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Better tour escorts, higher reputation for travel agents
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J oining a package tour for overseas travel is very common
in Hong Kong. Since travellers rely on the tour escort

for the core products and services of package tours, he/
she is believed to play a critical role during the tour .
Apart from that, as the tour escort is serving travellers in
the front line and in direct contact with them (hence an
intimate, interpersonal interaction between traveller and
tour escort), it is inevitable that his/her service quality
will have an effect on the image of the travel agent he/
she represents.

Research background

Generally speaking, the tour escort is a guide who bears
different roles throughout the journey, including those of infor-
mation giver, instructor, motivator, ambassador, entertainer and
leader. The tour escort in Hong Kong serves during the whole
journey as the coordinator in the destination and a companion
of the tour members. Instrumentally, the tour escort acts as a
leader, communicator and organiser, whose responsibilities are
to organise and monitor the itinerary, liaise with service suppliers,
disseminate information and provide commentaries. In addition,
the tour escort serves the role as motivator and entertainer
with the responsibility of creating positive feelings and a friendly
atmosphere within the tour and building emotional bonds among
travellers. As the tour escort has extensive knowledge about
the destination, travellers will rely on him/her and seek
his/her advice on almost everything during the journey.
Such a relationship entails trust and mutual agreement.

As tour service is essentially intangible in nature
and based on performance, the reputation of travel agents
is believed to be influenced by the quality of service delivery
by tour escorts. Word-of-mouth publicity, a consequence measure,
is the extent to which a customer will inform friends, relatives
and colleagues about an event that has created a certain level
of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. In this study, we aim to ex-
plore the tour escort's service quality and its relationships with
travel agents' reputation and word-of-mouth publicity by trav-
ellers in the context of outbound tour service from Hong Kong.
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Outline of the study

This study attempts to explore the tour escort's service
quality in Hong Kong and its impact on the reputation
of and word-of-mouth publicity about a travel agent . The
quality of tour escorts' service was examined and the relation-
ship of tour escorts' service with agents' reputation and word-
of-mouth publicity was assessed. A total of 431 travellers who
joined Hong Kong's outbound package tours were surveyed by
using a questionnaire, which consisted of items relating to the
tasks and service attributes of the tour escort.

The mean scores of the tour escort's service attributes
ranged from 4.25 to 3.57 (see Table). There were eight attributes
that were rated relatively higher than other attributes, with mean
scores ranging from 4.25 to 4.00. The three highest-rated
service attributes were related to "punctuality" (mean score
= 4.25), "provision of clear information on security and
safety" (mean score = 4.23) and "giving of daily briefing
on tour itinerary" (mean score = 4.19). The three low-
est-rated service attributes, with mean scores ranging
from 3.72 to 3.57, include "ability to solve problems"
(mean score = 3.72), "arrangement of all the services
promised on the itinerary" (mean score = 3.70) and "honesty
and trustworthiness" (mean score = 3.57) .

Tour escort's service factors and travel
agent's reputation

Using statistical techniques, the tour escort's service at-
tributes were grouped under four factors, namely "presenta-
tion and communication ability", "problem-solving ability", "pro-
fessional knowledge" and "personal integrity".

"Problem-solving ability" was found to be the most
important underlying factor affecting a travel agent's reputation.
This factor includes attributes such as "helpfulness of tour escort",
"tour escort being well-trained" and "paying attention to details".
"Presentation and communication ability" came in second,
including attributes l ike "clarity of information on safety and
security", "giving of briefing on tour itinerary" and "good com-
munication and presentation skills". The next two important factors
were "professional knowledge" (e.g. "knowledge about destination")
and "personal integrity" (e.g. "honesty and trustworthiness"),
which had comparatively less influence on the reputation of a
travel agent. The results reveal two things. First, there is a positive
relationship between the tour escort's service quality and the
travel agent's reputation. If the tour escort's service qual-
ity is high, it is likely that the reputation of the travel
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agent will be increased. Second, the problem-solving ability
of the tour escort has a significant influence on the reputation
of a travel agent.

Tour escort's service factors and word-of-
mouth publicity by travellers

It was found that "problem-solving ability" was the
most important underlying factor affecting word-of-mouth
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publicity by travellers, followed by "professional knowledge".
The next two important factors were "presentation and com-
munication ability" and "personal integrity", which had comparatively
less influence on word-of-mouth publicity. The results also re-
veal two things. First, there is a positive relationship between
the tour escort's service quality and word-of-mouth publicity
by travellers. If the tour escort's service quality is high, it
is likely that travellers will say positive things about the
travel agent to others. Second, same as the influence on the
reputation of a travel agent, the problem-solving ability of
the tour escort has a significant influence on word-of-
mouth publicity by travellers.

Concluding remarks

Although the tour escort's service was quite satisfactory
in general, the findings suggest that there is still plenty of
room for improvement in at least three areas. First, travel
agents may like to place emphasis on honesty and trustworthiness
in their recruitment and selection of tour escorts. Second,
travel agents may want to make sure that they deliver
what they have promised to the customers. Third, travel
agents may like to incorporate problem-solving exercises
in their training programmes designed for tour escorts.

High reputation and positive publicity can bring long-term
benefits to a company. The results of the study reveal that
there are positive relationships between tour escorts' service
quality and agents' reputation, and also between tour escorts'
service quality and word-of-mouth publicity by travellers. Travel
agents may therefore like to pay special attention to their
tour escorts' service quality to ensure long-term growth
and prosperity . The most important service factor contribut-
ing to reputation and word-of-mouth publicity is "problem-solv-
ing skills". In this regard, travel agents should provide training
programmes that hone the problem-solving skills of their tour
escorts, by using case studies or role-play. 

Dr Vincent C S Heung is Associate Professor of Market-
ing of the School of Hotel and Tourism Management,
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University; and Mr Wing Wong
is General Manager of Vacation Asia (HK) Limited. This
study is supported by a research grant from The Hong
Kong Polytechnic University and the findings have not
been published yet. All enquiries should be directed to
the project leader, Dr Heung (Tel: (852)2766-6330, Fax:
(852)2362-9362 or Email: hmvheung@polyu.edu.hk).
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