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ARTICLE

The Evolution of Chinese Mainland Visitors to Hong Kong
from International Visitors to Domestic Visitors
Lisa Yip and Stephen Pratt

School of Hotel and Tourism Management, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, TST East, Kowloon,
Hong Kong

ABSTRACT
Politically, Hong Kong is part of the People’s Republic of China.
However, Mainland Chinese vacation visitors coming to Hong
Kong are restricted by immigration regulations. The introduction
of the Individual Visitor Scheme (IVS) and multiple visa policies has
significantly increased the number of leisure visitors to Hong Kong
from China due to increased access. This increase in visitors has
resulted in noticeable social impacts including increased conflicts
between Mainland Chinese visitors and local residents in Hong
Kong. This paper examines Mainland Chinese leisure visitors’ beha-
vior in Hong Kong for a period lasting from the UK handover of
Hong Kong back to China in 1997 to 2014. With the exponential
growth in leisure tourism over the course of the past 18 years,
mainly driven by the IVS, Mainland Chinese visitors’ travel profiles
and activities more closely represent domestic tourism than inter-
national tourism in terms of trip and visitor profile, activities taken,
type of goods purchased and accommodation behavior.

前往香港的中国内地游客从国际到国内游客的演变

摘要

香港是中华人民共和国的一部分。然而，前往香港的中国内地
观光客受入境条例所限制。个人游计划（IVS）与多次入境许可
的引入，令中国内地前往香港的休闲游客人数显着增加。访客
人数的上升带来显着的社会影响，包括增加内地游客与香港居
民之间的冲突。本文探讨中国内地休闲游客由1997年香港回归
中国起至2014年期间在香港的行为。随着过去18年间休闲旅游
呈指数增长，比起国际旅游，中国内地游客的旅游概况和旅游
活动更贴近国内旅游 ，均呈现在旅程和游客背景、旅游活动、
购买的商品类型和住宿行为方面。
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Introduction

Since the implementation of the Individual Visit Scheme (IVS) in 2003, the total visitor
numbers (same day and overnight arrivals) from the People’s Republic of China to
Hong Kong has increased from 6.8 million in 2002 to 47.2 million in 2014. During the
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same period, the visitor numbers from other international markets excluding China
increased from only 9.8 million in 2002 to 13.6 million in 2014 (Hong Kong Legislative
Council, 2015). Under the ‘one country two systems’ policy of China, Hong Kong is a
Special Administrative Region which enjoys a degree of independence in finance and
taxation over China’s Central Government (Basic Law, 2008). At the same time, Hong
Kong benefits from this policy in terms of economic growth.

With the largest population in the world and increasing disposable income,
Mainland Chinese visitors are a lucrative source market for many destinations.
China’s ‘open door’ policy of allowing Mainland Chinese citizens to travel to the
Western world is a relatively recent phenomenon. After the transfer of sovereignty
from the British government to China in 1997, Hong Kong has enjoyed an increase in
visitors from China, primarily due to the gradual lifting of visa requirements. The IVS
was introduced on 28 July 2003, in which the China Central Government opened the
door of China to allow visits to Hong Kong of residents from the cities of Dongguan,
Zhongshan, Jiangmen, Foshan, and Shunde (Hong Kong Tourism Board, 2015a). The
Scheme was then further developed and administered in 49 cities throughout China.
The Scheme was further enhanced for Shenzhen residents on 1 April 2009, granting
multiple-entry permits to allow convenient access of Shenzhen residents to Hong Kong.
Hong Kong has experienced a seven-fold growth in Mainland Chinese visitors in the
12 years since then.

With the strong growth in visitor numbers from China, this research aims to analyze
the behavior of Mainland Chinese leisure visitors to Hong Kong and analyze the degree
to which Mainland China has become a domestic tourism market for Hong Kong.

Specifically, the two research questions this study seeks to answer are: What is the
behavior of Mainland Chinese leisure visitors in Hong Kong? How does this behavior
compare with other domestic leisure visitors throughout the world?

