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Sustainability is and will be very closely linked to the development of tourism in the future. It is the most important trend

shaping the sector, and it will continue to determine travelers’ preferences and motivations in the period after COVID-19.
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1. Introduction

Given the challenges facing the tourism and hospitality sector today, it is important that hotels and tour operators

implement corporate social responsibility policies by ensuring good working conditions for employees, promoting ethical

business practices, and supporting social projects in their communities . Sustainability in tourism and hospitality not only

protects the environment and local culture, but can also bring long-term economic benefits, such as attracting

sustainability-conscious tourists, reducing operating costs through energy efficiency, and improving a company’s

reputation and image.

Sustainable business practices are rapidly gaining visibility and importance in the hospitality industry. Guests and

regulations increasingly demand that hotels share their commitment to the environment . While implementing

sustainability initiatives can be challenging, it also brings great benefits. According to the World Tourism Organization ,

innovation and sustainability are considered a new normal in order to recover tourism from the COVID-19 crisis. The

hospitality industry is evolving to trends like health, well-being, harmony, environment protection, and integration in the

surrounding community.

According to the Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia (FCT), that is a Portuguese national public agency that supports

research in science, technology and innovation in all areas of knowledge, under responsibility of the Ministry of Science,

Technology and Higher Education of the Portuguese Government, in its Agenda for the Investigation in Tourism and

Hospitality , the concept of co-creation is very present, emphasized by its importance in the challenges of innovation as

well as the difficulties faced by small- and medium-sized companies and individual operators in the process of creating

new products and processes and in innovation. It is said that these challenges should be identified in a formulation of

policies that should obligatorily involve the actors of the ‘Tourism, Leisure and Hospitality ecosystem from the perspective

of the “quadruple helix”, including (i) academia and intermediary bodies; (ii) economic agents; (iii) citizens; (iv) as well as

political decision makers.

Despite the existence of some studies on the subject , a gap in the literature and case studies can be highlighted

that is linked to the co-creation process associated with the tourism and hospitality sector , particularly in the

current Portuguese reality . It is important to analyse case studies where this strategy has been implemented in

order to better understand its benefits. In the tourism and hospitality sector, not all entrepreneurs are aware of the need

for closer collaboration with higher education institutions, so this article seeks, through a specific case, to show the added

value of co-creation in this sector.

The transfer of knowledge from the academic area to the competent entities and to the entrepreneurial fabric itself

embodies the mission of higher education and the so-called entrepreneurial university . The correlation between the

university and the market economy, with the intersection of fundamental and applied research, is undergoing profound

changes today as the connections between science, industry, the market, and politics are coming closer together . In its

origins, the university was a transmitter of knowledge, later becoming a knowledge-generating institution (a second

mission). Today, the university has a third mission: to contribute to social and economic development, which has

transformed it into an “entrepreneurial” university . An entrepreneurial university is open to change, innovation,

and the creation of opportunities, becoming part of an entrepreneurial ecosystem.
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2. Co-Creation: Industry and Academia

Co-creation in the business sense is associated with consumption when the customer adds a variety of resources to

adapt the product to the specific environment in which it is used . Moreover, it reflects the option the customer takes

when interacting with the company  to represent the desired value . This results in a balance of “service production”

in the corresponding “value creation” , which represents a mutual benefit . This idea of creating proximity between

the parties provides companies with a better knowledge of the customer’s “motivations” or needs or “wants” . Such a

relationship between the parties provides a more refined response to the customers’ motivations and desires . This

highlights the contribution of co-creation to value creation in service delivery that also involves customers .

The creation of shared value thus takes on a neuralgic dimension, with “actors” and the “integration of resources” standing

out. This last “axiom” is fundamental to the whole logic of “co-creation of value”, since the networking of actors is

completed through resources. Often, “information” and “knowledge” are the nodal resources to be integrated . This

model, therefore, considers the interaction of the institution with the so-called “service ecosystem”, i.e., the social context

is now also important as a “determinant” of real value creation .

Also, according to Prahalad and Ramaswamy , the origin of value creation is shifting from the product to the

“experience”, where the value is created by the consumers themselves , which is related to their level of “satisfaction”

. This consumer involvement can occur in certain contexts in which co-creation takes place , namely (i) “use” or

consumption of a product or service; (ii) “role” that the customer takes according to their “lifestyle”; (iii) level of use of

“technological tools”; (iv) clarity of the “benefit” that the customer’s contribution to co-creation has; (v) “heterogeneity” of

customers involved in the co-creation process .

Co-creation is now considered an innovation-driven “approach” from which participatory “commercialization” models

emerge. These co-creation processes are also a “learning” tool” that connects academia and industry. A good example is

the project carried out by the Finnish company Demola Global .

In Portugal, under the Human Capital Operational Program (POCH), in the component dedicated to the empowerment of

teachers in co-creation processes (COMPETE 2020 Co-creation Portugal—Link Me Up 1000 ideas), a series of initiatives

are being considered from the polytechnics in collaboration with different public and private entities to develop “innovative

solutions to real problems” . Moreover, this process is structured in a triple-helix model, i.e., it involves companies,

higher education institutions, and society, and embodies “active learning” aimed at solving specific problems through co-

creation . This project is based on multidisciplinary groups of students who experience solutions with the ballast of

business in different areas of action, namely “business concepts”; “new product development”; structuring “prototypes”

applied to the topic under study .

