
A b s t r a c t
China, a fast-growing developing country, is

one of the world’s most popular tourism

destinations because of its large number of

historical and natural scenic attractions.

With the development of the Internet,

tourism and travel electronic commerce (e-

commerce) have flourished in China, and the

travel industry has experienced significant

structural changes since 1999. This study

examines how tourism and travel e-

commerce boomed in China, how the

tourism value chain has changed in the

new environment, and the current status of

China’s tourism and travel e-commerce.

Using data collected from 4,980 tourism

and travel websites in China and the China

Statistical Yearbook 2005, we examine the

classification and functions of these web-

sites. Our results suggest that travel agen-

cies provide about half of the tourism and

travel-related websites in China. Most

websites still only provide general informa-

tion, while some provide search, online

reservation, and payment services. We also

present results on our tourism and travel

website consumer satisfaction survey, and

discuss the factors affecting consumers’

decision-making process in tourism and

travel e-commerce and the future of the

tourism and travel e-commerce in China.
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INTRODUCTION

Tourism, defined by the World
Tourism Organization (1993) as
‘the activities of persons travelling
to and staying in places outside their
usual environment for not more
than one consecutive year for leisure,
business and other purposes not
related to the exercise of an activity
remunerated from within the place
visited’, has experienced significant
growth over the past few decades.
According to Wikipedia.com
(2006), an online encyclopedia,
tourism includes both ‘tangible ele-
ments’, such as transportation and
accommodation, and ‘intangible ele-
ments’ such as resting, relaxing, and
experiencing new cultures. Tourism
is related to travel, but the two are
not identical. Because of the overlap
between them, we combine them
and examine the tourism and travel
industry in general. For the past 30
years, the tourism and travel industry
in Europe and America has been one
of the pioneering industries in the
adoption of new information tech-
nologies (ITs) to improve its opera-
tional efficiency and effectiveness,
and the trend is likely to continue
in the future (Ma et al. 2003). When
the World Wide Web (WWW)
emerged, the industry also seized
the opportunity to further reduce
its transactional costs and provide

C
op

yr
ig

h
t
�

2
0
0
7

El
ec

tr
on

ic
M

ar
ke

ts
V
ol

u
m

e
1
7

(2
):

1
0
1
-1

1
2
.
w

w
w

.e
le

ct
ro

n
ic

m
ar

ke
ts

.o
rg

D
O

I:
1
0
.1

0
8
0
/1

0
1
9
6
7
8
0
7
0
1
2
9
5
9
7
4

American. Her research focuses on the
performance of IT firms, electronic
commerce, and IS and economics. Her
research has appeared in the Journal of
Management Information Systems,
Electronic Commerce Research and
Applications, and First Monday.
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better services to its customers. The results include not
only the emergence of new online travel agencies, but
also the venture of brick-and-mortar travel companies
into the virtual world and the direct selling of travel
products and services by airlines, hotels, and car rental
companies. Many researchers have studied tourism and
travel e-commerce. For example, Werthner and Klein
(1999) identify the parities involved in tourism, the
nature of the tourism product, and how information
communication technologies (ICTs) have changed the
tourism industry. Using Porter’s (1985) framework of
competitive advantage, Bloch and Segev (1997) analyze
how e-commerce affects the travel industry. Faché
(2000) recommends strategies that can help the travel
industry to provide innovative services to customers.
Nysveen et al. (2003) find that, for tourism websites, the
search function, service integration, and personalization
are the customers’ most preferred value-added services.
Tierney (2000) develops an Internet-based survey to
investigate the effectiveness of tourism promotional
websites. Jakkilinki et al. (2005) present an ontology-
based intelligent tourism information system that can
help small- to medium-sized tourism businesses enhance
their Web presence. Borman (2004) studies the impact
of inter-organisational infrastructure on the distribution
of value in the Australian travel sector.

As the largest developing country in the world,
China’s tourism and travel development environment
is different from those of the developed countries (Lu
and Lu 2004). For example, government regulations
play a significant role in driving the tourism market
orientation (Qu et al. 2005). In addition, tourism has
become a group activity because many tourists join
group tours during three ‘Golden Weeks’ – three week-
long holidays designated by the Chinese government.
Because of these unique characteristics of China’s
tourism and travel industry, many researchers have
investigated the development of tourism and travel e-
commerce in China (e.g., Gao and Xiao 2005, Li 2005).
Most of the previous literature focuses either on the
basic aspects, such as the layout, the evaluation criteria,
and the qualitative features of tourism websites, or on
the functionalities and the operation modes of the
websites. There is little research that provides in-depth
analysis of the development of the tourism and travel
industry and tourism and travel e-commerce in China in
recent years. In this research, we try to bridge this gap by
providing an extensive report on the current state of
tourism and travel e-commerce in China, based on data
collected from 4,980 tourism and travel websites. We
organize our paper as follows. In the next section, we
provide an overview of the disintermediation and the
reintermediation literature. After that, we evaluate the
recent development in the tourism industry in China and
how the Internet affects the travel value chain. We also
analyze tourism and travel websites in China by their
classification and function distribution. To examine

