Research Horizons | Volume 15 Issue 1 | February 2021

of four scenarios. The restaurant
was either crowded or sparsely
populated. Once seated, they were
handed a menu that featured either
a “limited time offer” cue or a “most
popular” cue.
The questions that followed
assessed the participants’
perceptions of restaurant
crowdedness, sense of personal
power, and attitudes towards the
menu. The restaurant scenario
proved to be highly relatable and
realistic for the participants, who
took an average of 11 minutes to
complete the survey. After being
asked to grade how busy the
restaurant was, the participants
described their sense of personal
power. They were asked to agree
or disagree with such statements
as “In my relationships with others,
I can get others to do what I want”.
Finally, the fictitious guests were
asked to make the all-important
menu choices that would prove
or disprove the researchers’
hypotheses.

Attracting Solo Diners
Based on detailed analysis, the
researchers were encouraged
to find that the proposed threeway interaction between social
crowdedness, promotional cues,
and solo consumers’ sense of
power was indeed statistically
significant. “Low-power individuals
exhibited more favourable attitudes
toward the menu involving a
popularity cue in the crowded
(vs non-crowded) environment”,
the researchers report. However,
their attitudes towards the menu
involving scarcity did not differ
across crowding levels.
In practice, this suggests that solo
diners who lack a sense of power
will choose popular dishes that
enhance their sense of belonging to
a group. Powerful individuals, on
the other hand, are unlikely to be
influenced by either popularity cues
or scarcity cues, “regardless of the
crowding level”. Critically, say the
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researchers, the findings suggest
that “solo consumers’ sense of
power and promotional cues
collectively predict their responses
to crowding”.

of inducing power”, the researchers
add, “is to acknowledge solo
diners’ loyalty tier in the company’s
loyalty reward program”.

This research represents a valuable
addition to the literature on
crowding, providing insights into
the growing market of solo diners.
It offers an important counterpoint
to the prevailing theory that in a
crowded environment, consumers
invariably seek to assert their
freedom. In fact, solo diners may
make choices that encourage
feelings of belongingness and
communality – particularly if they
are from a low-power group.

Blueprint for the
Future

“Dining alone can be a daunting
experience”, the researchers
state. It may induce feelings of
“loneliness and social exclusion”.
These may prove insurmountable
barriers for potential restaurantgoers, particularly individuals who
lack a sense of power. Such diners
may be especially reluctant to visit
crowded restaurants.
To tap into this market, say the
researchers, restaurants need to
activate the sense of belongingness
of diners with low power. They
advise restaurant managers
to “leverage promotional cues
on a menu to enhance solo
diners’ experiences”. Specifically,
managers may wish to highlight
popularity cues at busy times or
customise menus to appeal to
different types of consumer. New
technologies, such as tablets,
kiosks, and mobile apps, can be
used to personalise menus.
In contrast, powerful solo
diners tend to hold “consistently
favourable attitudes” towards a
menu, regardless of promotional
cues or crowding levels.
The researchers suggest that
restaurants can “lead diners to feel
that they are valued and powerful”
by making changes to the physical
environment or using certain words
in marketing materials, such as
“energy” or “power”. “Another way

Eating alone should be a
comfortable, fun, and rewarding
experience, regardless of one’s
social status or confidence. With
more and more people living alone
and dining alone, restaurants need
to refine and personalise their
offering to appeal to solo diners,
capturing a share of this lucrative
and socially mobile market. This
pioneering research challenges
several theoretical assumptions
about consumer behaviour,
suggesting that the urge to belong
is more important to consumers
than previously thought. Most
importantly, the research provides
a practical and inexpensive
blueprint for restaurants seeking to
maximise the enjoyment of solo
diners. Whether you’re eating in a
restaurant or managing one, these
findings offer essential food for
thought.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Solo diners are a rapidly growing
market for the restaurant sector.
• The menu choices of solo diners may
be affected by promotions (bestsellers or limited time offers) and
how crowded the restaurant is.
• Solo diners’ sense of power may
influence their choice of dishes.
• To attract solo diners, restaurants
should cultivate their sense of
belonging and make them feel
powerful and valued.
YooHee Hwang, Na Su, and Anna
Mattila (2020). The Interplay
between Social Crowding and
Power on Solo Diners’ Attitudes
toward Menus with Popularity
and Scarcity Cues. International
Journal of Contemporary
Hospitality Management , Vol.
32, Issue 3, pp. 1227-1246.