Recent articles about Mainland Chinese visitors to Hong Kong cover tourism
marketing and destination image issues (Prendergast, Lam, & Ki, 2016; H. Shen, Li,
Luo, & Chau, 2017; Tse & Qiu, 2016). With the exception of Liu and McKercher (2016),
there is a lack of research examining Chinese mainland visitors’ characteristics.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: the next section covers market access
and the impact of visa liberalization and then reviews the characteristics of domestic
visitors compared with international visitors. The analysis section examines the profile,
travel patterns and types of activities of Mainland Chinese visitors in Hong Kong over
the period 1997 to 2014. Same day visitors and overnight visitors will be included.
Comparisons will be made between the Hong Kong situation and other contexts. We
argue that the Mainland Chinese visitors to Hong Kong increasingly resemble the
characteristics of domestic visitors, rather than international visitors. We conclude
with the findings.

Market access and visa liberation

At present, many countries are relaxing their visa requirement to encourage Mainland
Chinese visitors to visit their countries. In 2014, the UK, France, Germany, and Italy
simplified their visa application procedure (Hong Kong Legislative Council, 2015). The
US is extending the validity of a China visa from one year to ten years. Indonesia is
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granting visa-free access to Mainland Chinese visitors, and Japan is extending the
multiple entry visa from three years to five years (Hong Kong Legislative Council,
2015). The study of Mainland Chinese leisure visitors’ behavior can enable destinations
to better understand Mainland Chinese visitors’ motivations and travel patterns and
enable destinations to better satisfy visitors’ expectations.

Market access looks at geographical distance in relative terms (Pearce, 1989). Market
access is related to how close one place is to another, in terms of time, cost and distance.
Market access is the leading factor in determining who might visit a destination and
what the profile of these visitors is. The easier it is for a visitor to access a destination or
attraction, the more popular the destination or attraction and the better the market
access. Access is restricted by government rules and regulations. Governments can
impose barriers such as passport and visa requirements that are obstacles to travel
(Liu & McKercher, 2016). Not only do government policies affect a tourist’s ability to
travel, they can also affect the development of other travel-related services such as
transportation, hotels, attractions, and tour operators (Ascher, 1984).

Market access relates to distance decay. Distance decay posits that as the distance
between one destination and another increases, the demand for tourism substantially
decreases (McKercher, Chan, & Lam, 2008). The less time a visitor has for travel, the
closer to their origin the visitor would travel, and would be more likely to travel to a
single destination instead of multiple destinations. Market access affects visitors’ behavior
and defines the profile of visitors. McKercher (1998) notes a destination with strong
market access will attract shorter trip visitors and married couples who are traveling with
children. We use the theory of market access to study domestic visitor behavior.

Domestic tourism

As defined by the United Nations, domestic tourism is ‘the activities of a resident visitor
within the country of reference, either as part of a domestic tourism trip or part of an
outbound tourism trip’ (UNWTO, 2010). The world’s tourism flows today have been
dominated by domestic tourism (UNWTO, 2012). Domestic tourism has an annual
growth rate worldwide of 3% (Turner & Reisinger, 2001; Yuksel, 2004) and is as big as
80% of the world’s tourism flows. Many Europeans prefer to spend their holiday in
their home countries (Bigano, Hamilton, Lau, Tol, & Zhou, 2007; Romanov, 2009;
Scheyvens, 2007; D. Wang, 2004). Some scholars predict domestic tourism could well be
ten times larger than international tourism (Ghimire, 2001).

Domestic tourism can support an economy by acting as a cushion against economic
downturn if international tourism decreases. Domestic tourism can offset excessive
seasonality of international tourism (Carr, 2002; Skanavis & Sakellari, 2011; Turner &
Reisinger, 2001; Williams & Hall, 2002). There has been more attention placed on
work–life balance, in fact, labor rights activists are pushing for more vacations and
governments are responding to these concerns, hence domestic tourism has gained an
emphasis for policymakers (Dieges, 2001).

