
If you’ve visited a new city lately, 
you may have searched online 
for places to eat. Maybe you read 
some reviews, then clicked through 
to the restaurants’ own sites. 
New research by an SHTM team 
shows that in the hospitality sector, 
turning user clicks into dining 
visits depends on consistently 
positive messaging. By testing 
two competing theories of the 
effect of customer reviews, the 
study by Seunghun Shin, Hyejo 
Hailey Shin and Jaehee Gim will 
help local restaurants optimise 
their marketing strategy through 
homepage testimonials.

What Makes an 
Effective Testimonial?

In a crowded market like Hong 
Kong, restaurants have to be 
smart to stand out. Today, this 
means having an effective online 
presence to gain the t rust  of 
short-term visitors searching for 
nearby restaurants. While there 
are  many th i rd-par ty  rev iew 
platforms in the hospitality sector, 
such as TripAdvisor, restaurants 
often add positive testimonials to 
their own homepages, hoping to 
“seal the deal” for those whose 
interest is piqued by reading such 
reviews. “About 70% of hospitality 
businesses display testimonial 
reviews on their websites”, say the 
researchers, “and about 80% of 
diners check a restaurant’s website 
before choosing to visit”.

Which write-ups should a restaurant 
select for its testimonials? Naturally 
they should be positive, but there 
are degrees of positivity. Overly 
glowing reviews might be seen as 
biased, perhaps written by people 
who have a close relationship 

with the business and are thus 
not objective. This is in line with 
attribution theory. “When reading 
a review”, the authors explain, 
“customers are less l ike ly to 
adopt it in their decision-making 
if they perceive its evaluation is 
based on the reviewer’s personal 
reasons”. It might then seem more 
trustworthy for the restaurant to 
quote moderately positive reviews. 
Indeed, the authors mention a 
study showing that 5-star-rated 
products sell less well than 4.2–
4.5-star products.

However, it could be argued that 
extremely positive testimonials 
have a better chance of providing 
the final push for prospective 
customers viewing the homepage. 
This fits with regulatory focus 
theory, which sees customers 
as focusing on their ideal goals, 
such as a satisfying experience. 
Indeed, there is evidence that 
s o m e  c u s t o m e r s  p e r c e i v e 
unambiguously positive reviews 
as more credible than moderately 
positive reviews that also mention 
negative information. Where does 
this leave restaurants? “These two 
conflicting views make it difficult for 
hospitality businesses to determine 
how positive reviews need to be 
leveraged as testimonials”, the 
authors point out.

Advertising versus 
Word-of-Mouth

This uncertainty arises because 
most research has focused on the 
effects of reviews from third-party 
sites: online review communities, 
social networks, media-sharing 
platforms and search engines. The 
assumption is that the reviewers 
are independent of  the f i rms 

they rate. However, testimonial 
reviews may not be perceived as 
fully independent, despite being 
written by customers, because 
firms choose to place them on their 
websites. This calls into question 
the general isabi l i ty of  ear l ier 
studies. “It remains unclear how 
effective positive reviews are when 
communicated through a business 
official website as testimonials”, the 
authors say.

Ano ther  way  to  th ink  abou t 
testimonials is in terms of how 
consumers classify them. The 
researchers note that “testimonial 
reviews have characteristics of both 
electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) 
and advert isements”.  On the 
one hand, they are like unbiased 
opinions, because real customers 
write them without any thought 
of making a profit; on the other, 
they resemble a form of online 
advertising, because businesses 
propagate them independently of 
the original writers. Whether they 
are ultimately judged as eWOM or 
advertisements affects how they 
should be phrased: word-of-mouth 
relies on authenticity, implying that 
any negative aspects ought to be 
mentioned, whereas advertising 
is expected to focus solely on the 
positive.

This lack of understanding of 
how testimonial positivity affects 
customers’ decision-making was 
the motivation for Shin, Shin and 
Gim’s study. Contrasting attribution 
theory and regulatory focus theory, 
they real ised that “these two 
conflicting views make it difficult for 
hospitality businesses to determine 
how positive reviews need to be 
leveraged as testimonials to get 
the expected outcomes”. They 
therefore set out to determine how 
review positivity affects customers’ 

Turning Website Views into 
Restaurant Visits

virtually”, say the authors. This 
means that hospitality investors, 
designers, builders, and managers 
can instead invest more effort in 
developing their digital presence 
to offer far cheaper simulations 
of the “real thing” in an unlimited 
geographical virtual space that is 
completely customisable.