How to Cope in a Crisis
Health crises are every hotel
manager’s worst nightmare, but
they are becoming increasingly
common. In a fascinating and
prescient case study that bridges
the gap between theory and
practice, SHTM researchers Dr Clare
Fung and Dr Alice H. Y. Hon and
a co-author show that embracing
a four-stage crisis management
model can help hotels to protect
their residents, reputations, and
revenue. Written before the
COVID-19 pandemic, their study
documents the responses of
Hong Kong China Travel Service
Hotels Limited to the outbreaks of
SARS and swine flu, showing just
how critical a crisis management
plan is. As the hospitality and
tourism industry emerges from the
COVID-19 pandemic, the lessons
contained in this case study will
prove invaluable.

Challenges Abound
In recent years, the global
hospitality and tourism industry has
faced numerous shocks, including
acts of terrorism, geopolitical
instability, and the 2008 global
financial crisis. Threats to health
have been particularly severe.
“The hospitality industry has
faced a considerable disease crisis
challenge in the past 15 years”, say
the researchers. The short-term
impact is a loss of revenue, and
the longer-term consequences may
be devastating. “An unexpected
and potentially disruptive crisis
can threaten tourism demand and
harm the business performance of
a hotel, as well as the reputation
of its location”, the researchers
caution.
Hong Kong China Travel Service
Hotels Limited (HK CTS Hotels)
operates more than 18,000
rooms in Hong Kong, Macau, and
mainland China, as well as 50 UK
hotels. The success of the hotel

group lies in “dedicating the best
hospitality services to hotel guests”,
the researchers tell us. Over time,
the group has had to adapt to
several emerging threats, making
it the ideal focus for a case study
of crisis response. The researchers
examined how HK CTS Hotels
dealt with two serious health
events – the outbreaks of SARS
and swine flu.

Patient Zero
In February 2003, a guest checked
in to room 911 at the Metropole
Hotel, Hong Kong. Along with
his luggage, he was carrying the
deadly SARS virus, which he would
subsequently pass on to at least
12 other guests. “There was no
awareness of SARS at the time”,
note the researchers. However,
the world soon learned of this
deadly disease, which ultimately
claimed more than 700 lives. The
crisis took the hotel completely by
surprise, and it was slow to react.
“The SARS outbreak had a
significant impact on the Metropole
Hotel’s business as well as that
of other Hong Kong hotels”, say
the researchers. This included
a 90% drop in reservations.
Investigators publicly stated that
the professor’s vomiting on the
floor outside his room had caused
the virus to spread. For a chain
that prides itself on cleanliness,
this report was hugely damaging.
“The investigation finding shocked
the hotel guests and the wider
community of Hong Kong”, the
researchers report. The hotel itself
became known as the “SARS
hotel”, a name it would struggle
to shake off. It was eventually
rebranded as Metropark Hotel
Kowloon.
The hotel’s failure to contain the
crisis caused significant damage
to the business and the brand.

Recognising the risk posed by
future health outbreaks to the hotel
group’s reputation and profitability,
the chain’s management team
acted decisively. “The SARS
infection case in the Metropole
Hotel forced HK CTS Hotels to
develop its crisis management
system to ensure that its hotels
could smoothly handle any
potential crisis”, explain the
researchers. The group soon had
the chance to put this system into
action.