Government-imposed travel restrictions have been studied from an international
tourism perspective but there has been limited research on this impact related to
domestic tourism. Rodolfo (2009) looked at how changes in government policy might
impact domestic tourism in the Philippines. He studied how the new Aquino
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administration changed domestic tourism in the Philippines from 1986 to 1992 (Rieder,
1997). In 2005, the number of domestic visitors was up to 11 times more than the
number of international visitors to the Philippines (National Statistics Office and
Department of Tourism, 2005).

First, we analyze the travel characteristics of the domestic visitors by purpose of the
trip. The primary reasons for domestic travel trips are for leisure and visiting friends
and relatives (VFR) (Barkin, 2001; Dieges, 2001; Kaosa-ard, Bezic, White, & Ghimire,
2001; Massidda & Piras, 2015; Rodolfo, 2009). UNWTO (2012) published a report
outlining the behavior of domestic visitors in the Asia Pacific region across 16 coun-
tries. The report noted domestic visitors travel for holiday, leisure and shopping (43%),
visiting friends and relatives (31%) and other reasons including business and religious-
related travel (26%). In the US, Italy, and Spain, domestic overnight visitors traveling
for vacation purposes account for 78%, 60%, and 52% respectively of total domestic
visitors, in 2013 (UNWTO, 2015).

There is a strong relationship between domestic tourism and the desire to visit
friends and family (Ghimire, 2001; UNWTO, 2012). Barkin (2001), in the Mexican
context, found more than 40% of their trips were domestic and visiting friends and
relatives has been the main purpose.

Second, we analyze the travel characteristics of the domestic visitors by trip profile. In
a study conducted by the UNWTO (1995), there was a significant increase in domestic
tourism among low to mid income earners in all countries, particularly in developing
countries. These travelers have both income and the desire to travel, and are passionate to
participate in more leisure focused activities. Rogerson and Zoleka (2005) noted that
domestic leisure tourism has moved from the middle class to lower income classes, in
places such as Brazil, India, Mexico, Thailand and China (Skanavis & Sakellari, 2011).
Ghimire (2001) attributed this to how the Western values and the effect of globalization
have spread to these places; a push for more domestic tourism (Scheyvens, 2007). Na
(2014) observed a fast growing youth (between 12 and 18 year olds) domestic tourism
market in the US who have taken at least one trip annually on their own. Rodolfo (2009)
noted a higher percentage of female domestic visitors, mostly in the 15–46 year age
segment (75%). In Spain, domestic visitors normally spend 2.9 nights on their domestic
trip. In comparison, overnight trips for international visitors average 7.4 nights (Instituto
Nacional de Estadistica, 2015). Short trip visitors will tend to stay in one place instead of
going to multiple destinations (McKercher, 1998). Domestic Italian visitors mostly travel
independently (96%) (UNWTO, 2015). Likewise, in Spain, 96% of domestic visitors travel
independently versus 4% who travel on tour packages. This compares with 18.9% of
international visitors who travel on package tours. Haider (1985), examining domestic
visitors’ accommodation behavior in Tobago, the Caribbean, found, of the visitors who
stay in local guesthouses, 100% traveled independently, rather than with a tour package.
Rodolfo (2009) showed a very similar result in the Philippines, that is, 99% of domestic
visitors traveled independently.

