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Guest satisfaction in East and West: evidence from online reviews of the influence

of cultural origin in two major gambling cities, Las Vegas and Macau

Sérgio Moro®”

Abstract

We assess how cultural differences between guests and host destination affect the
TripAdvisor score granted on hotel units. We selected two gambling destinations, Las
Vegas and Macau, to enable a comparison between a Western and an Eastern destination.
The six Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (power distance, individualism, masculinity,
uncertainty avoidance, long term orientation, indulgence) were adopted. A total of
109,309 and 28,957 useful reviews for Las Vegas and Macau, respectively, were collected
from TripAdvisor. Then, for each online reviewer, the difference between the reviewer’s
country of origin and the destination for each dimension were computed. Finally, two
data mining models (one per destination) of TripAdvisor score were computed using as
inputs the differences for each dimension. We conclude that the difference between guest
origin and destination cultural dimension influences the scores granted on TripAdvisor.
We also found that the relevance of each dimension is different for both destinations

analysed.
Keywords

Cultural background; cultural dimensions; guest satisfaction; gambling destinations.

1. Introduction

Customer satisfaction is a key concern of organizations striving to succeed in a
competitive world, made smaller through the information and communication systems
and technologies built upon the Internet. Online social media platforms that provide
means for users to complain and praise about products and services have become
dominant sources for obtaining customer feedback. In the tourism and hospitality

industry, tourists and guests often write their opinions in online reviews platforms such
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as TripAdvisor and Booking.com (Schuckert et al., 2016). However, even in a globalised
world, brands need to carefully balance between a global strategy and adaptations to local
communities and countries, to please consumers and increase their likelihood of a positive
response to a marketing campaign (Moro et al., 2020a). Hence, the cultural origin plays
a decisive role in customer satisfaction, even when a traveller is exposed to electronic
word-of-mouth by reading what others have previous written (de Carlos et al., 2019).
Nevertheless, although many studies have emerged to explore the potential of customers’
contributions over social media, few have addressed the cultural factor by analysing the
profiles of online reviewers. The recent study by Stamolampros et al. (2019) analysed
reviewers’ cultural origins and its impact in airline satisfaction, whereas Litvin (2019)
assessed the impact of high versus low uncertainty avoidance in guest’s perception about

the destination.

In this study, we explore the differences between guests’ origins and their destination by
considering the six Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (Hofstede et al., 2010): power distance
(PDI), individualism (IDV), masculinity (MAS), uncertainty avoidance (UAV), long term
orientation (LTO), and indulgence (IDL). Specifically, we focus on the important
hospitality industry which has promoted online reviews’ platforms that have been
extensively adopted by tourists worldwide (Schuckert et al., 2015). We adopt the
TripAdvisor score as a proxy for guest satisfaction. Using the six dimensions as inputs to
a neural network model and the score as the output, we contribute to the existing literature
by two folds: (1) we prove the existence of a relation between the cultural background of
travellers visiting a destination and guest satisfaction, and (2) we show how each of the
six Hofstede’s dimensions influence satisfaction. To explore the dichotomy of East versus
West, we chose two major gambling destinations, Macau, in China, and Las Vegas, in the
United States. The emotions triggered by such renowned gambling cities amplify visitors’
satisfaction (Sui & Baloglu, 2003), enabling to better understand the differences of the

cultural background influence in guest satisfaction.

2. Theory and research hypotheses

2.1. Cultural influence in hospitality

The travellers’ cultural background influences their perceptions when visiting a tourism

destination (Torres et al., 2014). The binomial local versus visitor culture needs to be



handled carefully by both hosts and guests. There are several examples that show local
population habits clashing with visitors’ habits in dimensions such as clothing and public
behaviour. For example, Dubai, in the United Arab Emirates, has risen in the past few
decades to become a world-renowned tourism destination (Henderson, 2014). Yet, to
fulfil the Emirate’s desire, the conservative local population needed to be willing to
welcome guests from all corners of the world, including from more liberal Western
countries such as those in North America and Europe. At the same time, there is an effort
to remind visitors of the need to respect local culture, and there are recommendations in
tourism websites regarding issues such as dress code and alcohol consumption
(Stephenson et al., 2010). Stephenson (2014) has devoted attention to such cultural clash
in Dubai, concluding that local heritage and culture is currently being threatened by the

rapid urbanization and westernization and, therefore, needs to be better preserved.

