
 

 

 

 

 

Master’s Degree programme 

In Languages, Economics and Institutions of Asia and North Africa-Curriculum Language and Management 

to China 

“Second Cycle” (D.M. 270/2004) 

 

 
Final Thesis 

 

 

Web marketing strategies for the Chinese 
tourism market 

How to attract Chinese outbound tourists using digital marketing 

 
 
 
 

Supervisor 

Ch. Prof. Renzo Riccardo Cavalieri 

Assistant supervisor 

Ch. Prof. Lala Hu 

 
 
Graduand 

Maddalena Milillo  

Matriculation Number 965849 

 
Academic Year 

2016/ 2017

 



1 
 

引言 

这篇论文主要讲述了中国旅游市场的网络营销策略。我选择这个题目的主要原因是因

为最近几年中国出境旅游业发展极为迅速。实际上，中国已经成为了全球第一大出境

旅游市场，在 2016 年中国游客境外游的人数已经多达 1.3 亿。随着出境旅游的发展，

中国的旅游市场引起了全世界的关注。现在非常多的中国人开始把欧洲和意大利作为

他们去度假的一个选择，对意大利旅游业者来说这是一个非常好的机会。可是大多数

意大利的旅游业经营者还不太了解中国游客的习惯和中国旅游市场，因此无法有效地

推广意大利的旅游景点。为了抓住这个机遇, 意大利旅游业经营者必须学习怎么针对中

国游客的市场营销策略，然后制定有效的策略。 

在中国近几年来的一个重要营销趋势是社交媒体营销。中国和外国企业在社交媒体上

活动的成功证明了社交媒体是一个非常有效的营销手段。社交媒体营销有效的主要原

因是最近几年互联网的迅速发展和普及, 尤其是在中国城市。此外, 由于互联网和社交

媒体的多样功能使得人们的生活更简单化，所以互联网和社交媒体正在进入中国人的

日常生活中。事实上，目前中国是世界上拥有最多互联网用户的国家，人数已超过七

亿。鉴于中国互联网发展的背景，社交媒体已经成为各行各业的一个宣传自己的手段。

这也涉及到旅游业，社交媒体允许旅游业的经营者们与他们的客户及潜在客户有着直

接地接触。对他们来说是一个绝佳的机会。 

本地旅游业经营者和外国旅游业经营者开始使用互联网和社交媒体来进行营销活动。

他们通过社交媒体推广介绍旅游景点，以及提供在线预定酒店，飞机票，火车票和博

物馆门票等等的便利服务。这些服务主要吸引年轻的游客，年龄层在二十五到三十五

岁之间，因为大多数年轻人在网上搜索关于旅游景点的信息。实际上，这种类型的游

客被我们称之为自助游(FIT, free indipendent  travelers)，是一种新型的旅游方式。这种

旅游方式与传统中国旅游经营者组织的传统旅游团的方式是截然不同的。自助旅游者

的收入较高，他们有能力自己组织他们的境外游。现在中国的年轻人更倾向于自由行， 

所以近几年来自助旅游者的数量逐渐增加。他们通过互联网在网上寻找信息，预定宾

馆，买飞机票等等。他们更倾向于跟小团去旅游或者自己去旅游。中国互联网络信息

中心 (CNNIC) 收集的数据也显示了在互联网上预定行程的人越来越多了，尤其是通过
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智能型手机预定行程的人数在不断增加。所以在中国旅游市场网络营销是不可缺少的

一部分。可是外国旅游经营者和意大利旅游经营者还是遇到了很大的困难。因为中国

的社会媒体的格局与西方社会媒体的格局不同。在西方媒体最重要的社交媒体有

Facebook 和 Twitter, 这些西方媒体是受到中国政府审查制度的阻挠。在中国最重要的

社交媒体都是中国本土的社交媒体，他们为中国的旅游市场提供着有针对性的营销方

式。意大利的旅游经营者通过学习这些营销的方式方法来制定自己的策略。考虑到最

近几年的中国旅游市场发展，我认为分析中国旅游市场的网络营销非常重要。 

我的论文分为三章。在第一章中我专门分析了中国旅游市场和为了吸引中国旅游者的

营销策略。首先介绍了近几年的中国旅游史。在中国以休闲为目的现代旅游是七十年

代末改革开放的以后。近几年来休闲旅游已经成为了一个迅猛的趋势。我简要介绍了

中国国内游和入境游的增长趋势。 对于国内游我们可以看出来，随着收入的增加，越

来越多中国人选择国内游。 近几年来外国人选择来中国旅游的人数也越来越多。出境

游在 1983 年正式开始，但是只限于港澳游。 后来，越来越多的国家成为被中国政府批

准的境外游目的地(Approved Destination Status)。90 年代第一批获得批准的境外游的

国家是东南亚国家，后来在 2004 年欧洲国家也获得批准。此后，中国游客去欧洲旅游

的人数不断的持续增长。现今欧洲国家主要吸引了富有的中国人和中产阶级的中国人，

这只是一小部分的中国人。不过未来的几年里来欧洲的中国游客数量会不断的增加。

然后我着重地介绍了中国游客来意大利旅游的特点。我分析了来意大利的中国游客的

特点: 游客数量逐年增长，他们喜欢去的旅游景点，他们从那里来，他们喜欢的活动，

他们来某地旅游的一些动机， 他们的习惯，他们喜欢的旅游类型和一些新的趋势。一

方面中国游客越来越喜欢来意大利度假，另一方面意大利旅游经营者为了吸引中国散

客遇到了很多困难，比如说 他们不了解这些游客的习惯，或者是语言上的障碍。我根

据不同的因素把中国游客分成不同的群组: 他们主要分为团体旅游的游客和自助旅游者，

但年轻游客和有经济实力的游客也是很重要的游客类别。我将重点放在年轻自助旅游

者的身上，因为他们通常在线预定机票和酒店，他们也喜欢自助境外游。然后我也分

析了为了吸引中国游客的有效营销策略的主要因素，比如说确定整个国家旅游经营者

的协调营销计划和他们之间的相互协调合作，目标市场的分析和针对目标市场进行分
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析，还有提供适应中国游客习惯和需求的服务。此外， 我分析了意大利在中国市场营

销方面的成功案例，以及针对中国游客的欧洲和意大利官方活动的一些举措。其中值

得一提的是 2018 中国-欧盟旅游年。最后我总结了旅游网络营销重要性的原因。 

在第二章中，我介绍了中国互联网和社交媒体的背景，重点关注在网络营销中发挥着

重要作用的社交媒体。我首先分析了中国互联网的发展，特别是近几年导致新媒体的

普和快速的发展。后来，我介绍了中国人在互联网上使用的用途，比如说及时通讯，

搜索引擎，网络新闻，网络购物，网上支付等。电子商务和在线支付特别重要，因为

在这两个领域里中国是世界上最领先的国家。此外，大多数中国用户主要通过智能手

机使用互联网应用。关于谈到社交媒体，大多数重用户不用受到政府对西方社交媒体

的审查，所以我重点分析了中国社交媒体。中国社交媒体可以分为几类: 微博，及时通

讯应用程序，电子公告牌(BBS)，视频分享平台等等。越来越多的中国人在他们的日常

生活中使用社交媒体与家人朋友保持联系，也查找一些信息。此外，企业和一些机构

在社交媒体上开放他们的业务。然后， 我分析了在中国最重要的社交媒体，特别是微

信和新浪微博: 微信是中国拥有最多用户的社交媒体，也是一个免费的手机应用程序，

微博是中国最重要提供微型博客服务和实时信息的平台。但我还要提到像 QQ 这样的

应用程序，人人网和开心网这样的社交网络，还有优酷视频分享平台等等。这些平台

还提供了营销工具。在另一部分中我谈到了中国社会媒体营销的主要趋势。我重点介

绍的是口碑和意见。 

最后， 在第三章中我详细介绍了中国网络营销策略。我先介绍了游客如何使用互联网。

近几年来越来越多中国游客通过互联网和社交媒体预定酒店，飞机票，旅游景点门票

等。旅游者常在互联网上用智能手机上查找信息，特别是通过社交媒体和在线旅行社

(online travel agencies)。我还分析了在旅游网络营销中影响旅游者的一些重要因素，特

别是口碑和意见。然后我将重点放在了中国最著名在线旅行社，比如说携程 (Ctrip)，

去哪(Qunar)，飞猪(Alitrip)等。然后我介绍了旅游中国市场网络营销的主要因素，比如

客户关系管理，与社交媒体用户的交流和互动，良好的信誉等等。此外，我也介绍了

旅游市场营销策略的主要手段，也就是官方网站，社交媒体账户和在线旅行社。最后，

我详细分析了酒店连锁网络营销策略。通过官方网站和在线旅行社的营销可以分为三
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个阶段: 宾馆应该通过网站提供旅游前期服务，旅游中期的跟进服务 (follow-up service) 

和旅游后期的服务。此外，我分析了通过微信的旅游营销策略。微信公众账号给旅游

经营者和旅游机构提供很多营销功能，比如旅游经营者可以把信息推送给用户，也可

以与顾客和潜在顾客直接交流，也可以组织在线活动。从用户角度来看，微信也提供

了很多有用的功能。他们能通过微信业务在线预定宾馆，也能通过微信支付在线支付，

也能用会员卡得到折扣， 也能参与在线抽奖等等。微博的营销功能不如微信，但很多

国家旅游机构开设了他们的微博。在微博上旅游经营者场通过意见进行营销活动。最

后我介绍了一些意大利旅游经营者的品牌和旅游机构的网络营销策略案例。这些案例

包括宝格丽酒店 (Bulgari Hotel) 的官方微博，罗马国际机场 (Aeroporti di Roma) 的官方

微信, 古驰 (Gucci)旅游 APP，意大利国家旅游局(ENIT)与飞猪平台(前阿里旅行)之间对旅

游业的协议等。 
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Introduction 
This thesis mainly examines web marketing strategies for the Chinese tourism market. I chose 

this subject because, even though Chinese outbound tourism is a recent phenomenon, its growth 

has been impressive. Many Chinese tourists have begun to choose Europe and Italy as their 

destinations, creating a big opportunity for our tourism industry and drawing the attention of 

more and more people on the Chinese tourism market. However, the characteristics of this 

market are largely unknown to many subjects of the Italian tourism industry, who are frequently 

unable to promote Italy effectively. Therefore, it is important to study effective strategies to 

attract this flow of tourists.  

Another important trend in China is the recent incredible development of the internet and the 

fast increase in its uses in everyday life among a large portion of the Chinese population, 

particularly the urban population. This has provoked impressive changes in the Chinese 

business environment, especially in the marketing field. For example, social media in China is 

no longer only an innovative way to spread information, communicate and create new contacts, 

but has also become a marketing tool for every kind of business, including the tourism business. 

Therefore, the internet and social media have become also new means for private and public 

tourism professionals to communicate and provide information to Chinese tourists, especially 

the young ones. In particular, this last category of tourists (25-35 years old) is increasing faster 

than the other categories and uses internet to search for information and book their holidays. 

Consequently, web marketing has become an indispensable part of a promotional strategy of 

tourist destinations.  

Considering the importance of these developments in the Chinese tourism market, I decided to 

analyze in detail web marketing on Chinese social media as a way to promote effectively the 

Italian destinations. 

I divided my thesis in three chapters. The first one examines the Chinese tourism market, the 

data about Chinese outbound tourism, especially the data about Chinese tourists coming to 

Europe and Italy, the characteristics and categories of Chinese tourists and the marketing and 

promotional strategies for the Chinese market. 

The second chapter is about the internet development in China, the most important Chinese 

social media, the latest trends and some information about the characteristics of social media 

marketing in China.  
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The third chapter goes on to analyze the web marketing strategies in the tourism market in 

China. Firstly, it presents some information and data about how Chinese tourists use the internet 

and social media to organize their travel, with a focus on the most famous Chinese OTA (online 

travel agencies) and tourism websites. In the second part, it examines the fundamental elements 

and instruments of an effective web marketing strategy for the Chinese tourism market, 

analyzing in particular the strategies conducted by hotel chains through websites and WeChat 

accounts. Finally, it describes some of the Italian initiatives in this field and some successful 

examples of web marketing strategies directed at Chinese tourists implemented by other 

countries. 

1. The Chinese tourism market 

Tourism in China started developing in the Eighties, after China’s economic reform in the late 

Seventies (1978), whereas before people were permitted to travel only for political reasons. 

China’s outbound tourism began in 1983, when visits to Hong Kong and Macau were allowed 

by the government. Since that time Chinese tourism has been developing impressively and it is 

expected to grow more in the years to come.  

Activities linked to tourism industry have an important positive impact on employment in China, 

supporting 22 million jobs in 2015. In fact, China’s has already become the second largest 

tourism economy after the USA for the value produced by its tourism industry and for the 

contribution of tourism to the annual increase rate of its GDP 1  (gross domestic product).  

Furthermore, China is the first market for number of tourists abroad. Even though there is a 

tight control on Chinese people travelling and spending money in foreign countries, especially 

individual travelers, as premier Li Keqiang said, in his speech at Dalian Summer Davos 2013, 

«We live in a Global Village, we wish to send abroad 400 million tourists in the next five 

years2», this number is bound to increase3. Therefore, Chinese tourism market is attracting the 

attention of more and more people and its fast growth could constitute a great opportunity for 

many countries' tourism industries. Interest towards this market is also growing in Italy, which 

with its rich history, culture, fashion brands, wine and food, beautiful landscapes could become 

one of the favorite destinations of Chinese tourists.  

                                                           
1 FASULO, Filippo, “Cina e turismo. Dati e statistiche”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 55-72. 
2 FATIGUSO, Rita, “L’impatto sui turisti dello stop and go di Pechino sui flussi di capitali all’estero”, Mondo 
Cinese, 160, 2017, cit. p. 47 
3 FATIGUSO, Rita, “L’impatto sui turisti…”, Mondo Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 47-54. 
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1.1 Chinese inbound and domestic tourism 

Chinese inbound tourism started in 1978, when the country opened to foreign tourists. The 

development of inbound tourism has been very fast and in 2015, according to CNTA (China 

National Tourism Administration), 133 million tourist arrivals were registered. The majority of 

foreign tourists are from other Asian countries (63.96%), whereas 18.82% are European tourists 

and 12 % are American. In particular, the first country for tourist arrivals in China is South 

Korea (4.5 million tourists) and the second is Japan (2.5 million tourists). On the other hand, 

the European country that sends more tourists in China is Germany, the second is France and 

the third is Italy. The destinations preferred by tourists are Hong Kong, Macao, Guangdong 

province, Shanghai, Jiangsu province, Zhejiang province and Beijing4.  

Domestic tourism is also growing very quickly: in the last decade, it is reported to have grown 

by 10% every year. This increase in domestic tourism is mainly due to China’s economic 

growth, which has given rise to a middle-class population, who can afford to travel to 

experience new places in their country. Beijing ranked first among the places visited by 

domestic tourists. The second and third most visited cities are respectively Shanghai and 

Guangzhou5.  

1.2 Chinese outbound tourism 

Nowadays, due to the economic development and the enrichment of the population, especially 

urban population, more and more Chinese people are travelling abroad and, as said before, 

China is already the country with the highest number of tourists travelling abroad. However, 

Chinese outbound tourism is actually a recent phenomenon. Travels to foreign countries only 

started in 1983, when for the first time the government of PRC (People’s Republic of China) 

allowed people to travel to Hong Kong for visiting friends and relatives (VFR tourism). In 1990, 

the Chinese government began to authorize journeys to foreign countries organized by citizens 

themselves through the system of the Approved Destination Status (ADS). The ADS is a status 

assigned by the government to countries where groups of Chinese tourists are allowed to travel. 

In the Nineties, the first destinations to receive this status were Hong Kong, Macao and some 

countries in South-East Asia. Afterwards, in 1999 the ADS was granted to Australia and New 

Zealand, in 2004 it was granted to countries members of the European Union and in 2007 to 

USA. In this context, outbound tourism began to grow impressively: 2 million tourists in the 

                                                           
4 FASULO, Filippo, “Cina e turismo. Dati e statistiche”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 55-72. 
5 EU SME centre. Sector report. The tourism market in china, 2015. 
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early Nineties, 10 million at the beginning of the new century, then this number increased 

tenfold by 2013 and finally reached 137 million6 in 2016. This growth will also continue in the 

future, in fact, according to some estimates in 2030 Chinese outbound tourists will be 300 

million7. The motivations for the growth of outbound tourism, apart from the economic factors 

(e.g. the steady growth of citizens’ income), are also social factors, like trends, fashions and 

status symbol, and political, like agreements with other countries in the tourism field. To 

summarize, at first outbound tourists were mainly people visiting friends and relatives abroad 

and only in the late Nineties outbound tourism for leisure purposes began to develop. Today, 

the ADS system still determines the list of countries where is possible to travel. Traditionally 

Chinese tourists travel in groups abroad, but individual travelers (groups with less than four 

people) are increasing. Today, only 8.7% of the population have passports, but according to 

Goldman Sachs’ statistics their number will increase from 55 million to 155 million by 2025.  

As far as tourist destinations are concerned, most Chinese tourists choose destinations within 

Asia, 32.07% of them choose Europe, 20.29% choose America, 10.3% Oceania and 4.37% 

Africa. Seoul, Bangkok and famous Japanese attractions are the most common short-haul 

destinations, while Paris, London, Sidney, Los Angeles and Rome are the most popular long-

haul destinations8.   

 

Fig.1 Source: http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-

February-23-2017.pdf  

                                                           
6http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-
2017.pdf  
7 FATIGUSO, Rita, “L’impatto sui turisti…”, Mondo Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 47-54. 
8 FASULO, Filippo, “Cina e turismo. Dati e statistiche”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 55-72.  

http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-2017.pdf
http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-2017.pdf
http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-2017.pdf
http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-2017.pdf


10 
 

The travel periods of Chinese tourists are mainly the periods of the national holidays. The 

longest national holidays are the Spring festival, one week of holiday for the Chinese New Year 

between January and February, and the holiday in occasion of the National day (the Golden 

week), which is celebrated on the 1st October. Besides these two important holidays, there are 

other minor national holidays: 1st May holiday, Eve Spring Festival, Tomb-Sweeping Day, 

Dragon-Boat Festival and Mid-Autumn Festival. In addition, there are also the holidays 

guaranteed by work contracts, which vary from seven to ten days. For most Chinese people, the 

holidays guaranteed by work contracts are usually too short for travelling abroad; thus, they are 

forced to choose short-haul destinations or choose destinations within China. In fact, according 

to data gathered by the WTCF (World tourism cities federation), almost 30% of journeys abroad 

take place during the Golden Week, 25% in occasion of the Spring festival, 16% during other 

short holiday periods and 10.5% during the summer. These particular periods are usually 

indicators of Chinese tourists’ tendencies, and thus need to be monitored. In 2017, during the 

Spring festival, the main destinations were, as usual, neighboring countries, such as Thailand, 

Japan and Taiwan, but increases in the number of Chinese tourists were registered in Spain, 

UK, United Arab Emirates and Italy. The number of tourists in the Spring festival period is 

estimated to increase in the next years 9.  

Chinese tourists are the ones that spend the highest sum of money while travelling abroad. Their 

annual expenditure amounts to over 200 billion US dollars. They are, in fact, among the most 

important buyers of luxury goods and real estate, and among the most important investors in 

the world. Shopping is actually one of the most important motivations for Chinese tourists to 

travel abroad. In fact, Chinese consumers constitute about 30% of the world luxury market, but 

most purchases are made abroad. The Chinese “buyers” and tourists mostly belong to the 

middle class, which today is equal to 10% of the Chinese population, but in 2030 is estimated 

to increase to 35% of the population. In spite of the anti-corruption campaign, the expenditure 

for outbound tourism is always increasing (today is three times higher than in 2011). Middle-

class and rich population is mainly concentrated in China’s coastal areas, but the economic 

development of cities in China’s internal areas is accelerating and the population of these areas 

is becoming richer10. In addition, there has been a rise in the number of airports in China 

Consequently, an increasing number of Chinese people living in these cities are travelling 

                                                           
9 FASULO, Filippo, “Cina e turismo. Dati e statistiche”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 55-72. 
10 NOCI, Giancarlo, “Editoriale”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 7-16. 
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abroad and small and medium Chinese cities are becoming important for international tourism. 

