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This paper attempts to investigate the features of tourism discourse. A travel brochure 

which is available from the Hong Kong Tourism Board Visitor Centre was studied in 

the present research. The multimodal analysis focuses on the micro-level and pays 

close attention to the linguistic and visual elements employed in the brochure. In view 

of the intangible and heterogeneous nature of tourism products, it is found that travel 

advertising relies heavily on hyperbolic language and glamorous images to enhance 

its persuasive power so as to attract business. The choice of words, stylistic devices 

and grammatical structures in the brochure are examined. Major concepts in visual 

analysis, such as modality and salience, are reviewed. Other factors which influence 

the interpretation of tourism discourse, such as the use of collage and the image of 

participants as reflected in the brochure, are also discussed. 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Hong Kong is seen as holding a unique position among world-class cities with its 

fascinating mixture of East and West, which makes the city a highly popular tourist 

destination. Given the economic importance of tourism to Hong Kong and the 
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significant role played by marketing campaigns in tourism, tourism discourse in the 

context of Hong Kong is an interesting area to study. Through an analysis of the 

language and images used in a promotional brochure, this paper attempts to 

investigate how Hong Kong tourism presents its best face and appeals to the traveling 

public, what these linguistic and visual elements represent, and how they present 

Hong Kong as a favourable tourist destination. 

 

 

 

2. Methodology 

 

This paper presents a multimodal1 analysis of a promotional brochure about a variety 

of local tours organized by Splendid Tours & Travel Limited, an associated agency of 

the Hong Kong Tourism Board (HKTB)2. The function of the brochure is to inform 

consumers about the travel agency’s products and to attract bookings for them. The 

main focus of the analysis is on the micro-level, which pays rather close attention to 

various linguistic features (particularly on the choice of words and stylistic devices) 

and the visual information in the particular discourse. 

 

 

 

3. Tourism advertising 

 

3.1 Objectives of tourism advertising 

 

The objectives of tourism advertising are no different from those of advertising for 

other products. Holloway (2004: 265) summarizes the underlying objectives of 

advertising in three words: “informing, persuading and reminding”, which are in line 

with the AIDA principle used in marketing: “attracting Attention, creating Interest, 

fostering Desire and inspiring Action”. 

 

Berger (2004: 71) describes advertisements as “a genre of communication that use 

words and images to convince people exposed to the advertisement to purchase the 

                                                
1
 According to Kress and van Leeuwen (Matheson 2005: 180), “all text, whether words written down 

or images on a screen, are made up of multiple modes (image, sound, word, smell, texture, colour) and 

that contemporary text (such as a glossy brochure) are increasingly multimodal”. In the present study, 

the main focus will be on image and word. 
2
 As such brochures are distributed to tourists through an official channel (at the HKTB Visitor Centre 

in Tsim Sha Tsui Star Ferry Concourse), it is reasonable to presume that the brochures are endorsed by 

the Government-subsidized body. 
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product or service being promoted”. The description is also applicable to the case of 

tourism advertising, which is exactly what travel brochures aim to achieve. 

 

In the context of Hong Kong, the main objective is to get the message across to 

tourists that Hong Kong is an exciting and dynamic city where there are a lot of things 

to be done. Plog (2004: 175) aptly points out that it is important to let tourists know 

that Hong Kong still “retains key elements of its former image”, i.e. the Western 

flavour from its British colonial past, as this image is the biggest selling point which 

differentiates Hong Kong from other Chinese cities. 

 

 

3.2 Travel brochures as “communicative acts” 

 

Travel brochures can be classified as “communicative acts”, a term proposed by van 

Leeuwen (2004) to replace “speech act”, which is limited to only spoken language. 

They are understood as “multimodal microevents in which all the signs present 

combine to determine its communicative intent” (van Leeuwen 2004: 8). According to 

Scollon and LeVine (2004: 1-2), “language in use is always and inevitably constructed 

across multiple modes of communication”. They believe that contextual factors in the 

physical spaces where discursive actions are taking place, as well as the design and 

typography of the documents in which the texts are presented, all contribute to the 

interpretation of discourse. 

