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Continuance and
Affective Commitment
Promoted
Those participants who read the
social rewards scenario perceived
the hotel’s marketing investment
to be more associated with the
provision of social rather than
economic rewards, whereas
the opposite was true for those
who read the economic rewards
scenario. The researchers found
that offering economic incentives
promoted greater “continuance
commitment”, whereby customers
want to maintain their relationship
with the programme so that they
can continue receiving rewards.
Social rewards, in contrast,
promoted “affective commitment”,
whereby customers want to
maintain their relationship with
the company because they are
anxious about losing the “relational
investment”.
An important difference between
the two types of commitment is
that continuance commitment is
directed towards the programme
rather than the company, whereas
affective commitment is directed
towards the company itself. Hence,
when the researchers looked at
whether the two groups differed
in terms of their relational worth
– that is, how likely they were to
behave in ways that would benefit
the hotel – they found that those
in the social rewards group were
more likely to indicate, for instance,
that they would “actively defend
and recommend” the hotel (the
advocacy dimension of relational
worth), that they would be strongly
resistant to “switching to hotels that
offer better deals” (immunity) and
willing to “make suggestions for
improvement” (openness).
The researchers suggest that these
findings demonstrate that providing
social rewards increases customers’
emotional attachment and affective
commitment to a company, and
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hence they are more likely to behave
in ways that are beneficial to it.

Economic and Social
Benefits Should be
Balanced
What the researchers call the
“distinct natures” of social and
economic rewards offer some
insights into how hotels can attract
customers and maintain their
long-term loyalty. They explain
that although economic reward
programmes are attractive to
customers and promote loyalty,
they tend to offer “similar economic
benefits in competing with one
another” and these benefits
are easily replicated by other
companies. Hence, loyalty to a
reward programme “does not
always translate into company
loyalty” and economic benefits
alone are not sufficient to prevent
customers from switching to other
programmes.
Social benefits, in contrast, generate
more loyalty from customers, who
tend to be “intrinsically motivated
to stay with a hotel” because the
personal service they receive helps
them to become emotionally
attached and committed to it, and
thus provide greater relational
worth.
The best compromise, then, is
to offer a loyalty programme that
balances economic and social
benefits. As offering economic
benefits is costly, the researchers
suggest that hotels should consider
only offering sufficient financial
incentives to “merely meet and
not greatly exceed” members’
expectations. However, they should
also offer social rewards with more
customised offerings that instil a
sense of “belonging and emotional
attachment” in customers.
The researchers provide an example
of how the JW Marriot Phuket,

in collaboration with the Phuket
Marine Biology Centre, offers Marriot
Reward members the opportunity
to participate in releasing baby
turtles into the sea. This is such
a “rewarding and memorable
experience”, especially for children,
that members are reluctant to
switch to another hotel offering
“equal or better financial incentives”.

Looking to the Future
Overall, the researchers show
that money is not necessarily
everything when it comes to
keeping customers. However,
they also acknowledge that there
is still much work to be done in
understanding how customers
respond to the loyalty programmes
offered by hotels. For instance, it is
still not clear how “different tiered
memberships” affect customer
loyalty and relational worth, and
whether loyalty programmes also
prompt customers “to forgive
service providers” when they
experience service failures. These,
they suggest, would be fruitful
topics for future research.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Hotel loyalty programmes are
effective in promoting customer
loyalty.
• Financial incentives promote loyalty to
the programme but not the company.
• Social incentives promote loyalty to
the company and can provide greater
relational worth for hotels.
• Loyalty programmes that balance the
two types of incentives are likely to
be most effective.
Lee, Jin-Soo, Tsang, Nelson and
Pan, Steve. (2015) “Examining
the differential effects of social
and economic rewards in
a hotel loyalty program”.
International Journal of Hospitality
Management , Vol. 49, pp. 17-27.

Internet Travel Planning at
Saturation Point in US
Use of the Internet for travel
planning in the US market has
reached saturation point but there
are still opportunities for growth,
according to the SHTM’s Dr Dan
Wang and her co-researchers. In a
recent study the researchers reveal
the changing trends in the use of
the Internet for travel planning, with
a growing “bifurcation” between
traditional users who use it for
“standard planning” and those who
are increasingly using it to search
for products that offer “deeper and
more authentic experiences”. They
also identify a number of ways
that businesses can improve their
services to accommodate travellers’
changing needs and expectations.

