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The researchers provide two
examples in which the overall
hotel rating is 5 but the six specific
qualities are only rated as 1 or 2.
Comparing the ratings with the
written comments, one of the
reviews seems to fit the overall
rating of 5, suggesting that the
specific ratings are misleading,
whereas the other review seems
more consistent with an overall
rating of only 1 or 2, suggesting
that the high overall rating is
misleading. That self-contradiction
prompted the researchers to explore
whether this is a widespread
phenomenon and, if so, what
causes it.
Using specially developed software,
the researchers retrieved both types
of ratings for all Hong Kong starrated hotels listed on TripAdvisor.
There were 185 hotels – 18 fivestar, 80 four-star, 75 three-star, 11
two-star and 1 one-star – with a
total of 41,572 ratings. Next, they
measured the “gap” between the
overall rating and the average of
the six specific ratings as the “index
to measure whether a review or a
rating is suspicious”.

Gap between “Overall”
and “Specific” Ratings
The average overall rating of the
reviews was around 4.2, which
the researchers note indicates that
“travellers are very satisfied with
their experience in Hong Kong
hotels in general”. More than three
quarters of reviewers gave ratings
of 4 or 5, whereas only 8% gave
ratings of 1 or 2.
Comparing the overall ratings with
the average for the six specific
ratings, the researchers found
that almost 20% of reviews had
a discrepancy, or “gap”, of more
than 0.5. This gap, they write, is
an indication of a “suspicious” or
at least “low-quality” online review,
describing the number of reviews
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with this gap as a “large and
considerable proportion”.

Consequently, online customers
should “pay more attention to the
rating gap” on TripAdvisor.

Determining Who
Posts the Ratings

They also suggest that TripAdvisor
provide a warning to reviewers who
“may have made a mistake or may
not be taking the rating seriously”
if they try to post a review with
ratings that differ by more than
0.5. Although other sites aggregate
category scores to produce a final
score, circumventing this problem,
the researchers suggest that their
findings should ultimately remind
all “e-commerce platforms about
the problem of fake or low-quality
reviews”.

Turning to “who tends to post
suspicious ratings”, the researchers
examined the relationship between
the size of the gap and the overall
rating. They found that reviewers
who gave excellent ratings were
less likely to have a gap between
their overall and specific ratings,
whereas those who “dislike giving
excellent ratings” tended to create
big gaps. They offer two possible
explanations for this finding.
First, it is possible that reviewers
who tend not to give excellent
ratings are less careful about the
scores they give and merely “post
them randomly”. Alternatively,
those who tend to give excellent
ratings might “include more
manipulators whose job is to
constantly post positive reviews”
for hotels. In other words, they
could be professional reviewers
paid by hotels to generate positive
reviews who are required to give
both overall and specific ratings of 5.
Finally, the researchers examined
whether different types of hotels
are more likely to be associated
with suspicious reviews. In general,
higher class hotels not only
received better reviews, but also
had less of a gap in their ratings
than lower class hotels. Hence,
“the problem of suspicious online
ratings” may be more serious
among the lower class hotels.

Beware of the Gap
The researchers conclude that
suspicious reviews can be generated
in two ways – through either
deliberate manipulation or
“perfunctory rating behaviour”, with
the two being indistinguishable.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Customers highly value the reviews
provided on e-commerce platforms.
• Reviews are only helpful if they are
genuine, but fake reviews are hard
to spot.
• Discrepancies between “overall”
and “category” rating could indicate
unreliable reviews.
• Around 20% of online hotel reviews
may be suspicious or fake.
Schuckert, Markus, Liu, Xianwei and
Law, Rob. (2015) “Insights into
Suspicious Online Ratings: Direct
Evidence from TripAdvisor”.
Asia Pacific Journal of Tourism
Research , DOI:.1080/10941665.
2015.1029954.

Online Tourist Photos
Present Ideal Selves
Tourists deciding what photographs
to take and share with others
are engaging in impression
management involving the
presentation of an “ideal self”,
according to Dr Iris Lo, an SHTM
PhD graduate who was supervised
by Professor Bob McKercher. In
a recently published study, the
researchers highlight the role of
social media in changing the nature
of travel, as tourists increasingly
post their photos online to be
viewed and commented on
by broad audiences. They find
that through the photo selection
process, tourists become engaged
in a constant comparison and reevaluation of their performance
and find themselves in a “constant
dilemma of who to satisfy”.

