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MicroMasters
Programme at the
Cutting Edge of
Blended and Online
Learning

Singapore said that it gave him the
confidence to become “a better
manager in the hospitality trade”.

Mr Iain Jayson Tan
Mr Peizhang Li

Ms Elizet Nunes

Dr Claudine
Weatherford

The SHTM never rests on its
laurels, as the latest iteration of
its MicroMasters in International
Hospitality Management amply
shows. Hosted on the edX online
learning platform, the programme
is now in its second year, having
attracted 47,316 learners from
175 countries, 528 of whom have
chosen to upgrade to verified
course certificates.
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Mr Peizhang Li from mainland
China praised the programme
for offering “the highest standard
of online education in hospitality
management”. Dr Claudine
Weatherford, a retired academic
from the US, explained that the
“new skills and confidence” she

gained from the
p r o g r a m m e ’s
“superb faculty
and expertly
designed courses”
have helped her to
Mr Mengwei Zhu
launch a business
in adventure travel consulting for
older, active tourists.
Last offered in May and launched
again earlier this month, the
programme features courses
entitled “Luxury Management”,
“ H o s p i t a l i t y a n d To u r i s m
Technology and Innovation”,
“Managing Marketing in the
Hospitality and Tourism Industry”
and “Managing Human Resources
in the Hospitality and Tourism
Industry”.
Ms Elizet Nunes from the
Netherlands said that the
programme’s “high-quality courses”
made her more “efficient and
productive in the workplace”.
Describing the programme as
“life transforming”, Mr Iain Tan of

Speaking of recent developments
in the MicroMasters programme,
programme leader Professor Cathy
Hsu said that “we’re updating the
content and making sure that our
online subjects are aligned with our
on-campus subjects”. The goal, she
explained, is to “increase the pool
of people who have completed
the four subjects”, as “we want
to attract a significant number of
them to Hong Kong”. These efforts
have borne fruit in the case of Mr
Mengwei Zhu, a university student
in mainland China, who explained
that due to the programme’s
credit system and the SHTM’s
excellent academic reputation, he
is “preparing to apply to the oncampus MSc programme in 2019”.
Another outstanding feature of
the programme is that on-campus
MSc students can now incorporate
modules from the MicroMasters
courses into their offline learning.
Renowned international academics
a n d i n d u s t r y e x e c u t i v e s a re
responsible for delivering the
modules, and, in Professor Hsu’s
words, “we want our on-campus
students to benefit from their
expertise”.
At the cutting edge of both
online and blended learning, the
MicroMasters in International
Hospitality Management is
pioneering new educational
practices for a dynamic industry. H

Photos Tell More Than A Thousand Words
A new data mining technique
developed by Professor Rob Law of
the SHTM and his co-researchers
is able to capture extensive
information on travellers’ behaviour
and travel patterns from huge photo
datasets. In a recently published
paper, the researchers apply the
method to almost a million photos
uploaded by Australian travellers
to the photo-sharing site Flickr
to discover their sequential travel
destinations and itineraries, thus
producing a wealth of information
that could “support destination
marketing organizations (DMOs) in
promoting appropriate destinations
to travellers”.

Traditional Use of
Travel Diaries
Although vast amounts of tourism
data are collected, few techniques
are available for analysing them,
preventing tourism managers
from gaining useful insights into
tourists’ behaviour and preferences.
According to the researchers, a
better understanding of travel
behaviour would allow tourism
practitioners to “formulate more
appropriate business strategies and
travel service/products”. Information
about movement patterns, for
instance, could help in identifying
bottlenecks and unnecessary
barriers in the flow between
destinations and in “segmenting the
tourism market to identify suitable
travel packages”.

Information about tourists’ travel
patterns is usually gathered from the
travel history recorded by travellers
during their trips, referred to as a
“travel diary”. Travel diaries may be
recorded on paper, video and online
blogs, and more recently using
GPS loggers that provide travellers’
locations. These diaries provide
spatial and temporal information
about the sequential associations
between visited locations; for
instance, many travellers who
visit France also visit Italy, and
visitors to North America also tend
to visit Canada. The availability of
such information allows tourism
practitioners to create what the
researchers call “appropriate and
promising travel packages”.
However, it is generally difficult to
uncover such associations using
traditional methods of analysis.
Still, newly emergent data mining
techniques are beginning to allow
the extraction of more complex
information from the large volumes
of user-generated data on social
media platforms.