In the first half of 2016 people living in second-tier and third-tier cities on average travelled 

more and spent more money than tourists coming from Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou. The 

new centers of Chinese tourists are cities like Changsha, Shenzhen, Chongqing, Chengdu, 

Wuhan, Kunming, Fuzhou, Xi’an, Nanjing and Hangzhou 11.  

From the moment Chinese tourists began to travel to international destinations, many hotels 

have started to offer “Chinese friendly” services.  For some countries, Chinese tourism has 

become a priority, for example Maldives or Australia, and for others it is becoming a subject of 

great importance due to its constant growth. Chinese tourists, being important consumers of 

luxury goods, have led many department stores and shops to develop special services for them. 

Therefore, the opportunity of Chinese tourism market is creating many new jobs in the countries 

of destination12. 

1.2.1 Europe 

Even though, because of their proximity and lower costs, Asian countries are still Chinese 

tourists’ number one choice, nowadays Europe is one of the favorite destinations of the 

emerging Chinese middle class and rich Chinese tourists13. In fact, apart from the motivation 

of a cultural interest, spending one’s holidays in Europe is also a way that “the new rich” use 

to show their status in society and, thanks to the VAT refund policy, they can buy products of 

famous brands at a lower price.  

In addition, as these tourists are becoming more experienced by travelling more frequently, they 

have begun to widen their range of destinations, which are not limited to big famous cities 

anymore.  

In 2016 about 11 million14 Chinese tourists visited Europe, only 1% of the Chinese population. 

This number is bound to increase because, as said before, the trend of growth of Chinese 

outbound tourism will continue in the next years. This is a great opportunity for Europe, which 

should try to target with effective strategies that Chinese middle class that already has a great 

interest in European destinations15.The incoming flow of Chinese tourists usually depends on 

                                                           
11 FASULO, Filippo, “Cina e turismo. Dati e statistiche”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 55-72. 
12 DALL’ARA, Giancarlo Il mercato turistico cinese. Marketing, casi e buone prassi, Milano, 2013. 
13 DE LUCA, Vincenzo, “La promozione integrata dell’Italia e la Cina”, Mondo Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 35-46. 
14 http://aise.it/anno2017/leuropa-alla-conquista-della-cina-nel-segno-del-turismo/82492/143  
15 FATIGUSO, Rita, “L’impatto sui turisti…”, Mondo Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 47-54. 
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factors such as the cost of the flight, the exchange rate between renminbi and euro, the symbolic 

social meaning of Europe, the agreements supporting tourist mobility.  

1.2.2 Italy 

According to data collected by Italian tourism operators, in the last four years there has been a 

double-digit annual increase rate of Chinese tourist arrivals in Italy. In particular, 2015 was a 

relevant year for tourism because of the presence of the Expo in Milan. According to Istat (the 

Italian institute of statistics), in 2015 3.33 million Chinese tourist arrivals were registered16 

(including tourists entering Italy from the Schengen area), making Italy their second most 

chosen destination in Europe, after France. Italy started the promotion of its tourist attractions 

later than other European countries, but it is gaining an important role in the sector of new 

tourist products. In 2017 the number of travels abroad increased by 9.8%, compared to 2016. 

In Italy in 2017 the number of Chinese tourists has been increasing by 15%, compared to the 

previous year and it is expected to further increase, considering that estimates say that 6 million 

Chinese tourists will be travelling abroad during the Golden week in 201717.  

The incoming flows of Chinese tourists are concentrated in the North and Center of Italy and 

the most visited Italian regions are Veneto, Tuscany, Lombardy and Lazio, the most famous in 

China. On the other hand, the areas of origin of Chinese tourists are mainly the areas around 

the locations of the Italian embassy, Beijing, and the Italian historical consulates of Shanghai 

and Guangzhou, because for a long time these diplomatic institutions were the only ones issuing 

tourist visas. However, with the opening of the new Consulate in Chongqing in 2014 and of 

some new visa centers in densely populated regions in the Chinese coastal and internal area, 

Italian is trying to attract tourist flows from other regions18. 

The expenditure of Chinese tourists in Italy is also very relevant, considering that the proportion 

of purchases made by Chinese tourists makes up 33% of the total purchases in Italy. As the 

flows of incoming tourists grow, so does the amount of this expenditure: for example, in 2015 

the expenditure of Chinese tourists in Italy increased by 56%. Milan is the city in Italy where 

Chinese visitors go shopping the most, followed by Rome, Florence and Venice.  

During the Nineties, Chinese visitors came to Italy only for business reasons, then when the 

ADS was granted to European countries Italian operators could make agreements with Chinese 

                                                           
16 FASULO, Filippo, “Cina e turismo. Dati e statistiche”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 55-72.  
17 http://turismocinese.blogspot.it/2017/09/6-milioni-i-cinesi-allestero-1-ottobre.html 
18 DE LUCA, Vincenzo, “La promozione integrata dell’Italia e la Cina”, Mondo Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 35-46.  
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agencies for organizing travels for Chinese tourists. Today, the main categories of Chinese 

tourists are businessmen and professionals, families with children, couples, senior tourists, and 

the young and students. The great majority of them have a high level of education (high school 

diploma, a degree or higher titles) and have a medium-high income. Chinese tourists that decide 

to travel in Italy are mostly interested in its artistic and cultural heritage (UNESCO world 

heritage sites), Italian life style, shops, food and wine, Made in Italy (high fashion and luxury 

brands, design etc.), Italy's climate and landscapes, music, opera and cinema, clean air and food 

safety. In addition, they also appreciate safety on the streets and initiatives like the one that was 

launched this summer, in which Italian police officers and Chinese police officers patrolled 

together Italian cities, help to give a good image of Italy. On the other hand, the things they 

dislike the most about Italy are the lack of information in Chinese language and lack of 

personnel that can speak Chinese. 

Traditionally Chinese tourists love participating in tours of well-known Italian historical cities, 

or of places where famous historical figures lived (Marco Polo, Matteo Ricci or artists like 

Michelangelo, Leonardo), but other types of tourism are emerging. Tourists have begun to visit 

places linked to some brands, some sports (car races, golf, football) or events (Milano expo 

2015) and, in this way, have begun to appreciate also less known destinations. Recently also 

some types of “niche” and tailor-made tourism has been growing: such as wellness tourism 

(thermal baths and wellness treatments); the collective wedding trips, that is to say the tourism 

linked to wedding ceremonies organized in Italy, which is becoming extremely popular; tourism 

linked to food tasting and cooking classes; tours of wine cellars; film tourism, that is to say 

visits in the locations of a film. Finally, there are also the MICE (Meetings, incentives, 

conferences and exhibitions) tourism, that is to say business trips and incentive travels for 

employees, and the tourism linked to Italian language classes or people coming to study in Italy 

in general19. 

However, Italian public and private tourism professionals still have some difficulties in 

approaching this distant market, most of all because of cultural differences and lack of 

information about it. These difficulties also derive from a fragmentary and discontinuous 

promotion of the Italian tourist offer, whereas constant and unitary promotion strategies of other 

countries reached wider areas in China. Limiting one’s strategy to signing agreements with 
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Chinese tour operators and an occasional participation in Chinese tourism fairs is not an 

effective method to promote Italy’s destinations, it is just enough to attract the “hit-and-run 

tourism20”. In fact, another problem of the Chinese tourism in Italy is the limited number of 

days that tourists spend visiting Italian attractions and the high concentration of tourists only in 

some famous cities. According to a survey on cities visited by Chinese tourists in 2013, Italian 

cities were at the top of the list in Europe among the choices of Chinese tourists (Milan, 

Florence and Venice were the first three choices), but at the same time Chinese tourists spent 

less days in Italian cities than in other European cities: tourists spent 1.7 and 1.6 nights in Milan 

and Rome respectively, but they spent 4.6 nights in London and 2.2 nights in Berlin21.Therefore, 

the objective of a good promotion should be attracting tourists that spend more days in Italy 

and visit also less conventional destinations22. 

Italian international hubs linked to China by flights are only Milan and Rome. Alitalia flights 

connect Milan and Rome to Shanghai and only Rome to Beijing. All the other connections are 

operated by Air China, Hainan Airlines (flights from Chongqing and Xi’an to Rome) and China 

Southern (flights from Guangzhou and Wuhan to Rome). It is evident that direct flights to other 

Italian cities are needed to avoid inconvenient connecting flights and long journeys. For 

example, Bari airport has been proposed as a connection from China to the South of Italy. In 

addition, Friuli region is connected by a limited number of flights to the rest of Italy. That is 

why Venice should also become one of the entrances to Italy for Chinese people, an entrance 

connected to the less known North-Eastern region23. 

1.3 The profile of the Chinese tourist 

The Chinese economic development caused the emergence of a middle class with enough 

disposable income to afford traveling abroad. As already said before (1.2), middle-class 

population is expected to continue to grow in the next years, and thus it is becoming the most 

important target for the European tourism industry. On the other hand, internet and social media 

have an increasingly important role in daily people’s lives and have begun to influence also the 

tourism business. These changes in Chinese society have led to changes in Chinese tourists’ 

priorities and desires. Therefore, we can say that a new kind of Chinese tourist is emerging.    

                                                           
20 DALL’ARA, Giancarlo, Il mercato turistico cinese. Marketing, casi e buone prassi, Milano, 2013. 
21 FASULO, Filippo, “Cina e turismo. Dati e statistiche”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 55-72. 
22 AZZOLINA, Maria Rosa, “Stakeholder&Player del turismo cinese in Italia. Case History / Private Incentive 
Milano”, Mondo Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 117-124. 
23 STURLA, Simone, “Viaggio verso l’Italia del turismo 4.0”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 131. 
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What are the characteristics of this new kind of tourists? They prefer travelling independently, 

as shown by the growth of individual and small-group tourism of the last few years. They use 

the internet as an instrument to gather information about destinations and book their travels. 

They have more sophisticated tastes, and thus ask for a high-quality tourist offer, which take 

into account their needs. In addition, being more experienced travelers, who usually have 

already been abroad, they look for new experiences, less conventional destinations and a real 

contact with the population of the places they visit. The official definition of this kind of 

travelers is “free independent travelers” (FIT). Independent tourists belong to a segment of the 

Chinese population that mostly comes from big cities (especially Beijing, Shanghai and 

Guangzhou) and is mostly composed of people between 20 and 35 years old with a good level 

of education. 

However, the tourism based on traditional travel agencies still is the most diffused type in China. 

The tourists that organize their travels through travel agencies usually travel in groups, have 

multi-country visas and buy multi-country packages, which include trips to traditional tourist 

destinations and have tight schedules. Chinese tourists frequently choose this kind of tourism 

because of safety reasons, lower costs and their cultural habit of travelling in groups. However, 

this traditional way of travelling has many downsides: limited time to visit places, low 

flexibility, frequent changes of hotel and the considerable amount of time spent on buses to 

travel from one destination to another. Nowadays it seems that these large-group tours do not 

respond anymore to the needs and desires of Chinese tourists, especially those that are not at 

their first experience abroad. That is why many tour operators are starting to offer higher quality 

services. New kind of tours include journeys of ten days to no more than two or three European 

countries, organized in little groups24.  

In any case, the FIT segment of tourists is quickly increasing. In 2004 low-price group travels, 

ten days long, with brief visits to Italy were predominant in Europe, but today many tourists 

can afford more expensive travels and want high-quality services25. 

The division of the Chinese market in the group tourism and in the individual tourism categories 

is the most common approach to the analysis of the Chinese tourists. This approach is useful to 

determine possible general strategies towards this market, but of course the reality is much more 

diversified and many other segments of tourists can be identified. Furthermore, the Chinese 
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tourism market is constantly changing and along with it the desires and behaviors of tourists 

are also changing. 

Another possible approach is that of dividing Chinese tourists by age. According to this 

segmentation, in 2014-2015 the majority of Chinese tourists travelling abroad were young 

Chinese. The under forty represented more than half of the sample: people born in the Eighties 

were 44.89% of Chinese visitors and people born in the Nineties were 11.39%. Then, people 

born in Seventies were 25.72%, people born in the Sixties were 9.97% and finally people born 

in the Fifties were only 8.04%26. Seen the importance of the young Chinese tourists in the 

outbound tourisms, what are their characteristics? The young Chinese have a higher level of 

education compared to their parents, they speak English, they surf the internet and use social 

media every day, they are better informed about the life abroad and have more individualistic 

values than the rest of the population. Their ideal holidays must involve adventurous and 

amusing experiences, but also shopping. Western countries seem to attract more this kind of 

tourists, who wants to experience a different way of life. Students belong to this category of 

tourists. They are particularly important, because their journeys abroad usually last a long time 

and because they are excellent ambassadors and promoters of touristic destinations. Students 

usually plan their journeys abroad after participating in the exam of admission to university and 

their favorite destinations are Europe and Australia. The activities preferred by the young 

Chinese during their holidays are sports, visiting natural parks, historical cities and amusement 

parks. Even though the elderly population contributes only for a little part to the number of 

outbound tourists, they are taken in consideration by the tourism industry and targeted by many 

tour operators, because they also travel during the off-peak season.  

Another important segment of Chinese society for outbound tourism is the rich population. The 

percentage of rich people (annual income from 20000 to 1 million dollars) in China is constantly 

increasing. Billionaires mainly come from Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou, but recently their 

number has been increasing impressively in cities such as Chongqing and in second-tier and 

third-tier cities across China (Chengdu, Kunming, Dalian, Xiamen etc.). The rich Chinese like 

buying famous brands’ products as well as travelling abroad, as a way to show their social 

status27. In fact, tourism is an important part of the luxury sector in China.  According to the 

second annual report on luxury consumers published by Hurun in 2017, the travel frequency of 
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this tourist category is very high (up to 10 days a month). Therefore, attracting this kind of 

tourists constitutes a big opportunity for the tourism industry. Lately, a strong preference for 

maritime tourist destinations has been emerging. In fact, among their favorite holidays’ 

destinations abroad there are Maldives, in the first place after overcoming France, Hawaii and 

Thailand. These maritime destinations are seen as perfect honeymoon locations. On the other 

hand, Italy as a tourist destination in two years has moved from the sixth place to the eleventh, 

after USA, Japan, UK, Hawaii and Canada. They often search for information on the internet 

and do not travel in group. 

Among affluent Chinese tourists, the subcategory of young rich tourists is particularly relevant. 

According to a Hurun report, these tourists are under thirty (on average 28 years old), are 

millionaires, are cosmopolitan (many of them studied abroad), they travel frequently (13 

countries visited on average) and spend a lot of money while travelling.  They prefer 

adventurous destinations to the traditional ones and travel to explore the world. In fact, among 

their choices there are also destinations like the South Pole. According to data collected by 

Hurun, Europe is the ideal destination for 47% of rich tourists, because they also look for 

opportunities to buy luxury products. For example, many of them have a preference for France, 

because of its romantic atmosphere and cultural richness, but also because of its luxury brands28.  

Recently, it has also emerged that Chinese women’s opinions are becoming more influential in 

their families. They usually prefer visiting places rich of history and culture, which also offer 

the opportunity to go shopping, and they like staying in family hotels29. 

As far as motivations are concerned, even though it may seem that Chinese consumption 

(included tourism) is subject to a westernization, the actual reasons of Chinese consumers’ 

choices are still linked to their culture. As said before, due to cultural reasons, a strong motive 

for the Chinese to travel abroad is that of improving their status and image. For example, the 

shopping obsession have a cultural reason. Chinese tourists want to show their social status 

through famous brands and always make sure to have original products. Rich Chinese tourists 

always ask for contacts brands, exclusive boutiques and artisans to buy products that distinguish 

themselves from the masses, whereas the average tourists love to go shopping in outlets in order 

to save some money. There are also other cultural characteristics and habits that influence 

tourists’ choice. First of all, the language is an important element in their choices: for some 
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tourists, the different language constitutes an obstacle and create communication problems. 

Food habits are also very important and some tourists bring in with them traditional Chinese or 

expect to find it where they go. Limitation of the use of electronic payment could also be an 

obstacle for people that are used using this method. Therefore, tourist operators need to consider 

the habits and culture of Chinese visitors, shaping their services to tourists’ needs and 

eliminating possible obstacles. In this way, developing an adequate hospitality system, one can 

really attract Chinese visitors30.  

What are the type of travels preferred by Chinese tourists? In Europe, a successful and 

widespread model of tourism is the multi-country package, which in its program usually 

includes some famous destinations in various countries, like the UK, Germany, France, 

Switzerland and Italy. The hit-and-run tourism is spreading quickly and is designed for first-

time travelers, who usually want to visit as many famous places as possible in the shortest time 

possible. On the other hand, second-time travelers usually prefer travelling only to two or three 

countries and ask for high-quality services. They are more interested in the social and cultural 

context of the countries they are visiting and shopping of high-quality products. Among these 

more experienced travelers, travels as an individual experience or travels in couples and small 

groups are spreading. This kind of visitors are also more influenced by their circles of friends, 

the opinions on the web and the word-of-mouth.  

Some types of travels are already well-known and successful: for example, business tours and 

study tours. Other types have been emerging recently and are still developing31. Among these 

new trends, recently, tourism related to sports as a leisure activity has been increasing (skiing, 

golf etc.). The wine market is also an important developing trend in China, leading to the 

emergence of the tourism related to wines in Europe, with tours of wine cellars. The most 

important destination for this kind of tourism is France, which has managed to promote 

effectively its famous wines, but also Italy is attracting the interest of tourists. Furthermore, 

also tourism related to food tasting, ancient villages and castles, and weddings’ locations is 

developing.  

As already said before, major changes in Chinese tourism are also occurring because of the 

increasingly important role played by the internet in Chinese society. More and more Chinese 

people are using the Internet, mostly through their smartphones, to collect information about 
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their desired destinations and are booking their holidays online. Even though a great percentage 

of tourists still organize their holidays through tour operators, online information and word-of-

mouth on the web is becoming more influential than travel agencies (52% of Chinese tourists 

search for information on the web)32. These data make us understand that there is a necessity to 

develop promotional strategies on the internet: for example, developing promotional activities 

on Chinese social media and on the most important internet portals specialized in tourism, or 

developing a mobile version of one’s website33.  

In conclusion, we have seen that the Chinese tourism market is very diversified and in evolution, 

with an expanding middle-class, which can afford to travel abroad. As a result, the outbound 

tourism continues to grow and, in particular, many Chinese tourists are attracted by European 

destinations. Furthermore, the internet has begun to play an important role in the tourism 

industry as a means used to promote touristic destinations and to spread information. Finally, a 

new kind of Chinese tourist is emerging in China as consequence of economic development 

and social changes. As a consequence, tourism services provided by tourism industry operators 

need to adapt to all these changes and find a way to reach Chinese tourists with its promotion.  

1.4 Overview of the marketing strategies for the Chinese tourism market  

Even though the fast-changing tourism market in China is continuously growing, distant 

European countries, like Italy, are not attracting as much tourists as one could expect from this 

growth. How can we improve the performance of our tourism industry? 

The continuous changes in the Chinese tourism market make it difficult to be successful, 

adopting the same traditional strategy (press conferences, brochures, purchase of advertising 

space etc.)  without distinctions. Furthermore, there is the obstacle of cultural differences and 

of a limited number of flights linking tourist destinations and China, like in the Italian case. 

