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package tours, the researchers
defined it as the proportion of
tourists who purchased “inclusive
package tours” rather than partial
tours that only included hotel and
transport, for instance. They then
assessed travellers’ satisfaction
with those tours as a proxy for the
intention to return to Hong Kong.
The degree of information
asymmetry was measured by
travel frequency because travellers
with previous travel experience are
more aware of operators’ bundling
strategies, which helps to reduce
asymmetry. The researchers also
examined the effects of several
other factors, including the potential
effects of specific events such as
the handover of Hong Kong to
China in 1997, the SARS outbreak
in 2003 and the global financial
crisis in 2008.

Declining Satisfaction
The HKBT information revealed
that the market share of package
tours increased from 50% in 1993
to 70% in 2001, but then fell
dramatically until it was only 17%
in 2013. The researchers observe
that the market share of package
tours had a consistently negative
effect on tourists’ satisfaction with
the four service components:
as the market share decreased,
tourists reported greater satisfaction
with dining, hotels, sightseeing
and shopping. That market share
also “negatively affected tourists’
behavioural intention”, they write,
and then conclude that “taking
package tours actually discouraged
tourists’ future travel to Hong
Kong”.
The level of information
asymmetry, indicated by the
number of visits to Hong Kong,
also influenced tourists’ satisfaction
with dining and shopping, but not
with hotels and sightseeing. From
the researchers’ perspective, this
indicates that “information does
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indeed affect tourist satisfaction”:
the more trips people take, the
more informed and the more
satisfied they become. The length
of stay also had similar effects on
satisfaction with dining and hotels,
and again the researchers explain
that the longer people stay, the
more information they obtain,
which equips them to make better
purchase decisions in future.
However, the other factors they
examined, including the various
one-off events, appeared to have
only mild effects.

Consumption Hurt
The researchers suggest their
findings imply that package tours
“hurt consumption” because
high information asymmetry
and a mismatch with customers’
expectations mean that such tours
offer “inherently lower satisfaction”
than independent travel. They
posit that legislation is needed to
reduce this information symmetry,
particularly in emerging markets
where three factors contribute
to customers’ informational
disadvantage. First, tourists are less
experienced and are thus more
reliant on package tours. Second,
tour operators fail to convey
accurate information that would
help tourists to make informed
decisions. Third, tour operators’
behaviour and the dissemination
of information to tourists are
insufficiently regulated.
In the West, the researchers
point out, associations were
established several decades ago
to regulate the package tour
industry in response to various
problems and quality issues
particularly the misrepresentation
of tour packages. Change has also
occurred in the Chinese package
tour market, in which significant
problems with low quality recently
led to the introduction of policies
and regulations with the aim
of “regulating tour operators’

behaviour at the national level”.
However, the researchers note that
effects would not yet have been
evident in the information they
collected.

Independent Travel
Beckons
The association between inclusive
package tours and low satisfaction
that the researchers identify
contradicts the conventional view
that packages offer cheap and
convenient forms of travel. It could
well be that the newly introduced
regulations in China may be
too late to stop Chinese tourists
from turning to independent
travel instead. The researchers
argue that as Chinese tourists
have become more experienced
and better informed, and now
have easy access to online travel
intermediaries, they can create their
own package tours by “assembling
different service components” that
exactly match their preferences.
It seems that the “right to create
bundles” has transferred from tour
operators to tourists.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Inclusive package tours are expected
to offer cheap and convenient travel.
• Instead, they can reduce customer
satisfaction and future demand.
• The problem is caused by
information asymmetry between
operators and tourists.
• Emerging markets need better
regulation to ensure high quality
tourism.
Chen, Yong, Schuckert, Markus,
Song, Haiyan and Chon, Kaye.
(2016). “Why Can Package
Tours Hurt Tourists? Evidence
from China’s Tourism Demand
in Hong Kong. Journal of Travel
Research , 55(4), pp. 427-439.

More Knowledge Needed of Muslim
Tourists’ Requirements
Although Muslim tourists constitute
a large and growing sector of the
travel market, greater awareness
is needed of their specific
requirements find SHTM Ph.D.
student Ms Hera Oktadiana, the
School’s Dean Professor Kaye
Chon and a co-researcher. In a
recently published review paper,
the researchers highlight that some
aspects of compliance with Islamic
teaching are well known, such as
the need for Halal food and the
non-consumption of alcohol. Yet,
they argue, more attention must be
paid to other areas such as the role
of travel for well-being in Islamic
life and supporting Islamic religious
and cultural events, among others.