Tourism marketers and offices are aware of the differences of their target audience,
depending on the country and cultural context. For example, Tang et al. (2009) found that
the images published in websites promoting Macau are different for English websites
when compared to Chinese ones. At the same time, as tourism urbanization popular
contemporary culture leads to well-known destinations such as Macau and Las Vegas,
where gambling and pleasure are selling trademarks (Weaver, 2011), visitors to such
destinations are still bonded to their cultural roots, despite having a perception of what to
expect. This leads to the importance of having several distinct cultures represented among
hotels’ staff, to offer a sense of being at home while experiencing local attractions
(Christensen-Hughes, 1992). In line with this trend, Hearns et al. (2007)’s findings
emphasize the importance of cultural diversity in hospitality curricula of education

programs offered by tourism schools.

2.2. Guests’ origins and satisfaction

Consumer satisfaction measures how satisfied the consumers of a product or service are
(Peterson & Wilson, 1992). It is a key construct in Marketing models (e.g., customer
retention - Hennig-Thurau & Klee, 1997; customer loyalty - Beerli et al., 2004).
Therefore, scholars have devoted attention to customer-centric models, with the industry
also adopting Customer Relationship Management (CRM) information systems where

assessing satisfaction is mandatory to meet consumers’ needs (Khalifa & Shen, 2005).



The dissemination and adoption of social media platforms worldwide have provided a
valuable mean of understanding the consumer perspective, whereas previously scholars
and practitioners relied mostly on primary data collected through surveys and interviews
(Moro et al., 2020b). The hospitality industry has been at the forefront of such wave of
new technology by developing and embracing online reviews platforms such as
TripAdvisor and Yelp (Guerreiro & Moro, 2017). The valuable tourists’ opinions written
in social media have several advantages, including being freely contributed (i.e., the
researcher or manager does not need to rely on the tourist willingness to state his/her
opinion), and being abundant in popular platforms, providing excellent Big Data sources
for analysis (Schroeder, 2014). Thus, a wide array of studies has emerged based on such
platforms focused on guest satisfaction (e.g., Xiang et al., 2015; Kim & Park, 2017).

The globalisation phenomenon, empowered by online social media, offers an unprecedent
source of information, leading to informed consumers that now know better than never
about the services or products they are acquiring (Shiau et al., 2018). The hospitality
sector is no exception and visitors can now virtually explore online the locations a-priori
of their decisions and read the opinions from previous guests who stayed at each
destination (Xiang & Gretzel, 2010; Gongalves et al., 2018). Thus, nowadays visitors are
aware of the cultural background of the destination and can take actions to prevent any
embarrassment or conflicting situation when at the destination (Zhou et al., 2018). Given
the importance of the subject, several researchers have devoted attention to studying the
impact of guests’ cultural origins when visiting a foreign location. Mok and Armstrong
(1998) analysed hotel service quality expectations of tourists coming from five different
countries (UK, USA, Australia, Japan, and Taiwan) to visit Hong Kong. They conducted
a survey and collected 325 responses from guests staying in three hotels and found
significant differences in visitors’ expectations depending on the country of origin.
Likewise, Torres et al. (2014) came to similar conclusions in unveiling that visitors of
Central Florida, USA, coming from distinct countries, including Brazil, Germany and
Canada, are delighted differently based on their origins, regarding the services and
amenities offered by hotels. Torres et al. (2014) also adopted primary data by collecting
228 responses to interviews conducted in an upscale hotel. Although most of the empirical
studies on the subject are based on primary data, the previously mentioned importance
and advantages of social media have led to recent studies based on data originated in

social media platforms. For example, Zhou et al. (2014) identified significant different



levels of satisfaction according to guests’ origins, with Oceania and North American
visitors being more positive than Western Europeans and Southeast Asians. However,
their study only considered 1345 reviews collected from the Agoda.com website, thus not
benefiting from Big Data.

