
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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During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
airline employees experienced 
unprecedented levels of work-
related stress and job uncertainty. 
However, their coping strategies 
and cultural differences in their 
responses to work-related stress 
remain understudied. In a timely 
recent study, the SHTM’s Seongseop 
(Sam) Kim and co-authors explored 
the relationships between job 
stressors, psychological stress and 
coping strategies amongst airline 
employees in Hong Kong and 
South Korea during the pandemic. 
Their work provides fruitful insights 
that could help airlines minimise 
employees’ psychological stress 
and provide resources to support 
coping strategies. Crucially, their 
results also show that national 
culture should be considered when 
adopting such measures.

Airline Job Stressors

COVID-19 crippled business 
operations in a multitude of 
sectors, and air travel was amongst 
the hardest hit. Airlines are no 
stranger to economic or health 
and safety challenges, but the 
international travel restrictions 
imposed in 2020 dealt the sector 
an unprecedented blow. With 
mass lay-offs, rescheduling and 
furloughs, airline employees 
faced severe job insecurity and 
ambiguity. “Consequently”, say 
the researchers, “it makes sense to 
predict that work-related conditions 
caused by the pandemic may 
increase stress and anxiety among 
airline employees in a way that is 
different from work-induced stress 
prior to the pandemic”.

To date, however, studies have 
done little to elucidate the specific 
psychological and behavioural 
repercussions of industry-level 
events like COVID-19 for workers in 
this sector. “How airline employees 
perceive work-related stress is not 
fully understood”, say the authors. 

Furthermore, scant attention has 
been paid to their coping strategies 
in response to such stress.

Context is another important factor. 
As employees’ reactions to work-
related stress may differ between 
countries and cultures, the findings 
of Western studies of job stress 
may not be generalisable to other 
contexts, such as Asia. Although 
the pandemic affected airline 
employees worldwide, East Asian 
settings such as South Korea and 
Hong Kong may differ in their job 
stress predictors and outcomes 
relative to Western countries, 
and even relative to each other. 
“Airline employees from these 
two nationalities may experience 
and manage work-related stress 
differently”, say the authors.

With these considerations in mind, 
the researchers set out to provide “a 
systematic understanding of coping 
strategies in relation to work-related 
stress for airline employees during 
the tourism crisis”.

Theoretical Model of 
Stress and Coping

Generally, we experience 
psychological stress when we feel 
that too much is being demanded 
of us. Common job stressors 
include excessive work demands, 
role conflict and job insecurity. 
According to “conservation of 
resources” theory, stress poses 
a threat to our resources, and we 
respond by seeking to conserve 
our existing resources and obtain 
new ones. “Exemplifying this 
point”, say the researchers, “studies 
have shown that service-oriented 
employees adopt appropriate 
coping strategies to conserve their 
resources (e.g. well-being, self-
esteem) and alleviate stress”.

Accordingly, the authors note, 
“coping styles play a crucial role 
in understanding how employees 

adapt to stressful work events”. 
This raises the question of what 
airline employees can do to 
counteract resource loss during an 
industry-wide crisis like COVID-19. 
However, we still know little about 
which coping strategies airline 
employees use to deal with work-
related stress. The researchers’ first 
step in tackling this question was to 
establish a theoretical model linking 
job stressors to psychological 
stress and coping strategies. “In the 
model”, the authors say, “multiple 
job stressors are anticipated to 
increase the psychological stress 
levels of airline employees. 
Psychological stress, in turn, 
determines their coping strategies”.

Various possible coping strategies 
are available to employees. Task-
oriented coping attempts to find a 
solution to the root cause of stress, 
such as devising a plan to solve the 
problem. Emotion-oriented coping 
aims to regulate the emotional 
distress caused by the stressor, 
such as through self-revelation or 
self-blame. Avoidance-oriented 
coping involves a deliberate attempt 
to disengage from the stressful 
situation. If we feel that we have 
control over a stressful situation 
and possess the resources to deal 
with it, we are likely to adopt task-
oriented coping. “Emotion-oriented 
coping and avoidance-oriented 
coping are more dominant when 
both control and coping resources 
are perceived to be low”, say the 
researchers.

During COVID-19, airline employees 
had no control over the stressors 
they faced, such as international 
travel restrictions, the slow progress 
of virus containment and economic 
slowdown. Therefore, the authors 
hypothesised that airline employees 
experiencing job-related stress 
during the pandemic engaged 
primarily in emotion-oriented and 
avoidance-oriented coping. They 
also hypothesised that as national 
culture affects people’s responses 
to stress, airline employees 

Fight or Flight? Coping with 
Stress in the Airline Sector

expressed”, the authors write. 
This is because we can simply 
deny feeling socially undesirable 
emotions, to others and even to 
ourselves.

