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Abstract

While outbound tourism and Internet applications in Mainland China (hereafter known as
China) have developed rapidly, understanding the preferred destinations of Chinese travelers is
thus crucial. This research investigates the travel preferences of Chinese online travelers by
collecting data from Ctrip.com, one of the largest travel websites in China. Research findings
show that Australia and Nepal are the most favorable overseas destinations as revealed by
Chinese Internet travelers. This research is expected to arouse the influence and impact of
electronic Word-of-mouth (eWOM) in Chinese online population.
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1 Introduction

In 1978, the national reform and the open-door policy were introduced in China,
during then the Chinese government started to recognize tourism as a generator for
economic development and modernization needs (Keating & Kriz, 2008; Lim &
Wang, 2008). Along with the increase in disposal income and improvement in living
standard among most Chinese citizens, there is a dramatic growth in the Chinese
outbound travel as more people are able to pay for the luxury of travel experience. As
estimated by the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), China will
be the fourth largest international tourism market in the world by 2020, corresponding
to 6.4% of market share worldwide, and nearly 100 million outbound travelers will be
represented by Chinese residents (UNWTO, 2000). This reflected that China has
become an important international tourist source-generating market. At the same time,
the size of the Chinese Internet users’ market is blooming. There were almost 298
million Internet users in 2008 in China, exceeding the United Stated and Japan (227
million and 94 million Internet users, respectively) (Internet World Stats, 2009).
According to China Internet Network Information Centre (CNNIC, 2009), Chinese
online consumers often use the Internet to read news (78.5%), to communicate
(75.3%) and to search for information including travel-related information (68%).
These statistics implied that the Internet is being an information source for Chinese
travelers as they would like to use the Net to seek for destination information.
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With the rapid development of Internet application, the Internet is becoming a new
medium for Chinese travelers to seek and share travel information. Ctrip.com, a
leading travel website in China, is one of the top popular websites which China needs
(Ye, Law & Gu, 2009). It is a free travel community that gathers travel information,
allows members to post travel opinions and engage in interactive travel forums. The
website is an example of consumer generated media that provides all travel-related
information. Although there is an enormous potential of outbound tourism in China,
tourism researchers have argued that relatively little research has been conducted into
the travel preferences and attitudes of Chinese travelers (Heung, 2000; Kim, Guo &
Agrusa, 2005; Mok & DeFranco, 1999; Qu & Li, 1997; Zhang & Chow, 2004). Using
the data collected from Ctrip.com, this study makes an initial attempt to investigate
the travel preference of Chinese online travelers. Findings are expected to make a
meaningful contribution to know where the favorite destinations of Chinese travelers
are. Travel agents, government tourism offices and destination management offices
would then use the information to attract travelers from this potentially huge market
by providing suitable travel-related products and services.

2 Literature Review

In 1983, the Chinese government has managed and regulated some restrictions on the
outbound tourism market by introducing Approved Destination Status (ADS) system
needs (National Tourism Administration of the People’s Republic of China (CNTA),
2009). ADS is based on a bilateral government agreement between China and
overseas destinations by the means of which the Chinese residents are permitted to
travel to selected countries or regions by joining tour packages from assigned Chinese
local travel agencies (ChinaContact, 2009). The ADS agreement is aimed to control
the travel balance account and organize local travel agencies and international tour
operators in order to secure the standard of travel services to Chinese travelers
(ChinaContact, 2009).

Additionally, another breakthrough in outbound tourism appeared in 1997 when the
Chinese government had granted the ADS system to Australia and New Zealand,
which was carried out in 1999 (CNTA, 2009). Since then, Chinese residents could
travel outside Asia for personal and leisure purposes. The number of ADS
countries/regions is continually increasing. By the end of September 2008, 96
countries/regions signed the ADS agreements with China, including the United States
and Taiwan (ChinaContact, 2009). Since the passport restriction policy is reduced and
the number of destination choices increased, Chinese outbound tourism has boosted
since 1998 (as illustrated in Table 1). This phenomenon has thus drawn worldwide
attention. Countries are now paying a lot of attention to this rapidly emerging market
with almost one fifth of the world's population.