 

Contemporary texts are increasingly multimodal (Matheson 2005). Multimodality is 

clearly evident in print advertisements, a typical written genre where “signs”, such as 

language, image, graphics and typography, are combined “in an integrated whole” 

(van Leeuwen 2004: 10). In the case of travel brochures, the communicative intent is 

to provide tourists with the essential information for helping them decide what places 

to visit and which tour(s) to book3. Therefore successful travel brochures must be 

both informative and persuasive, and they rely heavily on the use of words and images 

to achieve this aim. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
3
 The prevalent use of subheadings in the brochure examined in the present study is a signal which 

suggests that the brochure is likely to be “scanned, skipread and ‘used’ rather than read” by readers for 

quick information (Kress and Leeuwen 1996: 219).  
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3.3 The distinctive function of travel brochures 

 

In this Information Age, despite the availability of alternative promotional tools, such 

as e-brochures and websites, which are easily accessible, hard print travel brochures 

remain as popular as ever. Holloway (2004: 287) believes that it is “this reliance on 

brochures as a principal marketing tool” that “distinguishes tourism from virtually any 

other form of business”. Due to the intangible and heterogeneous nature of tourism 

products, travel brochures have a distinctive function in that that they can act as “a 

substitute for a product which cannot be physically seen or inspected prior to 

purchase” (Holloway 2004: 17).. Also, tour operators can hardly standardize their 

products and services due to many uncontrollable factors (e.g. the weather). As a 

result, the nature of tourism products poses a risk on the part of the purchaser, making 

it difficult for tour operators to promote them. To maximize their persuasive power, 

tourism brochures are found to be loaded with hyperbolic language and glamorous 

images. 

 

A critical remark made by Weightman (1987) further demonstrates how influential 

travel brochures can be on tourists’ decision-making. Weightman (1987: 230) believes 

that the language of travel brochures becomes “a self-fulfilling prophecy” as “the tour 

brochure directs expectations, influences perceptions and thereby provides a 

preconceived landscape for the tourist to ‘discover’”. So “the directed landscape 

becomes the real landscape”. As consumers’ cognition is likely to be influenced by the 

linguistic and visual means employed in travel brochures, it would be of interest not 

only to linguists but also to marketing professionals to investigate how the words and 

images contribute to the persuasive power of promotional materials. 

 

 

 

4. Data analysis 

 

4.1 Textual analysis 

 

The findings in the present study, most prominently gathered from the choice of 

descriptive words used in the brochure, are strong evidence in support of Dann’s 

claims that “tourism promotion is based on glamour (bewitchment)” (Dann 1996: 56), 

and that the language of tourism “tends to speak only in positive and glowing terms of 

the services and attractions it seeks to promote” (Dann 1996: 65). 
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4.1.1 Choice of words 

 

According to Cook (1994: 11), readers use “schemata” – which are “mental 

representations of typical instances” – in discourse processing to “predict and make 

sense of the particular instance which the discourse describes”. Cook argues that new 

schemata are built to understand new experiences. Based on the verbal description in 

the travel brochure under analysis, new schemata which contain a positive image of 

Hong Kong would be created in the minds of tourists who are new to the city. For 

example, the descriptive words used in the first sentence of Example 1, such as 

“colourful”, “fascinating” and “vibrant”, would conjure up a dynamic image of Hong 

Kong Island: 

 

(1) “Hong Kong Island easily evokes colourful and fascinating images of a vibrant 

urban centre where eastern and western cultures merge seamlessly in perfect harmony. 

This is THE ISLAND where you can enjoy the cosmopolitan flair of Manhattan and 

the tranquil atmosphere of the French Riviera in half a day.” (Page 14) 

 

The descriptive words in the following examples convey a strong sense of glamour 

and energy, which is highly appealing to tourists. Although the sheer number of such 

words makes them sound almost like clichés, they serve to whet the appetite of 

potential tourists: 

 

(2) “a magnificent panorama” (Page 1) 

(3) “a delightful smorgasbord of cultural and historical adventures” (Page 2) 

(4) “The lush landscapes and iconic attractions enhance the existing charming and 

picturesque character, providing a delightful retreat from the dynamic cityscape of the 

urban Hong Kong.” (Page 3) 

(5) “Experience the vibrancy and vitality of urban Hong Kong!” (Page 4) 

 

Cook also suggests that when the mind is stimulated by the key linguistic features in 

the text or by the context, an existing schema (i.e. background knowledge) will be 

activated and employed in the interpretation of the present discourse. This process 

would occur with the relevant schemata of readers who have had previous exposure to 

Hong Kong. As a result, their positive impression of the city would be reinforced. 

Typography can also act as a trigger for schemata. For example, the capitalized 

                                                
4
 The brochure is included in Appendix. For the ease of referring to the examples cited, the content 

pages of the brochure are numbered Page 1 to Page 10. The numbering does not suggest that the 

brochure should be read according to this sequence. 
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element “THE ISLAND” in Example 1 serves as an emphatic device which draws 

readers’ attention to the uniqueness of Hong Kong Island, and leads to the activation 

of their relevant schemata. 