There are two possible modalities of managing Chinese outbound tourism: a system completely 

managed by Chinese tour operators, Chinese touristic guides, Chinese agencies in the foreign 

country or a system managed by local operators. The second modality is possible if tourism 

industry operators are willing to adapt their offer to the characteristics of the new kind of 

Chinese tourist. Thus, in order to adapt the offer, it is necessary to monitor and segment the 

Chinese tourism market; carry out promotion activities and distribution through various 
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channels, especially the internet; coordinate one’s action with whole tourist system of the 

country; develop relationships with Chinese partners; invest in specific training of one’s 

personnel and create “Chinese oriented” products (high-quality and customized services). This 

strategy should be carried out both in one’s country and in China and establishing enduring 

relationships. 

Therefore, the most important points of a marketing strategy are the following: 

• Coordination and collaboration: One of the most important point, and sometimes one 

of the most difficult to achieve, in this ideal strategy is that of coordinating one’s activity 

with the whole country’s tourism system. In order to do that, it is necessary to implement 

common projects and institutional actions, which can spread awareness about the 

touristic offer of one country and help to create the success of many businesses. A 

successful example of a positioning strategy of a whole tourist system is that 

implemented by California Travel and Tourism Commission with a projected that 

started in 2013. They promoted California as the ideal destination during Chinese Spring 

festival and, in this way, they increased the number of tourists in the American off-peak 

season. Furthermore, the Chinese holiday period for Spring festival is a long one and in 

this period the Chinese are more prone to buy gift and go shopping. The touristic 

itineraries thought for Chinese tourists aimed at both middle-class and rich Chinese. 

California obtained a great success as a destination thanks to the organization of many 

Spring festival themed events in big department stores, the availability of Chinese-

speaking personnel and special promotions34. 

• Segmentation: Considered the size of the Chinese tourism market, it is absolutely 

necessary to divide this market in different segment. First of all, as already said before 

(1.3), the Chinese market could be divided in a traditional one and a new one. The 

traditional market includes over 40-year-old people, who still prefer organizing their 

holidays through tour operators, buying multi-country packages, and still prefer 

traveling in large groups. The new market is less influenced by traditional advertising 

and is composed mostly by young people (under 40 years old) that organize individually 

their holidays, search for information on the internet, that use social media and strongly 

relies on the opinions of friends and word-of-mouth on the internet when making 

choices. These two markets in reality are not so strongly separated, but this 
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simplification is useful when planning a marketing strategy. Another important 

segmentation of the market is the geographical one. In this case, there are many methods 

to divide geographically the market: for example, big cities vs. smaller cities or richer 

areas vs. poorer areas. In any case, a segmentation is needed when dealing with a vast 

market as the Chinese one, otherwise it is almost impossible to plan an effective strategy.  

• Adapting the tourist offer: Another important step of a good strategy to attract Chinese 

tourists is modifying one’s tourist offer in order to make it more appealing. Analyzing 

Chinese tourists’ interests, one could characterize their offer making it more 

recognizable and memorable for tourists. Thus, a tourist offer could be characterized 

with appealing themes (e.g. a romantic journey), or could highlight a territory’s cultural 

and historical links to China (e.g. historical figures), or could be transformed in a 

narrative experience, where through the journey the tourist would be led to learn the 

local history and take an interest in that territory. In the case of Italy’s tourist offer, the 

country’s name by itself has already a recognizable meaning of history, culture and 

beautiful nature. That is why the whole system of the Italian tourist offer should 

coordinate together.  

• Hospitality: Chinese tourists that can afford to travel abroad have usually high 

expectations about the hospitality they are going to receive at the hotel, thus another 

important element of an effective strategy is guaranteeing high-quality hospitality and 

services in the hotel. In order to do that the hotel should pay special attention to 

customers’ culture and habits and should have Chinese-speaking personnel ready to take 

care of them. However, at the same time, it is important to maintain one’s own cultural 

specificities, which stimulated tourists’ interest in the first place. In this way, also the 

hospitality received can become a marketing activity, which helps secure customer 

loyalty, stimulate word-of-mouth and stimulate customers to promote one’s tourist offer 

in their social circles. In any case, investment in the training of hotel personnel by 

institutions is required to ensure this kind of positive outcome. The hospitality process 

can be divided in three phases. First, there is the phase before the holiday, where one 

has to make sure that the information about their tourist offer are available and 

accessible to customers through the media, the web, fairs, catalogues. The second phase 

is that of the holiday. This phase includes the arrive in the airport, the arrive in the hotel, 

the services offered in the hotel, restaurants and museums. Here, it is important to make 
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sure that there are signs and information translated in Chinese (in airports, hotels, 

restaurants, museums etc.), Chinese-speaking personnel and special services for 

Chinese customers: for example, free wi-fi and availability of Chinese food in the hotel, 

the possibility to use Chinese credit cards in shops, the availability of Chinese 

audioguides in museums etc. In Europe, there are successful examples of adaptation of 

services to Chinese customers’ needs. One of these examples is that of the Flamenco 

Dance Museum in Seville, where the staff is specially trained to welcome Chinese 

customers in the best way and has knowledge of Chinese tourism characteristics, where 

signs and information are also available in Chinese and promotion is made through 

Chinese social media, participation in tourism fairs, but also through promotional 

activity on the spot (catalogues, app etc.) to attract tourists spending their holidays in 

the city. The third phase is the after-the-holiday phase, where customers share their 

memories with other peoples or on social media, write reviews on websites (popular 

tourism websites like Ctrip or Qunar), sometimes becoming a sort of “promoters”, and 

tourism industry operators try to maintain contacts with them. However, today, thanks 

to the use of smartphones customers can share images, comments, videos in real time 

during their holidays35.  

It is also necessary to remember the importance of Chinese partners and tourism fairs. There 

are many big travel and tourism fairs in China every year (Shanghai World Travel Fair, China 

International Travel Mart etc.) and they are the perfect occasion to establish partnerships with 

Chinese tour operators and travel agencies. Firstly, local partners can help Western operators 

to reach the audience of Chinese tourists that travel in group. Furthermore, they can also help 

them to understand Chinese tourists’ interests and habits and anticipate the very fast changes in 

the market36. In order find business partners at fairs its is important to be already informed about 

potential partners, translate all the materials and brochures, bring business cards and have an 

interpreter37.   

Considering all these requirements as necessary for a good hospitality system, it is important to 

make tourism industry operators aware of them and control that they offer a good hospitality 

service, respecting the above-mentioned criteria.  

                                                           
35 DALL’ARA, Giancarlo, Il mercato turistico cinese. Marketing, casi e buone prassi, Milano, 2013. 
36 EU SME centre. Sector report. The tourism market in china, 2015. 
37 http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-
2017.pdf  

http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-2017.pdf
http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-2017.pdf
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1.4.1 Successful Italian cases 

In the last few years, Italian infrastructures have been preparing to welcome the increasing 

number of Chinese tourists. Two of the most important Italian airports, Milano Malpensa airport 

in Milan and Fiumicino airport in Rome, introduced services specially designed for Chinese 

travelers.  

Sea Aeroporti Milano (Sea Milan Airports) received the QSC certification (Quality Service 

Certification) in January 2017, after being evaluated on the basis of the criteria defined by the 

QSC Program 38  (China Outbound Tourism Quality Service Certification). The evaluation 

examines the characteristics of the services offered in Chinese, the competences of the operators 

and other elements that could make the stay and visit of Chinese tourists more pleasant. This 

certification helps Chinese visitors to identify high-quality products and services. In addition, 

the QSC program includes promotion activities on the Chinese market for the businesses 

awarded with their certification. In this way, the airport is gaining more visibility and both tour 

operators and passengers are encouraged to choose it.  

Another successful case is that of Fiumicino airport in Rome, which is one of the first airports 

in the world to have received the title of Welcome Chinese Airport, a quality certification of 

services given by the CTA (China Tourism Academy). The airport offers various services to 

Chinese tourists: signage written in Chinese, website translated in Chinese, the availability of 

free warm water in various areas of the airport, a service that offers the help of Chinese-speaking 

personal shoppers, and finally restaurants that cook Chinese specialties39. 

Also in the field of infrastructures, there is the successful example of Italo. In June 2014 CTA 

(China Tourism Academy) assigned to Italo, an Italian railway company, the Welcome Chinese 

certification. The reasons for this choice were that Italo offers a Chinese friendly environment 

on its trains: information and signs are written in Chinese, both on electronic displays and on 

brochures, and high-quality services are offered on trains. Italo has a representative office in 

Shanghai, which was opened when the company was founded in 2012, established contacts 

                                                           
38 Quality Service Certification is an official quality certification of the hospitality received by Chinese tourists. It 
was launched and implemented by the CNTA (China National Tourism Administration) in 2013, but then in 2015 
it was entrusted to Ivy Alliance Consulting. 
39 PENG, Erica, “Stakeholder&Player del turismo cinese in Italia. Case History / Cathay Pacific Airways”, Mondo 
Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 125-130. 
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with over 200 Chinese operators in the areas of Shanghai, Guangzhou, Beijing, Chengdu, 

Chongqing and Qingdao, and participated to Chinese travel fairs40. 

There are successful examples also among Italian cities and regions. For example, recently 

Bologna41 and Calabria42 were respectively the first Italian city and Italian region to receive the 

Welcome Chinese certification. This certification is a great opportunity to attract more and more 

tourists in these areas. 

1.5 Italian and European institutional initiatives 

As said before, a coordinated action toward the Chinese tourism market is very important and 

recently in Italy and Europe in general many initiatives have been launched to promote this 

kind of approach.  

In Italy, this new trend began in 2014, when governmental initiatives in the field of tourism and 

cultural heritage were united under the control of the Ministry of Cultural Heritage and 

Activities and Tourism (MIBACT) and continued in 2015 with the common project of the Expo. 

Two objectives have been defined for the Chinese market by the MIBACT and the Ministry of 

foreign affairs: increasing the number of incoming Chinese tourists, especially the “big 

spenders”, and the diversification of the tourist offer, for the benefit of minor attractions and 

second-time travelers, who have already traveled in Italy43. The strategic action towards the 

Chinese tourism market has been included in the new Strategic plan for the development of 

tourism, launched on February 17th, 2017. The Plan aims at improving the capability of Italian 

tourism to attract foreign tourists, increasing the sustainability of tourism, accelerating the 

digitization process and putting the needs of the tourists at the center, in order to affirm the 

Italian leadership and the “brand” Italy in the world tourism market. Specifically, for the 

Chinese market the Plan proposes to offer “Chinese friendly” services to tourists, use statistical 

data to improve marketing strategies and digitalize the information making it available on the 

internet.  

Other relevant Italian institutional initiatives have been launched in the last few years. The 

MIBACT-CNTA (China National Tourism Authority) Protocol is an agreement that was signed 

in 2016 by the Italian Minister for cultural heritage and activities and tourism, Dario 

                                                           
40 http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2014-06-26/italo-diventa-ambasciatore-cina-
174256.shtml?uuid=ABpeOCVB  
41 http://www.comune.bologna.it/news/bologna-la-prima-citt-italiana-welcome-chinese  
42 http://www.ansa.it/calabria/notizie/2017/04/02/turismocalabria-prima-welcome-chinese_c0981a1c-8fc1-
46b4-bcc3-eb5db0dc9671.html  
43NOCI, Giancarlo, “Editoriale”, Mondo Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 7-16. 

http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2014-06-26/italo-diventa-ambasciatore-cina-174256.shtml?uuid=ABpeOCVB
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2014-06-26/italo-diventa-ambasciatore-cina-174256.shtml?uuid=ABpeOCVB
http://www.comune.bologna.it/news/bologna-la-prima-citt-italiana-welcome-chinese
http://www.ansa.it/calabria/notizie/2017/04/02/turismocalabria-prima-welcome-chinese_c0981a1c-8fc1-46b4-bcc3-eb5db0dc9671.html
http://www.ansa.it/calabria/notizie/2017/04/02/turismocalabria-prima-welcome-chinese_c0981a1c-8fc1-46b4-bcc3-eb5db0dc9671.html
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Franceschini, and the Director of the CNTA, Li Jinzao, during a visit to Beijing of Franceschini. 

The Protocol defines the guidelines of the cooperation between China and Italy in the tourism 

field: the cooperation intends to help with the development of services for Chinese tourists, 

identify the most welcoming touristic localities for them, promote Italy in general, especially 

the alternative and less known destinations, and promote tourists’ safety. In addition, in 2014 

the Italy-China cultural forum was created. In February 2016, there was the first meeting of the 

Forum in Beijing and on that occasion the ministers Franceschini and Luo Shugang (the Chinese 

minister of culture) signed the Statute of the Italy-China cultural forum. The Statute promotes 

bilateral exchanges in the arts and culture fields, such as twinning programs between Italian 

and Chinese UNESCO world heritage sites and museum expositions created through 

collaborations between the two countries, with the ultimate goal to use these exchanges as a 

promotional activity. For example, twinning programs between UNESCO world heritage sites 

attracts tourists to visit them. 

In accordance with the objectives of the Strategic Plan, in 2016 the MIBACT participated in 

the China International Travel Mart (one of the Chinese travel fairs), where it promoted Italian 

destinations and proposed itself as the guest of honor of the next Mart, which will be held in 

November 2017. In addition, the MIBACT, with the help of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

the Italy China Foundation44, supports the training process of Italian tourism operators. 

Another interesting initiative is the proposal of Umbria region to transform the local project, 

China Days (a two-day event completely dedicated to China and the relations between China 

and Umbria), in a national project that could promote many Italian productive sectors, including 

tourism. In this way, the benefits derived from promotional activities, such as the concert 

Umbria Jazz in China, would be maximized45.  

Another important action in the tourism field is the facilitation of the process for obtaining an 

Italian visa. In order to stimulate Chinese tourism towards Italy, in 2016 the Italian diplomatic 

network in China expanded thanks to the opening of new 11 visa centers in various cities across 

China, which added to the ones already existing form a network of 15 centers. These 15 centers 

are located in Beijing, Shanghai, Chongqing, Guangzhou, Xi’an, Chengdu, Wuhan, Shenyang, 

                                                           
44 It is a foundation that supports Italian enterprises, whose business is related to China, and is also a reference 
to Chinese enterprises that are interested in Italy. 
45 PALUMBO, Francesco, “Quali strategie per un turismo di qualità Chinese friendly”, Mondo Cinese, 160, 2017, 
pp 25-34.  
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Kunming, Jinan, Hangzhou, Nanjing, Fuzhou, Shenzhen e Changsha46. In addition, the process 

for obtaining visas was accelerated by simplifying the procedures and increasing the number of 

employees in the centers. Today, the number of visa issued has increased and at the Italian 

embassy in Beijing the process for obtaining an individual visa or a business visa requires only 

36 hours. The visa is an extremely important element, because complex and costly procedures 

to get a visa are a major obstacle to tourism. Many countries in Europe are also trying to increase 

the number of issued visa through a simplification of the process. 

Another initiative regarding the visa centers is the distribution of a magazine for the Chinese 

public in all the Italian Visa centers in China: the magazine’s name is Yidali shishang guguo 

zhilü 意大利时尚古国之旅 (journey in Italy, country of history and fashion). It was created 

thanks to collaboration between Shopping Milano Roma, an Italian magazine, and Voglia 

d’Italia, a tour operator, and its content includes article about Italian history, art, fashion, food 

and wine, presenting the cultural and artistic attractions of Italian regions and famous Italian 

fashion firms and restaurants (here is the link to the digital version of the magazine 

http://www.shoppingmilanoroma.it/viaggio-in-italia.html). This is a promotional instrument 

that allows Chinese people to understand better Italy and it is also a useful instrument for tourist 

guides47. In addition, the idea to use visa centers as promotional spaces has emerged recently. 

In Beijing, in 2015, a promotional and multifunctional space, called Spazio Italia, was opened 

on the same building where the visa center is located. It has been already used as a showroom 

for many Italian brands operating in various sectors48 (wine, furniture, design etc.). 

The founding of the ICTC (Italy-China Travel Club), established in Beijng in 2015 as a working 

group of the China-Italy chamber of commerce, goes also in the direction of coordinating the 

work of Italian tourism industry operators.  The ICTC is a group of Chinese and Italian tour 

operators that promote the development of the Italian travel industry through events, workshops, 

seminars, trainings and the participation in important travel fairs across China. The Club 

coordinates its action with the Italian Embassy and the MIBACT49. 

Cooperation and exchanges in the cultural field are also important for promoting Italian 

destinations in China. Therefore, in the last few years many agreements in this field were signed 

                                                           
46http://www.ambpechino.esteri.it/ambasciata_pechino/it/ambasciata/news/dall_ambasciata/2016/03/apertu
ra-di-nuovi-11-centri-visti.html  
47 BULFONI, Clara, “Le guide d’Italia per turisti cinesi”, Mondo Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 91-98. 
48 STURLA, Simone, “Viaggio verso l’Italia del turismo 4.0”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 131. 
49 http://www.cameraitacina.com/en/membership/working-group/beijing-office/italy-china-travel-club-ictc-0  

http://www.shoppingmilanoroma.it/viaggio-in-italia.html
http://www.ambpechino.esteri.it/ambasciata_pechino/it/ambasciata/news/dall_ambasciata/2016/03/apertura-di-nuovi-11-centri-visti.html
http://www.ambpechino.esteri.it/ambasciata_pechino/it/ambasciata/news/dall_ambasciata/2016/03/apertura-di-nuovi-11-centri-visti.html
http://www.cameraitacina.com/en/membership/working-group/beijing-office/italy-china-travel-club-ictc-0
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by both Italian and Chinese parties. In 2011, RAI and the Chinese television network CCTV 

decided to produce together a documentary about historical figures important both in Italy and 

China. From this decision derives the shooting of a documentary about Matteo Ricci (La Cina 

vicina di Matteo Ricci). In 2016 the director of Rai, Antonio Campo Dall’Orto, and the director 

of China Radio International (CRI) signed a Memorandum of understanding for the purpose of 

creating a permanent dialogue platform that could promote cultural exchanges and 

coproduction projects in cinema, television, radio, internet fields. In 2016 another memorandum 

was signed in the field of cinema and television co-productions between the Italian Ministry of 

the economic development and the Chinese SAPPRFT 50  (State administration of press, 

publishing, radio, film and television). As seen before, films could actually be an important 

promotion instrument for touristic destinations: to mention an example, the very successful film 

Lost in Thailand (2012) actually increased the number of Chinese tourists in Thailand51. 

As far as Europe is concerned, the most ambitious initiative is the 2018 EU-China tourism year. 

This initiative, announced by the European Travel Commission (ETC) in 2017, aims at 

increasing by 300,000 the number of Chinese visitors by realizing actions that can have an 

impact on incoming flows of tourists. To reach this goal the ETC wants to show European 

attractions through marketing campaigns and organize B2B (business to business) 

matchmaking meetings for tourism operators at important tourism fairs. The first B2B 

matchmaking event was organized by ITB China in Shanghai (a travel trade fair) from 10 to 

12 May 2017, allowing 100 EU tourism operators to meet with Chinese buyers and partners. 

At the end of February 2017, China Tourism Academy (it is a Chinese institution dedicated to 

tourism research and tourism promotion52) and the European Travel Commission signed a 

partnership agreement, in order to ensure that European tourism enterprises will have an 

appropriate knowledge of the Chinese tourism market before the beginning of 2018 and will be 

able to seize the extraordinary opportunities offered by this cooperation in the tourism field. 