McKercher (2008) looked at how first-time visitors’ behavior differs from repeat
visitors. First-time visitors will spend more time exploring the destination. They are
active and will participate in more activities and visit attractions with historical impor-
tance. Repeat visitors, who are more familiar with the destination, will spend their time
on more relaxing activities such as shopping, dining and entertainment. They will be
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more vacation focused rather than visiting friends and relatives. It should be noted that
McKercher (2008) looked at international travelers’ behavior; we will examine whether
these results apply in the domestic context. A study by Feng, Dijst, Wissink, and
Prillwitz (2013), which examined Chinese domestic trip profile in Nanjing, found that
females tend to travel more for shopping, for a shorter duration and a closer distance to
home than males. Third, we analyze the travel characteristics of the domestic visitors by
activities. Shopping can easily account for the largest portion of total visitors’ expendi-
ture and, according to Turner and Reisinger (2001), shopping offers excitement and
pleasure and creates more incentives for one to travel as it is an attraction for visitors
(Law & Au, 2000; Yuksel, 2004). Heung and Qu (1998) review China’s tourism
contribution to Hong Kong; in 1996, Japan (20.4%) was at par with China (19.7%) as
the largest source of visitors to Hong Kong. At that time, Mainland Chinese visitors
already dominated Japanese and Taiwanese visitors in terms of having a higher percen-
tage of shopping expenditure in Hong Kong. In South Korea, domestic visitors enjoyed
shopping as their main leisure activity (91%) (UNWTO, 2012).

When examining domestic visitor activities, American domestic visitors prefer
shopping (33%), then outdoor activities (17%), visiting historical sites (15%), going to
beaches (11%) and joining cultural-related activities (10%) (S. Wang & Qu, 2004).
Filipinos in the Philippines prefer going to malls (24%), visiting parks (7%), going to
churches (7%), beaches (2%), and food-related activities (1%) (Philippines National
Statistics Office and Department of Tourism, 2005). Visiting museums (32%), shopping
(23%), and dining and drinking are the top three favorite activities for Chinese
domestic visitors in Canada (Y. Shen, Joppe, Choi, & Huang, 2017). For Chinese
domestic visitors in Shanghai and Hangzhou, the top four activities favored by visitors
were found to be photo and video taking, sightseeing, dining, and shopping (Lehto, Fu,
Li, & Zhou, 2017). Carr (2002) compared the behavior of young domestic visitors with
international visitors and found that domestic visitors are more active and less hedonic
than international visitors (Glover, 2011). However, Carr’s context is Australia where
visitors prefer water sports and going to the beach, which are not activities that are
commonly preferred in Chinese culture nor widely available in Hong Kong.

Buying behavior is closely link to one’s past experience in visiting a place. Yuksel
(2004) analyzes the purchasing habits of first-time visitors. First-time visitors tend to
buy unique souvenirs for their friends and relatives. Kim and Littrell (2001) find that,
other than purchasing souvenirs, visitors tend to purchase gifts for personal use and for
friends and relatives. There is a tendency for young married female travelers to make
unplanned purchases of souvenirs when they are with children. In comparison, mature
female travelers tend to make more planned purchases with their friends or spouses.
Further, women are generally more attentive in selecting gifts compared with men, and
they will give more gifts than they receive. About a quarter of the international visitors
will buy ready-made clothes while on their trip (Rucker et al., 1986).

Fourth, we analyze the travel characteristics of the domestic visitors by use of
services. Wang and Qu (2004) compare Mainland Chinese domestic visitors with
domestic visitors from the USA. They found that 43% of American domestic visitors
prefer to stay at hotels, and 57% prefer to stay at private homes, tents or condomi-
niums. Mainland Chinese domestic visitors prefer staying with friends and relatives
(48%). Twenty-eight percent of Chinese domestic visitors will stay at guesthouses and
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18% of Chinese domestic visitors will stay in hotels. Haider (1985) finds that the
percentage of domestic travelers in international standard hotels (less than 40%) is
significantly less than local guesthouses (over 90%). For domestic visitors in Spain, a
large proportion stay with relatives and friends (44%), hotels (22%) or own a second
home (20%) (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica, 2015). In Canada, the Chinese domestic
visitors will stay in hotels (47%), stay with relatives and friends (24%) and stay at low
cost accommodation (22%) (Y. Shen et al., 2017).

