
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.

II III

Research Horizons    |    Volume 15 Issue 1  |  February 2021
Research Horizons    |    Volume 15 Issue 1  |  February 2021



Solo diners represent one of the 
fastest-growing markets in the 
restaurant sector, but little is known 
about the factors that influence 
their menu choices. Do solo diners 
express their uniqueness through 
their selection of dishes, or do they 
seek a sense of belonging? This is 
just one of the questions answered 
by the SHTM’s Dr YooHee Hwang 
and co-authors in a study that 
sheds  l i gh t  on  the  in te rp lay 
between power, food choices, and 
crowding in the solo dining context. 
As restauranteurs seek new ways 
to tap into this lucrative and rapidly 
expanding market of diners, such 
findings are more relevant than 
ever.

The Rise of Solo 
Dining

Globally, the number of single-
person households is soaring, with 
at least 28% of US households 
consisting of just one person. 
Increasingly, those who live alone 
are choosing to eat out alone. “The 
rise in single-person households 
makes ‘solo diners’ one of the 
fas tes t -g rowing segments  in 
the restaurant  industry” ,  the 
resea rche rs  t e l l  us .  Indeed , 
reservations for individual diners 
have increased by more than 60% 
in recent years.

Surprisingly, however, researchers 
and restauranteurs know little 
abou t  so lo  d ine rs ’  a t t i tudes 
towards menus and how they 
choose their dishes. When targeting 
group diners, restaurants use 
various tactics to influence menu 
choices, including “scarcity cues” 
(limited time offers) and “popularity 
cues” (bestsellers). “Consuming a 
product with scarcity cues (limited 
in time, limited edition) can satisfy 
one’s need for uniqueness”, the 
researchers explain. Conversely, 
consuming a best-selling dish can 

enhance social connectedness, 
“ m e e t i n g  o n e ’ s  n e e d  f o r 
belongingness”.

T h e s e  s u b t l e  p r o m o t i o n a l 
techniques have proven to be 
highly effective in influencing group 
diners’ decisions, but more factors 
affect choice in the solo dining 
setting. Whether a restaurant is 
empty or full, for example, can 
exert a powerful influence on solo 
diners. Those dining alone in a 
crowded restaurant may make 
menu choices that express their 
individuality, say the researchers, 
as they wish to “reassert their 
freedom”. However, others may 
seek to blend in by choosing 
popular dishes.

Our sense of power, or agency, 
a f f e c t s  h o w  i n f l u e n c e d  w e 
are by restaurant tact ics and 
environmental cues. However, 
the researchers note, “l i tt le is 
known about the joint impact of 
environmental- and individual-level 
factors on solo diners’ responses 
to popularity and scarcity cues 
on restaurant menus”. As each 
element influences the others, this 
is a multi-faceted and complex 
problem. “Social crowdedness 
(an environmental factor) and 
solo consumers’ sense of power 
( a n  i n d i v i d u a l - l e v e l  f a c t o r ) 
j o i n t l y  d e t e r m i n e  a t t i t u d e s 
toward menus”, the researchers 
hypothesised.

A Sense of Belonging
In some cases, say the researchers, 
“ i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  a  c r o w d e d 
environment perceive that their 
personal space is violated”, which 
encourages them to assert their 
individuality. But does this happen 
when eating alone? Based on a 
thorough literature review, the team 
concluded that for solo diners, the 
desire for uniqueness may co-exist 

with the desire for belongingness, 
as  “ two fundamenta l  human 
needs”. However, they suggest that 
“one is more activated than the 
other, depending on situational and 
environmental cues”.

The researchers hypothesised that 
solo diners are more likely to feel 
a need for belongingness than 
uniqueness, making them less 
likely to want to stand out. This, 
they posited, “should lead to more 
favourable attitudes toward menus 
with popularity (vs scarcity) cues”, 
especial ly in a more crowded 
restaurant.

Delving deeper, the researchers 
hypothesised that the impact of 
social cues and environmental 
f a c t o r s  o n  s o l o  d i n e r s  i s 
“moderated” by the diner’s sense of 
power. More powerful individuals 
“tend to focus more on themselves 
(vs others)”, say the researchers. 
Therefore, “powerful individuals 
should not  be in f luenced by 
external cues in restaurants such as 
menu promotions and crowding”. 
Conversely, low-power individuals 
are  l ike ly  to  be “communal” 
and seek the relative safety and 
approval of a group. This, the 
researchers explain, “may augment 
their need for belongingness during 
solo consumption, particularly in 
crowded environments”.

