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AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS OF Hongshen Zhao for the 

Master of Arts in Geography presented October 18, 1991. 

Title: The Geography of Tourist Hotels in Beijing, China. 

APPROVED BY THE MEMBERS OF THE THESIS COMMITTEE: 

Thomas M. Poulsen, Chair 

Martha A. Works 

This thesis, utilizing data obtained through the 

author's working experience and on extensive academic 

investigation, aims to establish and analyze the locational 

deficiency of some 100 foreign tourist hotels in Beijing and 

its origin. To do so, an optimal hotel location is first 

determined by analysis of social, economic, cultural and 

environmental features of Beijing in relation to the tourism 

industry. 

Specifically, a standard package tour program of 

Beijing is established and then analyzed in spatial and 
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temporal terms, the result of which is further mapped by 

using a weighted mean center technique. The international 

tourists and the hotels in which they stay are segregated in 

space from domestic tourists by the fact that domestic and 

foreign accommodations are different in affordability, a 

common phenomenon of tourism in a developing country. Some 

70% of foreign tourist hotels in Beijing are remote from 

tourist attractions, causing unnecessarily long travel time 

and traffic congestion. 

The origin of the locational problem lies in 

bureaucratic mismanagement in building new hotels in the 

1980s. Urban land use practice in Beijing, characterized by 

arbitrary transfer, neglected the role of differential value 

of land in locating tourist hotels. The rationale behind 

the clustering of tourist hotels in the Eastern City relates 

to the traditional influence of Beijing's commercial center. 

However, with the rapid growth of international tourism in 

the last decade, the function of a majority of hotels has 

undergone fundamental change. The increasing role in 

tourism requires a shift of location of hotels from the East 

City to the northwest suburbs. Contrary to the locational 

economics in free market societies, Beijing's hotel 

locations have not adjusted to their changing roles. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

TOPIC AND PURPOSE 

The core of the thesis deals with the locational 

weakness of some 100 tourist hotels in Beijing, China. The 

research is significant in the following three respects: 

First and foremost, it establishes the locational 

deficiency of tourist hotels in urban Beijing, with a view 

towards policy recommendation for hotel land use in the 

future. So far no research has yet touched on the 

morphology of Beijing's tourism accommodations that 

"reflects their holiday function and is shown in their form, 

structure and land use" (Lavery, 1974, p. 177). Second, the 

research itself provides a chance to observe 1) various 

aspects of China's tourism industry: its characteristics, 

principles, policies, status, conventions, and on-the-spot 

tour operation in relation to hotel location analysis, and 

2) tourism "as a component of the urban fabric" (Wall, 

Dudycha, & Hutchinson, 1985, p. 603) of Beijing, emphasizing 

the interaction between tourism and urbanization in the 

context of China's social transformation and especially 

urban economic reform in the last decade. Third, this 

thesis examines two aspects of international tourism in 
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China: how a developing country's destination builds its 

tourism facilities and how foreign tourists are accommodated 

in spatial terms. 

The specific objective of this research is three-fold: 

to establish the locational deficiency of the existing 

tourist hotels, to investigate the optimal location of 

tourist hotels (OLTH), and to explain the formation of the 

locational deficiency from the viewpoint of historical, 

cultural, urban, economic and tourism geography. 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

When Beijing embarked on a program of expanded 

activities in international tourism in the early 1980s, it 

had only seven hotels, with 3,345 rooms considered suitable 

for foreign guests (Beijing Institute of Social and Economic 

Development, or BISED, 1989, pp. 352-3). In 1999, after a 

decade of hotel boom, one observer could report that Beijing 

"has 110 hotels with a total of 40,000 rooms catering to 

overseas tourists" (Han, September 17-23, 1990, p. 18). 

"Tourism hardware" (Dai, April 8, 1991, p. 3) as it is 

termed in China, had indeed increased in terms of hosting 

capacity, but there were other problems. 

Since 1985, when the deficiencies connected with hotel 

construction were first brought up (Zhou, 1990, p. 33), two 

hotel weaknesses have been frequently highlighted. 

First, hotel supply has outpaced demand, resulting in 
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low occupancy rates. Based on an 11% annual increase in 

overseas arrival, International Tourism Reports (ITR) 

estimates that the average hotel occupancy (AHO) for the 

city (on 40,000 rooms) would be 26% (1990), 27% (1991), 29% 

(1992), 31% (1993), and 34% (1994) (Economist Intelligence 

Unit, 1990, p. 44). The projected AHO for the joint-venture 

hotels in Beijing alone has recently been estimated to be: 

54% (1990), 53% (1991), 49% (1992), 53% (1993), 56% (1994), 

and 60% (1995) (Tong & Cheung, 1990, p. 19). 

