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Preface and Acknowledgements


The 6th International Student Conference in Tourism Research (ISCONTOUR) was held at the campus of the IMC University of Applied Sciences Krems, Austria, on May 14-15, 2018. The annual ISCONTOUR was collaboratively founded by Christian Maurer, Professor at IMC University of Applied Sciences Krems, Austria, and Roman Egger, Professor at Salzburg University of Applied Sciences, Austria. Therefore, the conference is alternately held at both venues.


The aim of ISCONTOUR is to provide international students and graduates of Bachelor and Master Programmes with a platform where they can submit and present tourism related research papers based on their approved Bachelor and Master Theses. In particular, ISCONTOUR strives to encourage students and graduates to engage in academic research and foster the knowledge transfer between academic education institutions and the tourism industry. The first day of the ISCONTOUR 2018 started with the IFITT Doctoral Summer School, which was an integral part of the ISCONTOUR this year and aimed at early-career researchers, both at Master’s and Doctoral level who can familiarize themselves with various research methodologies and are introduced to the world of academic publishing. The first day continued with the Research Methodology Workshops. On the second day of the conference, the submitted research papers were presented.


In total 36 full research papers and additional 5 extended abstracts for the IFITT Doctoral Summer School by more than 60 authors from 15 countries were submitted to the ISCONTOUR 2018. Each submission went through a thorough double-blind review process with at least two members of the ISCONTOUR 2018 Research Programme Committee assigned as reviewers. The authors then received the comments of the reviewers and had to revise the papers accordingly. Only papers of authors who adhered to this process were accepted to the conference. As a result, 29 full research papers and 4 extended PhD abstracts were accepted for presentation at the conference and are included in these proceedings. The conference covered a wide variety of topics, ranging from marketing and consumer behavior, tourism experiences, virtual reality and artificial intelligence, information and communication technologies, and destination management. These papers are not only an indication of the variety of the tourism system, but also show how relevant and impactful applied research projects conducted by students and graduates can be for tourism development and society at large. We hope these proceedings will serve as a valuable source of information on applied tourism research for students, scholars and practitioners.


Above all, we would like to thank all authors who submitted their papers to the conference. We further appreciate the considerable time put in by all members of the ISCONTOUR 2018 Research Programme Committee who helped us ensure that the content of the research papers was of high quality. We are grateful for the support we receive from the management board, rectorate and colleagues of both the IMC University of Applied Sciences Krems as well as the Salzburg University of Applied Sciences.


We are also indebted to the conference keynote speakers Jing Ge, Dimitrios Buhalis, Roger Hage, Mario Meir-Huber, Markus Gratzer, Astrid Dickinger and Marc Stickdorn and to the research workshop presenters Othmar Lehner, Lidija Lalicic, Dan McCole and Martin Waiguny. Thank you also to our IFITT Doctoral Summer School Chair Lidija Lalicic (Director of IFITT Next Generation). Last but not least, we want to express our gratitude to the sponsors and supporters of ISCONTOUR 2018, namely the International Federation for IT and Travel & Tourism (IFITT), Semantic Technology Institute Innsbruck (STI), Niederösterreich Werbung, Lower Austria Convention, incert, More than Metrics, Farmholidays Austria, Sonnentor.


We hope that ISCONTOUR 2018 will continue to establish an international community that motivates more students and graduates to engage in applied tourism research and submit their papers to ISCONTOUR 2019.
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Abstract


Retailing plays a significant role in Macau tourism industry. Meanwhile, the demand for well-prepared employees increases as well. Understanding students’ expectations and perceptions towards internships and bridging gaps are important for attracting students to enter into the industry after graduation and retaining them. Therefore, this paper aims to study retail students’ expectations and perceptions towards internship, and identify whether there are mismatches between them. Qualitative data was collected through in-depth interview with 26 year-4 retail and management students in Macau. This research shows that although some students feel satisfied with their internship, more than half of the retail students expressed that there were huge gaps between their expectations and perceptions of internship. In particular, bad company’s atmosphere and lack of supervision are the major mismatches. Based on the findings, practical suggestions are given to main stakeholders, including students, high education institutions and internship providers in order to improve the current internship program.
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1 INTRODUCTION


A well-organized internship program has become an appealing tool for schools to attract potential students, especially for those who provide tourism and hospitality courses. Internship has been embedded in many universities’ curriculum (Cheong, Binti, Shen, & Yen, 2014) as there is a common understanding that it will help graduates to acquire more knowledge about industries and prepare them to enter the workplace.


Internship program is crucial to the hospitality students and tourism development in Macau since tourism is Macau’s major industry. Visitor arrivals totalled 3,053,690 in December 2017, up by 8.5% year-on-year, which means that Macau’s tourism is facing a booming period. Tourism boom is mainly due to the liberalization of casino licenses in 2002. Further, the Individual Visitation Scheme, which was implemented in 2003, provides an opportunity for Mainland Chinese travellers to visit Hong Kong and Macau individually without joining group tours like before. Since then, the number of casino concessioners increased from 1 to 3. Many international and famous hotels and casinos such as Venetian, Wynn, Sheraton and Four Seasons entered into Macau market. The new comers not only developed their hotels and casinos but also other shopping and entertainment facilities. The retail industry has played an important role in Macau’s tourism industry. According to Macau Statistics and Census Service (2016), the proportion of interviewed retailers that reported a year-on-year growth in sales in November rose by 4 % from October to 39%. In addition, tourists today desire for a higher standard of services because they earn more money than before and have gained many travelling experiences (Dominici & Guzzo, 2010).


To respond to the market needs, high education institutions in Macau have offered a 4-year bachelor degree in retail marketing and management since 2006. This internship program occurs in year 3 and lasts for six months. Through the internship programs, students can acquire the first-hand experience in the real world during their study, while at the same time, they can put the knowledge they learnt from universities into practice. Moreover, internships often can offer some potential recruits to companies. It is especially important to Macau’s hospitality industry due to the acute shortage of human resources (Chan, Wan and Kuok, 2015).


However, prior studies have reported that there are often mismatches between interns’ expectations and perceptions towards the internship program (Lam & Ching, 2007; O’Connor & Bodicoat, 2015). Internships might not necessary help graduates enter the industry after their graduation due to the undesirable internship experiences (Porter & Kramer, 2002). Fox (2001) indicted that one bad internship experience can let students lose their interests about this industry and turn them away from this industry quickly. This mismatch calls for more concern of the quality of internship programs that will influence students’ decisions of their future careers.


Understanding students’ expectations and perceptions towards internships and bridging gaps are important for attracting students to enter into the industry after graduation and retaining them (Knouse & Fontenot, 2008). Despite the important played by the retail industry in Macau’s hospitality and tourism businesses, there is limited study to investigate the internship program of the retail major, and the expectations and perceptions of retail students of the internship program. The existing literature focuses more on hotel and tourism management students (McKercher et al., 2003; Poria et al., 2011, 2010; Poria et al., 2009).


This study therefore examines the gaps between students’ expectations and perceptions towards internships. Retail and marketing management students in Institute for Tourism Studies (IFT) are selected as a case study. There are three main research aims of this study:




	to identify the expectations of students before doing their internships;


	to examine the perceptions of students after completing their internships;


	to identify if there are any gaps between expectations and perceptions;





It is hoped that this study could contribute to the advancement of the internship program in retail and marketing management major and could provide some useful insights to the higher education institutions and their internship partners about ways to improve their internship programs.


2 LITERATURE REVIEW


2.1 Students’ Expectations before Internships


Zhang (2013) stated that hospitality students from universities have expectations for a higher salary and fewer working hours, compared with full time employees who work in the same company, since interns think they are still students. Furthermore, Richardson and Butler (2012) indicated that the majority of students thought challenging, interesting internship jobs were the most important considerations. In Macau, students also highly expect what they will do during the internship period is likely to be interesting, since they think they would always meet new persons by working in hospitality industry (Wan & Kong, 2011). Further, students focus more on work-life balance (Maxwell, Ogden & Broadbridge, 2010). They are unwilling to work overtime or in a night shift. They just want to be relaxed since they do not need to take lessons all day at schools (Fan & Feng, 2012). In addition, they prefer fewer working hours (around 50 hours per week) during their internship periods, and they do not want to be under a great deal of pressure (Lub, Nije Bijvank, Matthijs Bal, Blomme, & Schalk, 2012).


2.2 Students’ Perceptions after Internships


Roth et al. (2009) indicated that in general, students are aware of the uniqueness of internship opportunities. Some are motivated to work for the industry after graduation and gain more confidence themselves (Stake & Mares, 2005). After internships, some interns reported that they gained better understanding of the industry in which they would seek employment after colleges (Kash, 2009). On the other hand, if unsatisfied internship experiences are gained, students might leave negative perceptions on the job nature, career advancements, management staff treatment and the given rewards. For instance, in hospitality industry, students are often treated as an uncostly solution to the labour shortage problem (Wang et al., 2014). In Macau, students found out that in general, working in hospitality industry is stressful mainly because they are required to perform shift work and asked to work long hours (Wan & Kong, 2012). Further, Kardash (2000) pointed out that internship programs do not keep pace with the real world of the whole hospitality industry. Thus, students are unlikely to make the connection between theories and practice independently during and after the internship period (Hergert, 2011).


2.3 Mismatches between Expectations and Perceptions towards Internships


Current research has indicated that student’s expectations and perceptions towards internship had significant gaps. For instance, students think companies will provide training courses for them during the internship period, while companies expect students should be well-prepared before they work in their companies (Hurst & Good, 2010). Employers consider students can fit this situation quickly and get along well with colleagues (Jaarsma, Muijtjens, Dolmans, Schuurmans, Beukelen & Scherpbier, 2009). However, students find out that it difficult for them to build good relationships, or even communicate with colleagues (Barron, Maxwell, Broadbridge & Ogden, 2007). In order to enhance students’ learning experience, schools need to create and develop a feedback collecting system to collect students’ comments in order to help them solve problems (Solnet, Kralj, Kay & DeVeau, 2009). However, the period of feedback collection maybe is too long after the internship to lose timeliness (Canziani, 2014). Students maybe feel helpless if they are faced with some problems which are not easily solved. This is also a mismatched part.


