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Abstract

:

This paper aims to identify the current level of implementation of the principles of sustainable development among hotels in the mountain area of Romania, how these standards influence the occupancy rate with the help of communication strategies, and to what extent the implementation of international management standards leads to an increase in the profitability rate. The research was carried out on the basis of questionnaires addressed to the hotels in the mountain areas of Romania, with information being collected from a number of 77 hotels, rated between 2 and 5 stars. The results obtained from the research highlighted the existence of positive correlations, both between the use of a communication strategy on the sustainable development objectives and the occupancy rate, as well as between the implementation of international management standards and the increase of the profitability rate.
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1. Introduction


The tourism sector is considered to be an extremely important area for the world economy and, above all, for Europe. Tourism is an essential factor of growth and prosperity for mountain areas, generating positive, direct and indirect effects for the local and regional economy. However, at the same time, it is necessary to protect the natural environment, and in order to generate a maximum and long-term profit for the community it is necessary that the negative effects be addressed and kept under control. The problem becomes even more sensitive especially in fragile territories, such as protected areas and national parks, where a sustainable approach is essential. Nevertheless, the issue of sustainable development is important for all mountain areas, these having the common feature of the existence of a rich ecological and cultural heritage, which must be valorized but also preserved for the next generations.



With an accentuated dynamic and a high share of the contribution to global GDP, tourism is currently generating unlimited development opportunities but also the freedom to travel, thus being an open system with extraordinary benefits on society, the economy and the environment [1,2].



The fact that international tourism is growing including emerging economies, is actually a consequence of new business models, cost of travel that is accessible, and facilities for obtaining visas. Thus, international tourist arrivals increased by 5% in 2018, reaching 1.4 billion people. At the same time, export revenue generated by tourism increased by up to $1.7 trillion. For the seventh consecutive year and in 2018, tourism exports increased faster than merchandise exports, thus reducing the trade deficit in many countries. With such an increase, there is a much greater responsibility in ensuring the efficient management of destinations. Thus, the management of tourism in a sustainable way for the benefit of all is absolutely mandatory [3].



At the same time, the opening of tourism on a global level can cause, in time, mass destruction of the environment, an aspect that imposes restrictions in terms of the way in which the trips are carried out, the type of tourism practiced, the destinations targeted and the selected reception structures [4,5]. Also the digitization and innovation increased accessibility and changes of the company influence the activity of the tourism sector. Therefore, both tourism destinations and tour companies will have to adapt quickly to changes in order to remain competitive, in parallel with the development of tourism as a means of achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [6].



Sustainable tourism starts from the place of development, the typology of general and specific infrastructure, the responsible management of human, financial and environmental resources, the sustainable management of the destinations and, last but not least, the responsible actions of the people. Being responsible or not in relation to tourism activities, it has to do with the local, national, regional and global management system in conjunction with the global policy of sustainable development of the economy and the environment [7,8].



There is an urgent need to mobilize all available resources to achieve the SDGs. Thus, the tourism sector can be a strong promoter of sustainable development, as companies offer jobs, infrastructure, innovations and important social services [9].



In order to establish the right incentives, a better understanding of the influencing factors, as well as the constraints, is needed for companies and investors interested in tackling the sustainable development of their businesses. In this respect, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development has agreed that the goals and targets of sustainable development must be met for all nations and peoples and for all segments of society [10].



Thus, the structured, standardized approach to economic activities is currently achieved through ISO management system standards, which directly contribute to the achievement of the UN Sustainable Development Goals. At the same time, the economic, environmental and social dimensions are addressed directly by ISO standards, which are also effective tools for ensuring progress. As mentioned above, the 2030 Agenda is a rigorous, sustained action plan that requires the input of all elements of society, including local and national governments, businesses, industry and individuals. To be successful, the process requires consensus, collaboration and innovation.



International standards promoted by ISO and related documents cover almost every industry, from technology to food safety, to agriculture and healthcare, including tourism, providing a solid basis for innovation and progress and are essential tools to help governments, industry and consumers contribute to achieving each of the SDGs [11]. For the hotelier industry, of all the existing standards three in particular, ISO 9001 (Quality management), ISO 14001 (Environmental management) and ISO 45001 (Health and safety management), definitely have the greatest impact on achieving SDGs.



We note the sustained and constant efforts in the direction of global awareness of the specific problems of tourism, on specific forms of tourism. In this new context, in recent years, the problems of mountain areas (distinct part of global tourism), have come to the forefront of the political agenda of many national and international agencies and governments [12]. In this respect, in order to increase the awareness of sustainable tourism development worldwide, the year 2002 was declared the International Year of the Mountains and also the International Year of Ecotourism.



