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A study of travel website optimisation
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Introduction

s an innovative distribution channel for disseminating the
A information of products/services, and most importantly
for online reservations, the Internet has set an unprecedented
way for suppliers to directly communicate with consumers. In
the rapid changing travel and tourism industry, many
business organisations have already realised the im-
portance of this new distribution channel. These travel
related organisations have been, and will be, building
the best websites in order to enhance their image, at-
tract more consumers, and promote sales.

To assist industrial practitioners to develop high qual-
ity travel and hotel websites, tourism researchers have re-
cently investigated different approaches to evaluating the
performance of websites. Although these prior studies have
attained a certain level of success, they virtually provide no
information for managers in the travel and tourism indus-
try to know the popular ways for e-lookers or e-buyers to
reach a specific website. In other words, it remains largely
unknown through which channel(s) users use to find a par-
ticular travel and hotel website.

In reality, a highly ranked website on functions or ease-
to-use does not necessarily mean that the site is successful.
A perfectly designed travel website could be of no business
value if users cannot find the website from the numer-
ous web pages on the Internet. It has been commented
that the single most important way to generate network traf-
fic is to get a good ranking on main search engines as surveys
claimed that over 80% of Internet users search information
through search engines. Therefore, the primary importance
of a business website is how to get potential consum-
ers reach the website, either through search engines
or through other ways. That is, it is important to optimise a
website when a travel and tourism business builds a new website
or completely renovates an old one. An important way to achieve
this is to make sure that the site is indexed and ranked at a
top or good position on major search engines through website
optimisation. Based on recent statistical data, most Internet
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users searched information by Google, Yahoo, and MSN. Hence,
for travel websites to be effective and allow users to
visit and use in the best possible way, it is important to
consider website optimisation on key search engines
like Google, Yahoo, and MSN.

The primary objectives of this study are to find out the
perceptions of international travellers of different types of decision
and source channels when finding travel related information
or making reservations, and to identify the influence of website
optimisation.

Methodology

This is a major component of the Omnibus Survey for
international visitors in 2004 that was conducted by the School
of Hotel and Tourism Management at The Hong Kong Poly-
technic University. A paper version and an online version, both
in Chinese and English, of the questionnaire were developed
for the survey. The online questionnaire can be accessed at
www.hktourismsurvey.com.
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In the period 18 October 2004 to 13 November 2004, a
team of eight interviewers was hired to hand out bookmarks,
which have the survey information and website address, to
visitors queuing in front of the check-in counters. The tar-
geted visitors were the residents of the seven major
source markets for tourists in Hong Kong, who had stayed
in Hong Kong for at least one night A total of 15,891 bookmarks
were distributed during the survey period. Additionally, the in-
terviewers were requested to complete some onsite question-

naires with targeted visitors at the landside of the airport dur-

ing off-peak time. At last, the interviewers managed to have
44 visitors completed the survey while they were waiting for
their delayed flights. As at 15 December 2004, the deadline
for receiving online questionnaires, 140 completed question-
naires were received from the Internet. One of the collected
questionnaires was discarded because it did not follow the
instructions. In other words, 183 usable completed question-
naires were received in this study.

Findings

The 183 respondents who completed the questionnaires
had stayed an average of 4.54 nights in Hong Kong during
the trip, and slightly less than half of them were first-time
visitors to Hong Kong. About half of these respondents vis-
ited Hong Kong for vacation and leisure, and one-third of
them came for business and meetings. In addition, a bit more
than half of the respondents were males, and they were
mainly in the age group of 26 to 55. Other demographics
of these respondents included two-third of them had re-
ceived college or university education, 40.8% had an annual
household income of less than US$10,000 and other 16.8%
were in the USS$10,000-USS$29,999 income level; and 19%
were from Asian markets and a bit more than two-third
were from the United States, Australia, and Western Europe.

In this study, the qualified sample consisted of
83.6% of the respondents who had visited at least one
travel or hotel website in the past two years. Nine of the
respondents stated that they would not use travel or hotel
websites to search information or to make online purchase.
The most popular activities for using the travel and hotel
websites, according to the qualified respondents, were
for searching information (82.5%) and purchasing products
or services (52.3%). It is interesting to note that the 77 e-
buyers had purchased an average of 13.7 times on travel
or hotel websites in the past two years, and that most
people (95.3%) did compare prices and features of the
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same or similar products or services on different websites.

In response to the perceived importance of the available
channels that could assist them to find a travel or hotel
website, the respondents viewed (i) the Google search
engine as important, (ii) messages from other people,
links on websites, and printed media as neutral, and
(iii) other channels such as the Yahoo and MSN search
engines, TV/radio, and others as unimportant or very
unimportant. Lastly and somewhat unexpectedly, when the
respondents were using search engines to search information
on the Internet, 44.7% of them would keep searching until they
find the satisfactory website, whereas 36.2% stated that
they would look at the search results until the third screen
and 11.2% would only looked at the results on the first screen.

Discussion and concluding comments

The empirical findings of this study have several in-
dustry implications. First, the percentage of travellers
who were also users of travel or hotel websites is
encouragingly high (83.6%). Such a high percentage indicates
the right direction for the resources and efforts invested
by the travel industry to establish their online presence. Second,
it is good to know that the e-buyers had made 13.7 online
purchases in the past two years. This behaviour of
active purchase should offer enough incentive for industrial
practitioners to keep devoting their endeavours on the
Internet to attract e-consumers to visit and to purchase.
Most importantly, results of this study show a somehow unex-
pected behaviour of e-consumers. That is, the only channel
that these people perceived as important during their
search of a travel or hotel website was the Google
search engine. In other words, what the travel and tour-
ism professionals should do is to ensure that their websites
should be on the returned list of Google. As a final point, it
is recommended that industrial practitioners should try
to improve the design and content of their websites
in order to have their websites to appear on the first
few screens of the search results. j¢
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