Existing literature provides evidence between cultural origin and satisfaction. Such
evidence emerges in different domains of knowledge. One of these domains within the
social sciences is related to job satisfaction. The globalisation supported by a
transportation network that connects cities worldwide increased cross-cultural
phenomena and migration led to the employment of foreigners at both skilled (Bodankin
& Semyonov, 2016) and non-skilled levels (Kasimis, 2008), leveraging research
accordingly. Specifically, Hofstede et al. (2010)’s work pioneered cross-cultural research
by proposing a set of dimensions to classify each nation’s culture. He grounded his
proposal on empirical analyses based on IBM’s workers, one of the largest multinational
corporations in the world (Powell, 2006). Several subsequent studies have adopted
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to assess their impact in satisfaction. Hauff et al. (2015)
analysed 24 nations in different continents and found that in nations high in uncertainty
avoidance, job security is less important to job satisfaction. Still within the job satisfaction
umbrella, Testa (2009) identified that the relationship between leaders and team members
is impacted by the cultural similarity between them. On another domain of research, Cui
et al. (2012) discovered that cultural values and ethnic background influence the effect of
message congruency on attitude towards the advertisement. By borrowing from
previously cited studies, there is support for raising hypotheses regarding a deeper
influence of guests’ origins when visiting renowned tourism destinations, helping to span
existing tourism research beyond the marginal contributions reported on the previous

paragraph.

There is empirical evidence in current literature (e.g., Litvin, 2019; Zhou et al., 2014) that
the guests’ origins and subsequent habits are subconsciously present when visitors are
writing about their stay, denoting trends which can be traced back to each one’s origin.
Yet, no study is known based on a large number of online reviews and disaggregating
each visitor’s origin to its six Hofstede’s dimensions to assess each’s influence on the

perceived satisfaction expressed. Therefore, we raise the following research questions:

RQ1: Does the difference between guest origin and destination cultural dimension

influences the scores granted on TripAdvisor?



RQ2: Are there differences of the influence of cultural dimensions between a Western

and an Eastern destination reflected on TripAdvisor score (assuming RQ1 is confirmed)?

3. Data and approach

Traditionally, research questions in empirical studies in social sciences have been
answered through primary data collected using instruments such as questionnaires and
interviews (e.g., Leask & Fyall, 2006). However, new technologies grounded on the
Internet provide Big Data sources from where secondary data can also be collected to
address research problems (Heafner et al., 2016). In particular, the social media provides
platforms in which users can share their experiences (Mehraliyev et al., 2019). Several
examples of studies adopting such approach have emerged in the recent years in tourism
(e.g., Holder & Ruhanen, 2017; Dickinger & Mazanec, 2015). One major advantage is
the large volume of data usually available which does not rely upon users’ willingness to
participate in the research (Moro et al., 2020b). In our study, we follow such approach by
harvesting and harnessing the textual comments of users written in online reviews. For
collecting the guests’ opinions, we chose TripAdvisor, a globally renowned online
reviews platform specifically developed for the tourism and hospitality industry. We
developed a web scraping script in the R language using the “rvest” package, which
enabled to efficiently gather all reviews written between January 2005 and October 2019
for every Las Vegas and Macau hotel registered on TripAdvisor (Xiang et al., 2017). By
focusing in hotels, we assure a large diversity of units within the same destinations as
opposed to national parks, for example. Such diversity is translated into a high number of
interactions between staff and guests of different nationalities, providing the needed
ground for this study. Additionally, the appealing emotional nature of gambling justifies

the choice of the two global gambling centres worldwide (Sui & Baloglu, 2003).

Figure 1 shows the undertaken procedure, including the number of reviews collected.
Since the location field is not mandatory for reviewers when writing a review, a large
number of missing values were found, which rendered the corresponding reviews useless.
Thus, only those reviews in which the city of origin of the reviewer was written were
retained. At the same time, for those reviews, we obtained the six Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions per country. Finally, since we aimed to understand the influence of cultural

differences between guests and hosts, we removed those reviews from the same country



of the destination, i.e., all reviews from US citizens were removed for the case of Las
Vegas and, likewise, all reviews from Chinese citizens were discarded for the case of
Macau. Such procedure resulted in a total of 109,309 and 28,957 useful reviews for Las

Vegas and Macau, respectively.