Within the forms of tourism, the mountain area through the unique features of the arrangements, it is one of the most popular destinations for tourists, the development of mountain tourism being a key factor in increasing the quality of life of people through initiatives of sustainable economic development and conservation of the environment. On the other hand, from a socio-economic and environmental point of view, tourism in the mountain regions represents a source of problems, but also of opportunities. Mountain regions are, in most cases, inaccessible, fragile, but also homes for some of the poorest people in the world [13].



Mountain tourism is part of Romania’s tourist heritage, which is currently perceived differently by tourists, due to its individual attractiveness elements generated by natural, cultural, heritage and social factors. Romania is a destination for mountain tourism with a good attractiveness on the domestic tourism market, possessing a natural potential that favors the practice of specific forms of tourism, especially for winter sports, ski tourism, these being the main reasons for traveling in the mountain areas.



At the European level, the Carpathian Mountains are the second largest mountain range, and they dominate the center of Romania, with 14 peaks reaching over 2000 meters. Romania is also a quite unknown and undiscovered mountain holiday destination, having 44 ski resorts with approximately 150 ski lifts, of which 20% have been installed or renewed in the last 15 years, also having a competitive advantage on the European market based on current level of prices, which are relatively low compared to most of Europe. On the other hand, Romania’s main problem is poorly developed access roads and that is often a problem. However, the Romanian ski resorts are estimated to attract about 1.2 million ski visits per year.



Important to note is the fact that, in Europe, more and more tourists are choosing mountain destinations for holidays. In this context, the development of tourism can be an opportunity for achieving a sustainable development of the mountain, being the source of income, of protecting and capitalizing on natural resources in a sustainable way. Thus, there is a need for the owners of hotels and restaurants to implement sustainable development programs and measures. In this context, the Alpine Convention has published a guide to good practices for mountain hotels to improve their energy efficiency and minimize waste [14,15].



In Romania, as in other European mountain tourist destinations, a series of projects has been developed and implemented in the last decade which has proved to be largely useful and which has positively influenced the attractiveness and performance of mountain resorts. It is also important to emphasize that the mountain tourism faces specific problems that must be integrated and solved: inaccessibility, vulnerability, high altitudes, isolated, customs and specific lifestyles, pressure of tourists in well-equipped areas for winter sports and developed from the point of view of the number of reception structures, seasonality, slow response to the implementation of sustainable technological facilities. It is obvious that current global trends require changes to mountain tourism business models, starting with the management and marketing of mountain tourism destinations, and continuing with the development of general and specific infrastructure, which is a real challenge for Romanian mountain tourism [16,17,18,19].



Starting from the fragility of the mountain areas, from the perspective of the climatic and environmental changes, from the massive pressure of the tourists from the Romanian mountain areas over-exploited (Prahova Valley), we set out in this study to identify the extent to which at the level of the Romanian hotels there are concerns about sustainable development, the degree of implementation of sustainable development standards, within which types of hotels we identify the most innovative and performing environmental standards, which is the typology of the hotels that have implemented ISO standards, what types of certifications these hotels have, and their performance as a consequence of ISO implementation.



The choice of hotels in the mountain areas in our research is also justified by the fact that the mountain, by its nature, directly contributes to achieving the specific objectives of global sustainable development. We support this aspect by the fact that the protection of mountain areas makes a decisive contribution to the management of water resources, by the fact that the mountain is the basic element in the global water supply but also in the supply of green energy, wind energy, and solar energy.



The paper is divided into five sections, starting with an introduction, followed by literature review. Section 3 includes information on the Material and Methods used to carry out the research. Further, in Section 4 the main results are discussed and Section 5 offers the main conclusion of the research.




2. Literature Review


Globally, sustainable tourism is becoming increasingly widespread—not only is customer demand for this type of tourism growing, but also suppliers in the tourism area keep developing new green programs and governments increasingly create policies aimed at encouraging sustainable tourism practices. Achieving sustainable tourism is an ongoing process that requires constant monitoring of impacts and introducing the necessary preventive and/or corrective measures. Furthermore, sustainable tourism should maintain a high level of satisfaction for tourists, making them more aware of sustainability issues and promoting sustainable tourism practices among them.



The sustainability of tourism is one of the most debated topics, the attention given being materialized in the elaboration of complex monitoring systems, there being a wide range of general and specific indicators. It should also be noted that each type of destination is unique, and the use of indicators is made specifically, taking into account the character and particularities of the environment but also the type of management of the destination [20].



In this sense, a relevant starting point in defining the set of sustainable principles is the one proposed by the “World Wildlife Fund and Tourism”, which proposes the following central elements of the specific policies: the use of sustainable resources, the reduction of excessive consumption and waste, the maintenance diversity, integrating tourism into specific regional development programs, supporting local economies by involving local communities, permanent collaboration of the private and public sector, and implementation of responsible marketing in tourism [4].



