
A good night’s sleep is the most 
important service a hotel can offer 
its overnight guests, according to 
the SHTM’s Dr Alice Hon and Dr 
Clare Fung. Analysing hotels’ sleep-
management strategies from the 
perspective of both business and 
leisure travellers, the researchers 
show how hotels can best allocate 
their resources to optimise guests’ 
sleep quality. Such strategies may 
offer hotels a unique source of 
competitive advantage, enabling 
them to survive and even thrive 
in today’s precar ious market 
environment.

Importance of Sleep

The chance to sleep well and 
deeply is important to every hotel 
guest. Leisure travellers wish to 
escape the stress and strain of 
everyday life, enjoy a restful sleep 
and wake refreshed to make the 
most of their holiday. Sleep quality 
is just as important for business 
travellers, whose jobs require 
them to be well rested and alert. 
As the researchers remind us, 
“good-quality sleep is essential for 
our health”. It not only improves 
mood and concentration, but also 
reduces the risk of diabetes and 
heart disease.

Unfortunately for hoteliers, people 
are rarely able to sleep well in a 
new environment. This is known 
as the “first night” effect, and it 
is of particular concern for hotel 
managers. “Many tourists expect 
that their first night in a hotel 
will be less than restful”, explain 
the researchers, “due to jet lag, 
sleeping in a different bed, rooms 
that are too hot or too cold, noise 
from the street or neighbours, light 
from the corridor, and so forth”.

As small changes in hotel guests’ 
new environment can affect their 
sleep, the researchers stress that 
it is vital for managers to “identify 
a proper hotel environment that 
maximizes sleep quality”. Managing 
external factors like this can even 
help hoteliers to reduce the impact 
of pre-existing psychological factors 
such as guests’ stress and worry. 
Overall, well-rested travellers are 
more likely to be satisfied with their 
stay, and thus to return to the hotel 
in future.

No wonder, then, that hotels 
have invested a lot of money in 
identifying strategies to give their 
guests a good night’s sleep. Some, 
the researchers explain, focus on 
providing comfortable mattresses 
and bedding in cool, dark, quiet 
rooms. Others advertise their thick 
walls and sound-proof rooms. A 
few even offer guests warm milk 
and cookies at bedtime. However, 
according to the researchers, little 
is known about which such sleep-
management s t rategies work 
best, or how they affect travellers’ 
satisfaction and intention to return.

Sleep Management 
and Traveller Type

Seeking to address this lack of 
knowledge, the researchers’ first 
task was to find out exactly which 
strategies hotels should implement 
to maximise guests’ sleep quality. 
They identified common problems 
affecting guests’ sleep in luxury 
and budget hotels. For example, 
“many hotels concentrate on the 
quality of sleep amenities, but 
they seldom control the morning 
chatter of housekeepers or clatter 
of hotel guests”. Rooms may be 
too warm or too cold, and intrusive 
smells such as cigarette smoke or 
cooking food may enter through air 
conditioning units.

Next, the researchers identified 
three sleep management strategies 
implemented by hotels to ensure 
that their guests sleep well. The 
first is bed amenities, which must 
be clean and comfortable. For 
example, the researchers write, 
“hotels may offer different types of 
pillows (high or low), mattresses 
(firm or soft), or quilts (duvet or 
cotton)”. Second, room design 
should be warm, welcoming and 
restful, with appropriate lighting 
and perhaps blackout curtains. 
Finally, hoteliers should provide a 
room environment conducive to 
sleep. Guests can use temperature 
and humidity controls to customise 
the room climate, and some may 
welcome relaxing bath salts, ear-
plugs or mugs of Horlicks.

Inev i tab ly ,  however ,  gues ts ’ 
responses to these strategies 
are affected by their particular 
perceptions, experiences and 
characteristics. “There are two 
main types of travellers,” note 
the researchers, “holiday and 
business”. Although sleep quality 
is  important  to both groups, 
they have different purposes in 
travelling, and potentially also 
different needs. The researchers 
thus se t  out  to  compare the 
r e s p o n s e s  o f  b u s i n e s s  a n d 
leisure travellers to hotels’ sleep 
management strategies.

Surveying Managers 
and Guests

To gain in-depth insights into hotel 
sleep management strategies, 
the researchers chose a 5-star 
hotel in Hong Kong with more 
than 260 guest rooms. First, they 
interviewed eight members of 
the hotel’s managerial staff, all of 
whom “had complete knowledge 
of the sleep management practices 
at the hotel and fully understood 

Give Guests a Rest!entrepreneurs entering the tourism 
sector in rural China.