Second, the mix of hotels has not matched demand for 

different classes of accommodations. According to J. Joshua 

Placa, "there are enough of the five-star and four-star 

properties, but there is definitely a niche for the three

star hotels" (1988, p. 1). Han Jianguo notes that "Since 

most of the visitors coming to China belong to middle and 

lower income strata, they prefer to stay in middle- and 

economy-grade hotels" (1989, p. 9). The cry has been loud 

for correctly setting "a proper ratio between high-class, 

medium, and low-class tourist hotels" in Beijing (Shen, 

1987, p. 7). 

Closely related to the first and second weaknesses, the 

third weakness of Beijing's tourist hotels is their 

inappropriate location in relation to tourism attractions. 

This is the focus of this thesis. Few critics have examined 

the location problem of Beijing's tourist hotels. 
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HYPOTHESIS 

In viewing the spatial pattern of tourist hotels 

against that of typical tourist attractions of Beijing, one 

discovers that most tourist hotels are clustered at 

distances away. As a result, travel distance and time for 

foreign tourists is much longer than needed. Tourists have 

to spend much valuable time during their limited stays 

shuttling in tour buses because a significant portion of 

tour traffic starts out and ends up in the wrong places. I 

observed, as a tour operator in the Beijing-based China 

Youth Travel Service (CYTS), that tour groups in some hotels 

had to spend more travel time than those groups staying in 

some other hotels. It can be hypothesized that there exists 

an optimal location of tourist hotels in Beijing that would 

minimize travel distance between hotels and tour spots. 

Identification of such optimal location will facilitate 

planning the future development of the city through 

minimizing conflicts with other aspects of urban 

circulation, as well as enhancing the experiences of 

international visitors and thereby generating increasing 

flows of foreign tourists. 



CHAPTER II 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The method for determining locational deficiency of 

tourist hotels is to match two locational patterns, one 

serving as the model and the other representing the actual 

distribution situation to be evaluated. Both patterns are 

obtained through sequential analyses of tourists and tourist 

attractions. The analytical path is illustrated in the flow 

chart (Figure 1). 

ANALYTICAL PATH 

To get the model location pattern of tourist hotels, 

the first step is to develop a standard package tourism 

program of Beijing (SPTPB) which is, by definition, stable 

in content. The next is to link these attractions in the 

SPTPB by constructing a tourism routing network in space. 

Then a geographical analysis further identifies the routing 

network in spatial and temporal terms in order to derive an 

intermediate area that is the optimum location of tourist 

hotels (OLTH). 

It requires several steps to derive the actual 

locational pattern of the existing hotels. First, it is 

necessary to sort out domestic and foreign tourist hotels, 



MODEL ACTUALITY 

LOCATIONAL PATTERN OF 
BEIJING TOURIST SITES 

LOCATIONAL PATTERN OF 
BEIJING TOURIST HOTEL 

v v 

standard package of spatial separation; 
tourism program of northwest & east 
Beijing (SPTPB) urban hotel areas 

I I 
v v 
I I 

spatial & temporal hotel gravity center 
analysis of SPTPB (hotels and rooms) 

v v 
I I 

OPTIMAL location of REAL spatial center 
tourist hotel(OLTH) for tourist hotels 

~~ !:l< > 
sua 
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weight mean 
technique 
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deficiency 

v 
I 

quantitative 
.----->~ evaluation ~<~~~~ 

bus trip 
difference 

t-----> 

v 
I 

deficiency 
conclusion 

evolution of 
< hotel site 

Figure 1. Analytical Path of Location Deficiency 
of Tourist Hotels in Beijing. 
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which can be achieved through addressing the fact that 

Chinese and foreign tourists tend to be spatially separated 

in hotel choice because of affordability. The city's two 

clustered hotel areas (Figure 2), with 82% of total hotels, 

are found in its eastern and northwestern parts (Liu & Bai, 

1990, p. 236). Then, a comparison of hosting capacities-

including number of hotels and rooms, hotel classes (stars), 

hotel ownership, and other factors--determines the areal 

hotel gravity center. 

To explain the formation of locational deficiency of 

Beijing's tourist hotels, which is another goal of this 

research, the causative analysis is based on human ecology: 

the way the human landscape is arranged reflects the 

interaction between human activities and the environment 

over time. "All human landscape has cultural meaning" 

(Lewis, 1979, p. 12). 

