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Key Findings and Recommendations

• There was widespread awareness of the 2045 net zero target and it was well supported in principle – but concerns 
over realistic achievability

• Many had implemented straightforward and inexpensive measures, but financial support is needed for larger scale 
investments to reach net zero

• Carbon reduction measures are largely being implemented piecemeal, with businesses pursuing short term 
objectives rather than long term planning

• Carbon calculators are being used by some, and are a good first step in the transition process

• There is a clear need for information, guidance and support – especially tailored for smaller and medium sized 
businesses
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Project background

• Scotland is committed to getting to net zero emissions by 2045. Achieving this will require a coordinated 
approach from businesses, communities and individuals taking steps to reduce their carbon footprint via the 
choices they make.

• As Scotland’s statutory body for tourism, a core element of VisitScotland’s remit is to promote responsible 
tourism to support visitors and businesses to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions. In developing strategies 
across various sectors and markets, it is vital that VisitScotland has a sound understanding of business 
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviours in relation to the transition to net zero. 

• VisitScotland commissioned the Tourism Industry Net Zero Survey (conducted by Progressive in 2021) to 
understand how tourism businesses in Scotland are responding to the task of transitioning to net zero. 
Qualitative research was commissioned in 2024 to follow up on the survey and explore levels of awareness of net 
zero targets in tourism businesses, where businesses are on the journey to net zero, and any support they may 
need to achieve this.  The research also aimed to explore views on the range of support VisitScotland provides for 
Scottish tourism and events businesses to achieve net zero and responsible growth. 
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Research objectives
To gain insights from businesses operating within the tourism industry across Scotland to inform the 
development of VisitScotland’s net zero business support offering. 

More specifically:
Amongst businesses who have taken net zero actions:
• To understand what actions businesses have taken and to explore the motivations behind taking these actions
• To discover which materials, resources and channels the businesses have found most useful
• To identify the benefits of taking action towards reaching net zero
• To explore what challenges businesses have faced in reducing the carbon impact of their operations 
• To determine any specific outcomes of their actions
• To understand what their further ambitions / plans are, and what resources would support them in achieving such plans

Amongst businesses who have yet to take net zero actions:
• To understand why businesses have not yet taken net zero actions and what barriers exist
• To explore what challenges businesses faced, particularly related to achieving net zero
• To determine what would encourage and support businesses to take action on net zero
• To understand what materials, resources and channels they would find most useful

Amongst both groups:
• To identify the gaps in information and support for businesses when taking action
• To gauge awareness and experience of net zero support from other organisations
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Research method

• Insight and feedback was gathered from a range of tourism businesses across Scotland by conducting a series of 
qualitative in-depth interviews. 

• All interviews were conducted online (via Zoom or Teams) and each lasted up to one hour in duration. 
Respondents were offered an incentive of £75 to participate in the study.

• In total, 29 interviews with businesses were conducted. Fieldwork was completed between 20th March and the 
29th of April 2024.

• The sampling frame used for recruitment of the depth interviews was purchased sample lists of businesses in the 
required sectors. VisitScotland provided a list of agritourism businesses as these could not be identified via SIC 
codes from the list supplier.

• The study also included a small number of interviews with industry bodies, national heritage organisations and 
national parks. These interviews were included to provide an ‘industry leaders’ perspective, particularly from the 
viewpoint of larger organisations who are more advanced in the transition to net zero and who have an advisory 
role for others in the sector. In total, 4 interviews were conducted with respondents from these organisations.
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Sample profile
• The profile of the sample is detailed below.

Sector Number Region Number

Serviced accommodation 3 Highlands and Islands 6

Non-serviced accommodation 4 Edinburgh and East Coast 7

Visitor attractions 12 Stirling, Perthshire, Loch Lomond, Trossachs 6

Agritourism 8 Glasgow and Ayrshire 6

Visitor experiences 1 South Scotland 4

Other 1

Size of business Progress to net zero

Small - 1 – 10 employees 17 Not started to make a plan 8

Medium  - 11 – 50 employees 5 Early stages of planning and implementation to net 
zero

12

Large - 50+ employees 7 Making moderate or good progress to net zero 9

Total 29 Total 29



The net zero 2045 target
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The net zero 2045 target  
Key takeaways

There was widespread awareness of the 2045 net zero target and it was well supported in principle – but 
concerns over realistic achievability
• The majority of tourism businesses want to reduce their carbon emissions and many had started to make changes, but 

progress was very dependent on size of organisation - smaller businesses often don’t have the time or resources needed to 
commit to measurement, planning and action.

• For many, the 2045 target is seen as distant, and realistically very difficult to achieve.

Most think about net zero in a short-term way, focussing on the stage they are currently at 
• Businesses were at a wide range of stages of consideration, planning and action but most were focussed on first steps or the 

individual actions they were currently undertaking rather than counting down to net zero/2045. 
• As a result there was uncertainty around the achievability of the 2045 government target, with lack of understanding of what 

action would be needed among some also contributing to this. 
• Participants included a minority of businesses at an advanced stage of action with ambitious internal targets, whose 

knowledge, experience and enthusiasm could be harnessed to help support others.

There is a clear appetite for support and many do not think reaching net zero will be possible without help
• Financial support was noted as a key determinant of action towards net zero for some, in particular in the context of a difficult 

economic climate.
• There was an expectation that governmental support was necessary if businesses were to reach the target it has set.
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Most businesses are aware of the 2045 target, but thinking is generally 
focused on shorter term goals

• Almost all had heard of the Scottish Government’s target of achieving net zero by 2045, though one person confused the target date 
with original interim targets.

• Awareness ranged from vague, with little understanding of what it would mean for their business, to fuller awareness, including how 
the actions their organisation took could contribute to the national target.

• Four participants were working towards internal targets that were more ambitious than the Scottish Government’s.  These 
organisations were all publicly funded and required to measure and report on carbon emissions as a legal obligation.

• A few agritourism businesses noted that their awareness came from the agriculture side of their business, and that they were expected 
to measure and report on carbon emissions to receive funding for their farms.

• Whilst there was some longer-term thinking, most of those interviewed were focussed on the stage they were currently at rather than 
on the 2045 target, which for many felt distant. 

