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Gemeinschaft offers analyses, consultancy and project development to public organizations and private 
companies. Our expertize lies in identifying and developing resilient and inclusive solutions to problems of 
how people interact with and experience risk, uncertainty, insecurity and similar concerns. The company 
works to form a meaningful bond between research and practice. While our theoretical background and 
methodology is rooted in the academic discipline of anthropology, our value lies in our ability to create 
economically valuable, creative and socially sustainable solutions for our clients. 
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Introduction 
 
This pilot project is based upon ethnographic fieldwork conducted among Chinese-speaking tourists1 while on 
their holiday in Copenhagen. Based on interviews with nearly 60 Chinese-speaking tourists, the report 
examines the various types of expectations and experiences that this particular group of tourists have while 
exploring Denmark’s capital, Copenhagen.  
 
The project’s ambition is to uncover how Chinese-speaking tourists’ expectations and experiences reveal 
specific concerns related to a holiday in Copenhagen, and how these concerns inhibit but also allow for the 
possibility that they experience new and fulfilling activities. Overall, this is done in an effort to ensure that a stay 
in Copenhagen is worthwhile, recommendable and something Chinese-speaking tourists will consider doing 
again. 
 
As such, the pilot study contributes to the wider work already underway by the Danish tourism industry, 
including Wonderful Copenhagen’s on-going Chinavia Project as well as recent reports investigating tourism 
satisfaction and Danish service standards2.    
 
The key-findings of this report explore the limiting effect that promoting Denmark as a “fairy tale destination” 
has on the experiences of Chinese-speaking tourists. This fairy tale problematic is found especially in areas of 
cu ltura l  consumption , which relates to tourists’ ideas about local culture and the sites and attractions they 
visit, and mater ia l  consumption , which includes attitudes about shopping and retail experiences. Providing 
Chinese-speaking tourists with a fairy tale picture of Denmark restricts other cultural and material opportunities 
– opportunities that many Chinese-speaking tourists desire.  
 
The report thus concludes that the tourist industry should provide Chinese-speaking tourists with access to a 
wider selection of cultural activities and material products and recognise Chinese-speaking tourists’ eagerness to 
explore more than the fairy tale side of Denmark. However, it is important that this wider selection is 
broadened not by Danish or a western notion of what is an appropriate experience or product. Chinese-
speaking tourists have their own unique, socially bound way of measuring the value of cultural and material 
consumption; a fact that informs this report and also warrants further exploration.  

Background and Approach 
 
The number of Chinese-speaking tourists who travel to Copenhagen will dramatically increase over the next 
several decades3. As such, it is a growing and lucrative market, and one whose needs the Danish tourism 
industry should strive to further understand. Nevertheless, in discussions with the local tourism industry, policy 
reports and in stories from the Danish press, it is apparent that while excitement exists around the economic 
potential that these tourists represent, they remain in many ways mysterious, often stereotyped to just a few 
characteristics about their expectations and experiences4.   
 
In general, projects which investigate tourism often aim to find out how to smooth out the tourist experience, 
with the side effect that tourists often miss out on the opportunity to explore and encounter the unexpected5. 
The focus then becomes how to ensure that tourists are presented with what the industry assumes they want 
or need, in an effort to create for them the easiest and most concern free experience. The result is often a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 For the purposes of the report we will label tourists originating from Mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwan as “Chinese speaking 
tourists.” Not ignoring the cultural, linguistic and historical differences between these peoples, the data actually supports the claim that 
their expectations and experiences of Copenhagen are quite similar. 
2 Væksteam for Turisme of Oplevelsesøkonomi. Erhvervs og Vækstministeret, Juni 2013!
3 Visit Denmark; Xinhua News. Denmark tourism delegation attempts to lure Chinese visitors. 28.08.2012.!
4 Her er turisterne, der bruger flest penge. Pagh, Lea. Politiken 08.04.2013. Chinavia Pilot Project, Wonderful Copenhagen 2012. 
5 Trend Survey conducted by The Foresight Company in cooperation with the TUI Think Tank at TUI AIG 
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buffet like vacation experience, where the “dishes” deemed appropriate are prepared and put on display in an 
easily appreciable way. As well, the approach towards Chinese-speaking tourists can sometimes be patronizing 
or influenced by stereotypes rather than a thoughtful perspective that appreciates the diversity of their wants 
and needs. 
 