Role of Social Media in
Tourist Photography
According to the researchers,
tourism involves a search for the
“extraordinary” as a means of
escaping from mundane everyday
life. Tourists have always used
photography as a means to record
where they have been, but importantly
also to present themselves to others
in a particular way.
While taking photos is intrinsically
linked with tourism, the nature of
tourist photography has changed
since the democratisation of the
Internet has made it possible for
anyone to upload their personal
photos to social media sites. The
researchers note that more than
500 million photos a day are
uploaded onto social media, and
this figure continues to increase.
As the rise of social media blurs
the boundary between tourism

and everyday life, the researchers
suggest that tourist photography
is becoming more about creating
social ties than simply recording
memories. Tourists have “present,
future and imagined audiences”
in mind when taking photos. As
a result, the process of choosing
what photo to take, how to pose
the subject and which images to
upload has much to do with the
presentation of an “ideal self” for
these audiences. Social networking
sites allow people to “create
and manage impressions” and
tourism is an ideal way of creating,
enhancing or experimenting with
self-identities. Posting photos on
such sites can thus be viewed as a
form of “impression management”.

Hong Kong Tourists
Studied
To explore the “role of impression
management in the production
of online tourist photography”,
the researchers conducted an indepth analysis of the travel and
photography practices of 13
tourists. The eight women and five
men were residents of Hong Kong
aged between 18 and 35, and all
of them had travelled outside Hong
Kong in the past two years and
had posted travel photos on social
media sites.
The study began with the collection
of the tourists’ travel photos,
comments from viewers and
background information from
social networking sites such
as Facebook. Then in-depth
interviews were conducted as
tourists were led through their
entire travel related online postings.
They were encouraged to talk
about their travel experiences and

recall their memories while viewing
their photos.

Five-Stage Image
Selection Process
The researchers found that posting
photos on social media sites
involves a five-stage process,
starting with the decision to take a
camera on a trip through to selfreflection after posting photos
online. Using a movie-making
metaphor, they labelled these
stages Pre-production, On-site
production, Post-production – the
cutting room floor, Post-production
– editor’s cut and distribution
and Critique and reception – post
posting dissonance .
During the pre-production stage,
the decision to take a camera on a
trip seems to be motivated by the
desire to take photos as an “aide
memoire” that allows the tourist to
re-experience the trip and prolong
the enjoyment once back home. A
second motivation is the desire to
share the experience with others,
which the researchers refer to as
“relationship maintenance”.
Although the interviewed tourists did
not specifically mention impression
management at this stage, this
“emerged during the interview
process”. One of the tourists, for
instance, mentioned that he did not
take a camera on some trips with
his friends because posting photos
of them in some situations might
be “too risky” and would “damage
their self-image”.
The on-site production stage
involves deciding what photos to
take, how much time and effort
to spend searching for the best
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images or framing shots and so
on. The researchers show that
while this process is infused
with much meaning, tourists are
often unaware of that meaning
until questioned after the fact.
They are more likely to state
initially that they take photos to
capture something extraordinary
as evidence of having been to “a
special place”. Alternately, they
may not take a picture of an
extraordinary experience, either
because stopping to do so would
mean no longer being “in the
moment” or because it was so
exciting that the tourists forgot or
had no time to take a picture.
It became clear that impression
management was quite evident
at this stage, even if not overtly
noticed, as the tourists emphasised
that they wanted to take pictures
that presented a “positive image”,
either of themselves or the places
they visited, and sometimes
avoided taking pictures if they
were wearing the wrong clothes or
thought the photo would give the
wrong impression.

Post-production,
Critique and Reception
Impression management becomes
the most important concern at
the post-production stage, when
photos are selected because they
present an acceptable version of
reality to be viewed not only by
oneself in the future, but also by
an online audience. This process
involves the first step of “culling”
unflattering or blurry images, either
immediately or after reviewing
them back at home.
The next step involved selecting
which pictures to upload. Here the
desire to present an idealised selfimage emerged as tourists were
concerned about how the audience
would react to their images. One
of the tourists “manipulated his
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photographs” using photo software
to “enhance his image as an expert
photographer”. Others posted
different photos on different sites
to suit their respective audiences,
such as by excluding more
personal photos from public sites
and only posting pictures that
presented them as explorers.
The selection process continues
once the photos have been
uploaded and the audience has
had a chance to respond, the
researchers write. The tourists said
they would remove photos that
did not “gain the response desired”
or that were “later interpreted as
reflecting an undesired self image”.
Feedback from others can also
alter future behaviour – one of the
tourists remarked that she would
rethink how to “balance the needs
of the adults and the child” in light
of criticism from her audience,
while others received positive
feedback that motivated them
to improve their photographic
skills. Several seemed to alter
their sharing strategies when they
realised that posting too many
photos actually attracted less
audience attention.
Image selection thus seems to be
what the researchers call a “circular
learning process” through which
travellers’ decisions about where to
visit, what to photograph and what
to share are adjusted in response
to their own evaluations and those
of their audiences.