Internally, our aim is to get there by 2035, 
so we currently have a net zero ambition 
for 2035 and we’ve started working on that 
now already

Visitor attraction; Perth & Kinross; 
Medium

As sheep farmers… we receive a subsidy payment from the 
government and going forward to be able to claim that, we need 
to achieve certain things… carbon audits and a biodiversity plan 
is something that's going to be coming up… So very aware of the 
targets and the need for net zero in the future

Agritourism business; Aberdeenshire; Small

Is it 2035 for Scotland or is it 
2030?

Visitor attraction; 
Midlothian; Small
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Most feel unsure whether reaching net zero by 2045 is possible, and 
many do not think it will be without help

• When asked about the achievability of the 2045 target for their organisation there were some who were optimistic (based on 
having already taken action and having a clear plan for what to do next), but these were in the minority.

• Most expressed uncertainty.  This was strongest amongst businesses at less advanced stages, some of whom did not have a clear 
idea what they would have to do and how; but even among those who had made progress, confidence was low.

• Generally, the 2045 target was viewed as an aspiration and ‘something to work towards’ rather than a realistic deadline.

• Some commented that being able to achieve the target would be dependent on receiving support (often financial), and there was 
an assumption among some that governmental support would have to become increasingly available as the target approached for 
businesses to be able to comply.

• Others felt the target would only be achievable if widespread structural changes were implemented across society e.g. relating to 
transport and infrastructure.

• The least optimistic were likely to describe not being able to consider taking actions as they could not afford to.  For some this was  
linked to the wider economic context of the cost-of-living crisis and reduction in international travel as a result of the Covid-19 
pandemic.  Some in the non-serviced accommodation sector also noted that costs associated with changes to Short Term Lets 
Legislation had left them with little disposable income for more changes.

It depends if there’s any help coming from outside. As I 
say, I don’t think we could finance it ourselves
Non-serviced accommodation; Perth & Kinross; Medium

It's a government plan as well, isn't it? So there's going to be things that 

will have to help people, organisations as well as people to do that

Visitor attraction; Edinburgh; Medium



Net zero planning and action
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Net zero planning & action
Key Takeaways

Many had implemented straightforward and inexpensive measures, but financial support is needed for larger 
scale investments to reach net zero
• Businesses reported implementing measures around recycling, waste management, transport, and energy efficiency, but only a 

few had implemented larger scale measures such as heat pumps, improving building structure, windows, etc.
• Awareness of and access to funding was a key barrier, as well as the time needed to complete complex funding applications.

Carbon reduction measures are largely being implemented piecemeal, with businesses pursuing short term 
objectives rather than long term planning
• This is often due to funding being available only for individual implementation projects and the unpredictability of this. 
• Evolving technology was another reason given for not wanting to invest too much too soon, i.e. new technologies might 

provide better/cheaper options in the future.

Carbon calculators are being used by some, and are a good first step in the transition process
• However, many carbon calculators are complex and time consuming to complete.
• Concern over consistency and accuracy across organisations and sectors – comparability was seen as important to assess 

progress.
• Those who had used a calculator were more likely to have also created a net zero plan to reduce their emissions.
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There are many reasons for taking action including financial, reputational 
and environmental motivators

All but three businesses had made changes they described as reducing carbon emissions, though not all were 
monitoring these, and in some cases reducing emissions was a co-benefit rather than the main reason for change.

• Motivations for having taken action included:

- Personal alignment with the values of net zero and wider sustainability 

- Organisational alignment with these values, for example among businesses with a conservation or nature focus, or those linked to 
the government, councils, or other public bodies

- Compliance with the organisation’s strategy/plan

- Compliance with the requirements of a funding body or umbrella/membership organisation

- In order to secure grants, loans and other funding

- In order to achieve an accreditation or rating that may attract customers e.g. Green Tourism Awards and Booking.com and Airbnb 
listings

- Early adoption in anticipation that action may become mandatory as 2045 approaches.

So a lot of it is reputational. We're a green organisation. We're viewed 
as that. We're also a Scottish government organisation. We are tied to 
those net zero targets. We're obligated to meet them.

Visitor attraction; Edinburgh; Large

Environmental by principle, not for any commercial 
reason. We've always been an organic farm.

Agritourism business; Highlands & Islands; Small
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Planning helps businesses prioritise net zero, but this is more difficult 
among smaller organisations who may have less time and fewer resources

Most organisations did not consider reaching net zero a top priority

• It was likely to be higher priority among larger and public sector organisations, who were more likely to have an action plan/strategy in 
place, to have made public statements about their sustainability commitments and report carbon emissions, and often had people in 
dedicated sustainability and/or net zero roles.

• Others were more likely to be concentrating on specific actions. Many did not have a formal plan in place but were implementing actions 
in an ad hoc way, for example changing to lower emission energy/heating sources as repairs/replacements were needed, taking up 
initiatives if offered, or implementing smaller sustainable actions that did not require significant business change. 

• Where plans were in place, these were often not a full map to 2045, with most thinking in a shorter-term way.  This included some who 
talked about obstacles they thought would make reaching net zero difficult (for example infrastructure issues), which plans hadn’t 
addressed, suggesting some may be delaying thinking about more difficult actions.  Some also noted that evolving technology and 
guidance meant shorter term planning was preferable.

• Some (particularly smaller businesses where owners/managers did not have formal communication channels), considered themselves to 
be working to a plan in a more general sense e.g. broadly trying to consider and make steps towards net zero rather than having a 
documented plan/strategy.

We had a look at it, but the person who started that went on maternity leave so it never got 
finished and it was like, well I've been saying that for the last two years and we keep saying 
things to the CEO and then the CEO will just turn around and say, I'll start this project. Then 
two weeks later we’ve totally forgotten about it.

Visitor attraction; Midlothian; Small

We haven't got any formal plans and action plans 
in place, but we have done some calculations and 
we're doing our best.

