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The myth of the average tourist
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There is no such thing as typical or average tourist behaviour
in Hong Kong. Indeed, quite the opposite is true. Our re-

search shows that tourist movements are highly individualistic.
Each visitor picks and chooses from the many activities available
to create a personalised itinerary that suits their interests.
Having said this, though, one feature is clear. First-time visi-
tors behave quite differently than repeat visitors. These are
two of the key findings from the Annual Omnibus Visitors’ Sur-
vey conducted by the School of Hotel and Tourism Manage-
ment (HTM). The survey targets departing tourists from six source
markets: mainland China, Taiwan, Singapore / Malaysia, Australia,
North America and Western Europe. A total of 1,304 people
participated in 2003, including pleasure, business and VFR (visiting
friends and relatives) tourists.

Travel patterns are unique

The Omnibus Survey asks respondents to identify every-
thing they did during their most recent visit. A list of 24 items
was provided that included mainstream attractions and activities,
special interest activit ies and some obscure items. Different
combinations of activities produce different activity sets. For
example, shopping and sightseeing could be considered as one
activity set, while shopping, sightseeing and going to a country
park would represent another set, and shopping, sightseeing,
visiting museums and engaging in cross border tourism would
represent a third set.

In theory, the 24 items could be combined in more than
16 mill ion different ways. In practice, of course, the maximum
number of different activity sets is limited to the sample size,
or 1,304. Tradition says that the actual number of different sets
should be much fewer, since tourists with shared interests should
follow similar itineraries.

But that is not the case. Table 1 shows just how individualised
tourist movements are. The first column lists the activity. The
second column shows the number of people who participated
in i t  (e .g .  246 people went to museums) .  The third column
shows the number of different combinations involving that activity
(e.g. 235 separate activity sets involved a museum visit) . The
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fourth column shows the number of different activity sets as
a percentage of all people who participated in the activity (e.g.
95.5% of all activity sets involving visits to museums were different).

What Table 1 shows is that the vast majority of tourists
“do their own thing” when in Hong Kong. Visitors who go to
a museum, for example, may have little in common, except that
they both happen to go to the museum. The same applies for
all other pleasure activities tested, with the exception of visit-
ing festivals.

�� !"#$�� !"#$%&'()�� !

�� ��� !"#$%&'()*+,-./012

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./0123456

�� !"#$%&'()

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-+,./012

�� !"#$%&'()!*+,-./01,-23

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./01$%+23

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./0123456

�� !"#$%&'()*+,-()*+./012

�� !"#�� !"#$%&'()*+,-./0

�� !"#$%&'Eå=Z=NIPMQF

Table 1: Movement patterns of visitors (n = 1,304)
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OTM ORV VTKT`çìåíêó=é~êâë=~åÇ=å~íìê~ä=~êÉ~ë
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��=pÜçééáåÖ NINMT URM TSKU
��=páÖÜíëÉÉáåÖ USR TOT UQKM
�� !=qÜÉãÉ=é~êâë PUP PQS UVKQ
��=^ää NIPMQ NIMMO TSKU

This finding challenges many preconceptions about tourists:
first, that groups of tourists display similar movement patterns
and that these patterns are different than those shown by other
tourists; second, that because of these differences, it is pos-
sible to categorise tourists based on visits to one attraction;
and, third, these categories represent special interest groups
that reflect underlying motives to visit. These preconceptions
lead to the labelling of different tourists into groups based
on one activity that are felt to have little in common with
other groups — a cultural tourist is a cultural tourist and he or
she has little in common with a shopping tourist. This type of
classification is shown pictorially in Figure 1.

Yet, the research shows that movement patterns are
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more similar to the pattern shown in Figure 2. Each tourist,
regardless of his or her interest, has distinctive movements,
but their movements may overlap at different attractions.
Thus, labels may have little meaning. The so-called cultural
tourist who has been given that label because he or she visited
a museum, may share l itt le in common with other so-cal led
cultural tourists. About the only conclusion that can be made is
that they both visited a museum. It is impossible to make any
other generalisations about what else they did or why they came
here in the first place.