Moreover, the European Union (EU) sustainable development strategy and the Lisbon Treaty recognize tourism as an important factor in improving the quality of life and business competitiveness through the sustainable development of all forms of tourism (mountain, coastal, cultural, eco, spa, etc.) and implementation of activities compatible with environmental protection laws. These strategic directives highlight the important role of tourism in the development of regions, but also the need for an integrated quality approach through consumer satisfaction based on economic, social considerations and the ecological dimensions of sustainable development. Many researchers have emphasized the need and importance of the policies promoted and implemented at the level of tourist destinations, specific structures, exploitation of tourist resources, individual and collective human actions [5,21,22,23,24,25,26,27].



Sustainable consumer behavior, far from being sufficiently outlined and well-grounded, was defined by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) as social, economic and political through activities aimed at the consumption of goods and services that contribute to better product quality [28]. At the same time, it is emphasized the reduction of the quantity of waste, the sustainable use of the natural resources, of the toxic materials and of the emissions to respond effectively to the needs of future generations [7,29].



In this context we point out two fundamental elements, on the one hand the limits of the environment (as exhaustible resources) and, on the other, the human needs (the needs of businesses and society), with direct reference to meeting the needs of visitors and locals.



Although interest in the development of mountain tourism has increased in many countries, there are not yet many well-conceptualized models of sustainable best practices. But there are multiple perspectives for improving the situation, as more researchers become interested in the problems specific to mountain tourism [11,30]. Thus, the aim is to define a conceptual framework aimed at the planning and management of recreational mountain areas based on their essential characteristics: diversity, marginality, difficult access, fragility, niche and aesthetics [31].



Protecting, maintaining or enhancing the sustainable development of mountain destinations is a key challenge in the tourism sector. There are many players involved, which makes destination management much more complex. Therefore, there are a number of theories, models that have been developed to meet this challenge but also to provide a perspective on the complexity of mountain destination management [32].



Basically, the existing models of destination competitiveness and the innovative elements applied to mountain destinations, constitute the reference base from which the innovation elements derive. These are classified by importance, and the innovation factors are subsequently determined. Identifying the importance of innovation elements and grouping them into factors provides knowledge for researchers, destination managers and other stakeholders in the sustainable development of mountain destinations. Therefore, what appears to be an absolute necessity is identifying the interactions between the tourist environment, innovation and the sustainable development of the destination, and in this context, the tourist environment targets the political, economic, technological and ecological natural, cultural, social environments, which are extremely important for determining the competitiveness of the destination [33,34].



The 2030 Agenda defines the 17 SDGs that are designed to be the main instrument for planning and implementing UN sustainable development activities at the level of each country and each type of activity. The latest reform of the United Nations development system (UNDS) involves a set of far-reaching changes in the way the UN development system works to help countries around the world in achieving the targets set [35]. In this context, tourism, as a promoter of sustainable development, needs to be structured to respond to global challenges, including those related to poverty, inequality, climate, environmental degradation, prosperity, peace and justice.



In this context, we must also mention the fact that, at the international level, in the hospitality industry, a multitude of strategies aimed at overcoming the challenges generated by the implementation of ISOs are promoted. Moreover, recent research shows that the hotels’ progress in terms of economic performance, increasing their market share and visibility are related to the implementation of ISOs, especially ISO 9001 [36,37,38,39].



Recognizing the impact of tourism on the environment, new international strategic guidelines have been created as quality standards especially for accommodation facilities to help them reduce their negative impact on the environment. On the other hand, we emphasize that accommodation facilities can directly contribute to many of the 17 SDGs, because accommodation facilities have immense potential for improving their environmental impact, promoting social exchange and contributing to local economies in a positive way. However, although we have identified many sustainable tourism programs worldwide, there has never been an international standard specifically allocated to accommodation structures [40,41,42].



Today, international standards related to tourism have evolved, with real tools that help organizations better position themselves on the market (ISO 20488, online consumer reviews), increasing their competitiveness (ISO 22525, medical tourism) and contributing to the Agenda. 2030 for Sustainable Development. Standards such as ISO 21416 (sustainable practices for the environment), ISO 21401 (sustainability management systems for accommodation units) and ISO 20611 (sustainable practices for adventure tourism) are essential for meeting the SDGs—notably SDG 14 (Life Under Water), SDG 12 (Responsible Production and Consumption) and SDG 15 (Life on Land) [43].



Although these standards are based on the same type of management and management principles, in tourism we are talking about two main meta-standards that have been adopted by more than 1.3 million organizations worldwide: ISO 14001 and ISO 9001. They include a range of very broad aspects such as quality management (e.g., ISO 9001), environmental management (e.g., ISO 14001), prevention of occupational hazards and promotion of occupational health and safety regulations (e.g., OHSAS 18000) and corporate social responsibility (e.g., SA 8000) [44].