Evolution of Tourism
on the Internet
The Internet has brought about
huge changes to our economic
and social lives in the twenty years
since it was first commercialised,
the researchers argue. Along
with many other industries, the
travel and tourism industry was
quick to adopt the Internet as
a “new distribution channel”
and “advertising medium”.
Consumers have benefitted from
the emergence of numerous
online travel agencies, which offer
direct access to travel products
and the ability to compare prices,
interact directly with businesses
and exchange opinions with other
customers online.
The Internet has also continued
to evolve and alter the way we
interact with it, the researchers
suggest. While it was once a
platform for publishing and
searching for information, it is
now a space for user interaction

and participation. Apart from
the vast amounts of information
that are now available, the
growth of social media websites
has “changed the dynamics of
online communications”, and
smartphones allow travellers to
search and exchange information
“on the go”.
Nevertheless, the researchers claim
that we still know surprisingly
little about “how travel planning
has evolved” alongside these
technological developments.
They point out that development
is a dynamic process, whereby
improvements in services are
“driven by the needs and wants” of
travellers themselves. Understanding
how users adapt is important,
because such knowledge is critical
in helping travel and tourism
businesses to “identify and develop
effective communication strategies”.

Travellers’ Internet
Use Studied Over Time
To understand how travellers’ use
of the Internet has evolved, the
researchers collected data through
a multi-year Internet survey. The
respondents were all from the US,
and were representative of the
American population in terms of
age, ethnicity and gender.
Each year, the respondents were
asked a variety of questions about
various aspects of their travel. They
were initially asked how many trips
they had taken during the previous
year and whether those trips were
for business or leisure. They were
then asked whether they had
used the Internet to plan their trips
and, if so, what type of websites
they used, what information they

searched for and whether they had
made payments and reservations
online. Next, they were asked to
evaluate their experiences in terms
of their satisfaction and how useful
they found the Internet for travel
planning.

Adaptation to
the Internet
In each year of the survey, the
travellers indicated that the Internet
was their number one source
for travel planning. Even more
notably, there was little change in
the percentage of travellers using
it for this purpose over that time.
This, the researchers note, suggests
that Internet adoption has reached
saturation amongst the American
population, although the number
of people using it for all rather than
some of their travel planning has
increased by almost 50%. With the
use of traditional sources such as
guidebooks in decline, travellers
appear to be “very technology
dependent in seeking and
preparing for” their trips.
The researchers also found that
travellers have become increasingly
satisfied with their experience
of using the Internet for travel
planning. Travellers not only found
the Internet more useful than ever,
but also reported improvements
in aspects such as “security,
trust and personalised services”.
They attribute these findings to
information providers’ “improved
knowledge of website design,
strengthened security measures,
and increasingly sophisticated
strategies to offer personalised
products and services”.
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Experiential Products
and Use of
Traditional Media
Although overall use of the Internet
has reached saturation, there
have been some changes in the
products that users search for and
purchase through the Internet.
Apart from accommodation and
air tickets, which have long been
popular online purchases, the
researchers note that travellers
increasingly buy experiential
products such as “museum tickets,
shopping, and dining”. Another
trend identified is that the use
of traditional media such as TV,
newspapers and magazines,
radio and movies has increased
in recent years, as travellers are
“consciously seeking a variety of
information” to help them form “a
more comprehensive, less biased
judgement of the targeted travel
products”.
With no increase in the number of
people adopting the Internet for
travel planning, the researchers
predict that competition for
hospitality and tourism business
will become “more intense”.
However, there are opportunities
for growth in the sale of secondary
products such as “dining, shopping
and ticketing services”, and
businesses also need to identify
new strategies to meet the growing
demand for “authentic products
and experiences”.

Social Media and
Mobile Technology
The researchers reveal that social
media and photo-sharing sites “are
generating enormous influence
on travel planning” as travellers
increasingly rely on the comments
and materials posted online by
other travellers. Another major
change is the huge increase in
the adoption of smartphones
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and the availability of the Internet
anywhere, at any time. Although
the use of desktop computers fell
considerably amongst the surveyed
travellers, the use of tablets rose
by 200%. The researchers suggest
that availability of GPS on mobile
devices also means that people are
now less likely to use the Internet
for printing out maps and driving
directions before a trip.
Perhaps more importantly, the
researchers found that travellers
are spending less time searching
for “information about a particular
destination” once they have decided
where to visit. Although this is
still one of the “top priorities” for
travellers, it seems that searching
for information before arriving at a
destination is less important now
that such information can be easily
accessed during the trip.
Interestingly, however, searching
for information about “potential”
destinations has actually increased.
The researchers claim that the
ease of accessing the Internet has
altered the traditional “rigid trip
planning process” so that it is has
become “much more open, fluid
and fragmented”.
The changes in travellers’ trip
planning behaviour may present
a “significant challenge” for
destination marketing organisations,
the researchers argue. To meet
this challenge, such organisations
should “re-establish their online
identity by offering more relevant
and competitive services” and
by shifting their focus toward
supporting businesses that “directly
connect to the visitor”.