tourism and travel e-commerce in China from the
consumer’s perspective, we report the results of our
study on consumer satisfaction with tourism and travel
websites in China, and discuss the factors that affect
consumers’ decision-making process in the adoption of
tourism and travel e-commerce. We also assess the future
of tourism and travel e-commerce in China. Finally, we
conclude our study with a discussion of the results and
further research.

DISINTERMEDIATION AND REINTERMEDIATION IN
THE TRAVEL INDUSTRY

Malone et al. (1987, 1989) argue that when electronic
markets emerge, traditional intermediaries face possible
elimination due to an electronic brokerage effect, which
is also called disintermediation (Chircu and Kauffman
1999). This could lead to the reduction or elimination
of intermediaries such as retailers, distributors, and
brokers (Atkinson 2001). The disappearance of inter-
mediaries is based on the assumption that individuals can
easily navigate and transact via the Internet. As a result,
the distributors’ roles in providing aggregation, trust,
facilitation, and matching functions could be replaced by
the Internet (Jallat and Capek 2001). Bakos (1991,
1998) further points out that Internet-based electronic
marketplaces can efficiently match buyers and sellers at
lower transaction costs, resulting in ‘friction-free’
markets. As the roles of the intermediaries diminish,
we observe ‘disintermediation’.

As intermediaries, travel agencies perform three basic
functions. First, they act as information brokers and pass
information between travelers and suppliers. Second,
they process transactions, print tickets, and forward
money to the suppliers. And third, they advise travelers
(Vasudavan and Standing 1999). Many expected that e-
commerce would lead to disintermediation in the travel
industry because tourism products are suitable for e-
commerce and the traditional travel distribution chain
relied heavily on intermediaries (Nysveen and Lexhagen
2001). As tourists start communicating directly with
suppliers such as hotels and airlines through the
electronic media, there will no longer be the need for
traditional intermediaries such as travel agents (Bloch
and Segev 1997, Kauffman and Walden 2001, Lewis and
Talalayevsky 1997, Oppermann 1999, Standing et al.
1998, 1999). The Internet may take the place of
traditional travel agents, as more and more customers
feel comfortable using the Internet (Tse 2003).

However, what we have observed in the travel sector is
reintermediation, which is the creation of new inter-
mediaries or market markers (Berthon et al. 2003).
Disintermediation occurs when an intermediary is
eliminated from a market, while reintermediation is
the process whereby the disintermediated party re-
establishes its role in the new environment (Domowitz
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2002). Even though the Internet poses a threat of
disintermediation to traditional intermediaries, there has
also been the creation of new intermediaries called
‘cybermediaries’ (Sarkar et al. 1995). These new
cybermediaries serve as the link between the suppliers
and the Internet users (McCubbrey 1999). In the travel
industry, such newly emerged cybermediaries include
Orbitz.com and Travelocity.com.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE TOURISM AND TRAVEL
INDUSTRY IN CHINA

In this section, we review the development of the
tourism industry in China as the Internet becomes
increasingly accessible to organisations and individuals.
We first discuss the development of the tourism industry
in general. Next, we examine in greater detail the
changes in the Chinese tourism value chain.

The development of the tourism industry in China and
its status

China’s tourism industry has developed quickly in the
past 20 years. In an effort to promote domestic tourism,
the Chinese government in 1999 established three week-
long holidays called ‘Golden Weeks’ – the National Day
week in early October, the Spring Festival week in
January or February, and the Labour Day week in early
May. According to the China Statistical Yearbook 2005
(NBS 2005), tourism was a 684-billion-yuan
(USD83 billion) industry in 2004 that accounted for
5.01% of China’s gross domestic product (GDP). In
addition, the number of foreign tourists reached
109 million, increases of 19% and 11% from 2003 and
2002, respectively. In 2004, China received foreign
exchange revenue of USD25.7 billion, and was listed as
one of the top five tourist destinations in the world.
However, domestic tourists still are the major segment
of the market. The number of domestic tourists reached
1.1 billion and the income from domestic tourists

reached 471.1 billion yuans. We list in Table 1 the total
numbers of domestic tourists and domestic residents
outbound, and international and domestic tourism
earnings from 1999 to 2005.

