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Challenges and opportunities of e-tourism

SME travel agents can reverse their dire situation by skilfully using Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs).

Tapping mainland market through e-tourism

The development of ICTs has made a profound impact on the busi-
ness world, and the travel and tourism industry is no exception. 

Whereas adoption of ICTs in tourism, or e-tourism, is conducive to 
increasing operational efficiency, its advancement in Hong Kong 
has faced with many problems and obstacles such as constraints 
of capital, a lack of knowledge and experience, and a shortage of 
skilled professionals. Nevertheless, there is much room for the 
development of e-tourism in Hong Kong, following the economic 
integration of the mainland and the city, the emergence of markets 
catering to the e-generation, and the consolidation of Internet and 
mobile technologies.

Under the latest supplement to the Mainland and Hong Kong 
Closer Economic Partnership Arrangement (CEPA), Hong Kong’s travel 
agents established in mainland China will be allowed to operate group 
tours to Hong Kong and Macau, not only for residents of the nine prov-
inces of the pan-Pearl River Delta region plus Beijing and Shanghai, 
but for all other residents of China as well. This will definitely become 
a huge business opportunity for local travel agents, whose competitive-
ness will be immensely enhanced by e-tourism driven by the Internet 
and ICTs.

Expanding business with ICTs
Established in 1978, Travel Agent A has developed into a multi-service 
travel company over the years, specialising in MICE travel and online air 
ticket and hotel bookings. A pioneer in e-tourism among local traders, 
the travel agent set up its own website as early as 1997.

Ms Wong, who is in charge of the travel agent and has more 
than 30 years of experience in the local industry, recounted the ups 
and downs of local travel agents: “In the 1980s and 1990s, SME travel 
agents were able to make a decent living simply by booking air tick-
ets and hotel rooms for their customers. Unfortunately, this source of 
income has kept dwindling since 1997 because the Internet and ICTs 
have enabled airlines and hotel groups to sell directly to the travel-
lers, and with cash-rich online travel platforms such as Priceline, 
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Travelocity and Ctrip joining the fray, travel agents are left with fewer 
and fewer commissions and markups.”

She recalled the path trod by her company in adopting ICTs: “It 
was rather difficult for traditional travel agents to adopt ICTs in those 
days because of immature technologies and high set-up costs. We were 
able to set up our own website thanks to the support of venture capital-
ists. Having said that, skills and equipment that met our needs were 
difficult to come by. We once commissioned a university to develop a 
sophisticated online system to integrate our various business processes 
and functions. In the end, close to one million dollars were spent and 
we were nowhere near success.”

Summarising what she expected of the application of ICTs, she 
remarked, “ICTs, if correctly applied by travel agents, will be a great 
help in strategic development, operational management and marketing 
promotion. But the problem is how to get technologies and equipment 
which are economically beneficial and which match practical needs. If 
the service providers could know more about the operation of the 
travel and tourism industry, or if the industry could master the 
technologies, then travel agents would be able to tap China’s enor-
mous travel market, which is gradually opening up, by combining 
their own specialities and operations based on e-tourism and by 
making good use of advanced technologies to promote their prod-
ucts and services effectively.”

Professional services the only way out
Travel Agent B has gained its reputation for organising such themed 
tours as scuba-diving tours and health tours, which have attracted a fol-
lowing of customers in pursuit of higher quality and better enjoyment. 

Mr Pang, the person who takes the helm of Travel Agent B, be-
lieved that the Internet and ICTs were of vital importance in fostering 
an interactive relationship between his company and its suppliers and 
customers, and that adoption of ICTs at a deeper level, such as imple-
menting fully integrated Customer Relation Management (CRM) sys-
tems, could enhance its strategic development.

He pointed out that travel agents only had two ways of sur-
vival in today’s environment: they could either win through by 
cutting costs through economies of scale and then offering a wide 
variety of choices at low prices, or battle it out by focusing on per-
sonalised services of a professional nature and sterling quality.  “As 
we are an SME travel agent,” he explained, “we have decided from the 
very beginning to focus on our strengths and provide professional travel 
services that our customers can hardly obtain themselves.” Since airlines 
and hotel groups were now scrambling for the online direct sale market, 
SME travel agents were having a hard time struggling for survival as in-
termediaries. In his view, the only way out for travel agents was to offer 
professional products and services.