However, managerial performance is an important determinant of the successful implementation of sustainable development initiatives, and we also highlight the fact that the failure to implement ISO standards also generates negative effects on business performance. As a result, a clear understanding of ISO standards and implementation methodology determines the success/failure of any business in the tourism industry and beyond [37,45].



On the other hand, there are many environmental standards used in hotels, including those for developing green skills (green training), motivating green employees (managing green performance and evaluation systems—green salaries and rewards) but also facilitating green opportunities (green involvement of employees) all through a sustainable organizational culture that directly contributes to the sustainable development, eco-culture of hotels [46,47].



Last but not least, the way in which companies manage to implement social responsibility standards is not to be neglected. This is because corporate social responsibility defines the ability of a company to be socially responsible for the growth and development of the environment in which it operates. The effect is indisputably a visible one, by improving the brand image that the company has in the company. Moreover, the ability of a company to engage in environmental protection, through charitable programs and community relations generates performance and competitive advantages over its competitors [48,49,50].



The main purpose of this paper is to investigate the most important aspects regarding the implementation of sustainable development standards in the hospitality industry in the mountain areas of Romania. As mentioned above, the sustainable development of Romanian mountain tourism is a strategic priority, with major and long-term implications. Romania is a growing mountain destination, with a huge mountain potential, insufficiently exploited and which can be integrated into the European circuit by promoting and developing an eminently responsible mountain tourism. In Romania there are a total of 8453 tourist reception structures, of which 1616 are hotels, and in the mountain area there are 2374 tourist reception structures, of which 208 hotels classified between 1 and 5 stars.



We emphasize this aspect, by the nature of the natural resources exploited in the mountain areas, by the necessity to implement and respect the strategies of sustainable development, as an absolutely mandatory condition of the performance and the long-term development of the Romanian mountain resorts. This is because Romania’s mountain tourism is facing a paradoxical situation, on the one hand we identify a huge mountain potential (the presence of the Carpathian Mountains on 1/3 of the surface of Romania) and on the other hand a limited use of the mountain areas from the perspective of the tourist reception structures (representing 28.1% of the total reception structures, and representing only 12.9% of the total hotels), of the specific equipment for winter sports (e.g., no ski facilities) and other forms of tourism, respectively rural tourism, ecotourism etc. to which is joined the massive territorial concentration of the receiving tourist structures in only two counties (Prahova and Brasov—outlined with blue) out of 41 counties, plus Bucharest (Figure 1).



Romania, as a member of the United Nations (UN), has adhered to the 17 SDGs of the 2030 Agenda and has assumed the implementation of sustainable development strategies. In this context, the implementation of the SDG at the level of all activity fields was also achieved in Romania by defining and implementing standardization, which directly contributes to the functioning of the single market and to the free movement of products and services on the European market.



From the perspective of the Romanian tourism industry, the application of harmonized standards is voluntary and hoteliers can choose any other solution that offers information regarding compliance with legal requirements in accordance with the essential requirements of the directives on achieving the SDGs and the implementation of European regulations.



Given the voluntary nature of the application of the standards in the reception structures in Romania, they must explicitly provide that their application is the recommended way. Moreover, only in special situations, the application of a Romanian standard may become, in whole or in part, national, local or zonal, through a regulation, when for reasons of public order, protection of life, health and security of persons Such a measure is necessary for physical, environmental and consumer interests (Law No. 163/2015 on national standardization).



Thus, the regulations should include only references to the Romanian standards elaborated and approved at national level, as well as to the Romanian standards that adopt at national level European standards, international standards or standards of other countries.



In this context, the present research comes to fill the knowledge gap regarding the sustainability of hotels in the mountain area of Romania, bearing in mind that there are no studies so far. Also, the research aims to investigate the contribution made by the implementation of international management standards in achieving the SDGs for the selected hotels, as well as their role in increasing the profitability and competitiveness of the hotels in the mountain area. We consider the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1.

The implementation of sustainable tourism criteria and their communication to customers contributes to increasing occupancy rate of hotels in the mountain area of Romania.





Hypothesis 2.

The implementation of international management standards contributes to increasing the profitability of hotels in the mountain area of Romania.







Taking into account the diversity of the results of the previous research, we want this study to contribute to the development of knowledge through the analysis made at the level of the companies in the Romanian hotel industry, as well as provide managers with the knowledge and tools needed to make the best decisions.




3. Materials and Methods


According to the latest available statistical data, in 2018 a total number of 2374 tourist reception structures were operated in the Romanian mountain area, of which 208 were classified as hotels, rated between 1 and 5 stars (Table 1).



