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ABSTRACT
Outbound tour operators are key actors in international mass
tourism. However, their contribution to more sustainable and
inclusive forms of tourism has been critically questioned. Drawing
from new institutional theories in organization studies, and
informed by the case of one of the largest Scandinavian tour
operators, we examine the corporate social responsibility (CSR) and
sustainability work in large tour operators and the challenges faced
in being more inclusive. On the basis of in-depth interviews with
corporate officers, document analysis and media reports, we show
how top-down coercive and normative pressures, coming from the
parent company and the host society shape the ability of the
daughter corporation to elaborate a more inclusive agenda.
However, daughter companies do not merely comply with these
institutional pressures and policy is also developed from the
‘bottom-up’. We show how the tour operator’s sustainability work is
also the result of organizational responses including buffering,
bargaining, negotiating and influencing the parent organization. By
creating intra and inter-sectoral learning and collaborative industry
platforms, MNCs not only exchange and diffuse more inclusive
practices among the industry, but also anticipate future normative
pressures such as legislation and brand risk. Daughter organizations
help shape their institutional arrangements through internal
collaborative platforms and by incorporating local events and
societal concerns into the multinational CSR policy, especially when
flexible policy frameworks operate, and the corporate CSR agenda
and organizational field are under formation. However, risks do
exist, in the absence of institutional pressures, of perpetuating a
superficial adoption of more inclusive practices in the mass tourism
industry.

摘要:
境外旅行商是国际大众旅游的重要参与者。然而, 他们对更具可
持续性和包容性的旅游业的贡献备受质疑。我们从组织研究的新
制度理论出发, 以斯堪的纳维亚最大的一家旅行社为例, 考察了大
型旅行社的企业社会责任(CSR)和可持续性方面的工作, 以及在发
展更包容旅游方面所面临的挑战。在对公司高管深入访谈、文献
分析和媒体报道的基础上, 我们展示了来自母公司和东道国的自
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上而下的强制性和规范性压力如何影响子公司制定包容性旅游议
程的能力。然而, 子公司不只是遵守这些制度压力, 也“自下而
上”发展包容性旅游政策。我们展示了旅行社的可持续性工作也是
组织响应的结果, 包括对母公司压力的缓冲、讨价还价、谈判乃
至影响母公司。跨国公司通过创建内部和跨部门的学习和合作的
行业平台, 不仅在行业内交流和传播更包容性的实践, 而且预料未
来的规范性压力, 如立法和品牌风险。子组织通过内部协作平台,
通过将当地事件和社会问题纳入到跨国企业社会责任政策中, 有
助于形成组织的制度安排, 特别是在灵活的政策框架运作时, 企业
社会责任议程和组织领域形成时期。然而, 在没有制度压力的情
况下,在大众旅游行业中,存在着肤浅地采用更包容做法的风险。

Introduction

Outbound tour operators are major actors in the tourism industry (Alegre & Sard, 2015;
Cvelbar, Dwyer, Koman, & Mihali�c, 2016; Tveteraas, Asche, & Lien, 2014). Tour operators are
one of the largest facilitators of information between suppliers and customers and, conse-
quently, are significant influencers of how the travel market can evolve towards more inclu-
sive and responsible tourism, affecting both suppliers and demand. Inclusiveness for major
operators has historically been interpreted more in terms of packages for tourists rather
than considering the groups and stakeholders that are excluded from the tourism system.
For the purposes of this paper, inclusive tourism is regarded as the voluntary inclusion of
otherwise marginalized interests in the consumption and production of tourism (also see
Scheyvens & Biddulph, 2017). From this perspective inclusivity is identified as a relative and
contested, rather than an absolute, concept, the interpretation of which belongs to the
involved parties. The identification of inclusivity depends on the stakeholders involved and
the nature of inclusion, with inclusivity defined either by one party or by both producers
and marginalized interests (Figure 1). A tourism producer may seek to include marginal
interests but such interests may not recognize their inclusivity despite producer efforts,
leading to a staged inclusivity or non-inclusive practices. You may even have situations
where producers and marginalized interests believe that the relationship is inclusive but
tourists do not recognize it as such, thereby missing the opportunity to communicate more
fully inclusive tourism practices and with them the chance to show alternative practices for
a more inclusive tourism. Importantly, the notion of inclusion is one that varies over socio-
cultural contexts and that will change over time in response to shifts in the business,

Nature of inclusion Tourist’s perception of inclusivity of marginalised 
interests into tourism system 

ats/citnehtuanIeniuneG ged 
Multi-party (both 
producers and 
marginalised interests see 
it as inclusive) 

Fully inclusive Denied inclusivity

Only one party (producer 
or marginalised group see 
it as inclusive) 

Staged inclusivity Non-inclusive /
exploitative

Figure 1. Types of inclusive tourism.
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political and socio-economic environments; the composition of interests and stakeholders,
and new interpretations of what constitutes inclusive and sustainable tourism.

Given their role in tourism, the practices of large tour operators can influence the wider
industry in becoming more inclusive and sustainable (Bricker & Black, 2016; Erskine &
Meyer, 2012). However, while there is significant academic interest in the role of tour oper-
ators with respect to sustainability, this has often been focussed more on niche tourism
areas or specific environmental practices, such as emissions or waste reduction (G€ossling,
Hall, & Scott, 2015), rather than the equity and social dimensions of sustainability that may
provide an operational and strategic focus for inclusive tourism (Hall, 2008).

Outbound tour operators are key actors in mass tourism and hold critical positions in
the tourism value chain, especially for developing countries, where they can act as major
gatekeepers of tourism flows and influence practices (de Sausmarez, 2013; Dieke, 2013).
Therefore, any account of the extent to which international mass tourism can be made
more inclusive must include assessment of the role of outbound tour operators and the
way in which they develop particular practices that relate to inclusiveness. This paper
draws from new institutional theories in organization studies to understand the practice
of sustainability and social responsibility work in large tour operators. Specifically, it exam-
ines the challenges to transforming mass tourism into becoming more inclusive in terms
of recognizing and incorporating new practices, as informed by the case of one of the
largest Scandinavian operators, Apollo, and its corporate social responsibility (CSR) and
sustainability work.

This paper draws from in-depth interviews with company officers, and document analy-
sis of CSR and sustainability reports. In order to understand what the CSR agenda of a
large tour operator looks like, how it is shaped and the challenges faced in being more
inclusive, this paper is structured around two questions: how are the institutional pres-
sures and the organizational characteristics of MNCs and subsidiaries shaping tour opera-
tors’ sustainability practices? and what are the firm’s organizational responses to these
pressures?