That human and physical factors have typically affected 

hotel building can be observed in three sequential phases of 

Beijing's urban evolution. From early 1900 to 1949, part of 

old Beijing, "the classic Chinese city" (Brunn & William, 

1983, p. 413), was subjected to foreign colonization that 

included the emergence of the first modern hotel. Between 

1949 and 1980, the urbanization of Beijing featured "a 

peculiar blend of pragmatism and idealism" (p. 440) and, 

finally, in the 1980's, the consequences of fundamental 

economic reform further transformed the city. 
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QUANTITATIVE TECHNIQUES 

Apart from descriptive analysis, I have utilized 

several geographic quantitative techniques. Statistics 

concerning tourism activities, numbers and characteristics 

of tourists, and accommodations are frequently presented in 

the text. The weighted mean center technique has been 

selected to determine the optimal location of tourist 

hotels. The first step is to obtain the mean center of 

tourist attractions which is 

located by a pair coordinates that provide that 
point which is most typical or representative of 
the distribution of a large number of points 
representing some tourism phenomenon. (Smith, 
1989, p. 194) 

As an arithmetic indicator of spatial equivalence, the mean 

center "represents an average location, not an average of 

the characteristics of the phenomena to be found at that 

location" (Silk, 1978, p. 24). 

In practice, there are many actual factors affecting 

the location of a mean center in the real world; as pointed 

out by Ebdon, to calculate the mean center one should be 

aware that various points are "assigned different weights:" 

• • • the mean center treats each point as being 
of equal importance whereas the weighted mean 
center allows each point to be assigned a weight 
proportional to its importance. (1977, p. 109) 

In the case of the study area in Beijing, the difference of 

the speed limit between the urban area and the suburbs is 

significant in altering the mean center, which should be 

9 



taken as the weighted mean factor. Meanwhile, in 

determining the gravity center of Beijing's tourist hotel 

areas, about nine hotel variables are used in addition to 

pure location of tourist hotels. 

10 

Among the original work presented, the basic part is 

the design of the standard package tour program of Beijing 

(SPTPB) by which a stable network of tourist attractions is 

derived, thus making the establishment of the optimal 

location of tourist hotels (OLTH) possible. The technique 

for deriving the OLTH is a spatial and temporal analysis of 

the SPTPB which is statistical and descriptive in nature. A 

diagrammatical analysis is also designed to measure the 

locational efficiency of the optimal hotel location by using 

a bus trip. 

FOCAL POINT 

In order to find an effective point to focus on in the 

study, a locational issue needs to be addressed broadly 

first in the stage of research design. According to the 

"spatial decomposition" process (Muehrcke & Muehrcke, 1986, 

p. 240), location is just a "basic element" of the spatial 

relations in a given destination. In other words, a 

locational issue is significant only when it is viewed in 

association with a set of spatial relations. From the point 

of view of tourists, these spatial relations refer to travel 

from home to a destination and travel within the 
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destination. Focusing on the latter, "an extension of the 

trip from home" (Kaiser & Helber, 1978, p. 145), this study 

mainly concerns travel between hotel and tourist attractions 

within greater Beijing. 

Such travel is critical in evaluating the locational 

efficiency of tourist hotels. In essence, the logic behind 

tourism travel is rather simple: tourism travel requires 

time, but the length of paid vacation is always limited. 

Therefore, to shorten the time spent in travel by tourists 

becomes significant in enhancing tourism experience. The 

question now is: how to reduce tourism travel. As the 

formula 

time (t) x speed (s) = distance (d) 

implies, there are several alternatives: increasing speed 

(s), increasing time (t), combining the two, or decreasing 

distance (d) itself. 

Specifically, given t, d can be shortened if s is 

increased. In big cities (such as Beijing), speed has a 

role to play, bus speed being somewhat accelerated to reduce 

the time. But s cannot be counted on, largely because speed 

limits have been strictly enforced. Even though s works, it 

is an unstable contribution to the resolution. Given s, on 

the other hand, a longer t may relatively shorten the 

distance. But this option is extremely impractical because 



travel time (t) is more important than anything else in a 

destination. "As tourism spans greater distances, travel 

time (often to a greater degree than money) generally 

becomes the controlling factor" (Kaiser & Helber, 1978, p. 

145). 

12 

As indicated, only the distance variable tends to be 

static, safer, and more influential in cutting travel time. 

Once d is shortened, t can be lowered without any need to 

increase s. To go a step further, if a portion of travel 

distance were eliminated, there would be no need to bother 

about time and speed in the first place. So, cutting 

distance is the best solution to the problem of travel 

efficiency. In return, to allow tourists to travel 

efficiently, a hotel location should be able to cut back 

unnecessary travel distance. If places of origin and 

destination between which travel takes place, are located a 

reasonable distance from each other, tourism travel will be 

minimized. This is how shortening travel distance between 

hotel and tourist destinations becomes the focal point in 

this research. 