Sequential Rules
Mining
As part of such advances, the
researchers developed a novel data
mining technique, referred to as
“sequential rules mining” to “extract
the sequential patterns from travel
diaries” using geotagged photos
taken by GPS-enabled devices and

uploaded by travellers to the photosharing website Flickr. They focused
on the international travel behaviour
of Australian travellers and aimed
to capture sequential travel patterns
to destinations in Asia, Europe and
America.
The first step was to retrieve photos
from Flickr, along with information
about the users that allowed the
researchers to identify the target
group, Australian travellers, and
categorise them according to their
home locations, such as those
who were residents of Melbourne.
They then sorted the photos into
domestic and international trips, so
that they could analyse “outbound
trips to other countries”, and sorted
them from oldest to newest. The
final dataset included 809,313
photos taken by 3,623 users
between 2001 and 2015.
In the next step, users’ photo
collections were converted into
“sequences of visited destinations”,
called outbound travel diaries, by
mapping the GPS information from
the photos to their corresponding
locations. The researchers point out
that information can be retrieved
at various levels, including the
countries, cities and particular
attractions that tourists visit. For
simplicity, however, they focused on
the country and city levels and did
not attempt to differentiate between
different travel purposes, such as
business, holiday and family trips.
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In the final step, they applied their
sequential rules mining method, a
set of mathematical rules, to extract
the patterns in the large dataset.

Outbound Travel
Diaries
Once the photos had been sorted
and processed according to location
and time, the researchers obtained
17,188 travel diaries, a far higher
number than has been analysed
before. Of these, they note, “12,819
corresponded to a single country
and 4,369 involved two or more
countries”. More than a third of trips
within a single country were in Asia,
whereas almost half of the trips to
Europe involved visits to more than
one country.
The most popular destinations
were the US, the UK and New
Zealand, and many travellers
visited these countries several
times, perhaps because these
are the home countries of many
Australian residents. Most of the top
20 destinations were the same as
those identified in outbound travel
surveys, with the exception of Fiji,
which surprisingly did not appear in
the top-20.

Visit Sequences
The 4,639 diaries involving travel
to multiple countries were analysed
to discover patterns of behaviour
such as the likelihood of visiting one
country after visiting another. For
instance, Australian travellers who
visited Canada or Mexico had an
almost 75% chance of also visiting
the US and those who landed in
Bolivia had a greater than 87%
chance of also visiting Peru. In
Asia, the only strong association
was between Lao and Thailand,
mainly because most trips in this
region were to a single destination.
However, there were several strong
sequential associations between
European destinations, with high
numbers of travellers to the Czech
Republic, France and Austria also
likely to visit Germany, while Italy
was a common destination after
visiting Austria, France or Greece.
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There were many sequential
associations with the UK, which
was frequently the last destination
after visiting various combinations
of other European countries. The
researchers suggest that a likely
explanation for these patterns is
that the UK is the home country of
many Australian residents, and they
are probably “taking advantage of
their trips back home to visit other
European countries on the way”.
Next, the researchers examined the
travel patterns “at the micro level
between cities”. They point out that
much of the information here is
redundant, because, for instance,
the likelihood of travelling from
Dublin to London is the same as
travelling from Ireland to the UK.
The same is true for many of the
most popular tourist destinations.
Nevertheless, some interesting
patterns emerged among secondand third-tier destinations. In the
UK, for instance, travellers were
likely to visit Oxford after Cowley,
Edinburgh or Killington.

Promoting
Destinations
Most crucially, the researchers
demonstrate how DMOs can use
such information to identify travel
patterns and itineraries. Australian
travellers “often travel to Europe
or America via Asian cities”, they
argue, because of the options
provided by airlines. The itineraries
extracted from the travel diaries
show that “Dubai, Hong Kong and
Singapore are the most popular
destination for Australians traveling
to London”. Hong Kong is also
a popular destination for those
travelling to Paris, while Shanghai is
more popular for those going on to
Berlin. Among those travelling to Los
Angeles, the most popular path is
through Tokyo, and more than 70%
of travellers who took this route
spent more than one day there,
suggesting that “Tokyo is usually
visited for other purposes rather
than simply for connecting flights”.
DMOs can use such information to
promote package trips with multiple

destinations and thus “encourage
travellers to travel to more
destinations and purchase highervalue travel packages”, according to
the researchers. This applies at both
the country and domestic levels.
The strong associations between
travel to Chicago, Denver and Los
Angeles, for instance, suggest that
DMOs could offer packages that
target these cities, perhaps offering
alternative modes of transport other
than flying.