Thus, this partnership will help to understand the needs of the Chinese visitors and improve the 

hospitality they receive in Europe, leading to the final goal of increasing their interest towards 

Europe as a touristic destination53. In preparation for 2018 another important partnership was 

                                                           
50 TAGLIAVIA, Gian Paolo, “Stakeholder & Player del turismo cinese in Italia Case History / Rai Com e la 
conoscenza delle eccellenze italiane”, Mondo Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 113-116. 
51 DALL’ARA, Giancarlo (a cura di), Il mercato turistico cinese. Marketing, casi e buone prassi, 2013. 
52 http://eng.ctaweb.org/ 
53 FATIGUSO, Rita, “L’impatto sui turisti dello stop and go di Pechino sui flussi di capitali all’estero”, Mondo 
Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 47-54. 
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established with Select Holding, an international marketing company that has is representative 

office in Rome and helps tourism enterprises to obtain the certification Welcome Chinese, a 

certification issued by Chinese Tourism Academy. This certification is assigned only to tourism 

operators that adapted their services to Chinese tourists’ needs and expectations54. Why was 

2018 selected to be EU-China tourism year? The principal reasons are that the number of 

Chinese tourists coming to Europe is predicted to grow rapidly and China is the world’s largest 

travel market in terms of expenditure, which offer a profitable opportunity for European 

countries if they are ready to invest in services that attract Chinese visitors. The inauguration 

of the Tourism year will take place in Venice, at Palazzo Ducale, at the beginning of 2018. This 

decision highlights the strategic role that Italy had in the Silk Road, which also represents a 

new international tourist itinerary, promoted by the UNWTO55 (United Nations World Tourism 

Organization).  

Another European initiative in the tourism field, is the OBOR (One Belt One Road56) culture 

and tourism development committee. The OBOR Committee is an international organization 

created in April 2017 under the leadership of István Ujhelyi, a member of the European 

Parliament. The OBOR Committee aims at creating a network of top-level Chinese and 

European partners active in tourism and cultural businesses57.  

1.6 Why Web marketing  

The right approach to the Chinese market should be carried out through various channels (public 

relations, fairs and events, printed materials, etc.), but the internet should be considered as an 

indispensable tool in the Chinese market. The main reasons to consider the internet as a useful 

instrument is that unlike the other marketing channels, the internet offers visibility also to the 

less known destinations and tourism businesses and, of course, also because Chinese tourists 

are very active on the internet and social media, searching for information, sharing their 

experiences and booking their holidays online.  

As in many other markets, also in the case of the Chinese market the web marketing strategy 

should include a website, SEO (search engine optimization), SEM (search engine marketing), 

                                                           
54 http://webitmag.it/2018-sara-lanno-del-turismo-europa-cina-welcome-chinese-partner-ufficiale_124922/  
55 FATIGUSO, Rita, “L’impatto sui turisti dello stop and go di Pechino sui flussi di capitali all’estero”, Mondo 
Cinese, 160, 2017, pp 47-54. 
56 The One Belt One Road policy has been launched by the government of the People’s Republic of China in 
2013 and aims at developing a primarily economic cooperation between Eurasian countries. 
57 http://www.cccbrussels.be/news/events/launching-ceremony-of-the-obor-committee.html  

http://webitmag.it/2018-sara-lanno-del-turismo-europa-cina-welcome-chinese-partner-ufficiale_124922/
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content marketing and social marketing, however there are some peculiarities that we need to 

point out.  

First of all, there is the ‘great firewall’, a complex censorship system that prevent many Western 

websites from being seen and read by Chinese internet users. The list of blocked websites 

includes many Western social media, like Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. One can still 

consider using also these channels for web marketing purposes, because a little percentage of 

Chinese users, particularly the ones that have traveled abroad, has an account on Western social 

media. Nevertheless, the vast majority of the Chinese population uses local social networks. 

Consequently, it is important to use Chinese social media for implementing web marketing 

strategies and be informed about the Chinese online landscape58. The second chapter of this 

thesis focuses, then, on the subject of the internet in China. 

2. China’s internet landscape and Chinese social media 

 

Fig.2 Source: https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf  

China has the world’s biggest internet user base, with 710 million users until June 2016 

according to the last report of the CNNIC (China Internet Network Information Centre1), and 

Chinese netizens are among the most active social media users in the world. The number of 

internet users continues to increase every year, thanks to the continuous improvement of 

internet infrastructures and the spread of internet in every segment of the population. Moreover, 

the implementation of the Broadband China strategy is bringing high-speed broadband 

                                                           
58 DALL’ARA, Giancarlo (a cura di), Il mercato turistico cinese. Marketing, casi e buone prassi, 2013. 
1 China Internet Network Information Center is an administrative agency of the People’s Republic of China, 
responsible for the national internet affairs.  

https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf
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networks to more and more households2. This impressive development of the internet in China 

has begun to have great influence also on business in China, included the business related to 

the tourism market, as we will see in this chapter. 

2.1 China’s internet development 

Since 1978, the beginning of the economic reform, the Chinese government sponsored the 

development of ICTs (Information and communication technologies). The state allocated 

national resources for the technological advancement in order to facilitate the economic 

development. The digital growth in turn contributed to the Chinese modernization.  

China’s commercial internet began to exist in 1995 in urban areas such as Beijing and Shanghai 

and was mostly used by urban elites, becoming the symbol of urban modern life. Afterwards, 

it gradually began to spread from urban population to rural population, but a gap between urban 

and rural digital development persisted during the years. Although major investments have been 

made in information service infrastructures, nowadays, this digital divide still exists: only 26.9% 

Chinese netizens belong to the rural population. The gap also exists in terms of ownership of 

digital devices, but it has become less evident when it comes to smartphones. 

In any case, the internet development has been fast and in 2008 the number of Chinese internet 

users became the largest in the world3. As already said, today the number of netizens has 

exceeded 700 million and the internet penetration rate reached 51.7%. Most Chinese netizens 

(74.4%) are aged between 10 and 39 years old, showing a predominance of the younger 

generations. As far as the occupational structure is concerned, the three categories that use 

internet the most are students, self-employed businessmen, managers and staff of enterprises.  

In 2003 China became the world’s largest telephone market and by 2014 the number of Chinese 

mobile internet users had reached 527 million, making the mobile phone the most used device 

to connect to the internet. In 2016 the number of people using the mobile phone to connect to 

the internet reached 656 million, which accounts for 92.5% of the netizens population. In fact, 

considering that for many people that cannot afford a PC smartphones are already the first main 

access to the internet, mobile devices have become an important factor in the growth of the 

number of internet users. Even PC users are beginning to choose mobile devices over computers 

because of convenience reasons. The popularization of smartphone has also caused the 

penetration of mobile internet applications in users’ everyday life. Furthermore, smartphone 

                                                           
2 https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf  
3 WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016. 

https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf
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have accelerated the development of media integration, functioning as a “mega media4” (music 

player, video player, access to online reading, online payment and online social networking).  

The internet in China has entered almost every aspect of people’s lives. Thus, the uses and 

applications of internet are various: instant messaging, information search, network news, 

videos, music, online payment, online shopping, online games etc.  The most diffused 

applications are instant messaging, information search and network news, with a usage rate of 

about 80%. 

Among these internet applications the ones related to e-commerce are developing rapidly. In 

fact, another important aspect of internet in China is the e-commerce, a field where China is 

leading the way. In 2016 China had 448 million online shoppers and 401 million mobile online 

shoppers. The e-commerce market is maintaining a good growth rate, especially in the mobile 

e-commerce sector (m-commerce), and e-commerce platforms are increasingly diversified. 

There are platforms that allow common people to sell their products (C2C, consumer to 

consumer), like Taobao, platforms on which businesses sell products to consumers (B2C), like 

Tmall or JD.com, and platforms on which businesses sell to other businesses (B2B), like 

Alibaba5. Alibaba, Tmall, JD and Taobao are the biggest and most famous platforms, but 

smaller platforms specialized only in some kinds of products are emerging. In general, e-

commerce platforms are easily accessible, through their websites and smartphone apps, and 

guarantee speedy deliveries. In addition, also some instant messaging providers began to offer 

e-commerce functions (e.g. WeChat). 

With the development of e-commerce, online payment and online banking are also spreading 

among Chinese people. In particular, the creation of secure payment platforms such as Alipay 

(similar to PayPal) and the possibility to pay through one’s smartphone made online payments 

extremely convenient.  

The potential of the internet is being exploited also by the government, with online public 

services that are being offered to an increasing number of users thanks to websites and other 

online platforms6. 

As already said (1.6), the government also maintains a strict control on the internet through a 

censorship system that filters the information circulating on the internet. It is a three-layer 

system: first, there is the Great Firewall (blocking certain websites and social media services); 

                                                           
4 WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016, cit. p. 53. 
5 https://www.marketingtochina.com/can-choose-e-commerce-platform-china/  
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then, the keyword blocking (preventing people from publishing content containing banned 

keywords) and manual censoring. From a western point of view, the most evident consequence 

of Chinese government’s censorship is that the world’s four most visited websites (Google, 

Facebook, YouTube and Twitter) are blocked in China. As a result, China’s internet landscape 

is very different from that of many western countries.  

The most popular search engine in China is Baidu, which dominates the search engines market 

with a market share of 76.05%7. China also developed its own social media websites, and 

consequently Chinese netizens do not notice the absence of blocked websites, because they are 

accustomed to the local ones8.  

2.2 Social media in China  
 

 
Fig.3 Source: WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016.  
The timeline of internet applications, both inside and outside 

China. Logos (left to right): [upper line] MSN (1995), eBay (1997), 

Google (1999), Skype (2003), LinkedIn (2003), Facebook (2004), 

YouTube (2004), Twitter (2005), What’sApp (2009), Instagram (2010), 

Google+ (2011), SnapChat (2011); [lower line] QQ (1999), Tianya BBS 

(1999), Baidu (2000), Taobao (2003), RenRen (2005), YouKu (2005), 

Tudou (2005), Douban (2005), Kaixin (2008), YY (2008), Sina Weibo 

(2009), WeChat (2011), MoMo (2011), Meipai (2014) 
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8 WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016. 
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Social media are usually described as “internet-based applications […] that allow the creation 

and exchange of user generated content9”. In China with the continuous development of the 

internet, social media has gradually transformed, going beyond their principal function of 

spreading information and expanding to communication and commercial functions (CNNIC 

report). Therefore, we can define social media any kind of internet-based media with social 

functions.  This means that social media in China are not only apps like WeChat or QQ, but 

also e-commerce platforms, video-sharing platforms and other types of internet platforms that 

include social functions, like content shared by users and interactions between users. According 

to the last report of Kantar10 on social media impact in China, Chinese social media are: 

1.WeChat 

2.Weibo (microblogging) 

3.Dating social networks (e.g. Momo, Jiayuan.com) 

4.Messengers and instant messaging apps (e.g. QQ, LINE, MiTalk, excluding WeChat) 

5. Bulletin board systems (BBS), better known as online forums, and social networking sites 

(e.g. Baidu Tieba, Tianya, QQ Zone, Douban, RenRen) 

6.Websites that allow users to write reviews on services and products purchased (e.g. Meituan-

Dianping, Qunar)  

7.News media with social functions (e.g. Toutiao, Tencent News) 

8.E-commerce platforms with social functions (e.g. Taobao, JD, Xiaohongshu) 

9.Online video media or live-broadcasting platforms with social functions (e.g. Youku, Bilibili, 

DouyuTV)  

The story of Chinese social media began with the first instant messaging app, QQ, which was 

launched by Tencent11 in 1999 and had an incredible success among young people and college 

students. After that, the first important BBS, social networking websites, and video sharing 

platforms were created: Tianya in 1999, Renren and Kaxin001 in 2005 and 2008 respectively, 

Youku in 2005. The most famous Chinese social media, the microblogging website Sina Weibo 

and the mobile app WeChat, were launched in 2009 and in 2011 respectively. It was with the 

emergence of these social media platforms that the real internet boom began in China. 

                                                           
9 HE Xia and PEDRAZA-JIMÈNEZ Rafael, Chinese social media strategies: Communication key features from a 
business perspective, El Profesional de la Información, 2015, cit. p. 201. 
10 Kantar is a leading research and consultancy company. 
11 Founded in 1998, Tencent is a Chinese provider of internet services. It launched the two biggest social media 
platforms in China: QQ and WeChat. 



34 
 

Today, the number of social media platforms is still growing, making the Chinese social media 

landscape rich and diverse. It is important to notice that Chinese social media are not copies 

their Western equivalents, but they are suited to Chinese netizens’ habits and needs. Today, on 

the contrary, some innovations in Chinese social media are actually defining the new trends of 

development in the internet world: for example, many functions of WeChat are considered 

innovative by the Western world12.  

Social media is being used by a large proportion of the Chinese population and is more and 

more integrated in everyday life. In fact, the world of social media and real life are not separated 

anymore, but, on the contrary, people establish real relationship through the internet and the 

functions performed by the wide variety of social media help people in many everyday activities. 

The aspects appreciated the most by people are the possibility of keeping contacts with friends 

and family members, following hot topics and learning new information. 

The number of Chinese social media users have been increasing rapidly in the last few years, 

with the younger generations as the driving force of the growth. In 2015, 50.9% Chinese 

netizens used social media: the penetration rate reached 71.5% among users aged between 16 

to 25 years old, it was 60.2% and 53.3% for netizens aged between 26 and 35 years old and 

netizens aged between 36 to 35 years old respectively, the penetration rate among older 

generations was under 40%, but the popularity of social media is increasing rapidly also among 

them (for example, from 2014 to 2015 users above 55 years old doubled13). The large user base 

makes social media a formidable tool to spread information quickly on a wide scale. 

Furthermore, Chinese netizens usually have several social media accounts, integrating blogging, 

microblogging, instant messaging, picture and video sharing, but every social media platform 

also attracts more some specific user groups (i.e. students, lower income users, with-collar 

workers etc.). Not only people have their own accounts on social media platforms, but also 

news websites, institutions, companies and other organizations created their accounts.  

Chinese enterprises recognized the opportunity offered by social media channels to engage with 

customers and potential customers. Following the example of local enterprises, foreigner 

marketers also have begun to see Chinese social media as an important tool for their marketing 

actions. However, the Chinese social media landscape poses some challenges to them. They are 

                                                           
12 HE Xia and PEDRAZA-JIMÈNEZ Rafael, Chinese social media strategies: Communication key features from a 
business perspective, El Profesional de la Información, 2015. 
13 https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/17191/481-5-million-chinese-social-media-month-2015/ 

https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/17191/481-5-million-chinese-social-media-month-2015/
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usually unfamiliar with local social media platforms and Chinese digital consumers and have 

difficulties in choosing the right platforms for increasing the visibility of their enterprises. In 

order to avoid problems, one has to be aware of the trends of the digital marketing in China, the 

characteristics of Chinese netizens and understand the functions of the various social media 

platforms. Every social media site, in fact, attracts different kind of users and has different 

functions. Only exploring the characteristics of social media platforms in China, it is possible 

to devise effective web marketing strategies14. 

2.2.1 The most popular social media platforms 
Among the most important social media platforms we can certainly find WeChat, with 963 

million users15(2017), and Sina Weibo, with 340 million users16 (2017). QQ and Qzone, the 

social media platform correspondent to the instant messaging app QQ, are also at the top 

positions among Chinese social media for number of active users.  

 

 

Fig.4 Utilization ratio of the most popular social media in China   

Source: https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf  

1)QQ and Qzone: QQ, a free instant messaging (IM) service for computers and mobile devices, 

was launched in 1999. Almost every netizen in China creates its first digital account in this 

social media platform, which is one of the biggest social media platforms in China, being 

                                                           
14 HE Xia and PEDRAZA-JIMÈNEZ Rafael, Chinese social media strategies: Communication key features from a 
business perspective, El Profesional de la Información, 2015. 
15 https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/22174/tencent-q2-2017/  
16 https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/20636/weibo-q1-2017/  

https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf
https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/22174/tencent-q2-2017/
https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/20636/weibo-q1-2017/
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widespread in every part of China, not only the biggest cities. Qzone is part of QQ and is the 

personal social networking platform on which users can update statuses, write blogs, and share 

articles, pictures, music and videos with their contacts (that is why it is compared to Facebook 

sometimes). QQ also offers other digital services, including group chat (QQ group), video call, 

microblog (Tencent Weibo), email, online game, online music and online shopping17 (QQshop).   

Both local and international brands, belonging to various sectors, use QQ for their marketing 

campaigns. For example, in July 2014 Xiaomi, a Chinese producer of mobile phones, sold its 

Hongmi smartphone on Qzone, attracting million pre-orders and million new fans on the 

platform. The tools offered by QQ for web marketing are email marketing via QQ mail, 

accessible customers’ profile data, which enable marketers to have a deeper understanding of 

their Chinese customer base, the possibility to share information in specific interest groups18. 

2) Sina Weibo: In China, there are several Weibo (literally, microblog) platforms, such as 

Tencent Weibo and Sohu Weibo, but the leading microblogging website is Sina Weibo. Weibo 

is considered the equivalent of Twitter by many Westerners. As soon as the Chinese 

government blocked Twitter in 2009, Sina Weibo made its appearance. Many features of Weibo 

can also be found on Twitter: users can follow other Weibo users, the posts have a 140-character 

limit, ‘@’ is used to mention people and ‘#’ can be added to tag the postings with keywords. 

Other functions of this platform include commenting posts, sharing multimedia contents, 

location-based services, the instant messaging function, that is to say one can chat with other 

contacts on Weibo.  In addition to this, the Chinese platform, unlike Twitter, also offers the 

possibility to publish long-form post, to customize some feature like the font style and size, and 

gives the possibility to compose polls and share files19 . 

Weibo is a public publishing platform, where users usually address a big audience, composed 

of strangers20. As a consequence, users rarely establish personal connections on this platform, 

but Weibo mainly serves as a tool for spreading information among people following one 

another and people with the same interests. In this way, it has become a space of debate for the 

entire Chinese community, including the Chinese government. In facts, some official divisions 

(local governments, the police etc.) use Weibo accounts to communicate with the public and 

                                                           
17 WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016. 
18 https://linkfluence.com/made-in-china-the-worlds-largest-social-media-landscape/# 
http://cn-en.kantar.com/media/social/untapped-social-marketing-potential-of-qq-zone/  
19 https://linkfluence.com/made-in-china-the-worlds-largest-social-media-landscape/# 
20 WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016. 

https://linkfluence.com/made-in-china-the-worlds-largest-social-media-landscape/
http://cn-en.kantar.com/media/social/untapped-social-marketing-potential-of-qq-zone/
https://linkfluence.com/made-in-china-the-worlds-largest-social-media-landscape/
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receive feedback21. Weibo can also be considered a “celebrity hub22”, because many Chinese 

celebrities use Weibo as a way to connect with their fans and increase their popularity.   

Weibo’s main market is located in the big cities, since its users are mainly white-collar 

employees with higher incomes and educational backgrounds, urban population with a need for 

varied and rich information. Following the creation of WeChat, the use of Weibo has witnessed 

a decline, because many netizens today use mostly WeChat for the purpose of searching for 

news and online reading. The first reason they prefer WeChat is that many of them think that 

the quality of Weibo information decreased due to an overflow of advertisements. Secondly, 

since 2013 the Chinese government censorship system has started to target Weibo and attacking 

the diffusion of fake news and some intellectuals’ blogs.  As a result, since WeChat accounts 

are less open to the general public than Weibo pages and content shared on WeChat seems to 

be subjected to a less strict control, many began to prefer WeChat over Weibo23.  However, 

lately Weibo has been attracting more and more young media users24. 

Among Chinese social media Sina Weibo also attracts the highest number of companies and 

organizations. Many enterprises opened microblogs for online promotion, PR or recruitment 

purposes. Weibo gives them the possibility of a direct communication and interaction channel 

with consumers and the possibility to use influencers’ popularity for their marketing campaigns. 

To give an example of the effectiveness of Weibo marketing campaigns, we can think about 

the fashion brand, Tommy Hilfiger, which published content about its fashion show in Beijing 

in 2015. Awareness about the event was raised through visitors to their Weibo page and their 

sales in stores and e-commerce business increased impressively25. 