Drawing from the anthropology of tourism, the approach of this pilot project is one in which a visitor, 
regardless of origin, inevitably encounters a variety of concerns relating to their expectations, desires and 
experiences of a trip6. These can relate to practical issues that hinder experiences (what this report labels as 
negative concerns), which need to be relieved, but also those that provide an opportunity to experience 
something new and perhaps unexpected (labelled as constructive concerns). It is important to remember that a 
tourist is not only traveling to experience the easy route of life. We travel to expand our geographical, cultural 
and personal limits and this can only be achieved if we encounter certain obstacles, which then ourselves we 
are able to deal with.  
 
This project sets out to explore both constructive and negative concerns from the perspective of Chinese 
speaking-tourists, with the goal of offering them a wider and more fulfilling visit to Copenhagen, and the tourist 
industry the benefits of their increased economic activity.  

Key Findings: More than Fairy Tales 
 
The report outlines the following findings and offers recommendations and perspectives for further research. 
The key findings relate to the negative and constructive concerns that exist in the realm of cultural and material 
consumption. 

 
These concerns need to be managed for the benefit of the tourism industry as well as Chinese-speaking 
tourists. They desire a larger array of experiences – experiences that are not limited to stereotypical ideas 
about Chinese-tourists’ simple fascination with the fairy tale side of Denmark. If the Danish tourism industry 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Smith, Valene L. (ed.). Hosts and Guests: The Anthropology of Tourism. Blackwell: Oxford. 1978 
Ning, Wang “Rethinking Authenticity in Tourism Experience” Annals of Tourism Research 26(1): 1998.!

 
Cul tural Consumption :   

• Chinese-speaking tourists are interested in more than the “fairy tale” side of Denmark (H.C. 
Andersen, castles, quant buildings in Nyhavn, palaces and the Queen, etc.). Marketing efforts that 
solely highlight Denmark as a fairy tale country ignore the alternative, surprising and positive 
experiences that Chinese-speaking tourists seek and have when they venture outside the typically 
prepared itinerary. 

• A lack of diversity in the activities that Chinese-speaking tourists are exposed to leads to a lack of 
knowledge and perceived lack of access to “local” knowledge about what experiences they can 
encounter in Denmark.   

Mater ia l  Consumpt ion:   
• Chinese-speaking tourists balance their desire for local and authentic Danish products with their 

desire for prestige and social status. They search for consumer products that blend Danish 
attributes with specific culturally bound Chinese requirements.  

• With limited knowledge of Danish brands, access to social media is an essential part of this unique 
balancing act, with a lack of access to WiFi limiting retail activity. However, the use of social media 
as a tool for measuring the value of material products demonstrates that first and foremost, the 
sociality of a product is the most important consideration for the Chinese-speaking tourists. 
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wants to further effectively expand the Chinese-speaking market, they need to take them seriously as 
sophisticated and discerning tourists.   

Cultural Consumption: Activities  
  
 Copenhagen seems boring. We don’t know what to do or what to see. We have been to Tivoli and the 
 H.C. Andersen Museum twice. It’s not fun for the kids anymore. 
   – Free independent tourist (FIT) Chinese mainland father, complaining about the perceived 
  lack of activities for his children during their stay in Copenhagen 
  

 
 
Chinese tourists arrive in Denmark with specific knowledge about very few things: namely, H.C. Andersen and 
the concept of Denmark as a “fairy tale country.” However, this creates what can be conceptualised as a fairy 
tale feedback loop in how Chinese-speakers anticipate and experience their time in Copenhagen.  
 
