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Shopping, Artworks
and Exhibition
Services
Hong Kong’s strong reputation
as a “shopping paradise” for
mainland Chinese visitors may
also be threatened, according to
the researchers. With Shanghai
planning to offer “duty-free retail
hubs” in its FTZ, Chinese shoppers
from the affluent Yangtze River
regions may well decide to remain
in the mainland when shopping.
The effect on Hong Kong’s retail
sector could be considerable,
and perhaps even heightened
by recent local protests against
“parallel trading activities” and
the subsequent restrictions on
multiple-entry visas for Shenzhen
citizens.
In terms of the art trade,
Shanghai’s newly constructed
International Artwork Trade Centre
will offer storage, trading, logistics,
insurance and financial services,
and is expected to turn the city
into what the researchers call a
“leading platform” for trade in
Asia-Pacific artwork. The tax-free
warehouse stores more than 2,000
international artworks from around
the world and is likely to “accelerate
the development of the artwork
trade relative to Hong Kong”.
The SFTZ is also competing
with Hong Kong in exhibition
services, with the construction
of China’s National Exhibition
and Trading Centre. Given that
founding members such as
Australia have taken over entire
floors of the centre to exhibit their
national products and services,
the researchers suggest that
international companies may
be “lured to Shanghai”, with
detrimental effects on Hong Kong.
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Hotels and
Entertainment
The increased demand for hotel
rooms in the SFTZ will almost
certainly see an increase in the
number of high-end hotels being
built in Shanghai, argue the
researchers. At present, the city
only offers four luxury hotels for
international visitors, and a steep
rise in occupancy followed the
opening of the SFTZ.
The range of entertainment
facilities in Shanghai offering
visitors “enhanced excitement” is
also set to increase as the sector
opens up to foreign ownership.
This year was seen the opening
of the long-awaited Shanghai
Disneyland, for instance. Together
with the expansion of duty-free
retail outlets, hotels and exhibition
centres, the researchers argue that
the SFTZ will become an “enhanced
integrated tourism destination for
mainland visitors”, many of whom
would otherwise have visited Hong
Kong.

Emerging
Opportunities
Despite these challenges, there is
also cause for optimism, with the
FTZs offering potential business
opportunities for Hong Kong.
The researchers point out that
Hong Kong has tended to rely on
the Closer Economic Partnership
Agreement to access the mainland
market “ahead of other countries”,
but the Guangdong FTZ is now
providing a range of measures and
arrangements to facilitate crossborder e-commerce as well.
The Guangdong FTZ will also offer
various new services to Hong
Kong businesses in the shipping,
education, travel and medical
industries. In the future, the FTZ
plans to develop international trade
with countries on the Maritime

Context is Key for
Mobile Travellers

Silk Road, which should help to
consolidate Hong Kong’s “position
as an Asia-Pacific trade and
shipping hub”.

The Way Ahead
The researchers advise that
Hong Kong adopt a “philosophy
of cooperation rather than
leadership” in its relationship with
the mainland. With China’s FTZs
increasingly focusing on sustaining
growth through domestic
consumption, Hong Kong now
needs to respond by “diversifying
its range of products/services and
creating resources from its existing
assets, such as the “unique cultural
resources” of its “‘Lingnan’ Chinese
culture, British colonial legacy
and film history”. In those areas
where it is in competition with
China’s new FTZs, it could benefit
by seeking “closer integration”
with the mainland. That, however,
may be beyond Hong Kong’s
aspirations, the researchers
reluctantly conclude.

POINTS TO NOTE
• China is developing its FTZs to attract
more foreign direct investment.
• The new FTZs present various
challenges for Hong Kong’s tourism
industry.
• Hong Kong should seek closer
integration with China.
• It should exploit its unique resources
and diversify its tourism products.
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With travellers’ behaviour
becoming ever more dynamic and
socially connected through the
use of mobile technology, tourism
practitioners stand to benefit from
a distinct conceptualisation of the
travel context, observe SHTM
Assistant Professor Dan Wang
and her co-authors in a recently
published research paper. The
researchers suggest a conceptual
framework for understanding
the context in which travellers’
behaviour takes place, and
anticipate that it will be particularly
beneficial for developing simple
to use mobile systems that are
relevant to travellers’ needs.

“implicit cues about the objects
of interest such as people, places,
events, things, information, and
media”. For instance, a user
searching for a specific type of
product or arriving at a certain
location “gives rise to the need for
different communication services”
and allows tourism businesses
to “engage with their potential
customers”.