According to Ahmed et al.  this collaboration can bring productive changes to both sectors, academia and industry,

namely, (a) industrial professionals share their expertise and work behavior with students, giving them a comprehensive

understanding of professional working; (b) help students find relevancy between theoretical and practical approaches; (c)

they can conduct academic research and suggest its practical implications in an organizational environment; (d) ideas can

be made possible if they are backed by expertise; (e) instead of sending their employees on expensive training, industries

can increase the professionalism of their employees through their personal learning experiences by communicating and

expressing their ideas with students and gathering feedback from their perspectives; (f) they can cut short their

recruitment process by hiring the students they are already working in collaboration with; (g) both sides can quickly

conduct a mutual consensus; (h) and when both partners work together and adhere to the same standards, problems are

faced and resolved more effectively.

3. Challenges of Sustainable Tourism and Hospitality Experiences

Sustainability in tourism is now unavoidable, with an awareness of the multiplicity of its agents, oriented to the needs of

visitors, but also to the host communities and the environmental, economic, and social impacts of tourism activity .

When, in 2015, the United Nations validated the 2030 agenda and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), tourism

was included in this desideratum, especially in Goal 8, related to sustainable economic growth, in Goal 12, concerning

sustainable consumption and production, and in Goal 14, related to the sustainable use of oceans and marine resources.

On a European scale, the European Ecological Pact should be remembered, for a more “efficient” and “competitive”

Europe in terms of resources, also including the tourism segment. In Portugal, the Tourism Strategy 2027 is being

developed, pointing to tourism as a hub of “economic, social and environmental development” and defining a “quality”

tourist destination as shaped by sustainability values, with a segmented, distinctive, and environmentally aware offer. It is
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in this sense that we have to understand the Plan “Turismo + Sustentável 2020–2030”, or the association to the Global

Sustainable Tourism Council, and also the Glasgow Declaration on climate issues in tourism .

According to Silva , tourist accommodations have six steps to follow during the implementation of sustainability

strategies, which will allow the accommodation unit to achieve a balance of the three pillars of sustainability, which in turn

will generate competitive advantages and increase its performance in the market.

Recognition of the importance of sustainable development: before embarking on sustainability, they should recognize

the importance of sustainability for the accommodation, study the possible advantages to be gained from its adoption,

and seek to acquire the know-how of the whole process.

Making the commitment: After establishing the recognition and acquiring the know-how for sustainable development,

the accommodation unit should make a commitment to sustainability. In case it is still in the project concession, this is

an issue that should be thought about before, during, and after the development and implementation of the project.

Fitting in with the destination: The accommodation unit should try to align its concept with local culture and traditions.

Any business should be based on its cultural roots, and, in the case of tourist accommodation, it should be a translation

of what is the surrounding community/destination. They should seek to offer a different experience, an innovative and

unforgettable experience, based on the principles of sustainability and emphasizing the importance of the cultural

aspects of the region.

Sustainable management: Involves the planned and organized development of the commitment established in point 3.

This commitment must be translated into measurable actions, goals, and objectives, which must be documented in an

action plan. There must be leadership in ensuring that the objectives are met and the verification that those that are not

are immediately redefined and their deadline for completion renewed. Also, in terms of leadership, there must be a

constant monitoring of consumption and spending through daily records, and there should be established a preventive

plan of action in order to prevent events and stipulate procedures for action in case they happen. You must ensure an

annual control of all goals achieved, consumption, expenses, nights overnight stays, number of guests and employees,

through an annual report, which should be analyzed using the administrative management so that there is an overall

balance of the performance of the of the unit and you can identify areas for improvement.

Sustainability policy: The actions and goals established, referred to in point 4, must be translated into strategic actions

and changes to be implemented over the course of a year, in order to achieve the established objectives. These

strategic actions must be defined in the sustainability policy, which should be based on three major general axes of

action: creation of value for stakeholders; environmental conservation; and management of consumption and

expenses.

Certification: Certification is not a mandatory element for sustainability, but it can be a supporting tool. It can be a way

to facilitate the process of implementing implementation of sustainability in the lodging unit, or it can just be a

recognition of the unit’s good practices. However, whatever the certification, it will bring benefits such as external

recognition, publicity, competitiveness, and increase in revenue.

The challenges of sustainable tourism and hospitality experiences in current days enhance the following considerations:

(a) Through reducing consumption. Guests do not want to be deprived of any element of their experience, and yet to meet

sustainability goals, hotels must reduce consumption. (b) Monitoring demand. Usage within the hotel environment is

variable and depends on guest behavior. (c) Verifying effectiveness. Programs and their effectiveness vary widely, and it is

difficult to determine which standards are most effective for measuring greenness. (d) Evaluating opportunities. Although

sustainability programs frequently save money in the long run, they require an initial investment, meaning hotels must

justify them through selecting programs that most affect the bottom line and are aligned with organizational goals. (e)

Removing barriers. Sustainability programs tend to be siloed when they should be the entire organization’s responsibility

.
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