
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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The COVID-19 pandemic has hit 
the tourism and hospitality industry 
hard, making employees and 
travellers alike more wary of close 
human interaction. Could robots 
and other artificial intelligence (AI) 
technologies be the answer? To 
tackle this controversial question, 
Seongseop Kim, Frank Badu-
Baiden,  and Youngjoon Choi 
from the SHTM and their co-
researchers conducted a timely 
online study comparing human- 
and robot-staffed hotels. The study 
provides fascinating insights into 
how the pandemic has changed 
tourists’ preferences and offers 
recommendations for hotels on 
taking the next  s tep towards 
technology-driven service delivery.

Robots at Reception

Robots have long been part of a 
science-fiction future. Although it 
has taken a long time for this future 
to be realised, robots and other AI 
technologies have recently begun 
to take over some of the service 
functions in hotels. They may 
serve as cooks or cleaners, provide 
barista and butler services, or 
even welcome guests on the front 
desk. This trend is regarded by 
some as an “avenue for innovation 
and improved ef f ic iency and 
profitability”, the researchers note. 
However, hotel guests may be less 
enthusiastic.

It is easy enough to understand 
why some customers do not 
immediately love the idea of being 
served by a robot. Hotels are a 
“symbol of hospitality”, say the 

researchers, “which manifests as 
human values or touch”. Indeed, 
part of the enjoyment of staying in 
a hotel is experiencing the “serene 
a tmosphe re  o f  comfo r t  and 
relaxation” conveyed by the service 
staff. When guests experience 
a personalised service and feel 
valued by employees who offer 
“kind gestures, such as smiles, 
greeting and pleasant eye contact”, 
they are more likely to feel an 
attachment to the hotel and to stay 
loyal to the brand.

Why, then, would hotels consider 
introducing robot services? One 
reason is that human service also 
has its downsides. For instance, 
the researchers note, when staff 
fail to deliver the expected level of 
service, guests may be dissatisfied 
and their “experiences may be 
marred”. Furthermore, as humans 
are fallible, occasional mistakes 
are inevitable and can result in 
inconvenience and even, at worst, 
litigation, financial loss and damage 
to the hotel’s reputation.

On a more posit ive note, the 
researchers explain, many people 
enjoy technological advancements, 
appreciate the “usefulness and 
ease of use” of service robots 
and like to show off their novel 
experience to others. They may 
exper ience “ reduced wai t ing 
times for service delivery, fun, 
enjoyment, and flexibility” from 
robot service technology. There are 
also many advantages for hotels, 
which benefit from more efficient 
service delivery, reduced labour 
costs, greater standardisation, 
and improved productivity and 
competitiveness.

With mixed evidence to date on 
people’s attitudes towards robot 
hotel services, the researchers 
were interested in whether views 
may have  changed wi th  the 
current COVID-19 crisis, which has 
brought extensive social distancing 
measures and concern about 
human contact. They speculated 
that the “highly contagious” nature 
of COVID-19 may have made 
people more enthusiastic about 
robot services in hotels. After 
all, the researchers note, robots 
offer a reduced risk of infection, 
especially given the “high levels of 
interpersonal contact in human-
serviced hotels”.

Human versus 
Robot Staff

The s tudy  took  p lace  in  the 
United States between May and 
September 2020, in the midst of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The data 
were collected in a series of four 
online studies with participants 
recruited through Amazon MTurk, 
an  on l ine  par t i c ipan t  pane l . 
Between 113 and 171 participants 
were recruited for each study, 
with an approximately even split 
between men and women and a 
mean age of 36 to 40.

The participants were asked to 
imagine that they were planning 
to visit a city and had to choose 
from one of two hotels. They were 
then presented with pictures of a 
human-staffed hotel and a robot-
staffed hotel. After comparing these 
pictures, which showed humans or 
robots working on the front desk, 

Could Robots Breathe New “Life” Into 
the Tourism Industry?

Recipe for Romance

Honeymooner privileges such as 
in-room romantic breakfasts, a 
complimentary night’s stay and 
surprise gifts played the biggest 
par t  in  fu l f i l l ing  newlyweds ’ 
r o m a n t i c  f a n t a s i e s .  O n e  o f 
the most important tasks for 
service providers, therefore, is 
to “design special  treatments 
f o r  honeymoone r s ” .  Ho t e l s 
cou ld  o f fe r  premium a i rpor t 
passes, champagne breakfasts, 
or complimentary honeymoon 
ac t iv i t ies  such as  a  couple ’s 
m a s s a g e  o r  T h a i  c o o k i n g 
c lass .  Des t ina t ion  managers 
could “go the extra mile”, the 
researchers suggest, by hosting a 
honeymooners’ party at “an iconic 
venue, such as a private beach, a 
luxury yacht, or a scenic rooftop 
restaurant”.

