
Tourism around the world is 
reeling from the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and Hong 
Kong’s once vibrant industry is no 
exception. The path to recovery 
i s  unc lea r .  In  such  ex t reme 
circumstances, is it even possible 
for tourism businesses to plan 
for the future? The answer is yes, 
say SHTM researchers Hanyuan 
Zhang and Haiyan Song – but only 
if we can predict the unpredictable. 
In a study offering new hope for 
an industry on its knees, they 
and two colleagues developed a 
pioneering method of forecasting 
tourism demand in times of crisis. 
Crisis brings opportunit ies as 
well as challenges. Thanks to this 
game-changing new forecasting 
approach, the tourism industry 
may  even  emerge  f r om the 
pandemic stronger than before.

Black Swan Events

In 2020, the outbreak of COVID-19 
spel led disaster  for  soc iet ies 
worldwide, leaving no industry 
untouched.  Wi th  t rave l  bans 
and lockdown measures rapidly 
implemented across continents, 
tourism received a crushing blow. 
In Hong Kong, COVID-19 hit an 
industry already weakened by 
recent social unrest. Within just a 
few months, the number of visitors 
arr iving in the ci ty had fal len 
by more than 80%. Travellers’ 
confidence in Hong Kong as a 
destination was at an all-time low.

Even t s  l i k e  t he  pandemic  – 
incredibly rare and unpredictable, 
with the power to change the 
course of world history – are 
known as “black swan” events. 
The tourism industry is no stranger 
to their devastating effects. “Despite 
its importance,” the researchers 
warn, “tourism is also one of the 
most vulnerable industries”. In 

recent decades, for example, Hong 
Kong tourism has suffered major 
losses due to black swan events 
such as financial crises and the 
SARS epidemic.

Because they are so rare, black 
swan events are almost impossible 
to prepare for. Recovery is equally 
challenging, because what lies 
ahead is so unpredictable. This is 
a serious problem for the tourism 
industry, the researchers tell us, 
because “tourism businesses and 
organisations rely on recovery 
forecasting when preparing their 
c r i s i s  recovery  p lans” .  Mos t 
importantly, they need to know 
how and when travellers are likely 
to return.

Predicting the 
Unpredictable

Normally, organisations facing 
difficulties look to the past for 
guidance. They use forecasts 
g e n e r a t e d  b y  t r a d i t i o n a l 
approaches, which are based on 
historical data, to inform their 
decisions on everything from 
budgeting to sales. However, 
old roadmaps are of l itt le use 
in a landscape transformed by 
crisis. “Statistical methodologies,” 
the researchers warn, “cannot 
capture the impacts of sudden 
unanticipated events, such as 
diseases, disasters, or other crises.”

In such cases, the human touch 
is needed. Working quickly to 
assess the fast-moving situation, a 
panel of experts use their wisdom 
and discretion to adjust statistical 
fo recas t s .  Th i s  i s  known as 
judgemental forecasting. However, 
this method also has drawbacks. 
For example, the researchers 
note, “it might be biased by the 
panel members’  opt imism or 
pessimism”.

Clear ly,  in the wake of black 
swan events like the pandemic, 
traditional methods of forecasting 
are simply not good enough. In 
these uniquely turbulent times, 
the researchers realised, what the 
tourism industry needs is “a more 
systematic and reliable forecasting 
method that incorporates the 
advantages of existing forecasting 
methods”.

A Pioneering Approach

Faced with this challenge, the 
researchers offered a ground-
breaking solution. “We describe 
the f i rs t  a t tempt  to  combine 
three methods”, they explain, 
“to generate ex ante forecasts of 
the recovery of tourism demand 
in response to the unanticipated 
effects of crises”. Their novel “belt 
and braces” approach not only 
combines the strengths of statistical 
and judgemental forecasting but 
also minimises sources of human 
bias, such as wishful thinking.

Focusing on Hong Kong, the 
researchers first created baseline 
statistical forecasts based on past 
data: how many tourists would 
have arrived if the pandemic had 
not happened? They took into 
account the cost of holidaying in 
Hong Kong, the cost of travelling to 
alternative destinations, the income 
levels of tourists from different 
source markets, and other unique 
characteristics of these source 
markets.