Currently, domestic tourism peaks in the Golden
Weeks, and all forms of transportation are extremely
crowded during these periods. To alleviate these
problems, the Chinese government has invested heavily
in travel facilities such as airports and roads over the past
few years. The Beijing Olympic Games in 2008 and the
Shanghai World Expo in 2010 are going to be the two
big drivers for the Chinese government to pour large
investments into the tourism and travel industry. As
the China National Tourism Administration (CNTA)
predicts confidently, inbound arrivals to China will
reach 210 million within two decades, and the total
tourism revenues will exceed 2,500 billion yuans
(USD302 billion), representing 8–11% of China’s GDP
(Anonymous 2003a).

Changes in the tourism value chain

In China, thousands of people are becoming Internet
users daily, and hundreds of companies are publishing
thousands of new Web pages every day (Lu and Lu
2004). According to the China Internet Network
Information Center (CNNIC 2006), Internet users in
China increased in 2000–6 from 22.5 million to
123 million, and the number of websites reached
2,952,500 in 2006. In 2004–5, the Chinese govern-
ment issued laws and regulations, such as the Electronic
Signature Act and the Electronic Payment Guide, to
foster a good environment for the development of e-
commerce. The steadily increasing Internet user popula-
tion and the emergence of government regulations
helped to change the competitive landscape of the
tourism industry.

The tourism value chain refers to the process whereby
tourism products and services are transferred from
suppliers to consumers. It consists of tourism product
suppliers, traditional or e-commerce tourism product

Table 1. Total numbers of domestic tourists and domestic residents outbound, and international and domestic tourism earnings from

1999 to 2005

Year

No. of domestic tourists

(in millions of persons)

No. of domestic residents

outbound (in millions of persons)

International tourism earnings

(in millions of USD)

Domestic tourism earnings

(in millions of yuans)

1999 719 923.24 140.99 2,831.92

2000 744 1,047.26 162.24 3,175.32

2001 784 1,213.44 177.92 3,522.36

2002 878 1,660.23 203.85 3,878.36

2003 870 2,022.19 174.06 3,442.27

2004 1,102 2,885.00 257.39 4,710.71

2005 1,212 3,102.63 292.96 5,286.00
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intermediaries such as wholesalers and retailers, and
tourism customers. Tourism product suppliers offer
tourism products and services such as transportation,
accommodation, attractions, catering, and entertain-
ment to tourists. Wholesalers aggregate the tourism
products and services provided by different suppliers;
add their own packaging, welcoming, and guiding
services; and transfer the products to retailers. Retailers
offer inquiry services and sell the tourism products to
customers. According to the analysis above, we show the
traditional tourism value chain in Figure 1.

The traditional tourism value chain existed when the
information search cost was very high for travelers. It
depicts the linear model of how tourism products and
services were moved from suppliers to consumers
through intermediaries (Lubbe 2005). However, the
Internet makes it possible for tourism customers to
communicate directly with suppliers to obtain informa-
tion and purchase products (Garcés et al. 2004). Bloch
and Segev (1997) examine the impact of e-commerce on
the travel industry from a supply chain point of view.
They identify four major actors, including product
suppliers such as airlines and hotels; distributors such
as travel agencies; customers; and process facilitators
such as insurance agencies.

With the development of e-commerce, the tourism
value chain has changed a lot in China. A large number
of tourism and travel e-commerce companies have
emerged recently. These Internet travel sites, as

platforms bundling many tourism services, enhance the
search experience their customers go through prior to
their travels by providing them with more detailed
tourism destination information and reviews, easier
travel product search, price comparisons and booking
services, and more supplier and customer interactions
directly on the Web. The wide variety of online booking
services provided include transportation (air, car, train,
taxi, or bus), lodging, meals, entrance fees to attractions,
entertainment, tour guide services, and other activities.

The tourism e-commerce value chain in China is
shown in Figure 2. From this figure, we can see that in
addition to the traditional tourism value chain, the
Internet now serves as the communication medium for
the tourism product suppliers, intermediaries, custo-
mers, and government regulators. The overlap between
the Internet and the intermediaries represents the newly
emerged online travel intermediaries and the traditional
intermediaries’ venture into the virtual world. Travel
agencies function as product aggregators and informa-
tion brokers, providing tourism customers with tourism-
related information and booking services. The left side of
Figure 2 represents the government regulators for the
regulation and planning of the travel industry in general
and the destinations specifically.

