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KEY MESSAGES

• Certification is central to EU tourismpolicy, but access is uneven.
• SMEs and independent hotels facesignificant barriers.
• Large chains dominate certificationuptake, creating inequities.
• Without action, green claims directivesmay reinforce exclusion.
• DMOs and certifiers can level theplaying field through support,simplification, and inclusive design.



EU LEGISLATION

53% of green claims are vague, misleading or
unfounded
40% lack supporting evidence
½ of 300 labels operating in Europe offer weak or
no verification
Empowering Consumers Directive prohibits vague
or misleading environmental claims—such as
“eco-friendly,” “climate neutral,” or “sustainable”—
unless supported by clear, evidence-based
justification.

Prompts certification schemes to improve verification:
any environmental label used in the EU be backed by
third-party verification and transparent criteria,
prompting greater auditing rigour, life-cycle assessment
methods, and accountability

Green Claims Directive would go further by
requiring pre-market third-party substantiation,
setting a unified EU standard
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WHY CERTIFICATION MATTERS

• Signals credibility andtrustworthiness
• Aligns with sustainabilitystandards
• Supports destinations’ brandingand reputation
• Increasingly required in policy,investment, and procurement
But is certification available to all?And what if it isn’t?



OUR STUDY
• Analysed 82,301 hotels/27 countries across Europe
• Reviewed certification data
• Conducted expert interviews withcertifiers,facilitators and experts
• Applied real options theory to explore strategicresponses



TOP 10 CERTIFICATIONS FOR HOTELS IN EUROPE

Presentation Name | Date | Version 0.0 7

Rank Certifications Share
1 Green Key 28.3%
2 Ecostars 7.8%
3 GreenSign 6.4%
4 Green Tourism 5.8%
5 ISO 14001:2015 5.3%
6 Bioscore 5.3%
7 Biosphere 5.1%
8 ISO 50001:2018 4.7%
9 ISO 9001:2015 3.6%
10 SOCOTEC SuMS 3.4%



FROM SELF REPORT TO CERTIFICATION IN ONE YEAR

Percentage of hotels
classified by “leaves” in
October 23 that opted to
become certified (3+) by
November 2024
Booking’s Travel
Sustainable programme
had s positive influence
in the uptake of third
party certification
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NO
LABEL

LEVEL 1 LEVEL 2 LEVEL 3 TOTAL

%
Hotels

1.1% 5.5% 10.1% 8.3% 4.0%



PROPORTION OF HOTELS THAT DECLARE THEY HAVE
SUSTAINABLE TOURISM CERTIFICATES
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Variables Categories
Total

establishment
s

Establishments
with certification in

Nov.24

Establishments
with 1, 2 or 3

leaves in Oct.23

Establishments
with 1-3 leaves

Oct.23 certified by
Nov.24

All -- 82,301 9.3% 46.9% 3.2%
Membership of
a hotel chain

No 68,690 3.9% 45.1% 1.3%
Yes 13,611 36.2% 56.1% 13.1%

Hotel category
Low 10,221 4.0% 32.9% 1.0%
Medium 40,766 4.8% 43.8% 1.9%
High 31,314 16.8% 55.6% 5.7%

Volume of
customer
reviews (proxy
for hotel size)

Low 17,370 2.2% 38.7% 0.7%
Low-Medium 21,110 3.5% 42.9% 1.2%
Medium-High 18,226 6.9% 48.5% 2.4%
High 25,595 20.5% 54.8% 7.3%

Overall
customer
satisfaction

Low 3,846 3.7% 29.2% 1.2%
Good 18,895 10.0% 40.1% 3.2%
Very Good 45,924 10.6% 48.7% 3.8%
Excellent 13,636 5.3% 55.5% 1.8%

Tourism
relevance in the
national
economy

Low 8,845 6.3% 43.3% 2.9%
Low-Medium 15,849 13.3% 53.7% 5.3%
Medium-High 25,247 10.3% 46.9% 3.2%
High 32,360 7.3% 44.6% 2.4%
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PERCENTAGE OF CERTIFIED HOTELS IN RELATION TO
TOURISM’S RELEVANCE IN NATIONAL EMPLOYMENT
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RISKS OF INACTION

• Exclusion of SMEs from sustainabilitymarkets
• Greenwashing risk if only large playersare visible
• Weakens credibility of certificationoverall
• Destinations risk missing sustainabilitygoals



WHY INEQUITY MATTERS

• SMEs are the backbone oftourism but underrepresented
• Certification risks becoming anelite badge for big players
• Creates unequal access tomarket visibility and policybenefits



BARRIERS TO CERTIFICATION

• High costs and fees
• Heavy administrative demands
• Language and cultural gaps
• Low awareness among SMEs
• Lack of technical support



STRATEGIC ANALYSIS (REAL OPTIONS)

Wait and See
• Common among SMEs andindependents.
• Businesses delay certification untilrules and benefits are clearer.
• Minimises upfront costs but risks beingleft behind when certification becomesmainstream.
Partial Investment
• Firms experiment with local, niche, orcheaper schemes.
• Helps build experience and credibilityat lower cost.
• May not deliver full market visibility ifscheme lacks recognition.

Growth
• Typical of hotel chains and largergroups.
• Invest heavily in recognisedcertifications across properties.
• Use certification as a competitivedifferentiator and to meetinvestor/market expectations.
Withdrawal
• Some businesses abandoncertification entirely.
• Driven by high costs, complexity, orlack of perceived benefit.
• Risks reputational damage ifconsumers or regulators demandverified sustainability claims.



SME VS CHAIN STRATEGIES

SMES
• Often adopt “wait and see”approach
• Barriers too high to investimmediately
• No consumer demand anyway☹
• Some pursue partial investmentwith local or less formal schemes

CHAINS
• Due diligence, legitimisationand corporate reportingreasons
• Economies of scale
• Invest early to securecompetitive advantage



CERTIFICATION BODIES’ CHALLENGES

• Balancing rigour withaccessibility
• Resource limits to adaptstandards
• Pressure to demonstratecredibility to policy andmarkets
• Risk of losing trust if standardsare watered down



DMOS’ CHALLENGES

• Supporting a diverse setof businesses
• Limited budgets tosubsidise or train SMEs
• Pressure to meet policygoals (EU Green Deal,climate targets)
• Risk of excluding smalleroperators fromdestination branding



POLICY REALITY GAP

• Policies assume all businesses cancertify equally
• Our evidence shows systematicinequities
• Risk: Regulations may reinforceexclusion of SMEs



THANK YOU

FULL REPORT FREE AT OSF WEBSITE
HTTPS://OSF.IO/PREPRINTS/SOCARXIV/RK5

3Z_V1
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CERTIFICATION BODIES (NO
EASY ANSWERS!!)

• Align standards with the Directives and pursueaccreditation under national or EU schemes.
• Develop affordable, scalable models of certification thatreduce costs for SMEs.
• Preserve emphasis on social and local economic criteria,not just environmental performance.



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR INDUSTRY ASSOCIATIONS AND
DMOS

• Advocate for financial and technical support for smallmembers.
• Facilitate cluster-based certification uptake, benchmarkingtools, and joint training for auditors.
• Engage in national-level discussions to influence equitablepolicy transposition and enforcement.



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ONLINE TRAVEL AGENTS AND
DISTRIBUTORS

• Use certification filters that are inclusive, accepting a range oflegitimate third-party certifications.
• Avoid reinforcing market inequities by only showcasing high-cost,high-resource schemes.
• Support capacity-building through data collection tools, dashboards,and platform training.



Opening Session
Day 2