DATA 

Three basic sets of data support the research: hotel 

information (location, rooms, ownership, year of building, 

and classes or stars), tourist counts, and profiles of 

tourist attractions (mainly their locations). The first set 
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is more substantial and extensive in quantity and variety 

and represents much of my effort in data collection: the 

other two sets are smaller and relatively straightforward. 

Explanations about some data are needed. 

The analysis uses a series of counts of overseas 

tourists. In most cases, this data is "a rough •tourist' 

count including business, leisure and VFR arrivals" (EIU, 

1990, p. 34). It does not provide a statistical basis for 

sorting out tourists based on purpose of stay. With regard 

to the division of arrivals, Murray Bailey and Jill Hunt 

from The Asia Travel Trade estimate empirically that about 

50% of foreign arrivals are on business and the remaining 

50% are on leisure (1986, p. 28). In contrast, data on 

Chinese domestic tourist counts tend to be sorted by purpose 

of travel, making analysis much easier. 

With regard to the variable of hotel ownership, China

foreign joint-venture ownership implies--though not 

necessarily in all cases--better service, better management, 

and higher star ranking, representing a useful identifier of 

hotels catering to tourists. Although 

there is no credible NTA (National Tourism 
Administration, the official name should be 
General Administration of Travel and Tourism, or 
GATT] count of hotels run by foreign management 
groups at present (Bailey & Hunt, p. 40), 

various other channels, Chinese and foreign, furnish data in 

this respect. 
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No official Chinese hotel source is currently available 

with updated hotel information for this research. Even 

otherwise authoritative travel guide book authors find 

themselves unable to keep pace with developments beyond 

briefly mentioning estimations. But the fragmentary 

information gained from reading news reports, articles, and 

even advertisements in Ren min ri bao (People's Daily) 

(overseas edition) has been very useful. Hotel information 

is listed in Appendix A: The Inventory of Hotels in Beijing. 

Fortunately, to gather data has not been very 

difficult, mainly because hotel information is contained in 

a variety of guidebooks or other travel literature. In most 

cases, I have used chapters about Beijing in general 

guidebooks on China and specialized guidebooks on Beijing. 

Some influential travel guides, for example Kaplan's China 

Travel Guide Book, constitute more than one source because 

they are updated every year. 

To analyze the locational issue of Beijing's tourist 

hotels, many other sources provide insights into the topic. 

In this respect, the overseas edition of China's official 

Ren min ri bao (Chinese ed.) and Beijing Review (English 

ed.) are particularly useful Chinese sources. China 

Business Review and China Market are Hong Kong-based 

magazines that generally represent Chinese thinking because 

many of their contributors are natives of China. 

In addition to basic statistics and analyses of hotels 
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and attractions, I have employed tourism research theories 

and findings from both Chinese and Western sources, paying 

attention to both early and contemporary works: The 

Geography of International Tourism by Ian M. Matley, Tourism 

Analysis by Stephen L. J. Smith, A Geography of Tourism by 

H. Robinson, D. Pearce's Tourist Development, Geography in 

America edited by Gary L. Gail and Cort J. Willmott, Linda 

K. Ritcher's The Politics of Tourism in Asia, Chinese 

Geography and Environment (a journal of translation), and 

some other articles found in The Annals of Tourism Research. 

Among writings by Chinese scholars is a piece by Hou Renzhi, 

a well-known Chinese historical geographer at Beijing 

University. A recently-obtained book--Bei jing de lu you fa 

zhan zhan lue (The Strategy of Tourism Development in 

Beijing)--presents a wide range of research conclusions 

concerning the Beijing tourism industry. The book was 

compiled by the Beijing Institute of Social and Economic 

Development (BISED). Contributors include professors from 

Geography Departments of Beijing University and Beijing 

Normal University; others are research fellows from national 

or municipal urban planning and environmental agencies. It 

should be said that this book is a particularly 

authoritative source on Beijing tourism development. 



CHAPTER III 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Tourism geography is a "growing" academic area (Pearce, 

1991, p. 4). To present a general picture of this body of 

knowledge, I first review the literature concerning the 

definition of tourism geography, its research topics, and 

challenges and then examine more specifically literature on 

hotel location. 