In year 2000, 76% of US domestic visitor trips were made by car. For Mainland
Chinese, it is mainly low cost carriers including trains or buses (Wang & Qu, 2004).
Likewise, the UNWTO report in 2012 for Asia Pacific Domestic Tourism found that
89% of domestic visitors use land transportation. As pointed out by Instituto Nacional
de Estadistica (2015), in Spain, domestic trips are most likely to be taken using their
own vehicles (83%), while for international travel, 64% use air transportation. Fröidh
(2008) noted the contribution of high-speed trains to Swedish domestic tourism, high-
lighting its relative low cost. Romanov (2009) notes the availability of a low cost
transportation system is essential for domestic tourism.

The above review of the literature on domestic tourism has highlighted the character-
istics of domestic tourism compared with international tourism with respect to purpose of
trip, length of stay, activities undertaken, accommodation type andmodes of transportation
used. Generally, domestic visitors are more likely to be motivated for leisure and VFR
travel. Domestic visitors are more likely to be independent visitors, as opposed to on a tour
package. They are more likely to have shorter length of stays, undertake shopping as a main
activity, stay with friends or relatives and travel using their own vehicle or by train,
compared with air transportation. Next, we analyze the travel data on Mainland Chinese
to Hong Kong to see if they behave more like domestic visitors or international visitors.

Data and methodology

This study is based upon the Mainland Chinese Vacation Overnight profile as published
in the Hong Kong Tourism Board Visitor Profile Reports (Hong Kong Tourism Board,
2015b). Descriptive research is adopted to demonstrate that the introduction of the IVS
changed the pattern and behavior of Mainland Chinese leisure visitors to Hong Kong.
A content review of literature, particularly domestic leisure visitors, is embedded in the
findings and discussion section. Domestic tourism behavior is analyzed across four
areas: trip and visitor profile; activities undertaken; type of goods purchased while on
vacation and accommodation used.

Findings

According to the Hong Kong Tourism Commission (2015), China is Hong Kong’s
largest market, now accounting for nearly 78% of all arrivals (Figure 1). As noted earlier
regarding market access, the introduction of the IVS and the relaxation of outbound
travel policies in China witnessed a strong increase in overnight visitors from Mainland
China and IVS visitors to Hong Kong. Coupled with the additional implementation of
the multiple-entry permit in 2009, there has been a steep increase in visitor numbers to
Hong Kong from China. Out of these China arrivals, as many as 66% of visitors from

6 L. YIP AND S. PRATT



China to Hong Kong arrived under the IVS program in 2014. Visitors to Hong Kong
from other markets have not been affected, in spite of the SARS epidemic or the Global
Financial Crisis.

In terms of the purpose of the trip, Mainland Chinese visitors to Hong Kong
primarily come for a vacation (63%), which is comparable with domestic tourism
statistics elsewhere in the Asia Pacific region for 16 countries (UNWTO, 2012) and
the US, Italy and Spain (UNWTO, 2015). When compared with McKercher (2008) who
studied the 23 countries’ long-haul and short-haul international visitors’ behavior to
Hong Kong, Mainland Chinese visitors more closely resemble short-haul (62%) rather
than long haul visitors (40%).

During the 1997 to 2014 period, the percentage of business visitors dropped from
21% to 10%. The percentage of visitors visiting friends and relatives has fluctuated, and
increased from 12% to 20% (Figure 2).

Before IVS was implemented, there was a predominance of male visitors (63%) coming
to Hong Kong (Table 1). After the IVS, the percentage of female visitors increased to the
same level (63%). Visitors generally have become younger since the IVS. The growth in the
16 to 25-year age segment has been strong after the implementation of IVS. For the whole
period, this younger segment increased from 12% to 20%. These findings also align with
McKercher’s (2008) short haul visitors’ data where there are more females and younger
visitors. Across the same period, the percentage of visitors who are married significantly
decreased, from 88% to 66%. The change was most noticeable after the implementation of
IVS. Reflecting the age profile, more students and more retired persons are visiting Hong
Kong.