Apart from the rapid growth in the number of Chinese outbound tourists, the number
of Chinese Internet users has skyrocketed as well. Now, Chinese online population
has become the main force in the world with the highest number of Internet users
(Internet World Stats, 2009). With the advancements of Internet technologies,
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increasing numbers of Chinese travelers are using the Internet to seek destination
information and to purchase travel products online. According to CNNIC (2009),
around 68% of Chinese users have used the Internet for information seeking on
destinations, prices or schedules. More importantly, 46% of them have performed
online transactions and 5% have made travel reservations online. The Internet has
encountered revolutionary changes as it has now become a new communication
platform that allows consumers and providers for information sharing, including from
business-to-consumer, and from consumer-to-consumer (Litvin, Goldsmith & Pan,
2008). Within these contexts, the concept of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) is
examined.

Table 1. Number of Chinese Outbound Tourists (1993-2008)

Year Number of Growth Rate (%)
Outbound Tourists

1993 3,740,000 27.70
1994 3,733,600 -0.17
1995 4,520,500 21.08
1996 5,060,700 11.95
1997 5,323,900 5.20
1998 8,425,600 58.26
1999 9,231,600 9.57
2000 10,468,600 13.40
2001 12,133,100 15.90
2002 16,602,300 39.83
2003 20,220,000 21.80
2004 28,852,900 42.90
2005 31,000,000 7.50
2006 34,520,000 11.35
2007 40,954,000 18.64
2008 45,844,400 11.94

Source: CNTA (2009)

Different from traditional word-of-mouth (WOM), WOM on the Internet is defined as
eWOM (Godes & Mayzlin, 2004). Westbrook (1987) stated that the definition of
eWOM can be regarded as all information communication channels using Internet-
based technologies which provide information about the usage or characteristics of
particular products, services, or their sellers. Email, instant messaging, websites,
chatrooms, blogs, virtual communities and newsgroups are the examples of eWOM
channels (Litvin et al., 2008). Since the characteristics of eWOM are low cost, broad
scope, and increasing anonymity, it seems that more consumers would like to seek
and be exposed to the advices from these eWOM channels (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner,
Walsh & Gremler, 2004). Also, eWOM can be accessed, linked, and searched easily
without time and geographic limitations. Since travelers are paying more attention to
search engines for information search, eWOM would change the content of travel
information, ease of access in travel information and travelers’ knowledge, and
perception of travel related products (Litvin et al., 2008). In hospitality and tourism
industries, the products are intangible and cannot be evaluated before consumptions.
This has raised the importance of eWOM since it creates the virtual relationships and
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communities between consumers and providers, thereby influencing readers’
decisions (Litvin et al., 2008). Also, online travel reviews are the main source of
information to travelers (Pan, MacLaurin & Crotts, 2007) as they are recognized as
more updated and reliable information than content posted by traditional service
providers (Gretzel & Yoo, 2008).

Prior studies stated that Chinese online users are more engaged in eWOM and more
likely to search for and respond to eWOM because they encourage information
sharing and rely on personal sources of information (Fong & Burton, 2008).
Therefore, the influence of eWOM in China should be critical. As previously
discussed, China outbound tourism has the tremendous potential in the world, and
Chinese travelers devote in higher level of information seeking and higher reliance on
eWOM channels. Therefore, it is crucial to analyze the data collected from eWOM
channels and evaluate the travel preferences of Chinese travelers.

