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Tourism in Technicolour
Cartoons might just hold the key to 
attracting an important new niche 
in the tourism market, according 
to a pioneering recent study by 
SHTM researchers Dr Mimi Li 
and Mr Yuhao Chen and their co-
authors. With society’s increasing 
emphasis on family togetherness 
and bonding, especially through 
leisure activities, more families are 
travelling together than ever before. 
How can destination marketing 
be targeted to meet the needs of 
different generations? Focusing 
on child tourists, a growing yet 
remarkably understudied market, 
the researchers provide novel 
empirical evidence of how visuals 
can best be used to engage and 
entice these young consumers. The 
results have important implications 
for destination marketers focusing 
on the family sector in Hong Kong, 
mainland China, and beyond.

The Visual Side of 
Tourism

Pho tog raphy  i s  i nex t r i c ab l y 
l i n k e d  w i t h  t o u r i s m .  F r o m 
serene landscape panoramas to 
“selfies”, photos offer tourists a 
way to capture and preserve their 
travel memories. More than just 
snapshots of a place or a moment 
in t ime, say the researchers, 
tourism photography may aid in 
“constructing memory and self-
identity, cultivating relationships, 
and attracting viewers’ attention to 
destinations”.

Little wonder, then, that pictures 
and photographs are key tools in 
tourism marketing, offering curious 
travellers a virtual experience of 
a destination. “Photographs are 

thought to be essential in forming 
a destination image”, say the 
researchers, “and a positive image 
can influence consumers’ attitudes 
and intentions to patronise a specific 
tourism product or destination”. 
When booking a holiday, an eye-
catching photo may mean the 
difference between one hotel and 
the next, or tip the balance in favour 
of a particular tourist attraction.

However, not all visuals are equally 
effective in promoting a destination. 
Choosing the right content is crucial, 
the researchers tell us, but format 
also matters. Stock photos may fail 
to hold viewers’ attention, whereas 
augmented reality offers tourists 
an exciting and authentic way to 
connect with a destination before 
travelling there. The colour, size, 
and position of photos may also 
affect viewers’ visual attention. 
“Consequently”, the researchers 
note, “advert isers should use 
photos and text in advertisements 
appropriately and position them 
effectively”.

Children as Tourists
T h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  v i s u a l 
marke t ing  may a l so  depend 
on who is doing the observing. 
Unsurprisingly, most studies so far 
have focused on adults’ responses 
to tourism advertising. However, the 
researchers warn that this overlooks 
a growing trend in the 21st century: 
“children’s substantial influence 
on the decision-making process 
around family holidays, especially 
in deciding where to go and what to 
do”. In today’s highly visual world, 
what kinds of destination images 
are most likely to appeal to this 

important new niche in the tourism 
market?

The researchers explain that visual 
marketing may be effective even 
with children as young as 2 to 4 
years, who “can begin to make 
sense of pictures and symbols 
and are becoming more interested 
in media content”. As children 
are easily distracted, however, 
“marketing content should feature 
lively action, sound effects, and 
loud music to attract and hold their 
attention”. Cartoons are widely 
used in child-centric marketing, 
note the researchers, due to their 
unique ability to “draw children into 
an animated or fantasy world and 
infuse a sense of fun and adventure 
into their experiences”.

Pulling these threads together, the 
research team wondered whether 
children might respond differently 
to cartoon visuals versus normal 
photos of tourism attractions. They 
hypothesised that cartoons would 
better capture the attention of young 
viewers, “who tend to be willing 
audiences and react positively to 
visual materials rooted in fantasy”. 
According to the researchers, this 
could have exciting implications for 
child-oriented destination marketing, 
“Stimuli with unique or distinct 
features are thought to foster the 
fluent processing of information”, 
they explain, “which can then 
generate a sense of affection and 
elicit closer attention”.