Agritourism business; Highlands & Islands; Small
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Assessing carbon emissions is a key early step which allows businesses to 
move forward

One of the key actions undertaken by businesses was work to understand their carbon footprint

• Those without a plan/strategy were less likely to be measuring emissions and therefore had less certainty about their progress, and the 
likelihood of them achieving the national target. These businesses were also more likely to say that taking action towards net zero could 
be overridden by the day to day needs of the business and that reminders and prompts were needed to push it up the priority list.

• For those with a plan/strategy in place assessing carbon emissions had typically been the first step in determining what this should look 
like.

• For many businesses, external audits had taken place, sometimes through relevant sector support organisations (such as the Scottish 
College of Agriculture for agritourism businesses or Creative Carbon Scotland for arts organisations), as well as through businesses 
finding consultants independently online.  No dominant information source emerged across interviews and a range of auditors were 
mentioned, reflecting a varied and disparate sector.

• External audits were valued, described as transitioning businesses from being unsure what to do and where to start, to having a clear 
and tailored set of objectives and tasks.

Originally we'd gotten an auditor. So we used GEP, which were a 
consultant, and they came and did a full net zero audit that 
covered projections up until 2030. And it was very, very in depth all 
day with identifying lots of different projects.

Visitor attraction; Edinburgh & east coast; Large

I think before the student came we were a bit at a loss 
of how exactly to make this document that could do 
many things and calculate things. There was a time 
when we needed to do this, but how do you do it? 

Visitor attraction; Edinburgh; Medium
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Most choose a calculator based on recommendations, with sector 
specific calculators preferred 

Around half of businesses reported using a carbon calculator

• Calculators were often recommended as part of audits, or, for public sector/funded organisations where carbon measurements were 
mandatory, recommended by relevant sector support bodies or umbrella organisations, with some in larger/multi-site organisations 
having carbon emissions measured centrally by head office/facilities departments.

• The proliferation of carbon calculators / toolkits means they are all slightly different and it can be difficult to know which one to use. 
This also leads to concerns about comparability between businesses and sectors.

• There was some mistrust of calculators, with some noting that self-reporting meant results could be inaccurate, and others questioning 
whether all were based on the same calculations, and if not how to know which were best.

• Sector specific calculators were preferred, as they were more likely to cover relevant emission sources, and because businesses wanted 
to be using the same tools as peers in order to be able to compare footprints and progress.

Over the years I’ve used three 
different calculators. Every year they 
advise on the one that probably has 
the best algorithm at that time. I 
don’t use one specific one.

Visitor attraction; Perth & Kinross; 
Large

I think there are lots of different 
carbon audit softwares out there.... 
we went with the one that kind of is 
recognised and everyone seems to 
be using it just for consistency with 
everyone else.

Agritourism; Highlands & Islands; 
Small

We're part of the Zero Carbon 
Forum, they do a carbon 
footprint calculation with you 
and they'll produce the 
breakdown online and look at 
where our levers are.

Serviced accommodation; 
Glasgow and Ayrshire; Large

Everything is unregulated. 
People can just say whatever 
they want, nobody checks 
what’s going on.

Non-serviced 
accommodation; Perth & 

Kinross; Medium
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Steps taken towards reducing emissions from waste and travel were 
mainly small scale and did not require significant business change or 
financial outlay

Beyond the assessment stage a number of actions were mentioned by businesses. Often general sustainable actions were listed rather 
than specific carbon-reducing measures.

The main areas around which businesses had already taken action included waste management:

• Recycling (often this was providing recycling bins for guests/customers and staff alongside encouragement to use it e.g. signage, posters and was most 
likely to be mentioned by businesses who had done less towards net zero)

• Some at a more advanced stage described monitoring recycling and other waste, often as part of carbon calculations, and trying to understand and 
respond to fluctuations in the amount generated

• Some reported avoiding single use items in shops, cafes and restaurants, and staff areas.

Transport changes had also been made by several businesses, including:

• Changing business vehicles from petrol/diesel to electric or hybrid 

• Providing EV charge points on premises (some mentioned being able to have these installed free of charge, for example by Tesla & Porsche)

• Encouraging active travel or public transport to work among staff (noted as more difficult among businesses in more remote rural areas), through 
initiatives such as cycle to work schemes, and reducing travel to work through wfh policies 

• Reducing business travel through using video conferencing instead of face-to-face meetings.

For things like the cafe, we got recycling bins, we could probably do 
some more. We went into recyclable products, so we don't use any 
single use plastics, so we're compliant to that.

Visitor attraction; Midlothian; Small

So we put in car charging spots in four of the Holiday 

cottages two years ago.

Agritourism business; Moray; Small
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Businesses were open to considering improvements to energy efficiency 
as these were associated with reduced costs

Many had made changes relating to energy including:

• Changing to a more sustainable energy supplier

• Introducing LED lighting (this was one of the most widely reported actions and one from which businesses reported a financial benefit)

• A few had installed air or ground source heat pumps, or biomass boilers.  This change was often implemented when existing systems 
needed to be updated, however, some noted that financial considerations could affect choices, for example one business was deciding 
whether to install a new gas boiler at cost of £20,000 or a heat pump which would cost £140,000

• Several had installed solar panels to properties

• Improving energy efficiency through building changes were also reported, for example insulation and glazing changes, in particular for 
organisations based in older buildings for example historic visitor attractions.  One organisation had been able to access funding for a 
thermal image survey to map building heat loss.

We're doing our best as part of our renovations to reduce the 
cost and one thing, the net zero, so we've installed measures 
to try and do that. It's all LED lighting, it's all double-glazed 
things like that. So that's primarily to reduce the bottom line, 
but also, it's a win-win situation I suppose.

Visitor attraction; Edinburgh; Large

The gas boiler there is approaching obsolescence so 
we've applied for money from Salix to replace the 
gas boiler with an air source heat pump.

Visitor attraction; Glasgow; Large
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Businesses reported trying to consider sustainability and reducing 
carbon across all aspects of operations and have undertaken a range of 
other actions

• Some noted ways they were encouraging behaviour change to reduce their 
carbon footprint:
- Embedding net zero into organisational thinking by systematically including it in the 

agenda for team meetings

- Having ‘champion’ roles among staff to encourage teams to behave more sustainably

- Encouraging guests/visitors to behave more sustainably, e.g. signage encouraging 
recycling etc.

