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Visiting Friends and
Family
The participants also described both
positive and negative interactions
with friends and family. Some of
them commented on the value of
sharing “unique experiences” with
their local relatives, such as fishing,
sightseeing and “tea house music
performances”. Others enjoyed
participating in family traditions
such as visiting local markets and
eating the noodles their parents ate,
as well as more spiritual activities
such as going to the local temple,
which formed an important part of
their cultural experiences.
Nevertheless, some participants
also described “awkward or
disappointing” interactions with
their relatives. Such situations
were often caused by language
difficulties, as many of the
participants’ families spoke an
unfamiliar local dialect. When family
members used local dialects to
discuss family issues that were “not
intended for the ears of children”,
some participants described
a feeling of exclusion, which
somewhat reduced the quality of
their experience.

The Tourist Gaze
Having “gathered an understanding
of participant perceptions about
China”, the researchers went on
to explore what the participants
knew about the country before
they visited. They explain that preconceptions acquired through
watching films and TV and
reading magazines and literature
are important because they
“affect the way that travellers will
perceive a place” and establish
their expectations. An even more
important source of information
in “shaping the gaze” of migrant
tourists is the information they
receive from friends and family.
In fact, the researchers found
it striking that the participants
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barely mentioned the influence
of the media, but instead were
“overwhelmingly influenced by
parents, education and peers in
school”. Many participants said
that they had learnt about China
in history, sociology and Chinese
language classes, and that this had
given them a generally positive
“feeling of attachment to China”.
In contrast, the messages they
received from their parents were
“predominantly negative”, and often
stemmed from their “unpleasant
memories or explanations of why
they left China”. Although this
meant that many participants had
a negative image of the country
before they travelled there, they
left with the perception that it was
“better than they had been led
to expect”.
As they were born and raised in
America, the participants took
particular note of the cultural
differences between the US and
China, but because they were
tourists in their parents’ homeland
they also looked for similarities.
One participant described how her
mother became excited about her
childhood while travelling in China
– “no matter where they went, her
mother was able to compare what
they saw and her own memory”.
Although the participant was aware
of the differences between this
and her own country, the mother
seemed to “serve as an interpreter”
and made the daughter feel more
connected to the places they visited.
As the researchers note, travellers
visiting their homelands do not
see the local people as “exotic
others” but as part of their family
or their “self”. Rather than feeling
distant from others, as regular
tourists often do, the participants
felt they could relate to the locals,
and witnessing the difficulties they
coped with in their daily lives made
them realise that “this could have
been their life”.

Tourism Transformed
The researchers provide a
fascinating insight into the
perspective of Chinese-American
tourists visiting their ancestral
homeland. As they note, visiting
family and friends is “arguably
the world’s largest tourism
segment”, and their findings study
provide a theoretical framework
for understanding such tourists’
perceptions. By focusing on the
particular experiences of secondgeneration migrants visiting their
ancestral country, the study opens
up an interesting discussion
about how the tourism concept is
transformed and “de-exoticized”
when the “dichotomy between
home and away, self and other,
and tourism and everyday life” is
challenged.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Second-generation migrants often
travel to ancestral homelands to visit
their friends and family
• These tourists tend to look for
similarities rather than differences in
an attempt to feel connected
• Their parents’ views have a
stronger influence on their pretravel perceptions than less personal
media sources
• Although their destination
experiences were overwhelmingly
positive, migrants tended to offer
a defence for any negative aspects
or impressions out of a sense of
obligation
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Food Tells Stories on Social Media
Understanding what motivates
travellers to share their food-related
experiences through social media is
important because that information
influences others’ behaviour and
acts as a form of destination
marketing, according to Dr Ksenia
Kirillova of the SHTM and her coresearchers. Having conducted
interviews with South Korean
social media users, the researchers
identified various patterns of foodsharing behaviour, revealing that
the motives for sharing were
related to both psychological and
functional benefits, and to selffocused and altruistic benefits.

Social Media Word-ofMouth
Word-of-mouth is especially
important in tourism because it
is a reliable source of information
about the quality of products and
services, which can otherwise
be difficult for people to access
before consumption. In particular,
user-generated content on social
media is considered trustworthy,
argue the researchers, because it
is created by “members of one’s
own network” who have firsthand experience of the tourism
destination or product.
Indeed, destination marketers
value user-generated content
because it raises awareness of
a destination and “helps make
the travel experience tangible”,
the researchers note. It should
not be surprising then that food,
which represents the identity
and culture of a place and thus
“adds uniqueness” to a tourist’s
experience, is increasingly often
being used on social media to
represent the emotional attachment
tourists feel to their destinations.