The fact that Las Vegas is an older destination brand, known at a planetary scale as a
synonym of gambling and pleasure, and with a larger number of hotels justifies the larger
number of reviews retrieved. Also, more than 75% of Las Vegas visitors are domestic
tourists while only less than 6% of Macau guests come from China. Regarding an overall
view of guests’ satisfaction through the lens of online reviewers, guests are in general
more pleased with the offer from Macau, with an average score of 4.3, while Las Vegas

units score in average 3.97.

To assess the cultural difference between hosts and guests, for each reviewer, the
difference for each of the six Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (PD, INDIV, MAS, UA,
LTO, INDUL) between the visited country (China, for the case of Macau, or US for the
case of Las Vegas) and the reviewer’s home country were computed. By choosing both
an Eastern and a Western destination, we mitigate the influence the cultural roots of the

destination while focusing on the cultural differences.

A data mining approach was adopted to answer the two research questions highlighted at
the end of section 2.2. Such procedure consists in training two models (one per
destination) that receive as inputs the six variables that measure the cultural differences
between guest and host city and, as output, the quantitative score granted by the guest on
TripAdvisor (i.e., a value € {1, 2, 3, 4, 5}). The modelling algorithm chosen was the
random forest, which is an ensemble of decision trees, a simple yet effective technique in
which the decisions go through a series of branches until a leaf is reached where an
outcome is computed. This technique performs equally well when compared to other non-
linear machine learning algorithms such as support vector machines and it is more
straightforward to define while requiring fewer parameters (Pal, 2005). Considering the
collected datasets and the need to assure independency between the data used to train the
models, and the data used to assess their performance, a typical method consists in
splitting the dataset leaving part of the instances of the problem for training, and the
remaining for testing the model’s performance. To assure robustness between training

and testing split, a 10-fold cross validation scheme was adopted (Romao et al., 2019).



Since TripAdvisor’s score is a number, the problem becomes a regression problem.
Accordingly, two performance metrics were computed to evaluate both models’
performance: the mean absolute error (MAE), which measures the difference between the
real score and the one predicted by the model, and the mean absolute percentage error
(MAPE), which measures MAE in proportion to the real value (Kim & Kim, 2016). Since
TripAdvisor score goes from 1 to 5, MAPE can artificially amplify the percentage error
for cases of lower real scores. To address such issue, Silva et al. (2018) proposed the
normalized mean absolute error (NMAE), which is computed by dividing the MAE by
the amplitude of possible values (i.e., the maximum minus the minimum possible values,
or 5-1=4 for the case of TripAdvisor score). Thus, the lower the error metrics (MAE,
MAPE, NMAE), the better is the model in explaining the TripAdvisor score based on the

differences for the six cultural dimensions between guest and host.

Finally, and assuming the difference in the cultural dimensions explains the score granted
by guests (i.e., models with smaller errors), it is possible to extract knowledge from a data
model by computing the contribution of each of the six cultural dimensions to the model
in terms of their relevance. The data-based sensitivity analysis (DSA) is a technique first
proposed by Cortez and Embrechts (2013) which consists in using a random sample of
instances of the problem obtained from the dataset used to train the model to vary the
input features simultaneously to assess how much the output changes as a result of such
variation. If changing a given feature results in a large variation of the output, then that
feature holds a large influence on the output. The result of DSA is a percentage which
expresses the relevance of each feature to the TripAdvisor score. The higher the
percentage, the stronger the influence. DSA has been applied successfully to a wide range
of problems including branding (Romaéo et al., 2019), customer targeting (Barraza et al.,
2019), and civil engineering (Tinoco et al., 2011). All undertaken experiments were
conducted using the “rminer” package from the R statistical tool, which offers a flexible
set of functions specifically devoted to data mining tasks, including an implementation of
DSA (Cortez, 2010).