Since 1995, there has been a clear trend for fewer
travel agencies in some developed countries (Turban
et al. 1999). In contrast, the number of travel agencies
has increased over these years in China. Table 2 provides
some statistics on travel agencies in China from 1999 to
2004. In 1999, there were 7,326 travel agencies, and in
2004 the total number increased to 14,927. From 1999
to 2001, the earnings of the travel agencies increased
four times. But in 2002 and 2003, the earnings
decreased. The abrupt decreases were mainly due to
the outbreak of the severe acute respiratory syndrome

Figure 2. Tourism e-commerce value chain in China. Adapted from Bloch and Segev (1997).

Figure 1. Traditional tourism value chain
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(SARS), an infectious lung disease. Fewer people
traveled during the outbreak, and the epidemic affected
the Asian tourism industry (McKercher and Chon
2004).

The increase in the number of travel agencies in China
is primarily due to three reasons. First, many Chinese
travelers still rely on traditional travel agencies for their
travel needs, creating a demand for these agencies as the
country becomes more affluent and the demand for
travel increases. Second, travel agencies provide the
travelers with convenient one-stop services at very
attractive pricing, resulting in high demand for the
products and services offered by travel agents. Third, the
travel agencies’ operational costs are very low, making it
possible for them to survive. Many travel agencies keep a
minimal skeleton group during off-peak seasons and hire
additional part-time employees and tour guides during
peak travel seasons. The low operational costs and the
high returns due to the large market demand make travel
agency a very attractive business for many investors.

THE STATUS OF TOURISM AND TRAVEL INDUSTRY E-
COMMERCE IN CHINA

We next report results from our empirical study on the
tourism and travel e-commerce status in China, which
includes the different types of tourism and travel
websites and their functions. The research is based on
the data that we collected from 4,980 tourism and travel
websites in 2005.

Data collection

We examined the status of tourism and travel e-
commerce development in China by analyzing the
content of these websites. We used the Landscape
Tourism Yellow Page Net (www.lvyou114.com) as our
starting point because it had a relatively comprehensive
directory of online tourism and travel websites in China.

We identified links to 7,449 websites from lvyou114.-
com. These include websites for travel agencies, hotels,
airlines, attractions, and national or local tourism
administration agencies or organizations. We next
recruited 28 students and divided them into four groups
to examine these websites. During our investigation, we
removed non-tourism websites and discarded websites
that were inaccessible. At the end, we identified 4,980
tourism and travel websites for the study. From
September to November 2005, we collected data from
each website, including the website provider, website
contents, availability of online booking services, meth-
ods of payment, and other relevant information.

Classifications of tourism and travel websites

We classify tourism and travel websites in China by two
schemes. First, based on who the providers of the
websites were, we identify six categories: travel agencies,
hotels, airlines, third-party venture capital investors,
government tourism administration departments, and
local tourism destination organizations. The third-party
venture capital investors were the websites’ providers
and bore the risks, but they were not responsible for the
management of the websites. Second, based on the
variety of online booking services provided, we classify
the websites into three categories: no online booking
service, single-product online booking service, and
multiproduct online booking service. Table 3 reports
our classifications of the websites by the two schemes.
Tourism and travel websites provided by the travel
agencies had the highest percentage of 49.09%, followed
by hotels at 19.76%, local tourism destination organiza-
tions at 14.62%, third-party venture capital investors at

Table 2. Travel agencies in China

Year

No. of travel

agencies

Increase over

the previous

year (%)

Earnings of travel

agencies (in millions

of yuans)

1999 7,326 — 7,798.39

2000 8,993 22.79 36,591.59

2001 10,532 17.11 41,547.02

2002 11,615 10.28 41,224.65

2003 13,361 15.03 38,785.88

2004 14,927 11.72 —

Source: China Statistical Yearbook 2005.

Table 3. Classifications of tourism and travel websites in China

Type

No. of

websites

% of total

websites

By investment provider

& Travel agencies 2,445 49.09

& Hotels 984 19.76

& Airlines 87 1.75

& Third-party venture capital investors 508 10.20

& Local tourism destination

organizations

728 14.62

& Government tourism administration

departments

228 4.58

By variety of online booking services

& No online booking service 1,899 38.13

& Single-product online booking

service

1,125 22.59

& Multiproduct online booking services 1,956 39.28

Total 4,980 100.00
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10.20%, and government tourism administration depart-
ments at 4.58%. Airlines had the lowest percentage at
1.75%. These results are mainly due to the already large
and still increasing number of travel agencies in China.
Many of these websites established by travel agencies
provided multiproduct booking services such as airline
or train tickets, accommodation, and tickets to attrac-
tions.