 

Schema theory can also explain the motivation for the use of the references 

“Manhattan” and “French Riviera” in Example 1. The two references will activate the 

reader’s schemata of the world-famous metropolis and seaside region, respectively, 

schemata which were created from personal experiences or media representations. 

Drawing from the details contained in the existing schemata, the reader’s mind 

concretizes the abstract description of Hong Kong Island and likens it to a unique 

combination of the Orient and the Occident, business and leisure. Given that the 

brochure is written in English and the image participants are Westerners, the choice of 

the two references is a further proof that it is the Western tourists, presumably those 

from North America and Europe, whom the brochure is to attract and cater for. 

 

“Magic” is another key feature used in the language of tourism. MacCannell (1989: 

102) makes it very clear that “touristic experience is always mystified”. As the word 

“magic” and its derivative “magical” have the connotations of “impossible to happen” 

and “too wonderful to be real”, it is a powerful linguistic means which can spark the 

readers’ wildest imagination about an unconsumed tourism product and arouse their 

desire to experience the “fantasy world” portrayed in the brochure for themselves. 

Apart from the adjective “enchanting,” which is used repeatedly (on Page 6, 8 and 9), 

here are some other examples: 

 

(6) “Watch Hong Kong take on the role of a glamorous enchantress with its magical 

transformation.” (Page 5) 

(7) “Capture the magic” (Page 5) 

(8) “twinkle in unison in this magical moment of timeless peace” (Page 6) 

(9) “fill your magic day with delightful memories”(Page 8) 

(10) “the mysterious darkness of the night” (Page 10) 

(11) “the spectacular transformation of the skyline into a kaleidoscope of shimmering 

lights at night” (Page 10) 

 

The above examples echo the comment made by Febas Borra (1978: 70, cited in Dann 

1996: 65) that “the discourse of tourism is a form of extreme language”. This 

“extremism” is also reflected in the use of superlative adjectives and “absolute” 

adjectives, which are inherently superlative. If a view is “the best”, there can be 

nothing better. Similarly, if a picture is “postcard-perfect”, it cannot be “more perfect”. 
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The choice of words demonstrates that the discourse of tourism has a tendency to 

exaggerate. 

 

(12) “one of the best views in the world” (Page 1) 

(13) “a postcard-perfect picture” (Page 1) 

(14) “Embark on a ride of a life-time” (Page 3) 

 

The prevalence of hyperbole is also reflected in the use of rhetoric and stylistic 

devices, which serve the purpose of glamorizing the tourist attractions and travel 

experiences. By likening the night views of Nathan Road and Victoria Harbour to a 

“parade” and “dance”, the metaphors in the examples convey a sense of motion, 

nonstop activity and dynamic excitement. 

 

(15) “Droves of locals and tourists converge on this thoroughfare looking for a great 

time while zillions of blazing neon signs parade in front of your eyes.” (Page 5) 

(16) “watch Hong Kong waltz under the scintillating city lights.” (Page 5) 

 

The verbs “saturate” and “fill” infer the meaning of “full of something” and 

“impossible to put in more”. These words convey an implicit message to readers that 

they would be able to enjoy their time in Hong Kong to the fullest, and their time here 

would be full of exciting activities as the city has so much to offer (even after dark). 

 

(17) “Enjoy an evening that is saturated with excitement and charm.” (Page 5) 

(18) “The Golden Mile, an open-air night market, a traditional Chinese dinner and the 

spectacular harbour view will fill your night with delightful memories” (Page 5) 

 

4.1.2 Grammatical choice 

 

Imperatives and directives are commonly found in the brochure, whose function is to 

“urge the addressee to do something (or not to do something)” (Biber, Conrad and 

Leech 2002: 256). A negative imperative together with an exclamation mark convey 

an even stronger urge. Such “passionate” language elicits from the readers an urge to 

take part in the exciting tourist experience. Some other examples include: 

 

(19) “Sit back and enjoy your favourite drinks” (Page 6) 

(20) “Don’t pass up this golden opportunity to fine-tune your horse-picking skills and 

a chance to win big dividends!” (Page 7)  

(21) “Indulge in some interactive activities at the Pacific Pier” (Page 8) 
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(22) “Ocean Park is an attraction not to be missed.” (Page 8) 

(23) “Don’t miss this unusual encounter of a life time!” (Page 9) 

 

The pronoun “we” is another handy linguistic device which signals the inclusion of 

the readers into the “virtual tour” as presented in the brochure. 