Potential for Richer
Information
Ultimately, the researchers show
how emergent data-mining
techniques can be applied to
offer useful insights into tourists’
behaviour. Further application
of their sequential rules mining
method in the future could also
offer the possibility of analysing
data at more micro-levels, such as
the sites visited at a destination, and
other factors such as “travel styles,
preferences, and travel purposes”,
which would provide even richer
information for DMOs to develop
more attractive packages.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Sequential rules mining enables
information to be extracted from
large datasets.
• The technique reveals the sequences
of destinations visited during multistop trips.
• Such destination can be identified at
both the country and city level.
• DMOs can use the information
to provide more targeted travel
packages.

Vu, Huy Quan, Li, Gang, Law, Rob
and Zhang, Yanchun. (2018).
“Travel Diaries Analysis by
Sequential Rule Mining”. Journal
of Travel Research, Vol. 57, No.
3, pp. 399-413.

Exhibition Organiser Focus Needed,
Study Shows
Feasibility studies conducted before
the construction of exhibition
centres should take into account
the site- and destination-specific
factors professional organisers
consider most important, argue
the SHTM’s Dr Jin-Soo Lee and
his research postgraduate student
Hwabong Lee in a recently
published article. Breaking from
the traditional focus on the factors
that attract visitors, the researchers
consider the exhibition sector in
Korea and provide convention and
exhibition (C&E) management and
stakeholders with useful information
about the factors that ultimately
determine the “effective ways to
manage an operating centre”.

MICE Industry
The meeting, incentives, convention
and exhibition (MICE) industry
continues to grow as its significant
economic benefits are recognised
worldwide. The researchers note
that C&E centres are “believed to
serve as economic catalysts” that
can “revitalize downtown business
districts”. Consequently, many
countries vie for opportunities to
host conventions and exhibitions
in efforts to boost local tourism
and trade. These events can bring
in huge numbers of visitors and
provide economic benefits not just
for the exhibition organisers, service
contractors and venues, but also for
the local hospitality industry, which
provides accommodation, food and
beverages for both exhibitors and
visitors.
In Korea, the exhibition industry
contributes well over US$2 billion to
the country’s economy and provides
more than 17,000. The researchers
note that Korea currently has 13
C&E centres offering 324,368

square metres of space for MICE,
ranking it third in Asia in terms of
capacity. Both the national and
regional governments “substantially
invest in MICE infrastructure” to
promote the country as a MICE
destination, and the number of
exhibitions that took place in 2013
was more than four times higher
than the number in 2000. Although
manufacturing-based exhibitions
tend to be hosted in China, Korea is
popular for “education/publication,
culture/art/broadcast, food and
beverage and government/publicrelated” exhibitions.
Understanding the factors that
attract both exhibitors and visitors
is clearly helpful for the effective
planning of new venues and
successful management of existing
centres. The researchers argue,
however, that although some
studies have investigated the factors
that attract visitors to conferences
and exhibitions, no study has yet
“explored the factors that exhibition
organisers carefully consider when
selecting a C&E centre”. To address
this, they set out to identify both
the centre- and destination-specific
attributes that Korean exhibition
organisers consider most important
when selecting a venue.

Gauging Industry
Needs
In the first part of the study,
interviews were conducted with
nine industry professionals from
different companies in Korea,
all of whom were in senior
positions and had at least 10
years of experience in organising
exhibitions. The researchers asked
the professionals about what they
considered the “important attributes
for selecting a C&E centre”, and

then combined this information
with a literature review to generate
a list of questionnaire items. After
review by an expert panel and
statistical analysis, they compiled a
questionnaire consisting of 33 items
referring to C&E centre attributes.
The second part of the study
comprised a survey of staff
members with at least 3 years of
experience in organising exhibitions.
To “minimize bias unique to the
destination environment (i.e.
Korea) and the types and themes
of shows”, the respondents were
asked to complete the survey as if
they were selecting a C&E venue
for an exhibition with no specific
theme and in no specific country
or city. One hundred and sixtysix employees from 21 exhibition
organising firms provided usable
answers. The researchers then
grouped the 33 items into 9
different dimensions, of which 5
were centre-specific and 4 were
destination-specific, and assessed
their relative importance.

C&E Centre Attributes
The accessibility of a centre was
found to be the most important
dimension overall, because it
was deemed to be highly critical
for attracting both exhibitors and
visitors. The researchers measured
accessibility not just in terms of
ground and air access, but also
in terms of logistics, which they
comment are “an important
component” for exhibitors that need
to ship their exhibition materials to
the centre.
The next dimension, the image
of the centre, is important for
promoting and branding an
exhibition. As the researchers point
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