Our classification based on the variety of the booking
services provided suggests that about 38.13% of websites
offered only information services without online book-
ing services. About 22.91% of websites offered a single
type of service such as airfare only, train ticket only, or
hotels only. The other 39.28% of websites provided
multiproduct booking, including different combinations
of transportation, accommodation, and tickets to
attractions. We also provide a breakdown of the booking
services by provider in Table 4. From the percentages,
we can see that most transaction-oriented companies,
that is, those provided by travel agencies, airlines, hotels,
and third-party venture capital investors, provided
single- or multiproduct booking services on their
websites, while the local and government tourism
websites primarily provided information and offered no
booking services.

FUNCTIONS OF TOURISM AND TRAVEL WEBSITES

Lu and Lu (2004) examined the development of tourism
e-commerce in China and identified the following
functions of tourism websites: general publicity, adver-
tising products/services, advertising products/services
with pricing information, email inquiry and interaction,
email booking, online payment, and registration with
ID. From their categorization and our findings from the
websites, we identify the following functions of a
tourism and travel website:

1. general tourism information such as destination
guide, travel news, and journey recommendations

2. customized services such as personalized offerings
to individual travelers and special services such as
virtual online communities and travel logs

3. tourism information search
4. online booking of tourism and travel products and

services
5. payment
6. account management.

We separate online booking from payment because
credit and debit cards were not widely used in China. As
a result, many tourism websites allowed off-line pay-
ments in cash when the tickets were delivered or picked
up. We report the number of websites that accepted each
type of payment method and the functions of the 4,980
tourism and travel websites in China in Table 5. We find
that most of the websites offered general tourism
information. Among the websites that we examined,
74.34% presented destination guides, 53.94% provided
travel news, 64.10% provided journey recommendation,
and 48.23% provided travel tips. Some less available
general information features included tour guide infor-
mation (17.27%), maps (24.94%), weather forecasts
(33.92%), and traffic information (38.84%). Some other
features offered included online surveys on user satisfac-
tion and needs (13.82%), online consultation to meet
users’ inquiries (46.04%), and traffic counters (18.92%).
Only about 5.98% of the websites provided their privacy
policies, implying a lack of awareness of privacy issues
among tourism and travel websites in China. To provide
information and services to international tourists,
27.23% of the websites offered versions in various
languages such as simplified Chinese, traditional
Chinese, and English. As more international tourists
arrive in China in the future, we expect the percentage of
websites that have versions in different languages to
increase. About 22.95% of websites offered advertising

Table 4. Booking services by provider

Provider

Booking service

None Single-product Multiproduct

No. % No. % No. %

Travel agencies 749 30.62 337 13.78 1,360 55.60

Airlines 22 25.29 28 32.18 37 42.53

Hotels 268 27.24 605 61.48 111 11.28

Third-party venture capital investors 137 27.02 70 13.81 300 59.17

Local tourism destination organizations 586 80.49 54 7.42 88 12.09

Government tourism administration

departments

137 60.09 31 13.60 60 26.32

Total No. of websites 1,899 38.13 1,125 22.59 1,956 39.28
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services, 32.29% conference services, 51.04% co-brand-
ing services such as providing links to other tourism and
travel websites or commercial companies, and 10.40%
visa, exchange rate and other services.

Many websites offered special services such as virtual
tourist communities (34.52%), and provided informa-
tion and services for tourists’ self-planned itineraries
(22.77%). At some virtual tourist communities, tourists
could recruit travel partners, post their travel logs, and
share their itineraries with others. These features allowed

tourists to establish a sense of belonging to a community
and allowed them to interact with each other, something
that off-line tourism and travel companies could not
easily accomplish.