- Encouraging travel via public transport, e.g., one rurally based non-serviced 
accommodation business offered discounted taxis from the local train station in order 
to encourage visitors to travel by train not car. In this case, taxis were charged at the 
price of a bus ticket with the rest covered by the council as part of a local initiative.

• Other changes that people noted as helping to reduce their emissions 
included:
- Checking the environmental credentials of suppliers and requesting emissions 

information from them to select suppliers based on ‘green’ credentials (including in 
gift shops)

- Changing products used or sold within the business for ones with a lower carbon 
footprint e.g. ‘green’ cleaning products

- Using local suppliers

- Using cloud-based servers

- Sequestering.

In the holiday rental, we don't have Fairy 

we use Kit & Kin (sustainable products), 

all our stuff is refillable. We have good 

recycling for guests, our brochures 

encourage guests where they can to walk 

and cycle. Unfortunately, we're in quite a 

rural area, so in terms of travelling, cars 

are a necessity to where we live.

Agritourism; Perth & Kinross; Small

We try to change behaviours as well. 
We've got a network of sustainability 
champions. We've got one at each venue 
and their idea is that they have to remind 
people to turn off lights and that sort of 
thing, little things, but they all add up.

Visitor attraction; Glasgow; Large
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The current support landscape is weighted towards larger and publicly 
funded organisations - others are therefore particularly in need of 
VisitScotland’s support 

• There were some trends by organisation type in actions taken:

- Businesses who said they hadn’t taken any action at all were all small accommodation businesses

- Those without a plan in place were also more likely to be smaller (5 out of 7) or medium sized businesses (2)

- Smaller organisations were often taking smaller actions, e.g. changing lighting/changing energy provider etc.

- The most advanced and informed businesses tended to be public sector organisations with a strong commitment to 
achieving net zero and where significant funding had been made available

- Small non-serviced accommodation businesses were most likely to be at early stages (though this did not apply to 
non-serviced accommodation agritourism businesses, who were more likely to have taken actions, supported 
through the agriculture side of their business).

So, we’re looking into EV charging points, we’ve undertaken a two-million-pound 

capital upgrade to improve the thermal properties of the building, so we’re 

replacing our curtain walling, which is all the glass in the front of the building, to 

slightly better insulation, so triple glazing, and then we’re replacing the roof, 

making sure that going forward our heating the building is as efficient as possible.
Visitor attraction; Perth & Kinross; Medium

We have so much real estate for solar 
panels on our roofs, we could easily do 
that, but we just don’t have the 
funding at the moment to do so.

Non-serviced accommodation; Perth 
& Kinross; Medium
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Businesses would welcome support: practical support and information is 
needed

• Finances were the main barrier to businesses taking (more) action, with several describing being willing but unable to make changes. 
For some larger organisations actions could be prohibitively expensive e.g. changing heating systems, or insulating old buildings.

• While some had been able to access funding, grants, initiatives or schemes; others felt that there was a lack of financial support 
available and some were unsure where to find out about opportunities (signposting to support appears better among 
cultural/arts/heritage and agritourism businesses than other sectors).

• Having limited time to complete complex applications for grants/other support was also noted as a barrier.

• Lack of knowledge and understanding could also be a challenge.  Several businesses mentioned feeling uncertain and overwhelmed 
when first considering taking steps towards net zero as they did not feel confident about how to progress.

• Some noted that the number of different tools and advice sources available could be off putting because they did not understand the 
differences between them, and some found terminology is too technical and confusing.

I’m going to be totally honest about this. We have 

been scrambling around, trying to save our 

businesses for the last two or three years. So, being 

green hasn’t been a focus when other Scottish 

Government initiatives are closing us down.
Serviced accommodation; Edinburgh & East Coast; 

Small

Yeah, there’s some nice documents, fantastic. But nobody actually 

then comes and says, ‘Well, have you heard about this grant, have 

you heard about this, we can help you with this.’ No, it’s just like, 

‘well, you have to manage, you’re a business, you really should 

have your own money.’ Yeah, but we went through a pandemic, 

we went through Brexit, hospitality is struggling as it is.

Non-serviced accommodation; Perth & Kinross; Medium

I think probably money 
and expense is mostly 
what stops people doing 
things… it's got to be 
financially beneficial
Serviced accommodation; 

South Scotland; Small
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Many start by implementing smaller changes but may need support to 
make bigger improvements

• Lack of control over some elements also made it more difficult for businesses to take 
action, for example:

- Centralised procurement systems or not owning the buildings they were based in could 
affect the amount of freedom businesses had to adopt good practices or makes changes

- Heritage organisations and those based in historical properties could be restricted to 
what changes they could make to buildings

- The nature of businesses could make them difficult to decarbonise, for example exhibits 
or gardens could need specific temperature, light or humidity conditions that meant 
energy consumption was high

- Businesses based in rural localities noted limited transport options in the area made it 
more difficult to encourage active and public transport travel, with businesses based 
over several sites also noting this could make it hard to limit business travel.

• Lack of time to dedicate to planning and implementing net zero actions was also a 
significant barrier, particularly among businesses without dedicated sustainability/net zero 
members of staff or teams.  Day to day business needs were prioritised and some said more 
prompts about net zero would help remind them to put time aside for this.

• Understanding how to move forward was also an issue, with many describing undertaking 
smaller actions that were in their direct control first but stalling when it came to more 
difficult actions (for example those related to infrastructure changes or seen as more 
difficult, such as measuring supply chain emissions).

We measure all the things that are quite 

easy to measure, but there's part of the 

scope three emissions that we don't 

measure at the moment because they're 

too difficult and that's some of the supply 

chain carbon. Transportation, purchase 

goods and services. And we don't monitor 

employees commuting to work or working 

from home. We don't measure everything, 

but we measure scope one, scope two, and 

a lot of scope three.