In the next section, the literature on sustainability, inclusive tourism and the tour opera-
tors sector is presented, followed by the methods to collect and analyse the data. The case
study of Apollo Sweden is then presented. Next, the theoretical framework used to ana-
lyse the case is explained. Thereafter, the empirical study is analysed and discussed. This
paper closes with reflections on how large corporations can be encouraged to provide
more inclusive tourism services.

Sustainability, inclusive tourism and the tour operator sector

The tour operator sector has become increasingly consolidated in recent decades. A few
large tour operators dominate the sector and account for almost two-thirds of the
European market (Schwartz, Tapper and Font, 2008). German and British large tour opera-
tors alone dominate more than 45% of the European market, with four companies esti-
mated to control over 90% of the UK holiday market (Budeanu, 2009).

Large tour operators draw together thousands of employees in travel agencies, hotels,
airlines and other tourism firms in hundreds of destinations around the world. However,
inclusiveness in terms of the participation of marginalized actors in the consumption and
production of tourism has not historically been a priority. The concentration of power in
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the hands of a few global operators has led to conflicts between operators, suppliers and
destinations. Large tour operators have often been seen more as agents of exclusion than
inclusion, with this often being combined with related environmental degradation, socio-
cultural ignorance or disruption, limited returns to local economies, human rights abuse
and other negative impacts (Hall & Brown, 2006). In general, mass-market operators offer-
ing mainstream packages (i.e. all-inclusive – where a single price covers includes all
charges for lodging, meals and soft drinks, most alcoholic drinks, gratuities, and possi-
bly other services, such as sports and other activities), and have not traditionally con-
sidered sustainability in business processes in the same way as specialist operators
selling ‘more sustainable products’ (Bricker & Black, 2016; Bruni, Cassia, & Magno, 2017;
G€ossling et al., 2015; Hall, G€ossling & Scott, 2015). Yet, the critical role of tour operators
in the mass tourism market value chain means that they must become a focal point of
any initiative that seeks to make tourism more inclusive of otherwise marginalized
groups and issues. For example, via their role as employers of marginalized groups in
local destinations in which the notion of inclusiveness includes aspects of decent work
and fair salaries as well as more socially and environmentally inclusive procurement
policies (Saarinen, Rogerson, & Hall, 2017), such as purchasing from local food suppliers
(Hall & G€ossling, 2016).

Given how strategic priorities are set in tourism corporations, CSR and sustainability
policies, codes of conduct and certification systems are likely to be the main practices
through which corporations would approach inclusive tourism. Therefore, improvements
in our understanding of these areas (e.g. decent work, procurement policies and monitor-
ing strategies), and recognition of any initiatives that bear the hallmarks of inclusive tour-
ism, can help shed light on the mechanisms by which greater inclusiveness can be
encouraged and achieved.

The factors shaping the adoption of sustainability practices by tour operators show
how sustainability strategies, practices and standards, to which we would potentially add
inclusive tourism, are likely conceived primarily as a means of risk management (to buffer
or prevent negative public image), as a competitive advantage (e.g. brand value and repu-
tation), and as a regulation avoidance strategy (Schwartz et al., 2008), rather than as a
means to provide improved services to customers, cost savings or business opportunities
(Budeanu, 2007), or inclusion. Compared to other sectors, such as accommodation, the
tour operator sector arguably lags behind in the integration of sustainability in business
practices due to a combination of reasons: tour operators do not always take a long-term
view of destination development, as their operations are more spatially flexible and easier
to move between destinations compared to suppliers such as hotels; and they may claim
a lack of control over impacts in destinations. Operators operate on small profit margins
and the resultant pressure on suppliers to reduce prices can limit supplier capacity to
invest in quality improvements (Alegre & Said, 2015) or other strategies that do not have
a relatively immediate return. The industry also works with a multitude of suppliers oper-
ating under different national regulations and interests which can make it more difficult
to develop consistent sustainability and CSR programs. On the demand side, customers’
interest in responsible tourism services and products, and willingness to pay extra for
inclusive practices in general, appears significantly lower compared to, for example, spe-
cific elements such as local food (Hall & G€ossling, 2016). In relation to the regulatory envi-
ronment, most of the tour package legislation is quality, health and safety related, and
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there is usually very little specific regulatory pressure for improved environmental or social
performance in tour operator’s operations. In addition, cost savings from adopting practi-
ces are not so clearly identified for tour operators as, for example, for hotels (Budeanu,
2007; G€ossling et al., 2015; Tepelus, 2005).

Methods

Scandinavia is routinely cited as a global leader in CSR and sustainability (Strand, Freeman,
& Hockerts, 2015). Apollo is one of the three largest tour operators in Sweden and one of
the Nordic pioneers of proactively adopting CSR and sustainability practices in tourism
(Schyst Resande, 2008). This paper adopts a ‘critical case’ approach (Flyvbjerg, 2001).
Informed by this approach we have selected as favourable a setting as possible, one of
the top leading Swedish tour operators working proactively with sustainability, for exam-
ining the integration of sustainability in large tour operators. A critical case approach pro-
vides the opportunity to draw valid insights from a single case that has strategic
importance for a general problem, such as the challenges that large operators face in mak-
ing mass tourism a more inclusive activity.

Data collection involved analysis of documents such as ethical guidelines, policies,
standards, sustainability and assessment reports, voluntary performance schemes, and
codes of conduct (Supplemental data). The websites of the parent (Kuoni) and daugh-
ter company (Apollo) as well as those of CSR-related stakeholders and collaboration
partners were also reviewed. Semi-structured interviews were carried out with officials
at Apollo and Kuoni. The interviews served to complement and triangulate the informa-
tion coming from documents and electronic sources. All interviews were recorded and
transcribed. The number of interviews conducted and the positions of those inter-
viewed at Apollo and Kuoni is not stated here as this would potentially publicly identify
participants.

The documents, websites and interviews were analysed through qualitative content
analysis, structured by the two research questions and guided by the concepts stemming
from the institutional theories used in the analysis (presented later after the case): coer-
cive, normative and mimetic isomorphism as well as the organizational responses (strate-
gies and tactics) of the firm to these pressures. The data coming from the personal
interviews with employees at Apollo is triangulated with text documents, interview mate-
rial from the parent company (Kuoni) and electronic sources. Combining methods helps
to overcome the limitations of using a single case with limited interview opportunities.
Interviews were conducted during spring 2015. The Apollo Nordic division was acquired
by the German REWE-travel group in summer 2015. No significant changes have been
observed in terms of sustainability work since then, although this new situation has not
been the focus of this study.