Talking about his company’s website, which was launched as 
soon as the travel agent opened its doors, he gave his rationale for do-
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ing so: “Since the contents of professional travel products and services 
are complicated, it is necessary to have a better information platform 
to explain and showcase them. With our own website, our customers 
and suppliers can learn more about us.” As Web 2.0 technologies kept 
evolving, he remarked, his company’s website would have more interac-
tion, sharing and collaboration with its target markets, for example, by 
allowing its customers to create the content, or by promoting business 
through social media networking such as blogging, Facebook, Twitter 
and Weibo (China’s version of Twitter).

The low ICT penetration rate among local SME travel agents, 
according to Mr Pang, had stemmed mainly from short-termism 
often seen in owners and managers of these travel agents, with the 
result that they might fail to capitalise on the enormous opportuni-
ties to bring their business to new heights.

Viable ICT solutions already available
Mr Erwin Huang, a Vice President of the Hong Kong Information Tech-
nology Federation, has worked with the TIC several times during the 
past few years to promote ICT solutions to travel agents, and thus has 
extensive experience and unique insight in both ICTs and Hong Kong’s 
travel and tourism industry. 

“Given the big trend of disintermediation in travel markets, 
SME travel agents in Hong Kong are doomed,” Mr Huang asserted, “if 
they fail to keep up with the times, innovate and reform.” He strongly 
believed that the inevitable path to survival for SME travel agents 
was to create more value for their own products and services.

He continued, “In Europe and the United States, online shopping 
for travel products and services has become one of the most success-
ful e-business models. A lot of travel companies have managed to join 
the e-tourism club by reforming their business processes in significant 
ways. Thanks to advanced technologies and equipment that come with 
the Internet and ICTs, these travel companies have greatly raised the ef-
fectiveness and efficiency of the production, distribution and delivery of 
travel products, as well as the management of various functions of dif-
ferent departments such as information management, internal control, 
financial planning and customer relations. In such a way, they are able 
to expand the scope and reach of their business and gain access to the 
enormous and faraway global markets with an increased competitive 
edge.”

According to Mr Huang, the lacklustre performance of local SME 
travel agents in e-tourism was attributable to several factors: insufficient 
capital for necessary hardware and software; a lack of industry-wide 
standards in the past in relation to the quality, safety and reliability of 
techniques and tools, thus making it difficult for travel agents to inte-
grate their existing applications and databases; and a lack of knowledge 
on the part of technical people about the operation of the travel and 
tourism industry. As a result, many attempts at adoption of ICTs ended 
in failure, with all the investments wasted.
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Despite the above shortcomings, he added, “Nowadays, there are 
actually a lot of reasonably priced and highly flexible techniques and 
equipment on the market. For instance, the state-of-the-art cloud com-
puting technology has resolved many problems relating to data storage; 
the concept of software as a service is rapidly growing in popularity; and 
many application providers have offered various kinds of software solu-
tions. SME travel agents may pick and rent those solutions that meet 
their specific needs and make use of Internet and ICT tools and mecha-
nisms to develop systems, either step by step or in one go, that suit their 
operational and management needs.”

Hardware, software and humanware
Mr Huang believed that capital funding, and hardware and 

software now posed no problems to SME travel agents which 
wanted to migrate to e-tourism. What was really in short supply 
was humanware, people who possessed business sense and techni-
cal skills at the same time because e-tourism required knowledge 
from three different disciplines, namely business administration, 
IT system management, and travel and tourism. For example, travel 
agents might be able to upgrade themselves from travel intermediaries 
to travel consultants by utilising the data of their customers stored in 
CRM systems in order to provide them with tailor-made, value-added 
products and services. Travel agents might also be able to maintain 
or even increase their competitiveness by effectively using Web 2.0 
techniques, which provided creative ways of communication with big-
ger penetration and greater convincing power, and which allowed the 
consumers to take part in the creation, dissemination and promotion of 
travel-related products and information.

He cited Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP), widely adopted in 
industry and business, to explain the value of e-tourism to SME travel 
agents. The value of ERP-driven decision-making lay more in the en-
hancement of managerial discipline than in the employment of essen-
tial skills and equipment. Similarly, the pivot of e-tourism is to make 
SME travel agents transform their vision and missions, strategic 
development, operational management, functions and structure as 
well as business process. He stressed, “Advanced skills and equip-
ment will be a boost to commercial success only if the manage-
ment has foresight, insists in innovation, makes rational decisions 
and puts them into action.”

Dr Sangeeta Narwani is a Programme Director of the College of 
Business and Finance, HKU SPACE, and Dr Bruce Cheung is a Se-
nior Programme Director of the College of Life Sciences and Tech-
nology, HKU SPACE.