2.4 Consequences of Mismatches between Expectations and Perceptions of Students towards Internships


The prior literature found that there were significant gaps between expectations and perceptions of students towards internships. The expectancy theory is proposed by Vroom (1964), stating that individuals will behave in a certain way because they desire the result they expect will be achieved. Expectancy theory is one of most commonly used theories of motivation in the workplace (Campbell & Pritchard, 1976; Heneman & Schwab, 1972). Chiang and Jang (2008) realized that an individual’s performance is based on individual factors such as personality, skills, knowledge and experience. Fox (2001) indicated that students would lose their interests about the industry if they had a bad internship experience, which means that their expectancy about the internship does not be achieved. Expectation-confirmation theory (ECT) stated that “satisfaction is determined by interplay of prior expectations and perception of delivery” (Jiang & Klein, 2009). A large amount of researches have found that due to bad internship experiences, students’ ambition and their willingness to seek employment in hospitality industry declined. (Richardson, 2008). Schoffstall (2013) reported a similar finding. Graduates may be unwilling to work in hospitality industry. Students in Macau also shared same feelings. Wan and Kong (2012) indicated that because of the bad image and working atmosphere of the company, students have low intention to enter the industry. Furthermore, they are even likely to generate negative word-of-mouth, which can have adverse impact on colleges and companies (Lynn, Hales & Wiener, 2007).


3 METHODOLOGY


3.1 Research Design


The aim of this paper is to identify interns’ expectations and perceptions towards internships in retail and marketing management major. While most prior studies on hotel and tourism management students were conducted through quantitative research method (Lam and Ching, 2007; Li, 2013; Papadimitriou, 2014; Veal, 2006), this study adopted a qualitative method because this method allowed to collect more in-depth information to discover what participants’ opinions are about their internships, any gaps between their expectations and perceptions, and suggestions for improvement in the program. More importantly, qualitative research approach fits for those areas which are still under-researched (Wan & Chan, 2013). Therefore, qualitative in-depth interviews were conducted with the year 4 retail and marketing management students in IFT to obtain their views on their internship experiences as well as expectations and perceptions before and after their internships.


3.2 Respondents and Data Collection


In this study, in-depth interviews were conducted with 26 retail and marketing management major students in year 4 who completed internships in 2016. The interviews were conducted between 15th and 28th February 2017. After the 26 interviews, the point of data saturation was reached, which means there were not any new answers to the interview questions (Wan & Chan, 2013). The interviewees were briefed about the research topic and were told that interview results would be in an anonymized format and would only be used for research purposes. The interviewees were asked to sign the consent forms before the interviews.


3.3 Interviews


The face-to-face interviews were conducted in some personal and quiet areas, such as in school’s study rooms, in a restaurant, in interviewee’s home and in school’s library. The main purpose of doing this in-depth interview with retail and marketing management students was to understand what their expectations were before internships, what their perceptions were after internships, and whether there were mismatches between their expectations and perceptions. A pilot test was conducted with a peer to help improve interview questions.


Fourteen open-ended and close-ended questions were asked during the interview period in order to achieve purposes of this study. The interviews began with some warm-up and transitional questions such as “which companies did you apply for” and “which company is your first choice”, and “How did you find your internship.” The main purpose of asking these kinds of questions is to guide interviewees to focus on the topic so they could answer the most important questions in more detail. After that, some direct open-ended questions were asked. Examples of the opened-ended questions were: “What were your expectations toward your internship before doing your internship”, “What were your perceptions toward your internship after finishing your internship”, and “are there any differences between your expectation and perception towards your internship. After asking this kind of questions, some follow-up questions were asked based on interviewees’ answers. For example, “why do you think there are some differences between your expectation and perception towards internship” or “would you mind giving me some examples for…” or “would you mind explaining more about…?” The final open-ended question was asked to encourage interviewees to give some suggestions to help improve the internship program. If the interviewees had no specific suggestions, interviewer said thank you to interviewees and finished interviews. The interviewer was careful not to give explanations containing potential directions during the interviews. Each interview lasted approximately 15–20 mins. Candy was given to interviewees as an incentive.


The interviews were all recorded with interviewees’ permission. All interviews were conducted in Cantonese or Mandarin depending on the preferences of the interviewees, and transcripts were translated into English later. The English transcripts were double checked based on Chinese records which were taken during the interview period to ensure accuracy.


3.4 Data Analysis


Content analysis is considered as a method to help identify the relationships between categories and themes (Wan, 2012). “Content analysis is treated as a suitable research method for making replicable and valid inferences from texts to the contexts of their use” (Wan, 2012, p. 743). Moreover, large amounts of textual information could be included and this technique provides researchers with opportunities to identify these messages systematically by detecting the essential structures of communication content (Mak, Wong, & Chang, 2010).


The content analysis followed three general steps: the first step was open coding. The interview transcripts were read carefully word by word to identify the key themes rather than calculating the frequency of occurrence. Based on the understanding of interview contents, answers were classified. If an item was similar with existing classification, it was classified under existing themes. On the other hand, if it was not associated to existing themes, then this item was classified as a new theme. The second step was axial coding. In this step, the relationships among the open codes were identified and grouped into the same themes. The final step was selective coding, which means that the core categories were identified.


4 RESULTS


4.1 Students’ Expectations towards Internships


Getting along with colleagues. Building up good relationship with colleagues was the most popular expectation for interviewees, with the figure accounting for 50% of the ideas they mentioned. The main reason was that they did not want to put themselves in bad mood. One interviewee said, “I don’t want to put me in a bad mood during my internship period because this internship is 6 months, which is a pretty long period” (Interviewee #2, female). The second reason was that interviewees thought that internship provided a good opportunity for them to meet the industry people, which could benefit their future. One interviewee said, “I hope I can make some new friends during this internship and build up social interpersonal network” (Interviewee #16, female).


Providing supervisors for interns. Interviewees were also concerned whether companies provided them with a supervisor or not, as expressed by 30.8% of the interviewees, because they thought they might be unfamiliar with company’s issues. Comments included the following: “This company focuses on high quality service. I don’t want to make troubles because of my unfamiliarity” (Interviewee #7, female).


Learning the knowledge that interns want to learn. A large percentage (50%) of interviewees expected that by choosing their own internship company, they could learn the knowledge they want to learn from that company. They chose the companies for their internship mainly because they were interested in them. One interviewee said, “I drink tea on daily basis, so I want to learn more knowledge, such as tea culture” (Interviewee #4, female).


Furthermore, others chose these specific fields because they learnt some knowledge about it in school before. One interviewee reflected on her internship: “I took wine studies in college before, and I want to learn more” (Interviewee #19, female). Others who work in normal retail company also expected that since there were different departments, they can work in different departments to learn different things in short period.


Self-confidence boost. 11.5% of interviewees expected that internship could help them to improve their self-confidence. Comments included the following: “I have never work as sales person, and I dare not communicate with others” (Interviewee #1, male). “I am a boy but I am shy. I want to be brave enough to talk with strangers” (Interviewee #6, male). The other reason interviewees thought internship can help them improve self-confidence was that they can learn how to communicate with customers (11.5%).


Less work loads. Many interviewees indicated that they did not want to have heavy work load (11.5%). The main reason was that they felt very tired studying in colleges. One interviewee said, “I don’t want to have tons of works, just like I did when I was studying in school” (Interviewee #10, female). The second reason was that interviewees thought they were interns rather than full-time staff. One interviewee reflected, “I am an intern, I just come here to learn instead of helping companies solve labour shortage problem” (Interviewee #26, male).


4.2 Students’ Perceptions after Finishing Internships


Better than expected. More than one quarter (34.6%) of the interviewees had positive perceptions after completing their internships. Most indicated that company had a well-organized internship program. Typical comments were as follows: “Company provides three attachments for interns. Sale Assistant attachment is mainly about selling products. And then for teammate attachment, we need to supervise the working process of my colleagues. For management attachment, we mainly need to help managers decorate the place” (Interviewee #15, female).


Positive internship experiences were also due to relaxing company atmosphere and good relationships. An interviewee reported: “My colleagues are very nice, they are willing to help me” (Interviewee #10, female). Another interviewee also had similar feelings: “We are just like a big family. We always hang out together” (Interviewee #21, female).


Internship also helps broaden students’ horizons. The following two comments reflected the widely share feelings on this subject: “I learn a lot about retail industry, and I know what happened in the real industry.” (Interviewee #25, male) “There are clear differences between theories we learnt from school and real situations” (Interviewee #15, female).


Broken promises & Different job duties. 19.2% of interviewees said they felt disappointed about their internships because company promised them they had the opportunities to work for 3 months in the Hong Kong branch, but at the end, it was only 3 days. An interviewee noted: “We just walk around to visit Hong Kong office, and only some staff did presentation to us” (Interviewee #3, male). Another difference was some interviewee indicated that the actual job contents were different, accounting for 11.5%. One interviewee said, “I read job duties on school’s Moodle. But my actual job is different. I just work as a sales person” (Interviewee #4, female).


Bad company’s atmosphere. 23.1% of interviewees did not like company’s atmosphere. The main reason was that senior managers were always mad at the interns. As one interviewee reported: “Our manager sometimes is mad at us using bad language” (Interviewee #4, female). One interviewee reflected on an example in her workplace as well: “The manager has discrimination. He is always bullying others” (Interviewee #2, female). The second reason was that relationships are complicated. As an interviewee revealed, “They are sociable and mature and they always compete with others to get more commissions” (Interviewee #7, female). Another interviewee said, “They always ignore me, perhaps because I am just an intern” (Interviewee #8, male).


Lack of supervision. Some interviewees said they desired to have a supervisor to teach them but companies did not offer it (11.5%). This interviewee’s comments were representative: “They have very high expectation for me. They think I have the high work ability. I mean they think before I do this job, I have already known how to do it. And they think I can handle everything by myself, I don’t need any help” (Interviewee #8, male).