Apollo Sweden, sustainability strategy and work

In this section we present the case of Apollo Sweden and its sustainability work, informed
by corporate documents, websites, news, reports and interviews. After we present our
analytical framework, the empirical data will be analysed and discussed.
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Apollo Sweden

In Sweden three large tour operators (Ving, Apollo and Fritidsresor) account for 80% of the
outbound tour operator market (SwedWatch and Fair Action, 2015). Apollo was founded
by Fotios Costoulas in 1986 and ran as a family business providing travel from Sweden to
Greece. In 2001 it was bought by Kuoni Holding Ltd, a Switzerland-based provider of serv-
ices to the international travel industry and governments. Its activities are centred on
global travel, travel services distribution, visa provision and tour operating, including
hotel, accommodation, and land and transportation services, tours and activities. Apollo
Sweden, together with its Finnish, Norwegian and Danish counterparts, and the airline
Novair, belongs to the Apollo Travel Group. With approximately 900 employees and one
million international travellers annually, Apollo Travel Group has an annual turnover of
over US$ 590 million (Apollo, 2016a). In mid-2015 Apollo was sold to the German REWE-
group and became part of the DER Touristik travel division as DER Touristik Nordic AB
including Apollo Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland. Apollo offers travel to 20 coun-
tries in Europe, 10 in Asia, 5 in Africa, 5 in the Americas and 1 in Oceania. Among the most
popular tourist destinations are Greece, Turkey, Spain, Cyprus, Thailand, Jordan, Tobago
and Cuba.

Managing and strategizing sustainability at Apollo

CSR and sustainability management are integrated with the communication management
department in Apollo. There were two employees working directly with sustainability at
management level: one responsible for sustainability and communication; and another
who worked part-time mostly on the Travelife system (a business-to-business sustainabil-
ity certification program implemented by Apollo, explained below) with their suppliers.
Plans, strategies, and practices that fall under the category of sustainability, CSR and ethics
have existed at Apollo since it became part of the Kuoni group in 2001. However, CSR and
sustainability ‘was not the highest prioritized issue by the former manager of the firm’
(Apollo employee).

Kuoni’s Group CSR Strategy was the framework within which all work with sustainability
matters at group level was assembled from 2001 until 2015. The Kuoni CSR agenda was
reviewed every three years and was formulated by the central board of directors at
Kuoni’s headquarters in Zurich. The strategy consisted of six core areas: employees,
human rights, sustainable products, natural environment, stakeholder management and
sustainable supply chain management. The mapping and priority setting of sustainability
topics was based on stakeholder dialogues carried out in wider and inner stakeholder con-
sultation circles (Kuoni, 2014). Inner stakeholders were members and employees at all lev-
els within the Kuoni Group, including the central board of directors and CSR officials from
business units. Apollo participated in the stakeholder consultations for the development
of Kuoni’s Group CSR strategy as an internal stakeholder. External stakeholders include
international, national and local non-governmental organizations (NGOs), investors,
experts, suppliers, consultants, and international organizations. The strategy was also built
on a range of international conventions, codes of conduct and sustainability charters
including the UN Global Compact, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the UN Guid-
ing Principles on Business and Human Rights, the OECD Guidelines for Multinational
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Enterprises and ECPAT’s Code of Conduct. Significantly, from an inclusive tourism perspec-
tive, even though such agreements are often held up as cornerstones of CSR practice,
local communities had only a limited role in such dialogues.

Internally, Kuoni had a ‘CSR steering group’, in which Apollo participated, that met
twice a year (Kuoni, 2016). This group consisted of representatives from Kuoni’s business
units, core corporate functions and external CSR specialists. The purpose of the committee
was to plan CSR strategies and activities for the entire group, as well as review perfor-
mance and ensure that the Group CSR strategy was aligned between business units. This
was also a platform where Apollo exchanged experiences with other participants, pro-
vided inputs to the board of directors and contributed to central CSR objectives.

Apollo’s sustainability strategy

Kuoni’s Group CSR strategy served as the guiding framework for Apollo’s work but they
were encouraged to design their own corporate strategy for sustainability by taking a
point of departure in the core areas of this agenda (Kuoni interview). How the Kuoni’s
Group CSR strategy was implemented by Apollo was neither strictly stipulated nor regu-
lated. Apollo’s CSR agenda did not need the approval of the central board of Kuoni (Kuoni
Interview). Apollo’s sustainability/CSR strategy has been divided into four areas: human
rights, climate change, sustainable supply chain management and sustainable products
(Apollo, 2016b). The following projects, dealing with the social dimension of sustainability
and integrated in Apollo’s human rights and supply chain areas (Table 1), are described
below before subsequent analysis.

ECPAT – the code
ECPAT is an international NGO working against sexual exploitation of children since 1992
in Thailand and other South Asian countries. ECPAT Sweden was created after the World
Congress against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children was hosted by the Swedish
Government in 1996. The Code, which is a guideline consisting of six measures aimed at
helping tourism businesses to protect children, was the result of this congress. Apollo
states on its website that the protection of children is one of the most prioritized issues in
Apollo’s work with sustainability. An Apollo officer emphasizes the focus on children due
to the empathy showed by travellers and employees when they come in contact with suf-
fering children in destinations, as also observed via customer evaluation forms. Concerns
raised in Sweden regarding the harmful impacts of tourism on children in South-East Asia
destinations are also behind this prioritization. In the words of an Apollo official regarding
ratification of the Code:

It reaches a point where we understand that we neither can nor want to be held accountable
for certain things, for which we feel that we must act and take on our responsibility (…) The

Table 1. Summary of the social components of Apollo’s CSR agenda.
Human rights Sustainable supply chain management

� Suppliers’ Code of Conduct, 2008 � Suppliers’ Code of Conduct, 2008
� Statement of Commitment on Human Rights, 2012 � Travelife Sustainability System, 2009
� ECPACT – The Code, 2001
� Collaboration with SOS Children’s Villages, 2004
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risks of not doing anything is that we acquire a bad reputation. In the end, caring for the cor-
porate image and the reputation is a strong driving force.

In order to prevent their services being misused for exploitative purposes, Apollo joined
forces with fellow signatories such as the Swedish government, ECPAT, industry partners
and tour operators such as Fritidsresor and Ving. This collaborative strategy was motivated
by the ‘pleasant feeling of being united and not having to stand alone, and to be able to
show a united front’ (Apollo officer). The signatories to The Code in Sweden meet twice a
year to discuss topics and strategies related to child trafficking. The Code was ratified
independently by Apollo in 2001. Apollo and Nordic partners also encouraged Kuoni to
ratify this policy.

SOS children’s villages
Apollo’s ratification of the ECPAT Code led to the collaboration in Sweden with SOS Child-
ren’s Villages in 2004. SOS Children’s Villages is an international organization giving fam-
ily-based childcare to children without families in order to allow them to grow up in
safety. Apollo donates one million SEK per year to a SOS village in Phuket. This money
funds a kindergarten and three SOS families in the village. Since 2015 Apollo is partner to
SOS Children’s Villages at the Nordic Kuoni level, and funds an emergency help program
for families in Syria. An Apollo officer states that such cooperation is a good way to show
their commitment to children’s right issues in a concrete way. The NGO’s good reputation
is also important to choosing the partner: ‘Since SOS Children’s Villages is a very well-
known organization with a credible image it is a way for us to use their brand together
with our own, which has a positive effect’ (Apollo officer).