Next, the researchers presented 
the i r  base l ine  forecas ts  to  a 
carefully selected panel of tourism 
experts, including both academics 
and practitioners. The experts were 
invited to adjust the researchers’ 
stat ist ical  forecasts based on 
their first-hand knowledge of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Focusing 

Light at the End of the Tunnel
adoption. The researchers sent a 
questionnaire to Hong Kong hotel 
employees likely to be involved 
in purchas ing envi ronmenta l 
technologies and planning their 
instal lat ion. The respondents 
ranged from general managers and 
finance directors to staff responsible 
for environmental management 
systems. Although many of the 
hotels boasted green awards, 
employed specialists responsible 
for environmental programmes, or 
had green committees, fewer than 
30% of them planned to obtain 
green certification within the next 
year.

The questionnaire contained 22 
statements describing potential 
b a r r i e r s  t o  t h e  a d o p t i o n  o f 
environmental technologies (e.g., 
“Usual ly,  new environmental 
technologies are very expensive”). 
The hotel employees were asked to 
rate each of these statements from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). The researchers analysed 
the responses of 102 employees 
from 74 hotels to find out which 
barriers to adopting environmental 
technologies were the most off-
putting.

Top Three Barriers
A t  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  l i s t  w e r e 
un favourab le  env i ronmenta l 
cond i t i ons .  “Be fo re  spec i f i c 
environmental technologies can 
be adopted, implemented and 
mainta ined,” the researchers 
e x p l a i n ,  “ t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g 
e n v i r o n m e n t ,  w e a t h e r  a n d 
orientation must be considered”. 
Physical environmental constraints 
d i s c o u r a g e  m a n a g e r s  f r o m 
adopt ing  such techno log ies , 
especially those designed to harvest 
renewable energy. “For example, 
a lack of direct sunshine means 
insufficient solar energy, making 
solar technology unfeasible,” the 
authors note.

The answer may be to start with 
small-scale projects that yield 
swift and palpable benefits. “Once 
an environmental  technology 
pos i t ive ly  cont r ibutes  to  the 

company’s financial statement”, say 
the researchers, “senior managers/
owners can be encouraged to 
support the adoption of larger scale 
environmental technologies that 
require additional manpower, time 
and money”.

The second major barrier was 
a lack of green knowledge and 
experience. As this barrier most 
strongly affected hotels with no 
green incentives or programmes, a 
logical solution is to create a formal 
structure to promote environmental 
management. As the researchers 
note, “an audited, well-developed 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l  p r o g r a m m e 
can improve hotel employees’ 
knowledge of  env i ronmenta l 
technologies and access to network 
support”.

The hotel employees surveyed 
were also concerned that a single 
contractor would monopolise 
after-sales service for each new 
environmental technology. This 
was the third major barrier to 
ecotechnology adoption. “It is 
risky for a hotel to rely on one 
service provider when the service 
may  in f luence  ho te l  gues t s ’ 
experiences”, the researchers 
tell us. Consulting with multiple 
dealers on after-sales service 
and maintenance options would 
put hotels “in a better position to 
negotiate with dealers to achieve a 
win–win situation”, they suggest.

Finally, the researchers found 
that  di f ferent types of  hotels 
e x p e r i e n c e d  t h e s e  b a r r i e r s 
d i f f e r e n t l y .  F o r  e x a m p l e , 
employees a t  in ternat iona l ly 
branded chain hotels, which pride 
themselves on globally consistent 
service quality, were particularly 
c o n c e r n e d  t h a t  a d o p t i n g 
environmental technologies would 
damage guests’ experience. In 
such cases, the researchers note, 
“hotel managers could educate 
their customers by developing 
an effective green marketing plan 
that promotes the hotel’s green 
facilities, services and other green 
activities”.

In Hoteliers’ Hands

This study, the first of its kind, 
sheds light on why hotels are 
lagging behind in their adoption of 
environmental technologies. It also 
suggests comprehensive solutions. 
In reality, external barriers such 
as a lack of government support 
are largely out of hoteliers’ hands. 
H a p p i l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  i n t e r n a l 
barriers – which are the major 
h indrances to envi ronmenta l 
technology adoption, according 
to  the  researchers  –  can  be 
addressed head on. Starting small 
and gradually developing their 
green knowledge, for example, 
will help hotels to reduce their 
environmental footprint while also 
saving money. Overcoming each 
of the barriers identified by the 
researchers will enable hotels to 
contribute more meaningfully to 
environmental protection – saving 
the world one sensor-controlled 
lightbulb at a time.

Eric S.W. Chan, Fevzi Okumus 
and Wilco Chan (2020). What 
Hinders Hotels’ Adoption of 
Environmental Technologies: A 
Quantitative Study. International 
J o u r n a l  o f  H o s p i t a l i t y 
Management, Vol. 84, 102324.

POINTS TO NOTE
• “Green”  techno log ies  he lp  to 

protect the environment and save 
businesses money, but hoteliers are 
often reluctant to adopt them.