The main reason of lacking of supervision was that other colleagues were too busy to take care of interns. One interviewee said, “Company is located in Venetian, there are lots of tourists. My colleagues are too busy to have time to help me. So I only can learn something from mistakes I made before” (Interviewee #14, female). The second reason was full-time staff thought interns would influence their salaries. As an interviewee reported, “My colleagues have commissions, they do not want to waste time to help me” (Interviewee #8, male. The third reason was company did not think interns could be their potential employees in a foreseeable future. As an interviewee revealed, “I just work in there for 6 months, they do not want to waste time and money” (Interviewee #25, male).


Heavy work load. Some interviewees (11.5%) complained that they had heavy work load during internship period. The main reason was that company did not have adequate human resources. Comments included the following: “There are 4 employees, including me in this company. There are 2 managers, and they seldom come to our store. So, my colleague and I have to do tons of work” (Interviewee #6, male). Another interviewee had same feelings: “The marketing department is very small, and there are only three people in this department. I have to do different kinds of work” (Interviewee #9, female). Another reason was that there were a lot of customers every day. One interviewee said, “Our store is in Venetian. So it is common to work overtime and we don’t have adequate time to rest” (Interviewee #14, female).


4.3 Differences between Expectations and Perceptions towards Internships


No differences. More than one quarter of interviewees indicated that they thought there were no differences between their expectations and perceptions towards internships. The main reason was that they thought internship was interesting and happy. For example, they built up good relationships with their colleagues during internship period. One interviewee shared her feelings: “My colleagues are easy to get along with and we always have a great time together” (Interviewee #11, female).


The second reason was internship had positive impact on improving self-confidence. One interviewee said, “I become more outgoing, and I am willing to make friends and talk with those who I am not familiar with” (Interviewee #18, male).


The last reason was internship provided interns with opportunities to learn various things. Comments included the following: “Sometimes, I have opportunities to in charge of small events. Although I work in a retail store, I learnt how to organize an event, and the process of planning an event” (Interviewee #16, female).


Lack of supervision. Nearly one quarter of interviewees expected company could provide supervisors for them, but there were no supervisors and they had to learn things by themselves. As one interviewee said, “They treat me as a professional full-time staff, and they think I had been familiar with everything” (Interviewee #14, female). “This store is not very big, and there are not many customers. So my colleagues do not think it is necessary to teach me” (Interviewee #17, female).


Less opportunities to learn back office issues. 11.54% of interviewees said they desired to learn back office work, but there was limited opportunity for them. Interviewees said, “It promised that company will provide opportunities for us to learn marketing stuff, not only selling products” (Interviewee #2&17, female and male respectively). Another interviewee also shared her experience as an example: “I expect we will have a supervisor to teach me marketing knowledge rather than learn how to make afternoon tea for other people” (Interviewee #4, female). In fact, 7.69% of interviewees complained that they did same jobs on daily basis, which was quite mundane. Following comment was shared by an interviewee: “I hope I can try different works. However, what I do is almost same and dull, just sell clothes over and over again” (Interviewee #9, female).


Bad company's atmosphere. Some interviewee thought there were huge gaps between their expectations and perceptions mainly because of bad company’s atmosphere, accounting for 11.54%. The following two comments reflected the shared feelings on this subject: “I always feel unhappy because the manager mad at me almost every day. He does not care about my emotion” (Interviewee #3, male). “My boss sometimes cannot recognize his mistake, when I tell him this might be wrong, he will mad at me” (Interviewee #19, female). Another reason was colleagues were not easy to getting along with. As one interviewee reflected: “The relationship was complicated and it is hard to make friends with them. Maybe because I am just an intern” (Interviewee #8, male).


Heavy work load. Three interviewees indicated that they had very heavy work load and it was very common for them to work overtime. One interviewee said: “I need to work for 10 hours per day, and I have to work for 7 to 8 days in a row, and after that I can have one day off. And I have to work overtime every day” (Interviewee #12, female).


5 DISCUSSION


5.1 Summarize and Discuss the Major Findings


Overview of students’ expectations towards internship. Based on the qualitative data, getting along with colleagues is the most popular expectation of internship. The duration of internship is 6 months, which is a quite long period, which means that it is essential to build up good relationships with colleagues. This confirms the findings of previous study (Harter, Schmidit & Keyes, 2003) that good relationships with colleagues can positively impact students’ moods and quality of working performance. Further, building close interpersonal relationships with colleagues can generate positive emotions (Shiota, Campos, Keltner & Hertenstein, 2004). More importantly, wide social networks also can be beneficial to students’ future. These might be the reasons that the majority of interviewees highly expect that they can get well with colleagues. Moreover, having an opportunity to learn various kinds of knowledge is also expected. This result is identical with the previous research in which Davies (1990) and Fox (2001) indicated that internship was a good opportunity to learn more. Students can choose to do their internships in different kinds of retail companies. This might be the reason that students expect internship can help extend the scope of knowledge.


There are some new findings from this research. Firstly, having a supervisor to directly coach them is very important to interns, mainly because they are just students and they are unlikely to be familiar with the company’s issues. In addition, some interviewees are not social and outgoing, which means that they dare not communicate with strangers. This might be the reason that interviewees hope they can learn some communication skills; meanwhile, their self-confidence might be improved.


Overview of students’ perceptions towards internship. Moving to the question about students’ perceptions of internship, this study found that the majority of interviewees had bad perceptions because of bad companies’ atmosphere. Colleagues, especially some senior managers are unfriendly and they do not treat interns as one member of companies. This result is identical with the previous research in which Wang et al. (2014) pointed out that after attending unsatisfactory internships, many students have negative perceptions of treatment by management staff. Some managers think after finishing internship, interns just leave the company. It means that managers may think it is likely to waste time to do training for interns and even get along well with them since interns may not be their employees in the future.


Moreover, lack of supervision is a new finding mentioned in this paper. Students give priority to this mainly because they are unfamiliar with companies’ issues and they do not want to make trouble. However, Macau is facing economic downturn, so many companies have to cut budget. Thus, it is difficult for companies to have extra money to provide supervisors for students. Apart from that, some stores are located near tourism spots and employees spend a lot of time to sell their products to their customers; therefore very little time is given to teach and guide interns.


After completing internship, many interviewees complain that they have heavy work load. The first reason is that company’s scale is not large, so the company did not have adequate manpower. Another reason is that stores are located in high traffic flow areas, and every staff is assigned to perform a lot of work.


Overview of differences between expectations and perceptions toward internship. Based on interviews, this research found that the biggest mismatch between students’ expectations and perceptions of internship is the lack of supervision. The reason why students expect companies will provide supervisors is that they do not have opportunities to gain practical experience at school. Meanwhile, the reason companies do not offer students supervisors is that they think students have prepared well before they started doing the internship. This result is identical with the previous research in which Hurst and Good (2010) indicated that companies expect schools have already helped students prepare well before they work in the companies.


Moreover, bad company’s atmosphere is also considered a mismatch. Closely-knit relationship is important not only to a company, but also to students, as students will spend half year in this company, which is a quite long period. However, real situations are complex and students find it difficult to get along with colleagues mainly because companies do not consider interns “real” employees.


Many interviewees complain that companies do not have a well-organized internship program. Intern companies treated interns as full-time staff. Therefore, students always perform same jobs over and over again, and some interns even had heavy work load. Some companies want to hire an intern just because they need employees in some areas. These companies do not consider hiring interns as a way to attract potential employees in the future (Fox, 2001). The reason why this happened is that retail industry faces an acute shortage of labour. According to Macau DSEC (2016), the vacancies in retail trade shows an upward trend, and the turnover rate of employees in retail trade has also increased. It means that labour shortage is a serious problem of the Macau’s retail industry. Although labour shortage is an intractable problem for retail industry, student should not be treated as a tool to help companies tackle this problem. Otherwise, companies are likely to lose potential employees in the future and even receive negative word-of-month from interns.


5.2 Implementation


High Education Institutions. Results show that some students did not know what they should do during their internships. Therefore, we suggest that more internship briefings should be organized. Colleges need to design a well-prepared internship briefing to help students gain better understanding of the whole internship program. For example, schools should introduce more detailed information to students to help students know what they will do during the internship period since some interviewees said they do not know what retail exactly does. Otherwise, students are likely to feel unsatisfied and be unwilling to enter retail industry anymore.


Based on interviews, students said that in current internship briefings, the school always invites some students who had completed their internships in hotels overseas to share their experiences. It is not useful for retail students due to the two different work settings. Thus, we suggest that schools should invite more students who did their internships in retail companies to share the internship experiences. In such sharing sessions, more real information, such as actual job contents and company’s relationships to students should be given.


Furthermore, some colleges, for example higher education institutions, create career days for graduates to seek employment, which provides students with good opportunities to know more about companies. Therefore, schools also can create an activity for internship job seeking. Each company can have a booth to introduce their company to students. If students have questions, they can use this opportunity to ask.


In addition, the current internship visits conducted by lecturers are considered not very effective in letting the Institute recognize the real situation of students. Moreover, internship visit is unlikely to benefit current interns. Therefore, schools need to do more internship visits in order to know what really happened during internship period. Besides, it would be better if schools ask students to do internship visit rather than lecturers mainly because facing lecturers, interns feel more pressure and might not tell the truth. After collecting all comments from interns, schools could launch a meeting with all internship partners to tell companies the real thinking of interns. Meanwhile, colleges could explain the benefit of making certain changes rather than individually telling specific internship partners what specific interns thinking.


Lastly, many students complained that they always have to work overtime but companies did not give them extra holidays. Thus, we suggest that more restrictions should be launched in order to protect students’ rights. It is common to work overtime and some students do not have adequate time to rest. Thus, colleges can communicate with companies to sign contracts with interns to protect them. In addition, schools also should launch some restrictions with companies to ensure that companies will follow the job duties they outlined before.


