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Motivation

• Tourism markets are widely characterized by incomplete 
information

• To a significant extent, holidays are search goods, for which 
tourists can acquire information before purchase (or 
consumption)

• Tourism guidebooks are a tourism-related good
• Although tourists can now have access to variety of sources 

of information, travel guidebooks are still very important
– Tsang et al. (2011)’s survey ranks travel guidebooks as 

the primary source for a sample of Hong Kong outbound 
travelers

• Past literature on travel guidebooks has focused on 
motivation for travel guidebooks use, the personal 
characteristics of users’, the timing of use (pre-, during, post-
trip) 
– Nishimura et al. (2007); Wong and Liu (2011)



Research Question
• The aim of this paper is exploring the differences in 

pricing of tourism guidebooks across different markets
– determinants of prices for a sample of Lonely Planet travel 

guidebooks
• Our aim is to identify if there is a cultural bias in pricing 

tourism guidebooks
• We use a unique dataset of prices of Lonely Planet 

Tourism Guides, which are sold in 3 different 
Amazon.com local markets

• We investigate if and why a third type price-
discrimination (i.e., selling identical products at different 
prices to different categories of customers) exists



• Attention is devoted to the impact of culture on pricing
 does culture play a role in explaining the difference in 
pricing the same guidebook (for a specific tourism destination) 
sold in different markets?

• Price discrimination may be explained by the cultural 
proximity between the local market and the tourism 
destination described in the tourism guidebook, as measured 
by the linguistic similarity between the two countries
– cultural proximity may be negatively associated to the degree of 

incomplete information about the destination market, and then to 
the willingness to pay for information (and thus, price)

– cultural proximity may be positively associated to the capacity 
of absorbing the information about the destination market, and 
then to the willingness to pay for information (and thus, price)

Research Question (2)



Theory

• Consider a monopolist selling a travel guidebook in 
market k for destination j (subscripts omitted from now on)

• Costs of production are zero
• On the demand side, the utility of tourist i in market k

traveling to destination j without a guidebook is:
௜ߠ െ ݌

where ߠ௜~U(0;1) is the hedonic evaluation of the holiday 
and p is the holiday price

• The utility of tourist i traveling to j with a guidebook is: 
௜ߠߚ െ ݌ െ ீ݌

with ߚ ൒ 1 capturing the value of information (from 
guidebooks) and ீ݌ being the price of the guidebook



Theory (2)
• We expect ࢼ	to differ across destination-origin pairs due, 

in particular, to cultural proximity/distance
• The decision process of tourists is sequential: 

1. the tourist decides if travelling or not to the destination
2. the tourist decides if buying the guidebook, or not 

• We assume that the tourist is myopic
• Demand for destination j is 1 െ ݌
• Demand for travel guidebooks is min	ሺ1 െ ௣ಸ

ఉିଵ
;	1 െ (	݌

• Equilibrium price for the guidebook ீ݌∗ is
ఉିଵ
ଶ

for ݌ ൑ ଵ
ଶ

ߚሺ݌ െ 1ሻ for ݌ ൐ ଵ
ଶ



Theory (3)



Empirical hypothesis

H01a: Cultural proximity decreases tourist guide price
– cultural proximity negatively affects β

H01b: Cultural proximity increases tourist guide price
– cultural proximity positively affects β

H02: Cultural proximity in two markets towards the same 
destination explains the difference of price for the 
corresponding guidebook in the two markets



Dataset

• Full population of Lonely Planet guidebooks on sale 
(Spring 2016) was scraped for UK, Australia and India 
markets from Amazon.com

• Positive prices  paperback (physical) books
• “Zero” prices  electronic (digital) books, either free or 

sold under “Kindle unlimited” subscription: prices are 
censored from below cause electronic books always 
have lower price than paperback books

• There were several different prices for the same book by 
different local companies or shops – we use an average 
country price per book



Dataset (2)



Dataset (3)



Zero-inflation in the data

• UK market 2/3 
e-books

• AUS market –
almost entirely 
paperback 
books

• IND market ¾ 
e-books



Zero-inflation in the data (2)
• Assumption: zero-inflation is demand driven (since “zero” prices 

are e-books prices when the demand for paperback books is 
limited or absent); guidebook prices are Poisson distributed

INDAUS

ALL

UK



The empirical model

• Three models
1. Ordinary OLS (for basis of comparison)
2. OLS with all prices different from zero (without zeros)
3. Zero-inflated Poisson regression

• Dependent variable: guidebook price (converted in GBP) 
• Main explanatory variable: cultural proximity, proxied by 

the index of linguistic proximity (CEPII data)
• Controls: tourism flows, relative prices, weather (annual 

temperatures, rain and wind speed) as this captures both 
geo distance info (places that are close have similar 
weather) and amenity aspect (higher difference is likely to 
attract as more exotic experience)



Price and cultural distance

• The higher the cultural proximity the higher the price
• Higher demand, higher number of “cheaper” e-books



Controlling for relative prices

• Cultural proximity holds significance
• Relative prices matters for the zeroes: if tourists travel to a 

poorer place they are less motivated to spend on info about it 



Controlling for country differences

• Country dummies take away a significant part of the 
effects, except weather  as expected, country 
dummies capture the whole culture effect



Explaining differences of the same 
product on two markets

• AUS and UK markets
• All controls 

had to be dropped
due to collinearity

• Clear effect from 
cultural proximity



Conclusions
• Cultural proximity has a positive effect on price

– the higher the cultural proximity (between origin and destination), the 
higher the capacity of absorbing the information from the guidebook, 
and thus the willingness to pay (and the price) for the guidebook

– tourists want to get informed about (= willing to spend more) for 
countries similar to theirs

– tourists want to learn more for places they already know because 
knowledge is created by linking new things to old (already known) 
things

• Culture could play a role in explaining the differences in 
pricing the same service* differently across space (i.e. 
revisiting the Balassa-Samuelson hypothesis that it is a question 
of wages) by proposing that it is a demand driven effect from 
cultural preferences on price
– See Tubadji and Nijkamp, IATE 2017

*a guidebook is a good that you don’t buy, unless in relation with tourist services; 
and a guidebook for a destination costs the same to the producer (Lonely Planet) 
everywhere; different language-same destination book is treated as a different 
book on the market