However, we cannot fully suppress 
our facial  micro-expressions, 
which give away information on 
how we react to our surroundings. 
Hence, if we conceal our feelings 
for the sake of social harmony, 
the implicit emotions showing on 
our faces may be more reliable 
than the explicit emotions we 
choose to report. Thus, due to 
the d iscrepanc ies  caused by 
biases, research has validated 
implicit measures as “effective and 
necessary to complement self-
reports”.

What If This Happened 
to Me?

To get to the truth, the researchers 
recruited 14 Hong Kong residents 
who all identified fully or partly 
a s  “ H o n g k o n g e s e ” .  T h e s e 
participants were shown short (1–2 
minute) video clips, presenting 
interactions between locals and 
mainland tourists, based on real 
anecdotes from a different set of 
Hongkongers. Three scenarios 
portrayed the tourists in a positive 
light, while the rest depicted various 
forms of unsocial behaviour, such 
as queue-jumping, loudness and a 
young child urinating in public.

As  the  par t i c ipan ts  watched 
t h e  s c e n e s  ( n o  m o r e  t h a n 
three per person), their facial 
expressions were video-recorded 
to capture their implicit emotions. 
Us ing  spec i a l i s ed  so f twa re , 
the researchers analysed the 
subjects’ faces to determine their 
dominant emotion at each time 
point throughout the viewing. 
Afterwards, the viewers answered 
a survey on the intensity of their 
explicit emotional responses, and 

the researchers interviewed them 
to dig deeper into how they felt 
about the scenarios and why.

Words versus Faces

The results showed that the self-
report method and facial analysis 
revealed different information. The 
self-report surveys and interviews 
were heavily outperformed by 
the software in measuring the 
participants’ happiness, sadness 
and anger. However, the self-
repor t  methods encountered 
no such difficulties with disgust, 
surprise and fear, “implying a 
higher consistency between the 
two approaches when identifying 
these three emotions compared 
with the others”.

These differences sometimes led 
to contrary outcomes. One older 
woman, watching tourists in a shop 
trying on cosmetics in a selfish 
and unhygienic way, showed a 
low intensity of all facial emotions. 
Afterwards, however, she reported 
having strongly felt sadness and 
disgust. If even specialist AI failed 
to register her displeasure from 
visual clues, one can imagine that 
real-life tourists would fail to realise 
how she felt. In the researchers’ 
words, “when tourists encounter 
this resident, they may not find her 
unfriendly or being offended”.

The study identified happiness, 
sadness and anger – revealed by 
facial expressions – as “desires-
driven” emotions rooted in the 
unconsc ious mind.  They are 
founded on an implicit expectation 
of  good soc ia l  outcomes.  In 
contrast, disgust and surprise, 
which the participants revealed 
verbally after watching the clips, 
arise from the confirmation or 
violation of stereotypes about 
mainlanders. Negative emotions 
were amplified in the self-reports, 
such as when the older woman 

described the cosmetics shoppers 
as “sel f ish,  se l f -centred,  and 
arrogant”.

Tackling Negative 
Stereotypes

H o n g  K o n g  r e s i d e n t s  h o l d 
ambivalent views of mainland 
tourists, as revealed by verbal 
reports and face tracking. In the 
authors’ words, “facial expressions 
and words  can te l l  d i f fe ren t 
stories”. Given that emotions can 
drive behaviours, the authors 
suggest that the tourist board 
and media  promote pos i t ive 
stereotypes of mainland Chinese 
to influence the explicit emotional 
reactions of locals during host–
guest interactions. This study, the 
first of its kind, pushes forward 
tourism research towards a richer 
understanding of ways to boost 
harmonious relations.

Zhang, Shiqin, Chen, Nan, and 
Hsu, Cathy H. C. (2021). Facial 
Expressions Versus Words: 
Unlocking Complex Emotional 
Responses of Residents Toward 
Tourists. Tourism Management, 
Vol. 83, 104226.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Facial and verbal expressions reveal 

different emotional responses to 
tourist–host interactions.

• Hong Kong residents’ facial 
expressions conveyed more 
happiness, sadness, and anger in 
response to tourist–host interactions.

• Hong Kong locals verbally expressed 
stronger disgust after watching bad 
behaviour.

• Positive stereotypes of tourists can 
encourage favourable responses to 
them based on explicit emotions.
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