Effective Management
As soon as news of the 2009 swine
flu outbreak emerged, HK CTS
Hotels’ crisis planning taskforce
created preventative guidelines for
all of the group’s hotels. Despite
these measures, the group was
unable to avoid its first infection
case. A traveller from Mexico who
checked in at Metropark Hotel
Wanchai was confirmed as the first
swine flu case in Hong Kong.
To contain the outbreak, the
hotel’s guests were forced to stay
inside for seven days. This caused
significant “dissatisfaction and
anger”, the researchers tell us. The
hotel became the focus of global
media attention. “Guest satisfaction
became a critical factor in the
public image and the reputation of
the hotel”, say the researchers, and
it quickly became the focus of crisis
management efforts. The hotel
sought to distance itself from the
quarantine arrangements. It was
made clear to residents, the public,
and the press that “the role of the
hotel was to provide excellent
service to all guests”.
An enquiry desk was set up to
field calls and provide information
and advice. It also conducted an
impact assessment to identify
practical ways to make guests feel
more comfortable and informed.
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The hotel made guests’ health and
safety its “first priority”, note the
researchers, arranging for them to
receive relevant information from
government health experts. To put
its guests further at ease, the chain
waived all costs, organised meals
and events, and even handed out
Sony PlayStation Portable consoles
to bored children. A crucial line
of communication with the head
office was established. This, say
the researchers, enabled Metropark
Hotel Wanchai “to receive
suggestions and support from the
HK CTS Hotels management team
and resources and support from
HK CTS Hotels”.
Clearly, the detailed crisis
management plan and decisive
action taken by the hotel manager
and other decision-makers ensured
that Metropark Hotel Wanchai
was well prepared to cope with
the swine flu outbreak. As well
as providing essential support for
residents, the researchers note, the
hotel’s action plan helped to protect
its reputation.

Lessons Learned
Comparing the responses of HK
CTS Hotels to these two dramatic
health events, the authors found
evidence that adopting a fourstage crisis management process
is highly effective. To manage a
crisis, they explain, a hotel must go
through four key stages: “reduction,
readiness, response and recovery”.
This theoretical model provides
hotel managers with a “general
crisis management framework
which provides guidelines on
how to handle a crisis properly”,
the authors state. Going further,
they outline a blueprint for
crisis management informed by
experience.
During the first phase, crisis
reduction , hotels should seek
to “minimise the impact of
an upcoming crisis”, say the
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researchers. This involves
gathering information on the
potential threat from all sources,
including, crucially, social media.
This stage is not about acting – yet.
Instead, it “should mainly be about
knowledge acquisition, creation
and storage”, advise the authors.
On reaching the crisis readiness
stage, the organisation has already
been affected. Therefore, “providing
protection for staff, guests and
property will be the main aim
of the contingency plan”, the
researchers explain. The crisis
should be categorised according to
its seriousness and its impact, or
the “type of damage” it inflicts. Its
categorisation should dictate the
particular strategy to be taken.
Communication is paramount
during the crisis response stage.
Having activated and implemented
its contingency plan and tactics,
the hotel should now “build up
effective internal and external
communication channels so that
its employees, hotel guests and
the public can access updated
information”, the researchers
recommend. Ongoing evaluation
is required to assess the impact of
the crisis and to re-evaluate and
refine approaches.
Once the danger has passed, the
hotel enters the crisis recovery
stage. It must now “focus on
implementing a recovery plan
and reconstruction”, suggest the
researchers. Although disruption
and damage are unavoidable,
there is room for optimism, as a
“well-devised recovery plan and
marketing strategy can change the
crisis into an opportunity in the long
term”. Such tactics might include
price differentiation, service quality
enhancement, the efficient use of
social media, and public relations
tactics. The ultimate aim of this
stage, explain the researchers, “is
to consolidate the organisation’s
competitive advantage and its
positioning”.

Knowledge Transfer
Translating theory into practice is
not always simple, but it is vital –
especially at times of crisis. As this
case study shows, by adopting
and implementing a four-stage
crisis recovery plan, HK CTS Hotels
was able to safeguard – and even
strengthen – its reputation. The
paper is a powerful illustration of
the important work that SHTM
academics carry out in bridging the
gap between theory and practice,
applying lessons learned in the
classroom to the real world. It
is this practical and pragmatic
approach to management that sets
our students and researchers apart.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Public health crises are becoming
increasingly common, and can
severely damage hotel firms’
reputations and revenue.
• To draw lessons for hotels on crisis
management and recovery, the
researchers compared the responses
of Hong Kong China Travel Service
Hotels Limited to the outbreaks of
SARS and swine flu.
• Following its belated response
to the SARS outbreak, the hotel
group developed a robust crisis
management strategy that allowed
it to effectively contain the impact of
swine flu.
• To minimise the damage done by
future health crises, hotels should
rigorously implement a four-stage
crisis recovery plan, comprising crisis
readiness, reduction, response, and
recovery.
Clare Fung, Bruce Tsui, and
Alice H.Y. Hon (2020). Crisis
Management: A Case Study
of Disease Outbreak in the
Metropark Hotel Group. Asia
Pacific Journal of Tourism
Research , Vol. 25, Issue 10, pp.
1062-1070.

