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the extent to which individuals practised such ecological
behaviour would influence their intentions to implement
green practices in the hotels.

change by equipping employees with “necessary
environmental knowledge so that they know how their
duties and decisions will affect the environment”.

Behaviour Influences Environmental
Intentions

Once the training is underway, the researchers emphasise
that evaluation of its effectiveness is also essential to
ensure it is well received. Effective in-depth training will
not only build staff commitment to the environmental
programme, but will also “improve the employability and
marketability” of the hotel employees.

The researchers conducted a survey at ten Hong Kong
hotels, eight of which were 4 or 5 star and two of
which were 3 star hotels. Half of the respondents were
female, and the majority were aged between 20 and 49.
Fewer than half had a Bachelor degree or higher level of
education, and just over half had worked for their current
employer for more than 5 years.
Encouragingly, the employees who took part in the
survey generally had positive views on environmental
green practices. Those who indicated greater knowledge,
awareness and concern about environmental issues
were also more likely to indicate positive intentions
to implement green practices in their hotels. Yet, the
strength of those intentions was influenced by the
extent to which the employees already engaged in
environmentally friendly behaviour. In other words,
even those who were highly knowledgeable and aware,
and expressed concern about environmental issues, were
unlikely to implement a hotel’s green policy if they did
not make a habit of practising ecological behaviour in
their daily lives.

Strategies for Increasing Green Practices
Based on their findings, the researchers suggest several
strategies for hotels looking to make their businesses
more environmentally friendly. For instance, when
hiring staff, human resource managers could find out
more about applicants’ “eco-friendly practices and
environmental experiences” to ensure they hire people
with good green credentials.
Likewise, managers should “share their company’s
green culture with potential employees”, because many
applicants would prefer to work for environmentally
friendly companies. To ensure they attract the right
applicants, hotels could publicise their green initiatives on
the company website and in job descriptions.
To enhance ecological behaviour among their current
employees, the researchers suggest that hotels should
consider providing environmental training to “upgrade
employees’ skills and environmental knowledge”. Such
training would help to change attitudes and overcome
some of the barriers associated with organisational
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A Win-Win Situation for Hotels and Employees
As hotels come under increasing pressure to demonstrate
their environmental credentials, managers need to
do all they can to ensure that their employees are
willing to implement new green policies. As attitudes
are notoriously difficult to change, selecting people
who already have “good environmental knowledge,
awareness, concerns and behaviour” may be the best
policy, as the researchers put it.
Employees who personally follow ecological
environmentally friendly practices are more likely to be
committed to acting similarly in the workplace and more
committed to their jobs because they prefer to work for
environmentally friendly companies. By adopting the
researchers’ strategy suggestions, hotels in Hong Kong
and elsewhere stand to not only increase the adoption of
green practices among employees but also to reduce the
risk of staff turnover associated with the introduction of
new policies.

Points to Note
• Hotels face increasing pressure to adopt
ecologically friendly practices.
• Hotel employees are the key to successful
implementation.
• Greater knowledge, awareness and concern
increase ecologically friendly behaviour.
• Selecting the right staff and providing training
are essential strategies in implementing effective
green practices.
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Performance Gains needed in Chinese
State-Owned Hotels

C

hinese state-owned hotels need to enhance
their performance and market competitiveness,
according to the SHTM’s Dr Kam Hung and
Professor Hanqin Qiu, along with co-researchers, in a
recently published research article. Having conducted
in-depth interviews with managers and other employees
of state-owned hotels in Hangzhou, they identify little
distinction between the ownership and management of
the hotels, the lack of a profit motive, the absence of
staff incentives and the inability to match private sector
competitors as causes of concern. Yet stable workforces
and entrenched locational advantages suggest that
these hotels “have the potential to become profitable
businesses”, the researchers argue.

State-Owned Hotel Sector
As the first market opened to foreigners after the
introduction of the open door policy in 1978, China’s
hotel and tourism industry was once “considered a
pioneer of economic reform”, the researchers observe.
They note how the industry expanded rapidly with the
help of strong government support and a favourable
business environment, to the extent that by 2009 there
were 14,237 star-rated hotels in China. As the industry
expanded, the proportion of state-owned hotels reduced
from 59% in 2001 to 38% in 2009.
Yet a major problem in the industry, the researchers
note, is that many of these state-owned hotels continue to
experience low profit margins or losses and suffer from
inefficiency in their operations. Although state ownership
is recognised as a “major cause of such inefficiency”, it
seems that the Chinese government has no intention of
privatising large-scale, state-owned enterprises. Given
that the ownership of these hotels is unlikely to change,
the researchers highlight that it is “important to identify
and remedy the problems plaguing” them.