• The  ma in  ba r r i e r s  t o  ho t e l s ’ 
adoption of ecotechnologies include 
environmental constraints and a lack 
of green knowledge.

• International/chain hotels and small 
independent hotels perceive different 
barriers to environmental technology 
adoption.

• T o  o v e r c o m e  b a r r i e r s  t o 
ecotechnology adoption, hotels 
should start small, develop their 
green knowledge, and consult 
multiple after-service providers.
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For many couples, a romantic 
honeymoon i s  an  impor tan t 
element of the perfect wedding. 
How do destination marketers 
and tourism service providers 
ensure that their offerings live up to 
honeymooners’ holiday fantasies? 
In an important recent study, the 
SHTM’s Jin-Soo Lee and his co-
researchers explored the quality 
dimensions that contribute to 
honeymooners’ satisfaction and 
relationship with the destination, 
providing useful information and 
advice for destination marketers 
seeking to capture this market 
segment.

The Perfect Vacation 

Enjoying the perfect vacation is 
an important part of the romantic 
fantasy for newlywed couples. A 
honeymoon is a “once in a lifetime 
moment”, say the researchers. It 
is often the first chance for couples 
to “spend intimate time” in an 
exclusive and exotic place, where 
they can begin to create their first 
shared memories.

A honeymoon is something to 
fantasise about during the long 
process of planning the wedding, 
but the details of this fantasy may 
differ. Honeymooners look for “a 
variety of tourist attractions”, write 
the researchers, such as beautiful 
scenery, luxury accommodation 
and spa treatments. Convenient 
t r a n s p o r t  a n d  a  s a f e  a n d 
pleasant environment are also 
indispensable.

However, turning such fantasies 
i n to  r ea l i t y  i s  an  expens i ve 
business. Honeymooning couples 
spend three t imes more than 
they would on a typical holiday. 

Unsurprisingly, say the researchers, 
des t i na t i ons  have  “devo ted 
aggressive efforts” to attracting this 
market segment, which has great 
potential to boost tourism income 
for accommodation providers, 
restaurants, entertainment venues 
and tour companies. Honeymoon 
tourists vis i t ing Thai land, for 
instance, contribute approximately 
US$1.5 billion in tourism revenue 
per year.

How can honeymoon destinations 
stand out in this increasingly 
competitive market? According 
to the researchers, destination 
managers need to understand 
what “influences the experience 
and fantasy of honeymooners” 
before they can “develop strategic 
plans and design products” that 
meet their clients’ expectations. 
The perception of quality is a 
particularly important element in 
fulfilling honeymooners’ fantasies. 
S u r p r i s i n g l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e 
relationship between quality and 
fantasy has rarely been the focus 
of research.

Furthermore, while many studies 
measure tourists’  sat isfact ion 
based on their intention to return, 
there is a serious problem with 
this approach. No matter how 
much tourists like a destination, 
they may s t i l l  not  choose to 
return, because there are so many 
alternatives. “Relational value”, 
the researchers argue, is a better 
measure of tourists’ satisfaction 
with a destination, as it captures 
supportive behaviour such as 
recommending the destination to 
others. Developing relationships 
with customers is vital, because 
it helps to build lifelong support 
and maintain the destination’s 
success over the long term. The 
researchers set out to explore “what 

triggers honeymoon fantasies” and 
whether fulfilling these fantasies 
affects a destination’s relational 
value.

Survey in Thailand

Phuket, a province in southern 
Thailand, was the perfect setting for 
the study. Famous for its “beautiful 
natural resources, exciting tourist 
activities, and rich local heritage”, 
note the researchers,  Phuket 
attracts nearly a third of Thailand’s 
internat ional  tour is t  arr iva ls , 
including many newlyweds. In 
autumn 2017, the researchers 
collected data from honeymooners 
arriving at Phuket’s international 
airport.

F i l l i n g  an  impo r t an t  g ap  i n 
hospitality and tourism studies, the 
researchers developed the first ever 
scale to measure quality attributes 
of honeymoon tourism. Their scale 
measured seven distinct aspects of 
honeymoon quality: honeymoon 
service provider, honeymooner 
privi leges, hospital i ty of local 
residents, accessibil ity, dining 
experience, and local tour products.

The  su rvey  a l so  i n c l uded  a 
measure of fantasy, with items 
such as “this honeymoon trip 
was the  fu l f i lment  o f  a l l  my 
romantic fantasies”. To measure 
relational value, tourists answered 
questions about their willingness to 
recommend the destination, give 
feedback, share useful information, 
and prov ide  sugges t ions  for 
improvement, and also the degree 
to which they remained “supportive 
of a firm despite negative publicity 
or better deals from competitors”.