Internship providers. Many students said they learned very little new knowledge during internship period since companies did not have a well-structured internship program. Companies always treated internship as an effective tool to help the tackle the labour shortage problem. Thus, we suggest that if they decide to cooperate with high education institutions to provide internship programs, they need to prepare a well-organized internship program. For example, companies could prepare a specific position and/or tasks for interns, such as marketing intern or sales assistant intern and ask them to do different kinds of work instead of ignoring them and asking them to work as a full-time staff member and do the same job over and over again. Thus, interns could learn different types of knowledge rather than focusing on a specific task.


Further, results show that students highly expected having adequate and direct supervision since it can help them to be more familiar with the company and perform their assigned duties better. Lastly, many interviewees expect to learn more marketing knowledge in their jobs since they have learnt a lot of marketing theories in class. Internship could be a precious opportunity for them to learn more and to put theories into practice. Therefore, if possible, companies could provide some paper work or marketing tasks for interns in order to give them opportunities to learn different kinds of things.


Interns. Based on the results, some students thought internship could bring various kinds of benefits to them. Apart from that many students thought they can survive even if they do not work hard and put efforts. However, the benefits of internships are limited. In addition, although some interns thought they can complete some jobs without making much efforts, the real world is intensly competitive and complicated. If students do not work hard, they cannot be successful. Therefore, we suggest that students should be more realistic and mature. Compared with school, the real world is complicated. Students cannot always dream that internship can provide tons of benefits for them. If students only dream of seeking a relaxing but highly-paid internship job, they would lose direction. They need to study hard to improve their competitive advantages.


6 CONCLUSION


6.1 Contributions of This Study


Contributions of the study to the hospitality literature. The majority of previous studies focus on students’ expectations and perceptions towards internship in the hotel and tourism sectors.More studies are needed to investigate the retail internship program because the retail sector has developed very rapidly in Macau over past years and retail students who will be the future managers of local retail shops play a very important role to the city’s retail and tourism development. This paper has opened up possibilities for researching students’ attitudes towards internship programs in Macau, in particular that are relating to those who study retail and marketing management. Based on its in-depth interviews, this study provides some detailed expectations and perceptions of year 4 retail and marketing management students towards internship program in higher education institutions, and explains why many interviewees thought there were some differences between what they expected and what they experienced.. The findings indicate that the majority of interviewees are not satisfied with their internships. Therefore, more studies of internship program are urgently needed to assist higher education institutions and their internship partners to improve the whole internship program. This work can inspire future studies by describing the current situation of retail students’ opinions about internships.


Contributions to internship programs in Macau. It is helpful to identify the problems of current internship programs and to tackle them by understanding students’ real opinions. The findings of this study show students’ expectations as well as their perceptions of internships. Most interviewees thought their internships were not good and reasons were given as well. It provides a good opportunity for universities and internship companies to find out the shortage of the current programs. The results of this study can be considered to help improve the internship placements in the foreseeable future.


Limitations of the Study. Several limitations of the present study should be noted. First, although in-depth interviews allow the researcher to understand reasons and insights for certain opinions and feelings, the sample is not longitudinal, which is only limited to year 4 retail and marketing management major students. Second, this study only investigates Macau area, which means that it is unlikely to be generalized to other destinations. Apart from that, quantitative data, which can be useful to understand the issue from a larger samples’ opinions, were not collected. Lastly, there may be some gender biases because the majority of interviewees are female. Therefore, these limitations affect the comprehensiveness of this study.


Future Research Directions. Future research could focus more on other hospitality disciplines such as events, culinary arts and heritage, as expectations and perceptions of internships might differ from major to major. Additional research may investigate longitudinal situations since work positions, job contexts and people’s minds keep changing; it is difficult to use only a short-term study to generalize about long-term situations. Moreover, this study only indicates students’ opinions about the value of the internship program. Further research could identify the opinions of other stakeholders, such as internship providers and universities.
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Abstract


Over the past few years Sri Lankan tourism industry has displayed tremendous innovativeness with a number of tourism ventures such as ‘Vil Uyana’ being launched in the country with innovation in the heart of their businesses. Hence, the aim of this paper was to derive the dynamics behind the phenomenal success of ‘Vil Uyana’, while meticulously evaluating the innovative marketing activities undertaken by ‘Vil Uyana’ across the five main categories of innovation put forward by Hjalager (i.e. Product, process, managerial, marketing and institutional innovations) followed up with some of the internal and external factors that has facilitated the innovative activities undertaken by the hotel. The outcome of the study reveals that ‘Vil Uyana’ as a singular hospitality entity has achieved great heights by adopting such innovative marketing activities. However with the luxury hospitality market space in Sri Lanka becoming increasingly competitive, ‘Vil Uyana’ needs to continuously innovate whilst sustaining their current innovative activities.
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1 INTRODUCTION


The global tourism industry has experienced continued expansion and diversification with virtually uninterrupted growth over the last few decades to become one of the largest and fastest growing economic sectors in the world (UNWTO, 2017). As a result of this unrelenting progression, tourism has become an extremely competitive industry subject to continuous transformation (Cooper & Wahab, 2005; Dale, 2007) where all organizations working under the umbrella of the tourism industry has been forced to adopt innovative practices in order to survive and prosper in the global tourism market space (Kandampully & Kandampully, Service System: A Strategic Approach to Innovate and Manage Service Superiority , 2006). As further elaborated by (Brackenbury, 2004) innovation is in the heart of the tourism sector, and therefore a tourism firms’ competitiveness has become dependent upon their level of innovativeness (Zehrer, Pechlaner, & Reuter, Innovativeness in Tourism: The Perception of Innovation Awards Participants, 2013).


Considered as one of the Best Eco-lodges in the World (NatGeo, 2013), ‘Vil Uyana’ a Luxury Boutique Hotel operating under the Jetwing Hotel chain; a leading Hospitality company in Sri Lanka with more than 30 Luxury and mid-range properties all around the Island (Jetwing Hotels Limited, 2017), is a prime example of one of the finest innovative hospitality products in Sri Lanka. From the unique concept and design of the hotel to the recruitment function,Vil Uyana displays boundless innovativeness and these innovations has helped the hotel to achieve numerous accomplishments over the last eleven years (Jayasekara, Jetwing Vil Uyana, Sigiriya celebrates 10 years of commitment to sustainability, 2016).


Hence following this introduction, the paper explores the concept of innovation along with the types of innovation and factors that influence innovation in Tourism and Hospitality industry. The paper then attempts to analyse the innovative marketing activities undertaken by Jetwing Vil Uyana and ultimately propose suggestions on how the hotel can sustain its innovative practices to remain competitive in the hospitality market space in the future. The paper concludes with a summary of the content that was discussed throughout the study.


2 LITERATURE REVIEW


2.1 Defining and Categorizing Innovation


Over the years a number of researchers have defined the concept of Innovation in a multiplicity of ways (Decelle, 2004). However, when examining the various delineations put forward by multiple researchers on innovation it is noticed that as a result of not having a meaningful measure (Kotabe & Swan, 1995), the concept of innovation still remains ambiguous with no common definition (Adams, et al., 2006; Cooper, 1998; Zairi, 1994).


One of the first working definitions of Innovation was put forward by (Schumpeter, 1934) where he defined the concept of Innovation by categorizing it into 5 different sub-groups. For Schumpeter innovation implied originality, as applied to a new product, process, market, supplier, or organizational structure (Joppe & Brooker, 2014). However as explained by (Dosi, 1988) Schumpeter’s definition mainly focused on the manufacturing sector, yet as discussed later in this review the Schumpeterian approach in defining innovation has been applied to a certain extent in categorizing innovation in the tourism industry as well (Hjalager, 2010). Following Schumpeter, several researchers attempted defining Innovation in their individual means. Zaltman, et al. (1973, p. 10) defined it as `any idea, practice, or material artefact perceived to be new by the relevant unit of adoption' and quite similar to Zaltman a number of other authors also focused on the key word of ‘idea/ideas’ when defining innovation (Damanpour, 1991; DTI, 1998). However, it is important to understand that in a competitive tourism environment an idea alone is not adequate as innovation should be able to transfer an idea into a new marketable product/service successfully (Baregheh, et al., 2009; Caraballo & McLaughlin, 2012).


Further to the above, another clear observation when examining various definitions on innovation is that there is a theme revealing that every definition on innovation focused on the notion of ‘newness’ (Johannessen, Olsen, & Lumpkin, 2001). However, as further elucidated by (Johannessen, Olsen, & Lumpkin, 2001) any perceived innovation should be able to address the 3 fundamental questions on the nature of newness (i.e. ‘what is new, how new, and new to whom?’) as it is important to distinguish innovation from mere change (Slappendel, 1996), especially in the tourism industry as most innovations in the tourism sector tend to be incremental improvements to an existing situation or product (Dewar & Dutton, 1986). Remarkably, (Baregheh, Rowley, & Sambrook, 2009, p. 1334) managed to craft an outstanding definition for innovation by encompassing the essence of more than 60 definitions of their academic predecessors whereby they defined innovation as a ‘Multi-stage process whereby organizations transform ideas into new/improved products, service or processes, to advance, compete and differentiate themselves successfully in their marketplace’. Hence, considering all the philosophies of the previous researchers, innovation is defined as ‘a multidimensional process where organizations continuously engage in transforming ideas into new products or services either to advance further in a particular situation or gain competitive advantage through differentiation (Baregheh, et al., 2009; Gomezelj, 2016; Sundbo, et al., 2007; Zehrer, et al., 2013)’ for the use of this report.


Throughout the years, innovation as a concept has been subject to numerous categorizations. Many researchers who developed those categorizations such as (OECD, 2006; Ottenbacher & Gnoth, 2005) were predominantly influenced by the early Schumpeterian innovation definition. In the tourism context, one of the most extensively used innovation categorizations was developed by (Hjalager, 2010) with certain modifications to the cataloguing where he categorized innovation into 5 main sub components, product/service innovations, process innovations, managerial innovations, marketing innovations and institutional innovations. Furthermore, the fundamental reason behind considering all the above categories of Innovation for this assessment is as a result of adopting Gronroos’s ideology of defining Marketing as a phenomenon that can be approached in several ways (Gronroos, 2007). Therefore, in this assessment marketing is considered in a much larger, holistic context where Marketing is believed to exist on three different levels, i.e. as a philosophy, a way of organizing functions at a firm and a set of tools and techniques to which clients are exposed (Gronroos, 2007).