In order to carry out this research study, research based on questionnaires distributed to the hotels in the mountain area was carried out between November 2018–April 2019, which sought to obtain data regarding the behavior and actions of the hotel management regarding the principles of sustainable development and how they are transposed into practice. It also was aimed at obtaining information on the state of implementation of ISO Standards and the economic effects seen after implementation of these standards. Taking into account the selected hotel sample and the fact that the hotel managers are involved and have responsibilities both in the implementation of international management standards and in the implementation of sustainable development standards, we decided to ask them to answer the questionnaire used.



Empirical data were collected from valid responses provided by 77 hotels, rated between 2 and 5 stars, through a structured questionnaire with closed questions. Of the responding hotels, 94.8% had implemented the ISO 9001 standard, 89.6% had implemented the ISO 14001 standard and 68.8% had implemented the Occupational Health and Safety Assessment Series—OHSAS 18001. It is worth noting that at present, none of the respondents mentioned the implementation of ISO 9004 or ISO 45001. However, it is necessary to note that in the case of ISO 45001 implementation, companies must migrate to the new standard by March 2021.



Of the 77 hotels that responded to the national survey, 10.4% belong to a hotel chain and 89.6% are independent hotels, being distributed according to classification as follows: two 2-star hotels (representing 2.6%), 54 hotels 3 stars (representing 70.1%), 19 4-star hotels (representing 24.7%) and two 5-star hotels (representing 2.6%). Regarding the size of the selected hotels, 33.8% have less than 25 rooms, 51.9% have between 25 and 99 rooms, and 14.3% have more than 100 rooms (Figure 2).



In order to carry out the proposed analysis, the revenue per available room (RevPAR) indicator was chosen as the dependent variable, and the effects perceived after the implementation of ISO 9001, ISO 14001 and OHSAS 18001 were used as independent variables.



RevPAR is a widely used performance measurement in the hospitality industry, blending together two fundamental hotel outputs, the occupancy rate and the average daily rate (ADR). It measures the efficiency with which the hotel manager uses the available resources—the higher the ratio, the more efficiently the hotel is managed.



All the variables used in this analysis were evaluated following the answers received from the respondents to the closed questions addressed in the questionnaires. For each variable taken into account, the conversion of value judgments into numerical expressions was performed using a five-point Likert scale, as follows: 5 meaning “has increased a lot”; 4 meaning "has increased a little"; 3 meaning "has not changed"; 2 meaning "has dropped a little"; 1 meaning "has decreased a lot".



To determine the minimum number of completed questionnaires (N—sample size) required for this research, two methods have been considered. The first method, presented by Tabachnick and Fidell [51] and Izenman [52], refers to determine N = 50 + 8 * independent_variables. The second method recommends a minimum ratio of 15 to 1 between the number of respondents and the number of independent variables [53,54]. Thus, for current research, the number of independent variables is three, so a sample of N = 77 respondents was set, providing a 25.67 respondents to independent variables ratio.



The available data have been processed and analyzed using the IBM SPSS Statistics [55] software program and Microsoft Excel [56].




4. Results and Discussions


The first objective of the research was to obtain an overview of the level of adoption and implementation of specific policies and strategies to support sustainable development within hotels in the mountainous area of Romania. For this, the first part of the questionnaire contained a series of closed questions, with the answer yes or no, regarding the identification of the sustainable development standards that are implemented at the level of each hotel and if there is a communication policy to the clients regarding the existence and the application of these standards.



Thus, seven of the most common performance indicators were selected regarding the fulfillment of the criteria recommended by the Global Sustainable Tourism Council [57], respectively: energy conservation (from boilers to lighting systems, kitchen equipment, automated energy management systems), water conservation (within guest rooms, kitchens, laundries, or pools and spas, linen and towel reuse programs), waste reduction (unnecessary packaging is avoided, existence of food waste composting programs), recycling programs (for newspapers and beverage containers, or reducing the use of paper), food preparation (integrating local production, using fresh and seasonal products, sustainable and healthier cuisine), use of biodegradable cleaning products (reducing the use of products with chlorine bleach and petrochemical derivatives, promoting more natural products), and reducing the use of plastics (offering different alternatives such as water dispensers and refillable bottles, the use of wood or paper as a replacement, eliminating plastic straws). The results are presented in Table 2.



At a first analysis it can be observed that, in general, the hotels in the mountain area of Romania report in a significantly large proportion the implementation of measures and indicators that dream of sustaining and implementing the standards of sustainable development, making sustained efforts in this regard. However, there are also two exceptions where relatively lower weights are registered, namely the use of biodegradable cleaning products (68.8% of the respondents) and reducing the use of plastics (with a very low 14.3%). A possible explanation for these relatively low weights compared to other indicators may be that the purchase price is slightly higher than in the case of alternatives, as well as the insufficient degree of market maturity and the demands of the customers of these hotels. Probably, over time, with the increase of the sophistication of the tourist services market and of the requests received from the clients, these percentages will increase considerably.