Travel Industry
Responds Positively
to Change
Overall, the researchers show
that the Internet has evolved to

become more “traveller-oriented”.
They commend the tourism
industry for responding positively
to various technological changes
and “adopting a new paradigm
that embraces innovation led by
travellers’ co-creation activities”.
This, they conclude, means that
the Internet now offers both
travellers and the tourism industry
the means “to realise a future only
imagined a few years ago”.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Adoption of the Internet for trip
planning has reached saturation in
the US market.
• Users can be divided into those who
use the Web for “traditional” travel
products and those who search for
more “authentic experiences”.
• Social media and mobile devices
have changed the nature of trip
planning on the Internet.
• The travel industry could offer more
relevant and “experiential” products
and services.
Xiang, Zheng, Wang, Dan, O’Leary,
Joseph T and Fesenmaier,
Daniel R. (2015). “Adapting
to the Internet: Trends in
Travelers’ Use of the Web for
Trip Planning”. Journal of Travel
Research , Vol. 54, No. 4, pp.
511-527.

Tourists Resilient
to Hong Kong Weather
Tourists are quite resilient and
rarely change their plans when
they encounter poor weather while
visiting Hong Kong, according
to the SHTM’s Professor Bob
McKercher and his co-researchers.
In a recently published study,
the researchers tracked visitors’
movements for almost two months
to see whether the weather caused
any changes in their behaviour.
They found that unlike tourists
to non-urban destinations, Hong
Kong visitors tend to continue with
their plans regardless, although
“perceived comfort levels” do affect
satisfaction for a small number of
visitors.

Weather and Tourist
Behaviour
Although it is generally accepted
that weather affects tourists’
behaviour, there is actually
surprisingly little evidence for
this relationship. The researchers
explain that in bad weather,
tourists have few options other
than cancelling or postponing
activities, substituting less weathersensitive ones, shortening their stay
or simply enduring the weather
conditions.
One difficulty in assessing the
relationship between weather and
behaviour, the researchers write,
is that people may perceive the
weather in quite different ways.
Tourists’ perceptions, for example,
may vary “depending on how
similar or dissimilar the weather
is to that encountered at home”,
their “expectations of weather at
the destination” and how easily
they adjust to the “abrupt changes
in temperature and humidity” they

may experience while travelling.
Yet the researchers note that very
little attention has been paid to
how perceptions of weather, rather
than the weather itself, affect
tourist behaviour. Furthermore,
the focus is usually on nonurban destinations, where people
may stay longer and have more
flexibility in substituting or delaying
their plans.
The researchers were thus interested
in finding out how the weather affects
tourists visiting Hong Kong, an urban
destination with a subtropical climate
that can produce extreme weather
conditions such as prolonged high
temperatures and humidity, heavy
rainfall and typhoons, which might
be expected to influence people’s
choice of activities. Hong Kong
also has a “significant air pollution
problem”, they explain, due to local
traffic and power plants and crossborder pollution sources, which
could also affect tourist activities.

Investigation over
Summer
To find out how these conditions
affected tourists’ behaviour and
satisfaction while visiting Hong
Kong, the researchers approached
guests staying at a hotel in Hong
Kong’s centrally located Kowloon
district. They conducted their
investigation over a 57-day period
in summer, asking the tourists
about their visits, their intended
activities, whether they had checked
the weather forecast and whether
it had affected their plans. They
also asked the tourists about their
perceptions of the weather, how
comfortable they found it and how
similar it was to the weather they

experienced at home. Each tourist
was then given a GPS tracker that
allowed the researchers to track
their movements throughout the
rest of the day.
The majority of those who took
part were from non-Asian markets,
with the largest proportions from
Europe and Oceania. Most of the
tourists were travelling with only
one other adult, and less than
a quarter were travelling with
children. Many were visiting Hong
Kong for the first time, and the
average trip length was four nights.

Weather in Hong Kong
During the period under investigation,
Hong Kong experienced rain on
30 days, with the heaviest rainfall
of 112 cm in one 24-hour period.
Thunderstorm warnings were issued
on 22 days, hot weather warnings
on 23 days and typhoon warnings
on two days, once for a severe
typhoon.
The researchers found that more
than half of the tourists considered
the weather in Hong Kong to be
uncomfortable, mainly due to
rain, humidity and a combination
of heat, humidity and pollution.
Around 60% of them said that they
had checked the weather forecast
before leaving the hotel. However,
only about a quarter changed their
plans, usually on days with heavy
rain or hot unsettled weather.

Minimal Effect of
Weather on Behaviour
To find out which places the
tourists visited, the researchers
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