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Since the introduction of the Individual Visit Scheme (IVS) in 
2003, which allows mainland Chinese residents to visit Hong 

Kong on an individual basis, a drastic increase in the number of 
IVS visitors to Hong Kong has been observed. IVS tourists, together 
with group visitors from the mainland, contribute substantially to 
the economy of Hong Kong because mainland tourists constitute 
the largest segment of inbound visitors to the city. 

A series of recent incidents, however, has heightened the ten-
sions between Hong Kong residents and mainland Chinese tour-
ists. Rebuilding the confidence of mainland Chinese group 
and individual visitors has thus become a critical issue that 
confronts the tourism industry of Hong Kong. To ease such 
conflicts, calls need to be made not only for a series of conven-
tional measures in the offline environment but also for efforts 
to be devoted to online communities. The Internet could be an 
unrestrained place where loyal customers, rather than fickle ones, 
could be created through relationship marketing strategies. 

A recent, large-scale survey among mainland Chinese Inter-
net users showed that a trusting relationship could be developed 
when promises of hotels are fulfilled and they are honest with the 
information listed on their official websites. The implications of this 
study are not limited to the hotel industry because trust formation 
goes through a transference process. In other words, consumer 
trust is transferrable from one party (e.g., a person, group or or-
ganisation) to other related entities (Stewart 2003). Accordingly, 
investigating the trust of mainland Chinese tourists in official hotel 
websites would probably offer insights into gaining trust from them 
in other tourism-related sectors.

Outline of the study
As a key concept in relationship marketing, consumer trust, which 
refers to the positive expectation of consumers, is instrumental in 
fostering customer-vendor relations and sustaining market share 
(Urban, Amyx & Lorenzon 2009). To better understand the forma-
tion of perceived trust in the virtual community by Chinese Internet 
users, 842 Chinese mainlanders were surveyed in June 2013. The 
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questionnaire was formulated based on the results of interviews 
with Chinese Internet users, hoteliers and tourism experts. Prior to 
the main survey, a pretest was conducted to ensure the appropri-
ateness of the statement of each item. 

A 7-point Likert scale was used to measure the perception 
of the respondents, which ranges from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree). As to the demographic structure, the respondents 
in this study were young and middle-aged Chinese, who were 
well-educated and were paid relatively decent salaries.

Results and discussion
As can be seen from the table below, all the items received mean 
scores above or close to 5.0, which indicates that the respondents 
generally agree on the positive statements of the official websites of 
hotels. More particularly, the items of “Official hotel websites have 
the necessary abilities to handle sales transactions on the Inter-
net” (5.55) and “Official hotel websites have sufficient resources to 
do business on the Internet” (5.47) indicate the recognition of the 
capability aspect of official hotel websites by Chinese Internet us-
ers. However, they have less confidence in official hotel websites in 
terms of the room rates offered and their intention not to deceive 
them because the mean scores for these two items were the lowest.

Such results could be related to Chinese culture because accord-
ing to the Confucian philosophy, Chinese children are taught to listen 

 
Table: Perceived eTrust towards official websites of hotels

eTrust items Mean values

 Official hotel websites have the necessary abilities to handle sales transactions on the Internet 5.55
 Official hotel websites have sufficient expertise to do business on the Internet 5.45

 Official hotel websites have sufficient resources to do business on the Internet 5.47
 Official hotel websites have adequate knowledge to manage their business on the 

Internet
5.33

 Most official hotel websites have a good reputation 5.02
 Designs of official hotel websites take consumer needs into consideration 5.10

 Official hotel websites are professional 4.90
 Official hotel websites keep customer interests in mind 4.73

 Recommendations on official hotel websites are made for mutual interests 5.02
 Official hotel websites do not deceive customers 4.33

 Official hotel websites fulfil commitments they made 4.66
 Official hotel websites provide information in an honest way 4.74

 I have confidence in the promises made by official hotel websites 4.71
 Official hotel websites do not make false statements 4.46

 Official hotel websites offer the lowest room rates 4.43
 I am not overcharged when booking a room via official hotel websites 4.74

 Overall, I trust official hotel websites 5.07
1�=� �strongly�disagree；7�=� �strongly�agree
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to parents and elders. As a result, obedience to official authority would 
be developed. In the context of this study, a hotel’s own website 
could be regarded as a proxy for an official presence on the Inter-
net, and therefore Chinese respondents generally expressed posi-
tive attitudes towards the information posted there. However, 
respondents in this study less trusted the offer of the lowest rates 
and the integrity of hotel websites. This result may be related to the 
fact that a travel or hotel website functions not only as an information 
channel but also as a transaction platform, which may require more 
personal and financial information from consumers.

