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Why tourists do not visit local festivals
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Local festivals should be popular attractions. They show-
case a destination's unique cultural heritage, local tra-

ditions and ethnic backgrounds, providing visitors with a
chance to have an authentic cultural experience . The Hong
Kong Tourism Board (HKTB) promotes 17 such festivals, in-
cluding the birth of Che Kung; the birth of Tin Hau; the birth of
Tam Kung, the patron saint of fishermen; the birth of Kwan Tai,
the God of War and the patron of Hong Kong's police and gangsters;
the Monkey God Festival; the Hungry Ghost Festival; Ching Ming
and Chung Yeung Festivals and others. Each lasts for between
one and three days. The HKTB's website says:
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"Experiencing a major Chinese festival in Hong Kong is an en-
chanting and mesmerising adventure. Hong Kong's major tradi-
tional festivals are colourful and noisy affairs, at which thou-
sands upon thousands of people turn out to join the celebrations.
Fireworks, festive feasting, l ion and dragon dancers, incense
smoke, Chinese opera, mah jong , fortune-telling, carnivals and
parades come together in a variety of combinations to create a
uniquely festive atmosphere seen nowhere else in the world.
The festivals are among the best ways to experience the unique
culture of this modern East-meets-West destination."

Outline of the study

With this consideration in mind, a study of tourists par-
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ticipating in three popular traditional local festivals was undertaken
in Spring, 2004. The selected festivals were the Tin Hau
Festival held in Yuen Long, the Cheung Chau Bun Festival
and Parade, and the Dragon Boat Festival held in Stanley.
The original purpose was to profile who visits and better
understand why they visit . A team of interviewers was hired
to carry out the survey. Between eight and 15 worked each
festival. They were distributed at high traffic areas and were on
site from 10.00 am to 8.00 pm. Interviewers were instructed to
identify potential tourists by searching for Putonghua speakers,
Westerners and/or anyone who spoke English or another Eu-
ropean language. Cantonese speakers were not approached, as
they would most l ikely be Hong Kong residents. Potential re-
spondents had to confirm that they were non-residents before
the interview could commence.

Each interviewer was set a target of 20 interviews a day,
which should provide a sample of about 700 respondents. This
goal seemed reasonable given the presumed popularity of these
events. But in the end, only 314 valid interviews were completed,
in spite of best efforts of all involved. Poor cooperation could
not be blamed, for most tourists who were approached participated.
The real reason was that very few tourists attended any of
these events . The vast majority of the audience consisted of
local residents and the vast majority of Westerners and Putonghua
speakers also turned out to be Hong Kong residents. The au-
thors estimate that fewer than 500 of the 24,000 people at
the Cheung Chau Bun Festival and fewer than 50 of the 5,000
people attending the Tin Hau Festival in Yuen Long were tourists.

The participant profile was very different from the typical
Hong Kong tourist. Westerners represented the vast major-
ity of festival goers (84%), with fewer than 9% coming from
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mainland China and the remainder from elsewhere in Asia .
Overall , non-Asian tourists account for only about 2.5 mil l ion
overnight visitors among the 21.8 mill ion arrivals registered in
2004. Most were also first-time visitors, who again represent a
minority of arrivals. Two-thirds of the tourists found out about
the festivals after arriving in Hong Kong. Interestingly, they
wanted a festival experience but did not care which festi-
val they attended . Any festival that was on when they were in
town was acceptable, for it would satisfy their motives of cel-
ebrating the history and past ways of life of the places visited
and/or experiencing community spirit and values.

Their extremely long stay was the most notable difference.
Festival visitors as a group had an average length of stay of
eight nights, more than double the average stay of 3.7 nights.
Lengths of stay this long are rare in Hong Kong. The Poly-
technic University of Hong Kong has been conducting its own
departing visitor surveys since 1999. More than 10,000 people
have been interviewed during that time. Fewer than 10% of them
stayed more than eight nights.

Armed with this new knowledge, the focus of the study
changed from understanding why tourists visit to under-
standing why they do not! Six possible reasons were identi-
fied from the research.

Low pre-departure awareness

First, it is apparent that these festivals appeal prima-
rily to a non-Asian market. The lack of interest among Asian
visitors can be attributed to the fact that they are not particu-
larly rare or unique in this part of the world. Conversely, they
are uncommon and unusual outside this region, which makes
them appealing to people looking for a culturally different experience.

