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Another difference the hoteliers
highlighted was that Chinese
tourists tend to favour “futuristic
and foreign-themed hotels”,
whereas foreigners prefer “retrostyle” themes based around
traditional Chinese culture. A
similar difference was noted
between rural Chinese tourists who
prefer modern themes, and those
from the cities who prefer a “more
nostalgic and simpler design”.

Theming Facilitators
Through analysing the hotelier
responses, the researchers identify
various facilitators that could
encourage Chinese hotels to adopt
theming and gain a competitive
advantage. The strongest facilitator
is China’s valuable culture,
particularly its “diverse local
cultures”. These cultural differences
offer an opportunity for hotels to
differentiate themselves by using,
in the words of one participant, the
specific “religious, ethnic, regional,
and historical traits of a particular
area”, combined with local food,
music and decoration. The hoteliers
agreed that Chinese hoteliers have
not yet realised the enormous
potential of hotel theming based
on local culture, even though,
ironically, hotels in various other
countries have capitalised on it by
opening Chinese-themed hotels.
The researchers point out that
opening a local culture-themed
hotel could “attract many potential
guests” and would be hard to
duplicate because hotels in other
areas do not have access to the
same products. Employing local
staff who represent the local culture
without the need for “cultural
adaptation or extra training” would
be another advantage.
By adopting a local theme,
hotels could help to “preserve
the local cultural heritage” and
act as “cultural ambassadors”. A
local theme would also be more
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environmentally friendly, with
the use of local materials, which
tourists regard as having greater
“authenticity”.
Another facilitator of hotel theming
is the recent shift in the hotel
market. Until recently, business
travellers and government officials
were hotels’ main customers, but
the leisure market is taking an
increasing share. The researchers
note that this change could provide
an opportunity for some hotels
to use theming to “target the new
and younger niche markets”. The
government may even facilitate
hotel theming, such as by providing
tax benefits, if the theme promotes
Chinese culture.

Theming Inhibitors
When asked to identify the
inhibitors of hotel theming, the
hoteliers focused on two main
issues. The first was the risk-averse
nature of Chinese business culture.
They regarded hotel theming as a
“high risk” strategy requiring longterm investments and “precise
targeting” of a niche market.
Chinese hoteliers “lack patience”,
they said, not being prepared
to give up immediate gains for
potential long-term gains.
The second issue was the “less
adventurousness” nature of
Chinese tourists compared with
Western travellers. Although
overseas visitors might be
prepared for “sleeping in trees,
capsule hotels or prison hotels” –
experiences rather than services
– Chinese travellers prefer more
traditional, “less exotic” hotels, the
participants opined.

Future Trends
Drawing on the hoteliers’
predictions of trends, the
researchers identify future

development directions. There will
be increased competition amongst
theme hotels, they note, with
more innovative practices needed.
Superficially themed hotels will fail
and government regulation will be
imposed on the scope of theming.
Hotels emphasising “unique
cultural or geographical position”
will succeed. Those hotels using
Chinese themes when appealing to
foreign and urban Chinese guests
will be particularly successful,
as will those using futuristic and
foreign cultural themes when
appealing to rural Chinese guests.
Ultimately, the researchers argue,
“cutthroat competition and the new
political environment in China’s
hotel market will force Chinese
hoteliers to study original practices
and consider hotel theming”. The
onus is now on hoteliers to act.

POINTS TO NOTE
• China’s hoteliers lag behind their
Western counterparts in developing
themed hotels.
• Theming may provide a significant
advantage in a competitive market.
• Chinese local culture offers
opportunities for unique theming
that could be exploited effectively.
• Theming should focus on intangible
features that are hard to copy.
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Guest Profile Matters
for Hotel Bookings
When booking hotel rooms, guests
with different profiles tend to
choose different types of booking
channels, with some preferring to
book directly through the hotel’s
website and others choosing to use
third-party websites or call centres,
according to SHTM Assistant
Professor Lorenzo Masiero and
Professor Rob Law. In a recently
published paper, the researchers
show that with knowledge of which
customers prefer what channels,
hotels can do more to maximise
bookings through each channel.