Travelife sustainability system
Travelife is a business-to-business sustainability certification programme supported by the
European Union and the European Industry Association Tour Operator Initiative. It consists
of an accreditation body directed towards tourism industry enterprises to make operations
more sustainable. Businesses can purchase a subscription to the system and have their per-
formance level independently assessed via an audit and the top performers in terms of
these verified audits receive a Travelife award. Major UK and German tour operators, such
as First Choice, Thompson, TUI, Thomas Cook, have subscribed to the Travelife Sustainability
System as their preferred means of assessing their accommodation providers against envi-
ronmental, social and economic criteria. Kuoni group was a founding member and has
been involved in its development since 2004. Apollo achieved the status of being Travelife
Certified as a tour operator in 2014 and they have been using the certification for hotel and
accommodations among suppliers since 2009. Around 100 Apollo hotels are Travelife mem-
bers and have achieved this certification. However, the certification, unlike the Suppliers’
code of conduct, is not required of all suppliers.

The Travelife Sustainability system was one of the standards applicable to all Kuoni
group members. A CSR official states that the creation of Travelife by a group of European
tour operators reflected how ‘the entire branch felt a need to use a standardized and sim-
ple way of ordering their hotels’. Among the many different alternatives such as ISO and
other standards, the official states that ‘Travelife stood out as a recognized standardized
way of classifying hotels which made it possible to easily communicate to customers that
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this is the way we look at these questions’. Thus, the adoption of these standards was also
driven by the need to promote to customers that the company had embraced sustainabil-
ity practices in its operations, while their implementation has also resulted in modifica-
tions in standard operating procedures and the generation of new standards. The new
owner group DER Turistik was already a member of Travelife.

Suppliers’ code of conduct
The suppliers’ code of conduct was first developed in 2008 by the Kuoni group in collabo-
ration with external stakeholders such as experts, consultants and NGOs. It consists of six
areas of sustainability (compliance with applicable law, environment, human rights and
labour conditions, sexual exploitation of children and adolescents, local sourcing and
benefiting communities, and monitoring and enforcement) and ratification of the policy
was required by all Apollo’s suppliers and monitored through the Travelife system. Apollo
also contributed to the content of the Suppliers’ Code of Conduct via the inner consultation
circles for sustainability strategy making and, more actively, by Apollo’s petition to add a
clause on animals’ rights issues in 2014. Apollo lobbied to include this topic as they per-
ceived increasing customer and employee concern for animal welfare. According to
Apollo officials, the concern was detected via customer feedback but it was also regarded
as an issue raised by society at large in Sweden, and mobilized by NGOs. At the time of
writing (February, 2017) the suppliers’ code of conduct continued to operate under the
new owner.

Statement of commitment on human rights
The Statement of Commitment on Human Rights establishes that the group will respect and
promote human rights through leading by example in areas as labour rights (e.g. follow-
ing international and national law, forbidding all forms of forced labour, freedom to termi-
nate employment, freedom of association and right to collective bargaining), the rights of
the child and due diligence. The standard is automatically transferred to Apollo’s suppliers
when a contract is confirmed and compliance is monitored with assistance from Travelife.
The creation of the Statement of Commitment on Human Rights was an initiative of Apollo
and Nordic partners. Apollo urged the creation of a policy document on human rights
within Kuoni’s steering committee, leading to the Statement being passed by Kuoni’s
board of directors in 2012.

Despite considerable progress in terms of the improvement of human and labour
rights, Swedish NGOs reported during Autumn 2015 illegal labour conditions for hotel
employees in properties used by the three largest Swedish tour operators (Apollo, Fritids-
resor and Ving) in Dubai (SwedWatch and Fair Action, 2015) and Turkey (Fair Traveller,
2015). The report reveals how housekeepers, room attendants and other migrant workers
at hotels used by the three tour operators in Dubai worked days as long as twelve hours
with little or no overtime pay. Workers also stated that they paid for employment as well
as employers holding their passports, which according to the International Labour Organi-
zation is a sign of forced labour. These practices violate local labour law and international
conventions, as well as the human rights policies of the Swedish tour operators
themselves.

The three Swedish tour operators replied in a joint communication stating they did not
have knowledge about rights violations at the hotels where their customers were staying
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(SwedWatch and Fair Action, 2015). Nevertheless, according to an Apollo officer, the com-
pany had performed a risk analysis regarding human rights in Dubai which shows that it
is a high-risk destination, especially with regard to migrant workers (SwedWatch and Fair
Action, 2015). The company also argued that the staff responsible for the contact with the
hotels has instructions to report any breach of the code, and that no breach had been
reported.

In a collective response to the publication of this report, the three tour operators
acknowledge the violation of labour rights and communicated that together with the
Travelife certification system (see below for further details about the certification system)
they will start monitoring more hotels in Dubai (SwedWatch, 2015). They also argued that
this is an issue affecting more than these three tour operators and it, therefore, requires a
collective response. Furthermore, Apollo acknowledges that despite increasing public
awareness and company concern over labour issues, consumer pressure for more sustain-
able and inclusive travel is not so significant (Swedish Radio A, 13/10/2015; Swedish Radio
B, 13/10/2015).

Within the Kuoni Group the Travelife Sustainability system and the Kuoni Suppliers Code
of Conduct were the only two standards applicable to all members and served as mini-
mum requirements for the business units’ work with sustainability issues. Apollo was
encouraged by Kuoni to implement these policies, and Kuoni’s CSR department regularly
provide information and learning tools aiming to facilitate their implementation. However,
according to Kuoni’s CSR department, they struggled to achieve a ‘consistent image’
between members of the group in terms of sustainability. Kuoni did not monitor units
such as Apollo and had no enforcement mechanism exerting punishment for non-
compliance. Yet, Apollo’s reliance upon Kuoni as a daughter unit means that they felt
required to address these sustainability issues: ‘it is not as if something would happen if
we wouldn’t work with sustainability and implement these standards, since they are infor-
mal requirements. However, disregarding these issues is not an alternative, it simply
would not be possible’ (Apollo officer).

Aware of the requirement to respond to the mother company’s demands on sustain-
ability strategy, an official stated: ‘The central board of Kuoni have certain targets which
they want the units to fulfil, so it is a matter of complying with their desire’ (Apollo). Apollo
also considered it was important to fulfil the expectations of Kuoni as Apollo also ‘want to
be able to impact the direction of the work that is centrally managed at Kuoni’. According
to the Apollo official, the implementation of these standards has led to a steady develop-
ment of awareness around issues of sustainability among Apollo employees. However,
field participation of representatives from Apollo’s destination areas in the strategizing of
Apollo’s sustainability is less visible. Local regulations as well as ideas picked up from des-
tination personnel are mediated to Apollo’s central board. Yet there are no established
mechanisms to channel the flow of local demands. In the following the theoretical frame-
work used to analyse the case is introduced.