Some tourism and travel websites (6.14%) provided
customized services to meet the needs of individual
tourists. For example, on some websites, visitors could
enter their budgets and the dates they were available for
travel, and then the websites would provide information
on the alternative itineraries available. However, in

Table 5. Functions of tourism and travel websites in China

Main function Function factors No. of websites %

General information Destination guide 3,702 74.34

Travel news 2,686 53.94

Journey recommendations 3,192 64.10

Travel tips 2,402 48.23

Tour guide information 860 17.27

Maps 1,242 24.94

Weather forecast 1,689 33.92

Traffic information 1,934 38.84

Online survey 688 13.82

Online consultation 2,293 46.04

Traffic counter 942 18.92

Privacy policy 298 5.98

Has website in multiple languages 1,356 27.23

Advertising services 1,143 22.95

Conference services 1,608 32.29

Co-branding 2,542 51.04

Visas, exchange rates, etc. 518 10.40

Special services Virtual tourist communities 1,719 34.52

& Travel logs 996 20.00

Information and services for tourists’ self-planned itineraries 1,134 22.77

Customized services Providing services according to consumers’ needs and

expectations

306 6.14

Search 998 20.87

Booking services Airfares 1,513 30.38

& Discount airfare 769 15.44

& Electronic tickets 127 2.55

Hotels 2,665 53.51

& Discounted prices 1,333 26.77

Entrance tickets/tourism lines 1,751 35.16

& Discount tickets 470 9.44

& Electronic tickets 46 0.92

Car rentals 837 16.81

Train tickets 876 17.59

Payment Book off-line and pay off-line 1,896 38.07

Book online and pay off-line 2,992 60.08

Book online and pay online 464 9.32

Account management Account registration and maintenance 1,743 35.00

VIP services 1,063 21.35
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China, most people travel during the three Golden
Weeks. As a result, the tourism demands are tremendous
during these periods. Much fewer people travel at other
times. The Chinese tourism industry takes advantage of
this opportunity and offers many group tours for
individual tourists. Under these scenarios, there are
minimal personalized services, and that explains why
only 6.14% of tourism websites provided individualized
services.

According to CNNIC (2006), the main reason that
users access the Internet was to get information.
Because the search function can decrease users’ search
time and cost, it is very important to a tourism and
travel website. However, we find that only 20.87% of
the websites we examined had this feature. This result
indicates that the tourism and travel websites in China
were still in their early stage of development, and
many still needed to enhance the features available on
their sites.

The online booking service is a crucial function of a
tourism and travel website. Among the websites we
examined, 30.4% offered online airfare booking services,
53.51% accommodation reservations, 35.16% scenic
places bookings, 16.81% car rentals, and 17.59% train
tickets. However, the percentage of websites providing
electronic tickets was very low. Furthermore, only 9.32%
of websites accepted online booking and online pay-
ments, while a majority of websites (60.08%) offered
online booking services with off-line payment options.
In the latter case, customers pay for the purchases when
the tickets are delivered or picked up. Websites such as
Ctrip.com and eLong.net offer free ticket delivery
services in selected large cities due to the economies of
scale there and the relatively low labour costs in China.
The low percentage of websites offering online payment
is specific not to online tourism and travel, but to e-
commerce in general in China, mainly due to three
reasons. First, credit and debit cards are not widely
adopted, and there is not a well-established secure
financial payment system available for customers to make
online payments. Second, trust is still a major concern
for many Internet users. Rather than paying online
directly, they prefer to pay after they have the chance to
receive and examine the products they purchased. Third,
security concerns further inhibit Web users from making
payment online even if they are able to do so. Therefore,
establishing trust between Web users and e-commerce
websites is of great importance since consumers face
privacy, security, and tangibility issues when they make
purchases online (Fama et al. 2004).

Overall, most tourism and travel websites in China still
mainly provided destination information and travel
news. They lacked transactional capabilities. We also
saw the development of some innovative features such as
online tourist communities, travel logs, and customized
products or services.

CONSUMER SATISFACTION WITH TOURISM AND
TRAVEL E-COMMERCE WEBSITES

Are consumers satisfied with the products and services
provided by tourism and travel websites? To provide
some insight into this important question, we next
report the results of our tourism and travel website
satisfaction survey, using a convenience sample in
December 2006. We also compare our results to those
obtained by Lu and Lu (2004).

We distributed 200 surveys to undergraduates and day
and evening MBA students majoring in management
information systems at a major university in central
China. Among the 200 students, 63 had never used
tourism or travel websites before. After eliminating 11
incomplete surveys, we had 126 usable surveys.
Compared to general Internet users, our sample were
younger and better educated, and the majority were full-
time students. As a result, readers should use caution
when interpreting our results. However, as the CNNIC
2006 (CNNIC 2006) survey results indicate, 67.4% of
Chinese Internet users were aged 18–35; 50% had
associate’s, bachelor’s, or master’s degrees; and 36.2%
were students. As a result, we believe results from our
sample can still shed light on Chinese Internet users’
satisfaction with tourism and travel websites.