Visitor attraction; Glasgow; Large

If I'm honest it's just time that it takes, 
the reason we haven't' done these 
things. The things floating around our 
sleep deprived heads

Agritourism; Perth & Kinross; Small
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Businesses see concrete benefits from their work to reduce carbon 
emissions and expect this to continue

• When asked about the benefits of actions they had taken there were three main areas where these were noted:

- Environmental benefits and the reduction of emissions in and for themselves, which many were proud to have been able to 
implement

- Reduced energy bills

- Meeting market demands and improving customer satisfaction 

• Positively many also noted hopes for further benefits from future action, though progress was dependant on overcoming the same 
challenges noted as making action so far difficult: finances, time and support to know how larger steps could be taken.

It keeps guests happy. I think outcomes have 

been guest satisfaction, and also reducing costs 

for us. Most of our stuff is run on Airbnb so they 

have to leave feedback. We've got a proper 

recycling system and they're using it. They could 

just ignore it and put everything in the bin, but 

they don't. All of our toiletries are refillable. 

They don't take the piss and take them. I write it 

down why we're doing this and they read and 

understand. I guess it's reflected in the bookings
Agritourism; Perth & Kinross; Small

We've improved the building management 

system and we’re now saving 61 kilowatts or 

61,000 kilowatt hours per year. Carpark LED 

lighting, that's saving 137,000 kilowatts per year
Visitor attraction; Glasgow; Large

Running costs will be lower. Better customer 

satisfaction. Absolutely make it a more pleasant 

environment for everybody to be in the building 

and reducing their carbon footprint
Visitor attraction; South Scotland; Small

We’re paying roughly about four to five 
thousand pounds a month on electricity. 
Anybody with any common sense knows 
that you could save that much in one 
winter, easily, with these measures. If I put 
solar panels on the roof and get battery 
storage, can I export some electricity? I 
would save so much money to the Club, it’s 
a no-brainer, I really want to do it

Non-serviced accommodation; Perth & 
Kinross; Medium
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Businesses’ advice to those starting to think about making changes were 
to network and learn from the work others had done, consider all 
aspects of operations, and be realistic about the amount of work needed

Well, there's strength in numbers isn't 

there? Join up with other organisations that 

might have the tools already to help and ask 

questions, probably. And I think there are 

more organisations working towards this 

now anyway, so you’re not alone.

Visitor attraction; Edinburgh; Medium

Crumbs. I think we need their advice!

Agritourism; Perth & Kinross; Small

The one advice I could give is obviously just 

be realistic of what you're trying to achieve 

because it won't happen overnight.

Non-serviced accommodation; Edinburgh & 

East coast; Small

Don't be afraid to reach out to people 

already on the journey.

Visitor attraction; Edinburgh; Large

Examine everything. Every aspect of your 
business. Really go through it very 
thoroughly and make appropriate decisions 
based on guidance. Yeah, there's no 
shortcut, so I'll put it that way. You have to 
get into the detail of literally everything and 
try and engage appropriately.

Agritourism; Highlands & Islands; Small

Our advice is just think through every step of 

your business and just be conscious of every 

little bit. 

Agritourism; Perth & Kinross; Small

Definitely get some sort of mentor or support 

from someone who knows the industry. Secondly, 

get to know your numbers and figures as you 

have to have an accountable baseline. Third part 

is to make sure you have that plan to follow.

Serviced accommodation; Renfrewshire; Large

Start small. You can always go bigger. Don’t 

always look at making the bigger changes, it’s 

the smaller things that you do on a daily basis 

that can have a big impact.

Visitor attraction; Perth & Kinross; Large

You need to recognise that there needs to be a 

wholesale different approach to taking decisions.

Visitor experience; Glasgow; Large
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Information, guidance and support
Key takeaways
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There is a clear need for information, guidance and support – especially tailored for smaller and medium 
sized businesses
• Larger organisations tend to have good access to guidance and support, but for smaller and medium sized businesses 

finding the right type of support can be challenging - the support landscape is wide and fragmented, which can be 

overwhelming for time poor businesses.

• Larger organisations, public bodies and those in sectors relating to environment were more likely to benefit from well-

established networks of peer support, and are likely to also have access to conferences etc. for sharing knowledge and 

identifying providers. There may be an opportunity to expand access to the knowledge and peer support that larger 

organisations have to the wider industry sector.

• Respondents reported a wide variety of resources used to help them develop a net zero strategy and plan of action, but 

generally there was low awareness of tools and support available from key providers.

• Overall information was not felt to be lacking but signposting to specialist providers and sharing of case studies and peer 

support would be appreciated.
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The support landscape is wide and fragmented, with guidance provided 
by sustainability specialists, industry bodies and public bodies

• Respondents reported a wide variety of resources used to help them develop a net zero strategy and plan of 
action.

• The range of resources and support is highly fragmented, although sector specific is the main determinant of 
resources used and valued.

• Those who had made some progress on developing and implementing a plan reported using:

- Specialist consultants – e.g., GEP. Tended to be more prevalent amongst larger, well-funded 
organisations

- Industry bodies – e.g., Museums and Galleries Scotland, Scottish College of Agriculture, Scottish 
Agritourism

- Non-profit organisations – e.g., Creative Carbon Scotland, Zero Carbon Forum

- Public bodies – e.g., Net Zero Scotland, Scottish Enterprise, Sustainable Scotland Network, Salix Funding, 
Business Energy Scotland, Scottish Futures Trust

- Local authorities and locally based organisations – e.g., Moray Council (GreenPath), Chambers of 
Commerce, Isle of Cumbrae based island carbon neutral officer

- Other organisations and charities – e.g., Warp It, Icon Institute, Julie’s Bicycle, Changeworks

• Only a small minority mentioned using VisitScotland online resources, although some had attended seminars 
on sustainability.

• Businesses that had not made a plan or strategy tended not to be aware of or have looked at any resources, 
although some had made some tentative first steps, e.g. with Zero Waste Scotland, Business Gateway and 
Royal Bank of Scotland.

… they're called Green Path ... 
But he actually came and had 
a really good chat and 
actually for the first time I felt 
that what he was talking 
about actually made sense for 
us and simplified it all and cut 
out all the jargon.
Agritourism; Highlands; Small

We've had Business Energy 
Scotland who have done audits 
at most of our venues over the 
past, like what, 10 years or 
something.