Regarding the existence of a communication policy to the clients regarding the sustainable development objectives, as well as of the measures adopted by the hotels in order to support these objectives, it is noted the receipt of a positive response from 55 hotels, representing 71.4% of total sample selected. Depending on the comfort category to which the hotels are classified, the situation regarding the communication policy regarding sustainable development is presented in Table 3.



Analyzing the obtained results, an important conclusion is that the existence of the communication policy to the clients regarding the sustainable development objectives is present in all the hotels classified in category 4 and 5 stars, but it is not a sufficiently consistent presence in the case of the hotels classified with 3 stars. In the case of 2-star hotels, they did not report the existence of a well-defined communication strategy. However, on the whole, the existence of a coherent communication strategy regarding the sustainable development objectives of 71.4% can be considered relevant and encouraging for the future.



In order to verify the efficiency of the implementation and use of a strategy for communicating sustainable development objectives, the existence of simple correlation relationships with the change of the hotel occupancy rate after the implementation of the respective strategy was verified. The quantification of the perceived change in the degree of occupation was performed with the help of a five-point Likert, according to the methodology described above, and the results are presented in Table 4.



As can be seen, it is possible to identify the existence of a positive correlation of medium intensity between the implementation and maintenance of a strategy of communicating the sustainable development objectives to the clients and the occupancy rate of the hotel, the clients being receptive and reacting positively. Obviously, there are multiple advantages of implementing a communication strategy on sustainable development objectives, for both hotels and customers, and these advantages will become increasingly important in the years to come.



It is obvious that bidirectional communication between hotels and customers brings benefits to both parties. It is possible that the extension of the research sample also in the area of hotels outside the mountain area will bring improvements in terms of research results. As Tölkes [58] argues, sustainability communication in tourism is an emerging research topic and little is understood about personal communication channels and message factors that lead to positive consumer reactions.



The findings of our research suport and complement the results obtained from recent studies. Wehrli et al. [59] states that sustainable tourism products are distinct from standard alternatives and the hotels need to market these differently, creating a stronger connection with the tourist destination, raising awareness, focusing on innovation and originality. At the same time, Font and McCabe [60] show that there are many innovative solutions to sustainability challenges and that there is a growing impetus for the development of more sustainable tourism products and a wide range of approaches can be used to understand how consumers are influenced to make more sustainable choices that do not compromise their primary motivations.



However, it should be noted that the communication strategy can play a decisive role in achieving the managerial goals regarding the degree of employment, as well as in the achievement of the SDGs’ specific indicators. As Mercade Mele et al. [61] note, in addition to the implementation of green measures and their communication through green marketing, hotel companies should continue to develop direct green actions (such as reducing raw materials and minimizing energy use, or providing certifications for products and services) in order to positively impact the company’s performance.



In this case, for Romanian mountain hotels, based on the results obtained we can conclude that Hypothesis 1 is verified, considering that the implementation of sustainable tourism criteria and their communication to customers contributes to increasing occupancy rate of hotels in the mountain area of Romania.



A second objective of the present research was to investigate whether the implementation of ISO standards influences the profitability of the selected hotels. In order to achieve this objective, in the second part of the questionnaire administered among the hotels in the mountainous area of Romania, a series of closed questions were asked, with a yes or no answer, regarding the implementation of international management standards, along with questions closed by type five-point Likert scales for estimating the effects perceived after the implementation of these standards and for estimating the perceived changes on the RevPAR indicator (Table 5).



At a first examination of the results of the implementation of international management standards, one can notice the relatively high percentage of their adoption among hotels in the mountainous area of Romania. Thus, the largest implementation is found in the case of ISO 9001 (94.8%), followed by ISO 14001 (89.6%) and OHSAS 18001 (68.8%). On the other hand, the lack of implementation of the standards ISO 9004 and ISO 45001 can be noted. The transition from OHSAS 18001 to ISO 45001 is expected to take place within a period of 3 years from the date of adoption in year 2018.



Following the analysis, we verified the existence of correlation relations between the effects perceived after the implementation of ISO standards and the evolution of the RevPAR indicator (Table 6).



Analyzing the obtained results, it can be observed that the most significant relationship exists between RevPAR and the effects of the implementation of ISO 9001 and ISO 14001, establishing a direct medium strong link between them. Also, there can be a relationship between RevPAR and OHSAS 18001, but the connection is not as strong as in the other two factors considered.



