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businesses, including the number
of beds, amount of investment per
bed, number of staff members per
bed and annual revenue per bed.
The guests completed a survey
about their experiences while
staying at the SABs. The questions
were focused on three dimensions:
functional experience, referring to
the guest’s perception of the quality
of goods and services; emotional
experience, referring to the guest’s
sensory pleasure and enjoyment
during the stay; and authentic
experience, referring to whether
the guest perceives the SAB as
providing authentic and genuine
contact with the local people and
lifestyle.

Growth Increases
Profits
The results confirmed the
researchers’ expectation that
larger SABs have better financial
performance. The greatest benefits
were found among SABs that
increased investment and the
number of staff members, whereas
increasing accommodation capacity
had less of a beneficial effect.
Hence, larger businesses with
more staff and resources seem to
be “more efficient and effective”
than smaller ones, and investing in
these areas would seem to make
more sense than increasing the
amount of accommodation in the
hope of achieving economies of
scale.

The Cost of
Increasing Profits
Although the financial implications
of SAB growth seem quite
straightforward, the effects on
customer satisfaction are rather
more complex. The study’s
findings showed that the most
worrying consequence of growth
is that it reduces authenticity. The
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amount of investment and the size
of the staff contributed most to this
loss of authenticity. The number
of beds had less of an impact,
although as most of the SABs had
less than 30 beds, the researchers
comment that variation in size may
have been too small “to capture its
influence on guest experience”.
This finding is a concern because
although an SAB generally starts
out offering authentic rural
experiences, commercialisation
and development can turn it into
what the researchers describe as
“a profit-oriented organisation
fully devoted to satisfying market
needs”. As the primary motivation
for rural tourists is to seek
authenticity, the loss of small,
family-run businesses could end
up diminishing the attractiveness of
rural destinations overall.

Bigger can also
be Better
Nevertheless, growth does benefit
guests in other ways. SABs with
more staff per bed provide guests
with more satisfactory functional
and emotional experiences. The
researchers comment that this is
“reasonable as both service and
hedonic experience are mainly
related to interaction between
people”. Employing more staff
makes it easier to respond to
customers’ specific needs and
provide a better level of service,
although as noted above, this is at
the expense of authenticity.
The amount of investment was
not shown to have any effect on
guests’ emotional and functional
experience. The researchers
describe this finding as surprising
because investment usually means
improvements in design and
facilities, which “are supposed to
better serve guests’ physiological
and emotional needs”. One
potential explanation is that SABs

may not be investing their capital
resources in the most effective
way, which depends on the
“strategy, taste and capability” of
the owners.

Loss of Authenticity
may Diminish Tourism
The study’s findings provide
insights into the long-standing
issue of whether small businesses
gain or lose from expansion.
Unfortunately, even with the
information provided by the
study, owners are still faced with
a difficult trade-off. Transforming
a business from a home with
accommodation to a commercial
hotel may increase income and
improve service quality, but it may
also diminish the business’ unique
selling point: its authenticity. The
issue is also one for destination
management organisations to
consider when making plans about
rural SAB development, because
the loss of an area’s authentic rural
lifestyle and culture may result in
fewer tourists overall.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Small accommodation businesses in
rural China are an important part of
the tourism industry.
• Owners want to expand to meet
demand and increase profits but
there is a trade-off.
• Investment improves economic
goals and some aspects of guest
satisfaction.
• Growth diminishes the authenticity
of guests’ experience and risks
dissatisfaction.
Shun Ye, Honggen Xiao, and
Lingqiang Zhou. (2019). “Small
Accommodation Business
Growth in Rural Areas:
Effects on Guest Experience
and Financial Performance”.
International Journal of
Hospitality Management , Vol.
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How Far Can They Go?
Tourism marketers and hotel
managers should take account
of the distances people travel
and offer them different
packages, according to the
SHTM’s Dr Sangwon Park and
his co-researchers. In a recently
published study, the researchers
used information collected from
TripAdvisor to evaluate how travel
distance affects tourists’ satisfaction
with the level of hotel service at
the destination. They found what
they called an “inverted U-shaped”
relationship, which suggests that
there is an optimum point at which
the distance travelled maximises
the perception of service quality,
after which it begins to decline.