Hong Kong Tourism 
Attractions

To put this theory to the test, the 
team’s first task was to create a 

On 8 January 2021, the SHTM PolyUx 
MicroMasters (MM) in International 
Hospitality Management entered its fifth 
year, enjoying another successful spring 
run. Hosted on the world-renowned edX 
online learning platform, this first-of-its-
kind programme allows learners to study 
at any time and anywhere. This makes it 
supremely well equipped to overcome 
the logistical challenges to education 
posed by COVID-19.

In these uncertain times, rarely has 
it been more important to bridge 
the knowledge gap between higher 
educat ion and the workplace. 
Recognising this, students from across 
the world flocked to enrol in four eight-
week courses, gaining managerial 
insights into topics ranging from human 
resources to innovation and technology. 
For MM Star Mr Benoit Amado from 
France, Complex Managing Director for 
Hoiana Hotels, Rosewood Hotel Group 
(Vietnam), the courses struck just “the 
right balance between learning and 
application of knowledge”.

Indeed, the programme proved 
inspiring for all. MM Star Ms Greta 
Elbracht from Germany, International 
Hostess for Cunard Line, rediscovered 
her “passion for the tourism and 
hospitality industry”. For Ms Mari Ilona 
Szutenberg from France, named MM 
Outstanding Learner, the opportunity 
to “dig deeper” and increase her 
knowledge of the sector encouraged her 
to pursue a Master’s degree.

MM Star Ms Cherry Chin, who is 
pursuing a Diploma in Western Culinary 

Skills at the Macao Institute for Tourism 
Studies, became even “more determined 
to pursue her studies in this field”. A 
full-time student from mainland China, 
MM Star Ms Vevina Zhu, also found the 
programme “a perfect stepping stone” 
towards further education. 

Outstanding teaching from SHTM 
faculty and a host of experts honed 
the professional confidence and skills 
of this year’s MicroMasters students. 
“It cultivated my mind and nurtured 
my potentials”, said MM Star Mr 
Gandhi Paul Ubalde Marquez from the 
Philippines, Senior Guest Services Officer 
at Royal Caribbean International. For 
entrepreneurs like Ms Anna Liang from 
mainland China, MM Star and Founder 
of Chintech International Limited 
and Ecourse (Shenzhen) Education 
Technology Co. Ltd, the MicroMasters 
brought fresh ideas for “the direction of 
further business planning”.

MM Star Mr Tyler Parker, Guest 
Services Manager at Royal Caribbean 
International, summed it up very well 
when he called the SHTM’s MicroMasters 
in International Hospitality Management 
a “game-changer”. To be part of this 
learning journey and advance your own 
career in the international hospitality 
industry, simply visit https://www.edx.org/
micromasters/hkpolyux-international-
hospitality-management. Enrolment 
is now open for 
the summer and 
autumn runs of 
the MicroMasters 
programme. H
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With the right email marketing 
campaign, a hotel can thrive in an 
industry characterised by cutthroat 
competition, according to SHTM 
researchers Dr Daniel Leung and 
Ms Megan Tsou. Drawing on the 
experiences of real-life Chinese 
consumers, the authors provide 
pioneering empirical evidence of 
how hotel firms can optimise their 
email advertising to attract and 
retain customers. By appropriately 
framing their price promotions 
and personalising their emails 
to suit travellers’ unique cultural 
backgrounds, hotels can regain 
a foothold in their  weakened 
industry. This will in turn support 
the swift recovery of hospitality 
and tourism in mainland China and 
beyond.

Digital Marketing for 
Hotels

In the Internet age, more hoteliers 
are turning to digital marketing 
channels to attract new guests 
and maintain their connections 
with existing ones. Cultivating rich, 
personalised relationships through 
targeted online marketing can help 
to transform first-time visitors into 
loyal guests who return time and 
again – and perhaps even bring 
their friends! It is no secret that 
today’s most successful hotels 
invest heavily in building customer 
relationships online as well as in 
person. 

Despite the recent rise of social 
media and mobile technologies, 
email remains one of the most 
dependable marketing routes for 
hospitality and tourism businesses. 
As “an agile and inexpensive tool 
for information dissemination”, 
the researchers explain, email 
plays an indispensable role in 
building customer–brand relations 
in the highly people-oriented 
hospitality sector. Indeed, they tell 

us, “companies in the hotel and 
food service industries are widely 
acknowledged as the most prolific 
users of email marketing”.