To explore the relationships between the effects of implementing international management standards and RevPAR, we used the selected variables to develop a model.



The model summary (Table 7) and the results of applying the analysis of variance (ANOVA) methodology (Table 8) shows that Model_1, as a whole, is statistically significant, meaning that regressors’ influence is significantly greater than that of residues. the calculated value of F-statistic = 55.763 is significantly greater than the critic value F0.05;3;73 = 2.74, and on the value of and Sig. = 0.000 < α = 0.05.



After a brief analysis of the data in Table 7, a medium influence of predictors’ values on RevPAR is shown. A first information in this respect is offered by the value of the multiple correlation coefficient (R = 0.834), showing that there is a high intensity correlation between the result variable RevPAR and the predictors. The value of the determination coefficient R_Square (R2) shows that the variation of RevPAR is determined in proportion of 69.6% by the combined variability of predictors, which is very relevant for this research. The smaller than 0.05 Sig. value indicates that the model is generalizable from the sample to the population. Therefore, the null hypothesis is rejected and the alternative one is accepted, meaning that Model_1 is valid (statistically significant) for the chosen significance level.



The situation of the regression coefficients, the standard errors, the t statistical test value, the Sig. value and the collinearity statistics are presented in Table 9.



As foreshadowed, from the interpretation of the characteristics of Model_1 coefficients, it is observed that in the case of the variable OHSAS 18001, the value Sig. 0.566 > 0.05, which suggests its elimination from the model, due to the lack of statistical significance. The VIF values are between 1 and 10, so it can be concluded that there are no multicollinearity symptoms.



The multiple linear regression model reflecting the correlation between the RevPAR values and those of the three considered standards is as follows:


  Model _ 1 : RevPAR = 0.530 + 0.681 × ISO 9001 + 0.167 × ISO 14001  



(1)







In order to verify the existence of some influential cases that may affect the values of the regression coefficients [62], Cook’s distance values were checked. Since all 77 values of Cook’s distance were much smaller than 1, it was clear that there were no influential cases within the sample and, therefore, the values of the bk coefficients were not influenced by these (Table 10):



As a final conclusion, the Model_1 qualified for being used in the analysis of the predictors’ (ISO 9001 and ISO 14001) influence on RevPAR, and we can demonstrate the existence of a countable influence of the implementation of international management standards on the profitability of hotels in the mountain area of Romania.



As Pereira-Moliner and Tari [63] conclude, the certified hotels achieve better performance levels and that quality certification has positive effects on some performance variables, helping hotels to better satisfy their customers’ needs (then, the hotel’s revenues can be increased) and to improve and optimize some cost categories (then, cost can be reduced). On the other hand, in a previous study, Claver et al. [64] found that the most important reasons to adopt and certify quality systems are internal and, on the other hand, that although positive effects on performance can be identified, the impact on financial performance is low.



In other research, Brătucu et al. [65] demonstrated that most hotel managers are concerned with issues linked to sustainable development of the accommodation unit they manage, but, at the same time, the researchers noticed a low interest in sustainable evolution negatively correlated with the comfort level of the accommodation unit. Also, there are a number of researchers who identified the existence of a link between the implementation of quality standards and the increase of hotel performance, but could not prove the existing causal relationships [66,67].



Considering the above, we can conclude that hypothesis 2 is only partially confirmed, because following the study for the Romanian hotels in the mountain area we were able to identify the existence of a direct influence of the implementation of the ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 standards on the RevPAR indicator. However, at the same time, the study highlighted the lack of a direct influence of OHSAS 18001 on the RevPAR indicator, which only partially validates the assumed hypothesis. There is not much similar research on the influence of OHSAS 18001, and for the existing studies it is not possible to identify a clear influence, given that the results are contradictory, varying between positive effects [68] and lack of correlation between the implementation of the international standard and obtaining the expected effects [69].




5. Conclusions


The growing importance of tourism for the local global economy has brought great benefits to the mountain regions. Many mountain regions have become accessible through new and modern means of communication due to the increased demand for tourist services. Also, tourism has been the catalyst for the implementation of new ideas, new modes of production and cultural exchange in mountain regions that were until recently closed and conservative. Today, people from many mountain regions around the world owe their wealth to tourism, generating additional income and jobs, new career opportunities and opening up markets for both traditional local products. But the positive economic impact is only a positive side of this global phenomenon. Thus, the growth of tourism, especially in the mountainous areas, is accompanied by the tendency to destroy the bases of its own development, respectively the environment and corrupting the way of life of the inhabitants of these regions.



Starting from the main global demands regarding the sustainable economic development of each field of activity, the present research comes with a series of arguments and conclusions attesting to the positive impact of the implementation of the policies and strategies of sustainable development. Thus, this research we aimed to carry out an analysis of the situation existing in the Romanian hotels located in the mountain area, in order to obtain a current image on their sustainable development, of the indicators used, as well as how the implementation of international management standards can contribute to increasing the profitability of the analyzed hotels.