After the implementation of IVS, more visitors are traveling to Hong Kong inde-
pendently, up to 87% in 2014 (Table 2). Earlier, we noted there was a similarity between
domestic visitors and short-haul visitors. Short-haul visitors, as noted by McKercher
and Lew (2003), were more likely to book the trip as part of a package tour (McKercher
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et al., 2008). In comparison, traveling independently instead of with a group suggests
the behavior of domestic visitors rather than short-haul visitors.

After the implementation of IVS, the percentage of repeat visitors overtook first-time
visitors, with repeat visitors up to 66% in 2014 (Figure 3). By 2014, there is a much
higher percentage of visitors coming to Hong Kong only without going to other
destinations (Table 2). This is in line with distance decay theory. For closer destina-
tions, it is less likely for visitors to travel to multiple destinations (McKercher, 1998).
Visitors normally travel with others, and there is a growing trend that they travel with
family members to Hong Kong. McKercher (1998) indicates that families, particularly
those with children, will have a higher rate of decay, which they tend to stay for a
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Table 1. Visitor profile (1997 compared with 2014).
1997 2014 Change

Trip purpose Vacation 58% 63% +5%
Visiting friends and relatives 12% 20% +8%
En route 8% 3% −5%
Business 21% 10% −11%
Others 2% 4% +2%

Visitor profile
Gender Male 63% 37% −26%

Female 37% 63% +26%
Average age (years) 37.4 36.5 −0.9
Age segment 16–25 years 12% 20% +8%

26–35 years 36% 32% −4%
36–45 years 31% 24% −7%
46–55 years 15% 18% +3%
56–65 years 5% 6% +1%
66 years or above 1% 1% –

Married Married 88% 68% −20%
Not married 12% 32% +20%

Occupation Working 83% 71% −12%
Housewife 7% 8% +1%
Student – 9% +9%
Retired – 9% +9%
Others 10% 3% −7%
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shorter period. Looking at the Hong Kong Tourism Board data, with the percentage of
families, relatives and children increasing, the average length of stay decreases from
4.8 days to 2.2 days over 15 years. The pattern demonstrates that, in both absolute
distance and relative distance terms, IVS enhanced the accessibility of Hong Kong to
Mainland Chinese, in line with distance decay theory. As stated by McKercher et al.
(2008), and Hooper (2015), the theory of distance decay has been applied to interna-
tional tourism, rather than domestic tourism. Here we observe the similarity distance
decay in a domestic tourism context.

Across the 1997 to 2014 period, the interest in participating in day tours dropped to
3% (2014) from 53% (1997) (Figure 4). Shopping is a main activity for all overnight
vacation visitors. The most popular activities in the late 1990s were Ocean Park (74%),
Victoria Peak (59%), Golden Bauhinia (47%), Repulse Bay (45%) and Wong Tai Sin
Temple (32%) (Table 3). These attractions are normally included in guided tours and
day tours, and are free (except for Ocean Park). In addition, these are signature
attractions commonly preferred by first time visitors. When the visitor profile changed
to have more repeat visitors, these attractions are less visited as visitors have seen them
before. When repeat visitors are coming to Hong Kong independently, instead of on a
guided tour, different attractions are chosen. In 2014, the most popular attractions are

Table 2. Trip profile (1997 compared with 2014).
1997 2014 Change

Tour group participation (from 2005) Travel on guided tour 35% 13% −22%
Travel individually 65% 87% +22%

Itinerary Hong Kong only 65% 71% +6%
Multiple destination 35% 29% −6%
Hong Kong only (2001) 20% 71% +51%
Multiple destination (2001) 80% 29% −51%

Times to Hong Kong First time 75% 34% −41%
Repeat visitor 25% 66% +41%

Length of stay (day) 4.8 2.2 −2.6
Traveling alone 15% 14% −1%
Traveling with others 85% 86% +1%

Traveling with spouse 16% 39% +23%
Traveling with kids/grand kids 2% 26% −24%
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Avenue of Stars (37%), Disneyland (32%), Ocean Park (29%), Victoria Peak (26%) and
Open Air Market (18%). These Chinese figures closely resemble the domestic tourist
behavior of Spanish (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica, 2015), Italian (UNWTO, 2015)
and Filipino (Rodolfo, 2009) domestic visitors. The above profile also closely resembled
McKercher (2008), on repeat visitors’ behavior.