2.2 Importance of Innovation and the Enablers of Innovation


As reasoned by (Brooker & Joppe, 2014; Information Resources Management Association, 2014) Tourism and Hospitality has become a demand driven industry and satisfying customers by catering to their varied demands through superior service has become prerequisite for success for all Tourism firms (Bowie, et al., 2016; Kandampully, 2006). This demand however has become a powerful generator of competition within the sector, and Tourism or Hospitality Companies have been forced to innovate in order to stand out from the competition (Gomezelj, 2016). Therefore it has become apparent that the key importance of innovation in the Tourism and Hospitality Industry is to successfully compete within the industry either to survive, retain or advance in their respective sectors (Teixeria & Meneses, 2011; Sundbo, et al., 2007). Furthermore (Gomezelj, 2016) highlights that Innovations in hotels have a positive influence over a number of aspects such as the financial performance, productivity, competitiveness, quality standards, sales and firm performance as well.


However, it is also important to understand that not all Tourism and Hospitality firms are able to innovate in the same manner. The fundamental reason behind this is that the level of innovativeness of a firm is primarily reliant on a number of Internal and External factors. Even though many other authors such as (Andrea, 2012; Gomezelj, 2016; Weiermair, 2004) put forward a number of factors that influence Innovation; as these factors can be classified under the main paradigms of Foss and Peters classification those factors are also amalgamated into the (Foss & Peters, 2016) model and discussed in depth in the assessment section when discussing the factors influencing the innovative marketing activities of ‘VIl Uyana’.


3 METHODOLOGY


This paper has adopted a case study approach based on a secondary research in order to obtain a holistic and meaningful idea on how Vil Uyana initiated and managed their innovative marketing processes (Yin, 2009). Even though secondary data based researches are sometimes deemed to be a relatively inferior method of researching, Gordon (1995) argues that the significance of a secondary data based research is dependent upon the context in which the research is done making secondary research a valid approach to research in its own right (Heaton, 2012).


Hence considering the large amount of published data available with regards to Vil Uyana, a secondary research was conducted where a wide array of data with regards to the innovative marketing activities of Vil Uyana was gathered through a thorough review of a number of internal and external secondary sources of information published on Vil Uyana such as annual reports, green reports and newspaper articles (Stewart & Kamins, 1993). A comprehensive content analysis was then conducted using the data gathered to obtain an in-depth understanding of the innovative marketing activities of Vil Uyana (Krippendorff, 1989).


4 CASE STUDY: INNOVATIVE MARKETING ACTIVITIES OF ‘VIL UYANA’ – A CONTEMPORARY OUTLOOK


The success story of Vil Uyana has been driven by a number of Innovative marketing activities adopted by the hotel. Hence this report attempts to assess these activities through the categorizations of Hjalager’s model as below.


4.1 Product Innovation


As (Hjalager, 2010) puts forward Product Innovation refers to direct changes that can be observed by tourists as a result of their newness. Firstly, when analysing Vil Uyana as a product it is noticed that the concept that was used in creating the property itself was very unique and innovative. Built from the inspiration gained by witnessing the London Wetland Centre by the Chairman of Jetwing Hotels (Wijeyratne, 2017), Vil Uyana is considered as the first hotel in the world to construct a wetland system in a barren land in the heart of the dry zone with lakes and reed beds to form a private nature reserve, with dwellings (Chalets) built in and over water, paddy fields, forest, marsh and garden surroundings (Jetwing Hotels Ltd, 2017). Through this novel concept the hotel was able to introduce ‘newness’ to the Hospitality market whilst addressing 3 fundamental questions of (Johannessen, Olsen, & Lumpkin, 2001) as below.


Table 1. Fundamental questions on 'newness' (Johannessen, et al., 2001)





	What is new?

		World's first man made wetland system based hotel







	How new?

	
	First hotel of its kind

	

First Boutique Hotel in the area at the time of launch








	New to Whom?

	
	Sri Lankan Hospitality Industry

	

Tourists visiting Sri Lanka

	

Competing hotels










Further to the above it is also important to notice the significance of the location in which this property was built as well. Vil Uyana is located in the vicinity of ‘Sigiriya’ Sri Lanka’s single most iconic tourist attraction (Daily FT, 2016) and at the time of Vil Uyana’s inception in Sigiriya, the area was dominated by traditional 3-5 star hotels with the likes of Cinnamon Lodge and Habarana Village Hotel (Ellis, 2011). As a result of Vil Uyana’s unique concept and ‘Boutique Luxury’ type of product offering (Jetwing Hotels Limited, 2017), the hotel was able to offer a differentiated product to the area in comparison to what was already in existence in terms of hotels. Henceforth, in line with the previous researches of (Sundbo, et al., 2007; Zehrer, et al., 2013) it is evident that Vil Uyana was able to gain a competitive advantage through offering a ‘differentiated’ product in its area. Apart from the key Innovative product concept,’Vil Uyana’ also introduced a number of other innovative ancillary products/ services within the hotel that went hand in hand with the hotels concept as illustrated in Table 2 as well.


Table 2. Product Innovations





	Focus


Area

	Innovative Product/ Service Offering





	Transport

	
	 Building a Heli-pad within the hotel for the High-end clients to reach the hotel easily.

	

Using Electricity powered ‘Buggy Carts’ for transportation within the property (Jetwing Vil Uyana, 2015).








	
Dining

	
	Introduction of 3 unique specialty restaurants (i.e. Apasara, Sulang and Grafitti Bar) – each with an individual theme.

	

Introduction of Signature dining experiences (such as Tree house Dining, ‘Kamatha’ (Threshing floor) dining, Traditional cookery demonstration. (Jetwing Hotels Limited, 2017).








	Excursions

	
	The hotel created its own unique excursion called ‘Loris Trail’ - The Surrounding of the hotel is famed for sightings of Slender Loris, a rare species of mammal only found in South and South East Asia (Jayasekara, Latest visit to Jetwing Uyana -the Northern Grey Slender Loris!, 2010).

	Offering a wide array of other guided excursions to in house residents such as wildlife tours, Bird watching tours and visits to Historical sites (Jetwing Hotels Ltd, 2017).








	Other

		Introducing a dedicated butler service to oversee clients in each villa.









It is important to notice that most of the above innovative initiatives were first introduced in the area by Vil Uyana and some of these initiatives are still available at Vil Uyana only. It is also important to notice that the combination of these various product elements assisted in creating one unique and innovative product. In order to assess the success of Vil Uyana as a product Customer reviews and feedbacks on the hotel is used since they are a great measure in assessing the level of success as most modern travellers tend to write an online review about their experiences at a particular hotel and also read others reviews prior to making a final purchase decision as well (Melián-González, et al., 2013; Sparks & Browning, 2011). In this sense the reviews that Vil Uyana has obtained through-out the last few years has been exceptional. For an instance out of a staggering 1500 reviews in TripAdvisor, nearly an 80% has reviewed the hotel as ‘Excellent’ while another 16% has reviewed it as ‘very good’. Only a mere 2% has reviewed the hotel as either ‘poor’ or ‘excellent’ (TripAdvisor, 2017). Furthermore, Vil Uyana has displayed similar outstanding review results in other online review platforms as well (Table 3).


Table 3. Overall Customer Review Analysis





	Platform

	Reviews





	Expedia (Expedia, 2017)

	4.7 out of 5 and 75% of the guests recommend the hotel





	
Booking.com (Booking.com, 2017)

	8.9 out of 10. Overall rating is ‘Superb’





	Agoda (Agoda.com, 2017)

	9 out of 10. Overall rating is ‘Excellent’





	Trivago (Trivago.com, 2017)

	8.8 out of 10. Overall rating is ‘Excellent’





	Kayak (kayak.ac.uk, 2017)

	8.9 out of 10. Overall rating is ‘Excellent’





	Facebook (Facebook, 2017)

	5.0 out of 5.0







Another great testament of Vil uyana’s success in marketing its product is the numerous awards & accolades it has won in relation to their product concept and service standards (figure 03). The hotel managed to win two awards at Chillies Awards in 2007 for ground breaking creative efforts, Sri Lanka’s Leading Boutique Hotel Award at World Travel Awards, in 2011 & 2012, Travelife Gold Award 2013 & Luxury Forest Hotel Award 2016 at World Luxury Hotel Awards 2016 (Daily FT, 2016; Jetwing Hotels, 2017). Therefore, it be concluded that Vil Uyana as a product has been phenomenal in marketing and attracting clients to the hotel.


4.2 Process Innovation


As discussed by (Hjalager, 2010) Process Innovation often refers to backstage initiatives aimed at improving efficiency and productivity of a company which is often backed by technology related investments (Gomezelj, 2016). As depicted in Table 4 Vil Uyana too has adopted a number of innovative processes which has enabled them to function better while also reflecting their strong ethos towards sustainability (Jetwing Vil Uyana, 2015).


Table 4. Process Innovations (Jetwing Vil Uyana, 2015)





	Focus Area

	Innovative Processes Adopted

	Assessment of results





	Energy Conservation

	
	 Usage of energy efficient LED/CFL bulbs throughout the hotel (99% of all lights in the hotel)

	

Using a ‘card-key’ system to ensure that electronic items in guest rooms are not left on when guests leave their rooms




	As a result of the energy conservation and efficiency improvements undertaken by the hotel, Vil Uyana manages to save approximately 18.500 GBP annually.





	Water Conservation

	
	Having an in house waste water treatment plant to treat the used water in the hotel

	Implementing dual flushing system in all washrooms




	Through the hotel’s water conservation activities over 70% of the water that is used within VIl Uyana is reused, saving approximately 18,000 m3 of freshwater per annum.





	Solid Waste Management

	
	Non usage of plastic cutlery and plastic grocery bags in the hotel

	Selling off dry solid waste generated in the hotel




	Selling off solid waste has generated a sundry income to the hotel and this income used for staff welfare activities.