Institutional theory

Institutional theory provides a useful framework to analyse the extent of integration of
sustainability practices into corporations. While use of this theory is relatively limited in
tourism (Adu-Ampong, 2017; Zapata & Hall, 2012), it has been valuable in examining
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sustainable practices (Van Wijk, Van der Duim, Lamers, & Sumba, 2015), including CSR
reporting (de Grosbois, 2016). The following elaborates the concepts of institutional iso-
morphic pressures, organizational responses to institutional pressures and processes of
organizational learning that are then used to frame our case under the prism of the con-
cept of inclusive tourism.

Institutional theories focus on the pursuit of legitimacy aside from economic efficiency,
with the resulting organizational conformity arising due to social norms and rituals (Meyer
& Rowan, 1977). In their pursuit of legitimacy, organizations modify themselves to be com-
patible with the characteristics (organizational structures, beliefs and discourses) of their
institutional environments. As a consequence, organizations from the same field will often
be structurally similar as they respond to similar institutional pressures (cognitive, norma-
tive and coercive), resulting in a process of isomorphism (Scott, 2008).

Coercive isomorphism refers to the conformity to certain practices as a result of rules,
laws or other coercive mechanisms, economic and regulatory sanctions. Yet, under condi-
tions of uncertainty in a relatively unregulated organizational field, as in the case of sus-
tainability in the travel industry (G€ossling et al., 2015), normative and cognitive aspects of
the institutional environment become more salient. Normative isomorphism comes, for
example, from unquestioned adherence to industry standards but also prevalent values
and preferences in a market or a community. While, cognitive isomorphism (or mimesis)
refers to the unconscious reproduction of standards, practices or structures following
those who appear to be successful in the organizational field.

However, organizations within the same field do not always show similar sustainability
strategies and practices (Hall et al., 2016; Scott, 2008; Zapata & Hall, 2012) despite being
exposed to common institutional pressures. More recent developments in institutional
theory show how institutional forces can also lead to heterogeneity in a sector rather than
isomorphic homogeneity, given that organizations differ in their receptivity to pressures
(Hoffman, 2001). For example, the power of the department or individual promoting CSR
and sustainability practices is an internal aspect that may explain different responses. Del-
mas and Toffel (2008) also showed how organizations channel institutional pressures
through different sub-units, which frame pressures according to their routines. For exam-
ple, legal departments frame them in terms of risk and liability, while financial depart-
ments do it in terms of costs and revenue. The consequence being that sustainability
could be differentially framed within the same organization as a competitiveness strategy,
as regulatory pressure, or as an ethical responsibility (Bansal & Roth, 2000). Other internal
organizational features such as the role of leadership values (Egri & Herman, 2000), mana-
gerial attitudes (Cordano & Frieze, 2000; Sharma, 2000), and historical environmental per-
formance can also influence how managers perceive stakeholder pressures and their
response (Prakash, 2000), and the visibility of the firm. Therefore, differences in adoption
of sustainability tourism practices reflect not only different levels of institutional pressures
but also differences in organizational characteristics, since internal organizational dynam-
ics act as moderating factors that magnify or diminish the influence of institutional
pressures.

Oliver (1991) also suggests that organizations respond to their institutional envi-
ronments in different ways, varying from compliance, compromise, avoidance, defi-
ance and manipulation (Table 2). One of the possible responses is what has been
termed as ‘decoupling’ (Meyer & Rowan, 1977), which refers to the process whereby
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organizations ‘that adopt particular structures or procedures may opt to respond in a
ceremonial manner, making changes in their formal structures to signal conformity
but then buffering internal units, allowing them to operate independent of these
pressures’ (Scott, 2008: 171). The term has been used to refer to implementation
gaps in sustainability standards (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Jamali, 2010). Yet, beyond
the decoupling explanation, CSR and sustainability reports and codes of conduct,
although taken initially as ceremonial conformity, can turn performative and become
real (Barley & Zhang, 2012). Ceremonially adopted rules can lead to change over
time and recouple formal and informal structures (Egels-Zand�en, 2014); as a result of
reflection and negotiations that convince internal organizational actors of their
appropriateness independent of instrumental considerations (Dashwood, 2012).
Internal and external debates of sustainability and responsibility may, therefore, also
create conditions for future change through organizational learning (Dashwood,
2012, 2014), an issue that may be critical for inclusion of inclusive tourism in CSR
discourses.

Discussion

In this section, we will analyse and discuss the case of Apollo Sweden and its sustainability
work informed by the theoretical framework presented above with the aim to understand
what mass tourism corporations do in practice for an inclusive tourism, why their CSR and
sustainability agenda is shaped as it is and the challenges they face in being more inclu-
sive. In order to do that, we explain how institutional pressures (mimetic, coercive and nor-
mative isomorphism) shape tour operators’ sustainability practices and the organizational
responses to these pressures.

Institutional pressures for a more inclusive tourism

Mimetic isomorphism
In terms of mimetic isomorphism, Apollo’s sustainability work follows international con-
ventions, standards and codes of conduct promoted by international agencies such UN
Global Compact, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the UN Guiding Principles on

Table 2. Strategic responses to institutional pressures.
Strategies Tactics Examples

Acquiesce Habit Follow taken-for-granted institutional norms and practices
Imitation Copy and mimic institutional models
Compliance Obey rules and accept norms and practices

Compromise Balance Balance the expectations of multiple actors and stakeholders
Pacification Placate and accommodate institutional actors and elements
Bargain Negotiate with institutional constituents and stakeholders

Avoid Conceal Disguise nonconformity
Buffer Loosen institutional attachments
Escape Change goals, activities or domains

Defy Dismiss Ignore explicit institutional norms, mores and values
Challenge Contest institutional rules and requirements
Attack Assault the sources of institutional pressure

Manipulate Co-option Cooperate with influential constituents and stakeholders
Influence Seek to shape institutional values, rules and criteria
Control Seek to dominate institutional constituents and processes

Source: After Oliver (1991).
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Business and Human Rights. These standards and codes have turned into ‘rational myths’
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977), taken for granted and uncontested norms and solutions
(Brunsson & Jacobsson, 2000) to the problem of integrating sustainability into business
practices (Jamali, 2010). Unlike the diverse range of tourism industry codes and certifica-
tion systems, these international standards have achieved worldwide recognition and are
mimetically reproduced by large corporations. From that perspective, Travelife has turned
into a norm for the certification of sustainability practices among European tour operators
and their suppliers. Such initiatives help to harmonize the fragmented efforts of individual
actors (Schwartz et al., 2008), and become uncontested norms as a taken for granted solu-
tion to problems of non-compliance with codes of conduct, as elaborated below.