Stepping into the 
Future

This ground-breaking paper outlines 
a roadmap to Metaverse use that 
leads us from reality to complete 
illusion via an increasing reliance 
on technology. This path includes 
conventional real-world experience, 
technology-assisted experience, 
technology-enhanced experience, 
t e c h n o l o g y - e m p o w e r e d 
experience, and, most crucially, 
technology-illusive experience that 
“empowers users to step from the 
physical world to virtuality and vice 
versa”, explain the authors. For 
instance, couples could choose a 
“global wedding” theme that allows 
them to experience their special 
day in multiple locations from the 
convenience of their headsets.

According to the researchers, 
integrating the real and digital 
worlds will require multiple layers of 
innovation. Virtual world hospitality 
managers will need to design digital 
hotel facilities, aesthetics, and 
atmosphere. Designers and builders 
will be tasked with mapping out the 
virtual territory and conceptualising 
design concepts. Managers will 
need to find new ways to operate 
the hotel property, combine 
tangible and intangible experiences, 
and develop brand new marketing 
strategies. “Designing intuitive user 
experiences should also ensure 
functionality, findability, trust, value, 
accessibility and ultimately delight”, 
underline the authors.

A Taste of the 
Metaverse

In their vivid account of things to 
come, the researchers describe 
some of the transformative virtual 
experiences already out there. 
These have successfully blended 

the physical and virtual worlds to 
create unique experiences. For 
instance, prospective travellers 
to Nova Scotia in Canada can 
already experience 360° online 
virtual reality videos before their 
visit. “These enable prospective 
travellers to immerse themselves in 
Nova Scotia attractions”, conclude 
the researchers, “such as a ride 
on the tides of the Bay of Fundy 
for exploring Nova Scotia’s wine 
country”.

For nearly 10 years, Marriott Hotels 
have also been experimenting 
with “teleportation”, whereby 
destinations and hotel facilities can 
be experienced via virtual reality 
headsets. In 2014, the hotel chain 
set up a “Get Teleported” booth 
outside New York’s City Hall to offer 
newlyweds a virtual experience 
of hospitality properties in Maui 
(Hawaii) and London. Moreover, 
Inamo restaurants in London use 
interactive table projections that 
allow customers to select dishes, 
order through a virtual menu, 
and watch chefs cooking in real-
time. “They also allow users to set 
different moods and table cloths, 
discover the local neighbourhood, 
play games, and interact with 
others”, say the researchers.

Best Practices
In preparation for this incredible 
future, the authors put forward some 
best-practice suggestions. First, 
firms will need to have an active 
Metaverse presence. “Hospitality 
businesses can promote their 
business to consumers in a more 
immersive way, while facilitating 
co-creation to enhance experience 
formation”, state the authors. 
This means that consumers will 
be able to try out products and 
services before actually visiting, 
co-create with co-travellers, and 
share experiences with other users, 
similarly to “Destinations Experts” 
on TripAdvisor forums.

We may only be at the dawn of the 
Metaverse, but hotels, restaurants, 
and event planners will soon need 
to re-evaluate their relationship and 
engagement with consumers. To 
create this hybrid world, hospitality 
businesses must also collaborate 
with technology companies, and 

could learn much from the gaming 
industry in this regard. “Different 
types of hospitality businesses”, add 
the authors, “should tailor specific 
business strategies to their strategic 
needs and requirements and plan 
accordingly”. A Metaverse future 
will also need to be fully supported 
by the government, which means 
that ethical and legal issues must be 
thoroughly probed and discussed.

Next-Generation 
Tourism

This impressive work offers a 
first-ever glimpse into how the 
Metaverse will transform the human 
experience. While the Metaverse will 
not replace in-person travel, it has 
golden potential to fuse physical and 
virtual environments. Successful 
introduction of the Metaverse 
into hospitality and tourism 
experiences will require businesses 
to consider a range of brand new 
organisational, regulatory, and 
creative possibilities. “Metaverse is 
an innovative concept,” conclude 
the authors, “and the characteristics 
may therefore need a long time 
to adjust to the needs of different 
stakeholders”.

POINTS TO NOTE
•	The Metaverse will revolutionise 

hospitality and tourism as much as 
the Internet has done.

• Early adopters are already providing 
virtual experiences and these will 
become more immersive.

• The Metaverse will increase our 
reliance on immersive technology 
and reduce the need for physical 
space.