4. Results and discussion

As previously mentioned, two models were trained, one for modelling Las Vegas

TripAdvisor score, and another for Macau. Table 1 shows the three computed metrics for



both models. Although there is a deviation of the outputs from the model and the real
scores, the percentage metrics show both models constitute a good approximation of the
real scores. The obtained metrics are from the same order of magnitude of the ones
obtained by Moro et al. (2017) also for modelling TripAdvisor score. Therefore, we can
positively answer the first research question, RQ1: there is an influence of the difference
between guest origin and destination cultural dimension on the scores granted on
TripAdvisor. Since TripAdvisor score can be considered as a proxy for guest satisfaction
(Moro et al., 2017), we can conclude that the cultural background of visitors and the
destination culture influence the perceived guest satisfaction, corroborating previous
studies (e.g., Torres etal., 2014), but in this case through a very large set of reviews which
represent all the opinions expressed in TripAdvisor, one of the most widely known
platforms for tourism, for two major gambling destinations in two opposite sides of the

planet, Las Vegas, and Macau.

To answer the second research question (RQ2), we adopted the DSA to unveil the
contribution of each individual cultural dimension to the scores granted for both models.
Figure 2 shows the contribution of each variable (i.e., each cultural dimension) in terms
of relative percentage to TripAdvisor score, with the values for Las VVegas appearing in a
darker grey.

The results show that for most cultural dimensions, there is a difference in the role played
by such dimensions between the Western and the Eastern gambling destinations. Such
result positively responds to the second research question (RQZ2). Next, we scrutinize how
those differences are reflected by the cultural dimensions. For Las Vegas, the differences
in both LTO and UAV between guests and host destination are the two most relevant
dimensions, concealing around 43% of relevance. For Macau, LTO is also the most
relevant dimension, although with just slightly above relevance when compared to IDL,
MAS, and UAV, the second, third, and fourth most relevant dimensions for Macau. By
plotting a variable effect characteristic graphic, we are able to understand, based on DSA,

how LTO influences score for both cities (Figure 3).

Given that China (Macau) holds a value of 87 for LTO , according to Hofstede et al.
(2010), while the corresponding value for the US (Las Vegas) is of only 26, the results
expressed on Figure 3 highlight the possible ranges for the differences, with the much
higher score of Las Vegas resulting in more ranges of positive differences, whereas the

opposite occurs for Macau. For both destinations, a common trend emerges: guests from



countries scoring higher in LTO tend to grant lower scores on TripAdvisor. This result
reflects the fact that gambling, which is a key tourism driver in both cities, is associated
to immediate rewards as opposed to long-term orientation. However, for the case of Las
Vegas, the score in TripAdvisor drastically decreases for LTO differences above 25, i.e.,
for guests coming from countries with an LTO above 26. Such different behaviour may
be due to Macau being a more conservative city with managers and staff more dedicated
to assuring a long-term relationship with guests (Harrill et al., 2011; Lam, 2002), whereas
Las Vegas, known as the capital of gambling and pleasure, creates a clash in visitors
coming from long-term oriented cultures due to its immediacy-based culture turned to
quick profit, thus investing less in human resources (Engstrom, 2007; Sledge et al., 2011).
As an example, 76 Spanish visitors to Macau attributed an average score of 4.42 (LTO
difference=22; LTO-Spain=48; LTO-US=26), whereas 890 Spanish visitors to Las Vegas
granted an average score of 3.78 (LTO difference=-39; LTO-Spain=48; LTO-China=87).
Such result denotes that Spanish are positively impressed with the long-term perspective
of hosts receiving them in Macau which, among other factors, influences the scores
granted. The persistence trait associated with long-term orientation leads to a service more
focused on responding to customers’ needs. To illustrate this, a Spanish guest on Paris
Las Vegas hotel wrote the following comment: “the reception at the hotel has very few
people attending it and there are too long queues to check in”. On the other hand, another
Spanish guest who stayed in Grand Hyatt Macau, said the following: “Staff is everywhere
to help on everything you should need, all of them coordinated by ... a true professional
on duty every moment of the day”. This is just one of many examples showing that Macau
managers invest more in the quality and training of their staff. It seems that long-term

orientation of hosts is directly reflected into guest satisfaction.