3)WeChat: WeChat is a messaging app for smartphone, known as Weixin in China (literally, 

micro letter). Its growth has been impressive and it has soon become the most popular social 

media platform in China: the number of its monthly active users is almost one billion. It has 

immediately become the social media platform most used by urban residents. In 2015 the 

penetration rate of WeChat (the percentage of people who use WeChat at least once a week) in 

Chinese ‘first tier’ cities (Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou) had already reached 93 per cent, 

while in small countries and fourth or fifth tier cities it was 26 per cent. Many have switched 

                                                           
21 https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf 
22 WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016, cit. p. 50 
23 WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016. 
24 Kantar social media impact report, 2017. 
25 https://linkfluence.com/made-in-china-the-worlds-largest-social-media-landscape/  

https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf
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from QQ to WeChat as a communication tool in personal relationships in urban areas. QQ, now, 

is sometimes perceived as out of fashion. The main functions provided are text messaging, 

voice messaging and video calls, as well as multimedia sharing (links, photographs and videos). 

WeChat ‘moments’ (pengyou quan) is a social networking platform based on one's personal 

WeChat contacts, where users can share multimedia content. The WeChat official or public 

accounts (gonggong zhanghao) are accounts used by a wide range of organizations, from media 

outlets to institutions, to personal blogs and more, to share content with the public. Users can 

follow public accounts for receiving information. The information on WeChat can be stored: 

for example, users can save their posts on their built-in WeChat files. Furthermore, it is possible 

to search for postings and conversation logs through keywords. In 2015 a WeChat user on 

average read 5.86 articles per day: 20% of them read articles from official accounts, while 80% 

read information on WeChat personal accounts. That is why WeChat can also be considered a 

reading app.  

To summarize, WeChat has seven main features: it is smartphone-based; visually oriented; it 

has a strong voice message function; it has low degree of anonymity; it offers high degree of 

privacy; it is composed of closed communities; and has high degree of monetization26. WeChat 

has always been an app for smartphones and has become an aggregator of mobile services. It is 

designed to be visually- oriented: although later WeChat added the ‘pure text’ function, this is 

known by a minority of users and posts are usually accompanied by at least one image. Voice 

messaging is another important function of WeChat. According to statistics in 2014 84.5% of 

WeChat users employed it to send voice messages for their speed and convenience. This 

function is especially used by older generations (over 50), who in this way can easily 

communicate even when not knowing pinyin well. That being said, most WeChat users are very 

young: those between 18 and 35 years old account for 86.2% of the total. There is low degree 

of anonymity on WeChat, because real names are used more often on WeChat and are required 

for public accounts. This happens because WeChat contacts are usually friends, family 

members, colleagues, clients, who already know each other. As a matter of fact, WeChat 

network is a relatively closed community. The most common ways to add new contacts are 

scanning a QR code, using mobile contacts, QQ numbers or WeChat IDs. Nonetheless, WeChat 

users can also add strangers through functions like ‘people nearby/friend radar’ (fujin de ren), 

which allows users to search for people in the surroundings. Another function is ‘shake’ (yao 

                                                           
26 WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016. 
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yi yao), which allows to find people on WeChat randomly by shaking one’s smartphones. There 

is also the function ‘drift the bottle’ (piao liu ping), which allows user to pick messages from 

random people or toss their messages, which in turn can be picked by others. Teens are usually 

the ones that use WeChat to connect with strangers. Generally speaking, across China WeChat 

is mainly used by urban adults with a stable social network, stable income and relatively high 

level of education. For them, WeChat represents a closed community that mainly consists of 

offline contacts (family, friends and colleagues at work). The privacy settings on WeChat are 

stricter than on QQ and Facebook: on WeChat users cannot see their WeChat friends’ contacts 

list and in many cases users have no access to the ‘likes’ and ‘comments’ left on their friends’ 

pages. ‘High monetization27’ is the one of the most recent features of WeChat. During the 

Chinese New Year in 2014, WeChat launched a new function, inspired to the traditional 

Chinese festival gift, called ‘WeChat red envelope’ (hongbao), which allows users to send 

digital red envelopes of money to WeChat contacts. One can either send a ‘fixed amount’ digital 

red envelope or decide how much to give out in total to how many people and then let the 

system randomly choose how the to divide it. This function has become very popular and users 

often links their bank accounts to their WeChat accounts to use it. This phenomenon 

immediately preceded the service of mobile payments via WeChat Wallet. This is the function 

used by WeChat users to pay for online purchases or purchases in physical stores: customers 

can either pay directly on the app for products and services sold through WeChat stores 

(integrated in WeChat public accounts that sell products or services on WeChat) or can pay in 

physical stores by scanning the WeChat QR codes of products. Furthermore, in 2015 WeChat 

launched the City Services project, which expanded the area of expansion of its services, 

allowing users to pay utility bills, book a doctor’s appointments, get bank statements, send 

money to friends, obtain location-targeted coupons, etc. through the app. In this way, WeChat 

has really begun to aggregate every possible service available on mobile devices. The success 

of the monetization of WeChat is a result of the importance of personal relationships (guanxi) 

and peer to peer communication for business activities in China. Therefore, we can say that 

WeChat is not an ordinary instant messaging platform anymore, with users booking taxis, 

flights, transferring money, making investments and shopping, it has become an app capable to 

connect everything and everyone.  
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Considering all the functions offered by this app, many local and international brands 

recognized in it a great potential for marketing campaigns. In addition, WeChat users enjoy 

getting involved in activities on WeChat and establishing direct contacts with brands and 

organization communicating through the app28.  

To be more specific, the marketing tools offered by WeChat are the above mentioned official 

accounts; HTML 5 mini websites accessible via WeChat; loyalty or membership cards, which 

are CRM (customer relationship management) tools that allow users to receive discounts, 

promotions, points, rewards; targeted ads on users’ WeChat Moments pages. Finally, WeChat 

also offers the opportunity to use influencers for promotional campaigns29. 

Other popular social media platforms include RenRen, Kaixin, Pengyou.com, Douban, Youku. 

4)RenRen was one of the earliest SNSs (social networking websites), launched in 2005. It 

originally was a social network for university students, but its user base expanded, making it 

one of the market leaders. Today, its users are still mainly university students, but also young 

urban professionals and high school students30. It is used to share multimedia content like 

pictures and videos, but it is also becoming an online gaming portal. A few big brands are using 

RenRen advertising to target the right users. An interesting function for brands offered by this 

platform is the creation of interactive games: a brand can create an online game as part of a 

marketing campaign and users participating to the game could earn points used to redeem 

products in store or to obtain discounts31. 

5)Kaixin001: Kaixin is a SNS very similar to RenRen, but it is directed a more mature audience, 

mainly young professionals32. Its features include blogging, photo sharing and gaming. Most 

users play online games on this platform.  

6) Pengyou.com: Pengyou (literally, ‘friends’) is a SNS, launched by Tencent in 2009, where 

users can connect and communicate with other users. It targeted students, similarly to RenRen, 

but it expanded to office workers as well33.   

                                                           
28 WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016.  
29 https://linkfluence.com/made-in-china-the-worlds-largest-social-media-landscape/ 

https://www.economist.com/news/business/21703428-chinas-wechat-shows-way-social-medias-future-
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30 KOOLE, Paul, How to increase brand preference by using social media in China, 2011. 
31 https://linkfluence.com/made-in-china-the-worlds-largest-social-media-landscape/ 
32 KOOLE, Paul, How to increase brand preference by using social media in China, 2011. 
33 https://linkfluence.com/made-in-china-the-worlds-largest-social-media-landscape/ 
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7) BBS: Bulletin Board Systems, or forums, are extremely popular in China. They are online 

communities where people discuss and share opinions on certain subjects they are interested in. 

Most users search online recommendations on this platform when making decisions about their 

purchases. Therefore, they rely on other consumers’ comment about products and services. 

Among the most important BBS there are Tianya and Baidu Tieba34. In particular, Baidu Tieba 

is a large communication platform provided by the search engine Baidu and it hosts among the 

most active Chinese online communities. BBS in general are useful to brands and organizations 

to understand people’s interests and opinions, especially users’ opinions about their products 

or services. Considering these opinions, they could then adapt their strategies in the market. 

8) Douban: Douban is a SNS, launched in 2005, where users create accounts to share content 

and opinions mostly related to movie, music and books. It attracts young people living in cities 

that are passionate about movies, books and music, and it is often used to organize offline 

activities, like trips to art exhibitions. Some luxury brands and brands within creative industry 

uses this platform for their marketing activities, by creating an account. Content on Douban 

stimulates word-of-mouth marketing through reviews and ratings, interaction with users 

through discussion pages or directly the brand’s page. In addition, it can also be used to organize 

events35. 

9)Youku: Youku Tudou was launched in 2012, with the merger of the Chinese video sites 

Youku and Tudou, creating China’s most popular video online platform.  Since YouTube is not 

accessible from China, Youku has occupied its place. Users can search, upload and watch 

videos on this platform. There are many types of content on Youku, such as movies, shows, 

content generated by users etc. Furthermore, Youku is also a useful instrument for companies.  

They can advertise their brands through targeted ads on this social platform, reaching many 

potential customers, or they can create official brand channels, where they can upload 

promotional films that communicate their story and show their products36. 

2.2.2 Trends in social media marketing in China  

The growing popularity of social media in China has given brands and enterprises a new 

opportunity and new means to retain customers and attract new ones. Marketing through social 

media allows to establish more direct relationship with consumers and new distribution 
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channels, putting in contact firms and consumers. This more direct communication with 

customers and the participation of users to activities launched by brands and organizations on 

social media help also to understand better the needs of consumers, and thus help to shape 

services and products to their needs. However, in order to obtain this results from social media 

marketing activities and run appropriate online campaigns, one must be aware of the leading 

trends in web marketing in China37. 

When digital marketing was at the beginning of its development, brands would only use the 

internet to create online ads, which made users aware of their products and encourage people 

to make purchases. As already said, modern web marketing involves more direct interactions 

with customers: communication through social media, online purchase of products, consumer 

feedback. This interaction has become extremely important and consumers focus more on 

customized products and on the overall shopping experience than on the price. In this context, 

what really attracts consumers is the form of the content presented on social media account 

more than the content conveyed by information about products and services offered. A recent 

trend is that most consumers prefer entertaining and informal contents. For example, 

entertaining stories and characters are very popular on social media platforms and can be used 

to advertise products, or also games and contests are very appreciated by users and also offer a 

rich interaction with them. Showing to understand customers’ interests through these strategies 

increases effectively brand visibility and users’ knowledge of brands, and encourages users to 

repost promotional content. In addition, technological innovations, such as Augmented Reality, 

Virtual Reality and Artificial intelligence, are becoming a means to increase interactions with 

customers on social media. 

Besides adapting the content to users’ latest preferences, targeting the right users through data 

analysis also remain a fundamental tool to secure followers.  

Another recent trend in Chinese social media is cross-platform promotion. This means that 

brands integrate their strategies on different platforms to maximize the results obtained from 

each platform. Today, social media allows cross-platform promotion to enhance user 

experience, increase users’ visits and usage time. For example, Weibo, video sharing platforms 

and BBS are often integrated with e-commerce websites or gaming platforms. In particular, 

Weibo and video platforms provide payment solutions and instant sales functions, integrating 
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in their pages links leading to e-commerce websites. This kind of sales are improving users’ 

shopping experience. 

Other elements that have to be take into account, when devising a marketing strategy on Chinese 

social media, are key opinion leaders (KOL) and the electronic word of mouth (e-WoM).  

The term ‘key opinion leaders’ refers to people, such as celebrities, cyber stars, famous bloggers, 

like @Papi Jiang, a video blogger, and @Gogoboi, a fashion blogger, and popular accounts, 

like @Yingguonaxieshi, a blog on Weibo that shares interesting news about UK and interesting 

news in general, @Rishiji, a blog on Weibo about Chinese food 38. KOL have normally an 

enormous number of fans and followers, because of their fame, as celebrities that appears in 

TV and magazines, or as internet stars, or also as experts, who offer advice to people. Thus, 

everything they post may be reposted by numerous fans and have a great influence on people’s 

opinions on many topics and on people’s purchase decisions39. As their influence increases and 

the quality of the content they share improves, brands begin to collaborate with them for their 

marketing campaigns. KOL create content to promote brands, attract the curiosity of the 

audience and then direct their followers to e-commerce platforms, increasing brands’ sales. 

Successful KOL are usually present on more than one social media platform, thus they can offer 

also a multi-platform promotion40. When foreign brands and enterprises look for a key opinion 

leader for their campaigns usually have to ask for professional advice to KOL agencies in China, 

because it is sometimes a challenge to contact them independently. The language barrier and 

the lack of knowledge of China’s internet culture are still significant obstacles to foreign brands 

to find independently the KOL suitable to a certain market segment41.  

In any case, also the single user counts a lot in the diffusion of trends online, because opinion 

leaders can start a trend, but only ordinary users can spread the trend to a broader audience and 

a broader area of the internet by reposting it and spreading it in their circles of friends. 

Furthermore, also content creation is no longer carried out only by mainstream media and key 

opinion leaders, but also common users themselves are creating content. Communication 
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http://cn.kantar.com/%E9%A6%96%E9%A1%B5/%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E5%8A%A8%E6%80%81/%E7%A4%BE%E4%BA%A4/2017/2017%E5%B9%B4%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E7%A4%BE%E4%BC%9A%E5%8C%96%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E6%A0%BC%E5%B1%80%E6%A6%82%E8%A7%88/
http://cn.kantar.com/%E9%A6%96%E9%A1%B5/%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E5%8A%A8%E6%80%81/%E7%A4%BE%E4%BA%A4/2017/2017%E5%B9%B4%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E7%A4%BE%E4%BC%9A%E5%8C%96%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E6%A0%BC%E5%B1%80%E6%A6%82%E8%A7%88/
http://cn.kantar.com/%E9%A6%96%E9%A1%B5/%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E5%8A%A8%E6%80%81/%E7%A4%BE%E4%BA%A4/2017/2017%E5%B9%B4%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E7%A4%BE%E4%BC%9A%E5%8C%96%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E6%A0%BC%E5%B1%80%E6%A6%82%E8%A7%88/
http://cn.kantar.com/%E9%A6%96%E9%A1%B5/%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E5%8A%A8%E6%80%81/%E7%A4%BE%E4%BA%A4/2017/2017%E5%B9%B4%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E7%A4%BE%E4%BC%9A%E5%8C%96%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E6%A0%BC%E5%B1%80%E6%A6%82%E8%A7%88/
https://jingdaily.com/why-targeting-chinese-independent-travelers-is-difficult-for-tourism-businesses/
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between users on the internet about a product or a company can be defined as electronic word 

of mouth (e-WoM). This communication conveys negative or positive statements about 

something, and as a consequence can influence the reputation of a brand or product negatively 

or positively. The influence of e-WoM has been increasing with the development of the internet 

and the growth of the volume of peer-to-peer communication (communication among internet 

users) on social networks. It has become widespread and powerful; in fact, compared to 

traditional word of mouth, e-WoM is transferred more quickly among blogs and other online 

media, it is not limited in terms of location, numbers of participants and time. Consumers rely 

on information provided by other users on social media, so on user-generated content or content 

reposted: reviews, comments, recommendations, rankings. They often trust more information 

coming from individuals than official information provided by companies and organizations. 

Thus, word of mouth has become a powerful force in the market place, influencing consistently 

a company’s reputation and success, and influencing consumers’ decisions. Considering the 

potential of e-WoM as a communication tool, marketing strategies should try to stimulate a 

positive word of mouth through quality content, direct interactions with users or through KOL42.  

To conclude, Considering the above mentioned important elements in social media marketing, 

brands that wants to obtain success through web marketing should offer quality content, should 

collaborate with attractive key opinion leaders, should maintain a strong engagement and 

interaction with netizens and should implement a cross-platform promotion and advertising. 

Obviously, in the meantime, brands must also monitor and evaluate the performances of these 

strategies43. 

3. Web marketing strategies for the Chinese tourism market 

3.1 Digital tourism overview 

As we already said, a new kind of tourist has emerged recently in China, the “free independent 

traveler” (FIT). One of the factors that determined the emergence of this kind of tourism is the 

spread of the internet and social media in China. The possibility to book travels and seek 

information about tourist destinations online gave rise to this more independent way of 

travelling and is transforming the travel industry. Many Chinese tourists are involved in the 

                                                           
42 KASABOV, Edward, “Unknown, surprising, and economically significant: The realities of electronic word of 
mouth in Chinese social networking sites”, Journal of Business Research, 69, 2, 2016, pp 642-652. 
43http://cn.kantar.com/%E9%A6%96%E9%A1%B5/%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E5%8A%A8%E6%80%81/%E7%A
4%BE%E4%BA%A4/2017/2017%E5%B9%B4%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E7%A4%BE%E4%BC%9A%E5%8C%96%
E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E6%A0%BC%E5%B1%80%E6%A6%82%E8%A7%88/  

http://cn.kantar.com/%E9%A6%96%E9%A1%B5/%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E5%8A%A8%E6%80%81/%E7%A4%BE%E4%BA%A4/2017/2017%E5%B9%B4%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E7%A4%BE%E4%BC%9A%E5%8C%96%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E6%A0%BC%E5%B1%80%E6%A6%82%E8%A7%88/
http://cn.kantar.com/%E9%A6%96%E9%A1%B5/%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E5%8A%A8%E6%80%81/%E7%A4%BE%E4%BA%A4/2017/2017%E5%B9%B4%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E7%A4%BE%E4%BC%9A%E5%8C%96%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E6%A0%BC%E5%B1%80%E6%A6%82%E8%A7%88/
http://cn.kantar.com/%E9%A6%96%E9%A1%B5/%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E5%8A%A8%E6%80%81/%E7%A4%BE%E4%BA%A4/2017/2017%E5%B9%B4%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E7%A4%BE%E4%BC%9A%E5%8C%96%E5%AA%92%E4%BD%93%E6%A0%BC%E5%B1%80%E6%A6%82%E8%A7%88/
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digital tourism growth, they book hotels and flight tickets online or sometimes they buy just 

part of the services from tour operators, buying the remainder part online. In particular, the 

“millennials”, Chinese people born in the Eighties and the Nineties, account for about 31.8%1 

of the Chinese population. They are dependent on technology and they contribute greatly to the 

outbound tourism market. 

Digital tourism could be a good opportunity for every kind of tourism business that is willing 

to invest in web marketing, not only leading multinational enterprises that moved first to have 

a place in Chinese tour operators’ itineraries and have benefited more from Chinese tourism so 

far, but also smaller businesses. Therefore, tourism industry operators need to adapt quickly to 

this kind of tourists2.  

According to the statistical report on the internet development in China by CNNIC3, online 

travel booking is developing rapidly. In 2016 the number of people booking flight tickets, hotel, 

train tickets and travel products through the internet reached 264 million or 37.1% of internet 

users, an increased by 1.6% over the end of 2015.  The number of people booking their travels 

through their mobile devices reached 232 million in 2016 or 35.4% of internet users, with a 

faster growth than the average growth of people booking travels through the internet in general, 

having an increase of 10.7% over the end of 2015.Therefore, actually many tourists book their 

travels and holidays through their mobile devices, especially their smartphones. As regards 

flight ticket booking, airlines have usually their ticket booking services and can sell directly to 

their customers. As regards hotel booking, hotels usually depend on online booking companies, 

like the online travel agencies (OTA) (as we will see in 2.3.1), and thus they pay a commission 

to have their services sold online. In addition, group buying and e-commerce applications in 

the field of hotel booking are multiplying. However, there are also hotel chains that developed 

their own online booking services to avoid this additional cost. 