	Air Quality Management

	
	Using biodegradable chemicals in the pest control service

	Limiting the usage of ‘aerosols’ for emergencies only




	Vil Uyana has managed to save approximately 78.5 metric tonnes CO2 per annum due to their Air Quality Management initiatives.





	Health Consciousness

	
	Meats of protected species are not served in the hotel

	Provision of heart-healthy alternatives at all meals to clients




	Vil Uyana has managed to obtain the HACCP food safety standard due to the high health and hygiene standards maintained within the hotel.







When analysing the above process innovations adopted by Vil Uyana it is evident that the hotel has placed substantial emphasis on sustainable practices. This emphasis on sustainability can also be seen as a strategy by the hotel to differentiate from competition as well (Carvalho & Costa, 2011). In line with (Chou, 2014) innovating in the area of environmental practices has proven to be beneficial for Vil Uyana. As a result of the untiring efforts undertaken by the hotel to carry out a sustainable business, Vil Uyana was awarded the ISO 14001 standard in the year 2013. ISO 14001 addresses various aspects of environmental management specifying a given company to adhere to a set of requirements revolving around environmental management to obtain and retain the standard (Daily FT, 2013). Apart from the above the hotel also managed to secure numerous awards and accolades in recognition of their outstanding sustainable practices such as ICAP Sustainable Hotel Award, Sri Lanka National Energy Efficiency Award, PATA Grand Award, National Green Award and THASL Greening Award as well (Jayasekara, Jetwing Vil Uyana, Sigiriya celebrates 10 years of commitment to sustainability, 2016). Furthermore, it can also be noticed that technology has played an anchor role in the process innovations undertaken by the hotel, where there has been a technological element in most of the innovations adopted (Hjalager, 2010). Even though the initial set up costs for above processes were expensive, Vil Uyana was able to reap the benefits out of them with huge financial benefits in the long run with savings on everything from diesel to electricity bills which were then used for further expanding the hotel product and services (Wright, Sustainability at a Sri Lankan hotel, 2014). Additionally, in line with (Hjalager, 2010) it can also be noticed that most of the ‘Green Practices’ operate behind the scene in a reserved manner in order to ensure that the clients experience in the hotel is not compromised (Wright, Sustainability at a Sri Lankan hotel, 2014). However, when assessing the present context of ‘Vil Uyana’ it can be noticed that these practices has enabled the hotel to become a pioneer in Sustainable Tourism and Hospitality of Sri Lanka. The hotel has not only managed to create a wildlife haven in the surrounding area but has also managed to form an image of a sanctuary which helped in attracting a number of renowned biologists and nature photographers to Vil Uyana as well (Daily FT, 2017).


4.3 Managerial, Institutional & Marketing Innovations


In simple terms Managerial Innovations can be defined as new ways of organizing business processes (Hjalager, 2010). In line with Hjalager’s concept (Ottenbacher & Gnoth, 2005) put forward a multiplicity of ways on how a firms’ management can adopt Innovative ideas and few of them are depicted under the focus area column in table 5 along with some examples of Managerial Innovative activities undertaken by Vil Uyana in the next column. Furthermore, in Vil Uyana’s context it can also be understood that some managerial Innovations can be directly translated into Institutional innovations since they involve in forming collaborative structures and alliances as well (Hjalager, 2010).


Table 5. Managerial & Institutional Innovations





	Focus Area

	Innovative Managerial/ Institutional


Decisions Taken

	Assessment of results





	Directing/ Empowering staff & improved workplace satisfaction

	
	 Carrying out monthly staff training activities. Environmental management has been integrated to this training as well. (Jetwing Vil Uyana, 2007)

	Hosting Annual challenges/contests among Jetwing hotels and allowing skilled employees to take part in them (PATA)




	As discussed further under the Internal Enablers of Innovation for Vil Uyana, Jetwing Hotels was voted in as one of the ‘Great Companies to work for in Sri Lanka’ showcasing that the efforts undertaken by the hotel to keep their employees empowered & satisfied has been successful (Daily FT, 2013).





	Building Careers and Collaborations (Institutional Innovation)

	
	JYDP (Jetwing Youth Development Programme) – The Programme focuses on providing free training for the youth from disadvantaged families in the Sigiriya area including a comprehensive 6 month training on the hospitality sector. Those who successfully complete the programme are absorbed to the permanent staff cadre of the hotel (Jetwing Vil Uyana, 2015).

	JEEP (Jetwing Eternal Earth Programme) – JEEP, the longstanding Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Programme of Jetwing Hotels is a combination of a series of collaborative environmental and community based initiatives varying from installation of Biomass boilers to uplifting the knowledge of the locals on the importance of environmental conservation through various community based projects (Kasturiarachchi, 2015).




	Inclusion of external parties such as the local community is crucial for the tourism industry as it enables the companies to gain a degree of stability within the environment that they work (Hjalager, 1997; Novelli, et al., 2006). JYDP has been able to create a number of career opportunities for promising youth over the past few years. Vil Uyana has also been able to create a strong relationship with the surrounding community by continuously offering job opportunities through the JYDP programme. The programme has won 2 PATA Grand Awards due to its success and the project is now run simultaneously at other Jetwing Hotels with a total of 21 programmes being completed by 2017 (The Sunday Times, 2016; The Sunday Leader, 2017).
 All stakeholders of a given firm are potentially benefitted through collaboration as it allows to build common grounds amongst each other (Bramwell & Sharman, 1999). JEEP is one such collaborative CSR structure that focuses on genuine caring, and ensuring that tourism does not exist in isolation but provides benefits to all stakeholders involved – especially communities, and engages in the reduction of usage in natural resources (Kasturiarachchi, 2015)







As per (Hjalager, 2010) the simplest definition of marketing innovation explains it as introduction of new marketing concepts or programmes. Hence few of such innovative marketing innovations of ‘Vil Uyana” has been listed and assessed in table 6 below:


Table 6. Marketing Innovations





	Marketing Function

	Description

	Assessment of results





	Best Rate Guarantee

	Jetwing guarantees that the rates for ‘Vil Uyana’ found in their website are the lowest rates publicly available on the Internet for the hotel and if a client finds a hotel lower than what the hotel is offering directly, the price will be matched and the clients will be provided with a perk on top of it (Jetwing Hotels Limited, 2017).

	Through offering a Best Rate guarantee Vil Uyana has been able to divert OTA bookings directly to the Hotel website minimizing the hotel’s expenditures on commissions paid to OTA’s (Toh, Raven, & DeKay, 2011).





	Room rush

	Introducing a special discount programme only for Sri Lankan residents (Jetwing Hotels Limited, 2017).

	The room rush campaign is run during the tourist off peak season months of May and June with discounts ranging from 15% - 50%. This campaign has allowed the hotel to maintain its occupancy levels even during the off season by catering to locals (Daily FT, 2017).





	‘Aradhana’ by Jetwing

	Introducing a loyalty programme for the devoted clients of the Jetwing hotel chain including ‘Vil Uyana’, where they are allowed to enjoy certain benefits by being a part of the programme (JETWING, 2015).

	The success of a loyalty programme is dependent upon the extent to which the company aligns and understands their customers’ needs and purchase behaviours along with creating a sense of exclusivity that separates the loyalty card holders from the general customers (McCall, 2010). Jetwing Hotels has been able to create this atmosphere by offering exclusive discounts and other benefits for their ‘Aradhana’ members. Even though the feedback given on the programme is limited, the online reviews clients who are already a part of the membership remains positive (Jetwing Hotels Limited, 2017).







However, in comparison to the Product and Process Innovations of the hotel, it can be noticed that Vil Uyana lags behind in terms of its Managerial, Institutional and Marketing activities. Therefore a few of such limitations identified through this assessment are illustrated in table 7 below:


Table 7. Limitations in Managerial, Institutional&Marketing Innovations





	Limitation

	Discussion





	Compensating work with pay Benefits

	Even though Vil Uyana proclaims that their operational level employees are offered competitive salaries of USD 80-150 per month [inclusive of service charge] (PATA), the figure remains drastically low in comparison to the per capita GDP of the country which amounts to USD 3759.20 in 2016 (Trading Economics, 2016).





	Limited involvement with the Government bodies

	Even though ‘Vil Uyana’ has displayed exceptional relationships with the local community through its’ various sustainable and social initiatives, limited attention has been given towards maintaining firm relationships with the Tourism regulatory bodies within the area and the country as a whole.





	Underutilization of Social Media Platforms

	Apart from its’ Facebook page, Vil Uyana does not have a dedicated profile in other Social Media platforms such as Instagram, Twitter and Google Plus as online promotions in these platforms are carried out for ‘Jetwing Hotels’ brand as a whole.







4.4 Enablers of Innovation


As assessed in the earlier section, Jetwing VIl Uyana has successfully initiated and implemented a plethora of innovative marketing activities since its very inception. However it is important to understand that Vil Uyana’s continuous success in innovation has been backed by a number of factors. Consequently, the below discussion assesses these critical factors in depth using the (Foss & Peters, 2016) model as the basis for categorizing the factors.


Table 8. Internal Factors influencing innovation





	Firm Specific Factors





	Factor

	Remarks





	Firm Strategy

	In the modern tourism environment innovation is no longer a choice in developing firm strategy, but a mandatory requirement (Alves, 2013). One of the prime reasons for ‘Vil Uyana’ to succeed as a luxury eco-resort is as a result of the Jetwing Hotels Sustainable Strategy. The key focus areas of the firm strategy include resource efficiency, community upliftment and education, and awareness; all of which has enabled Vil Uyana to create innovative processes in order to achieve the company strategic goals (Jetwing Hotels, 2016). Furthermore, it is also important to notice that innovation is in the heart of Jetwing Hotels Mission Statement’ i.e. – ‘We are a family of people and companies committed to legendary and innovative service leading to high stakeholder satisfaction’ (Jetwing Hotels, 2014). Therefore it can be stated that Vil Uyana’s innovative activities are consistent with the overarching organizational strategy of Jetwing Hotels as a whole (Adams, Bessant, & Phelps, 2006).