Narratives of Tourism 
Migrants

T h e  r e s e a r c h e r s  v i s i t e d  3 
towns and recruited 26 tourism 
migrants in Luotian County – 11 
entrepreneurs and 15 employees 
– to take part in the research. All 
were working on tourism and/or 
hospitality projects at the time of 
the study. In open interviews, the 
informants were asked to describe 
in detail their experiences of and 
motivations for tourism migration. 
The researchers also interviewed 
local government officials and 
collected relevant documents, such 
as policy briefs and tourism master 
plans.

The overwhelming majority of the 
tourism entrepreneurs interviewed 
were male, and they al l  held 
executive positions within their 
firms. The migrant employees 
were generally younger, with a 
more balanced gender distribution. 
They held a variety of positions in 
the local hospitality and tourism 
industry, ranging from secretary 
to security officer. Very few of the 
entrepreneurs had prior experience 
of tourism work; the employees 
either had longstanding careers in 
tourism or had entered the sector 
seemingly by chance.

Given the interviewees’ extremely 
d i v e r s e  b a c k g r o u n d s  a n d 
experiences of migrating to Luotian 
to work in tourism, they were 
expected to provide “in-depth 
perspectives on the experiences 
of human subjects in tourism 
development”.

The Chinese Dream
Rigorous analysis of the interview 
transcripts, observational notes 
and documents revealed both 
similarities and differences in the 
tourism-induced mobility of the 

entrepreneurs and employees. 
I n  t e rms  o f  mot i va t i on ,  the 
researchers report, “the employees’ 
d e c i s i o n  m a k i n g  w a s  m o r e 
individualistic; they showed less 
consideration of the benefits they 
could bring to the communities”. 
The entrepreneurs held a long-
term vision of success, with the 
support of overarching government 
policies. “Win-win is the ultimate 
goal”, one of them said.

Interest ingly,  however,  most 
o f  t h e  m i g r a n t  e m p l o y e e s 
themselves aspired to become 
entrepreneurs and start their own 
businesses. As the researchers 
note, “entrepreneurial goals are 
often praised and pursued in 
Chinese culture”. It seems that 
tour ism migrat ion may of fer 
employees and entrepreneurs 
alike the opportunity to realise the 
“Chinese dream” of personal and 
professional achievement. Indeed, 
“upward soc ia l  mobi l i ty  was 
evident”, report the researchers, “as 
many migrants transitioned from 
being a farmer/villager or worker to 
being an entrepreneur or business 
owner”.

Clearly, both personal motivations 
and  con t ex tua l  f o r ce s  have 
a  p a r t  t o  p l a y  i n  a t t r a c t i n g 
migrants to the local tourism 
sector. The study’s findings have 
important practical implications 
for tourism policy makers and 
planners in less developed areas. 
The invaluable human capital 
provided by incoming employees 
and entrepreneurs can only be 
sustained if migrants’ economic, 
social and personal needs are met.

To do so, the researchers suggest, 
r u r a l  g o v e r n m e n t s  s h o u l d 
improve local living conditions 
and in f ras t ruc tu re  to  a t t rac t 
highly skilled migrants and tailor 
financial, training and education 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  “ r e t u r n e e 
entrepreneurs and labour workers 
in their 20s and 30s”. To meet 
the needs of new migrants, rental 
housing should be better regulated 

and equal education and medical 
services provided for those with 
nonlocal hukou.

Supporting Future 
Tourism

“ W i t h  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f 
infrastructure and technology”, 
wr i t e  the  resea rche rs ,  “ l e ss 
developed areas in China will be 
able to attract more high-skilled 
migrants”. This is just one of the 
recommendations to emerge from 
the study, which casts light on 
some of the intrinsic challenges 
faced by the tourism sector – a 
lack of professional development, 
a low-skilled workforce and, above 
all, significant labour mobility – 
and suggests ways of overcoming 
them. As tourism becomes an 
increasingly vital driver of economic 
growth in China and beyond, this 
can only spell good news.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Tourism is an increasingly important 

driver of economic growth.

• In China, less developed destinations 
are in desperate need of people 
and resources to support tourism 
development.

• Tourism migration can support 
rural Chinese dest inat ions and 
help tourism entrepreneurs and 
employees achieve the Chinese 
dream of upward mobility.

• To a t t rac t  and re ta in  tour i sm 
migrants, rural destinations should 
improve local living conditions, 
infrastructure and welfare equity.