In-Depth Interviews
To identify the challenges facing Chinese state-owned
hotels and provide suggestions on how to resolve
them, the researchers conducted interviews with hotel
employees in Hangzhou, one of the “fastest growing
second-tier cities in mainland China in terms of tourism
development”. By the end of 2007, there were 250

star-rated hotels in the city, with annual revenue of
RMB793.2 million. Additionally, many well-known
international hotel brands have a presence in Hangzhou,
creating “fierce competition in the local market” and
raising concerns about the “survival and effective
management” of their state-owned counterparts.
Of the fifteen interviewees, three were general managers,
two assistant general managers, four department
managers and six non-managerial employees. They had
worked in the industry for around 16 years on average,
although the managers had considerably more experience
than the non-managers, at 24 years versus 3 years.
During the interviews, the employees were asked to
describe the “current conditions” of their hotels and
identify the challenges they faced. In particular, they were
prompted to discuss issues such as the hotel’s operations,
human resources and market positioning.

Problems of Ownership and Management
The interviewees identified a number of problems
arising from the lack of a clear distinction between the
ownership and management of state-owned hotels.
For instance, “constant intervention” by government
officials results in “low efficiency, unprofitability and
less of an ability to compete” with other hotels, the
researchers report. Managers are not free to make their
own decisions, and any decisions they do make are often
subject to lengthy delays while awaiting approval.
Moreover, profit making is not regarded as an
“important objective” for these hotels. Rather, the
interviewees indicted that priority is given to providing
hospitality services to government officials, which is in
conflict with aims such as enhancing asset value and
making a profit. The researchers argue that this priority
has “become an operational burden” for the hotels,
and “explains their underperformance” compared with
privately owned hotels.
Not surprisingly, then, the interviewees all regarded
international hotels as having “superior management
systems” and “more experience” than state-owned hotels.
Although the researchers note that some state-owned
hotels have attempted to implement changes in their
management systems, most such attempts have been
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thwarted by various obstacles, the most important of
which is their inability to “separate management from
ownership”.
To overcome these difficulties, the researchers suggest
that managers should be given “more power in the
decision-making and implementation process”. If they are
to remain state owned, the operation and management
of these hotels should resemble those of privately owned
hotels. It is also important to remove the social objectives
of state-owned hotels, argue the researchers, because the
need to provide hospitality to government officials makes
it difficult to determine whether such losses are caused
by “bad management” or because the hotels must “fulfil
these social objectives”.

Human Resources
Yet the interviewees noted several positive aspects of
working in state-owned rather than privately owned
hotels. The managers of state-owned hotels seem to
be more loyal to their employers than those in the
private sector, and the style of management is more
“humanised”. Furthermore, while the tourism industry
is renowned for its high staff turnover rates, this does
not seem to be a problem among employees of stateowned hotels, who enjoy regular staff meetings, social
activities and “abundant training and internal promotion
opportunities”.
Nevertheless, the researchers note the lack of staff
motivation in state-owned hotels, which provide job
security but no incentives for employees to excel. If these
hotels are to become profitable while in the hands of the
state, the “iron rice bowl policy ought to be eliminated”,
they argue. They also suggest that state-owned hotels
should introduce “incentives and competitions” to
enhance staff motivation. Indeed, the stability of the
workforce provides “greater incentives to train workers”,
which could result in “higher quality and more consistent
levels of service”.

Competition
Many of the interviewees noted that state-owned hotels
have limited competitive power against other types
of hotel, as they operate independently and lack the
advantages of international hotel chains. The researchers
thus suggest that management be shifted to the regional
level, which would remove competition among local
state-owned hotels and “elevate” their competitive power
in the market.

X

Research Horizons Volume 9. Issue 1. February 2015
They also suggest that these hotels have some advantages
that could be further exploited in their marketing. One
such advantage is the “premium geographical location”
of many state-owned hotels. The researchers explain that
state-owned hotels in Hangzhou were established before
other types of hotel, and hence often “possess the best
locations in the city”. As many such hotels also have a
“rich history” in accommodating important political
leaders, they could use this “celebrity effect” in their
advertising to attract guests and increase profitability.