Leisure visitors, domestic visitors and short-haul visitors share a common theme in
that they are looking for rest, relaxation, and escape (McKercher, 2008) and will tend to
go shopping and visit theme parks. The higher tendency to shopping and visiting open
markets (e.g. Ladies market) can also be explained by the gender composition of visitors.
As visitors now only stay in Hong Kong for 2.2 days, it is equally difficult for them to
travel off the beaten track or to unfamiliar places, as explained by market access theory.

Souvenirs are mainly purchased when one visits a new culture. As shown in Table 4,
the percentage of both in 1997 and in 2014 is low, indicating that Mainland Chinese
vacation visitors do not buy souvenirs, possibly because China shares a similar culture
as Hong Kong, demonstrating further that Hong Kong is a domestic market from
China. Further, a proportion as high as 66% of Chinese visitors to Hong Kong are
repeat visitors. Hence, they are unlikely to buy unique souvenirs for their family and
friends (Yuksel, 2004). This pattern of trip behavior is also in line with Kim and Littrell
(2001) about female and repeat visitors domestic visitors’ purchasing behavior. The
shift away from buying gifts, such as jewelry (59%), to buying everyday consumables,
such as cosmetics (55%), readymade clothes (46%), leather/synthetics goods (34%),
snacks (30%), and medicines and herbal remedies (26%) is partly due to the change

Table 3. Activities undertaken (1997 compared with 2014).
Activities 1997 2014 Change

Participating in day tour 53% 3% −50%
Visiting activities Shopping (1999) 91% 95% +4%
Visiting activities excluding shopping (Top 10) Disneyland (2005) 10% 32% (2) +22%

Ocean Park 74% (1) 29% (3) −45%
Open air markets 2% 18% (5) +16%
Repulse Bay 45% (4) 7% −38%
Victoria Peak 59% (2) 26% (4) −33%
Wong Tai Sin Temple 32% (5) 9% −23%
Ngong Ping 360 cable car (2006) 1% 4% +3%
Golden Bauhinia (1999) 47% (3) 13% −34%
Symphony of Lights (2007) 2% 2% –
Avenue of Stars (2004) 24% 37% (1) +13%
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in gender composition of visitors, which is now female dominated. The changing
spending patterns is also reflected in the diversification in vacationers’ occupations—
from working class visitors, to a certain percentage of housewives who are traveling
with friends or children, and students. Based on this spending pattern, Mainland
Chinese domestic visitors tend to buy for their own needs instead of souvenirs for
others.

There has been a sharp increase in the number of guesthouses in Hong Kong. These
results are supported by Wang and Qu (2004), Haider (1985) and Instituto Nacional de
Estadistica (2015) regarding domestic visitors’ behavior. The fact is further supported by
UNWTO (1995), Skanavis and Sakellari (2011) and Ghimire (2001) who found that having
more low to mid-income domestic travelers drives the demand for guesthouses (Figure 5).

Conclusions

We find that Mainland Chinese leisure visitors to Hong Kong behave similarly to
Western domestic visitors. In sum, Mainland Chinese visitors to Hong Kong are
generally independent travelers who have visited Hong Kong previously. They tend to

Table 4. Types of goods purchased (1997 compared with 2014).
Types of goods purchased 1997 2014 Change