 

(24) “We strike our final note of delight with a visit to the lookout-point” (Page 5) 

 

 

4.2 Visual analysis 

 

As the old saying goes, “seeing is believing”. Images indeed play an important role in 

convincing people to visit a certain place. Acting as stimuli to the readers’ minds, 

images help build new schemata and reinforce the relevant existing schemata. Similar 

to the findings from the textual analysis, it is observed that in tourism discourse 

images are also highly selective and emphasize only the positive aspects. 

 

Crawshaw and Urry (1997: 188) report that the professional travel photographers they 

interviewed “generally agreed that their work involved selecting, shaping and 

structuring elements of the physical environment to reflect mental images 5 ”. 

According to Crawshaw and Urry (1997:189), the essential considerations for photos 

which would sell to tourists and tourism clients are “viewpoints”, “pleasing subjects”, 

“the right conditions” (e.g. good weather days) and “good lighting”. Through 

amplifying the beauty and desirability of the scenery and stripping it of unfavorable 

circumstances (e.g. bad weather and low visibility), photos in travel brochures are 

often “romanticized”. 

 

4.2.1 Modality 

 

An important aspect of visual discourse analysis is the reliability of the images, which 

is termed “modality” by Kress and van Leeuwen (1996). Kress and van Leeuwen 

(1996: 160) define the term as “the truth value or credibility of (linguistically realized) 

statements about the world”. Although the concept originates from linguistics, they 

argue that modality (i.e. how reliable and true the images are) is equally important in 

visual communication. The higher the modality, the more reliable or true it is. 

 

In the present study, it is found that it is sometimes questionable whether the images 

                                                
5 The “mental images” can be interpreted as tourists’ expectations arising from existing schemata. 
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in the travel brochure are representative of reality. Thanks to the availability of photo 

editing software, it has become much easier even for laymen to alter the modality of 

images (e.g. to adjust the brightness, colour contrast etc). As the primary goal of the 

travel brochure is to convince readers, images used are highly selective and have to 

look “real” in the eyes of tourists. 

 

Kress and van Leeuwen (1996: 161) point out that modality judgment is dependent on 

the viewers for whom the representation is primarily intended. So in the case of travel 

brochures, it is the tourists’ perception (instead of the locals’) on which the modality 

judgment is based. In the brochure under analysis, some photos show a clear blue sky 

filled with fluffy white clouds (e.g. on Page 1, 3 and 4). Given that Hong Kong is 

notorious for its poor air quality and such a beautiful sky can rarely be seen, the 

“romanticized” photos are in fact far from the truest visual representation of reality6. 

However, based on the full colour saturation, bright colour tone and great pictorial 

details (i.e. the main indicators proposed by Kress and van Leeuwen (1996: 

165-168)7), the photos would still be considered high in modality by tourists. 

 

The photo of Lam Chuen Wishing Tree on Page 2 is another example which 

demonstrates the questionable “truthfulness” of images used in tourism promotion. 

The photo shows the thriving Wishing Tree covered in offerings and an excited girl 

tossing some object onto it. But in fact the government has already banned throwing 

objects at the tree8. So the photo is actually quite misleading to tourists as it 

contradicts the verbal description: 

 

“It is believed to make worshippers’ wishes come true by placing a colourful strip 

with wishes written on it in front of this magic tree.” (Page 2) 

 

A “colourful strip” is not the same as the offerings tied in bunches on the tree as 

shown in the photo9. The preposition “in front of” implies “somewhere near” the tree 

but not “exactly AT” the tree. Actually worshippers can only place their offerings on a 

                                                
6
 According Scollon & Scollon (2003: 90), the truest visual representation is “the one that comes 

closest to what one would see if one were on the spot in person to see it”, given that all other things 

being equal. 
7 The eight main indicators of modality are colour saturation, colour differentiation, colour modulation, 

contextualization, representation, depth, illumination and brightness (Kress and van Leeuwen 1996: 

165-168) 
8
 The ailing tree is in poor conditions after a large branch broke off years ago under the weight of the 

offerings. To protect the century-old tree, offerings were taken off and the throwing of objects onto the 

tree was banned thereafter. 
9
 It would be almost impossible to toss a strip of paper or cloth onto a tree. In the past, the paper 

offerings were tied to heavy objects such as oranges, which give them enough weight so that it is easier 

to be tossed onto the tree. 
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nearby man-made structure. As the appeal of the Wishing Tree comes mainly from the 

unique ritual of tossing offerings onto the tree, tourists are likely to be discouraged 

from booking the tour if they know that they cannot carry out the ritual10. So the past 

image of the Wishing Tree is still used in the brochure in order to retain the appeal of 

the tree. To avoid running the risk of being accused of “deception”, the copywriter has 

carefully chosen the words to “hide” the disappointing reality (e.g. by avoiding 

mentioning the man-made structure). 