Information
Technology and
Travel Context

Many mobile apps depend on
the user’s location, which enables
information to be provided
about nearby points of interest,
restaurants, hotels and so forth.
The researchers note that the
challenge for contextual computing
is on how to improve personalised
information and recommendations
related to tourism, and other
aspects related to “social interaction
and mobile commerce”.

Travellers have become familiar
with using information technology
(IT) to search for travel-related
information and organise their
trips, the researchers note. The
growth of mobile technology, in
particular, has significantly changed
the way in which the Internet is
used for travel-related purposes.
One important feature of mobile
technology in this regard is that
it can take the user’s context into
account.

The researchers argue that early
examples of mobile tourist guides
suffered from a lack of detailed
information, but developments in
mobile technology now allow a
much wider range of contextual
information to be put to use.
However, developments in this
area are still hindered by the lack
of a “well defined and articulated”
notion of context, which is
necessary for the development
of effective mechanisms to assist
travellers.

The researchers suggest that
context is an important factor
in human-computer interaction
because a context-aware computer
can “sense and respond to
aspects of the setting” in which
it is being used. The information
that computers use to situate
travellers may include the time
and place of use, and can provide

Context Defined
In response to this situation, the
researchers set out to define the
notion of context in relation to the
“mobile technological environment
in travel and tourism”. They
aim to offer a richer and more

adequate understanding of context
in the mobile tourism setting, and
then “develop a foundation to
understand the new possibilities to
support on-the-go tourists’ needs”.
They begin by developing a
conceptual framework that
divides the travel context into two
domains: personal and trip-related
characteristics, and environmental
characteristics at specific stages of
the travel process. Although these
two domains have been extensively
considered in relation to tourism,
the researchers argue that context
is becoming “particularly salient”
with advancements in mobile
technology. Today’s travellers, they
write, are able to travel both “on
the Internet and with the Internet”.
Hence, a better understanding is
needed of how the two domains
affect the nature of travel.

Two Domains
Explained
The first domain refers to the
traveller’s “sociodemographics,
knowledge, personality,
involvement, values, attitudes”
together with trip-related
characteristics such as the reason
for the trip, its duration and
the distance to the destination.
The researchers explain that
these characteristics are often
closely connected – the amount
of time available, for instance,
influences the distance the
traveller is prepared to travel. The
characteristics of the rest of the
travel party also influence the range
of possible destinations, potential
trip activities and other decisions.
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The second domain relates to the
travel environment the traveller
interacts with and includes
factors such as location, weather
and temperature. The physical
environment includes specific
tourism attractions, which are
regarded as central to the tourism
process, as they are often what
motivates people to visit a
particular destination.
The researchers’ framework
considers travellers’ behaviour
at different stages of the travel
process. The first stage, for
example, usually involves planning
when and where to go, who to go
with, how to get there and how
long to stay. Once they arrive at
the destination, however, travellers
access information that will help
them in getting around, making
short-term decisions and making
on-site transactions.
Mobile technology thus offers new
possibilities for on-the-go travellers,
the researchers argue, as it allows
planning to be more flexible and
many decisions can be left until
they arrive at the destination.
Mobile technology can also offer
more “chances for engagement
with others” through social
media and other resources. As a
consequence, the travel context is
becoming “more open, fluid and
dynamic”.

Influence on the
Nature of Travel
Having described the two
domains of the travel context,
the researchers go on to consider
how they affect the nature of
travel. Using the stage of travel as
an example, they illustrate how
context influences four dimensions
of behaviour – decision-making
flexibility, decision specificity,
decision-making time frame and
information needs.
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The researchers propose that
mobile technology creates greater
decision-making flexibility during
trips. Travellers now postpone
decisions about certain “micro”
aspects of their travels, such as
which restaurants and attractions
to visit, until they are en route. As
mobile technology allows travellers
to “obtain a better understanding
of their geographic and cultural
surroundings”, their behavioural
patterns become more refined and
their decisions about these micro
aspects become more specific.
Travellers also have different
timeframes for making decisions
about “different kinds of products”,
the researchers observe. Whereas
pre-trip planning such as
determining which destination to
visit can take weeks or months,
once travellers have arrived at
a destination, decisions need to
be “immediate, unreflective and
spontaneous”. Smartphones are
ideal for making these kinds of
instantaneous decisions.
Finally, the researchers argue that
mobile technology, particularly
location-based services, make
places more “immersive and
captivating” for travellers. With
the development of social,
communication and location-based
technologies, such as locationbased social gaming, tourists have
an enhanced sense and experience
of place through “emotional,
aesthetical informational, playful
and social engagement”, which
allows them to be more creative
and hedonic.