	Entrepreneur personality & openness to innovation

	As (Zehrer, Muskat, & Muskat, Innovation in Tourism Firms, 2015) elaborates an entrepreneur’s positive personality towards innovation and possession of experience and methodological know-how of how the industry operates are critical enabling factors for innovation to take place within a company. It is evident that ‘Vi Uyana’ as a property is closely linked to the Company and its owners. Since the Chairman of the Jetwing group admits that ‘Vil Uyana’ is a property that is very close to his heart and that he and his company put in a lot of ideas, hard work and effort in order to make the hotel a successful venture (The Sunday Times, 2013). It is also worthy to note that Jetwing Hotels was an established Hospitality brand in the country even prior to the launch of ‘Vil Uyana’ and therefore the company already possessed ample experience in the hospitality sector at the time of launching ‘VIl Uyana’ (Kulamannage, 2017).





	Employee Specific Factors





	Potential of employee development

	Vil Uyana has continuously created a multitude of job opportunities and clear cut career paths for their employees through initiatives such as ‘Jetwing Youth Development Programme (JYDP)’ discussed above (PATA). Employees who joined Vil Uyana through the initial JYDP programme in 2006, still being with the company is a great testament for this (Jetwing Hotels, 2016). Through these Vil Uyana has been able to create a skilled and competent workforce, which as per (Zehrer, Pechlaner, & Reuter, Innovativeness in Tourism: The Perception of Innovation Awards Participants, 2013) is the most important factor for successful innovation.





	Firm culture

	As (Zehrer, Pechlaner, & Reuter, Innovativeness in Tourism: The Perception of Innovation Awards Participants, 2013) explains, all factors influencing innovation should be connected, managed and implemented to the culture of a company. The strong firm culture that runs through the entirety of the Jetwing hotel chain is visible in ‘Vil Uyana’ as well. All hotel employees respect the company’s core values of ‘passion, humility, tenacity & integrity’ and the company maintains an environment which is conductive for innovation to take place through encouraging employees to speak their minds and constantly develop solutions (Daily FT, 2013).







Apart the above internal factors, it is also evident that being a part of a hotel chain (i.e. Jetwing Hotels) has made it easier for ‘Vil Uyana’ to innovate more easily in comparison to stand alone hotels as they benefit from managements’ know-how, improved human capital skills and greater HR investments (Andrea, 2012; Orfila-Sintes,et al., 2005). Furthermore, it is also important to understand that a firms employees plays a pivotal role in deciding a firms ability to innovate and Vil Uyana as being a part of Jetwing Hotel chains which is recognized as one of the ‘Great Companies to work for in Sri Lanka’ has a sound workforce who is satisfied in their respective job roles (Daily FT, 2013).


Table 9. External Factors influencing Innovation





	Networks and Institutions





	Factor

	Remarks





	Suppliers

	The ability to communicate faster through local channels, obtain cheaper and economically friendlier goods through local production and service





	

	providers developed in the hotel's immediate area are critical factors that enables a Hotel to innovate successfully (Novelli, Schmitz, & Spencer, 2006). ‘Vil Uyana’ strictly adheres to ‘local sourcing’ and therefore products and services are purchased or procured from in and around the hotel’s locality whenever possible. Through this policy the hotel has been able to maintain a solid relationship with the surrounding community while also maximizing the local economic benefits (Kasturi Arachchi, 2017).





	Innovations and Developments in other industries

	Tourism industry per say is not responsible for all the Innovations that take place within the industry as most innovations within the sector tend to be incremental innovations (Hjalager, 2002; Bramwell & Lane, 2012). Vil Uyana is a classic example of successfully adopting such a novel concept brought forward in another industry as the inspiration for the design of the property was gained after witnessing the London Wetland Centre (Wijeyratne, 2017).


Further to the above, co-operating with firms outside the tourism industry also helps firms to identify gaps or opportunities in the market that other competitor firms haven’t yet capitalized upon as well (Moutinho, 2011). For an example the employment of a resident Naturalist to the hotel from outside the industry, was a first of a kind initiative adopted by any hotel in the Sigiriya area. The addition of the Naturalist to the staff cadre enabled ‘Vil Uyana’ to create unique new excursions and also enhance the quality of clients experience in the hotel (Jetwing Vil Uyana, 2013).





	Markets and Trends





	New trends and changing customer needs

	In the recent years new forms of tourism segments are being created, whilst slowly moving away from the conventional, mass tourism (Egresi). This has led to the creation of new production processes and different management systems such as the adoption of Sustainable Tourism practices (Carvalho & Costa, 2011). Vil Uyana adopted a sustainable strategy since its very inception and as discussed above in the assessment almost all of their innovations are ‘eco-initiatives’ and reflections of sustainable practices (Wright, The Sri Lankan Hotel Chain That’s Re-Imagining the Eco Hotel, 2014).







5 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS


Upon assessing the numerous innovative marketing activities undertaken by Vil Uyana, it can be noticed that the overall Innovation efforts of Vil Uyana clearly matches with the definition composed initially in the literature review. The hotel has had multi-dimensional innovations across various facets throughout the years where innovations such as the novel hotel concept were primarily implemented to gain competitive advantage through differentiated offering; whilst innovations such as investments on technological equipment to facilitate sustainable efforts were implemented to advance further as a Hotel.


Even though the innovative marketing activities of Vil Uyana has assisted the hotel to reach extraordinary heights in the Hospitality sector, the industry has started to become increasingly competitive with Competition entering into the market in the form of Luxury resorts such as Ulagalla and Water Garden Sigiriya (Weerasuriya, 2010; Daily Mirror, 2016). In this situation, it is essential for Vil Uyana to continuously engage in developing and implementing innovative forms of marketing activities that are difficult to copy (Vila, et al., 2012), either as a way of responding external environmental changes or as pre-emptive action to influence the market (Baregheh, Rowley, & Sambrook, 2009) as recommended below to successfully compete and remain superior in their specific market segment.


Technology enhancements. The global nature of the Hospitality industry has radically changed with the advancements in Technology, where the modern clients expects their hotels to communicate with them across International borders (Kandampully, The new customer-centred business model for the hospitality industry, 2006). Therefore, technology adoption procedures in Vil Uyana needs to be enhanced where advanced technology is not solely used for product & service enhancement (which Vil Uyana has done effectively already) but is used also to improvise the ways that the hotel markets itself as well (Hjalager, 2010). In that sense, Vil Uyana can look into some of the International adoptions on how technology has been effectively used to market and attract customers such below:




	The Wellesley Hotel, London - Uses Whatsapp to make room reservations (Sell, 2016)


	Starwood Hotels & Resorts – Uses the clients’ mobile device to check-in and unlock room doors (Huenfeeld, 2015)


	Four Seasons Hotels – Allowing customers to choose their own bed, and customize their sleep experience as per their liking (Hozpitality.com, 2014)





However, as a Luxury Hotel that is promised to deliver exceptional service it is important for Vil Uyana to clearly distinguish and identify the exact needs and preferences of their clients as some clients would prefer a High-touch personalized service as opposed to other clients who would rather prefer low-touch, technology based self-servicing (Dykins, 2016).


Increased Employee Motivation. Regardless of the comparatively low salary schemes as discussed above it has been shown that the employees of Vil Uyana has remained very faithful towards the company whilst delivering exemplary service (Farrugia, 2015). However it is important to understand that the most common motivator for employees to deliver outstanding services is the monetary benefits gained from the job. Therefore Vil Uyana should concentrate on gradually increasing employee salaries as a method of motivating the staff; however if the hotel is unable to offer salary increments abruptly, VIl Uyana can concentrate on offering indirect compensation to the employees such as providing free health insurance (Sturman & Ford, 2011). Further to the financial motivations Vil Uyana can also look into implementing non-financial motivators such as increased involvement of employees’ participation in planning and decision-making of the hotel, Open communication in between the management and the employees & recognizing employees who bring in new innovative ideas to motivate its staff as well (Ko, 2015).


Establishing a strong relationship with the Governing bodies. The support of the governing body of the country is an essential factor for any Hotel to carry out innovative activities successfully as various government policies & schemes has the ability to foster innovation and encourage research and development aspects of the hotel as well (Mei, et al., 2012).


Therefore, Vil Uyana should concentrate on building stronger ties with the government, as their support will provide the hotel with both financial benefits [example – granting soft loans] and non-financial benefits [example - Liaise with international NGOs on behalf of the Hotel to obtain support to implement new sustainable practices] in the long run (Daily FT, 2014; JETWING, 2017).


Increased emphasis on Social Media Marketing. Considered as a ‘mega trend’ in the recent years social media has become a vital asset for all tourism and hospitality companies to engage with potential guests, increase their online presence, and ultimately maximize their online revenues (Leung, et al., 2013). Therefore, considering the importance of the role played by Social Media, Vil Uyana should take instant action to increase their online presence. The hotel can take initial steps such as having a dedicated social media profile in platforms other than Facebook, especially in sites such as Instagram where the company can present a more personal picture of the brand to further assist in promoting their brand online (Bergström & Bäckman, 2013).
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Abstract


Visit Wales is the Welsh Assembly Government’s tourism team, responsible for the branding, marketing and promoting of Wales as a tourism destination. The purpose of this research is to ascertain the perspectives of the development of the Welsh brand by gathering expert insights into the topic from key tourism stakeholders. Furthermore it aims to identify the challenges Visit Wales is facing in developing a distinct brand image for Wales, and how these challenges are being managed. The findings reveal that there is some nervousness among the private sector stakeholders about Government/private sector led destination branding. Moreover, the major challenges identified were failure to create a point of difference, loss of identity and lack of stakeholder buy-in. The management of the challenges were identified and examined, and highlight the approach to the new brand strategy to be launched by Visit Wales which shows great promise.
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1 INTRODUCTION


United Nations World Tourism Organization, (UNWTO, 2007) cited in Morrison (2013) noted that the role of the Destination Management Organization (DMO) calls for them to be strategic leaders in destination development with a coherent strategy to coordinate the destination branding activities. Gnoth (2002) observed that due to the fact that the tourism destination is extremely fragmented, it is imperative for the DMO to involve tourism stakeholders in the destination branding process to ensure that there is a united approach to the delivery of the brand. However, due to the unique characteristics of the tourism destination, building destination brands can present several challenges (Cai, 2002).