Demand Decreases
with Travel Distance
The distance between a
traveller’s origin and destination
is an “important parameter in
understanding tourist demand
and behaviour”, the researchers
suggest. Travel distance, they
note, represents the “effort that
a tourist makes to overcome the
geographical obstacles” to travel,
and the further a destination is
from the origin, the lower the
number of tourists willing to
travel. The distance does not just
influence demand, but also tourists’
behaviour at the destination,
because it makes economic sense
to stay longer and spend more
after travelling a long way.
Although significant academic
attention has been focused on the
influence of distance on tourism
demand, very little is known about
how travel distance shapes tourists’
experiences, particularly their
satisfaction, once they have arrived.
This is rather surprising, given
that customer satisfaction is one
of the most prominent elements

in understanding and enhancing
customers’ experiences and
measuring overall competitiveness
in the hospitality industry.
In the retail context, it is known
that shoppers prefer to minimise
the distance they travel to shop,
and the further they have to travel,
the less positive their evaluation
of their shopping experience.
However, the researchers point out
that the same may not be true for
tourism-related travel because for
tourists, the journey is an inherent
part of the experience. Travel may
thus not be regarded as particularly
onerous, and it may even provide
satisfaction in its own right. The
motivation to travel to distant
places and experience adventure
and novelty is referred to as the
“Ulysses factor”, and is associated
with the willingness to engage with
different cultures.
Nevertheless, distance is still
something of a barrier, with travel
demand increasing with distance
up to a certain point, and then
decreasing as both the financial
and time costs increase. However,
the extra cost and effort of longdistance travel may influence
tourists’ expectations of, and hence
their level of satisfaction with, their
experiences at the destination.

Measuring Distance
and Satisfaction
To determine whether distance
does indeed influence tourists’
appreciation of their destinations,
the researchers collected reviews
from TripAdvisor. They focused on
hotels in four cities in the United
States: New York, Los Angeles,
Chicago and San Antonio. The first
three are the three largest cities
in the US, while San Antonio is
the seventh largest. They are all

highly popular tourist destinations
and have extensive convention
and event facilities that, as the
researchers note, “support the
business travel market”.
The researchers chose to focus
on the service satisfaction ratings
provided in guests’ TripAdvisor
reviews. Overall, there were 81,486
reviews for New York, 15,340 for
Los Angeles, 44,922 for Chicago
and 34,502 for San Antonio.
However, a high number of these
reviews were excluded from the
analysis for various reasons, mainly
to focus on travellers from other
US cities rather than international
tourists. Information about guests’
home locations was obtained
from users’ TripAdvisor profiles,
so that the geographical distance
to the travel destination could be
calculated.
The reviews were mainly left
by “couple travellers, business
travellers and family travellers”,
with fewer solo travellers and
travellers with friends. Among
these different types, reviews
from business travellers were the
most common in Los Angeles
and Chicago hotels, and family
travellers were the most common
in San Antonio hotels. About 60%
of guests gave the highest rating
of five for hotel service, with only
10% rating the service as poor or
terrible. Among the cities, New
York had the highest average travel
distance of 1,082 miles, indicating
that the city attracts hotel guests
from a wider geographical range.

Distance Creates a
Positivity Bias
Through analysing the results, the
researchers identified an “inverted
U-shaped relationship” between
the distance the reviewers had
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travelled and their satisfaction with
the hotel service at the destination.
They explain that tourists seem to
enjoy better service experiences
when they travel further, but the
“service quality starts to reduce”
beyond a certain point.
The finding that satisfaction
increases with distance confirms
the Ulysses hypothesis that a
longer travel distance meets what
the researchers label “people’s
novelty-seeking motivation”. It
also confirms that people view
travel distance in a different way
depending on the purpose of
travel: when people travel to shop
or commute, increasing distance
has a negative effect on their
experience, but when they travel
as tourists, the distance enhances
their positive perception.
The researchers explain this by
referring to “construal theory”,
a psychological theory which
suggests that the further away
something is, the more abstract
people’s thoughts about it become.
So, for instance, if we think about
visiting a nearby city, we might
imagine it in fairly concrete detail,
but when thinking about visiting
somewhere very far away, we can
only imagine it in abstract terms,
which also affects our judgement
of it. When tourists are planning
a long-distance trip, therefore,
their expectations are less specific
and their judgment while at the
destination is more favourable. As
the researchers put it, tourists show
a “positivity bias when assessing
hotel service experiences under
long distance travel”.

Business Travellers
are Harder to Satisfy
This effect, however, does not
extend to the longest travel
distances, as beyond a certain point
service expectations increase along
with the financial and time costs of
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travel. The researchers pinpoint this
“inflection point” as approximately
1,300 miles for travel to New York
and Los Angeles, and about 950
miles for travel to Chicago and San
Antonio.
The researchers also identify
differences in the level of
satisfaction expressed by
different types of travellers. More
experienced travellers tend to leave
less positive reviews, suggesting
that “the more trip experiences”
people have, “the more their
expectations increase”, leading
to lower levels of satisfaction
with the service they receive.
Business travellers are also “more
demanding” than other travellers in
most situations, which might reflect
their greater travel experience.
Hotel managers cannot, of course,
change where their customers
travel from, yet the researchers
still have some recommendations
for how their findings can be
implemented in practice. They
suggest, for instance, that managers
could “develop different marketing
and operational strategies” for
guests travelling different distances.
Those who live close to the
destination might not “generate a
sense of getaway”, so managers
could offer them novel experiences
that satisfy the quest for adventure.
Conversely, guests who travel long
distances, beyond the threshold
where satisfaction starts to decline,
might require a higher level of
service to compensate for their
increased “psychological, physical
and monetary” travel costs.