Coercive isomorphism
Despite sustainability in tourism destinations being under-regulated (Tepelus, 2005), there
are a number of coercive forces that determine Apollo’s sustainability agenda. The Kuoni
group has created a CSR system based on two compulsory components: the Kuoni Suppli-
ers Code of Conduct and the Travelife certification system. These two components are the
minimum requirement from the parent corporation, and are defined as ‘recipes’ by the
Kuoni CSR manager with the flexibility to be translated into the different national contexts
through strategies of compromise, such as negotiation (Oliver, 1991). These two compo-
nents, therefore, provide consistency and cohesion to the group, helping to integrate the
diversity of practices in different locations. Subsequently, the Supplier’s Code of Conduct
turned into a compulsory commitment for Apollo’s suppliers. Yet in practice only 100 sup-
plier hotels are monitored for some of the standards in the code by the Travelife certifica-
tion system. In addition, these codes and conduct and certification systems rarely include
local stakeholders in their design; which reflects in the poor inclusion of local voices and
marginalized groups in their design.

Normative isomorphism
Apollo’s sustainability agenda is also shaped by shifts in societal debate and the emer-
gence of salient issues (Bansal & Roth, 2000), many of them promoted by NGOs, while
others proceed from customer suggestions. NGOs in Sweden such as Shyst Resande
(2015) or SwedWatch (Fair Trade Center and SwedWatch, 2008; SwedWatch and Fair
Action, 2015) have triggered changes via publicizing research reports and conferences,
and have nudged tour operators to bring new practices into their operations. This reveals
that, in the absence of stronger regulations in destinations, the existence of strong pres-
sures and/or stakeholders act as institutional factors in generating situations that encour-
age operators to integrate new values and norms remains crucial. Marginalized groups at
destinations that are the focus of inclusive initiatives may be disadvantaged as a stake-
holder in the development of company CSR agendas because they do not have a strong
direct or indirect presence in the process.

The clause on animal rights in the Suppliers’ Code of Conduct, the statement of commit-
ment to human rights and the acknowledgement of ECPAT by the Apollo Nordic group
illustrate how values and demands from stakeholders and what is perceived to exist in
the generating markets travel to the daughter firm influencing the Apollo’s sustainability
agenda (Van Huijstee & Glasbergen, 2010). Partnering with NGOs is also an example of
normative pressures. The importance of brand and legitimacy, and the potential to use
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this relationship to differentiate from competitors, is positively related to compliance in
previous studies of CSR firms and NGOs (Hendry, 2006).

Industry associations such as the Tour Operator Initiative, to which Kuoni belongs to
and which is responsible for the Travelife System; and other corporate collaborative plat-
forms such as the one created by the three large tour operators in Sweden, also perform
as a source of pressure by creating new standards, intensifying close scrutiny among com-
petitors and transferring information about best practices. The high field cohesion (Bansal
& Roth, 2000) in the tour operators’ field, sometimes sparked by NGOs as explained above,
also served to pressure Apollo to introduce sustainability standards and practices. Stand-
ards and norms per se, such as the Travelife System, are also pressing other tour operator
firms to adopt them via normative isomorphism. This normative pressure turns into a
coercive pressure for many hotel suppliers that have to work with the certification systems
if that is stipulated in their contracts (although currently only for a few), and into a cogni-
tive pressure prompting others to imitate the behaviour of successful pioneers.

Filtering institutional pressures
There are a number of organizational features of Apollo that further explain how the
institutional pressures presented above are filtered to the organization, shaping how
these pressures are internally translated. Size is one of them. Apollo’s sustainability work
only began after acquisition by Kuoni. Therefore, belonging to a large MNC can amplify
the institutional pressures to work towards particular forms of tourism due to their
visibility.

Another organizational feature is strategic positioning. In Apollo Sweden the CSR and
Sustainability work is allocated within the Communication and PR department. As a result,
CSR and sustainability work is often, although not only, framed in terms of brand manage-
ment and risk management, reflecting Delmas and Toffel’s (2008) finding that the sub-
unit through which institutional pressures are channelled will affect the framing of CSR
and sustainability issues. The department has limited human resources, as is usually the
case for sustainability in firms, and competes internally for resources. One could speculate
that firm crises such as the Dubai report are actually ‘good’ for CSR units, since they show
the critical nature of this organizational function in terms of firm legitimacy, and might
work to attract resources (as when Apollo decided to put more resources into monitoring
hotels through the Travelife system).

Finally, a firm’s historical sustainability performance influences how managers per-
ceive stakeholders’ pressures and how to respond to them. This means that manag-
ers in firms whose reputation has suffered, such as in the case of the Dubai Report
in 2015, may be more sensitive to sustainability issues than those in other companies
(Prakash, 2000).

Organizational responses to institutional pressures for a more inclusive tourism

Compliance with institutional pressures coming from the parent company and the travel
market are not, however, the only two organizational responses shown by Apollo in its
sustainability work. Apollo’s sustainability work demonstrates how there is much room for
buffering, bargaining, negotiation and influencing the parent organization, following
Oliver’s (1991) organizational responses (Table 1).
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Buffering/decoupling
As shown by the Dubai scandal, suppliers’ codes of conduct can be loosely coupled to
changes in the hotel suppliers’ employment practices. This episode reveals how codes of
conduct risk becoming a form of symbolic compliance since they are not necessarily mon-
itored through independent audits, creating the illusion of a staged inclusivity (Figure 1).
In their website Apollo invites travellers interested in sustainability to choose a Travelife
certified hotel transferring the responsibility for more inclusive tourism to the consumer
and to the hotelier. Even if Travelife has come to unify a diverse range of certification sys-
tems in the sector, and are based on web-based self-assessments, individual audits are still
necessary to monitor compliance with standards (Schwartz et al., 2008). However, the cer-
tification of a given supplier is not necessarily a guarantee of total compliance and the
risk of further loosely coupled structures remains, as demonstrated by the research con-
ducted by Fair Travel in Travelife certified hotels used by Swedish tour operators in Turkey
(Schyst Resande, 2015). By revealing to the public the violation of labour rights by these
suppliers, the NGOs evidenced the exploitative character (Figure 1) of the tour operator’s
sustainability work. Monitoring compliance with sustainability standards in order to move
towards more fully inclusive practices may initially require the allocation of more resour-
ces. Yet given that the tour operator sector already operates with very low profit margins,
experiences high competition, is budget oriented, and does not have customers
motivated by sustainability preferences, this creates considerable challenges in absorbing
the costs of monitoring performance (Schwartz et al., 2008). Business would, therefore,
require a clear financial return to embark on such a course or face potential brand harm if
they do not.