Next, we scrutinize the effect of UAV on the granted scores for both destinations (Figure
4). Both show a similar trend, even though Chinese score lower in UAV (30) in
comparison to US citizens (46). This finding unveils that the dimension related to
uncertainty avoidance, which can be viewed as the opposite of gambling stimulus for
immediate reward, is the same regardless of being a Western or an Eastern gambling
destination. Thus, long-term orientation and uncertainty avoidance dimensions are
affected by the fact that both cities analysed are two major gambling destinations Yet,
whereas guests from countries with a higher LTO tend to grant higher scores, the opposite

occurs for UAV. Such result denotes that gambling has a more negative influence on



guests with a lower UAV (Kim et al., 2002), who seek for immediate rewards, whereas
those that score higher in UAV seem to better enjoy the stay by scoring higher the hotel
units on TripAdvisor.

Interestingly, the masculinity dimension, which is the third most relevant for both
destinations, has the same relevance in both cases. However, as shown in Figure 5, the
effect is different for both cities. For Las Vegas, the results are steady until the difference
between guest and host is 25, above which the granted scores plummet. Thus, the liberal
environment of the Western sin city influences visitors from countries with a stronger
masculinity dimension. This finding confirms RQ2, by showing that the effect of
masculinity differs between both destinations. As example for the case of Las Vegas, one
guest from the UK staying at the Paris Las Vegas hotel made the following appreciation
about the outfit of female staff: “the skimpy outfits worn by some of the female staff might
appear a little sexist to some”. This guest rated the unit with a 5 score, meaning that he
was not negatively affected, which is in line with the low difference between UK and US
in terms of MAS (i.e., 66 for UK, and 62 for US), as observed in Figure 5. On the opposite,
a reviewer from Japan (high masculinity level, MAS=95) granted only 3 to Circus Circus,
despite not complaining specifically about any issue. Those two reviews highlight the
curve observed for Las Vegas in Figure 5. Considering hospitality unit managers are
highly concerned in replying to negative online reviews to show the reviewer and other
readers they care with guests’ opinions (Pantano & Di Pietro, 2013), the result uncovered
shows that sometimes a more negative review cannot be directly solved by prompt
manager’s interventions; rather, it reflects a cultural background. Hence, when managers
direct their social media team to answer reviews, they should also consider the nation

from where the guest is coming from.

5. Conclusions and implications

Cultural clash between hosts and guests is a classical subject of study in hospitality and
tourism. Through an innovative data-driven approach, our study benefits from a large set
of reviews written by visitors of two major gambling destinations in two opposite sides
of the planet - Las Vegas, and Macau - to understand how the guests perceive their stays

in each destination. Our findings show different patterns, enabling to confirm that even



in a globalised world made smaller through information and communication

technologies, the cultural roots play a significant role at the visitors’ eyes.

From a practical standpoint, this study shows one size does not fit all, and hotel managers
can incorporate strategies to mitigate cultural differences that their guests may feel. For
example, staff can be hired and trained to deal differently with guests, depending on their
country of origin. Such guideline in practice may lead to more pleased guests who intend
to experiment the destination offer while at the same time not feeling misplaced. From a
theoretical perspective, our approach is the first that (1) computes all Hofstede’s cultural
dimensions for online reviewers and (2) uses those six dimensions to build a data model
with only cultural variables to understand their influence in visitors’ perceived
satisfaction. Also, we concluded that the destination itself plays an important role in the
influence of cultural differences, since the same variables, i.e., the same differences

between hosts and guests contribute differently to guests’ satisfaction in the two cities.

Finally, while the two cities were carefully chosen to enable comparison, no
generalization beyond that can be made. Thus, future studies need to be developed to
assess cultural influence in a wide array of destinations holding different contexts.
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Table 1 - Models performance metrics.

Metric City

Las Vegas | Macau
MAE 0.831 0.748
MAPE 32.78% | 25.46%
NMAE 20.77% | 18.69%
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