3 Methodology

This study collected data from Ctrip.com, which is one of the largest travel websites
in China. Ctrip.com provides a platform for users to rate and post comments for their
visited destinations. Data collection was conducted from February 2009 to April
2009. Based on their preferences, visitors could rate each country/region in terms of
scenery, accommodation, food, entertainment, shopping and transportation by using
S-point Likert scale (I1=lowest mark; 5=highest mark). Subsequently, an integrated
overall score is generated. Based on Ctrip.com, 55 countries/ regions were found
including Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan and Neimenggu (Inner Mongolia). Among
these countries/regions, 25 were excluded since some of them have not granted ADS
agreements while some of them did not provide any ratings. Therefore, in this study,
30 countries/regions with ADS agreements were selected. According to the overall
score, selected countries/regions were prioritized from descending scores as illustrated
in Table 2.

4 Findings and Discussions

As indicated in Table 2, 30 countries/regions were divided into three groups based on
their integrated overall scores. The first group with the overall score of more than 4.5
included Australia (4.791) and Nepal (4.553). The second group, which includes 25
destinations, scored between 3.5 and 4.5. The third group scored lower than 3.5
includes India (2.406), Vietnam (3.273), and Egypt (3.4). According to the findings,
Australia and Nepal received the highest integrated overall scores which reflect these
two destinations were the most favorite destinations for Chinese Internet travelers. On
the other hand, India, Vietnam, and Egypt received the lowest integrated overall
scores. The remaining parts of this research analyze the reasons for Chinese online
travelers to rate Australia and Nepal over India, Vietnam, and Egypt as their favorite
destinations.
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Table 2. Overall Score of the Selected Countries/ Regions

Number of

Country/Region Overall Score Reviewers Std.
Australia 4.791 1,440 0.1971
Nepal 4.553 115 0.1095
Special Administrative Region

(Hong Kong and Macau) 4.430 5,140 0.1927
Spain 4375 166 0.1668
Austria 4.356 131 0.1811
Russia 4.208 62 0.3148
New Zealand 4.167 45 0.2384
France 4.156 311 0.4430
Germany 4.097 148 0.0690
Malaysia 4.081 445 0.3110
Thailand 4.048 842 0.1995
Indonesia 4.004 302 0.7352
Singapore 3.981 258 0.0967
Italy 3.980 298 0.1821
United Kingdom 3.928 143 0.1844
United States 3.886 467 0.2514
Philippine 3.885 75 0.5273
Japan 3.878 521 0.3520
South Africa 3.870 54 0.4119
Greece 3.835 40 0.0770
Taiwan 3.821 311 0.3959
Holland 3.750 80 0.4025
Switzerland 3.686 140 0.7657
Cambodia 3.613 135 0.2760
Kenya 3.580 15 0.1521
Korea 3.552 705 0.2695
Neimenggu (Inner Mongolia) 3.524 506 0.2787
Egypt 3.400 107 0.2092
Vietnam 3.273 134 0.6288
India 2.406 128 0.9477

4.1 Australia as the most favored outbound destination

Kim et al. (2005) indicated that Chinese travelers prefer to visit democratic cities
which have a different cultural background from China together with a long historical
background. Also, other important attributes for Chinese travelers choosing a
destination are safety and security, as well as beautiful scenery. Their results thus
concluded that Australia is perceived as the most attractive destination for Chinese
outbound travelers because of its beautiful environment along with a 10-year good
relationship with China. In Chinese travelers’ minds, Australia has no identical
substitute (Kim et al., 2005). Moreover, Australia is the first Western country granted
ADS agreement by the Chinese government. It is allowed to promote itself as a
leisure destination in China for 10 years, thereby broadening its market base in China.
Apart from these factors, Sparks and Pan’s (2009) study pointed out that Australia is
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the desirable destination for Chinese travelers due to its culture and position. The
conclusions of prior studies were the same as the result of this study in which
Australia had received the highest marks. It is generally known that there are a lot of
attractive attractions in Australia such as Great Barrier Reef and Gold Coast. This
perfectly matches with one of the most important destination attributes (beautiful
scenery) of Chinese travelers. At the same time, cities in Australia, such as Sydney
and Melbourne, always dominated surveys about the world’s most liveable cities. For
example, Sydney ranked top 10 in the Mercer’s Quality of Living Survey 2009 in
terms of safety, education, hygiene, recreation, political-economic stability, and
public transportation (Mercer, 2009). This shows that Australia is perceived as a safe
destination for Chinese travelers. Moreover, selected comments of Australia (URL:
http://destguides.ctrip.com/oceania/australia/region48/) were collected from the site in
order to know more why Australia is the most favored destination of Chinese travelers

(Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Selected Comments from Ctrip.com about Australia

Translation of Fig. 1:

Reviewer A “Sunshine, beach, mountains, grasslands! Beautiful scenery! Australia is
suitable for vacation.”

Reviewer B “Australia is so pretty. Each city has its own character. Sydney is a
prosperous and peaceful city, just like a heaven. Great Barrier Beef in Cairns is
wonderful. You can experience it when boating. You will definitely love everything in
Australia.”
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Reviewer C “Australia is great as it is a relaxing country. Sydney is a beautiful city
and it is worth to visit, especially Sydney Opera House and Sydney Harbour
BridgeClimb. Great Barrier Reef in Cairns is the most beautiful place. The
environment is absolutely gorgeous.”

In short, the reason why Australia is considered as the most favorable destination for
Chinese tourists is largely due to its beautiful scenery and secure environment.

4.2 Nepal as the second most favored outbound destination

It is reasonable that Nepal is the second most favorable overseas destination for
Chinese travelers. Based on the selected comments from Ctrip.com, Chinese travelers
think that Nepal is a glamorous country which is full of religious atmosphere with a
majority of the people being Hindus as illustrated in Fig. 2 (URL:
http://destguides.ctrip.com/asia/nepal/region79/).
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Fig. 2. Selected Comments from Ctrip.com about Nepal

Translation of Fig. 2:
Reviewer D “Nepal was an attractive and charming country together with the
religious atmosphere. It is a valuable visit. People were nice and they showed their

hospitality to travelers all the time.”

Reviewer E “No matter who you are, Nepal is definitely worth a visit.”
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i

Reviewer F “I was shocked by Nepal’s ancient civilization.’

With the above mentioned reasons, Chinese travelers are dazzled by this religious
country for its cultural difference from China. According to Kim et al. (2005),
Chinese tourists prefer to visit places whose culture is different from China.
Moreover, Nepal has an incredible diversity in natural environment, including
mountains, mid hills, valleys, lakes, and plains. The highest mountain in the world,
Mount Everest, is another famous attraction in Nepal. Since the landscape in Nepal is
very attractive, there is no doubt Chinese travelers enjoy traveling there so much. As
Kim et al. (2005) stated beautiful scenery is one of the most important destination
attributes of Chinese tourists.

4.3 India, Vietnam and Egypt as the unfavorable destinations

According to the results, India (URL:http://destguides.ctrip.com/asia/india/region80/),
Vietnam (URL: http://destguides.ctrip.com/asia/vietnam/region46/) and Egypt (URL:
http://destguides.ctrip.com/africa/egypt/region30/) were the most unfavorable
overseas destinations of Chinese travelers. In order to prevent any misgivings, three
destinations are named as Destination A, Destination B, and Destination C randomly.
Selected comments were collected from Ctrip.com in order to evaluate why Chinese
travelers dislike these destinations.

Regarding Destination A, Chinese travelers are not satisfied with the standard of
infrastructure, environment, transportation system, and terrorism (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. Selected comments from Ctrip.com about Destination A
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Translation of Fig. 3:

Reviewer G “The hardware in Destination A were poor, especially the airport. The
transportation system was very messy with poor hygiene.”

Reviewer H “The size of the airport was too small.”