L ingxu  Zhou  and  E r i c  S .  W. 
Chan (2019). “Motivat ions 
of Tourism-Induced Mobility: 
Tourism Development and the 
Pursuit of the Chinese Dream”. 
International Journal of Tourism 
Research, Vol. 21, Issue 6, pp. 
824-838.
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Social media may be the best 
way for luxury hotels to tap in 
to China’s enormous consumer 
market, according to a ground-
breaking study co-authored by the 
SHTM’s Mr Xinhai Mou, Dr Lisa 
Gao and a co-author. The global 
luxury sector is growing, and in 
an era of information overload, 
platforms such as WeChat and 
YouTube enable hotel managers 
to bring luxury experiences vividly 
to life. Drawing on a sample of 
affluent Chinese consumers, the 
researchers show how luxury hotel 
managers can develop curated 
social media content to meet the 
needs of the world’s biggest market 
for luxury travel.

China’s Luxury 
Travellers

Living extravagantly is becoming 
a  new rea l i t y  fo r  many ,  the 
researchers observe, as a rise in 
disposable income worldwide 
fuels the growth of the luxury 
sector. Few market segments 
offer a more promising target for 
luxury brands than China, whose 
consumers represent more than a 
third of the global luxury market. 
Hotels are no exception. To take 
advantage  o f  th i s  enormous 
market, hotel brands need to 
attract affluent Chinese travellers 
who seek unique, personalised 
accommodation experiences.

The first task is to understand what 
motivates Chinese consumers 
to  purchase luxury  products 
and services. “In China, material 
success has become an essential 
indicator of achievement”, the 
researchers tell us. “Consumers 
are motivated to purchase luxury 
p roduc t s  to  ga in  r espec t  o r 

dignity and improve their social 
status”. The researchers term 
this motivation “need for status” 
(NFS) .  Compared  wi th  the i r 
Western counterparts, Chinese 
consumers generally engage in 
more conspicuous consumption 
and have a greater NFS.

However, the researchers warn 
that the situation may be more 
complex than it seems. Despite 
attaching great value to the social 
benefi ts of luxury purchases, 
C h i n e s e  c o n s u m e r s  h a v e 
surprisingly limited knowledge of 
luxury brands. Younger generations 
and more experienced consumers 
may not even view luxury as a 
marker of social status. Yet despite 
these impor tant  d i f fe rences , 
“l i t t le research in the tourism 
and hospitality setting specifically 
i nves t i ga t es  Ch inese  l uxu ry 
consumers’ behaviours”. To help 
hotels understand this growing 
market segment, the researchers 
set out to explore how Chinese 
consumers with different levels 
of NFS view luxury hospitality 
consumption.

Luxury Hotels on 
Social Media

No s tudy  o f  mode rn  l uxu ry 
hospitality would be complete 
without considering social media, 
which have revolutionised the 
interaction between luxury hotels 
and their customers. Astonishingly, 
the researchers wr i te,  “more 
than half of luxury purchases are 
influenced by others’ experiences 
reported on social media”. By 
posting on platforms such as 
WeChat, Weibo and YouTube, 
hotels can share their facilities, 
décor and services with thousands 

and  even  mi l l i ons  o f  use rs . 
Meanwhile, uploading pictures 
and videos to social media enables 
consumers to impress others by 
displaying tangible evidence of their 
luxury consumption experiences. 
“ F o r  e x a m p l e ” ,  n o t e  t h e 
researchers, “celebrities may post 
pictures of luxury hotel experiences 
such as high tea” to show off their 
elegant and extravagant lifestyles.

Why do social media offer such a 
good way to market luxury hotel 
experiences? The researchers 
explain this in terms of the sights, 
smells, sounds and tastes conjured 
in our minds by a particularly 
evocative image or description. 
Watching a YouTube video of 
your favourite celebrity enjoying 
afternoon tea at a five-star hotel 
might make you hungry for more 
than just cucumber sandwiches. 
“If consumers imagine themselves 
having enjoyable experiences at 
luxury hotels”, the researchers 
explain, “they are highly likely to 
feel the urge to book stays at such 
establishments”.

When consumers search online for 
information on luxury hotels, the 
kind of content they see may affect 
the images that form in their minds. 
For example, close-up photos or 
videos give consumers the sense 
that they are completely immersed 
in what they see, whereas wide-
angle photos shot from a distance 
of fer  a  more detached v iew. 
Consumers who wish to impress 
others with their luxury purchases 
may be particularly attracted to 
close-up images that provide a first-
person perspective on hotels’ high-
end furnishings, well-appointed spa 
facilities, Michelin-starred dishes 
and so on.