The model below demonstrates the current narrowness that characterises the present approach towards 
Chinese-speaking tourists. The tourism industry assumes that Chinese-speakers’ interests in Denmark are 
focused on seeing designated tourist sites that relate to fairy tales and portray Denmark’s quaintness. In 
discussions with industry stakeholders, the sentiment that “they [Chinese-speaking tourists] seem really into 
H.C. Andersen – you can always see them at the little mermaid” is echoed over and over. Tour operators, 
accordingly, plan trips related to a similar set of assumptions.  
 
The cycle produced by this feedback loop continues from when they arrive in Copenhagen, especially for 
group tours that are shown only a select number of tourist attractions. Tour leaders, many of whom advised 
the researchers not to speak with the Chinese-speaking tourists because “they [the tourists] don’t know 
anything” because “we [guides] show them what to see,” are under pressure to show only a few sites sites that 
are thought to appeal to Chinese-speakers’ interests. These include the usual H.C. Andersen sites, Amalienborg 
Palace, Rådhuspladsen, and for some Kronborg castle. 

While the fairy tale brand is obviously a strong and important one for Denmark, with Chinese-speakers 
introduced to H.C. Andersen and his writings from an early age, it ultimately limits Chinese-speakers’ exposure 
to sites and activities that the industry does not designate as part of the fairy tale picture of Denmark.  
 

Cultural consumption describes what tourists do and see – where they choose to go and why (for example: 
tourist attractions, museums, public spaces etc.). It speaks to what tourists find important and judge 
necessary parts of traveling and exploring a new destination.  

Marketing is based on 
assumptions about 
narrow interest in 
fairytales

Experiences are 
limited to Fairytale 
sites/attractions

Fairy Tale Culture Feedback Loop
Closed system creates 
difficulty in introducing 
new knowledge about 

CPH

Outcome: 
Tourist with 

limited cultural 
consumption
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.  
 
The key-point is not whether the fairy tale brand is bad, but in recognising its limits and how it provides for 
only one slice of what Copenhagen as a destination can offer. When balanced against how Chinese-speaking 
tourists describe what constitutes a successful holiday, there is a gap between the narrow experiences they are 
exposed to and the wider experiences they would enjoy. For Chinese-speaking tourists the concept of a 
successful, enjoyable holiday revolves around the consumption of local culture and shopping as an activity that 
is partly influenced by ideas about what is truly local and authentic. While a few of the individuals and groups 
we talked with were able to articulate specific goals around tourist activities, most of their knowledge came 
directly from their tour guide or other promotional material to which they had been exposed.   
 
In order to test their limited knowledge of Denmark and how it influenced the way Chinese-speakers 
experienced their time in Copenhagen, the report’s researchers asked Chinese-speakers to both list their initial 
expectations of Denmark and then their most enjoyable Danish experiences. The results showed little 
consistency between expectations and experience. Indeed, Chinese-speaking tourists (both groups and FITs) 
never sited visiting “fairy tale attractions” as their favourite or most rewarding activity – despite being inundated 
by the notion of Denmark as a fairy tale country starting even before their arrival.  
 
Instead, activities that were described as unexpectedly “Danish” were fulfilling, and were often related to 
appreciating moments of rest, relaxation and enjoying the “Danish atmosphere” and finding Danish products 
(ex. drinking Danish beer, enjoying green spaces and the city’s modern architecture, buying Danish health and 
cosmetic brands). These are experiences that happen between the rush to various sites and in the limited free 
time that Chinese-speaking tourists are granted – especially the group tourists.  
 
This indicates that Chinese-speaking tourists are more open to new experiences than previously thought, and 
are eager to learn more about Copenhagen and Denmark than the fairy tale post-card picture they are often 
exposed to. These tourists are diverse, but enthusiastic and not simply satisfied to be led from one fairy tale 
attraction to another, without space to sample the local culture.  

 

Material Consumption: Shopping 

!
 I want to buy something special from Denmark. I don’t know what it is, but it must be special.!