Ashton (2015) highlighted that arguably the most significant challenge, is the fact that tourism destinations are so multi-dimensional. In addition to this, the author noted that there is also the challenge of the heterogeneity of the market interests of the public and private sector stakeholders at the destination. Morgan, Pritchard and Pride (2004) and Ashton (2015) further highlighted that the fact that DMO’s are evolving into public/private sector partnerships driven by Government, also presents a challenge as it harbors a lack of trust in the way that the interests of the various stakeholders are represented.


1.1 Project Rationale


According to Morgan and Pritchard (2001), the failure to craft a distinct identity for Wales as a destination has resulted in Wales portraying a very weak image to its target markets over a number of years. It was further noted that there is potential to develop a unique brand image for Wales; however, failure to successfully do this will have serious implications for Wales’ capacity for growth in the future, especially in the international markets. More recently, Pritchard (2014) noted that Wales’ brand identity has suffered from the lack of strategic focus and lack of a consistent message and is now at a critical point. In order to address this issue, it is believed that there is need to develop a stronger brand identity; combining the country’s historic and modern aspects coherently to project a strong and clear narrative which can appeal to international markets and can convince potential tourists that Wales has a varied and high quality product to offer (Welsh Affairs Committee, 2014).


Aims and objectives: The overall purpose of the study was to identify and analyze the challenges Visit Wales is facing in the application of strategies towards developing a distinct brand for Wales from a stakeholder perspective. Specific objectives in support of the overall purpose were identified as follows:




	To ascertain tourism stakeholder’s perspectives of the development of the Welsh brand;


	To identify and analyze the existing challenges Visit Wales is facing relative to developing a distinct brand for Wales;


	To examine how the challenges identified are being managed;


	To highlight the critical success factors necessary for Visit Wales to manage the challenges experienced in developing the Welsh brand.





2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND


2.1 Destination branding in context


Morrison (2013) observes that destination branding is the activity performed by the destination management organisation (DMO) in partnership with its stakeholders to develop and portray an identity and personality for its destination which differentiates it from its competitors. Building a destination brand image essentially means identifying the most relevant associations for the destination and strengthening their linkages to the destination brand (Camplo, Aitken, Thyne & Gnoth, 2014). Similarly, Cai (2002) expressed that this should be a strategic combination of a consistent mix of brand elements to distinguish the destination through positive image building.


García, Gomez and Molina (2011) asserted that all over the world, brand development and place marketing have become strategic tools for the destination resulting from the increasing competition among destinations. Ashton (2014) highlighted that the establishment of a destination brand is particularly important for any tourism destination and should function as identification and differentiation. Morgan, Pritchard & Pride, (2011) further highlighted that developing successful brand image is also important for achieving a competitive identity through the way in which the elements of the destination (its heritage, culture, products and services, people etc.) are combined to create one message that is communicated about the destination.


2.2 Role of the DMO and the importance of Stakeholder involvement


Buhalis (2000) posited that DMO’s tend to be part of the local, regional or national government and have the political power and financial means to manage resources of the destination while involving all stakeholders of the destination. According to Ritchie and Crouch (2003), the DMO is mandated to spearhead all the activities surrounding tourism destination development; however, these activities cannot be isolated to solely the DMO. Morrison (2013) highlighted a difficult question regarding the DMO governance “should the government administer the DMO or should the private sector or perhaps a collaboration of government and the private sector?” and noted that in most countries the DMO is generally Government led.


A presentation by Terzibasoglu -UNWTO, (2011) cited in Morrison (2013) created an argument with regard to DMO governance. It was posited that while governments are good with strategic planning for the long term, and destination awareness is high due to their extensive responsibilities, it can be argued that Government agencies are slow in accomplishing objectives and are not considered to be proficient in marketing. Conversely, the private sector is very experienced with creating marketing strategies, good at executing short-term tactics and active decision-making. However, Morrison (2013) believes that the private sector does not possess the long-term vision necessary for developing a tourism destination, not to mention can be considered as profit driven with little concern for the interests of the wider community and based on this, it is implied that Government is in a better position of branding the destination.


Gnoth (2002) observed that due to the fact that the tourism destination is extremely fragmented and heterogeneous, tourism stakeholders can be divided into the public and private sector, with the public sector including local Government at the national, regional, state, country and municipality level, including DMO’s, and tourism development councils. On the other hand, the private sector stakeholders can include associations and organisations of tourism, accommodation providers, tourism offices and basically all citizens of the destination. Therefore, destination branding calls for the combining of services created and provided through the cooperation of multiple stakeholders at the destination (Haugland, Ness, Grønseth & Aarstad, 2011). However, Gnoth (2002) further noted that the inclusion of the varying industry stakeholders in destination branding is a challenging venture as they all have varying roles, interests, perspectives and attitudes towards the destination branding process.


Morgan, et al., (2004) highlighted that the destination branding process can be broken down into five phases: 1) Market investigation, 2) Brand identity development 3) Brand launch and introduction, 4) Brand implementation and 5) Monitoring, evaluation and review. During the market investigation phase, the core values should be established and should be durable and salient. In the brand identity development phase, having established the brand values, they should be reflected in every component of the brand identity so that the brand values are communicated in a logical and consistent way. Morgan, Pritchard and Piggott (2003) noted that at this phase, it is essential for the DMO to be aware of how the brand’s personality interacts with the market. The third phase is the brand launch and introduction through which the vision is communicated. During this phase, there should be a unified perception of the brand by all stakeholders and this should be reinforced through all aspects of the destination product and the way the brand promise is communicated externally. Phase four deals with the implementation of the brand and maintaining the brand presence, while the fifth phase is concerned with monitoring, evaluating and reviewing the brand to ensure and measure the success of the process. Further to this, Blain et al., (2005) emphasized that evaluation of the brand’s performance in the marketplace is crucial to the process. Moreover, the authors stressed that measuring the brand’s effectiveness is a fundamental tool for sustaining the success of the brand.


2.3 Challenges and critical success factors in developing a destination brand


Due to the unique characteristics of the tourism destination, building destination brands can present several challenges (Cai, 2001). Morgan et al, (2011) suggest one of the main challenges in destination branding is accomplishing a balanced and accurate representation of the country. Cai (2002) postulated that one of the most significant challenges when creating a destination branding is the failure to understand the nature of the place’s identity and to recognize the unique selling points that represent its character. Moreover, Pike (2005) highlighted that multi-dimensional nature of the destination is arguably the most significant challenge destinations face. He suggested that in order to be effective, there needs to be a focus on a concise message linking a few brand associations.


Fyall (2011) and Pike (2005) pointed out that the heterogeneous omnipresence of the market interests of the range of stakeholders at the destination also presents a challenge to the DMO in destination branding. Based on the fact that the tourism stakeholders have responsibility of delivering the brand promise at the destination, unanimity is essential in order for the implementation of the brand to be successful; without the stakeholder’s investment in the delivery of the brand, the strategy will fail (Pike, 2005). Pride (2011) further emphasized that the challenge is that when communicating the brand, DMO’s focus more so on external markets and neglect to communicate the brand internally to the people of the destination.


Moilanen and Rainisto, (2008) suggest that success factors of destination branding include communication between a wide level of stakeholders, commitment of the various players, focusing on own resources, good formulation of the core-idea, different and unique positioning and identity, long-term financing, clear organizational structures and coordination of a united and consistent message. More specifically, UNWTO (2009) stressed that success in developing brand identity calls for the destination to focus on its core market segments. The destination brand should represent a dynamic interaction between the destination’s core assets and the way in which potential visitors perceive them (UNWTO, 2009).


3 METHODOLOGY


3.1 Rationale surrounding the research method


For the purpose of this research, the researcher believed that qualitative method would be best suited based on the view of Miles & Huberman (1994) who emphasized that the effectiveness of the data acquired from this type of research, highlighting the well-grounded, rich descriptions garnered through in-depth explanations. Moreover, Silverman (2009) suggests that quantitative research does not effectively capture the meanings, characteristics and explanations of things in a way qualitative research would. It was deemed important to use qualitative research for the study as the researcher sought to capture the views of a particular group, and required depth in the data to better understand the cause and effect of the issue at hand in order to satisfy the aim and objectives of the study.


The researcher used the exploratory case study design for the purpose of this research. The reasoning behind this is that it systematically gathers enough information within a specific context about a particular social setting, event or group to allow the researcher to effectively understand how it operates or functions and to assist in the development of insights and theory. This decision was further influenced by Creswell (2007) and Denzin and Lincoln (2011) who emphasized that data obtained from the case study research design has great value as it gives the researcher a holistic view of the organization, event or entity under investigation using qualitative data to assist in the development of insights and theories.


Existing literature surrounding destination branding and marketing were examined with primary a focus on destination branding and challenges associated. Veal (2006) and Fisher (2010) pointed out that scouring published and unpublished sources of information is a fundamental part of any research project, as it indicates the state of knowledge on the topic and can be a stimulant for methodological and substantive ideas.


The non-probability sampling method was employed for the study as it is not concerned with generalizability but more so, about natural exploration of a subgroup of participants relevant to the area of study (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). Babbie (2013) and Neuman (2005) highlighted that purposive sampling can be particularly useful for case study research where the researcher needs to reach a targeted sample. The type of non-probability sampling employed was purposive sampling. Neuman (2005) also pointed out that purposive sampling is used to select specific persons who are more likely to provide the most adequate information in the area of study based on the researcher’s reasoning.


3.2 Target population and sample


Overall, five stakeholders from the public and private sector were targeted. Objective three sought to determine how the challenges identified were being managed. As, such, in order to acquire the most credible information to satisfy this objective specifically, selecting a representative from Visit Wales directly involved in the branding activities of the destination was deemed pertinent. Moreover, since the study focused on a stakeholder perspective, tourism stakeholders were an asset to the sample to satisfy the second objective of the study.
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