The results obtained from the research we could say are positive and encouraging for the sustainable development and achievement of the SDGs. Regarding the level of adoption and implementation of specific policies and strategies to support sustainable development within hotels in the mountainous area of Romania, seven of the most common performance indicators were selected regarding the fulfillment of the criteria recommended by the Global Sustainable Tourism Council. The results of the research underlined the existence of a fairly high degree of implementation of these initiatives, in the case of 5 of the 7 indicators analyzed, with weights in the group of hotels analyzed varying between 81.8% and 96.1%. In the case of two of the analyzed indicators (the use of biodegradable cleaning products and reducing the use of plastics), much lower implementation weights were observed, being mentioned by only 68.8% and 14.3% of the respondents respectively.



The next step was to investigate the existence of a relationship between the existence of a hotel communication strategy to customers regarding the existence and implementation of support indicators for the sustainable development and modification of the hotel occupancy rate after implementing this strategy. In this case the results were encouraging, a number of 55 of the 77 hotels analyzed mentioning the existence of the planned communication. However, it is important to mention that the answers obtained revealed that the existence of the communication strategy is omnipresent in the case of 4 and 5 star hotels, but for the other comfort categories (3 and 2 stars) there is still much room for improvement. It was also possible to identify the existence of a positive correlation of medium intensity between the implementation of a strategy of communicating the sustainable development objectives to the clients and the occupancy rate of the hotels.



Regarding the second hypothesis tested through this research, namely that the implementation of international management standards contributes to increasing the profitability of hotels in the mountain area of Romania, the results obtained only partially validate the working hypothesis. Thus, in the case of analyzing the influence of the implementation of the ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 standards, the results obtained fully validate the support that the implementation of these international standards has for the sustainable development of the hotels in mountain areas of Romania and, respectively, the achievement of the objectives assumed through the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. In the case of the third investigated standard (OHSAS 18001), the analysis of the results obtained could neither confirm nor disprove its direct contribution to the sustainable development of hotels. On the one hand, there is a certain degree of correlation between the implementation of this standard and the evolution of the profitability indicators but, on the other hand, the econometric tests could not confirm the direct relationship with the RevPAR indicator.



Although in Romania, as in other countries, there are numerous sustainable tourism programs launched by tourism organizations or other types of organizations, there has never been a truly impartial international standard dedicated to accommodation. This is also the reason why, in some cases, as is the case with many hotels in Romania, implementing sustainable development standards is difficult to achieve and difficult to commensurate. Basically, as our research shows, the standards implemented are minimal, which in the long term influences the sustainability of the hotel industry in the mountainous area of Romania and beyond.



Starting from the results of this research and especially from the new trends already manifested in the global tourism market, Romania must take major steps to open up to the new sustainable management standards and implementing the newest such standards.



In this context we mention the need to implement the new international initiatives and standards promoted at global level, such as ISO 21401, Tourism and Related Services—Sustainability management system for accommodation units. This meets the needs manifested in the global tourism market, offering specific standards for environmental, social and economic problems for the implementation of a management system of sustainability in tourist accommodation. The standard is complex, addressing specific issues such as human rights, the health and safety of employees and guests, environmental protection, water and energy consumption, waste generation and the development of the local economy.



Along with the conclusions stated above, we believe that this research will increase the awareness of the management of hotels in mountain areas, and not only those areas, towards the major importance of approaching a sustainable development strategy by following and reaching the SDGs proposed through the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.



However, the results obtained from this research can be considered as a step forward in identifying the most appropriate implementation of the international management standards and pave the way for new studies targeting the latest proposed standards. A possible research direction opened by this study is the analysis of the degree of penetration and the efficiency of the implementation of the ISO 26000 standard, which is the most complex guide to social responsibility. With over 450 recommendations that directly impact SDGs, ISO 26000 provides clear guidance on how businesses and organizations can work ethically and transparently for sustainable development.



As far as the limitations of this paper are concerned, we may take into account that the data were obtained through questionnaires, and their completion is based on the subjective perception of the respondents and on their general knowledge of the analyzed issue. Also, it should be noted that this research is based on the Romanian hotel context, thus provoking biased results. Future research may replicate this study in other regions and other countries. However, in the absence of the official data available on the analyzed topic, we consider that the benefits obtained by this research are higher than the existing limitations.



Moreover, it would be interesting to investigate in detail the influence of the communication strategies adopted by the hotels regarding the communication of the sustainable development objectives and the impact reflected on the degree of customer satisfaction and the profitability of the hotels.
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