New Mobile Systems
for Travel
In providing the first comprehensive
definition of the travel context,
the researchers offer a conceptual
foundation for designing
innovative mobile systems for
travel and tourism. As travellers

are constantly “sending signals
and generating new information”
about their location, information
search history and engagement
with social networks to information
providers, inferences can be drawn
about their travel behaviour. Such
information can ultimately be used
as the basis for designing new and
more effective mobile systems for
travel and tourism.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Mobile technology has transformed
travel behaviour.
• Understanding the travel context
is crucial for mobile technology
applications.
• Contextual information provides
insights into travellers’ behaviour.
• Such insights can be used to inform
the design of mobile systems for
travel and tourism.
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Mainland China Lagging
in Hotel Theming
Chinese hotels are a long way
behind their Western counterparts
in developing themed hotels
to differentiate themselves in a
highly competitive market, suggest
SHTM Postdoctoral Fellow Philipp
Wassler, Associate Professor Kam
Hung and a co-author in a recently
published research article. By
investigating the views of hoteliers
from the Chinese mainland, the
researchers offer an insightful
perspective on the possibilities
for hotel theming in the country,
identifying various opportunities for
themed hotels to gain competitive
advantages.

Chinese Hotel Sector
Competition
The researchers situate their study
in the context of a rapidly growing
tourism market in China that has
prompted a more than US$44
billion increase in investment
over the past five years. This has
resulted in increased competition
among hotels, exacerbated by the
government’s recent loosening
of control over foreign chains. At
present, locally owned hotels are
considered to be “significantly
weaker” than international hotels,
they note, and while some have
sought support from international
chains, many independent hotels
are struggling to survive.
A particular problem, according
to the researchers, is that many
domestic hotels lack “sophisticated
marketing practices”: they are
stuck with undifferentiated
products and services and poor
brand development, and thus
fail to capture a specific market
segment. The researchers were

thus interested in investigating
whether Chinese hoteliers might be
able to gain a competitive edge by
introducing niche marketing in the
form of hotel theming.
Themed hotels are widely used as
marketing tools in the West, the
researchers point out, most notably
in locations such as Disney theme
parks and casino resorts such as
Las Vegas and Atlantic City. In a
themed hotel, the design, décor
and facilities, staff, service and
activities, are all based on a “unique
and strong theme” that provides a
memorable experience. Themes
may be based around a country or
location, or more specific themes
such as sports, nature, cartoons
and celebrities.
Although China does have some
themed hotels, they are far less
common than in the West. The
researchers were interested
in finding out what tourism
practitioners think about the “reality
of hotel theming in China”, their
perceptions of the “opportunities,
challenges, and added market
value” theming presents and
whether it has a future in China.

Tourism Practitioner
Views Collected
To solicit the views of tourism
practitioners on theming, the
researchers invited 41 students
from a graduate-level hospitality
and tourism marketing class
comprising mainly mid- to upperlevel managers, senior executives
of hotel groups and hotel owners to
take part in seven group interviews.
During the interviews, those in
the class without work experience

asked the hoteliers nine questions
about their understanding of hotel
theming, examples of hotel themes
in China, the advantages and
disadvantages and the prospects
and future directions of theming in
China.

Hotel Theming in
China Today
The hoteliers were able to identify
only a few examples of successful
theming in China. Most involved
hotels that based their theming
on nearby scenic sites and local
culture. However, an interesting
example was a Buddhist themed
hotel in Shenzhen, where guests
were made to feel as though
they were living in a temple – the
staff and managers dressed as
monks and were said to be “living
like nuns”. Other examples of
successful theming were related to
foreign-themed hotels, such as the
recently opened Disney resort and
the Armani hotel in Shanghai.
Although they identified a few
success stories, the hoteliers noted
that whereas successful foreignthemed hotels focus on intangible
assets, Chinese-themed hotels
limit their theming to easily copied
tangible assets such as the hotel
décor and staff clothing. One
hotelier gave the example of a
chess-themed hotel that “focused
heavily on the interior design”,
but was regarded as unsuccessful
because the employees had “no
idea about how to even play
chess”.
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