The best email marketing strategies 
trigger interested responses from 
readers, which may vary “from 
cl icking on l inks to gathering 
more informat ion to keeping 
the advertised information for 
future reference”, according to the 
researchers. These activities can 
create new sales opportunities 
and ultimately bring in revenue for 
hotel firms. But how should hotel 
managers and marketers design 
their emails to engage existing 
customers and entice new ones? 
Surprisingly, studies to date have 
shed little light on this important 
issue.  

Crafting Promotional 
Emails

Seeking to f i l l  this gap in the 
l i t e ra ture  and supp ly  much-
needed insights for practitioners in 
the ever more competitive hotel 
industry, the team focused on two 
critical components of any good 
email marketing strategy. The first 
was monetary incentives, which 
are generally framed as either 
“amount off” (e.g., “Save 500 
HKD!”) or “percentage off” (e.g., 
“10% off your next purchase!”) 
deals. Such price promotions 
are increasingly common in the 
hotel industry in the wake of the 
economic downturn and COVID-19 
p a n d e m i c .  T h e  r e s e a r c h e r s 
wondered “which incentive framing 
format is more effective in terms 
of inducing readers’ intention to 
purchase and recommend the 
promoted products”.

“ A n o t h e r  o v e r l o o k e d  a l b e i t 
pivotal cue that may influence 
readers ’  responses to  hote l -
related email advertisements”, 

say the researchers, is language 
c o n g r u e n c y .  W h e t h e r  a n 
advertisement is presented in 
a  cus tomer ’s  na t ive  or  non-
native language may affect their 
response to the advertised product. 
Sometimes, say the researchers, 
“ u s i n g  c o n s u m e r s ’  n a t i v e 
language in marketing and service 
communications can reduce their 
psychological distance and increase 
their behavioral intention”.

However, the team also warns 
that “localizing the advertising 
language is not universally feasible 
in improving advertising efficacy”. 
For example, the use of a foreign 
language may “provide a distancing 
mechanism that moves people 
towards a more deliberate mode 
of thinking”. Given the rapid pace 
of globalisation and increasingly 
lucrative market of international 
travellers, it has never been more 
important for hoteliers to choose 
the right language – or languages – 
for their email marketing.

Armed with these insights, the 
researchers set out to discover 
“how these two communication-
related cues – incentive framing 
format and language congruency 
- interactively influence readers’ 
post-reading responses to hotel-
related email advertisements”. 
They hypothesised that amount-
off promotions would be more 
attract ive than percentage-off 
ones. However, they expected the 
degree of this impact to depend 
on “whether the language used 
in advertisements is congruent 
with the native language used by 
readers”.

A Fictitious Hotel

T o  s h e d  l i g h t  o n  h o w  r e a l 
consumers perceive and respond 
to hotels’ email advertisements, 
the first step was to select an 

A Little Incentive Goes a Long Wayset of visual stimuli. As a popular 
tourism destination for family 
travellers, especially from mainland 
China, Hong Kong offered the 
perfect research setting. Another 
important factor to consider was the 
content of the visuals, as viewers’ 
attitudes tend to differ according 
to what is depicted. For example, 
say the researchers, “photographs 
of natural scenery attract more 
attention than those showing a built 
environment”.

They thus investigated the most 
popular attractions of each type 
in Hong Kong, and settled on 
three: the Tian Tan Buddha statue 
(cultural), Lamma Island (natural) 
and  Hong  Kong  D i sney l and 
(recreational). A photo of each 
attraction was selected, and the 
three photos were then digitally 
manipulated to create cartoon 
versions.

Next, the researchers recruited 
51 children aged 10–13 from a 
primary school in mainland China. 
“Children around this age”, explain 
the researchers, “can generally 
retrieve, organise and use available 
information from visual stimuli”. 
They are also well equipped to 
express their feelings and opinions 
in conversation. Both qualities made 
these children ideally suited to the 
study’s innovative combination of 
research methods: eye-tracking 
followed by interviews.