Performance without Sacrifice
The researchers conclude that because privatisation
“does not fit the political agenda of Chinese leaders”,
state-owned hotels need to find ways to enhance their
performance “without selling the major government
assets”. Their focus on Hangzhou should be extended to
other cities, they note, because state-owned hotels across
China certainly have the potential to become profitable.

Points to Note
• State-owned hotels still represent a large
proportion of China’s hotel industry.
• They face a number of challenges to their
operations and profitability.
• Greater separation of ownership and
management is urgently needed.
• State-owned hotels could exploit their existing
advantages to increase their competitiveness.

Hung, Kam, Zhang, Hanqin, Lam, ChiFung, Yang, Guoqiang,
Pang, Daixin, Chen, Zhongwen, Li, Jing, Yang, Fuying,
Yan, Linquan, Wang, Chenfei and Deng, Yuan (2014).
“Managing State-Owned Hotels in China: The Challenges
and Remedies”. Journal of Hospitality and Marketing
Management, Vol. 22, No. 7, pp. 752-769.

Daily Smartphone Use Substantially
Influences Travel Experience

T

he everyday use of smartphones spills over
to the tourist experience, show the SHTM’s
Dr Dan Wang and co-authors in a recently
published research article. The researchers argue that
“understanding how the smartphone shapes the tourist
experience cannot be separated from the way it is used
in one’s everyday life”, to the extent that “everyday life
and travel should not be viewed as completely separated
entities, but rather special cases of each other”. The
impact of technology on travel evolves, they suggest, “as
the traveler gains experience using new technologies” and
the benefits those technologies bring.

Mobile Technology Transforming Travel
Smartphone use is most definitely transforming our daily
lives, allowing us to listen to music, take photographs,
socialise with friends, obtain information and make
purchases wherever we want. This should have clear
implications for travel, but the researchers note that
tourism is still seen as somehow distinct from everyday
life. It is time that travel is no longer seen as “a
temporary reversal of everyday activities” that essentially
involves “a no-work, no-care, no-thrift situation”, they
argue. With friends and family – and the workplace –
now just a swipe away, it is increasingly difficult to
truly switch off, leading to a “decapsulation” of the
tourist experience.
The researchers argue that there is a “mutual penetration
of the experiences from the travel context and everyday
life context”. Although keeping in constant contact
with those at home and having a wealth of information
about the destination in one’s pocket may diminish
the sense of adventure and escape, it can enhance the
travel experience. Yet even though there is a great deal
of evidence that tourists use mobile technology before,
during and after their trips, a thoroughly convincing
explanation for why that is occurring has not been
put forward.
Most often, technology adoption is seen as being
influenced by perceived usefulness, ease of use and the
potential for risk, without any appreciation of how
that adoption takes place over time. This, argue the
researchers, “contributes little to our understanding of
how smartphone use actually shapes trip planning and,

consequently, the tourist experience”. Instead, they
suggest that smartphones structure our everyday lives in
certain ways, which in turn influences how we travel.

Interviews Reveal Smartphone Use
To determine the extent to which smartphone use spills
over from everyday life into tourism, the researchers
carried out in-depth interviews with experienced US
travellers. The interviewees owned and used smartphones
running one of the top three operating systems – iOS,
Android and Blackberry. They had also travelled for
leisure at least three times in the past year, with at least
one trip occurring in the three months leading up to the
interview. Finally, they subscribed to unlimited data
plans, which was likely to encourage the most frequent
smartphone use.
The interviewees were fairly evenly divided between
the sexes and represented a wide range of age groups,
from 18-30 to 61-70. They were asked about their
everyday use of smartphones, the subsequent changes
in their communication and information consumption,
and whether smartphones had influenced both their
“travel planning and experience” and the “functions and
information services” they used while travelling.

Everyday Use
The uses to which the interviewees put smartphones
in their daily lives fell into five broad categories:
communication, entertainment, online social networking,
information search and acquisition, and facilitation
(of services such as banking and navigation). Although
the uses varied by interviewee, a remarkably common
narrative emerged. Most interviewees would wake up to
the smartphone alarm and then browse the news, connect
to a social network or read email. They tended to listen
to the radio or music on the way to work, periodically
check the weather, news and stock prices during the day,
shop, collect travel ideas or pay bills during lunch hours,
and watch TV and/or surf the Internet in the evening.
The majority of the interviewees said that “smartphones
were more or less part of their life”. The devices made
them feel “more connected”, “more informed”, “more
innovative” and “more productive”.
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