Readymade clothes 71% (1) 46% (2) −25%
Leather/synthetics (2009) 37% (3) 34% (3) −3%
Handbags, wallets and belts 9% 18% +9%
Electronic gear (2009) 18% (5) 18% –
Camera 6% 4% −2%
Phones (e.g. mobile) 1% 8% +7%
Jewelry (general) 59% (2) 25% −24%
Gold jewelry (2005) 14% 14% –
Snacks 36% (4) 30% (4) −6%
Alcohol 0% 2% +2%
Cosmetics 10% 55% (1) 45%
Perfume 4% 12% +8%
Medicines and herbal remedies 7% 26% (5) +19%
Handicrafts and souvenirs 6% 5% −1%
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be female, married, and travel with friends and families for vacation purposes. Their
trips are rather short (two days) and their main activity is to shop in Hong Kong. With
a high percentage of non-tour visitors, repeat visitors, who are here for leisure activities,
attractions are not the focus for coming to Hong Kong. Domestic visitors would rarely
buy souvenirs, as they are very familiar with the Hong Kong culture. The strong growth
in leisure tourism is mainly driven by the IVS, which significantly changed visitors’
profiles and the activities undertaken.

The most crucial implication of this research concerns the definition of domestic
visitors. Politically, Hong Kong is part of China. However, Mainland Chinese leisure
visitors wanting to visit Hong Kong are still restricted by immigration regulations;
Mainland Chinese visitors still require a permit or visa to visit Hong Kong. At the
country level, the implementation of the IVS and multiple visa policies has been a catalyst
to increased travel, significantly increasing the number of leisure visitors to Hong Kong
from China due to increased access. The vast majority of the studies, including
McKercher (1998) and McKercher (2008), would have viewed China as a domestic
tourism market for Hong Kong. However, from UNWTO’s definition UNWTO (2017)
and from the International Olympics Committee definition (IOC Committee, 2017),
Hong Kong is counted as a separate territory. Yet despite being like a domestic destina-
tion, there are significant socio-cultural conflicts between Mainland Chinese visitors and
the Hong Kong local community. There is a need for government intervention and
education to facilitate better understanding between these two groups to ensure more
sustainable tourism. The current study concludes that the Mainland Chinese visitors
market is a domestic market for Hong Kong.

Limitations and areas for further research

In this assessment, other variables would be useful to analyze. These variables would
include frequency of travel, income level and method of travel. This further information
would aid in our assessment in comparing Hong Kong as a domestic destination for
Mainland Chinese, to other domestic tourism examples. For example, elsewhere,
domestic tourism is predominantly undertaken using private automobiles, e.g. ‘rub-
ber-tire tourism’ (Lew & McKercher, 2006). Jakle (1985) who studied tourism devel-
opment in North America found that automobiles can significantly change access to a
destination and provide flexibility in time use and route selection to reach attractions.
There could be further increases in the number of Mainland Chinese visitors to Hong
Kong should the border of Hong Kong be opened to self-drive visitors from Shenzhen
and when the low-cost high-speed train starts operation in 2018. Zhou and Huang’s
(2016) study on Chinese domestic self-drive motivation and characteristics would be a
good start to further investigate this issue.

There is further ‘soft’ evidence that Hong Kong has transformed into a domestic
tourism market for Hong Kong. Hong Kong is becoming a medical tourism and
education educational destination for China with its quality medical services and
international recognized education. Further, 36% of the Hong Kong population are
from Mainland China (Kennedy, 2012), so visiting friends and relatives will remain a
strong pull factor. A study conducted in 20 Italian regions over 14 years, concluded the
primary motive for visitors was visiting friends and relatives (Williams & Hall, 2002). It
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further concluded that migrant is one of the main pull factor for domestic tourism
(Massidda & Piras, 2015). Further, having a domestic second home is also a growing
trend in developed economies (Gallent, Mace, & Tewdwr-Jones, 2005; Skanavis &
Sakellari, 2011). In Thailand, there has been a significant expansion of second homes
that encouraged domestic tourism growth (Kaosa-ard et al., 2001). Mainland Chinese
buyers of Hong Kong property accounted for 25% of the market in 2014. In fact,
Centaline Property Agency predicts this will further increase to 30% (SCMP, 2015).
These factors are areas for future research.
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