Tracking the part icipants’ eye 
movements enabled the researchers 
to explore their visual behaviour 
and patterns of attention while 
looking at the cartoon-executed and 
normal photos of the three Hong 
Kong tourism attractions. Next, the 
researchers conducted interviews 
to f ind out from the chi ldren 
themselves how they felt about the 
different types of images.

Cartoons or 
Photographs?

Careful analysis of the findings of 
both the eye-tracking experiments 
a n d  t h e  i n t e r v i e w s  y i e l d e d 
some interesting insights. Most 

importantly, write the researchers, 
“the chi ldren’s preference for 
cartoon execution varied depending 
on the type of tourism attraction”. 
Approximately half of the children 
were attracted to the cartoon 
visuals of the recreational attraction, 
Disneyland. “They enthusiastically 
described the magical, fantasy 
world portrayed in the images”, 
the researchers report. “The use 
of colours and an animated scene 
especially seemed to capture their 
attention”.

In contrast, when viewing the 
natural attraction, Lamma Island, 
most of the children preferred 
the normal photos to the cartoon 
visuals. “The details of the normal 
photos were easier to recognise”, 
explain the researchers, “whereas 
t h e  c a r t o o n  m a n i p u l a t i o n s 
were more difficult to view and 
diminished the natural beauty of the 
attractions”. Similarly, the children 
much preferred to look at normal 
photos of the cultural Hong Kong 
attraction, the Tian Tan Buddha 
statue, than cartoon visuals.

These findings have important 
imp l i ca t i ons  fo r  des t ina t ion 
marketers  ta rge t ing  ch i ldren 
and families. Broadly, say the 
researchers, the study “underscores 
the usefulness of cartoon effects in 
tourism photographs in attracting 
children’s attention and building a 
child-friendly image”. Therefore, 
“cartoons or sketches could be 
applied in visual representations 
or tourism marketing materials 
to attract the eyes and interest of 
young tourists”.

Crucially, however, this is only true 
for certain kinds of photographs: 
those  dep ic t ing  rec rea t iona l 
attractions, such as theme parks. 
Natural attractions are much better 
suited to realistic photographic 
representation. With this in mind, 
the researchers urge destination 
marketers to “distinguish products 
and employ cartoon execution 
under clear advertising objectives”. 
When seeking to entice young 
viewers to a destination, they say, 
“the match between an attraction 

and corresponding market ing 
materials should be considered 
prior to cartoon execution”.

Travelling Together
Empowered by an increasingly 
democratic parenting style, recent 
decades  have  seen  ch i ld ren 
worldwide contribute more and 
more to their families’ purchasing 
dec i s i ons .  Ho l i day ing  i s  no 
exception, with families representing 
a huge and growing market for the 
global travel industry. As this market 
is characterised by increasingly 
sophisticated and disparate traveller 
demands, tourism destinations must 
cater to the needs and preferences 
of several age groups. Expertly 
pulling together two streams of 
tourism scholarship, the researchers 
show how destination marketers 
can best capture the attention of 
young travellers by selecting the 
right kinds of pictures – which 
can be understood by speakers of 
any language and visitors of any 
age. The findings are expected 
to help the industry support the 
emerging trend of multigenerational 
tourism as we navigate through an 
increasingly interconnected world.

Mimi Li, Yuhao Chen, Jingqiang 
Wang and Tingting Liu (2020). 
Children’s Attention toward 
Car toon Executed Photos. 
Annals of Tourism Research, 
Vol. 80, 102799.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Photographs and other visuals are 

key tools for marketing tourism 
destinations.

• Pictorial marketing may be 
particularly effective in attracting the 
attention of child tourists.

• Recreational attractions such as 
theme parks are most attractive to 
children in cartoon form, whereas 
natural attractions should be depicted 
realistically.

• Destination marketers targeting 
children and families should 
use cartoon visuals strategically, 
depending on the type of attraction.
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