– Representative quote about Chinese-speakers’ shopping plans for Copenhagen.  
 
While shopping for souvenirs or other local material products is a well-known aspect of a holiday, Chinese-
speaking tourists display a very strong and specific yearning when it comes to shopping in Copenhagen. A 

The assessment of Chinese-speakers’ attitudes towards cultural consumption demonstrates that efforts 
need to go beyond reinforcing the fairy tale notion to Chinese-speaking tourists, and in some cases, 
breaking it in order to widen their range of experiences. As such, further research is necessarily in order to 
explore what constitutes positive experiences for Chinese-speaking tourists, and what attractions and 
activities strike the appropriate balance between fairy tales and everyday Danish culture. 

Material consumption refers to consumers’ attitudes and experiences related to retail activity. This report 
takes the position that Chinese-speakers’ decisions about which products to buy are made through a 
complex system of cultural pressures related to a material product’s ability to increase feelings of social 
status. It is not enough that a material product be very “Danish,” it must also be very “Chinese.” The way 
that many Chinese-speakers rely upon social media in order to make this distinction is especially relevant to 
the retail industry and demonstrates the narrow and limiting notion of Danishness that Chinese tourists are 
exposed to. 



!

! 7 

Gemeinschaft

consistent theme that emerges in discussions with Chinese-speaking tourists in Copenhagen is the concept of 
searching for “special” material products. When asked to expand upon what is a special product, Chinese-
speaking tourists would explain that they wanted something “local, authentic but of high quality and that friends 
and family back home would like.” The report suggests that determining a product’s “specialness” is made by 
balancing the following requirements: it must be unique, authentic and locally Danish, but also be something 
that will still bring prestige to whomever purchases it – either for oneself or as a gift to family or peers.  
 
The preoccupation with the Danish and Chinese qualities of a potential purchase speaks to familiar concepts in 
the study of material culture7. It demonstrates the sociality of material objects, and the importance of 
investigating the meaning behind Chinese-speaking tourists’ shopping choices. Material consumption is not 
based solely on aesthetics or necessity, but is also about the sociality of the product and the cultural factors 
that shape purchasing decisions. 
 
For Chinese-speaking tourists the search for an appropriate Danish product that satisfies specific requirements 
reveals the cultural power of material products. Their choices demonstrate the aspirations of Chinese-speaking 
tourists; these products have the power to bring prestige and in turn increase a feeling of social status. As 
symbols of wealth or as gifts, which strengthen social relationships, the pressure to purchase the appropriate 
material product while in Copenhagen is intense. 
 
Some local brands achieve the delicate balance that Chinese-speaking tourists require quite effectively – with 
amber jewellery offering a prime example8. However, discussions with a diverse group of Chinese-speaking 
tourists reveal a lack of knowledge about and exposure to other famous and alternate Danish brands that also 
achieve this balance – the balance between a product’s localness and its cultural power back home. 
Researchers were told about the importance that products be received well by peers and family members, 
with a tour guide explaining that “the Chinese are looking for something high quality and Danish made – not 
another thing that is made in China.” Project researchers were consistently asked by Chinese-speakers where 
to purchase “real” Danish products or about which products are both “famous,” “Danish” and worn or bought 
by Danes. In one example, a researcher was asked for advice on Danish cosmetic brands, with a focus on 
“what was the best and most famous brand.” 
 
This report recognises the cultural dynamics at play in purchasing decisions. In the Copenhagen context, 
purchasing decisions are make even more complex by this lack of information concerning the diversity of 
Danish made material products.  The model on the following page, like the previous one that describes the 
feedback loop that constrains cultural consumption, illustrates how limited knowledge of Danish material 
products creates a more limited shopping experience. Material consumption is further limited by the unique 
cultural requirements that material products possess certain Danish and Chinese characteristics. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Miller, Daniel. Stuff Polity Press: Cambridge, UK 2010. 