Tourists are very active

Tourists participate in a large number of activities when
they travel, regardless of their trip purpose (Table 2). People
who visit friends and relatives are the most active, followed by
pleasure tourists. Even business travellers do a lot when they
travel. No doubt some of the activities relate to the trip purpose,
but many have little to do with why they came. Our research
on cultural tourism, for example, shows that almost one in four
visitors to cultural attractions are business travellers.

First-time visitors are different than repeat
visitors

What is clear though, is that first-time visitors are far more
active than repeat visitors. What is also clear from Table 3 is
that first timers are motivated to visit for different reasons
than repeaters. They want to meet different people, discover
new places and increase their knowledge, regardless of their
trip purpose.
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Table 2: Average number of activities by trip purpose
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Another more comprehensive survey showed that first-
time visitors scored higher than repeat visitors on motives
relating to visiting new places, seeing how other people live,
having an adventure, seeking a change, self fulfilment and
having fun. Repeat visitors, on the other hand, were far more
interested in spending time with friends and family or shopping.

These different motives are also reflected in the impor-
tance that first-time and repeat visitors place on different activities.
Another question in the Omnibus Survey asked people to se-
lect up to three activities they participated in that played a par-
ticularly important role in their decision to come to Hong Kong.
Table 4 shows the findings.
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Table 3: Motivations for visiting (mean score on a seven-point scale)
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First-time pleasure tourists were much more likely to identify
sightseeing, visiting museums, historic sites, churches, temples
and other religious sites, theme parks and natural areas than
repeat visitors. Repeaters, on the other hand, were more likely
to indicate shopping, dining and spending time with friends or
relatives as playing a more important role in their decision to
visit. In a similar manner first-time VFR tourists identified sightseeing,
cultural attributes and theme parks as being important to them.
Repeat VFR tourists placed far more importance on spending
time with family, or eating different types of foods. Interestingly,
more than half of the first-time business travellers identi-
fied sightseeing as playing an important role in their deci-
sion to visit. Repeaters highlighted relationship building, dining
and spending time with friends or relatives.
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First timers do different things than
repeaters

Not surprisingly then, first-time and repeat visitors par-
ticipated in different activities (Table 5). Again, irrespective of
trip purpose, first-time visitors were more likely to include
sightseeing, visits to museums and art galleries, historic
sites, churches, temples and other religious sites, country
parks and natural areas, and theme parks. They are also
more likely to participate in ecotours and join festivals. Repeat
visitors, on the other hand, were more likely to visit friends
or relatives. No differences were noted in shopping or eat-
ing at restaurants.

Other research conducted by HTM shows that first-time
visitors want to explore Hong Kong widely and are willing
to try new things or travel to out-of-the-way places. Re-
peat visitors are far more sedentary and, because they ex-
plored Hong Kong during their first visit, see little desire to
do so in subsequent visits, including showing little desire to
purchase sightseeing tours.

A balance of first-time and repeat visitors
is needed

What do these findings suggest? To begin with, tourists
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Table 4: Additional reasons for visiting Hong Kong
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are individuals who make personalised choices about what
they do here. There is no such thing as a typical visitor, nor
is there a typical movement pattern among people who visit
the same attraction. Instead, they select products, services
and attractions that best suit their own needs. Indeed, the di-
versity of things to see and do is one of Hong Kong’s real strengths,
enabling visitors to shape their visit to suit their own needs and
thus, maximise their chance of having a satisfying trip.
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Second, first-time visitors are quite different than repeat
visitors. First timers are motivated to visit by the newness
of the destination and the chance to explore. They will buy
sightseeing tours, go to out-of-the-way places and want to ex-
perience its cultural differences. Repeaters, on the other hand,
feel they know Hong Kong. They travel more to have rela-
tionship needs met and value spending time with families
and friends most highly. The findings suggest, therefore, that
the viability of many attractions and commercial tour products
depends on the ability of Hong Kong to continue to draw first-
time visitors, while unique dining opportunities benefit from re-
peat visits. 

Dr Bob McKercher (hmbob@polyu.edu.hk) is an Associate
Head and Associate Professor of the School of Hotel and
Tourism Management of The Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
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Table 5: Activities pursued
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