiple memberships may create a complex set of operating conditions 

as well as a series of dilemmas on how and where to innovate within the business.  As one business 

owner noted, ‘inspectors of the VB and GTBS need to work better together and accept the measures 

done for one or the other’; in other words, there were perceptions among accommodation 

providers of conflicting goals among VisitBritain’s quality assurance scheme and the GTBS it 

endorses.  Innovations (product, managerial, process) to meet the desired quality threshold were 

not always perceived as commensurate with enhancing the environmental credentials of a business.   

 

Clarity of message would appear to be vital in encouraging more tourism businesses to act further to 

mitigate the effects of climate change.  As table 4 indicates, there is a great array of information, 

advice and support available to businesses from a wide assortment of agencies and bodies in the 

public- and voluntary-sectors tasked with influencing policy on climate change or supporting tourism 

businesses to take action to mitigate and/or adapt.  For instance, an accommodation provider in 

Devon (one of the six counties in the region) is able to access advice and intelligence from over 50 

organisations.  This institutional thickness suggests that tourism businesses should be able to access 
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the nature and depth of information they require.  However, the range of help may appear 

dauntingly large and confusing, while the potential for duplication of effort and contradictory advice 

is high.  For instance, at the time when this research was conducted, VisitBritan endorsed the GTBS 

as world-leading accreditation for sustainable tourism (Visit Britain 2010) while simultaneously it 

promoted its own parallel entry-level scheme called ‘Green Start’.  For many businesses considering 

their first steps towards accreditation, the differences between it or the GTBS bronze level may not 

have been immediately apparent, nor the benefits of participating in the latter.   

 

Third, the lack of difference in the number of business innovations to mitigate climate change 

among members and non-members of networks is a distinctive finding that warrants much further 

attention in the future.  From an academic perspective, this finding appears to contradict some of 

the conventional wisdom on the role of networks in tourism management and governance, and it is 

the first to do so in the context of climate change mitigation.  On one level, then, further 

corroboration is clearly necessary to establish how widespread the results recorded here may be.  

On another, qualitative data from this research programme start to suggest very strongly that a 

more dynamic view of networks and network membership offers a promising avenue for future 

enquiry.  This alternative reading should be less literal and, as it were, extend ‘beyond the network’.  

Networks have the potential to induce behaviours among current non-members as well as former 

(and future) members.  All too often, research on tourism networks takes a static view, providing a 

snapshot of networks at a given time.  Networks evolve.  Members join networks and they leave 

them but the network endures.  In a sense, this is a predictable articulation of one paradigmatic view 

in network studies, namely that: the precise individual membership of a network is not an important 

as the nature and operation of the network itself.  As interview responses in this research made 

clear, turnover in network membership was a reasonably common occurrence.  Various reasons 

were cited for the departures, but most common among these were a lack of time to participate, the 
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expense of membership, alleged lack of value for money, and apparent disagreements over direction 

and relevance to the business.  As one manager put it, 

 

‘I know some friends who have a cottage and they are not going back into the Green 

Tourism Business Scheme this year because they couldn’t see any benefit to their business.’ 

 

Clearly, we are in no position to judge the veracity of such claims and there were respondents for 

whom membership of GTBS did make sense.  There were some other interviewees for whom the 

membership criteria disincentivised application or continued participation.  This was because of the 

additional overheads required to prepare for an accreditation visit or to put in place measures of 

apparently dubious relevance.  For instance one business from Wiltshire noted,   

 

‘They give you a massive criteria [sic].... A lot of it is what I would describe as quite silly. 

Some is sensible. Some we could put into practice.... they seem to write their criteria based 

on something like the Eden Project [a large-scale sustainable attraction in Cornwall]....’ 

 

One business was even ‘scared of what we are not doing’ and recorded that it was ‘nervous about 

assessments’ which highlight ‘that we are not doing enough rather than helping us to do more’.  In 

the context of this paper, the reasons for leaving or the accuracy of such claims is not as relevant as 

the very act of departure and the reality of ‘membership churn’.  The now non-members appear to 

have taken with them accumulated and sedimented knowledge and they departed conducting 

particular levels of (accredited) activity.  For non-members, the legacy of their former participation 

in GTBS or the VisitBritain schemes was the endurance of (some form of) action.  They did not 
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always continue to operate at precisely the same levels as when they were members (which may 

have been a reason for leaving).  However, they maintained many of the practices at the same level.  

As one interviewee described in detail, 

 

‘Maybe in 18 months I will look at what we’ve had because we are with Green Tourism [i.e. 

GTBS] and if I think, well actually it hasn’t done us really any good at all, I might just drop it.  