8 Our focus was on local brands and not on international luxury goods, however only a few respondents mentioned high-end luxury 
items (ex. Louis Vuitton and Hermes).  
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Many Chinese-speaking tourists employ a unique strategy in order to judge the social value of a material 
product – a strategy that the retail industry can use to their advantage by increasing the availability of public 
WiFi. 
 
For Chinese-speaking tourists, mobile-based social media platforms play a large role in shaping one’s experience 
of Copenhagen and enabling guidance from peers concerning potential purchases. In a concrete example, social 
media is used in order to “crowd source” purchases, with individuals uploading or sending photos of various 
products in order to gain social input on the “best” thing to purchase. This is done to ensure that a particular 
product is judged worthy of purchasing and to test how a product would be received at home and whether it 
fulfils their criteria that it is both locally authentic and appreciated in a Chinese context.   
 
 
Continually, tourists explained that the city lacks enough public Wi-Fi. This meant that photos could not be 
uploaded and location tagged. In addition, the use of social media during the shopping experience was limited, 
preventing retail activity.  

 
This model demonstrates that mobile 
access to the Internet (or lack of access) 
has consequences for how Chinese-
speaking tourists experience their trip. 
Internet access and social media allow 
Chinese-speaking tourists to determine 
the “specialness” of Danish material 
product by testing how family and peers 
view it. This allows Chinese-speaking 
tourists to determine a product’s social 
value and whether it has the correct 
amount of Danish characteristics and 
Chinese cultural requirements.  
 
!  

Social 
ties and network 

in China*

Chinese-
speaking 
tourist

Use of Social 
Media in 

Experience 
and Shopping

Aspirations 
regarding prestige 
and social status

Advice/guidance 
on purchases

Gaining prestige/
status

Marketing is based on 
assumptions about 
narrow interest in 
fairytales

Consumption of 
material products is 
limited to a few 
retailers

Fairy Tale Material Feedback Loop
Closed system creates 
difficulty in introducing 
new knowledge about 

CPH and retail 
opportunities 

Outcome: 
Tourist with 

limited material 
consumption
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Further Perspectives  
!
 If I were to come back to Denmark I would not travel with a large group. I don’t have enough time to 
 gain a strong impression. I cannot ‘travel deeply’ (shen du you���)” 
  – Young woman on a group tour from southern China 
 
For many Chinese-speaking tourists, who for a variety of reasons choose to travel as part of an organised 
group, their ability to veer from the path provided by their guide and tour operator is limited. This means that 
they are stuck in a field of limited experience, dictated by the tourism industry’s assumption about their needs 
and desires.  
 
The pilot project points to the fact that although the fairy tale holiday is an important part of their experience, 
it must not be the whole part. The tourists themselves express a longing to see more, know more about 
Copenhagen and learn what makes something Danish. This is a sentiment that is communicated by both group 
travellers and FITs.  
 
 
Our perspective is that during the tourist experience their exists various sorts of concerns – both negative and 
constructive. Exploring these concerns illuminates what prevents tourists from realising the widest possible 
scope of fulfilling activities. What we have discovered is that for many Chinese-speaking tourists, the severity of 
the negative concerns, the greatest being a limited imagination about what the city of Copenhagen as a host 
can offer them besides cultural and material experiences with of a fairy tale character, prevents the possibility 
for enjoying constructive experiences.  

• Decisions about which products to buy are made by a unique cultural balancing between desire for 
“Danishness” and concern about a material product’s “Chineseness” – or relative cultural worth back 
home. 

• With the exception of very few material products, Chinese-speaking tourists knowledge and exposure 
to Danish brands is limited. However, they demonstrate a desire to know more. 

• In an effort to overcome this lack of knowledge, Chinese-speaking tourists (where available) rely on 
mobile devices and social networks platforms to acquire real-time advice about whether to purchase a 
particular product.  

