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443 hotel chains in China’s three
biggest (and most international)
cities: Beijing, Shanghai and
Guangzhou.
All of the hotels were in the luxury
segment, where domestic hotels
face the greatest threat from their
international rivals. About half were
operated by mainland Chinese
brands, and the other half were run
by American, European or other
Asian companies. This allowed the
researchers to rigorously compare
domestic and international
standards from the perspective
of real guests, taking into account
cultural differences between China
and the West.
The next step was to analyse
the hotels in light of a few
carefully chosen hypotheses.
For example, the researchers
expected management response
strategies (such as empathy, an
apology or even compensation)
to be more effective for domestic
than international hotels. Guests
at Chinese hotels generally expect
poorer service than those staying
at international hotels, so when
Chinese managers do respond
swiftly to complaints, they have a
good chance of surpassing guests’
expectations.

Closing the Gap
A series of rigorous statistical
analyses yielded some important
findings. First, the researchers
discovered that tourists in Beijing,
Guangzhou and Shanghai “have
more confidence in and prefer to
stay at luxury hotels belonging
to international hotel chains”
than domestic firms. The next
step was to figure out how and
why international luxury hotels
are outclassing their Chinese
counterparts, and what can be
done to close the gap.
In their online evaluations, guests
expressed particular satisfaction
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with the quiet and clean conditions
offered by international hotel
brands. They found it harder to
sleep in Chinese hotels, and were
dissatisfied with their level of
hygiene. Service was also poorer in
domestic hotels. The implications
for the local hotel sector are clear.
As the researchers note, the
managers of Chinese luxury hotels
should now focus on “improving
their service quality, cleanliness,
and sleep environment” to satisfy
more guests.
International luxury hotel chains
were also found to take consumer
feedback more seriously than their
Chinese counterparts did. More
than half of the Chinese hotels
never responded to guests’ online
reviews, whereas most of the
international chains implemented
management response strategies.
This, explain the researchers,
“indicates that international hotel
chains have a better understanding
of guest requirements and are
also more likely to budget for
service recovery and online reviewmanagement strategies”.
To meet the standards offered by
their foreign competitors, domestic
hotel managers should take action
to identify and meet the needs of
their guests by carefully considering
and responding to online feedback.
The more detailed their responses,
the better. But making guests
happy is not the only reason for
domestic hotels to adopt more
positive management response
strategies, suggest the researchers.
“Managers can also learn a lot
about how to further improve their
services from the complaints and
suggestions they receive.”

China and Beyond
This ground-breaking study shows
Chinese hotel brands precisely
where they fall short of international
standards, and offers the perfect
solution. As the researchers note,

“management response is a factbased, cost-saving, and more
effective method than allocating
resources to improve product and
quality standards without listening
to consumers’ needs”. Given the
rapid growth of China’s tourism
industry as a major contributor to
the economy, closing the servicequality gap between domestic
and international hotel chains will
ultimately enhance China’s overall
economic development. However,
the value of the findings is not
limited to China. The researchers
also offer some sage advice for
international hotel managers
with mature response strategies:
write more! Responding to
guests’ online reviews with more
detailed feedback is an excellent
way to improve their satisfaction
– an insight of value to hotels
worldwide.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Hotels make vital contributions to
tourism and economic growth in
China.
• However, Chinese hotels offer
poorer service and facilities than
their international counterparts.
• Chinese hotel managers must fill
specific gaps to meet international
standards.
• Responding swiftly and appropriately
to guests’ feedback is a highly
effective way of improving their
satisfaction.

Markus Schuckert, Sai Liang,
Rob Law and Wenjun Sun.
(2019). “How Do Domestic
and International High-End
Hotel Brands Receive and
Manage Customer Feedback?”
International Journal of
Hospitality Management , Vol.
77, pp. 528-537.

Fragrant Memories in the Making
Hotels that use scent aim to
capitalise on its ability to “cue
memories and conjure up
emotions”, according to the SHTM’s
Dr Basak Denizci Guillet, Dr Deniz
Kucukusta and a co-researcher,
yet little is known about how
guests respond to the diffusion of
various scents throughout hotels.
The researchers thus explored
customers’ responses to scent and
how hotels can best make use of it
to create positive experiences and
build brand loyalty. They found
that scent was indeed conducive
to guest enjoyment, but only when
not overused.

Power of Scent
Of all of our senses, the researchers
argue, the sense of smell evokes
the most powerful emotional
reactions and can often be a
“powerful memory trigger”. Smell
is, they write, closely connected to
the brain’s limbic system, where
emotional processing takes place.
It should be no surprise then that
many hotels around the world
have in recent years sought to
harness the power of smell by
creating their own signature scents
that “represent their identity”.
Major hotel chains such as
Mandarin Oriental, Le Meridien,
Langham and Shangri-La have
created signature scents, the
researchers note, that are used as
ambient aromas throughout their
hotels, delivered through “heating
and cooling systems, via discreet
atomizers or by way of ingenious
diffusers in the lighting”. Taking the
idea further, some hotels even offer
products featuring their signature
scent, such as home fragrances
and candles, which guests can
purchase for their own use.