Solo Diner Survey
To test their  hypotheses, the 
researchers surveyed a diverse 
sample  o f  181 US res iden ts 
a g e d  o v e r  1 8 .  “ C r o w d i n g 
and  p romot iona l  cues  were 
manipulated as between-subject 
factors”, reports the team, “and 
sense of power was measured”. 
The participants were invited to 
imagine enjoying a Thai meal 
alone at an airport while waiting 
for a flight. Each was assigned one 

A Table for One, Please!appropriate sample of prospective 
hotel guests. “Consumers from 
mainland China were recruited”, 
the researchers explain, “because 
m a n y  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  h o t e l 
companies have personalised their 
marketing programmes for this 
group of travelers”. Furthermore, 
they add, “China is the country 
with the highest number of Internet 
users and checking emails is one of 
the most popular online activities 
of Chinese Internet users”.

Next, the researchers carefully 
developed a cover story. They 
asked the participants to imagine 
that they had received an email 
advertisement from a fictitious 
hotel in Hong Kong, the primary 
travel destination for outbound 
Ch inese  t ou r i s t s .  A s  d i n i ng 
offers are the main type of email 
advertising created by hotels, the 
advertisement described a price 
promotion in the hotel restaurant 
to celebrate an upcoming festival.

To explore the interactive effects 
of incentive framing and language 
congruency, the research team 
deve loped mul t ip le  vers ions 
o f  the  ema i l  adver t i sement . 
Some descr ibed an amount-
off promotion: “110 HKD off”. 
Others gave the same reduction 
in percentage form: “20 per cent 
off”. Some were in the participants’ 
native Chinese, and the rest were in 
English (which all of the participants 
spoke as a foreign language). After 
viewing these advertisements, the 
participants were asked how likely 
they would be to search for more 
information on the hotel, book the 
deal, and share the advertisement 
with friends and family members.

Personalisation is Key

M e t i c u l o u s  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e 
participants’ responses generated 
important  ins ights.  F i rs t ,  the 
a m o u n t - o f f  d e a l  w a s  m o r e 
attract ive to readers than the 
percentage-off deal. As expected, 
the participants who received the 

amount-off incentive were more 
likely to search for information on 
the hotel, share the advertisement 
with others, and make an online 
reserva t ion .  “Percen tage-o f f 
discounts are naturally considered 
less favorable by customers”, the 
researchers explain, “because they 
require customers to process an 
additional arithmetic operation”.

However, the situation became 
m o r e  c o m p l e x  w h e n  t h e 
researchers considered the effect 
of language congruency. Only 
when presented in the readers’ 
native language was the amount-
off incentive more effective in 
inducing readers to purchase the 
deal and recommend the hotel. 
Again, this was consistent with the 
researchers’ expectation. Using a 
foreign language in communication, 
they note, “is often accompanied 
by increased stress, because more 
cognitive load is required to decode 
the exchanged messages”.

These novel findings, obtained 
from real-life consumers, have two 
key implications for hotel managers 
and marketers seeking to optimise 
their email marketing campaigns. 
First, when promoting high-priced 
services such as restaurant dining, 
the researchers advise, hotels 
“should present the incentive in 
the form of amount off rather 
than percentage off”. Customers 
who believe that they are getting 
a better financial deal are more 
likely to make a reservation and 
recommend the hotel to others.

However, i t  is not enough to 
simply frame the price promotion 
correctly. “As customers appreciate 
and reward marketers’ sensitivity to 
their culture”, say the researchers, 
“ho te l s  shou ld  abandon the 
conventional approach of sending 
a standardised message to all 
prospective recipients”. Instead, 
“ they should personal ise the 
l anguage  used  i n  t he  ema i l 
advertisement according to the 
readers’ native language”.

Culturally Sensitive 
Communication

Fi l l ing  gaps  in  the  l i te ra ture 
and offer ing vi ta l  manager ia l 
recommendations for an industry 
under pressure, this pioneering 
study stresses the need to tailor 
hotel marketing campaigns to 
guests ’  cu l tura l  backgrounds 
and preferences. Demonstrating 
cultural sensitivity is not only a 
matter of courtesy, but also a 
tool for hoteliers to tap into the 
lucrative and rapidly expanding 
market of international travellers. 
The study’s recommendations for 
optimising email advertising will 
be enormously beneficial not only 
to hotels, but also to firms and 
managers in other service sectors. 
This may be more important than 
ever in the post-COVID-19 world, 
as digital channels are becoming an 
indispensable way for businesses 
to communicate with and reassure 
their customers.

Daniel Leung, and Megan Tsou 
(2019). The Impact of Incentive 
Faming Format and Language 
Congruency on Readers’ Post-
Reading Responses to Email 
Advertisements. International 
J ou rna l  o f  Con tempora ry 
Hospitality Management, Vol. 
31, Issue 8, pp. 3037-3057.

POINTS TO NOTE

• Email marketing is extensively used 
by hotel firms to attract and retain 
customers.

• Price promotions are the most 
common form of hotel-related email 
advertising.

• To attract customers, hotels should 
frame their email price promotions 
a s  “ a m o u n t  o f f ”  r a t h e r  t h a n 
“percentage off”.

• Hotels’ email price promotions are 
more effective when they are in the 
reader’s native language rather than 
a foreign language. 
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