In terms of payments, many people booking online their travels also make their payments online 

via social media. The use of the credit card is also common and bank transfers towards foreign 

countries are not commonly used due to the complexity of the procedures for this kind of 

payment. WeChat offers also the option of cross-border payments, but it is still not active 

                                                           
1 https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/15412/outbound-young-travelers-chinese-new-year-
2016/#ixzz4tyhNklDc  
2 AZZOLINA, Maria Rosa, “Stakeholder&Player del turismo cinese in Italia. Case History / Private Incentive 
Milano, 160, Milano, Francesco Brioschi Editore, 2017, pp 117-124. 
3 https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf  

https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/15412/outbound-young-travelers-chinese-new-year-2016/#ixzz4tyhNklDc
https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/15412/outbound-young-travelers-chinese-new-year-2016/#ixzz4tyhNklDc
https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf
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towards Italy4. In general, recently Chinese payment service providers, such as Unionpay, 

Alipay and Tencent (with WeChat Pay and Tenpay, the payment platform for QQ users) have 

started to collaborate with overseas payment service providers to make available their services 

around the world 5. 

Social media and apps are fundamental to understand how Chinese tourists seek information 

and identify the elements that influence them. Traditional media, like tv, film and advertising, 

still have a great power on Chinese people, but it is actually the peer-to-peer communication 

that influence the most Chinese tourists6. Chinese travelers enjoy sharing their experiences on 

social media, for example through photos taken while travelling. This kind of content has 

usually a great impact on other people’s offline travelling behavior, thanks to the volume of 

peer-to-peer communication in China7.  Chinese tourists usually require the availability of a wi-

fi connection in the places they visit, precisely because they want to share their travel 

experiences on the internet.  

As regards information, before travelling abroad Chinese outbound tourists seek information 

about attractions, restaurants, hotels, shopping in tourist destinations. Among them, in 2014, 

about 78% 8outbound tourists gathered information for their trips on the internet. They mostly 

rely on domestic tourism websites for outbound travel information, followed by travel agencies 

or travel agencies’ websites and friends and relatives. However, they also expected cities abroad 

to provide official website in Chinese, in addition to an official microblog or WeChat account 

in Chinese. The name of cities and attractions were used as keywords for enquiry. 

 

Fig.5 Source: https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2016-06/021.1-Chinese-Outbound-Tourist.pdf  

                                                           
4 STURLA, Simone, “Viaggio verso l’Italia del turismo 4.0”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 131. 
5 https://jingdaily.com/why-targeting-chinese-independent-travelers-is-difficult-for-tourism-businesses/  
6 STURLA, Simone, “Viaggio verso l’Italia del turismo 4.0”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 131. 
7 WANG Xinyuan, Social media in industrial China, London, UCL Press, 2016. 
8 Sector report. The tourism market in china, in “EU SME centre”, 2015. 

https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2016-06/021.1-Chinese-Outbound-Tourist.pdf
https://jingdaily.com/why-targeting-chinese-independent-travelers-is-difficult-for-tourism-businesses/
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Fig.6 Source: https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2016-06/021.1-Chinese-Outbound-Tourist.pdf 

Among the information collected on the internet, word of mouth has an important role in 

influencing the choices of outbound tourists. In fact, before travelling abroad, in 2015, 74.64% 

of Chinese tourists would join WeChat groups, QQ groups or forums to look for travel 

information, whereas 44.12% of them would ask friend or family for advice. Word of mouth in 

the tourism field derives from the above-mentioned common habit of Chinese tourists to spread 

travel information on the internet after having travelled or during one’s travel. The penetration 

of the internet among Chinese tourists, especially mobile internet (90.52% and 84.40% 

respectively in 2015), has led to the emergence of many different forms of word of mouth in 

the tourism field. WeChat and microblog were the most used forms by Chinese tourists to 

propagate travel information. After that there was the more direct verbal recommendation to 

others, but also travel notes on forums and blogs were fundamental in spreading important 

information9. Therefore, much travel information is directly generated by internet users (UGC 

user generated content).  There are companies in China that employ this user generated content 

to help tourist to make informed decisions. These companies, such as Mafengwo.com, 

Qyer.com and travel guide communities like Ctrip guide online, collect users’ experiences, 

advice and reviews on their websites and make it available to people seeking information for 

their travel choices10.  

Key opinion leaders could also be important in influencing the choices of Chinese tourists. KOL 

in the tourism field usually share multimedia content, such as high-quality pictures and videos, 

and give their feedbacks on places they visited and hotel they stayed in. They are followed by 

                                                           
9 https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2016-06/021.1-Chinese-Outbound-Tourist.pdf  
10 Sector report. The tourism market in china, in “EU SME centre”, 2015. 

https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2016-06/021.1-Chinese-Outbound-Tourist.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2016-06/021.1-Chinese-Outbound-Tourist.pdf
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big communities of netizens, and thus a positive feedback from them means good publicity for 

a hotel or a travel agency.  Celebrities or famous bloggers invited to a destination and sharing 

their experiences on social media make that destination become a fashionable symbol, which 

attracts great number of tourist. However, KOL do not have to be necessarily stars or celebrities, 

but also bloggers, usually Weibo bloggers, specialized in the travel field, sharing information 

and photos of their travels11. 

3.1.1 Online travel agencies and tourism websites 

OTA (online travel agencies) are more and more integrated in the Chinese tourism industry. 

This travel websites provide online booking services, allowing people to book online flight and 

train tickets, hotels, entrance tickets to museums and attractions, car rental services and are also 

providers of information about travel services and destinations12. In addition, OTA are building 

their brand reputation through the offer of complete tours and high-quality travel experiences, 

which include accommodation, catering and shopping experiences.  Recently, OTA have also 

started to cooperate with tourist attractions investing and participating in their planning, design, 

projects and operations, and thus have gained a certain power13.  

More and more Chinese tourists are booking their travels via online travel agencies. OTA are 

spreading thanks to the rapid growth of e-commerce and mobile internet. In fact, the majority 

of the reservations were made through mobile devices, such as smartphones14. Currently, the 

penetration rate of China’s online travel agencies among Chinese tourists is 20%, but it is 

substantially higher for outbound tourism and for more experienced travelers in general. 

Recently, online travel agencies, in order to offer more travel options to their growing number 

of FIT customers, have also begun to make it easier for foreign businesses to get listed on their 

marketplaces15.  

The biggest online travel agencies in China are Ctrip, with a 36% market share in 2016, Qunar, 

with a 30% market share and Alitrip of Alibaba, recently rebranded as Fliggy, with a 15% share 

in the OTA market. However, the most popular OTA for the outbound tourism market is Tuniu. 

                                                           
11 http://chinesetouristagency.com/how-to-recruit-the-best-opinion-leaders-for-attracting-chinese-tourists/  
12 LONG Yan 龙艳, Jiyu web2.0 de lüyou wangzhan hudong yingxiao celüe yanjiu 基于 web2.0 的旅游网站互动

营销策略研究 (A study of interactive marketing strategy of tourism website based on web2.0), 2011.   
13 https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf 
14 http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2017-01/14/content_27953790.htm  
15 https://jingdaily.com/why-targeting-chinese-independent-travelers-is-difficult-for-tourism-businesses/  

http://chinesetouristagency.com/how-to-recruit-the-best-opinion-leaders-for-attracting-chinese-tourists/
https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/201611/P020161114573409551742.pdf
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2017-01/14/content_27953790.htm
https://jingdaily.com/why-targeting-chinese-independent-travelers-is-difficult-for-tourism-businesses/
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In addition, there are also many other smaller players in the field16 . More specifically, the most 

important OTA websites and the most visited tourism-related websites in China are the 

following.  

1)Ctrip (携程 xiecheng http://english.ctrip.com/ ) belongs to Shanghai Ctrip International 

Travel Service Co., Ltd. It is a travel website offering an online booking system for booking 

hotels, flights, tour packages, car rental services and other travel service, and has it offers 

different methods of payment. It also provides international travel services for both Chinese 

citizens that want to travel abroad and foreign tourists that want to visit China: for example, 

assistance service (on the arrival at the airport or in the destination), insurance service, support 

service for people applying for visas.  It is the market leader of online travel agencies, with 250 

million users, and it provides online booking services in 180 countries17. Ctrip, launched in 

1999, has become rapidly the leader in the OTA market, merging with and acquiring its 

competitors. For example, in 2015 it merged with its rival online travel agency, ELong, buying 

a 37.6% stake. Also in 2015, it merged part of its business with its other important competitor, 

Qunar18. Furthermore, Ctrip is seeking to expand in the international market as well. It already 

has a partnership with Booking.com, which allows Ctrip to add the global portfolio of hotels of 

Booking.com to its hotel reservation service 19 , and recently, in 2016, it announced its 

acquisition of Skyscanner a company based in Edinburgh.  This company operates a travel 

metasearch engine, a search engine that compares different prices of travel services on different 

channels, enabling users to choose the lower price for a service. These investments abroad help 

Ctrip to expand in the global online travel market20. Ctrip app has been downloaded 600 million 

times and it is available in 10 different languages. In addition, it also has its portals on social 

media, like WeChat. 

2) Qunar（去哪 http://www.qunar.com/）is a travel website that offers great discounts on 

flights and hotels, and thus compared to other online booking services, it has the lowest prices 

and best flight and hotel deals. It enables users to compare available prices for flight tickets, 

hotels, car rental services and tour packages. It is owned by Baidu, but in 2015 part of its shares 

                                                           
16 http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-
2017.pdf  
17 http://www.agichina.it/blog-giancarlo-dell-ara/notizie/ctrip-leader-del-turismo-onlinebr-  
18 http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-
2017.pdf  
19 https://news.booking.com/ctrip-and-booking-com-forge-global-travel-partnership/  
20 https://jingdaily.com/after-conquering-china-ctrip-expands-internationally-with-skyscanner-acquisition/  

http://english.ctrip.com/
http://www.qunar.com/
http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-2017.pdf
http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-2017.pdf
http://www.agichina.it/blog-giancarlo-dell-ara/notizie/ctrip-leader-del-turismo-onlinebr-
http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-2017.pdf
http://china-outbound.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/World-Bridge-Tourism-Webinar-February-23-2017.pdf
https://news.booking.com/ctrip-and-booking-com-forge-global-travel-partnership/
https://jingdaily.com/after-conquering-china-ctrip-expands-internationally-with-skyscanner-acquisition/
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were acquired by Ctrip 21. It was the first Chinese OTA to launch a WeChat official account 

call center. This initiative attracted many netizens to its booking service platform. Qunar is also 

seeking to expand in the global market through an overseas sub-brand called Qua, which has a 

website in English22.  

3) Fliggy (Alitrip) (飞猪  feizhu https://www.alitrip.com/ ) Alibaba’s Alitrip, recently 

rebranded as Fliggy, currently has over 10,000 merchants on its platform selling aircraft tickets, 

hotel booking services, tour guide services, visa application services, and travel packages. Since 

the rebranding in 2014, this platform has mostly focused on the outbound tourism market and 

cooperating with European countries in offering Chinese tourists local services in Chinese. In 

fact, the principal purpose of the rebranding was to target the millennials, which constitute the 

fastest developing segment in the Chinese travel market, are more willing to go abroad than 

older people and are also the greatest spenders in the tourism sector. In line with its target, 

Fliggy developed also an app for mobile devices23. 

4)Tuniu (途牛 http://www.tuniu.com/ ) offers more than 80,000 tourism products, which 

include group travel services, independent travel packages, cruises, hotels, visas 24 . Tuniu 

mainly target outbound travelers, and thus it is trying to increase its offer of outbound travel 

services. Using this strategy, it distinguishes itself from its bigger competitors and gains a place 

in the market25. 

5) Qyer.com (穷游网 qiongyouwang) is a Chinese website that enables travelers to write notes 

and reviews, share their experiences, but also to book their travels and find discounted prices 

for hotels and tickets. Qyer.com mainly focuses on helping outbound independent travelers in 

making their choices. It offers its services through various channels: the website, the mobile 

Qyer app and Qyer Discount Deal app. It also offers itinerary assistants to help people plan their 

trips and it has a Qyer Community where people can upload photos and ask for advices26. 

Websites similar to Qyer are the already mentioned (2.3) Mafengwo.com and the Chinese 

version of TripAdvisor, which was called Daodao.com until 2015. 

                                                           
21 Sector report. The tourism market in china, in “EU SME centre”, 2015. 
22 https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/5261/10-case-studies-for-wechat-marketing/  
23 https://www.marketingtochina.com/alitrip-becomes-fliggy/  
https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/19154/alibaba-fliggy/#ixzz4u6G8zbXU  
24 Sector report. The tourism market in china, in “EU SME centre”, 2015. 
25 http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/travel/2016-04/14/content_24545053.htm  
26 http://www.chinatravelnews.com/article/90063  
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Other important players in the OTA market are Elong, LY.com, Uzai, Lvmama.com. In 

particular, Elong is an online booking service platform that provide booking services to 

thousands of hotels, including overseas hotels. It has a partnership with the American travel 

website, Expedia, and it recently merged with Ctrip. Lvmama.com, as a travel information and 

travel booking platform, works with thousands domestic and foreign tourism bureaus and 

airlines. Thus, its user base touches more than 50 countries. Lvmama’s famous partners include 

the Holland Tourism Bureau, the Turkey Tourism Bureau and others27.  

3.2 Basic elements of web marketing strategies in the tourism field 

Chinese and international tourism industry operators have begun to adapt to the recent digital 

trend in the Chinese tourism market, especially the ones proposing destinations traditionally 

less known among Chinese tourists. What are then the web marketing strategies adopted to 

attract these tourists? 

A good web marketing strategy should be flexible, in order to be adaptable to the fast changes 

of the Chinese market, and should take into consideration the following fundamental elements.   

• Research: First, it is necessary to do some research on the market and choose the target 

of the strategy. In this phase, one should also do a little research on the various social 

media in order to find out if users have already heard about the destinations proposed 

and understand which social network is the most suitable for the strategy. 

• Reputation: Being able to build a good image and reputation is extremely important in 

the Chinese market, thus every strategy should consider reputation as a main objective. 

An active presence on the web can contribute to one’s visibility and increase the trust 

of users towards the offer proposed. 

• Storytelling: In order to draw internet users’ interest, just providing information about 

a destination is not enough, whereas using a storytelling approach is usually more 

effective. Presenting one’s tourist offer through stories about places, products and 

people can stimulate interest in users, who will maybe share these stories with others. 

• Customer relationship management: Another important element of a web marketing 

strategy is maintaining and strengthening the relationships established with costumers 

through the internet and social media.  To achieve good results, social media needs to 

                                                           
27 Sector report. The tourism market in china, in “EU SME centre”, 2015. 
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be a communication channel with them and the content of messages pushed through 

social media needs to be tailored to the interests of customers.  

• Social media users’ engagement: Tourists should be considered as “partners”, active 

participants in shaping a tourist offer. In the era of the Web 2.0, social media should be 

used to communicate with potential customers and listen to their opinions. To give an 

example, many social media users particularly appreciate e-learning activities, which 

make them learn more about tourist destinations.  

• Monitoring the outcomes: The last step of a good web marketing strategy is verifying 

the results obtained through the marketing activity. This means looking at the degree of 

visibility gained and at one’s reputation, in order to understand one’s position in the 

market and make a comparison with competitors.   

The ultimate objective of these strategies is increasing one’s visibility, creating a contact with 

and inform that Chinese middle-class and independent travelers that are the most prone to travel 

abroad. In this way, it is possible to attract potential customers, show them the value of one’s 

offer and strengthening the links with existing clients28. 

On the other hand, from internet users’ point of view, a good web marketing strategy should 

have three essential factors. The first is that users should easily participate in marketing 

activities. If the participation in these activities involves complex procedures, obviously people 

would not be willing to take part in them. For example, applying for free trials of services and 

participating in surveys must be easy. The forms to fill or questions to answer must be easily 

understandable. Secondly, participation in web marketing activities should generate some 

advantages for the user, such as some kind of prizes or free trials. Finally, the whole experience 

of the users on an official website or social media account should generate positive feelings and 

interest, in order to attract more customers29. In practical terms, a successful web marketing 

strategy needs an active and dynamic attitude. This means using every possible way to involve 

internet users: surveys, games, videos and images that can be shared, discussions etc. It could 

also be useful exploiting some hot topics and trends to attract attention.   

                                                           
28 DALL’ARA, Giancarlo, Il mercato turistico cinese. Marketing, casi e buone prassi, Milano, FrancoAngeli, 2013. 
29 LONG Yan 龙艳, Jiyu web2.0 de lüyou wangzhan hudong yingxiao celüe yanjiu 基于 web2.0 的旅游网站互动
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3.3 Establishing one’ s presence on the web in China 

Having defined the relevant elements and objectives of a successful marketing strategy, it 

remains the question of how to set one’s presence on the web. Considering the growing 

importance of the internet as a means of information for Chinese tourists, tourism industry 

operators should aim to establish their presence on every important Chinese platform. In fact, 

even with a low initial investment, it is possible to obtain good results. In addition, the 

effectiveness of these tools can be easily measured through the statistical instruments and data 

they provide30. As we already said, in order to reach Chinese tourists, the best option is using 

dedicated Chinese channels. However, as independent tourists are using more and more 

international platforms, also the online channels popular in one’s home market must not be 

neglected. In any case, who is able to cater to the need of trustworthy information of this kind 

of tourists through the internet will gain new customers and will also gain the support of the 

online and offline word of mouth networks in China31.  Even though an increasing number of 

people can speak English or other European languages in China, in general people still prefer 

searching for information in Chinese. Therefore, to reach the greatest number of users 

marketing activities should be implemented using the Chinese language32. The fundamental 

instruments and platforms to establish one’s presence on the internet for tourism marketing 

purposes are the following. 

• The website: Having a website in Chinese is the first important step to promote and 

communicate one’s tourist services to the Chinese public. It is a virtual display of one’s 

offer, and thus it must have an appealing appearance and content to the target audience. 

The information on the website should not just be about one’s business, but it must also 

include information about the destination proposed, like a city or a region, and the 

attractions in the surroundings. It is necessary to provide this kind of information, 

because one cannot suppose that Chinese tourists have heard about that specific region 

or city, especially if it is in a distant country like Italy. The design of the website should 

be adapted to the specific characteristics of the Chinese market, in order to result 

appealing. Considering that most Chinese travelers access the internet via mobile 

devices, the website should necessarily have a mobile version. Finally, maybe the most 
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important aspect of the website is that it should be visible on Chinese search engines, 

especially Baidu. Otherwise, it would be impossible for potential clients and visitors to 

learn about some tourist destinations or tourist businesses33.  Baidu SEO (search engine 

optimization) and SEM (search engine marketing) are fundamental to increase the 

visibility of a website. The reputation of a business could improve substantially thanks 

to a better visibility on search engines.  

After creating an official account on Baidu, businesses can use Baidu webmaster tools, 

implement pay-per-click advertising campaigns, use the Baidu brand zone function 

(through this function businesses’ ads appear against searches for specific keywords) 

and other marketing services. In addition, the ranking of a website among results on 

Baidu could be improved thanks to specific SEO techniques34.  

• Social media platforms: After creating a website, it is important to establish one’s 

presence on Chinese social media, because Chinese tourists before choosing a tourist 

destination and organizing their travels spend much time searching for information and 

opinions on social media. There are many conversations about travels and tourist 

destinations on microblogging websites, forums and instant messaging apps. A great 

number of people share their experiences, opinions and images of destinations, 

restaurants, hotels, shops, places they visit.  Thus, tourist operators should seize the 

opportunity to attract tourists, providing useful and interesting information before, 

during and after the travel experience through local social media platforms. Social 

media platforms can constitute a direct communication channel with customers and 

potential customers, who can also get direct answers to their doubts through some of 

these platforms. The list of the most common questions and doubts emerged from 

communication on social media could also be answered on one’s official website, 

increasing its popularity and visibility. In general, the quality of the content shared on 

social accounts is more important than the frequency at which it is published. In fact, 

tourists that receive satisfactory answers and information could become the perfect 

ambassadors of one’s offer, sharing their positive experiences. In addition, social media 

allows tourism operators to easily collect data about Chinese users and used them to 

                                                           
33 Sector report. The tourism market in china, in “EU SME centre”, 2015. 
http://www.onlineadvertisingitaly.it/web-marketing-per-il-turismo-cinese/  
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send customized messages to them, basing on their profiles, location, gender, and 

interest. Also in this case it is important the fact that most social media platforms could 

be used through mobile devices, considering the increasing role of these devices in the 

tourism market.  