The researchers suggest that
by creating their own unique
fragrances, hotels aim to produce
an emotional reaction from
consumers. Because scent is so
strongly linked to memory, using
the same scent across different
locations can also evoke the
same pleasant memories among
guests. Nevertheless, despite the
strong rationale for using scent
branding, there has been little or
no research on how hotel guests
actually respond to it. Without such
knowledge, it is difficult for hotel
companies to make the best use of
scent, prompting the researchers’
claim that it is an “overlooked
subject in hospitality and tourism
research”.

Sense of Place
To address this lack of
understanding, the researchers
surveyed customers of a luxury
international hotel chain in Hong
Kong. The chain has developed
its own scent, a “combination of
ginger flower, peace lily, tuberose,
lemongrass, and vanilla”, which is
piped into lobbies and reception
areas through the air-conditioning
systems. The same scent is used in
all of the company’s hotels around
the world, and guests can take it
home with them by purchasing a
room spray, essential oil or candle
from the hotel gift shop.
According to the hotel
management, the company
wanted to create a signature scent
that would increase brand loyalty
by giving customers a “sense of
place”. Customers should be able
to instantly recognise that they are
in the hotel, regardless of where in
the world they happen to be.

The researchers set out to “identify
the feelings elicited by odors”
among the guests at one of the
chain’s hotels, who were asked
to complete a questionnaire that
measured emotions described
as happiness/delight, sensuality/
desire, energy, soothing/
peacefulness, hunger/thirst,
interest, nostalgia, unpleasant
feelings, and spirituality. Further
questions asked guests how they
felt about the use of scent in
various locations in the hotel – such
as the lobby and reception area,
restaurant and bar, restrooms,
guest rooms and the spa and
fitness centre – and about their
satisfaction, loyalty and likelihood
of revisiting the hotel.
Of 326 guests surveyed in the
hotel lobby, the majority were
middle aged, of Asian origin and
with high levels of education. The
main reason they travelled was for
pleasure followed by business, and
the average length of stay was 3.26
days. Although 40% had never
stayed at the hotel before, 15%
had stayed two or three times and
15% had stayed at least four times.

Happiness and Delight
More than 90% of the guests
confirmed they had noticed the
scent in the hotel. When the
researchers reviewed which
individual emotions were evoked
by the scent, “refreshed” received
the highest score of 5.85 out of
10, while “happy”, “relaxed” and
“comfort” all scored over 5.5. The
lowest scores were for negative
emotions such as “sadness”, which
scored less than 2. Further analysis
of these emotions showed that
they could be grouped into four
categories, which the researchers
named Happiness and Delight,
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Sensuality, Stimuli of Hunger
and Memories, and Unpleasant
Feelings. These categories
made it possible to explore the
relationships among the emotions
and other variables such as guests’
loyalty to the hotel brand and their
intention to revisit.
The emotions in the happiness and
delight category, followed by the
sensuality category, were the “most
dominant emotions evoked by
the hotel scent”, according to the
researchers. Guests who strongly
endorsed these positive emotions
were also likely to express greater
satisfaction with their stay at the
hotel and greater motivation to visit
the hotel again.
These guests also had a slightly
stronger sense of loyalty to the
brand and were more likely to
purchase the scent to take home
with them, although the researchers
note that these associations with
scent were not particularly strong.
Although many of the guests
reported that the scent evoked
feelings of hunger and memories,
these emotions did not seem to
influence their satisfaction with the
hotel or its overall atmosphere.

Not for Everyone
The guests were also given the
opportunity to write their thoughts
about the scent in their own words.
Most of them described their
feelings as “strong”, “refreshing”
and “intense” and were positive
about the use of scent in the hotel,
with around 10% indicating that
they intended to buy it to use “as
a home or office fragrance”. One
guest wrote that entering the hotel
lobby reminded her of a previous
stay at the same hotel chain in
London, describing the memory
as a “very pleasant and welcoming
feeling”.
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A few, however, found the
intensity of the scent off-putting.
It gave some people headaches
and some guests who were
allergic mentioned that they did
not like “the hotel-scent trend”.
Even among those who liked the
scent, the majority preferred it
to be used only in some parts of
the hotel, particularly public areas
such as the hotel lobby, restrooms
and corridors. In contrast, “hotels
should refrain from diffusing scent”
in guest rooms, function spaces
and restaurants. These findings
led the researchers to caution that
hotels should be careful in the way
they pipe scent through their central
air-conditioning systems because it
can become overwhelming to the
senses and negatively influence
guests’ overall hotel experience.