Huge Global Market
The Muslim travel market, which
the researchers note is often
referred to as “Halal tourism”, is
expected to grow rapidly with the
increase in the Muslim population
worldwide. In 2013, for instance,
Muslim travellers generated
US$140 billion in outbound
receipts, amounting to 11% of
the global market and surpassing
the amounts for both the United
States and China. This figure, the
researchers write, is predicted to
reach US$238 billion by 2020. With
the Muslim population expected
to grow to 2.8 billion (30% of the
world population) by 2050, the
Halal travel share of the global
travel market is certain to continue
rising.
Yet the researchers suggest that
this growing market presents a
challenge for the tourism industry.
The practice of Islam is bound
by specific political and national

policies that require adherence to
the Qur’an. “This is not a trivial
force for the lives of the citizens and
those who travel”, the researchers
warn, “since failure to observe the
national regulations both at home
and abroad can result in severe
punishments”. Muslim tourists
thus have particular requirements
that need to be recognised and
understood.
As the researchers note, the Qur’an
generally regards travel in a positive
light because it has many benefits
that help to “balance physical and
spiritual states”. Nevertheless,
as Muslims must continue their
adherence to Sharia law when
they travel, destinations that wish
to attract Muslim tourists need to
“attend to multiple aspects of the
Halal lifestyle”. These include food,
accommodation and transport
preferences, and the provision of
prayer facilities, separate facilities
for males and females, alcohol free
bars and other amenities that “serve
the guests and respect their culture
and religion”.
The researchers identify Malaysia as
the “leading Halal destination”, with
Muslims accounting for 20% of
the country’s visitors in 2014. One
reason for Malaysia’s popularity is
the ease of accessing Halal hotels
and restaurants, public prayer
facilities and even Halal hospitals
and medication. Other destinations
hoping to attract Muslim travellers
need to understand and cater to
Muslim travellers’ specific needs.
Or, as the researchers put it, “a
comprehensive recognition of the
tourists’ concerns is required”.
They were thus interested in what
kind of information might be
available to help such destinations,
and what was still lacking.

Publications
Considered
To ascertain the present state of
knowledge about Halal tourism,
the researchers searched for
articles in academic journals, online
media and hospitality and tourism
websites using relevant keywords
such as “Islamic tourism”, “Halal
travel” and “Halal restaurants”.
Around half of the relevant articles
they found were from academic
publications and online media
and half were from hospitality and
tourism industry sources, including
the two biggest online Muslim
tourism websites, halalbooking.
com and halaltrip.com.
In assessing the content of the
articles, the researchers drew on
the coordinated management
of meaning theory, seeking
to understand the process of
communication itself rather than
the “roots of behaviour, its driving
forces and spiritual values”. The
theory, they explain, offers the
possibility of understanding the
people involved in cross-cultural
contact by considering their forms
of address, the key episodes in
their world, their relationship
patterns, the life-scripts they
pursue and the cultural patterns
that dominate their lives. The
researchers thus classified the
articles into the five components
of communication outlined by the
theory: Culture, Verbal and nonverbal behaviour, Episodes, Life
scripting and Relationships.
Culture, they note, is “the largest
set of issues that inform a
cultural group”, covering such
essentials as expectations of
honesty and political and religious
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tolerance. Verbal and non-verbal
behaviour covers “words and
labels used to describe objects
and concepts”, terms of address
and non-verbal patterns such
as eye contact. Episodes range
from eating habits and rituals,
religious practices and rules about
storytelling to conventions for
payment and tipping, among
others. Life scripting covers
individuals’ views of themselves,
their actions in relation to others
and their aspirations. Finally, the
Relationships component includes
responsibilities to others of both
sexes and acceptable treatment.

Frequent Coverage
Limited
The most frequently discussed
component of communication in
all of the publications considered
was Episodes, covering issues
such as Halal food, restaurants,
accommodation and the overall
concept of what the researchers
describe as a “Muslim-friendly
destination”. In particular, the
preparation and consumption of
food and the non-consumption
of alcohol are “well known and
documented repeatedly”.
Muslim travellers’ requirements
in terms of prayer also receive
plenty of attention, although
the researchers note a lack of
focus on festivals and holidays
that are important to the Muslim
community. In particular, they
point to neglect in the consideration
and management of Eid-ul-Fitr, the
celebration at the end of Ramadan.
They contrast this with the great
importance attached to celebrating
Chinese New Year for Chinese
tourists away from their home
communities.
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Lack of Coverage
Common
Other areas, in contrast,
receive very little coverage. The
Relationships component of
communication, for instance,
is concerned with individuals’
responsibilities and obligations to
family, friends and others. Few of
the publications considered the
rules and preferred segregation
of men and women in many
settings, especially leisure facilities
such as spas, swimming pools
and massage and beauty facilities.
The researchers point out that it is
important for tourism providers to
consider “who can be with whom
in such spaces”, and whether it
is possible to provide separate
facilities or times so that guests can
enjoy them while adhering to the
need for segregation.
Greater attention could also be
paid to certain aspects of the
verbal and non-verbal components
of communication. Although
certain key Muslim needs, such
as the rules about food, receive
adequate coverage, there is little
mention of appropriate forms of
address, rules about touching,
using the right hand to pass
objects and preferences for social
distance and eye contact. The
researchers explain that non-verbal
communication also includes
acceptable Muslim dress codes
and principles for covering the
body. Host communities could
benefit from specific advice on
these issues, moderated according
to the different requirements of the
tourists’ countries of origin.
Understanding how Muslim
tourists approach “bargaining,
tipping” and their “preferred ways
to shop” is another area that needs
to be considered. Given the size
of the Halal market, the potential
spending power of Muslim tourists
is huge and it makes sense to
understand their consumer
behaviour and preferences. Finally,

the Life scripting component of
communication is little considered,
which leads the researchers to
suggest that it offers a “rich space”
for anyone interested in benefiting
from a greater understanding of the
“transformational possibilities of
tourism” among Muslims.