Honeymoon accommodat ion 
and local tour products were also 
found to be important quality 
dimensions. By “attempting to 
convey a sense of luxury, embrace 
symbols of romance, and respect 
honeymooner privacy” in their 
accommodat ion and ac t iv i ty 
offerings, say the researchers, 
honeymoon service providers 
can develop the “pleasurable and 
intimate fantasies of newlywed 
couples”. The researchers advise 
tourism service providers to offer 
regular staff training in customer 
serv ice et iquet te and serv ice 
del ivery to ensure they meet 
honeymooners’ high expectations. 
They also propose the interesting 
idea of organising “familiarisation 
trips” during off-peak seasons, 
d u r i n g  w h i c h  h o n e y m o o n 
specialists and wedding planners 
can experience the destination 
and its unique tourism products 
for themselves. This would not 
only make good use of tourism 
resources in the off-peak season 
but also help tourism managers 
and staff to understand the desires 
o f  h o n e y m o o n e r s  f r o m  t h e 
perspective of “honeymoon elites”.

G o o d  a c c e s s i b i l i t y  i s  a l s o 
important, because honeymooners 
spend “considerable time and 
money  on  the i r  d ream t r ip ” 
and expect a smooth trip and 
exceptional service. Although 
honeymooners might choose an 
“exotic, remote place” for their 
romantic getaway, infrequent 
and unreliable transport hardly 
contributes to a romantic fantasy 
vacation. Providing a limousine 
serv ice would be a welcome 
option for many honeymooners. 
However, destinations should also 
ensure that reliable public transport 
options are readily available so that 
couples can easily travel around to 
“explore romantic experiences”.

Ambassadors for 
Destinations

An important finding of the study 
is that fulfilment of honeymooners’ 
fantasies was strongly associated 
with the destination’s relational 
va lue.  When honeymooners ’ 
f an t as i e s  a r e  r ea l i s ed ,  t hey 
become emotional ly attached 
to the destination and willing to 
recommend it to others. They are 
also likely to provide suggestions 
for improvement, the researchers 
find, and they show a “strong 
resistance to supporting other 
honeymoon destinations that offer 
better deals”. In other words, even 
if couples do not intend to revisit 
their honeymooner destination, 
if it fulfils their fantasies, they 
will become advocates for the 
destination and contribute to its 
long-term success.

Thailand and Beyond 

T h e  s t u d y  e n h a n c e s  o u r 
understanding of the honeymoon 
tourism market by identifying 
the specific quality attributes that 
help to fulfil the fantasy element 
of this once-in-a-lifetime romantic 

vacation. Although the researchers 
acknowledge that the particular 
quality attributes they identified 
might not be relevant to other 
honeymoon sett ings, such as 
“winter honeymoon, old world 
romance honeymoon and theme 
park honeymoon” experiences, 
they wi l l  cer ta in ly  be  use fu l 
for exotic, tropical destinations 
similar to Phuket. Final ly, an 
important contribution of the study 
is the development of a novel 
honeymoon quality measurement 
scale, which provides a useful 
set of attributes for honeymoon 
service providers to focus on when 
designing and improving their 
products and services.

Pipatpong Fakfare, Jin-Soo Lee and 
Kisang Ryu (2020). Examining 
Honeymoon Tourist Behavior: 
Mul t id imens iona l  Qua l i ty , 
Fan tasy ,  and  Des t i na t i on 
Relational Value. Journal of 
Travel & Tourism Marketing , 
Vol. 37, Issue 7, pp. 836-853.

POINTS TO NOTE

• Fantasy is an important element 
of a romantic honeymoon, but the 
quality elements that contribute to 
fantasy have rarely been studied.

• Q u a l i t y  e l e m e n t s  i n c l u d e 
h o n e y m o o n  p r i v i l e g e s , 
accommodation, local tour products, 
and accessibility.

• Fulfilling honeymooners’ fantasies 
enhances the destination’s relational 
value and thus contributes to its 
success.

• Tourism service providers should 
focus on a range of services and 
products that fulfil honeymooners’ 
fantasies.
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