Counting the Social Costs of Tourism
in the COVID-19 Era
During the COVID-19 pandemic,
tourism scholars and practitioners
have directed their attention
to local communities in tourist
destinations, examining their safety
and well-being and the costs that
they bear due to tourism activities.
Yet according to the SHTM’s
Professor Haiyan Song and Dr
Jinah Park and their co-researchers,
it is now time to discuss the social
costs of tourism during crises.
How much are local communities
willing to sacrifice to reduce these
costs? Analysing local residents’
willingness to pay to alleviate
public health risk, the researchers
explored the situation through
an economic lens. Their findings
have important implications for the
formulation of recovery strategies
and policies in destinations affected
by COVID-19.

such as swine flu and Ebola. They
found that the spread of disease via
human travel poses the main risk
to tourism, as it leads to restrictions
on international movement.
“In addition to the health risks to
tourists”, the researchers note,
“there are obvious concerns that
infected tourists may spread the
disease to local residents”. Yet,
little attention has been paid to
how tourism can amplify public
health crises for residents and
stakeholders at tourist destinations.
Given the threat posed by the
COVID-19 pandemic, it is more
important than ever to study the
risk perceptions of residents of
tourism destinations, whose views
are shaped by experiences that
tourists do not share.

Tourism and Disease

Residents’ Responses
to Crisis

“Tourism has a profound impact
on society”, note the researchers,
“and alongside its positive effects
it can interfere with the social and
economic well-being of residents
in tourist destinations”. Most
concerningly, the rapid increase
in tourism and mobility due
to globalisation has led to the
emergence (or re-emergence) of
infectious diseases. Urbanisation
and globalisation drive the rapid
spread of the virus, but tourism
clearly plays a role in exacerbating
the resulting public health
crises. The 2003 SARS epidemic
prompted many researchers to
study the impacts of and responses
to infectious respiratory diseases

At the peak of the COVID-19
crisis in China, the researchers
surveyed 1,627 residents in three
urban tourism destinations (Hong
Kong, Guangzhou and Wuhan).
Responding to hypothetical
scenarios, each respondent was
asked to indicate their willingness
to pay (WTP) to reduce three types
of risk associated with tourism
during the pandemic: health
risk (i.e., risk of cross-infection,
shortage of medical supplies, the
difficulty of prevention and patient
tracing), social risk (i.e., social
panic and instability, commodity
shortage, and environmental
degradation), and three elements of
the negative effects on tourism (i.e.,

reputational crisis in tourism, host–
guest conflicts and xenophobia).
Most of the respondents in these
three cities were willing to pay to
reduce the risk posed by tourism
during the COVID-19 public health
crisis. Indeed, “the residents of the
three cities were willing to pay an
average of 300 in local currency
(Hong Kong dollars or Chinese
RMB) to reduce the risk of negative
tourism-generated pandemic
effects”, write the researchers. They
stressed that although the intensity
of the pandemic differed between
the three cities, “no significant
differences were observed in the
basic WTP of residents between the
cities”. This, they reasoned, was
attributable to the extensive media
coverage of COVID-19, which
meant that all residents were aware
of the pandemic’s severity, even
when their cities had relatively few
confirmed cases.
The researchers also found that
younger residents were willing
to pay more for risk reduction.
“Younger generations are more
digitally savvy and more often
connected to the Internet than
older residents”, the researchers
explain, “which allows younger
generations to access the most
up-to-date information about the
pandemic crisis in real time”. This
implies that local authorities and
tourism organisations should seek
to involve young people in crisis
recovery actions in the aftermath of
the pandemic.

IX