Next Stop,
International Travel
The study provides interesting
insights into how travel distance
affects travellers’ perceptions of
the service they receive at their
destination. Although their findings
currently only apply to domestic

travellers, the same methodology
could be used to provide similar
insights into how distance affects
international travellers’ perceptions,
while also taking into account the
effects of “different countries and
cultures”.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Travel distance affects both tourist
demand and satisfaction with
service.
• Satisfaction first increases with
distance and then starts to decrease.
• Distance satisfies people’s noveltyseeking motivation until the costs
become too high.
• Managers need to develop
differential marketing strategies
depending on travel distance.

Sangwon Park, Yang Yang, and
Mingshu Wang. (2019). “Travel
Distance and Hotel Service
Satisfaction: An Inverted
U-shaped Relationship”.
International Journal of
Hospitality Management , Vol.
76, pp. 261-270.

Bring them Home!
International migrants abroad
offer an invaluable market for
destination tourism, according
to the SHTM’s Dr Sabrina Huang
and Dr Kam Hung and a coresearcher. In a pioneering study
sampling overseas Chinese in
North America, the researchers
recently showed that as more and
more people migrate permanently
abroad, they are increasingly
turning to tourism as a way to
retain social and emotional ties
with their homelands. However,
the travel behaviour of these
“diaspora tourists” is as diverse
as the communities they come
from. The researchers suggest that
understanding the tourism needs
of different generations of migrants
can help destination marketers
to attract as many homecoming
migrants as possible.

united by their strong sense of
community and desire to remain
connected to their places of origin.
As travelling becomes more
convenient and affordable, going
“home” regularly to visit relatives,
trace one’s family roots or simply
enjoy the local cuisine is becoming
easier and easier.
It is not hard to see the potential
benefits of diaspora tourism
for destination countries. The
researchers point out that diaspora
or “homecoming” tourists are a
“significant market segment”, as
they visit their home countries often
and may stay for weeks or even
months. Just as important is their
strong sense of attachment to their
destinations, which makes them
“supportive of local development
and heritage conservation”.

Homecoming Tourists

Questions Remain

Memories of home are like time
capsules from the past. In today’s
world of global movement, the
researchers note, when “more and
more people can trace their family
roots to another part of the world”,
the longing to return home can be
particularly strong. The desire to
go further than remembering, to
physically return to and reconnect
with places from the past, often
inspires people to travel.

Curiously, however, we still know
little about how this sense of
attachment to a former or ancestral
home affects people’s travel
decision making. The researchers
pinpoint an important unanswered
question. “How big is this ‘home’?”
they ask. “Is it the actual house,
neighborhood, hometown or home
country?”

Nowadays, the yearning for
home may not necessarily result
in a permanent return to one’s
homeland. Instead, it may take the
form of tourism. A special case is
that of people who have migrated
abroad who return temporarily to
their ancestral homelands – a trend
known as diaspora tourism.
Although diasporas encompass
an enormous range of migrant
populations worldwide, they are

Answering questions like these is
not easy, because diaspora tourists
vary enormously. In the last
decade alone, more than 4 million
people migrated permanently to
foreign countries every year. How
they feel about their homelands is
“largely dependent on the original
contexts of their exit”, according to
the researchers. Whereas some are
forced to flee their homes by war
or oppression, others travel abroad
to find new jobs and secure better
lives for their families.

As diverse as people’s reasons for
leaving are their motivations to
return. Diasporic Jews may return
to Israel as a form of pilgrimage,
whilst European emigrants prefer
ancestral or genealogical tourism.
Many recent migrants who are still
in touch with their families back
home return to attend weddings
and funerals and participate in
family rituals.
Along with their “complex migration
histories and national origins”, add
the researchers, diaspora tourists
vary significantly by generation.
Compared with their children and
grandchildren, first-generation
migrants have more personal
experience of their homelands
and closer social connections with
friends and relatives there.
Yet little quantitative research
has been done on how these
and other important differences
affect the future travel behaviour
of transnational migrants. To cast
light on this issue, and ultimately
to find ways of enhancing tourism
in destination countries, the
researchers set out to compare
migrant generations in terms of
their motivations for diaspora
tourism and examine the notion of
“homeland” as home country vs
hometown.

Migrants Surveyed
The first step was to develop and
pilot-test a questionnaire measuring
the place attachment, travel
motivation and travel intention of
Chinese diaspora tourists. Then, the
researchers used the questionnaire
to gather detailed information from
808 overseas Chinese respondents
living permanently in the United
States and Canada.
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