Yet the most common approach
to analysing tourists’ social media
use is to focus on how people use
and respond to the information
provided by user-generated content
rather than ask why the content
was posted in the first place.
To remedy that oversight, the
researchers set out to determine
what motivates people to post
food-related content on their
favourite social media platforms.

What Tourists Share
and When
Turning to South Korea because
the country is ranked “first in the
world in terms of social media
usage” – particularly on global
platforms such as Facebook and
Twitter and local platforms such
as KakaoStory and Cyworld – the
researchers interviewed 33 people
online and face-to-face, with more
than 60% being women and with
around the same percentage being
in their twenties and thirties.
During the interviews, the
participants were asked to discuss
their food-related experiences
while travelling, describe the
content they had shared on social
media during or after their trips,
and their motivations for doing
so. The participants were also
asked to provide one or two of the
digital images they had posted as
examples.
Many of the participants said that
they posted their food-related
experiences after they returned
home. Some said that they
preferred to wait until they had
time to organise the content before
sharing it, which the researchers
suggest indicates “impression
management”, whereas others
enjoyed sharing after they got

home because doing so served
as a “reminder of the happy
moments” during the trip. The
posts generally consisted of a
photo or a photo accompanied by
text, and the photos were usually
of a dish or food item taken at a
food market, street vendor site or
restaurant. The food often featured
an “aesthetic” or “exotic” touch.

Motivations for
Sharing
The researchers identified 17
themes among the reasons that
participants gave for sharing their
food experiences, categorising
them into social and relational,
self-image projection, emotion
articulation, archiving self and
information sharing domains.
Given the nature of social media, it
is perhaps unsurprising that social
and relational motives for sharing
were particularly important.
The participants seemed to use
their travel food experiences
as “a ‘hook’ for initiating and
engaging the audience in a virtual
conversation”, perhaps because
food is regarded as a comfortable
topic that can safely be shared with
family, friends and even strangers.
Some participants enjoyed sharing
their travel food experiences
because it helped them to gain
social support and to feel validated
by others. As one participant put
it, “I feel really good if I get lots of
comments and likes. I feel like I am
the popular one”.
Sharing food experiences also
helped the participants to manage
their self-image, as the selection
of particular images could “steer
others towards perceiving them
in a desired way”, the researchers
suggest. A “luxurious dining
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experience”, for instance, could be
used to affirm the poster’s social
status, and some participants
would only consider sharing food
experiences that projected an
image of “an upscale lifestyle”.
Others, however, were keen to
be perceived as “food experts”
and enjoyed receiving requests for
restaurant recommendations and
other food-related information.
Expressing emotion was identified
as another motivation for posting
food-related experiences. The
participants tended to describe
food as a “happy part of a trip”
and posting their experiences
on social-networking sites gave
them a “sense of self-gratification,
happiness and joy”. However, they
also had more altruistic motives,
and were motivated to make their
friends happy through sharing
content that they would appreciate.
One participant explained that her
friends were “really curious” about
the amount of sweet food sold in
the US, so while on a trip there she
shared pictures to make her friends
happy.
The participants were also
motivated to post their experiences
as a way of “archiving” their
memories. Many of them
considered social media sites to be
a secure way of storing their travel
data, and editing and sharing the
content gave them opportunities
to reflect on their experiences. The
desire to share information with
others was regarded as another
altruistic motive, because sharing
recommendations and providing
“unique insights” into the local
cuisine is valuable in helping
friends and others to decide
whether to visit a destination.

Understanding
Destinations
The study revealed that travellers’
food experiences help them to
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understand the destination by
two means: “cultural dissimilarity
and emotional connection”.
Some participants discussed how
they enjoyed exploring the local
markets and stores to discover the
kind of food the locals ate, and
then sharing these experiences on
social media. Observing the locals’
food experiences helped them to
“understand and appreciate the
unique values of a destination”.
One participant described how
during a trip to Spain, he was so
surprised to discover that the locals
enjoyed spending two or three
hours eating a meal, rather than
rushing to eat as fast as possible,
that he wanted to “share this
culturally shocking story” with his
friends.
Apart from the contrast with their
own culture, the participants
commented on the emotional
connection that they felt with the
destination through experiencing
the local food. As the researchers
note, “distinct foods and flavours
tell the story of a destination and
its history, culture and people”, so
immersing themselves in the local
food helps travellers to understand
the place better, while “local exotic
flavours add a thrill and a sense of
adventure”.