Tourism Distribution
Channels
As in many other areas of business,
the Internet has brought about
“unprecedented changes in the
hospitality industry”, according to
the researchers. One such change
is that many tourists now prefer to
make hotel bookings online rather
than use traditional channels such
as tour operators and travel agents.
This “global network facility” offers
hotel customers the choice of using
either direct channels such as hotel
websites, or indirect channels
such as online travel agencies
(OTAs) and destination marketing
organisation (DMO) websites and
call centres.
In considering the factors that
might affect customers’ choice
of distribution channels, the
researchers note that hotel
companies often “develop different
pricing strategies with online
channels”, and consequently
prices on their own websites are
often higher than those available
elsewhere. However, when making
a booking, a customer may take
many things into consideration

apart from price, including the
ease of finding information, the
hotel’s location and the quality
of the rooms. OTAs attract many
customers by “offering additional
services such as comparing room
rates of different hotels, offering
large discounts, and providing
additional information”.
Online booking services, however,
do have limitations. The researchers
point out that certain travellers, for
instance, may still prefer to use
traditional travel agents, particularly
for international trips, because they
can provide a “clearer picture of the
destination”. Another problem with
online distribution channels is the
lack of a standardised classification
system, with different star ratings
adopted by different websites
and countries, making it difficult
to compare the quality of hotels
online.
Other factors influencing the
choice of channel, note the
researchers, could be “aspects
related to users such as their
profiles and perceptions”, but little
research attention has turned in
that direction. Consequently, they
decided to examine how various
customer attributes, together with
hotel attributes, affect customers’
selection of different distribution
channels.

DMO Facilitated
Bookings
To achieve their aim, the
researchers collected hotel room
booking information for AsconaLocarno in Ticino, Switzerland.
The information came from
a local DMO that offers all
hotels in the area the use of an

integrated channel manager which
incorporates bookings generated
by the hotels’ and OTAs’ websites
and the DMO’s own booking
engine and call centre. It tracks and
records relevant information on the
transactions made through each of
these sales channels.
Drawing on a full year of
information, the researchers
classified the bookings according
to the sales channel through
which they were generated. They
collected information on the guests’
profiles, including the length of
stay, size of the travel party, how
long in advance the booking
was made and whether it was a
domestic or international booking.
They also collected data on the
hotels’ characteristics, including
the price per night and the hotel
star rating, and finally whether the
booking was made in the summer
or winter season, to find out
whether seasonality affected the
choice of booking channel.

Hotel and Customer
Characteristics
In analysing their data, the
researchers first examine the
breakdown of bookings by
channel. The majority of travellers
(almost 60%) made their bookings
through online travel agencies
such as booking.com, venere.
com, expedia.com and hotels.com.
Around 27% of bookings were
made through the DMO website,
while around 8% and 6% were
made through the hotels’ own
websites and the DMO call centre,
respectively.
Almost 80% of hotel guests
were domestic travellers, and
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the average length of stay was
two days. Just under half of the
bookings were made in the week
before the check-in date, and just
over half were made, on average,
36 days in advance. The price
of the hotels ranged from 50 to
495 Swiss francs (CHF) a night,
with an average of CHF220. The
majority of bookings were for the
summer season, between May and
September, as the Ascona-Locarno
region benefits from a mild
Mediterranean climate that makes
it what the researchers describe
as an “exclusive summer lakeside
destination”.

Customers and
Channel Preferences
Investigating what hotel and
customer characteristics were
associated with which booking
channel, the researchers note that
those travellers who booked longer
stays were more likely to book
directly through the hotel website
than through any of the indirect
channels. They suggest that hotel
managers could make use of this
finding by offering “dedicated
promotions” through DMOs to
encourage longer stays, such as by
offering “extra night promotions”.
This would not only increase their
revenue, but would also give DMOs
an opportunity to “counteract the
general trend towards shorter
stays”.
Travellers who left it until the week
before their trips to book tended to
use OTAs, probably because that is
where last minute offers were most
likely to be found. As the trend
for late bookings is increasing,
the researchers suggest that hotel
managers might benefit from
offering “appealing last-minute
promotions to move bookings from
OTAs to hotel websites”. Bookings
for larger parties were also more
likely to be made through indirect
channels, and hotels could consider
facilitating large group bookings
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by adding “dedicated sections and
promotions” to their own booking
systems.
Domestic travellers and those
who booked longer than a week
in advance showed a strong
preference for using the DMO
channels, particularly the DMO
website. As domestic travellers
made up a large proportion
of visitors, the researchers
argue that DMOs might want
to “consolidate the customer
relationship with domestic tourists”
by offering special deals, perhaps
combining “national transport with
accommodation offers”.

Hotels, Seasonality
and Channel
Preferences
The researchers reveal that
travellers who booked through
hotels’ own websites paid, on
average, a higher price per night
than those who booked through
other channels. There seemed to be
little difference between the prices
offered by OTAs and DMOs in the
higher price brackets, but the DMO
channels were cheaper for lower
priced hotels. The researchers
explain that this could be down
to customers’ negotiating power,
as there is a common practice
of negotiating through DMO call
centres, which tend to have “some
flexibility in negotiating rates”.
Star rating also influenced the
choice of booking channel, with
lower rated hotels more likely to
be booked through DMOs and
higher rated hotels through OTAs.
This would seem to suggest that
lower rated and cheaper hotels
could do more to benefit from the
large market offered by OTAs, the
researchers note. Furthermore,
as many travellers will seek out
the best price they can get, hotel
managers would do well to
implement “more effective pricing
strategies” on their own websites

to encourage more direct bookings.
The researchers found little
evidence to suggest that making
a booking in summer or winter
affected travellers’ choice of
booking channel, although they
were less likely to use hotel
websites for summer bookings.