• Hospitality and tourism firms must 
prepare for a future of co-creating 
value via the Metaverse.
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How do tourists in your town make 
you feel? A study co-authored 
by the SHTM’s Nan Chen, Shiqin 
Zhang and Cathy H. C. Hsu shows 
that Hong Kong nat ives have 
complex emotional responses to 
visitors from the mainland. The 
paper may help improve host–
visitor relations in Hong Kong 
and abroad as tourist numbers 
pick up in the post-pandemic era. 
The study setting is particularly 
relevant as mainland Chinese 
tourists become more adventurous 
travellers.

Making Sense of 
Feelings

The importance of emotions in 
tourism cannot be overstated. 
Improving our subjective state 
of mind, whether through joy, 
excitement or relaxation, is the 
essential goal of leisure travel. 
Notably, local populations in tourist 
areas play a key role in shaping 
visitors’ environment and in turn 
the emotional experiences of 
visitors. However, this is a two-
way relationship that also depends 
on locals’ own disposition towards 
tourists.

Current ly,  research on hosts’ 
emotional responses to tourists 
lags behind the study of tourists’ 
emotions. To address this, tourism 
researchers need to not only 
broaden their scope but also learn 
from psychologists. “Emotion 
research in tourism as a whole”, 
say the researchers, “is still in 
its infancy compared to that in 
psychology”. They propose that 
hosts’ multi-layered emotional 
reactions arise from the interplay 
between desires and stereotypes.

As discussed in detai l  by the 
authors, we may not know our 
own emotions as well as we think. 
Befitting their role in both regulating 

behaviour and signalling thoughts, 
emotional responses are highly 
complex. For one thing, emotions 
consist of both mental components, 
such as cognitive appraisal, and 
physical components, such as 
physiological arousal. Thus, the 
researchers tell us, “combinations 
of various psychophysiological 
measures (e.g., EEG, EDA and 
facial expressions) and self-reports 
are strongly encouraged”.

Furthermore, some emotional 
reactions happen so quickly that 
they can evade conscious notice. 
This complicates the attempts to 
measure emotional reactions to 
tourist behaviour. As “a complex 
state that can be expressed through 
various channels”, the researchers 
note, emotion requires objective 
measurement  t echn iques  in 
addition to the subjective methods 
that are used in conventional 
tourism research.

Another way to classify emotions 
is based on explicit vs. implicit 
expression. As the researchers 
a rgue ,  “exp l i c i t l y  expressed 
emotions are more like cognitive 
or conscious responses toward 
triggers”. Such emotions, also 
d e s c r i b e d  a s  “ c o n s c i o u s ” , 
“deliberate” or “reflective”, can be 
easily noticed and described by the 
subject, making them accessible to 
researchers using questionnaire or 
interview techniques.

I n  c o n t r a s t ,  w h e n  w e  f e e l 
an impl ic i t  –  or  “automat ic” , 
“spontaneous” or “raw” – emotion, 
we cannot control it and may even 
fail to observe it. Implicit responses 
can only be measured using real-
time experimental methods such 
as pulse monitoring. This makes it 
problematic that “emotion research 
in tourism, even in marketing and 
psychology, has a long tradition of 
relying on self-report methods”, in 
the authors’ words.

How to Measure 
Emotions

Many psychologists recognise at 
least six basic emotions: anger, 
happiness,  surpr ise,  d isgust , 
sadness and fear. Nonetheless, 
tourism researchers have often 
overlooked this diversity, instead 
measuring emotional responses 
on a simple two-dimensional scale 
of valence (positive/negative) and 
arousal (activated/non-activated). 
“While this approach is useful”, 
the authors write, “it hides the 
various roles of discrete emotions 
in tourism encounters”.

Social encounters, such as those 
between tourists and locals, may 
give rise to a rich set of emotions. 
These are likely to be deeply rooted 
in the cultural context of the host 
community and the socialisation 
of individual people. Given the 
rich social nature of host–tourist 
interact ions,  the SHTM team 
realised that “more efforts with full 
considerations of basic emotions 
combining implicit measures in a 
tourism context are needed”.

Hence, to objectively measure 
locals’ reactions to tourists, the 
researchers used facial expressions 
as cues. The study of faces to 
read emot iona l  s ta tes  i s  not 
only intuitive but has a scientific 
basis stretching back to Darwin. 
However, despite the variety of 
the human emotional palette, “the 
limited number of tourism studies 
that examined discrete emotions, 
unfortunately, only measured one 
or a few specific emotions”, the 
researchers tell us.