Experiential Tourism
Today’s consumers are increasingly
seeking pleasurable and
memorable experiences, which the
researchers note has given rise to a
new term “experiential marketing”.
In the tourism field, experiential
marketers seek to create “direct
and valuable connections between
organisations and their guests”,
for instance by providing sensory
experiences that trigger positive
emotions. The findings of the study
thus suggest that using ambient
scent may be a way for hotels to
create “memorable experiences for
guests” while also building brand
loyalty and stimulating positive
word-of-mouth. At the same time,
hoteliers should be cautious in the
use of powerful aromas that could
be off-putting to those who find
them unpleasant or overpowering,
presumably creating rather less
pleasant memorable experiences.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Scent may be the most powerful of
all the senses for evoking emotions
and memories.
• Hotels are increasingly using
ambient scent to create emotional
experiences.
• For most guests, a hotel’s scent
evokes happiness and sensuality
and increases their satisfaction.
• Over-use of scent in some areas of
a hotel can be overpowering and
create negative experiences.

Basak Denizci Guillet, Metin Kozak
and Deniz Kucukusta. (2019).
“It’s in the Air: Aroma Marketing
and Affective Response in the
Hotel World”. International
Journal of Hospitality & Tourism
Administration , Vol. 21, Issue 1,
pp. 1-14.

Right Location? That Depends . . .
The factors that determine the
importance of hotel location differ
according to regions in a city, show
the SHTM’s Dr Hengyun Li, Dr
Mimi Li and their co-researcher in
study published recently. Drawing
on a Hong Kong case study, the
researchers show that factors
normally considered universally
important when determining
a locations, such as traffic and
transport, may not be as significant
in some tourist destinations as
in others. Their findings have
obvious implications for hotel
brands and their investors, among
other players in the hospitality and
tourism industry.

Location is Key
Surely one of the most important
decisions for prospective hotel
owners must be where to locate
their premises. While other aspects
can be changed if necessary, the
researchers correctly note that it is
“almost impossible to relocate a
hotel after it has opened”. Unlike
manufacturing and other industries,
service industries rely heavily on
their location choices to attract
customers.
Hotel customers in particular
want to be in the most convenient
location for the purpose of their
visit – they may be looking for easy
accessibility to attractions, business
areas, proximity to the airport or
convenient transport and parking.
Hotels that offer the best locations
therefore tend to have higher
occupancy rates, revenue per
available room, and profitability.
Although the effects of these
characteristics on hotel location
choices have been extensively
explored, the researchers highlight
two factors that have been largely

neglected. First, they suggest that
hotel location is closely correlated
with the type of local development
– the urban structure and type of
development. In a residential area,
for instance, hotels must “compete
with residents for many spaces and
services” and with other services
for “resources such as labour and
land”.
A complementary effect may also
exist, the researchers continue,
whereby an area that is “devoted
primarily to shopping and other
businesses” will also attract hotels
that aim to cater for customers of
these businesses. Nevertheless,
despite its seeming importance, the
influence of land use type on hotel
location choice has rarely been
studied.
Second, the researchers note,
methods used to predict hotel
location choice assume that
potential influencing factors have a
uniform effect across the area under
study. However, they suspect that
this assumption may be incorrect
because “location, price, services,
and other features may have closer
spatial associations that cannot be
ignored”. In other words, whereas
previous researchers have taken
a global perspective in examining
how different factors influence
hotel location across a region, the
researchers consider the influence
of these factors at a smaller spatial
scale.

Hong Kong Case Study
The researchers chose Hong Kong
as the focus of their study because
the city has what they describe as
a “mature hotel industry” following
decades of tourism development.
The city’s urban area traditionally
covered the northern part of Hong

Kong Island and the Tsim Sha
Tsui area, but constraints on land
use have created a unique spatial
pattern of urban development.
Consequently, in the past couple
of decades, hotel development has
continued in the central business
district, while also expanding into
the surrounding suburban districts.
Taking into account this unique
spatial pattern, in the first part of
their study the researchers plotted
the locations of hotels in Hong
Kong that opened before the end
of 2010 onto maps, using the
location information from the
hotels’ websites. The maps also
included the distributions of factors
such as metro stations and tourist
attractions.
The map revealed what the
researchers describe as “extremely
high” concentration of hotels
around the Kowloon-Hong Kong
Island area, and relatively high
concentrations around Tsuen
Wan and Lantau Island. The
high number of hotels close to
commercial and business areas is
a particular feature of Hong Kong,
which is lacking in major historical
and heritage sites and landmarks
compared with tourist destinations
in Europe and mainland China.
The region thus relies heavily
on “business travellers, tourists
visiting friends and relatives and
tourists who tourists who come
to take advantage of the shopping
facilities”, according to the
researchers.
The concentration of hotels in the
centre also suggests that the choice
of location is influenced by what
the researchers call “agglomeration
effects”, whereby hotels gain a
significant advantage from being
located close together as they
benefit from “spillover effects” from
their neighbours.
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