The most used social media channels for promotional activities in the tourism field are 

WeChat and Sina Weibo. WeChat is a powerful instrument that enables tourism 

businesses to reach a great number of tourists, being the most popular social network 

and mobile app in China. Before travelling many tourists search for information on 

WeChat, while traveling they share photos on it and after the travel they give advice to 

family and friends through it. Therefore, we can say that WeChat has become a part of 

the travel experience and providing a wi-fi service is important to allow users to share 

their experience. Messaging apps, like WeChat, also allow businesses to have a one-to-

one communication with customers that other platforms do not provide, making the 

connection with them more effective. In addition, WeChat allows sponsored posts in 

the WeChat Moments area and uses QR codes, which enables people to follow an 

account or get special promotions when people scan the codes.  

On the other hand, Sina Weibo is one of the dominant sources of news in China. Users 

find out relevant information through keywords or by sending private messages to other 

accounts. It has the largest number of companies, organizations, and celebrities among 

its users. Opinions here spread quickly thanks to the action of the word of mouth. It also 

allows businesses to place their ads on its platform. To understand its importance for 

the international travel industry, let just think that 90% of tourism boards from different 

countries in the world have their Sina Weibo accounts (through their embassies in China) 

to promote their travel industry in China. In China Sina Weibo has created a broad space 

for debate for the Chinese community, where tourism industry operators have the 

possibility to learn Chinese tourists’ habits, interests and behaviors, which help the 

brand to adjust one’s web marketing strategy to the target audience. Therefore, as we 

have seen, official accounts on these platforms can bring many benefits to businesses in 

the tourism field, but they also need always be up-to-date and to be constantly monitored 

to be successful. It is also important to keep in mind that to open accounts certain 
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documents are needed and obviously also an investment, which could constitute an 

obstacle at the beginning35. 

• Online travel agencies: Travel industry operators should also set their presence on 

tourism portals like OTA (online travel agencies) and platforms used to publish reviews, 

which were already mentioned before, like Ctrip, Qunar, Alitrip, Tuniu, Qyer. These 

platforms should be taken into consideration because they are used to book travels and 

visited everyday by a large number of individual travelers. Every OTA has its particular 

target market, so it is also important to choose the right one. Chinese tourists, like 

European and American tourists, before leaving on a trip or book a hotel, search for 

information on various websites and read comments left by other travelers about tourist 

destinations and hotels. Therefore, operators should pay attention to their e-reputation, 

trying to get good comments and scores on these specialized websites. Many of them 

like Ctrip, Qunar, eLong and Qyer launched also apps for mobile devices, in order to 

offer a better service to users that book their travels. Through these apps OTA, along 

with the sale of travel packages, also offer follow-up services that help travelers while 

they move across different cities, sending them information and advice. In addition, they 

also have official accounts on WeChat to promote their business, such as in the case of 

Ctrip and Elong. However, there are still substantial costs to enter these platforms36.  

These three elements are fundamental for implementing marketing activities on the internet. 

These platforms also allow businesses to collect data about customers and potential customers, 

and allow to have a more direct communication with them, and thus they help operators to 

develop customized marketing strategies. In addition, through OTA individual travelers can 

directly choose the kind of holiday they want without the traditional intermediation of tour 

operators. Considering the individualism trend in China, where more and more customers 

expect services suppliers to take into consideration their personal needs, customized marketing 

activities are becoming particularly important37.  

                                                           
35Sector report. The tourism market in china, in “EU SME centre”, 2015. 
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STURLA, Simone, “Viaggio verso l’Italia del turismo 4.0”, Mondo Cinese, 160, Milano, 2017, pp 131. 
37 GUO Jinyong 郭锦墉, 21 shiji lvyou yingxiao xin linian: dingzhiyingxiao (Customized marketing: a new concept 
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Furthermore, as already said (2.2.2), promotional activities through the internet can also be 

carried through key opinion leaders. Tourism operators that want to develop their presence in 

the Chinese market often collaborate with a KOL. They can transmit messages effectively to 

large Chinese communities, thus a good comment from a KOL can directly benefit one’s 

business. Many travel industry operators invite Chinese celebrities to promote their offer and 

destinations38. A successful example is that of the actress Yao Chen, who got married in 

Queenstown in New Zealand in 2012 and shared her experience with her 66 million Weibo 

followers. The event was then used to promote the country as a romantic destination and 

effectively led to an increase in Chinese arrivals39.  

In any case, the digital presence should also be integrated with a presence on traditional media. 

The integration of marketing strategies on traditional media and new media is actually the main 

trend in the marketing field. Offline channels like the press, events, fairs can recruit new 

followers for online accounts and online accounts can advertise the offline channels with 

online-to-offline strategies (O2O). A typical example of instruments that link offline and online 

actions is the QR code of WeChat accounts, which can optimize offline actions bringing many 

new followers to online accounts40. 

3.4 Web marketing strategies for the hospitality industry in the Chinese market 

In China, social media marketing in the hospitality industry still is in an initial stage of 

development and it still does not exploit the complete potential of the digital instruments. 

Chinese hotel chains are more active on social media compared to foreign hotel chains. Many 

of them after creating a Weibo or a WeChat account, do not put enough effort in their 

management and in the interaction with their followers. For example, they do not publish 

regularly new posts, the content of the posts is not appealing and sometimes is even directly 

copied from other accounts41. Among foreign hotel chains, the ones that conduct effective 

marketing startegies are big international hotel chains like Hilton Hotels and Marriot Hotels. 

Hilton has an online “Global center”, an online platform, also translated in Chinese, where 

tourists have access to information about its 540 hotels distributed in 8 countries around the 
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39 http://www.chinacontact.org/en/china-the-future-of-travel-working-with-key-opinion-leaders-in-china/  
40 LEI Chun 雷春, FU Yeqin 付业勤, Chuantong meiti yu xinmeiti rongheshi yingxiao yanjiu 传统媒体与新媒体

融合式营销研究 (On integrating traditional and new media marketing), 2016. 
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world (http://cn.hiltonglobalmediacenter.com) and has also a YouTube channel in English and 

Chinese42. Marriot recently signed a partnership with Alibaba Group Holdings (the leading e-

commerce company), which will manage its services in Chinese on websites and on the online 

travel agency Fliggy (Alitrip).43  

In the following paragraphs, we will see how operators in the hospitality industry can 

successfully use online platforms for their marketing activities.  

3.4.1 Marketing strategies for tourism websites and online booking systems 

Tourism websites and platforms should offer services for individual tourists before the travel, 

during the travel and after the travel. In the first phase, before the travel, the website should 

provide a virtual ‘one-stop service’ (一站式服务 yizhanshi fuwu44), meaning that users can 

organize every aspect of their trip on the website. In the second phase, during the travel, it 

should offer follow-up services and, after it, it should provide customers with the opportunity 

to express their opinion on the travel experience through a virtual interaction. The results 

obtained through a website and one’s brand image on the web can be effectively improved 

through the implementation of a good customer service strategy in these three phases. 

1) Before the travel: A website should be a one-stop service platform where people can book 

their travel and find all the information they need to enjoy their visit. Therefore, the website 

should give comprehensive information about the destination and the attractions in the 

surroundings, considering in particular the five important elements of hospitality: food, 

accommodation (the hotel), means of transport, shopping, entertainment. People who visit the 

website could be divided in two categories: users that just browse the website looking for 

information and people that actually book their travels on the website. A big proportion of 

visitors belong to the first category, and thus could be considered as potential customers. In 

addition to the written information, the visual aid of photos and videos is very important to 

draw the attention of these potential customers, because they can understand better the offer 

through images uploaded on the website. Through a complete and attentive service provided 

via the website, it is possible to attract many new clients. As a result, many hotel chains and 

airlines developed their online booking systems and websites, after discovering the value of 

online services.  

                                                           
42 Trevisan 
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2) During the travel: Many businesses believe that besides providing online booking services 

and useful information for tourists planning their trips, there is no other service to offer. 

However, the highly competitive tourism market also requires businesses to provide follow-up 

services during the trip, like many Chinese OTA already do. Between the time in which tourists 

book their holidays and the time of arrival in the destination, customers should be informed 

about the cost of entrance tickets to the most important attractions and scenic spots, the costs 

of the means of transport etc. This is necessary because tourists could encounter many 

difficulties abroad, being unfamiliar with the places their visiting. The information should be 

sent through messages, or emails, or through specialized apps related to the website. The 

language used in these messages should show concern for the customers, because also an 

attentive use of language can add value to the service, increasing the trust of customers. There 

could also be a combined marketing action with other businesses in the tourist destination, to 

provide tourists with other follow-up services on the spot.  

3) After the travel: In this phase, businesses should encourage customers to leave comments 

on their website or on an online community created on the website. Since the cost of securing 

customer loyalty is much less than that of acquiring new ones, the after-sale service is also 

extremely important. A good after-sale service will persuade the tourist to visit and use the 

same website again. Giving to clients the opportunity to express their dissatisfaction and issue 

a complaint, also gives the business the opportunity to offer an explanation or a solution to the 

problem. In this way, the unsatisfied clients could turn in active members of the online 

community of customers and share their experiences. On the other hand, an unsatisfied client 

can influence many people near him, creating a bad e-reputation for a business. A section of 

the website could be dedicated to comments and reviews, travel notes left by customers, or 

users can be redirected through the website to other platforms where they can write their 

comments, like a Weibo page. In this way, customers can become active propagators of one’s 

business. Loyalty programs and lotteries can also encourage customers to be active in the online 

communities45. 

3.4.2 WeChat marketing strategies in the Chinese hospitality industry  

As already said, WeChat user base is continuously expanding and it has already reached 95% 

of Chinese smartphones’ users, becoming the fastest growing instant messaging app. Its users 

                                                           
45 LONG Yan 龙艳, Jiyu web2.0 de lüyou wangzhan hudong yingxiao celüe yanjiu 基于 web2.0 的旅游网站互动

营销策略研究 (A study of interactive marketing strategy of tourism website based on web2.0), 2011.   



60 
 

are spread in more than 200 states, it has more than 20 versions in different languages. It offers 

also incredible opportunities for promotional activities, thanks to the functions offered by 

official accounts 46 . In particular, the official accounts that have marketing functions are 

subscription accounts and service accounts. If the marketing strategy mostly consists in pushing 

content to users, the subscription account is the right choice, because it allows sending messages 

to followers once a day. However, subscription accounts do not have some advanced 

functionalities that are included into service accounts. Service accounts offer more functions, 

such as customized menus and WeChat stores, which allow users to make purchases directly 

on WeChat47. For example, some hotels thanks to WeChat can receive payments through their 

accounts from mobile devices. In addition, it is a versatile promotional instrument, it is highly 

interactive and relationship-oriented, it allows word of mouth to spread quickly in private 

circles, more effectively than on Weibo. Thus, considering its unique characteristics, WeChat 

is becoming an indispensable channel for tourist promotional activities in the Chinese market. 

Hotels, tour operators, online travel agencies, tourism organizations in the Chinese market have 

all begun to focus their attention on WeChat. Their marketing activities on WeChat mainly 

consist in sending news to followers regularly, offering online booking services and managing 

relationships with clients. In particular, tourism marketing on WeChat is conducted through 

three different types of accounts: official accounts created by hotels, mainly hotel chains, which 

provide a set of services, like the possibility to ask for information, book travels, pay online, 

loyalty programs, services during the period of stay at the hotel; the accounts of OTA like Ctrip , 

eLong, Qunar, where users can search for hotels, find information about prices, services, read 

comments written by other clients and book their travels; and accounts of organizations that 

offer professional advice and education in the tourism field. The most influential WeChat 

accounts belong to hotel groups in Beijing, Shanghai and other areas in Eastern and coastal 

China. The accounts that provide professional advice to businesses in the hospitality industry 

and consumers are often opened by trade organizations that offer trainings, marketing services, 

management consultancy services. We will focus mainly on hotels web marketing strategies. 

• Developing a WeChat account: Hotel marketing on WeChat revolves around four 

important elements: building an official account, positioning it, operating through it. 
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1)Building an official account. The structure includes a WeChat account, a WeChat 

mini site (already mentioned in 2.2.1), a WeChat store, a membership card, a QR code. 

As regards the account, apart for the external official account of a business, also 

accounts of senior managers or marketing managers can be active in the promotion of 

their company’s image. Businesses often has also an internal enterprise account for 

management work and account and for sending information to employees. WeChat mini 

sites unite applications’ characteristics with traditional websites’ characteristics. They 

do not need a domain name, they are compatible with every smartphone’s operating 

system and are linked to the accounts. Hotels can provide their services also through 

these mini sites, where users can navigate, write comments, buy and pay. However, 

most hotels’ accounts are not linked to a WeChat website. The WeChat store service 

enable clients to make purchases and also book travels online, using the payment 

function of WeChat. WeChat loyalty or membership cards (huiyuan ka) are customers 

relationship management tools. They use the kabao function, the ‘cards and offer’ 

section in the English version, where users can find sales promotions, tickets, coupons 

and also membership cards. Through this tool users can accumulate points and use them 

to access discounts and promotions. On the other hand, through this tool hotels can 

obtain data about users that help the to elaborate customized strategies and services. The 

QR code, besides being a fundamental tool for users to follow accounts, it is also used 

to group buy, recognize VIP guests’ identities, pay online, spend accumulated points, 

claim discounts, check in at hotels and for many other functions.  2) Positioning the 

official account. This means giving a general direction to the accounts’ activities and 

purposes. The positioning depends on three factors: the functions of the account, the 

target of users aimed at by the communication strategy, the services offered. The 

functions given to the account decide its content and the operations directed at users. 

They are defined by the structure of its menu. The target users are the clients of the hotel, 

the potential clients and WeChat users in general, because, besides maintaining a good 

relationship with actual clients, one should also attract potential clients and make a good 

impression on the general public, which could also be source of new clients. Finally, 

one has to decide the services offered through the account and choose the personnel that 

is in charge of creating contents and service management. 3)The operations of the 

account. The operations are the realization of the functions and positioning of the 
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account. They can be divided in content operations, operations related to users, 

operations related to activities. Regarding the content, one must decide the frequency at 

which new content is published, its topics, the design of the main body of the article 

(the article’s typesetting, pictures). User-related operations are promotional activities, 

specifically tailored for different types of users; automatic answers to users, i.e. answers 

sent automatically to users when they start following the account, or when they send a 

message, or book a room; the regularity of direct communication with users. Activity-

related operations consist in planning any type of activities that can attract followers, 

increase followers’ loyalty, increase the number of bookings. These activities could be 

online activities or offline activities advertised through WeChat. Online activities 

include surveys, sales promotions, lotteries, contests, games, solicitation of 

contributions (comments or stories written by followers). Offline activities could be 

conferences, free visits to the hotel and other kinds of events. 

• Marketing strategies on WeChat: Marketing strategies conducted on WeChat can be 

divided in brand marketing, content marketing, product marketing, engagement 

marketing. 1)Brand marketing. Its objective is attracting recognition, new followers, 

transmitting a good image of the brand, and transforming followers into costumers. 

There are various propagation channels of the brand, such as the QR code, which can 

be put on online material like articles or on brochures, or posts shared on the moments 

area, a WeChat ID recognizable and easy to find, a suitable profile picture and writing 

accurate information in the description48. In particular, as already said (3.3), the QR 

code is becoming an important tool for the development of online-to-offline business 

and for attracting followers through also through offline activities. Displaying the QR 

code at promotional events or in the most frequented places of the hotel, offering 

services that requires users to scan the code and granting a free wi-fi service, the hotel 

can easily expand the scale of its web marketing actions and connect more easily with 

clients and potential clients 49 . A user-friendly interface also tends to attract more 

followers and leave a good impression on users. In addition, the account could also lead 
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followers to the hotel official websites or other social media accounts, like its Weibo 

page. 2) Content marketing. As regards, content marketing, the quality of information 

mainly determines the level of interest of the audience. This means, the articles 

published on the account must provide up to date information, appealing content, like 

topics of general interest and celebration and events suitable to one’s business. It is also 

necessary to set automatic appropriate welcome phrases and automatic answers to 

keywords sent by followers, in order to give prompt responses to their doubts, or having 

personnel specialized in answering immediately to customers through the account. 

3)Product marketing: Product marketing persuades users to buy and pay for hotel 

services through the account. This is possible using the WeChat store and WeChat 

wallet functions or through WeChat mini sites. For example, some hotels allow clients 

to ask and pay for services in the hotel through the account, deal with the check in and 

check out procedures online and receive the invoice through WeChat. 4)Engagement 

marketing: One of the effective ways to engage customers on WeChat is through 

special promotions. Customers are attracted to follow the account and book their travels 

through digital discount cards; free extra services, such as free room upgrade, free 

postponement of the check-out time, free breakfast, free leisure activities, free tastings 

etc. and special contests with prizes. Users can participate actively to the promotion of 

the hotel sharing posts in the Moments area, like pictures, videos and the position of the 

hotel, or also sharing links to the hotel website, discounts offered by the hotel or their 

opinions about the hotel. In this way, they can make their friends aware of the hotel or 

services offered, and influence them to repost contents about the hotel. Customers are 

especially encouraged to share contents or recommend the hotel, if they can obtain 

certain prizes in exchange: for example, sometimes hongbao (little sum of moneys, 

already seen in 2.2.1) are offered as a prize for recommending a hotel to friends on 

WeChat.  Through the one-to-one communication that WeChat provides, hotels can also 

build social relationships with users and form a digital community that has the hotel at 

its center. 

• Management of an official account: The management of an account need a long-term 

investment and constant attention. Only in this way it is possible to have good marketing 

results. One must also constantly assess the results obtained through WeChat marketing 
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through indicators like the number of times articles have been read, the number of likes, 

the number of sharing, the number of new followers, the number of followers lost. 

• The problems of hotel marketing on WeChat: WeChat marketing in the hospitality 

sector has not yet reached a mature development. Many hotels, especially multinational 

hotel chains, prefer using traditional social media platforms like Twitter, Weibo and 

Facebook. Many Chinese hotels use WeChat only as a means to promote their apps and 

attract user to download them. Regarding the functions of the accounts, except for news 

pushing, many accounts completely lack other functions influencing negatively the 

results of the communication strategy. For example, they have a low degree of 

interaction with users, and thus ignore their preferences; or the wait for replies to 

questions sent by followers is too long50. 

As far as foreign businesses are concerned, it is important to keep in mind that in order to set 

up an account on the Chinese version of WeChat (the only version of WeChat that can reach 

Chinese users in the People’s Republic of China), a Chinese business license is required. 

Therefore, foreign companies need to be present in China, otherwise to solve the problem, they 

need to hire a digital marketing agency in China, which can use its business license to register 

an account in their client’s name51.  

3.4.3 Comparison between WeChat marketing and Weibo Marketing  

WeChat and Sina Weibo have many features in common: they spread a wide range of contents, 

the information is updated in real time, there is a high level of interaction between users, users 

can follow other accounts, the costs are low. We can say that, similarly to WeChat, it is a social 

platform that enables people to share, spread and obtain information. However, the 

communication and promotional activities on Weibo are more open and public. This 

characteristic has its advantages and disadvantages. Promotional activities can reach a larger 

scope and influence a great number of people, but at the same time, compared to WeChat, the 

information is communicated in a less direct way and much of it risks being ignored by users. 