Serviced accommodation; 
Glasgow and Ayrshire; Large
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Support and information was accessed in a variety of ways, but most 
had some level of personal contact with providers

• Most who had received support or worked with partners reported that some element of this had been 
delivered in person, rather than businesses accessing support online.

• The sheer volume of online resources makes it difficult for businesses to find what they need – personal 
support simplifies and tailors the process. Smaller businesses don’t have the time, resource or headspace to 
wade through it all.

• The main ways support was accessed included:

- Auditors/consultants visiting sites to assess where carbon reductions (and other environmental 
measures) could be implemented, make recommendations and help with carbon calculations and 
planning

- Industry seminars, webinars and forums

- Conferences (larger organisations only)

- Training

- Online resources (including those found through Google searches)

• In-person support does help motivate businesses to get started and stay committed, by demystifying the 
process and language, and helping them to identify simple steps they can take.

They’ve [Changeworks] come 
in and done monitoring for us 
[of recycling]....They give us a 
report so we know how much 
of it's vastly upped for any 
reason, and we don't know 
why we'd go back and check.
Visitor attraction; Edinburgh; 

Medium
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On the whole, the support accessed was valued, but the volume of 
options can be overwhelming

• The volume and proliferation of information, guidance and support was overwhelming for many respondents.

• The task of cutting through it all to find what is right for them is time consuming and off-putting.

• Language can also be impenetrable, especially for those who are at the early stages of their net zero journey.

• Those who had one-to-one support found this very beneficial – having someone who was able to explain things, look at their 
specific business and its needs, and give simple practical advice/steps was highly valued. Those who had received this were more 
likely to have made progress than those who had not.

I think it's overwhelming in a sense. There's so much 
information out there, and then even just because we're time-
poor in a sense, this sort of thing always seems to get put to 
the back burner because we're always chasing funding in 
order to keep our core activities going. What would be ideal is 
just a one-stop shop where it's like, this is what you need to 
do, and in easily digestible chunks.

Visitor attraction; Highlands; Small

... as we all start moving through this process, it'd be useful to 
share good practise examples, initiatives that have worked 
elsewhere that can be adopted. Sometimes it's just knowing 
what to do that can make the difference. We all know about 
turning off switches and all that thing... Wider initiatives 
across Scotland would be useful to learn from.

Visitor attraction; Ayrshire; Large
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There is an opportunity for wider sharing of the support that larger 
organisations enjoy – in a way that is engaging and accessible

• Some organisations are obliged to collect carbon data and have a net zero plan due to membership of organisations or due to 
government legislation.

- Mystery shops conducted by ASVA include an assessment of environmental measures

- Ratings on Airbnb can be improved with better environmental measures

- Larger public bodies, such as heritage organisations and national parks, are subject to mandatory carbon reporting

• Some sectors seem to have a lot of support available (e.g. heritage sector) and others less so (e.g. self-catering)

• In particular, larger organisations, public bodies and those in sectors relating to environment (e.g. gardens) were more likely to 
benefit from well-established networks of peer support. Such organisations are likely to also have access to conferences etc. for 
sharing knowledge and identifying providers.

• Some are also providers of support/guidance to others in their sector, e.g. HES, national parks, industry bodies, etc.

• There may be an opportunity to expand access to the knowledge and peer support that larger organisations have to the wider 
industry sector.

… we've actually spoken to some gardens over in the States. So the Climate Toolkit is a website that's run 
by some American gardens that we're a member of. And that's a case of sharing case studies on things 
that we're doing, our own gardens and any challenges we're facing because they've got similar issues in 
terms of upgrading glass houses and trying to make those more efficient. So we're trying to build on those 
partnerships as well.

Visitor attraction; Edinburgh; Large

Achieving net zero targets is really difficult, 
largely due to budgets and funding. We 
applied for a green loan scheme from the 
Scottish Government but it was then paused 
which was disappointing. 

Visitor experience; Glasgow & Lanarkshire; 
Large
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The key areas of additional information sought were specialist providers 
of net zero adaptations and signposting to funding sources

• There wasn’t a strong sense of information lacking – in fact the opposite is true; there’s too much 

information for businesses to sort through to find what’s right for them. 

• Indeed, there was praise for many providers of support – those who had accessed support were 

generally very satisfied with it.

• The main areas where there was felt to be a need for more information were signposting to 

specialist providers, e.g., experts in providing insulation in historic buildings, double glazing for 

stained glass, etc. and signposting to funding opportunities.

• Sharing of case studies and peer support would also be appreciated.

• It is also important to strike a balance between being too technical and too generic in the language 

and content. If too generic, it’s not practically useful; but if too technical it’s off-putting and 

difficult to understand. For example, some have had helpful tips and ideas from Airbnb and 

Booking.com but often too generic and aimed at USA.

• Many of those who have not developed a plan or were at the early stages were looking for a 

trusted provider – ideally government approved.

… it'd be a shame to lose the 
building [church], but the 
practicalities of trying to 
make it more efficient and get 
somebody who can actually 
specify what needs done is 
quite difficult.

Visitor attraction; Borders; 
Small

It's all fine and good and relevant, I 
just think it's quite a lot to take in for 
a small business that's time poor. It’s 
a lot of information. What can we do 
now? What's financially worth doing? 
…think it's all useful when you have 
the time to dig into it. You need the 
headspace. When you're running a 
holiday business, we're fully booked.

Agritourism; Perthshire; Small
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Generally low awareness of tools and support available from 
key providers

• Respondents were asked about their awareness of the tools and support provided by several organisations:

▪ Carbon Trust – SME Carbon footprint calculator

▪ Normative - Business carbon calculator

▪ Edinburgh Science - Net Zero Toolkit

▪ Carbon Footprint – Small business calculator

▪ Small99 – Carbon Footprint calculator/climate action planning app

▪ SME Climate Hub resources

▪ Scottish Enterprise – Sustainable business practices support

▪ Adaptation Scotland guidance/climate checklist

▪ WWF – Footprint calculator

• There tended to be low awareness of most of the organisations listed, with the exception of Scottish Enterprise, 
WWF and the Carbon Trust – although awareness was generally of the organisations rather than the resources 
they offered.