The Greatest Benefit
Overall, the researchers suggest
that hotels could increase their
revenue by attracting more
customers to book directly through
their own websites, and by
engaging with OTAs and DMOs to
offer specific promotions aimed
at particular groups of travellers.
OTAs have the greatest share of
the hotel booking market, and
lower rated hotels should “increase
their visibility in OTAs” as they offer
“substantial opportunities to boost
online sales”. The researchers
conclude that DMOs benefit the
hotel industry overall because
they attract “specific segments
of customers, thus creating an
additional marketing opportunity”.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Most hotel bookings are made
through online travel agents.
• Various customer characteristics
influence the choice of booking
channel.
• Hotels can increase revenue by
attracting more customers to their
own websites.
• DMOs play an important role
in attracting particular types of
customers.
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Chinese Hotels Must
Act on OTAs
Hotels in China have “little
negotiating power” with online
travel agents (OTAs) and could do
more to resist their increasingly
dominant role, suggest SHTM
MSc student Lorraine Zhang,
Associate Professor Basak Denizci
Guillet and Assistant Professor
Deniz Kukukusta in a recently
published research paper. Yet this
should not suggest that hotels
can do away with “maintaining
a healthy relationship with this
important distribution channel”,
the researchers warn. In a wideranging study the researchers also
find that the competition between
OTAs is even more intense than it
is between OTAs and hotels, and
is likely to intensify further with the
entry of new companies into the
market.

Hotels and OTAs
in China
There has been a huge expansion
in China’s hotel industry over the
past few decades, with a shift from
“hotel shortages to overprovision”,
according to the researchers.
Encouraged by the country’s strong
economy and increasing consumer
spending power, international
hotel companies have shifted their
interests from the mature markets
in the US and Europe to Asia, and
China in particular, while domestic
hotel companies have also taken
the opportunity to build new
brands.
The researchers note that
alongside this growth in China’s
hotel industry, the Internet
has “dramatically affected the
distribution of hotel rooms”,
creating both opportunities
and challenges. Customers are

increasingly relying on OTAs to
book hotel rooms, as they offer
both great convenience and
competitive pricing. Consequently,
as the number of companies
entering this vibrant market
increases, competition between
OTAs is “becoming fierce, with
ever-increasing acquisitions and
frequent conflicts”.
While OTAs are certainly beneficial
for customers, the expansion of
this market also has important
implications for hotels. In theory,
OTAs act as agents for hotels,
while hotels hire OTAs to sell
what the researchers term their
“valuable inventory”. However,
the relationship can become
unbalanced if OTAs and hotels
have different objectives. For
instance, the rapid growth of the
hotel and OTA markets could
cause problems as “OTAs are
trying to get a larger share from
the hotel market while hoteliers
are struggling to get their names
out there and increase their direct
sales”, suggest the researchers.

Online Comments
Considered
To gain a perspective on the
relative balance of power between
hotels and OTAs in China, the
researchers collected comments
from three types of online sources.
International online magazines
were represented by Hotels
Magazine, Hotel News Now,
Hotel Management and Tnooz.
The online Chinese travel industry
information centres considered
were China InfoBank, iResearch,
Meadin, Ctcnn and Traveldaily.
Finally, Sina Weibo represented
Chinese micro-blog platforms.

The researchers collected 242
comments that were relevant to
the scope of their study. Having
analysed the content they then
identified five broad themes,
grouping the comments under
those that related to “the Chinese
hotel distribution market”,
“the Chinese OTA market”,
“globalisation of OTAs”, “new
trends in the Chinese distribution
market” and “recommendations for
hotels in China”.

OTA Market in China
Many of the comments about
the Chinese hotel distribution
market related to the attitudes
of hotels toward OTAs. The
researchers observe that the
“attitudinal stance of hotels toward
OTAs is complicated” because
they offer both advantages and
disadvantages. Many hotels rely on
OTAs to access a wide customer
base, but this can cause problems
if they over-rely on them as their
“prime means of selling excess
inventory”. Hotels have failed to
adopt technical advancements such
as building their own websites to
encourage direct booking, and rely
on the OTAs’ expertise to reduce
their own development costs. As a
result, they have become “trapped
in a passive position”.
Comments about the Chinese OTA
market mentioned the high level
of competition between OTAs.
The researchers note that many
commenters expressed concern
about Ctrip’s domination of the
market, particularly the company’s
“bullying of smaller OTAs” and its
frequent launching of price wars
intended to “disturb the online
market price”.
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