• Further research is needed to investigate Danish brands that can meet the characteristics that Chinese-
speaking tourists are in search of.  
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The model on the previous page illustrates how the standard Chinese-speaker’s experience of Copenhagen 
exists in a prescribed and often limited “world,” dominated by the portrayal of Denmark as a fairy tale country. 
Two areas in which these tourists express particular concern are in the areas of cultural and material 
consumption. Their knowledge and experience in these realms are limited; however they offer potential 
entrances into the wider tourist experience.  
 
 
These f indings can be developed further by the fo l lowing ways :   

 
 
Areas that the p i lot project d id not focus on, but could be of potent ia l  interest to the 
tour ism industry :  

 
 

 

Pilot Project Partners 
 
Gemeinschaft would like to thank several partners who assisted with our field research. These include, Bella Sky 
Hotel, Magasin, Strömma, First Travel, Tivoli and The House of Amber.  

• The marketing to Chinese-speaking tourists, especially in Mainland China, is directed toward B2B 
efforts. The local Danish tourism industry must direct more focused efforts to influence Chinese-
speakers’ expectations of Denmark. This should continue into their stay in Copenhagen, with efforts 
made not just to market specific activities but also find ways to overcome the narrow fairy tale 
experience.  

 
• Developing a more complete understanding of the potential constructive experiences that go 

beyond selling Denmark as a fairy tale country. The tourism industry must answer the question: 
how can it satisfy the Chinese-speaking tourists who desire to go “off the beaten track” of the 
typical Chinese experience in Copenhagen, and provide them with other areas of cultural 
consumption.  

 
• Developing more knowledge on Danish material consumer products that fit the cultural 

requirement of both “Danishness” and “Chineseness.”  

• Additional research should investigate experiences of service, accommodation and transportation – 
something that the Chinese-speakers who were subjects of this report had little knowledge or 
experience with during their brief time in Copenhagen. 

• While the pilot study focused almost entirely on the Chinese-speaking tourists’ experience of 
Copenhagen, a larger project could expand its focus to include other cities or regions of Denmark 
(ex. Odense, Aarhus, Bornholm, Ærø).   

• While the project focused on Chinese-speaking tourists in Copenhagen, the approach could be 
applied to any other tourist group. With increasing wealth in other BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India and 
China) countries, tourists from emerging markets will continue to grow.  
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Appendix: Methods 
 
The pilot-project relied upon traditional ethnographic methods9, including observation of tourists and short 
interviews with tourists, their guides, and members of the tourism industry directly involved in the inbound 
Chinese-speaking tourism market. The project was carried out in June and July 2013.  
 
In an effort to speak with as many Chinese-speaking tourists as possible, we included respondents who 
identified themselves as Taiwanese, those originating from Mainland China as well as people from Hong Kong. 
Hong Kong residents made up only a small fraction (5%) of our interview subjects, with people from Taiwan 
following with (30%) and the remaining (65%) originating from Mainland China. In all, we encountered around 
200 Chinese-speaking tourists and interacted with approximately 60 of them in smaller group discussions. 
These tourists are further broken down into 30% FITs and the remaining 70% visiting Copenhagen as part of a 
1-2 night stay group tour of Scandinavia.  
 
With two researchers and two native Chinese-speaking interpreters, we conducted field research in a variety of 
locations. These included interviews upon tourists’ arrival to the Bella Sky hotel, at Magasin du Nord, outside 
the House of Amber, on board group bus tours, in Tivoli, and finally at various “touristic” public spaces around 
Copenhagen.   
 
The nature of conducting fieldwork amongst tourists presented the largest barrier to field research. Chinese-
speaking tourists, who are often part of a tour, have only limited time and are eager to use that time as 
efficiently as possible. This resulted in conducting numerous, although not so lengthy interviews. Any future 
extension of the project would explore ways to spend a longer time with individual tour groups and FITs, in 
order to have the opportunity to carry out more in-depth interviews.    
  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Bernard, Russel H. Research Methods in Anthropology: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. AltaMira Press: Oxford, 2006.  
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