Since the risk for buffering is high in a lowly regulated sector with few specific resour-
ces allocated to monitoring gaps between voluntary standards and practices, the role of
NGOs and the media in exposing non-implementation or fulfilment of standards is crucial.
When the incongruences between the suppliers’ code of conduct and the labour condi-
tions of the hotels in Dubai were publicly revealed by the SwedWatch and Fair Travel
report, the Swedish tour operators’ reaction was to act together, making use of the collab-
orative platform they have created in Sweden to discuss issues of sustainability and social
responsibility, to manage the reputation crisis collectively (Prakash & Potoski, 2007). Such
an approach aims to ‘pacify’ (Oliver, 1991) institutional pressure and helps to manage
brand crisis and regain lost legitimacy. Furthermore, as certification systems have gained
credibility in the organizational field they have become a ‘rational myth’ (Meyer & Rowan,
1977) with respect to sustainable tourism, and recognized as the most trustful means to
restate legitimacy.

Negotiating and influencing central CSR and sustainability work
Beyond decoupling, the Apollo case shows how the process of creation and implementa-
tion of CSR and sustainability is far from simple compliance to top-down policies. Negoti-
ating, influencing, balancing, pacifying and co-opting tactics (Oliver, 1991) were displayed
by Apollo and help explain why its sustainability agenda looks the way it does. Negotia-
tions were ongoing for the design and implementation of the various components of
Apollo’s CSR policy. The statements on human rights and the ECPAT Code were intro-
duced to the Kuoni group’s CSR strategy via the Nordic partners (as a result of normative
pressures as elaborated previously), and then turned into the norm and spread out to the
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rest of the group via Kuoni. Even in the case of the two components coming top-down
from Kuoni (suppliers’ code of conduct and Travelife) Apollo included new standards
(Travelife) and added a clause on animals’ rights issues in 2014 (also stemming from nor-
mative societal pressures as previously explained), which were incorporated into the gen-
eral standards applied to all Kuoni daughter firms. This shows how firms in MNCs can also
contribute to create new rules (Dashwood, 2012) and have the ability to influence (Oliver,
1991) the CSR agenda. CSR policy making in MNCs can, therefore, be a negotiated process
influenced by subsidiaries’ local practices. The case at hand represents a transition
between unilateral inclusive policies towards a broader participation of stakeholders and
institutional constituents. These windows of opportunity for subsidiaries to shape central
CSR agendas are especially significant during agenda formation. Corporate CSR and sus-
tainability work are the result of the history of a given organization and practices accumu-
late historically in layers when some of them fade away but others remain, even if the
original pressure to introduce them has ceased (D’Aummno, Succi, & Alexander, 2000).
However, the extent to which Apollo’s CSR agenda will remain under their new owners
remains to be seen.

The firm’s efforts to anticipate sustainability standards and create new ones within the
parent company also represent an organizational strategy to translate these standards
locally (Sweden) (what Oliver (1991) refers to as balancing and pacifying the expectations
of multiple constituents) by introducing measures, such as the animals’ rights clause, that
are perceived as relevant by the local market, but which may then be regarded as appro-
priate by the wider organization. Finally, partnering with NGOs with a good reputation
such as SOS Children’s Villages responds to a manipulative strategy whereby the firm
intents to co-opt the NGO (Oliver, 1991), importing this influential constituent and thereby
gaining social legitimacy; while the NGO also tries to influence and manage the firm’s
social responsibility agenda and gain necessary economic resources for their operations.
This relationship may also offer insights as to how issues and mechanisms related to inclu-
sivity may arise in company CSR agendas.

Organizational learning: collaborative platforms, compromise and sense-making
The creation of collaborative platforms can be interpreted in different ways. Partnership is
a classical strategy to influence institutional constituents: manage crisis and reputation
(Prakash & Potoski, 2007), negotiate with NGOs and governments, anticipate future regu-
lation and influence public opinion. Yet, there is also an interesting aspect of organiza-
tional learning attached to these collaborations. These platforms turn into spaces for
external dialogue and the scanning of best practices. Since Apollo is one of the largest
and more visible firms in Sweden, they help define social responsibility and are a role
model (Dashwood, 2014). Such firms, therefore, potentially contribute to creation and dis-
semination of norms, standards and rules about how a more inclusive tourism could be
performed by mass tourism corporations.

Internally, debate around issues of sustainability also generates opportunities for
‘sense-making’ (Weick, 1995), finding a compromise between the institutional pressures
and the internal practices within the firm. Apollo, by including a new clause into Kuoni’s
suppliers’ code of conduct or modifying some of the Travelife’s standards, tried to make
sense and contextualize these general standards, coming from a top-down CSR policy,
into Swedish society. Similarly, the creation within Kuoni of the inner CSR circles can be
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interpreted in terms of a strategy to enrol both external and internal actors (NGOs, gov-
ernmental organizations, subsidiaries, employees, trade unions and different depart-
ments) into the sustainability work of the firm. In a context of scarce resources
characteristic of the tour operator sector, internal and external collaborative strategies
seem to be crucial both to convince or ‘influence’ (Oliver, 1991) external and internal
actors of the criticality of CSR work and to gain the necessary resources and legitimacy to
act. However, these collaborative networks, as often occurs with sustainability work, per-
form multiple roles: they can be used by NGOs and others to introduce changes in indus-
try operations to facilitate sustainable tourism and they can also be a platform to define
new norms and standards to be followed by others; but they can also be used by the
industry to gain legitimacy and manage brand risk more effectively.

Operating in complex organizational fields, balancing interests
Tour operators operate in complex institutional environments, made of a multitude of
constituents (parent corporations, generating markets, destination authorities, employees
and NGOs) in changing, sometimes volatile, contexts with high levels of uncertainty.
Apollo turned into a definer of social responsibility in tourism in Sweden. Its sustainability
work reflects internal negotiations with the parent company to shape the CSR agenda
and adapt it, although sometimes superficially, to the local context. It reflects how Apollo
had to balance (Oliver, 1991) the interests, values and practices both in the society where
its operations are embedded as a generating market, and the parent company’s demands.
It also shows how societal values and expectations travel from the customers to the MNC
headquarters via national firms.