Our sample respondents had used tourism and travel
websites such as Ctrip.com, eLong.net, Mapbar.com,
and 17u.com, as well as travel and tourism sections on
portal sites such as Baidu.com, Sina.com.cn, and
Sohu.com. Ctrip.com was reported by 38.9% of our
respondents as their most often used tourism and travel
website, followed by eLong.net at 22.2%, Mapbar.com
at 15.9%, and 17u.com at 5.6%.

We adapted a tourism website consumer survey
developed by the Center for Recreation and Tourism
Research at Peking University (Anonymous 2006) in
our study and used seven-point Likert scales to survey
our respondents’ perception of the information quality,
website quality, service quality, and service fairness of
these websites, and their overall satisfaction. The average
overall satisfaction with information quality on tourism
and travel websites was 4.65 out of 7. Specifically, our
respondents perceived tourism and travel websites as
better in providing information needed for making
reservations, and in presenting rich, clear, and easy-to-
understand information. However, tourism websites still
needed improvement in order to provide their visitors
with complete, detailed, up-to-date, and reliable infor-
mation. The average customer satisfaction with website
quality was 4.28 out of 7. Specifically, our respondents
were concerned with the accessibility, speed, and security
of these websites, as well as the lack of easy-to-use search
features and the number of clicks needed to find the
desired information. The average customer satisfaction
with service quality was 4.36. Our respondents expressed
higher satisfaction with the community services at the
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websites, but had reservations about the promptness
with which these websites answered users’ questions and
the payment services they provided. In terms of service
fairness, the average user satisfaction was 4.54. The
average for the fairness of the service procedures was
4.06, while the average for the price fairness was 4.11.
The average overall satisfaction with tourism and travel
websites was 4.29, indicating an average satisfaction level
among our survey respondents. While many respondents
felt happy after using tourism and travel websites and
would recommend these websites to friends, some were
less happy when the actual tourism or travel experience
was taken into consideration. This suggests that tourism
and travel websites still need improvement in providing
more accurate information on the destinations, the
hotels, and the airlines so that users’ actual consumption
experience matches their expectations.

Comparing our results with those Lu and Lu obtained
in an earlier study, we find that Chinese tourism and
travel websites have improved in overall information
quality and in providing community services that allow
users to interact with each other. However, problems
that they identified in their study that are still present in
ours include slow website speed, website security,
inability to provide prompt answers to users’ inquiries,
obsolete information, and lack of easy-to-use search
functions. These factors indicate the directions of
improvement for Chinese tourism and travel websites.

CONSUMER DECISION-MAKING FACTORS IN
TOURISM AND TRAVEL E-COMMERCE

With the fast growth of tourism and travel e-commerce
in China, consumers now have more options when
making their travel arrangements. What are the impor-
tant factors that affect consumers’ decision-making
process in the presence of both online and off-line
channels? The answer to this question also provides
tourism and travel websites with information on the
opportunities and obstacles they face. We next provide a
general discussion.

First, poor computer skills and lack of Internet access
are two major inhibitors of the development of tourism
and travel e-commerce in China. According to the 2006
CNNIC Internet Development Survey (CNNIC 2006),
the Internet penetration ratio in China was 9.4%. Non-
Internet users cited the lack of computer/Internet skills
(36.6%) and lack of Internet access (31.8%) as the two
major reasons for not using the Internet. As a result,
these consumers will use only the off-line channel for
tourism and travel arrangements.

Second, it is much easier to obtain more comprehen-
sive, accurate, and up-to-date tourism and travel
information online than via the off-line channel. As the
CNNIC 2006 survey results suggest, 36.2% of Chinese
Internet users perceived the Internet as offering more

comprehensive and easier-to-search information, and
24.3% perceived it as offering more frequently updated
and up-to-date information. We did not conduct our
own survey on whether this would be true for tourism
and travel websites, but we perceive this is generally the
case. The tourism and travel websites need to take
advantage of this opportunity and continue to improve
the information quality on their websites.

Third, lower transaction costs and the availability of
discounts online is another major factor that encourages
many Internet users to make online tourism and travel
reservations. The CNNIC 2005 Internet Development
survey reveals that, for Internet shoppers, 66.4% cited
convenience and saving time as the major factors
motivating them to go online, followed by cheaper
price at 61.3%, availability of locally unavailable products
at 45.6%, and product variety at 33.8% (CNNIC 2005).
Many tourism and travel websites provide discount air
fare, hotels, and tickets to attractions. In addition,
websites such as Ctrip.com and eLong.net also provide
users with reward point systems whereby users can
accumulate reward points when making online reserva-
tions and earn free travel with these points. These
strategies will encourage consumers to choose the online
over the off-line channel.