Creating a Destination
Marketing Tool
Travellers post their food-related
experiences on social-networking
sites for numerous reasons, yet
such user-generated content can
also promote the destination and
“influence the decision making
of others”, argue the researchers.
Hence, there is a “natural alliance”
between destination marketers and
tourists: information posted online
helps to market the destination
while also educating the public
about the “local culture, heritage
and social norms”. This seems

to be a win-win situation for
both travellers and destination
marketers, who should be able
to take the findings of the study
to “strategically harness” the
willingness and energy of travellers
to promote the destination and
attract more visitors.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Many travellers use social
networking to share food-related
experiences within their personal
networks
• Motivations for sharing may be
either psychological or functional
• Sharing may be considered as
benefitting either the self or others
• Destination marketers should
harness user-generated, food-related
content to promote their destinations
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Airbnb – Friend or Threat?
Home rental sites such as Airbnb
do not yet represent a threat to
Singapore’s budget hotel operators,
although the market is under
considerable pressure from new
entrants, according to a study by
the SHTM’s Professor Brian King
and D.HTM student Edward Koh.
Their findings, however, suggest
that the threat posed by the rapidly
growing home rental market could
intensify unless the government
introduces regulations to “level the
playing field” in the near future.

Exponential Growth of
the Sharing Economy
Technology has generated “huge
disruptions” to the way people
enact transactions by providing
consumers with access to the
sharing economy, the researchers
observe. In the tourism sector, one
of the greatest innovations has
been the rise of the home rental
market, led by companies such as
Airbnb and HomeAway. These sites
allow homeowners to “optimise
their assets” and offer consumers
diversified accommodation options,
thus facilitating entrepreneurship,
supplementing incomes and
widening consumer choice.
Nevertheless, while the sharing
economy seems to provide clear
benefits for both buyers and sellers,
there is concern over how these
developments threaten industry
incumbents, particularly those in
direct competition at the budget
end of the market. The researchers
note that Airbnb entered the market
in 2008 and has since undergone
“exponential growth”: between
2010 and 2015, the number of
rooms booked increased by 105
times and revenues by 115 times.
Staying in local residences offers
tourists more localised experiences

at prices that compete with one
and two star budget hotels, which
may need to “differentiate with a
view to ensuring their survival”.

Airbnb price for an entire home,
S$229, was also higher than the
equivalent mid-tier hotel price of
S$174.

Though some European cities
have introduced legislation to
regulate the growth of the sharing
economy, the researchers note that
the market is largely unregulated.
In Singapore, the government
recently enacted a law that makes
it “illegal for private homeowner
to rent out entire apartments and
rooms for less than six months”
without approval from the Urban
Development Authority, but
is currently considering a new
category of private homes that will
be permitted to offer short-term
rentals.

The researchers conducted
interviews with managers or
representatives of four mid-tier
hotels, three economy hotels
and three hostels, and with a
representative from Airbnb’s Asia
headquarters in Singapore. The
interviews focused on participant
views about competition in general,
competition in relation to the
perceived competition from Airbnb
and the regulation of Singapore’s
home rental market.

The researchers argue that there is
an “urgent need for a competitive
mapping of the space occupied
by the various hotel categories
and Airbnb”. With that in mind,
they conducted a qualitative
study to evaluate whether Airbnb
merely offers accommodation that
complements existing provision,
or whether it represents disruptive
competition that may pose a threat
to the traditional market.

Hoteliers’ Perspective
First, the researchers searched
Airbnb’s website to identify the
available accommodation options
in Singapore and compared prices
with those offered by traditional
hotels and hostels. The average
price of S$90 for a private room
was roughly equivalent to the
price of an economy hotel with
an average rate of S$105. Shared
rooms on Airbnb averaged S$55,
slightly above the average room
rate for hostel beds, which started
at around S$20. The average

Increased Competition
All of the hotel and hostel
representatives felt that competition
had increased in recent years,
and all but one attributed this to
the “entry of new mid-tier and
economy hotels”. The increased
capacity has not only resulted in
lower occupancy rates for mid-tier
and economy hotels and hostels,
but has also created a price war
that had seen prices drop by as
much as 50%. As one hotelier
noted, “owning and operating
standalone hotels is making
increasingly less commercial
sense”, while others said that they
were finding it increasingly difficult
to recruit personnel because of the
increased demand from new hotel
entrants.
Nevertheless, a majority of the
mid-tier and economy interviewees
did not perceive Airbnb as posing
a direct threat to their business,
and were unconcerned about
a “prospective glut” of rooms.
Although two of the hostel
operators listed their rooms on the
site, they said that the associated
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