TOURISM GEOGRAPHY 

Definition 

A definition of tourism geography had not yet solidly 

been formed by 1989, according to the influential Geography 

in America (Gaile & Willmont, 1989). Tourism geography has 

been seen as part of a broader geography of creation, 

defined as 

all phenomena related to the experiences and 
processes involved in the use of leisure time. No 
individual or group has defined the three general 
topics under which recreation geographers 
function--recreation, tourism, and sport. 
(Mitchell & Smith, 1990, pp. 387-8) 

Actually, leisure geography is also somewhat incorporated to 

the discussion. 

Recreation is closely related to leisure. 
Briefly, if leisure is taken to mean time in which 
activities (or inactivity) consciously decided 



upon are undertaken, then the relation of 
recreation and leisure is very close. (Clawson & 
Jack, 1966, p. 7) 
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As H. Robison points out in discussing interrelations among 

the three, both tourism and recreation take leisure as the 

precondition of their existence. 

Holiday-making and tourism are, of course, only 
a part of the much wider field of leisure. 
Holiday-making and tourism cannot be indulged in 
unless one has the leisure or available time for 
its pursuit. (Robinson, 1976, p. 18). 

The specific differences among tourism, recreation, and 

leisure geography are, if any, more in degree than in kind, 

because three types of activity are pursued for pleasure, 

covering five stages of a recreation experience: (1) 

"anticipation including plan," (2) travel to the "actual 

site," (3) "on-site experience," (4) travel back home, and 

(5) recall of the experience (Robinson, pp. 33-5). "In many 

ways, the whole outdoor recreation experience is a package 

deal" (Robinson, p. 35). 

With regard to the relative immaturity of tourism 

geography, part of the reasons lies in the fact that its 

history dates back only 60 years, beginning in 1930 when K. 

c. McMurry published the article "The Use of Land for 

Recreation" (Mitchell & Smith, 1990, p. 387). This was a 

historic piece "publicly recognized by the international 

geographical circle to be the first essay on tourism 

geography" (Pang, 1990, p. 2). Smith complains that "there 

is still no single accepted operational definition for 
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•tourism' and traveller" (1989, p. 17). 

Tourism study has not reached the point where a 

"cohesive body of knowledge" gives it definition as a cross-

disciplinary field; as a "specialized sub-discipline" in 

geography, economics, management, sociology, anthropology 

and other disciplines, it is still in the formative stage 

(Pearce, 1991, p. 4). 

Tourism and Geography 

Tourism overlaps several disciplines. Ian M. Matley 

notes the close ties of tourism and geography in his The 

Geography of International Tourism: 

The subject of tourism lends itself ideally to 
geographical analysis. There is scarcely an 
aspect of tourism which does not have some 
geographical implications and there are few 
branches of geography which do not have some 
contribution to make to the study of the 
phenomenon of tourism. (1976, p. 5) 

To be more specific, according to Charles Stansfield, 

economic geographers have much to say about locational 

aspects of tourist facilities regarding movements of 

tourists, routes of transportation and other aspects of 

spatial organization. Urban geographers find much of 

interest in the relatively virgin field of urban and resort 

tourism (1971, pp. 164-166). Besides, 

a cultural geographer also has much to contribute 
to analyzing the historical and cultural 
attractions of urban centers, as well as to 
assessing the importance of historical, ethnic, 
and religious factors in the location of tourist 
attractions. (Matley, 1976, p. 5) 
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Many scholars tend to interpret tourism geography from 

various schools of "inside knowledge" (Coppock, 1987, 

p. 223). Michell and Murphy point out the "unique" role 

geography plays to the study of tourism from the perspective 

of disciplinary priority. 

No other discipline concentrates on the question 
pertaining to the location of tourism phenomena. 
The "where" questions tend to be ignored or 
assumed away by most other disciplines and thus 
geographers make unique contributions to the 
research frontier. (1991, p. 59) 

Stephen L. Smith summarizes the characteristics of tourism 

geography from the scope of geography itself, indicating 

that "tourism implies travel from one place to another. The 

movement of people in space means that tourism is 

fundamentally a geographic phenomenon" (1989, p. 11). He 

also described tourism geography as: 

movement in space, the sense of place, the effects 
of tourism activity on the environment, and the 
structure of networks, landscapes, and regions are 
part of geographer's stock-in-trade and should be 
integral aspects of tourism analysis. (1987, 
p. 255). 

Robinson regards two out of six outdoor recreation elements 

("variables") that "are of interest above all others" to 

geographers: "distance" and "mobility" (1976, p. 19). 

Another approach is based on human or social needs for 

leisure. Cosgrove and Jackson pointed out that 

If people spend as much time at leisure as they do 
at work, then the study of the distribution of 
recreational behavior as an economic activity is 
as important to geography as the study of 
coalmining. (1972, p. 13) 