• Very little awareness of Normative and Small99.
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Those who had used the resources tended to expressed 
positive views

• Very few had used the resources, but some had used Scottish Enterprise Climate Hub, WWF, Carbon Trust and the 
Edinburgh Science Net Zero toolkit (both respondents were based in Edinburgh).

• Some positive mentions of the Scottish Enterprise Climate Hub. This is the resource that respondents were most likely to 
be aware of and accessed.

The Toolkit is very good [Edinburgh Science]. I used 
it when I was looking for options. Because it comes 
up almost every quarter when we’re looking at the 
energy bills of our business -  what could we do, 
could we look into some green initiatives.

Non-serviced accommodation; Perthshire; 
Medium

I think having that checklist, the Adaptation 
Scotland checklist, they've got some quite good 
visuals as well on there, some more interactive 
tools on their website as well, which are quite 
good, especially in terms of jargon, it sort of cuts 
through that by being quite visual, and I would 
guess more applied, more real life examples.

National body/industry expert



National heritage organisations, national 
parks and professional bodies
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National heritage organisations, national parks 
and professional bodies: Key takeaways

Amongst expert respondents net zero transition was described as a key priority, but the path is considered 

challenging

• Plans for achieving net zero among these organisations are well developed and advanced, however implementation can be 

hampered by funding availability.

• Some aspects of reducing carbon emissions were highlighted as very difficult to control or reduce, e.g. visitor behaviours and 

travel.

• Industry leaders also highlighted that many businesses in the tourism sector are struggling with various challenges in the 

aftermath of the Covid pandemic, such as increased costs, staff shortages and customers with less disposable income due to 

the cost-of-living crisis, making it more difficult for the sector to prioritise net zero.

Industry leaders support the wider sector, setting a positive example, sharing knowledge and best practice, and 

promoting collaboration

• Most have an overall strategy in place but allow individual sites/members/businesses located within their area to develop their 

own specific plans to transition to net zero in line with the overall strategy.

• These organisations are more likely to be providers of resources, support, knowledge and guidance than recipients.

• Collaboration with other organisations was described as established and widespread, helping with knowledge sharing and 

identifying best practice.
36
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Net zero transition remains a key priority, but 
implementation can be hampered by funding availability

In addition to interviews with businesses, a small number of interviews with industry 
bodies, national heritage organisations and national parks were included in the research 
study to provide an ‘industry leaders’ perspective. Feedback from these interviews is 
included in this section.

Net zero strategy and progress 

• Amongst the expert respondents there was a sense of good progress being made 
towards net zero, but that the goals set out by the Scottish Government will be very 
difficult to achieve, both by organisations themselves and members, and the wider 
industry.

• There is, however, strong commitment, dedication and determination within these 
organisations to pursue net zero targets. Net zero is a key priority within all of the 
organisations consulted.

• Plans for these organisations are well developed and advanced – with some having 
statutory requirements in terms of carbon reporting and transition to net zero. However, 
implementation of the plans often depends on funding being available and this is less 
predictable.

- Have to wait for pockets of funding to become available, which can result in short 
term thinking.

- Going forward, there is an expectation that public sector cuts may mean accessing 
funding will become even more challenging.

It's very intimidating.  Is it possible? I guess we 
have to hope it is because we know that's 
what’s involved now.  Will it be a journey we 
have to go on with partners and others – yes.

National body/industry expert

So we have made improvements, whether 
we have made improvements in leaps and 
bounds, I would say probably not. We've 
continued at a pace, a pace that could 
have been accelerated, but a pace that's 
relatively controlled. One of the big 
challenges we have, and again, every 
public body, every museum, every gallery, 
even VisitScotland themselves have 
suffered significant cuts. So as we work 
towards managing budgets that are lower, 
a sustainable net zero journey costs more.

National body/industry expert
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Industry leaders recognise the path to net zero is challenging 
and visitors can be resistant to behaviour change

Net zero strategy and progress continued

• Most of these larger organisations have an overall strategy in place but allow individual sites to develop their own specific plans 
to transition to net zero in line with the overall strategy.

• Some aspects are very difficult to control or reduce, e.g. visitor behaviours and travel. Encouraging visitors to travel sustainability 
was a goal mentioned by some of the organisations, but there are other considerations, such as accessibility, which make 
measures difficult to enforce. Ensuring visitors, for example, use the correct recycling bins can also be very difficult to control.

• Green Tourism awards are seen as less valuable than they were previously – because there is an expectation from visitors that 
these organisations will be at the forefront of net zero transition practices.

We've yet to be brave enough to remove 
parking… because we accept that 
people with access issues, people with 
mobility, people with young family, 
people with prams, people with all the 
family infrastructure that they need to 
travel with, need that vehicle's 
transport. 

National body/industry expert

As our staff work hybrid now we have also 
reduced our carbon footprint in their 
travel to work and heating etc. in the 
buildings. This is difficult to measure and 
is not something a lot of organisations are 
considering in their calculations.

 National body/industry expert

They can't control how consumers behave. 
So, they can have all the right bins on site, 
but if someone's in a hurry, they'll just throw 
everything in landfill. So yeah, I mean there's 
only so much they can do. Customers 
anecdotally behave different on holiday. At 
home you'd recycle everything, but when 
you're on holiday, you're like, I'm on 
holidays. You just don’t.

National body/industry expert
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These organisations have an important role to play both in supporting 
the wider sector and collaborating nationally and globally to share 
knowledge and best practice

Industry organisations’ role in supporting the wider sector

• These organisations are more likely to be providers of resources, support, knowledge and guidance than recipients, although 
they do receive support from other similar organisations across the UK and globally.

• They see themselves in a leadership role, with a need to set a positive example, as well as supporting other businesses and 
organisations on their net zero journey. For example, being innovative and sharing best practice on ways to reduce carbon 
emissions, such as putting solar panels on historic buildings in a way that is sensitive and cannot be seen by visitors.

• Those with members (industry body) or with businesses located within their area (national park) support them with guidance, 
awards, access to resources, webinars, working groups, etc.