Relationship between
Traveller and Audience
Transformed
The researchers conclude that the
development of digital photography
and communication technology
has transformed the relationship
between traveller and audience;
even while travelling, tourists
are aware of a potentially wide

audience for their photographs
and want to present themselves
in the best light possible. Although
the obligation to take photos can
become something of a burden,
the process of selecting photos,
comparing one’s performance
with others and interpreting the
audience’s reaction can also shape
one’s “sense of the extraordinary”
and represent an opportunity to
enhance one’s “ideal self”.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Social media has changed the nature
of tourist photography.
• Posting photographs on social media
has as much to do with managing
the tourist’s ideal self image as it
does with sharing memories of a
trip.
• Selecting tourist images to share
online involves a five-stage process
that starts before the trip, with
impression management the main
concern at all stages.
• The anticipated reactions of the
online audience shape the selection
of photos to present an ideal image.

Lo, Iris Sheungting and McKercher,
Bob. (2015) “Ideal Image Process:
Online Tourist Photography and
Impression Management”. Annals
of Tourism Research, Vol. 52, pp.
104-116.

Effective Mentoring Programmes
Critical to Hotel Employees
Employees in the hotel sector benefit
from mentoring programmes,
which also benefit hotels by
reducing staff turnover, argue SHTM
Associate Professor Sam Kim and
his co-researchers in a recently
published study. The researchers
show that mentoring helps less
experienced employees to adapt
to the organisation and cope with
work-related stress. High quality
mentoring, note the researchers,
may be an “effective human
resource strategy” for tackling various
job-related issues in the hotel sector.

Mentoring in the
Workplace
Working in the hotel sector can
present a variety of challenges in
addition to those that are “common
to all service industry jobs”, the
researchers explain. A particular
problem is that hotels are often
small and offer few opportunities
for training, advancement and
promotion. To help their employees
with these challenges, many
hotels implement mentoring
programmes that are designed to
address the issues of “role stress,
job dissatisfaction and turnover
intention”.
Mentoring programmes usually
involve a superior or senior employee
helping less experienced employees
to adapt to the organisation’s culture,
improve their performance and
develop their career trajectories.
It does not involve “instructing or
telling”, write the researchers, but
should involve a “dyadic learning
partnership” that helps the mentee
to “take charge of their own
development, release their potential,
and achieve the results that they value”.

The researchers explain that
mentoring can be considered as
having three functions – career
development, psychosocial
support and role modelling –
each of which can influence the
mentee in different ways. The
career development function
helps mentees to improve their
performance and achieve their
career goals, while psychosocial
support can help them to “stabilise
their psychological relation to an
organisation”. Role modelling
helps a mentee to learn about the
mentor’s “thoughts, philosophy,
behaviour, skill, know-how,
manners and working habits”,
which can help to build positive
attitudes and values and “develop
proper organisational behaviour”.

Focus on Super-Deluxe
Hotel Employees in Seoul
Although mentoring has been
shown to be an effective strategy,
the researchers were interested in
finding out how each of the three
functions of mentoring influence
specific job outcomes, including
mentees’ role-related stress,
attitudes toward their jobs and,
ultimately, their turnover intentions.
To achieve their goal, the researchers
surveyed staff in 13 super-deluxe
hotels in Seoul. The 438 employees
in room or food and beverage
divisions who responded had
experienced mentoring either as
mentors or mentees. There were
slightly more male than female
respondents, and their average age
was 31.1 years. The employees
had varying lengths of service in the
sector, with those having worked
in hotels for 1-4 years representing

around a third of the total, and less
than a quarter having worked in
hotels for over 10 years.

Role-Related Stress
Reduced
The researchers were interested
in whether mentoring is helpful
in reducing two types of rolerelated stress – role conflict and
role ambiguity. Role conflict can
occur when there is ambiguity or
conflicting expectations about an
employee’s role performance, such
as when an employee is given
conflicting instructions by two or
more people, which can cause
anxiety and tension. They found
that all three mentoring functions –
career development, psychosocial
support and role modelling –
reduced mentees’ feelings of role
conflict. Mentoring, the researchers
explain, can give employees greater
confidence in solving problems and
improve their overall performance,
which helps them to manage rolerelated conflicts and thus reduce
stress.
Role ambiguity occurs when an
employee is unsure about what is
expected of him or her, and is most
likely to occur when there is a “lack
of information about organisational
goals, policies, guidelines or duties”,
note the researchers. According
to the employees surveyed, the
psychosocial support function of
mentoring was the most helpful
in reducing role ambiguity. The
researchers suggest that working
in a hotel environment requires
“‘team play’ and cooperation”,
and receiving social support and
counselling from a mentee can
“inspire employees to work for
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