Making Newlyweds’ Dreams 
Come True

on three scenarios, mild, medium 
and severe, they indicated when 
they thought Hong Kong’s tourist 
numbers would reach their lowest 
point, when visitor arrivals would 
recover, and why.

Shining a light on the path ahead 
fo r  Hong  Kong  tour i sm,  the 
researchers’ analysis revealed that 
the industry “will likely begin to 
recover gradually from the crisis in 
2022”. Using their novel forecasting 
approach, “the specific recovery 
speed associated with each origin 
market could be projected”. Nearby 
markets such as Macau, mainland 
China, and Taiwan will be the first 
to bounce back, once Hong Kong’s 
entry and exit restrictions are 
relaxed. Other short-haul markets 
in Asia will follow, and finally Hong 
Kong will welcome back travellers 
from long-haul markets such as the 
US.

The Next Steps

“F rom a  c r i s i s  management 
perspective”, say the researchers, 
“ th is  s tudy prov ides  severa l 
suggestions for business planners 
and policymakers regarding the 
recovery of tourism demand after 
a crisis”. Due to the uncertainty 
and volatility created by COVID-19, 
caut ion is  needed.  “Tour ism 
recovery should involve a gradual 
process based on a phased-action 
plan a imed at  corresponding 
markets”, the researchers explain.

Offering discounts on airline tickets 
and accommodation will be a good 
start. With travellers’ confidence 
in Hong Kong already dented by 
social unrest, destination marketers 
should invest in promoting the 
city’s attractions via social media. 
For now, they should focus on 
short-haul visitors, who represent 
Hong Kong’s largest market. Above 
all, the researchers advise, “timely 
and effective crisis management 
strategies” will help build resilience 
to future black swan events.

W i t h  c r i s i s  c o m e s  c h a n g e . 
Although COVID-19 has dealt an 
unprecedented blow to the tourism 
industry, the authors remind us, 
“it has also provided practitioners 
with opportunities to consider 
tourism reform and innovation, 
international cooperation, and 
regional communication”. With 
the  he lp  o f  the  researchers ’ 
nove l  fo recas t ing  approach , 
tourism businesses will be well 
placed to identify and seize these 
opportunities in the months and 
years ahead.

Already, say the researchers, 
po l i cymakers  wor ldwide are 
finding new and exciting ways to 
rebuild and reimagine tourism. 
They  a r e  “p romo t i ng  sma r t 
and digital tourism, rebuilding 
confidence in tourist  sectors, 
providing financial support and 
stimulating consumption markets”. 
Unprecedented t imes cal l  for 
creative new measures, and the 
researchers’ innovative forecasting 
method will be at the heart of 
these efforts. Fortunately, they 
note, “tourists have a strong desire 
to travel to relieve the depression 
associated with epidemic fatigue”.

Recovery and Beyond

Recovery does not mean going 
back to how things were. As the 
world inches out of crisis, it is 
becoming clear that COVID-19 has 
changed our lives for good. Thanks 
to this ground-breaking study, 
Hong Kong’s tourism industry 
now has the toolset it needs to 
predict, understand, and adapt 
to future changes in travellers’ 
behaviour. But Hong Kong will 
not be the only beneficiary. “The 
method proposed in this study”, 
the researchers explain, “could be 
generalized and used to forecast 
the recovery of travel demand 
a t  o the r  des t ina t ions  f ac ing 
major crises”. As their integrated 
approach shows, collaboration – 
between humans and computers, 

scholars and practitioners – will be 
key to helping the global tourism 
industry survive and thrive in the 
post-pandemic world. With its 
outstanding researchers and deep 
links to local and global tourism, 
the SHTM is perfectly placed to 
lead this recovery.

Hanyuan Zhang, Haiyan Song, 
Long  Wen and  Chang  L iu 
(2021). Forecasting Tourism 
Recovery amid COVID-19. 
Annals of Tourism Research, 
Vol. 87, 103149.

POINTS TO NOTE
• To recover from COVID-19, tourism 

businesses need to be able to predict 
tourism demand.

• In the uncertain and volatile 
environment created by the 
pandemic, an integrated forecasting 
approach is the best way to predict 
tourism recovery.

• Hong Kong’s tourism industry will 
recover gradually in 2022, beginning 
with short-haul markets.

• Tourism practitioners and 
policymakers should take gradual 
steps to attract and retain visitors and 
reform the industry.
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