Even though many celebrities are starting to use WeChat to spread their messages, Weibo is 

also one of the preferred online platform by celebrities; thus, many promotional activities are 
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conducted through them. They can endorse a business directly or, as many hotels do, enterprises 

and organizations can post photos of celebrities participating in their events, or using their 

products or services. Recently, there have been two transformation trends in hotels’ Weibo 

pages: there is a more attentive selection of target users and the quality of information published 

is improving. In particular, hotels on Weibo are selecting potential customers among active 

users, sending them brochures and inviting them to participate in activities, and they are 

verifying more attentively the quality and value of news published, while at the same time they 

are trying to give more authority to their pages inviting key opinion leaders to promote them52. 

3.5 Italian web marketing projects for the Chinese tourism market 

According to the last report53 about the Chinese tourism market by the Italian national tourism 

board (ENIT), one of the problems that the Italian tourism industry encounters in attracting 

Chinese tourists is its limited activity on Chinese internet platforms, like Chinese social media. 

In particular, Italian tourism industry operators, like hotels, and tourism structures and 

attractions, like museums, have a very limited presence on Chinese social media and tourism 

websites. Furthermore, there is a lack of information in Chinese about Italian tourism on the 

internet. It seems that, even though the number of Chinese tourists travelling is constantly 

increasing, many Italian operators in the Italian tourism industry have not yet understood the 

necessity to adapt their services and their promotion strategies to gain a place in the Chinese 

market. However, recently there have been some initiatives directed at Chinese tourists in the 

web marketing field from Italian hotel chains, organizations, luxury brands and other private 

operators.  

3.5.1 Web marketing projects launched by private tourism industry operators and 

organizations 

1)Aeroporti di Roma (the company that manages Rome airports): Following the example of 

various airports that communicate with Chinese flight passengers through WeChat, like 

Shanghai Airport and Heathrow airport in London, recently Aeroporti di Roma (ADR) in 2017 

opened its official WeChat account thanks to the mediation of Digital Retex, a Tencent’s partner 
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company54. Rome Fiumicino Airport is connected to ten important Chinese cities and in 2016 

had 680 thousand passengers taking flights linking Rome and China. As already said (1.4.1), it 

also obtained the Welcome Chinese certification for the quality of services offered to Chinese 

passengers. Opening a WeChat account goes in the direction of further improving the 

hospitality that these passengers receive. This account promotes the airport and the city of Rome, 

encouraging tourists that plan to travel in Italy to choose Rome as their destination and making 

them aware of the services offered by Fiumicino airport. A fundamental part of the content in 

Chinese pushed to followers through the ADR account is a newsletter that advertises Rome’s 

attractions, its cultural and historical heritage, gives advice about food and restaurants to try in 

Rome and proposes unconventional itineraries through the city. This newsletter spreads the 

content of a special travel guide about Rome written and edited by the Italian newspaper 

Repubblica. In addition, the account provides information about services and luxury shops in 

the airport, and offers online assistance to passengers 55.  

Fiumicino airport is also the first Italian airport to allow people to use Alipay, the famous app 

for online payments, and UnionPay credit cards for their purchases. Furthermore, an app, 

downloadable from Chinese smartphones’ online stores, guides travelers in their experience in 

the airport56 and ADR website has a Chinese version57.  

2) Gucci travel app: The Italian luxury brand Gucci recently (July 2017) launched a new 

section of its mobile app, called “Gucci Places”. This travel section promotes some of the cities 

and destinations around the world that had a particular influence on the brand. It also gives 

access to online travel guides that allows customers and travelers to learn the history and 

attractions of these places. People visiting the destinations listed in the app can win a badge for 

every destination they reach through a location-based service embedded in the app. In addition 

to the travel guides, this platform gives exclusive access to a special Gucci collection. The items 

in the collection are available for purchase only to people visiting one of the destinations. 

According to the digital magazine Jing Daily, this app is bound to have a great success among 

Chinese luxury consumers and tourists, because of the current incredible growth in China’s 

outbound tourism and because Chinese tourists’ expenditure while travelling abroad is 
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constantly increasing. Furthermore, it caters to the more and more sophisticated tastes and 

preference for exclusivity of Chinese consumers and tourists58. 

3) Bulgari hotels and resorts:  Bulgari hotels and resorts is the hotel chain of the famous 

Italian jewelry brand. Currently, its luxury hotels are in Milan, London, Bali and Beijing, major 

luxury tourism destinations, and its restaurants are in Tokyo and Osaka. It will open soon other 

hotels also in Dubai, Shanghai and Moscow. Its mission is promoting and conveying the brand’s 

image and values all around the world. Its official website provides detailed information about 

the services offered and the activities held in the hotels. The website, which also provide an 

online booking system, has also a Chinese-language version, both in Simplified Chinese and 

Traditional Chinese characters59. The brand is also establishing its presence on the Chinese 

market with the recent opening of a new hotel in Beijing and the planned opening of another 

structure in Shanghai in 2018. Furthermore, the hotel chain has a direct communication channel 

with Chinese travelers and consumers through its Weibo page. This channel shows to Chinese 

users images of hotel rooms and events held in the hotels60. For example, recently many photos 

of the Beijing hotel opening event were posted on the page, showing in particular some 

celebrities among the participants, like the Taiwanese actress and model Shu Qi61 (舒淇), who 

is also a testimonial of the brand. Another example of the use of celebrities to promote the hotel 

chain popularity on Weibo is the post about the wedding ceremony of another famous 

Taiwanese actress, Rubi Lin Xinru (林心如), which was held in 2016 at the Bulgari hotel in 

Bali62.  

4) Alipay in Italy: In April 2017, the Italian bank UniCredit launched the Chinese payment 

platform Alipay, created by Alibaba Group, in Italy for its network of 120 thousand merchants. 

This initiative allows Chinese tourists visiting Italy to make purchases, through this online 

payment application, by simply scanning a barcode with their smartphones. Since one the 

favorite activities of Chinese tourists travelling abroad is shopping, the possibility to use Alipay 

in Italy will certainly bring more profit to Italy’s luxury brands. Many other countries are 

already providing this payment method to attract more Chinese visitors to their destinations. 
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Even though Italian luxury brands are extremely appreciated by Chinese consumers, Italy is 

actually among the last countries to have launched the Chinese mobile payment method on its 

territory.  Alipay offers also marketing opportunities to some niche brands less known in China, 

thanks to its geo-location function, allowing them to attract more easily Chinese tourists. This 

feature sends information about brands, discounts, and promotional materials of stores that 

accept this payment method to Chinese consumers using this app in the surroundings. 

According to UniCredit, the first stores to adopt this payment method are Antonia, a fashion 

boutique based in Milan, Pisa Orologerie, a retailer that sells brands like Rolex and Patek, 

Morellato, Fedon and Mitsukoshi63.  

5) Chinese Friendly Italy (意大利中国之友 yidali zhongguo zhi you) is a network of public 

and private tourism industry operators (hotels, tour operators, museums, outlets), created in 

2013. The project aims at promoting Chinese tourism in Italy and improving the hospitality 

system towards this tourism. More specifically, the activities of the project include adapting the 

hospitality system to the Chinese tourists’ culture and needs; spreading knowledge about the 

Chinese tourism market; promoting the Italian tourism industry through traditional and 

innovative marketing instruments (from travel fairs to social networks); organizing workshops 

and educational tours for operators, journalists and bloggers. They also assign “Chinese 

Friendly Italy” certifications to operators and structures that reach certain standards in their 

hospitality services and promote them on their website. Among their online service, the 

organization offers web marketing services on Chinese social media for the members of the 

network. The services include activities on Chinese blog platforms and social networks, the 

creation of a website ‘.cn’ or ‘.com’, activities on Chinese online travel agencies, creation of 

apps for mobile devices 64 . Giancarlo Dall’Ara, one of the founders of the network, also 

advertises the actions of the network through its Weibo page65. 

An example of the activities of this organization is the educational tour through Italy, organized 

for the famous Chinese travel blogger Shen Wei (神威) in 2016. The blogger shared its travel 

experience in Italy with his more than two million followers on its WeChat account and Weibo 

page 66  (http://bit.ly/shenwei_weibo), making many Chinese tourists aware of Italian 

destinations. In particular, Alexala, a travel agency active in the area of the city of Alessandria 
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and member of the Chinese Friendly network, invited Shen Wei to visit Alessandria, which was 

the next-to-last stop of its tour in Italy. He showed its visit in the city, through his smartphone 

and camera, to the Chinese audience on Weibo. Alexala also promotes Alessandria’s attractions 

through its web marketing activity on Weibo and participation to workshops and events. The 

results of this integrated strategy conducted through both the offer of Chinese-friendly services 

and the presence on the web are extraordinary. Currently Alessandria is the destination with the 

higher number of Chinese tourists in Piemonte region67. 

6) Cinitalia App (中意客户端zhongyi kehuduan): Cinitalia App, launched on 14th July 2017 

at the Italian embassy in Beijing, is a product of the Italian section of China Radio International 

(CRI) in cooperation with the Italian and the Chinese embassies, developed by Chinaplus 

Technologies. It is a multimedia platform compatible with iOS and Android operative systems 

and the first bilingual app (using Mandarin Chinese and Italian) that offers both information 

and services. Currently, its principal functions are providing information written in Chinese and 

in Italian, sharing pictures and videos, providing visa-related services for the Italian Embassy 

in China and the Chinese Embassy in Italy, offering services to Chinese students in Italy. The 

mission of this app is overcoming the language barrier between China and Italy, allowing 

visitors to have a full cultural experience. The platform mainly provides information about 

Italian and Chinese natural and cultural attractions, UNESCO cultural heritage sites, but also 

about airports, restaurants and universities. In addition, it also has sections about political and 

economic collaborations between Italy and China. It is evident that its role is not limited to the 

tourism sector, but its bilingual information and services could help the development Chinese 

tourism in Italy 68. 

3.5.2 Web marketing projects launched by institutions 

Besides private operators’ initiatives, also Italian public institutions created some projects to 

promote Italian destinations and tourism service on the web, using inclusive communication 

campaigns and accounts and blog on Chinese social media. Furthermore, the new Strategic Plan 

for the development of tourism, launched in 2017 by the Italian Ministry of cultural heritage 
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and activities and tourism (MIBACT), states the necessity to promote Italy, providing more 

information and content in Chinese on the internet, especially on WeChat.  

1) ENIT: The Italian national tourism board in its last three-year plan, from 2016 to 2018, 

announced new investments in the Chinese social media platforms Weibo and WeChat, and in 

web marketing activities, in order to make Chinese users “digital ambassadors69” of Italian 

tourist destinations. However, currently, the promotional action implemented by ENIT on the 

web has not yet reached satisfactory results. ENIT official website (www.enit.it) and the official 

website of Italian tourism (http://www.italia.it/it/) are mainly visited by Italian users, and thus 

rarely are able to spread information among foreign and Chinese tourists70. More effective for 

the Chinese market are the Weibo page and the WeChat subscription account opened by ENIT. 

The Weibo page mainly advertises Italian destinations and UNESCO world heritage sites in 

Italy through photos, videos and live streams, like the recent live-streamed tour of Southern 

Italy71. As regards the WeChat account, its main function is providing information about Italian 

destinations and events organized in China, with brief articles in Chinese and images. From the 

account’s menu section “联系我们” (lianxi women contact us) is also possible to access a 

special WeChat account, called “一个大梨” (yi ge da li), which literally means ‘a big pear’, 

but actually wants to evoke in a fun way the pronunciation of the Chinese word for “Italy” 

(yidali). Chinese followers can interact with ENIT through this account, sending photos, 

opinions about Italy, stories and other personal and original contents72. 

Recently, on 9th February 2017, ENIT and Alibaba Group signed a memorandum of 

understanding for the promotion of Italian destinations and Italian tourism services on 

Alibaba’s online travel agency Alitrip (Fliggy). This collaboration will make possible to reach 

the over 50 million users visiting the platform, avoiding at the same time the mediation costs 

of Chinese tour operators. As a consequence, also the prices of Italian tourism services would 

lower, attracting many independent travelers. Lower costs would also help little businesses to 

enter the Chinese market. Among the initiatives promoted by this memorandum there is also 

the creation of an Italian National Pavilion, an exclusive virtual showcase for the promotion 
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and marketing activities of Italian tourism businesses73. Furthermore, the platform would also 

give ENIT and tourism industry operators access to users’ data, which are necessary to learn 

important information about Chinese clients and build customized travel packages. This 

initiative is also beneficial to Chinese tourists, who would choose from a wider range of services 

and would have the opportunity to enjoy special offers from Italian operators74. 

2) Italian Embassy in China: The Italian Embassy is also promoting Italian tourist destinations 

through its official WeChat account. For example, in 2016 it launched a photo contest called 

“我的意大利" (wo de yidali) “My Italy”, which encouraged Chinese tourists to share on 

WeChat their favorite photo from their travels in Italy. The users that shot the best photo 

received a free trip to Italy as an award75.  

3) Wifi.Italia.it: This interesting project, launched by the Ministry of Cultural Heritage and 

Activities and Tourism, the Ministry of the Economic Development and AGID (the Italian 

agency for the digitalization in Italy) in 2017, wants to give everyone in Italy a free access to a 

federation of Italian wi-fi networks, allowing every internet users to connect easily to a wi-fi 

network spread across the entire Italian territory. It is implemented through a free app for mobile 

devices and it specifically targets tourists. Tourists soon could use the app everywhere in Italy 

to access wi-fi networks available in tourist destinations and attractions. In addition, tourism 

structures and operators will also be able to share interesting contents with visitors through the 

app. The app will also allow institutions to register users’ data, learning their preferences; this 

information will be used to improve tourist services76. If this project is successful, since one of 

the most appreciated services by Chinese tourists is the availability of free wi-fi services, it will 

certainly improve tourists’ experiences in Italy. 

Other initiatives for the Chinese tourism market that have a relevant influence on the Italian 

tourism industry are the ones implemented by the European Union. In particular, as already said 

(1.5), the project of the EU-China Tourism Year 2018 (ECTY) include many activities for 

attracting Chinese tourists in European destination, also activities conducted through web 

platforms. For instance, in March 2017 the team of the ECTY started a partnership with Ctrip, 
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the biggest online travel agency in China. Ctrip will adevrtise ECTY on its platform through 

promotional campaigns and developing products for the European destinations77. Other web 

projects in the European contest, already existing before the launch of the ECTY, are the ones 

managed by the European Travel Commission (ETC). Among the initiatives if ECT there is a 

website, called the Official Travel Portal of Europe, which gives information about destinations 

of every member country of the EU. It has also a Chinese version that is linked to the Weibo 

page and the WeChat official account of the ETC, which also constantly interact with Chinese 

users to give them information about European tourist attractions78.  

3.5.3 Successful examples of web marketing strategies in other countries 

Italian tourism web marketing strategies for the Chinese market are still in an initial phase and 

there is much to learn from countries more active in the web marketing field. For example, 

Tourism Australia, the Australian tourism board, is very active on web channels: it implements 

online campaigns on Sina Weibo, Tencent Weibo and Youku Tudou, where already in 2012 it 

shared videos of a sitcom that narrated a story of a Chinese couple traveling across Australia79. 

Another example is the recent partnership (2016) between Baidu Maps and the tourism boards 

of Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden, which implement coordinated actions directed at 

the Chinese tourism market. The project consists in adding tourism-related information about 

these four countries on Baidu maps, a web mapping service provided by the Chinese search 

engine Baidu. Thus, Chinese tourists will be able to find information about itineraries, 

sightseeing spots, restaurants across the four countries. These countries have also been 

conducting a successful collective marketing campaign on Sina Weibo since 201580. 

Other interesting initiatives are some marketing campaigns implemented by airlines. This the 

case of KLM Royal Dutch Airlines, which this year became the first airline outside China to 

provide the booking confirmation, the check-in notification, the boarding pass and information 

about the flight status through its official WeChat account. Moreover, more than 120,000 

followers solve their problems through KLM assistance service also provided on the airline’s 

WeChat account. The first airline to offer this kind of assistance service on WeChat outside 

                                                           
77 http://ecty2018.org/ctrip-teaming-up-with-ecty/  
78 http://visiteurope.com.cn/ 
79 SORCI, Paola, “Appendice 2. Tourism Australia: il Piano Cina 2020”, Il mercato turistico cinese. Marketing, 
casi e buone prassi, 2013, pp 128-170. 
80 https://jingdaily.com/stronger-together-nordic-tourism-boards-teaming-up-in-china/  
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China was actually Air France, which answers every day to questions sent by passengers from 

all over the world through it official account81.  

Furthermore, in France, online promotional campaigns for the Chinese tourism market have 

been developed also for museums: at least fifteen French museums implement their marketing 

activities on Chinese social media like Weibo and WeChat. This example is particularly 

interesting, because lately there has been a great increase in Chinese tourists visiting European 

museums82. 

 

Conclusions 

The main objective of this thesis is to show the opportunities offered by social media platforms 

and websites to the promotion of tourism services in the Chinese tourism market. In particular, 

I focused my analysis on web marketing strategies used to attract Chinese outbound tourists.  

The data of the increase in the number of Chinese outbound tourists, which I included in the 

first chapter, show how the Chinese market is becoming more and more important for the 

European and Italian tourism industries. Chinese outbound tourism is expected to grow more 

in the years to come; thus, Italian and European tourist destinations and tourism industry 

operators should be prepared to seize the opportunity. The segment of Chinese tourist that has 

the greatest growth potential is that of the Chinese middle-class, where a new profile of tourist 

is emerging: the free independent travelers (FIT). Therefore, when I described the 

characteristics of Chinese travelers I focused my attention on this kind of tourists, who mainly 

uses the internet and social media to book their travels and search for information. Afterwards, 

I provided an overview of the marketing strategies in the Chinese outbound tourism market, 

identifying the methods and the principal projects in Italy and Europe to attract Chinese tourists, 

on the basis of their needs and interests. In this context, it emerges that the internet is becoming 

a fundamental instrument for tourism industry operators, especially for smaller businesses, like 

many Italian operators, which until now have had difficulties in gaining visibility in China.  

The fast development of the internet and social media in China, which I analyzed in the second 

chapter, shows how web platforms, with their many convenient functions, are becoming more 

and more an important part of the everyday life of Chinese people and an important instrument 

for every business sector, included the tourism sector. Therefore, I described the principal 
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services offered by Chinese social media and web platforms, where it evidently emerges their 

useful role in enterprises’ marketing activities.  

In the last part of my thesis, the data about the use of internet in China make evident the rise of 

a digital tourism trend, which is rapidly expanding among Chinese people. In particular, online 

travel booking and online information search from mobile devices are increasing at a fast pace. 

I introduced then the fundamental instruments and techniques to attract Chinese tourists through 

web marketing strategies, trying to show the opportunities offered by an effective use of web 

platforms. In particular, I examined the services offered form websites, online travel agencies, 

WeChat and Weibo in the tourism industry, explaining how to employ these instruments in the 

hospitality industry to gain visibility among Chinese users. Finally, I described some practical 

projects conducted though web platforms by Italian private operators, organizations, brands and 

institutions. These examples prove how Italian tourism industry has begun to recognize the 

opportunities offered by web marketing activities on Chinese social media. However, it is 

evident that the use of social media marketing to attract Chinese tourists still needs further 

development and improvement in Italy. It could be helpful in this development process 

following the example of countries that use web marketing strategies for the Chinese tourism 

market in a more active and effective way. 

My exposition of the vast subject of web marketing strategies for the Chinese tourism market 

is limited to the resources available and the documents I was able to find through my research. 

Even though my thesis is not a complete analysis of the subject, I hope to have raised interest 

in the opportunities offered by Chinese social media in the tourism marketing field.  
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