• There’s recognition that adapting to net zero is very challenging, even for large, well-resourced organisations, and that many 
businesses in the tourism sector are struggling at the moment with various challenges in the aftermath of the Covid pandemic, 
such as increased costs, staff shortages and customers with less disposable income due to the cost-of-living crisis.

• Collaboration with other organisations (e.g. UK national parks; other heritage bodies/charities; etc.) is established and 
widespread. This helps with both knowledge sharing and motivation to move further and faster.

My guess would be that it's a big old mix and quite a lot of them it's more like 'how am I going to get staff?', 'my costs 
are going up', what's going on with my customers?', we're only just starting to see a lot of the international travel 
returning... it's been a really rough few years so my guess would be there might be excitement and willingness … but I 
could imagine that also they're coming from a place of not being able to look very far ahead.

Industry leader/expert
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Contact Us

Insight Department, VisitScotland

research@visitscotland.com

www.visitscotland.com

www.visitscotland.org

April 2024

​Disclaimer

This publication is provided in good faith to update VisitScotland stakeholders on its activity. The publication is provided “as is” and VisitScotland accepts 
no responsibility for any error or omission.  We do not provide any guarantees, conditions or warranties that the publication is current, secure, accurate, 
complete or free from bugs or viruses.

This publication, including all data and other information contained within it, is not intended to amount to advice on which any reliance should be 
placed. VisitScotland is not responsible for how the publication is used or interpreted. We therefore disclaim all liability and responsibility arising from 
any reliance placed on this publication by anyone who may use any of its contents. VisitScotland may add, change, improve or update this publication at 
any time without notice.

mailto:info@progressivepartnership.co.uk
mailto:research@visitscotland.com
http://www.visitscotland.com/
http://www.visitscotland.org/
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Technical appendix
Qualitative: method and sampling

• The data was collected by online in-depth interviews.

• The target group for this research study was a broad sample of businesses operating within tourism industry across Scotland, and industry leading organisations.

• The sampling frame used for this study was purchased sample from Sample Answers and members of VisitScotland’s CRM database (agritourism only).

• In total, 29 depth interviews were undertaken. 

• Fieldwork was undertaken between 20th March and 25th April 2024.

• Respondents were recruited by telephone by Progressive’s skilled in-house team of qualitative recruiters. These recruiters worked to predetermined quota controls to ensure 
that the final sample reflected the requirements of the project. 

• An incentive of £75 compensated respondents for their time and encouraged a positive response. 

• In total, 6 moderators were involved in the fieldwork for this project.

• Stimulus materials were used during the depth interviews. These included examples of the net zero support materials and web pages provided by VisitScotland.

• Each recruiter’s work is validated as per the requirements of the international standard ISO 20252. Therefore, all respondents were subject to validation, either between 
recruitment and the date of the depth interview, or on the day of depth interview. 

• It should be noted that, due to the small sample sizes involved and the methods of respondent selection, qualitative research findings do not provide statistically robust data. 
This type of research does however, facilitate valid and extremely valuable consumer insight and understanding.

• All research projects undertaken by Progressive comply fully with the requirements of ISO 20252.


	Slide 1: VisitScotland
	Slide 2: Contents 
	Slide 3: Key Findings and Recommendations
	Slide 4: Project background
	Slide 5: Research objectives
	Slide 6: Research method
	Slide 7: Sample profile
	Slide 8: The net zero 2045 target
	Slide 9: Key takeaways
	Slide 10: Most businesses are aware of the 2045 target, but thinking is generally focused on shorter term goals
	Slide 11: Most feel unsure whether reaching net zero by 2045 is possible, and many do not think it will be without help
	Slide 12: Net zero planning and action
	Slide 13: Net zero planning & action Key Takeaways
	Slide 14: There are many reasons for taking action including financial, reputational and environmental motivators
	Slide 15: Planning helps businesses prioritise net zero, but this is more difficult among smaller organisations who may have less time and fewer resources
	Slide 16: Assessing carbon emissions is a key early step which allows businesses to move forward
	Slide 17: Most choose a calculator based on recommendations, with sector specific calculators preferred 
	Slide 18: Steps taken towards reducing emissions from waste and travel were mainly small scale and did not require significant business change or financial outlay
	Slide 19: Businesses were open to considering improvements to energy efficiency as these were associated with reduced costs
	Slide 20: Businesses reported trying to consider sustainability and reducing carbon across all aspects of operations and have undertaken a range of other actions
	Slide 21: The current support landscape is weighted towards larger and publicly funded organisations - others are therefore particularly in need of VisitScotland’s support 
	Slide 22: Businesses would welcome support: practical support and information is needed
	Slide 23: Many start by implementing smaller changes but may need support to make bigger improvements
	Slide 24: Businesses see concrete benefits from their work to reduce carbon emissions and expect this to continue
	Slide 25: Businesses’ advice to those starting to think about making changes were to network and learn from the work others had done, consider all aspects of operations, and be realistic about the amount of work needed
	Slide 26: Information, guidance and support
	Slide 27: Information, guidance and support Key takeaways
	Slide 28: The support landscape is wide and fragmented, with guidance provided by sustainability specialists, industry bodies and public bodies
	Slide 29: Support and information was accessed in a variety of ways, but most had some level of personal contact with providers
	Slide 30: On the whole, the support accessed was valued, but the volume of options can be overwhelming
	Slide 31: There is an opportunity for wider sharing of the support that larger organisations enjoy – in a way that is engaging and accessible
	Slide 32: The key areas of additional information sought were specialist providers of net zero adaptations and signposting to funding sources
	Slide 33: Generally low awareness of tools and support available from key providers
	Slide 34: Those who had used the resources tended to expressed positive views
	Slide 35: National heritage organisations, national parks and professional bodies
	Slide 36: National heritage organisations, national parks and professional bodies: Key takeaways
	Slide 37: Net zero transition remains a key priority, but implementation can be hampered by funding availability
	Slide 38: Industry leaders recognise the path to net zero is challenging and visitors can be resistant to behaviour change
	Slide 39: These organisations have an important role to play both in supporting the wider sector and collaborating nationally and globally to share knowledge and best practice
	Slide 40: Contact Us
	Slide 41: Qualitative: method and sampling