Enhancing Halal
Tourism
The researchers conclude that
their focus on the components
of communication offers a
“pragmatic position for nonMuslim researchers and destination
managers”. It stresses that “we
should study and plan for what
Halal tourists want, but we can do
this without needing to immerse
ourselves in the sophisticated and
complex cultures of the Islamic
world”. Paying sufficient attention
to the under-considered areas
they identify, the researchers
argue, “could assist in building and
enhancing Halal tourism globally”.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Halal tourism is a large and growing
sector of the tourist market.
• Muslim tourists’ specific needs and
requirements are not always well
understood.
• Halal food and the non-consumption
of alcohol are adequately covered in
the literature.
• Yet attention must be paid to a
broader sweep of areas to advance
Halal tourism globally.
Oktadiana, Hera, Pearce, Philip
L. and Chon, Kaye. (2016).
“Muslim Travellers’ Needs:
What Don’t We Know?” Tourism
Management Perspectives , 20,
pp. 124-130.

Review Features Influence Hotel
Booking Intentions
Potential guests reading online
hotel reviews are influenced by a
range of underlying features when
forming their booking intentions,
argue SHTM Ph.D. graduate Ms
Liang Wang, Professor Rob Law
and their co-researchers. In a
recently published article, the
researchers identify the six features
that have the greatest influence on
the booking intentions of business
travellers in mainland China. They
suggest that hoteliers could use
those features – ranging from
usefulness to comprehensiveness –
to enhance their consumer review
management and determine ways
of more effectively influencing
consumers’ booking intentions.

Trustworthy Peer
Information
Consumers are increasingly
relying on online word-ofmouth recommendations when
making purchasing decisions,
especially those related to travel.
The researchers note the general
perception that consumers are
more likely to believe information
provided by their fellow consumers
than that provided by a business
itself. Peer information, they
write, is “considered to be more
independent and trustworthy”
and may reveal critical details that
hotels would prefer not to have
known. Online reviews have thus
become an essential resource for
customers to evaluate the quality
of travel products and services.
Travel firms are starting to take
advantage of online reviews to
attract potential customers by
distributing information through
online communities and publishing

travel reviews, comments and
edited testimonials on their own
websites. However, the researchers
point out that not all reviews are
considered equally useful. As
the volume of consumer reviews
continually increases, the problem
of information overload is starting
to detract from these benefits
as it becomes more difficult for
consumers to discern the most
relevant and helpful reviews.
According to the researchers, more
“signalling cues” are needed to help
hoteliers identify relevant reviews
that can aid them in making more
effective use of online wordof-mouth as a marketing tool.
Sufficient attention has certainly
been paid to how online reviews
influence travellers’ booking
intentions, but the focus has
usually been on the effects overall,
and little is known about how
the individual aspects or features
of reviews influence consumers’
decision making.

Six Review Features
The researchers initially identified
six features that they considered
might influence travellers’
booking intentions. The first is the
“usefulness of online reviews”,
which refers to the extent to which
other people find a review to be
useful in making their decisions.
Given the unprecedented
conglomeration of information on
the Internet, consumers need to
decide which reviews are most
valuable to them.

equal. It is the extent to which
the source is perceived as having
knowledge and expertise about
products and services. Consumers
have the capacity to identify and
follow “market mavens”, the
researchers suggest, and they also
tend to search for information
from others who engage in similar
activities.
The “timeliness of online reviews”
refers to how up-to-date reviews
are, because more recent reviews
are perceived as more helpful
than older ones. The researchers
selected “volume of online
reviews” as the fourth feature
because a higher volume of
comments increases awareness
and signals the level of agreement
among consumers. The fifth
feature, the “valence of online
reviews”, refers to whether reviews
are negative or positive. Although
negative comments are often
found to be more persuasive than
positive ones, the researchers also
point out that positive reviews can
promote a product or service and
even a single recommendation can
be enough to persuade consumers
to try a new product. They thus
expected negative and positive
reviews to have opposite effects.
Finally, the “comprehensiveness
of online reviews” indicates
how detailed and complete the
information in reviews is perceived
to be, with more detailed reviews
expected to attract more attention
and thus be more valuable.
“In unfamiliar situations”, the
researchers state, “consumers need
detailed and specific knowledge to
make decisions”.

The second feature, “reviewer
expertise”, is a consequence of
not all available information being

V