But I will still keep my green policy and I will still, you know, maybe even have another page 

on my website to say what we do for the environment’. 

 

Non-membership was not therefore seen as an impediment to enhancing the environmental 

management of the business.  In fact, several interviewees argued that they could obtain much the 

same information and advice as before except through informal channels.  Several claimed they 

could access aspirations, mission statements and the principles of membership for schemes like 

GTBS, especially on the World Wide Web.  One hotelier noted that they did not ‘go to GTBS or VB for 

information and [we] look only at their web site for other green hotels’ to compare their practices 

and to generate new ideas for future environmental practices.  Another manager regularly looked at 

the GTBS gold members on the web in order to benchmark his business against the perceived best-

in-class. 

 

‘Knowledge spillovers’ outside network boundaries would appear to be an explanation for the lack of 

a significant difference in the number of innovations among network members and non-members 

(Shaw and Williams 2009).  Indeed, it seems that several network members actually played 

significant roles as so-called ‘boundary spanners’ –to use the vocabulary of knowledge management 

(Sapsed and Salter 2004; Marrone 2010)- by passing on advice and information to non-members.  
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One interviewee described the situation in Weymouth, a coastal resort in Dorset and host to the 

2012 Olympic Regatta.  It was claimed that there are ‘six businesses with GTBS accreditation among 

the around 100 hotels and B&Bs in the town’ but ‘there are quite a lot of people doing stuff quietly 

without saying what they’re doing’.  Reminiscent of the notion of ‘brainstorming’ described by 

Hallenga-Brink and Brezet (2005), knowledge was transferred through apparently more informal 

connections, such that ‘green businesses meet up and share suppliers for solar panels, sourcing food 

etc.... [we] give each other ideas and give local suppliers more work’.  Members and non-members 

of accreditation schemes, it seems, were interacting in the common good. 

 

6.  CONCLUSION 

As a vital but often overlooked concept in the effort to mitigate the effects of climate change (Pinske 

and Kolk 2009), innovation –that is, changes to products, processes, producers, premises and 

organisation- is routinely conceptualised as being facilitated through knowledge exchange in 

networks.  This paper has examined the relationship between network membership and the level of 

innovation to tackle climate change among accommodation providers in the South West of England.  

To date, there have been only modest levels of innovation based primarily on a series of ‘easy wins’.  

Somewhat surprisingly when compared to orthodox narratives of networks, membership by itself or 

alone would appear not to be a major driver of greater climate change mitigation.  Membership of 

networks in the form of a series of accreditation schemes, trade associations and chambers of 

commerce was relatively widespread but there were no significant differences in the levels of 

mitigation as practised by members of such networks and non-members.  Furthermore, there was 

only a modest association between the number of innovations and the level of network 

membership.  Possible reasons for the lack of difference include the nature of the networks and the 

way in which knowledge is exchanged and retained among businesses.   
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In principle, it is unwise to generalise from the findings of a single case-study and the purpose of this 

paper was to raise these issues for the first time.  Here, the relatively large sample is dominated by 

smaller businesses drawn from a distinctive region which has a long history of commitment to the 

principles of sustainable development in the management and governance of tourism.  Further 

research is clearly necessary to verify the findings in this study.  However, beyond the need for more 

widespread corroboration, this study raises a series of more specific issues that are worthy of future 

academic attention, which were not anticipated in the design of this research programme, and 

hence which this study was unable to fully address.  In keeping with prior research, this paper has 

demonstrated that even more ‘passive’ forms of formal networks still provide important platforms 

to promote climate change messages and to stimulate behavioural change through process and 

managerial innovations because basic levels of network membership are relatively high.  

Trustworthy information, co-ordinated advice and demonstration examples are attractive features 

of networks for non-members.  However, the importance of networks may also lie beyond their 

formal boundaries.  The influence and reach of networks and their advocacy appears to extend 

further than their current membership.  Informal networking arrangements between individual 

businesses –even spanning network boundaries- appear to provide important means for exchanging 

ideas, experiences and recommendations as well as hints and tips of good and best practice.  In turn, 

such exchanges appear to erode the competitive advantage of membership for current network 

members.   