Enliven Offerings with Social Media, 
Luxury Hotels Urged

POINTS TO NOTE

• Good-qua l i ty  s leep i s  v i ta l  to 
well-being, but hotel guests may 
experience difficulties sleeping in a 
new environment.

• Hotels have invested a lot of money 
in sleep-management strategies 
to enhance guests’ satisfaction 
and intention to return, but their 
effectiveness is not always clear.

• Hoteliers should focus on improving 
bed amenities, room design and 
room environment to improve 
guests’ sleep quality.

• Business travellers prefer a wide 
choice of amenities, whereas leisure 
travellers prefer clean, welcoming 
and customisable rooms.

the importance of a good night’s 
sleep”.

Next, the researchers distributed 
questionnaires to 202 guests as 
they entered one of the restaurants 
for breakfast. The guests who 
completed the questionnaires 
were all international travellers. 
The largest proportion were from 
Asia, followed by Europe and then 
North America and the Middle 
East. Gender and age were roughly 
evenly balanced, but hol iday 
travellers outnumbered business 
travellers.

They answered questions about 
their satisfaction with the hotel, 
their intention to return and how 
they felt about the hotel’s sleep 
management practices, ranging 
from the choice of pillows (bed 
amenities), room colour and light 
intensity (room design) to the room 
temperature (room environment). 
Examin ing  the  ho te l ’ s  s l eep 
management from all angles – 
from the perspective of customers 
as well as managers, leisure as 
well as business travellers – was 
expected to provide holistic insights 
into how hotels can best give their 
guests a good night’s sleep.

Strategies for Sleep 
Management

Rigorous statistical analysis of 
the interv iew transcr ipts and 
questionnaires provided important 
theoretical and practical insights 
into how each of the three sleep 
management strategies related to 
guests’ satisfaction and intention 
to return, and how business and 
leisure travellers reacted differently 
to these strategies. Using these 
findings, the researchers explain, 
“hotels can put in place a series of 
sleep practices in hotel rooms that 
may help build good sleep hygiene 
to improve the sleep quality of their 
guests”.

First, as expected, both groups 
cons idered  comfor tab le  bed 
amenities, a cosy room design 
with heavy curtains and an easily 
controllable room environment 
to be important for a good night’s 
s leep.  Al l  of  these st rateg ies 
enhanced both their satisfaction 
with the hotel and their intention 
to return. However, there were 
also differences between the two 
groups of travellers. This, write the 
researchers, “explains why hotel 
guests give different feedback 
on their sleep quality under the 
same hotel room environment 
conditions”.

To satisfy business travellers’ 
particular need for choice, hotel 
managers could offer various types 
of bed amenities, including soft or 
firm mattresses, pillows of different 
heights, cotton or duvet quilts, 
or individual sprung mattresses. 
To cater to the specific needs 
of holiday travellers, hoteliers 
should focus on providing clean, 
welcoming rooms in warm colours, 
with adequate control over room 
temperature and humidity. More 
generally, note the researchers, 
hotel managers could provide 
“specially designed and premium 
bedding, thick walls and sound-
proof room design, aromatherapy, 
and quiet zone floors for guests”.

The researchers acknowledge 
that some travellers experience 
personal issues that disturb their 
sleep, such as jet lag or insomnia. 
Dealing with these issues may 
require more personalised services. 
“Well-trained sleep specialists who 
know how to enhance sleep quality 
could be employed to provide 
training to frontline staff as sleep 
consultants and offer suggestions 
to guests”, the researchers suggest. 
More simply, offering hot chocolate 
to guests could create a relaxing 
atmosphere conducive to sleep.

Sleep as a Competitive 
Advantage

“ A l t h o u g h  h o t e l s  h a v e  p u t 
many resources into creat ing 
a quality sleep environment”, 
the researchers tel l  us, “their 
effectiveness is variable”. This 
study offers much-needed insight 
i n to  how ho te l i e r s  can  bes t 
invest their resources in sleep 
management strategies that meet 
the needs of particular groups of 
travellers. Satisfying guests is not 
only beneficial to their well-being, 
but “essential to business success 
and a determinant of hotels’ long-
term survival”.

Alice H. Y. Hon and Clare P. Y. 
Fung (2019). “A Good Night’s 
Sleep Matters for Tourists: An 
Empirical Study for Hospitality 
Pro fess iona ls” .  Journa l  o f 
Hospitality & Tourism Research, 
Vol. 43, Issue 8, pp. 1153-
1175.
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