Second, not all long-haul tourists have an interest in cul-
tural tourism. About 40% are business travellers, and our re-
search shows that only about half of long-haul pleasure visitors
travel in whole or in part to learn about the city's cultural
heritage .

Third, low pre-departure awareness inhibits participation.
Current research examining the movements of tourists in Hong
Kong shows a very strong correlation between pre-departure
awareness and visitation. Tourists who are aware of an at-
traction prior to leaving home are likely to visit, while those
who gain awareness in Hong Kong are unlikely to visit . Studies
in America show visitors set priorities about what they intend
to do before they leave home in order to reduce the perceived
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risk associated with the uncertainty of the attraction. They are
unlikely to alter them once in the destination, especially if their
stays are short. They may join easy-to-participate, not-time-
consuming and low-involvement activities, but few will choose
time-consuming or high-involvement activities .

Substantial time commitment

This leads to the fourth point. These events require a
substantial time commitment. The Cheung Chau Bun Festival
is a full-day event that usually extends into the evening. Long
travel times make the Tin Hau festival in Yuen Long a full-day
event, as well. Even the Dragon Boat Festival in Stanley can be
an all-day affair. The time commitment is fine if planned be-
fore leaving home, or if visitors have a great deal of discre-
tionary time due to an extremely long stay. But, people on
limited time budgets are unlikely to sacrifice an entire day
of their two-to-three-day time window to participate.

Fifth, these festivals do not appear to be valued par-
ticularly highly by most tourists, probably because of the
low awareness levels and the time commitments involved .
Instead, they fit in with the large category of alternative activi-
ties that can be easily substituted for almost anything else. We
asked what they would be doing if they were not at the festival.
Most people offered fairly generic suggestions such as sightseeing,
shopping or relaxing — in other words, they could do almost
anything else.

Sixth, and final ly , these findings tel l us that the overal l
pool of potential visitors, at present, is small. The main market
for short-duration local festivals consists of first-time, ex-
tremely long-stay, Western tourists, travelling for pleasure
or visiting friends and relatives, who want to learn about
Hong Kong's cultural heritage. Our best estimate, again based
on our departing visitor survey data, indicates that fewer than
50,000 visitors a year meet all these criteria .  This means
that only about 1,400 prospective local festival goers will be in
Hong Kong on any given day.

It is unfortunate, for participants were extremely satisfied
with the event. Many said it was a highlight of their visit . But,
structural barriers, and in particular difficulties in creating pre-
departure awareness, appear to hinder greater participation. The
reliance on in-destination awareness creation is not effective
for the reasons stated above. Increasing tourist participation
relies on getting the message to them when they are plan-
ning their trip, not when they arrive.
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Possible solutions

Two possible solutions exist.
One solution is to create pseudo-
events like the Mid-autumn Festi-
val in Victoria Park or the "Festival
Market" in Central. Their convenient
location and the abi l i ty to al low an
experience to be consumed quickly
make them popular with many visitors.
But they lose their authenticity for
tourists and meaning for local residents.
Another solution is to bundle all local
festivals under a virtual "Festival
of Cultural Festivals" banner that
runs throughout the year. Instead of
promoting a limited number of festivals,
all of Hong Kong's traditional local festivals
could be promoted through a hot-linked
web connection. Tourists could then
see what festivals are on during their
planned stay. Remember, they want
a festival experience, but most are
not choosy about which festival they
visit. Bundling creates a much larger

window of opportunity which can concurrently raise the profile
of all participating festivals and increase the probability of at-
tracting more tourists to any single one. It further provides greater
justification to invest resources to create pre-departure awareness.

Are short-duration local festivals tourist attractions?
At present, the answer is no, not because they lack appeal,
but because they require too much of a time commitment
for spontaneous visitation .  Greater promotion within source
markets will enable people to plan to attend a festival prior to
departure, which should increase visitation rates. Meanwhile, these
festivals can be turned into sel l ing points that appeal to the
niche market, which consists of tourists who are looking for a
culturally different experience. 

�� !"EÜãÄçÄ]éçäóìKÉÇìKÜâF�� !"#$%&'

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./012345%

�� !"#$

Professor Bob McKercher (hmbob@polyu.edu.hk) teaches
at the School of Hotel and Tourism Management, The Hong
Kong Polytechnic University; and Ms Selina Wan teaches at
the Department of Marketing, City University of Hong Kong.