 

Little is known about how such social relations are mediated or indeed the types of businesses and 

operators who participate in such relationships.  Moreover, networks are fluid and dynamics 

entities.  Members join and members leave, and this is a relatively common occurrence.  Static, 

snapshot analyses document the importance of a network at a single moment; however, there is a 
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clear need to understand what information is retained and ‘sticks’ in a tourism business after its 

departure from a network.  Within the networks considered in this paper, there was little business-

to-business or peer-to-peer interaction.  Nevertheless, the knowledge of process and managerial 

innovations accrued by, and sedimented in, some formerly member businesses appears to have 

been retained in cases where they left the network and in some instances transferred from 

members to non-members in informal networking arrangements.  Clearly, the role of such informal 

networks, knowledge spillovers and boundary spanning behaviours in the encouragement of future 

needs to be examined in much greater depth.  Only by taking a more dynamic view and looking at 

the influence of networks beyond their current membership is it possible to appreciate the full role 

of networks in contemporary tourism governance and management. 
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Table 1:  Selected Characteristics of the Respondents 

Characteristic Value 

Average number of employees -full-time equivalents 3.2 

Average turnover in 2009 (£k) 60 

Average % occupancy in 2009 53.4 

% who were members of a tourism network 92.3 

Average number of bedspaces* 15.9 

% Accommodation Graded 3-Star 21.3 

% Accommodation Graded 4-Star 55.7 

% Accommodation Graded 5-Star 10.1 

Average date business established 1980 

% of businesses operating before 1980 34.9 

Average length of business in current ownership (years) 10.4 

Average number of innovations made in last 10 years 8.2 

Average number of planned innovation in next year 3.2 

Average investment over past 10 years (£k) * 12.6 

Average % of costs as energy bills 14.8 

Average % of costs as water bills 6.8 

 

* 5% trimmed mean 
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Table 2:  Mitigation measures enacted by tourism businesses 

Measure % Members % Non-members % Sample 

Recycle non-biodegradable waste 95.6 84.4 94.7 

Recycle biodegradable waste 93.8 84.4 93.0 

Loft insulation 83.6 71.9 82.7 

Efficient boilers 70.2 65.6 69.9 

A-rated appliances 69.1 43.8 67.1 

Double/triple glazing throughout 64.9 71.9 65.5 

Water saving devices 62.1 62.5 62.1 

Towel agreement 52.5 43.8 51.8 

Efficient showerheads / taps 52.5 40.6 51.6 

Environmental management targets 38.2 28.1 37.4 

Cavity wall insulation 32.5 18.8 31.4 

Environmental management plan 24.2 12.5 23.3 

Appointed environmental manager 17.9 18.8 18.0 

Switched to green energy supplier 17.4 18.8 17.5 

Smart metering 15.6 21.9 16.1 

Solar-powered heating 10.1 12.5 10.3 

Solar energy panels 9.4 6.3 9.1 

Grey water system 8.1 6.3 7.9 

Power-control room key 6.8 0.0 6.2 

Wood chip boiler 2.9 0.0 2.6 

 

N.B.  Bold denotes significant difference in Chi-square test of association (p<0.05) regarding the 

actual or planned implementation of these measures. 
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Table 3:  Drivers for doing more to address climate change  

We would do more to address climate change if: Member * Non* Results† 

The economic case was clearly proven 4 4 1.069, 416, 0.586 

There were greater business benefits to us 4 4 0.769, 417, 0.681 

There were grants to help with monitoring 4 4 3.671, 417, 0.152 

Messages in the media were more trustworthy 3 4 9.129, 416, 0.010 

There was a clear one-stop shop for advice 3 4 9.326, 417, 0.009 

Best practice examples were available  3 4 9.339, 417, 0.009 

We had equipment to monitor energy use 3 4 3.782, 417, 0.151 

It was easier to understand our [utilities] bills 3 3 0.309, 417, 0.857 

We had equipment to monitor water use 3 4 4.147, 416, 0.126 

Our trade association recommended it to us 3 3 4.974, 416, 0.083 

Our main competitors did more than us 3 3 0.147, 417, 0.929 

Competitors gained advantage by doing more 3 3 1.291, 413, 0.525 

We had more time 3 3 5.162, 416, 0.076 

We were forced to by law 3 3 1.653, 417, 0.438 

There was free access to training 3 3 3.597, 414, 0.166 

By doing nothing, our business may be threatened 3 3 2.124, 416, 0.346 

 

* Mode on 5-point Scale (1=strongly disagree, 3= neither agree nor disagree, 5=strongly agree).   

† Chi-square test statistics, number of observations in total, probability level.  All based on reduction 

to 3-point scale, degrees of freedom = 2 in order to ensure all meet criteria of test. 
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Table 4:  The number and spatial remit of policy and support organisations dealing with climate 

change mitigation that tourism businesses in the South West can access. 

 

Spatial scale  National level Regional Level Local level 

Remit England South West Devon 

Number of public 

sector organisations  

18 8 4 

Number of charitable 

organisations  

13 5 7 

 

Source:  authors’ fieldwork 

 