Afterwards, a factor analysis was conducted, and three factors 
were extracted, which were named integrity, benevolence and 
ability. More specifically, the affective aspect of consumer trust in 
terms of integrity and benevolence was found to contribute the 
greatest level of trust. Such findings were consistent with the gener-
ally accepted belief that the interpersonal relationships in the affective 
ties of Chinese culture are predominant.

The integrity aspect, which refers to the perceived possibility that 
promises presented on official hotel websites are kept properly, was 
most influential. This finding was consistent with those of previous 
studies and implied that respondents in this study were relatively ma-
ture. Accordingly, in the process of using online methods to cultivate 
a trusting relationship, tourism practitioners need to pay attention to 
features that could evoke a sense of assurance. For example, tourism 
companies expressing the intention to adhere to promises and afford-
able product offers made on their websites would be beneficial for 
relationship establishment.

Benevolence, which is about the belief of consumers that the 
other party would be good to them, is another important aspect of 
online consumer trust that is affective in nature. In other words, tour-
ism companies can convey care and concerns to existing and potential 
customers. This realisation relates to the typical function of online 
presences as information channels, which act in the best interests of 
consumers and offer them better and timelier information for better 
decision-making. A trusting relationship cannot be purchased by a 
quick sale and hasty salesmanship.

Whereas the aspect of ability is less important than the two previ-
ously mentioned factors (i.e. integrity and benevolence), it still exerts 
an influence over the formation of a trusting relationship. The ability 
aspect of consumer trust is cognition-based, which means perceptions 
of ability are derived from the rational calculation and knowledge of 
consumers. Although the Internet enables consumers to access 
much larger amounts of information than before, information 
asymmetry still exists in many business transactions. Confront-
ing this fact, consumers tend to decide whether to trust products 
and services based on their emotions rather than on complete in-
formation. Therefore, tourism companies should use their online 
presences to give consumers the impression of being capable of 
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doing business on the Internet such as taking online orders on 
the one hand, and try to arouse the emotional attachments and 
feelings of Chinese tourists to establish a trusting relationship 
with them on the other.
 

Concluding remarks
Tourism practitioners need to be aware that the Internet has many 
sticky websites that could be ruled by trust and not necessarily by 
price. Despite current disputes between mainland Chinese tourists 
and Hong Kong residents, nobody can deny the contributions of the 
Chinese tourism market, which has consistently been the largest seg-
ment of inbound travellers to Hong Kong. As such, retaining the Chi-
nese market can be argued to be beneficial to the healthy and sustain-
able development of the Hong Kong tourism industry.

This study suggests that in addition to conventional methods of 
rebuilding the confidence of Chinese travellers, online communities 
can be used to develop their trusting relationships with tourism prac-
titioners. Based on the findings of an empirical study among Chinese 
Internet users, we conclude that in employing online relationship 
marketing among Chinese travellers, stakeholders should pay atten-
tion to three issues.

First, Chinese travellers have relatively high levels of perceived 
trust in the information disseminated from official channels. There-
fore, semi-official organisations such as the Hong Kong Tourism Board 
and the Travel Industry Council of Hong Kong need to take the lead 
in mending the worsening relationships between mainland Chinese 
tourists and Hong Kong residents.

Second, if sensitive information that involves higher financial 
and privacy risks such as credit card numbers is required by their web-
sites, tourism practitioners need to give their customers the impres-
sion that their websites are capable of online business transactions. 
In other words, the private and personal information of consumers 
should be safe with tourism practitioners.

Third, compared with the aspect of ability, the affective factors 
of integrity and benevolence are more important in leading consum-
ers towards a trusting relationship. Accordingly, in employing on-
line channels for relationship marketing, practitioners need to pay 

more attention to elements that relate to goodwill and honesty.
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