Fourth, factors such as security, product quality and
customer service, privacy, and the lack of a secure
financial payment system greatly inhibit Internet users
from using the reservation features on tourism and travel
websites. The CNNIC 2006 survey indicates that
Chinese mainly used the Internet for news, email,
search, online discussion forum, and instant messaging.
Only 5.4% of Internet users surveyed indicated that they
often made reservations online. Internet users cited
security (61.5%), product quality and customer service
(45.7%), privacy (28.2%), and inconvenient payment
method (21.7%) as major concerns in online transac-
tions. As a result, these factors will also affect consumers’
decision-making process in making reservations on
tourism and travel websites. Tourism and travel websites
should try to provide secure websites and payment
systems to their visitors. Having customer reviews on
airlines, hotels, and destinations will also give tourists an
idea of the quality of the service they will get.

Fifth, the presence of information asymmetry may also
affect the use of tourism and travel websites. Recent
research suggests that consumers’ awareness of the
availability of airplane seats and hotel rooms affects their
booking behavior (Chen and Schwartz 2006). Most
tourism and travel websites in China are still in an early
stage of development, and they do not present the
availability of travel products. However, we suggest that
the availability of such information may also affect
Chinese consumers’ behavior. Future research can
examine whether this holds true in China.

Sixth, the mass media also greatly affects consumers’
decision to use tourism and travel websites. Previous
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research suggests that the mass media affects tourists’
perception of the destination (Beeton et al. 2005). In
China, many local newspapers publish tourism and travel
sections in their weekend editions. In addition, TV
programs about destinations are widely available. These
may all affect consumers’ perception of the destinations.
A survey conducted in Beijing in 2001 reveals that 48.1%
of Internet users relied on media programs and
commercials to find out about tourism and travel
websites, while 42.0% relied on Internet search, 29.8%
relied on links from other websites, and 25.2% relied on
word-of-mouth from families and friends (Anonymous
2003b). Online tourism and travel websites are starting
to appear in newspapers and on TV and to advertise
there. These actions will help educate the Chinese
consumers and familiarize them with the tourism and
travel websites, and this may lead to the use of these
websites.

THE FUTURE OF TOURISM AND TRAVEL E-
COMMERCE IN CHINA

Tourism and travel e-commerce have experienced
tremendous growth in China over the past few years.
Though there are still factors that inhibit consumers’ use
of these websites and the websites still need improve-
ment, we believe that tourism and travel e-commerce
will become more prosperous in China. First, as more
individuals go online and existing Internet users become
more familiar with the Internet and accustomed to
making online transactions, tourism and travel websites
will enjoy an ever-growing customer base. Second, most
tourism and travel websites still only provide basic
information and need much improvement. We anticipate
that the number of tourism and travel websites in China
will continue to grow, and the features on these websites
will become richer and more refined. Third, as the
banking system in China develops and more individuals
start using credit and debit cards, we anticipate that
more travelers will use websites for their informational
and transactional needs. Fourth, as off-line travel agents
realize the advantage of the Internet, more of them will
go online and start operating in both channels.

CONCLUSIONS

This study analyzes the development of China’s tourism
and travel industry in the presence of the Internet during
the past five years. We examine how the tourism and
travel industry and the tourism value chain have evolved
with the emergence of tourism and travel e-commerce in
China. We find that the tourism industry is a multi-
billion-yuan industry and the tourism earnings account
for a significant portion of the GDP. Tourism and travel
e-commerce developed quickly, and the total number of

tourism and travel websites in China has been steadily
increasing over the last few years. We studied the
classification and functions of 4,980 tourism and travel
websites in China. We also present results from our
study on tourism and travel website customer satisfac-
tion, and discuss the factors that affect consumers’
decision-making process in adopting tourism and travel
e-commerce.

The primary limitation of this study is that most of the
data in the survey were collected from a single visit to
each site at one point in time, regardless of the fact that
most tourism websites are highly dynamic and constantly
changing. Similar studies at different times are likely to
show different results. Longitudinal studies examining
how the functions at these websites change will shed
some light on how the websites evolve over time. A
second limitation is that we analyzed only a few aspects
of the tourism websites such as their classification and
the functions provided. In future research, we plan to
examine more factors such as government regulations
and competitive advantages. A third limitation is our use
of a convenience sample in our tourism and travel
website customer satisfaction survey. Finally, we only
discussed the factors affecting consumers’ decision-
making process without support from empirical research.
Future research can examine these factors by consumer
surveys.
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