Facial expression analysis also 
avoids the social and psychological 
biases that bedevil self-reports. 
“Self-reported methods could have 
cognitive and social desirability bias 
and thus limit the understanding 
of emotions to those explicitly 

Tourist-Triggered Emotionsreactions to online testimonial 
reviews of restaurants, and how 
this contrasts with the effect of 
reviews hosted on other types of 
online platform.

Finding a Restaurant 
Near You

The team started their study by 
scraping write-ups of Hong Kong 
restaurants from TripAdvisor. 
By analysing the answers to the 
optional question “was this review 
helpful?”, they found that 4-star 
reviews were perceived as more 
helpful than 5-star reviews. This set 
the stage for a detailed investigation 
of how ratings actually affect users’ 
visit intention. Three hundred 
participants were asked to search 
for a nearby Italian restaurant 
us ing their  smartphones and 
confirm their choice after checking 
the restaurant’s website. Half of 
them saw fully positive 5-star 
testimonials on the homepages, 
while the others saw 4-star reviews 
that were mostly positive but noted 
caveats such as “a bit crowded”.

Considering that real-life restaurant 
websites might contain a mix of 
extremely and moderately positive 
test imonials,  the researchers 
then studied the effects of such a 
mixture. Another 200 participants 
were recruited and tasked with 
settling on a local Italian eatery. 
T h i s  t i m e ,  h o w e v e r ,  w h e n 
they landed on a restaurant’s 
homepage, they saw either three 
5-star reviews and one 4-star 
review, or vice versa. As in the 
above-mentioned experiment, the 
participants were subsequently 
asked about their intention to 
visit the restaurants that they had 
investigated using their phones, 
and their overall feelings about 
them.

The Power of 
Positivity

Extremely positive testimonials 
were found to improve both the 
participants’ view of the restaurants 
and their actual visit intention. 
When the restaurants’ homepages 
carried unambiguously positive 
reviews, with nothing but praise 
for the food, prices and service, 
potential diners were more likely 
to rate their attitude towards the 
establ ishments as favourable 
and state that they would be 
likely to visit them. “A hospitality 
business should make potential 
customers who visit its website feel 
confident about their pre-decision 
by displaying glowing testimonial 
reviews”, the researchers infer.

When the participants saw mixed 
positive reviews (some including 
minor criticisms and others not), 
the results were consistent with 
the first experiment. Those who 
saw mostly the extremely positive 
reviews had more favourable 
attitudes and higher visit intention 
than those who read most ly 
the tempered posi t ive wr i te-
ups. Evidently, according to the 
researchers, “it is more strategic 
for a hospitality business to display 
extremely positive reviews on their 
websites as testimonials”.

T h e  s t r a t e g i c  a d v a n t a g e  o f 
extremely positive reviews also 
indicates that  the readers of 
test imonia ls  tend to th ink of 
them as advertisements rather 
than eWOM. Consumers expect 
eWOM to be mixed, and there 
is evidence that they are more 
strongly influenced by moderately 
positive than extremely positive 
reviews on sites like TripAdvisor. 
However, they react less well when 
businesses mention criticisms on 
their own websites. Rather, when 
reading homepage testimonials, 
“customers want to be certain 
about  the i r  pre-choice when 
following up on the product of 
interest”, the authors conclude.

Tips for the Trade

The next time you search for a 
restaurant online, your reaction 
to positive reviews may depend 
on whether  you read rev iew 
communities or the establishments’ 
own s i tes .  I f  the restaurants 
have their strategy right, they will 
carefully choose their homepage 
testimonials and include only 
the most positive reviews to give 
interested diners the final push. 
The study’s authors suggest that 
restaurants could boost their visit 
rates by prioritising advert-like 
content over general information 
on the pages that users see when 
clicking through from a search app. 
In summary, this research fills an 
important gap in our understanding 
of testimonial review strategy and 
should aid hospitality businesses 
going forward.

Shin,  Seunghun, Shin,  Hyejo 
Hailey, and Gim, Jaehee (2023). 
How Positive Do Testimonials 
on a Restaurant Website Need 
to Be? Impact of Posit ivity 
of Test imonial Reviews on 
Customers’ Decision-making. 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f 
Hospitality Management, Vol. 
108, 103382.

POINTS TO NOTE

•	Researchers are uncertain about 
how hospitality firms should use 
online testimonial reviews.

•	Diners are more likely to choose 
restaurants with extremely positive 
than moderately positive homepage 
testimonials.

•	Extremely positive reviews are more 
valuable in testimonials than on 
review community sites.

•	Restaurants could convert Web visits 
to real visits by highlighting positive 
testimonials on their homepages.
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