Reviewer 1 “If you want to go shopping, 1 suggest choosing shopping malls with
security inspection. Otherwise, 1 am afraid that terrorism will happen in local
markets.

On the other hand, Destination B was scored as one of the lowest mark’s destinations

because of its swindles in transportation, poor hygiene, and unsafe environment (Fig.
3).
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Fig. 4. Selected Comments from Ctrip.com about Destination B

Translation of Fig. 4:

Reviewer J “I am afraid of swindles. It is better for you to deal a price before getting
on a taxi.’

s

Reviewer K “Cheated meters are installed in a lot of taxis.’

Reviewer L “I suggest bringing some snacks as the hygiene was poor. Also, it was
hard to find a supermarket.”
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Reviewer M “The public security was unsafe. People were looking attentively at me
while I was walking down the street. This made me felt uncomfortable and went back
to the hotel as soon as possible.

Apart from these, disorderly transportation systems, swindles and undeveloped
infrastructures were the factors why Chinese travelers disfavor Destination C.
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Fig. 5. Selected Comments from Ctrip.com about Destination C

Translation of Fig. 5:

Reviewer N “There was chaos in Destination C due to traffic jam. I was cheated when
visiting an attraction.”

Reviewer O “It seemed undeveloped in this destination. No matter in city or
countryside, there were no traffic lights. People, of course, have no sense of safety.”

Reviewer P “Undecorated buildings developed along the beautiful long coast. What a
waste!”

In terms of the above comments, it is understandable why Chinese travelers rated
these three destinations the lowest. Prior research had stated that safety and security as
well as beautiful scenery are the most important destination attributes for Chinese
travelers (Kim et al., 2005). Also, ACNielsen (2006) performed a survey and found
out that Chinese tourists are highly concerned with safety issues in that they are
unwilling to take risks in travelling to places which seem to be dangerous.
Furthermore, 60% of the Chinese respondents considered that security at the
destination is important. By evaluating the comments from these three destinations, it
is obvious that Chinese travelers consider these destinations as unsafe and dangerous.
Also, swindles took advantages of the visitors during their visits, which is another
factor that makes Chinese tourists feel uncomfortable when visiting. Besides,
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comments pointed out that the development of these destinations were unplanned with
poor hygienic problem. This completely deteriorated the travel motivations of
Chinese tourists. In short, since Chinese travelers felt that these destinations were
unsafe along with poor environment, this simply violated two critical destination
criteria in their minds.

5 Conclusion and Implications

This research has investigated the travel preferences in terms of overseas destinations
for Chinese travelers on Ctrip.com. As discussed, China outbound tourism is
blooming after the introduction of the national reform and open-door policy since
Chinese citizens could afford for the luxury travel of experience. At the same time,
the number of Chinese online users is growing. Many Chinese travelers like to use the
Internet for information search, including destination information, prices and
schedules. Also, Chinese online users highly believe in the eWOM while they trust
personal sources of information strongly (Fong & Burton, 2008). Therefore, the
influence and impact of travel websites cannot be neglected. Using the data collected
from a major travel website, findings of this study revealed that Australia and Nepal
are the most attractive destinations to Chinese travelers. On the other hand, India,
Vietnam, and Egypt showed weakness when attracting Chinese tourists.

Accordingly, hospitality and tourism marketers should understand the travel
preferences of Chinese outbound tourists, thereby targeting one of the most important
international tourist source-generating markets. At the same time, it is vital to
understand that Chinese tourists are going online in increasing numbers and they are
more likely influenced by travel websites or online travel forums. Tourism marketers
should therefore take the first step in understanding and utilizing the information from
travel websites in order to know what their potential customers like and dislike. The
website used in this study offers numerous first-hand information and ratings posted
by travelers. These reviews can surely provide a strong sense of the destination, and
then affect travelers’ overall image of a particular destination. As such, it seems that
eWOM source is playing an important role in hospitality and tourism industries, in
China or in other overseas destinations.
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