Yet, local voices from the destinations appear underrepresented in the internal pro-
cesses for defining the CSR agenda leading towards staged inclusivity rather than fully
inclusive practices, as often is the case in the planning process of certification systems
(Haaland & Aas, 2010). In practice, their relative exclusion from the CSR organization char-
ter means that there are no institutional elements for destination actors to shape a tour
operator’s agenda outside of the immediate local tourism industry suppliers and NGOs.
Hence, other than coercive forces stemming from (often weak) regulations and laws as
well as observing initiatives by destination partners, there is no formal mechanism for the
flow of ideas from local actors back to Apollo. Thus, despite various sustainability meas-
ures taken by Kuoni and Apollo, these large tour operators remain far off from practicing
fully inclusive tourism, since marginalized groups engaged in the production of services,
as shown by the Dubai scandal, are excluded from the CSR agenda making. This latter
aspect reinforces that the gap between the MNC headquarters and their shareholders and
the destinations and the suppliers’ employees is large since the interests of local produc-
tion actors are not represented in the definition of rules that are centrally defined but
locally implemented (Medina, 2005).

Certain issues are also more significant or salient than others (Bansal & Roth, 2000) for
different organizational constituents. For example, as a result of the work of NGOs and
government agencies, sexual and child abuse are salient issues in Swedish society, while
issues relative to labour conditions, as in the case of Dubai, are not so controversial. In
other words, the issues that become integrated with notions of inclusivity on CSR agendas
depend on what is significant for constituents. In their specific spatial and institutional
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context and from the operator’s perspective, the most significant constituent is the
consumer.

A positive interpretation could be that not all salient issues can turn salient at once. As
noted in the garment and footwear industry (Egels-Zand�en, 2014), issues of child and
forced labour (considered in Western societies as unacceptable) have been the first ones
to be complied with. However, perhaps more realistically is the need to recognize that cor-
porations usually interpret or argue that they have a legal responsibility to maximize
returns to shareholders (Bakan, 2005; Stout, 2013), otherwise referred to as shareholder
value exclusivity or primacy. While this approach does not preclude the adoption of more
inclusive approaches to tourism, it does make it more difficult if such measures are not
perceived as contributing towards a business bottom line. This is especially problematic
for marginalized groups with tour operators who have the capacity to shift capacity
between destinations when their activities are not generating sufficient return on invest-
ment or when they are subject to pressures that will affect returns in the future.

Conclusions

MNCs and daughter firms play a major role in sustainability work, as was the case of
Apollo after their acquisition by Kuoni, including inclusive tourism which can be regarded
as a significant element of the social and equity dimensions of sustainability. Although
Apollo may be regarded as ‘inclusive tourism light’, it should be noted that in international
terms their adoption of standards, compacts and codes with respect to human rights,
children’s rights and responsible business actions put them at the forefront of what many
tourism corporations actually do with respect to inclusivity.

Notions of inclusive tourism are usually framed as part of CSR strategies and activities.
This case study, therefore, sheds significant light on the processes by which inclusive tour-
ism issues may become part of the CSR and sustainability agenda of large transnational
tourism businesses. Critically, this research also suggests that the incorporation of inclu-
sive tourism concerns within the CSR agenda-setting process is primarily a response to
customer concerns, the activities of NGOs, or because of negative publicity. Regardless,
these may affect brand reputation and consumer behaviour.

As the case illustrates, despite top-down coercive and normative pressures affecting
tour operators within large international businesses, sub-units such as Apollo are not pas-
sive receivers of these pressures. Instead, issues of agency, negotiation and institutional
entrepreneurship (Hardy & Maguire, 2008) have to be taken into consideration (Oliver,
1991; Suddaby, 2010), especially when flexible CSR and sustainability frameworks operate,
and the agenda and organizational field is being shaped under structuration. In this vein,
this paper calls attention towards the opportunities that daughter organizations within
multinational corporations and their constituents have in shaping institutional arrange-
ments through internal collaborative platforms and bringing concerns of inclusivity into
the multinational CSR policy. This may be particularly significant in the absence of strong
CSR regulatory frameworks in destinations. Yet, importantly, and not sufficiently recog-
nized in the tourism literature, the complex set of transnational corporate and sub-con-
tractual arrangements that typify large tour operators, provide substantial difficulties in
achieving inclusivity given that the operational supply chain may mean contract busi-
nesses are several times removed from head office decision-making. In such situations, it
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is much easier for tour operators to engage with NGOs and governmental stakehold-
ers rather than the actual communities that their customers visit. To gain further
inclusivity. otherwise marginalized groups, therefore, need effective stakeholder
representation so as to gain a ‘voice’ in the set of constituent relationships of large
tourism operators. Furthermore, as possibly the case for some Apollo customers, con-
cerns over animal rights may actually be more important than labour rights in a for-
eign destination. Nevertheless, suppliers’ decoupling of codes of conduct from labour
conditions and environmental footprints would pose a huge brand risk for tour oper-
ators given that they operate with very low profit margins, and compete in complex
and price sensitive markets. A requirement for regular monitoring and increased sur-
veillance (Lund-Thomsen & Nadvi, 2011), and the unification of disparate certification
and codes of conducts are some actions that might help contribute to re-coupling
sustainability policies, including inclusive tourism concerns, with tour operators and
supplier practices (Egels-Zand�en, 2014).

This paper highlights how sustainability policies and standards, can be loosely coupled,
or decoupled, from internal practices, and have the potential to trigger further engage-
ment with CSR (Vilanova, Lozano, & Arenas, 2009), and, therefore, potentially some aspects
of inclusive tourism, by stimulating both intra- and inter-firm learning through collabora-
tive processes among corporate competitors. These collaborative platforms are used to
exchange and diffuse industry practices, and may also anticipate potential future norma-
tive pressures towards aspects of inclusive tourism through legislation, i.e. changes to cor-
porate CSR law, or management of brand risks, i.e. breaches of human rights.
Furthermore, in a context of scarce resources, internal and external collaborative
arrangements serve to enrol, co-opt and influence both internal (employees, manage-
ment boards, subsidiaries and different departments), and external stakeholders to
access necessary knowledge, resources and legitimacy. The gaining of access to such
arrangements by marginalized groups, for example via NGO activities, would greatly
increase the likelihood of the adoption of inclusive tourism measures. Similarly, more
collaborative relationships between tour operators and their suppliers could also
potentially contribute to couple tighter sustainability policies and suppliers’ practices
(Egels-Zand�en, 2014; Locke, Kochan, Romis, & Qin, 2007), for example by working
together in the local translation of global standards and their application (Haaland &
Aas, 2010).

Yet, none of these efforts can lead to profound changes in the sustainability practices
of the mass tourism industry, including inclusive tourism, if the field remains underinstitu-
tionalized. Previous research has shown how sustainability standards compliance is
improved in countries with strong labour regulation (Locke et al., 2007; Toffel, Short, &
Ouellet, 2015). Powerful players in the industry, such as large tour operators, have the abil-
ity to enable greater sustainability and more inclusive forms of tourism. But if more coer-
cive institutional pressures, in the form of laws, regulations and incentives, are not
enacted to accelerate this process, it risks perpetuating a limited adoption of inclusive
practices in the mass tourism industry.
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