 

4.2.2 Salience 

 

While the undesirable is hidden, the positive aspects of tourist attractions are 

highlighted so as to enhance the persuasive power of the brochure. In this connection, 

Kress and van Leeuwen (1996: 183) introduce the concept of “salience”, which 

concerns the degrees to which the elements are used to attract the viewers’ attention. 

Kress and van Leeuwen (1996: 183, 212) point out that salience is realized by factors 

including “perspective” (i.e. placement of an object in the foreground or background), 

relative size, difference in sharpness of the object in focus, tonal and colour contrasts, 

as well as specific cultural factors. 

 

The picture on top of Page 1, which features a traditional Chinese fishing junk against 

the skyline composed of iconic buildings and modern skyscrapers, is a perfect 

example. The junk is salient in the picture because of its foreground position (standing 

out from the background waterfront), relatively large size and sharp colour. The junk 

is a cultural symbol representing Chinese tradition and Hong Kong’s past as a fishing 

village. It is particularly representative in the context of Hong Kong, as it is the logo 

of the Hong Kong Tourism Board. 

 

4.2.3 The use of collage 

 

Collage is a prominent feature found in the images in travel brochures. According to 

Gold (1994: 22), it is “perhaps the most distinctive feature of place promotional 

advertising”. Gold (1994:22) points out that collage typically employs “three to six 

photographs of the place concerned along with a portion of descriptive text”, which 

stands for “a visual summary of the different elements in the selling image”. The 

placing of several visual elements in one image often involves foregrounding or 

backgrounding of a certain element and overlapping of elements (i.e. “perspective” in 

                                                
10

 It was reported that “some mainland tourists expressed disappointment that they could not carry out 

the ritual, which is frequently shown on television across the border” (Revellers Warned Against 

Damaging Wishing Tree, South China Morning Post, 28 January 2006). 
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Kress and van Leeuwen’s terminology). The resulting images can hardly be seen as a 

true representation of reality. 

 

In the picture on top of Page 3, the Big Buddha is the most prominent feature due to 

its dominant size, which overlaps a large part of the picture of Po Lin Monastery. 

Compared with the photo under the subheading of “Po Lin Monastery”, it is obvious 

that the Big Buddha is magnified (to an extent that it becomes out of scale) and 

“shifted” from its original peripheral position (i.e. the upper left-hand corner as 

indicated by the stairs) to the centre of the picture. Page 8 presents a picture with three 

major attractions in Ocean Park: thrilling rides, cable cars and marine animals. The 

images of various attractions reinforce each other and produce a sense of excitement. 

 

4.2.4 Participants 

 

Finally, the facial expressions and body language of image participants11 are also 

factors to be considered in discourse analysis. The images are selective in a way that 

they only feature “pleasing” participants who wear a broad smile, looking contented 

and satisfied with their experiences. Examples are the diners on Page 5 under the 

subheading “Jumbo Floating Restaurant”, and the male tourist on Page 6, who 

proudly presents his “trophy” (a freshly caught lobster), echoing the subheading 

“Seafood Exhibition”. The photo on Page 2 under “Kam Tin Walled Village” shows 

two foreign tourists mingling and chatting happily with an indigenous female villager. 

The presence of “vectors” (Kress and van Leeuwen 1996: 57), i.e. the (conceptual) 

“diagonal lines of action” between the faces of the interlocutors, can be detected in 

this photo. Despite the language and cultural barriers, the photo conveys a sense of 

rapport and connection between the participants. 

 

 

4.3 Multimodal analysis 

 

Although the language and images in the brochure are analyzed in sections 4.1 and 

4.2 separately as discrete elements, in fact the brochure is an integrated text as there is 

“some form of stylistic unity between the image, the typography and the layout” (van 

                                                
11

 The term participant in the present study refers only to people within the images, but it is worth 

pointing out that in fact its meaning is not limited to this scope. For example, Matheson (2005:110) 

defines participants in an image as “the people or objects there which stand out as distinct”. The 

definition is in line with that of represented participant, in Kress and van Leeuwen’s (1996: 46) 

terminology, which also refers to the things represented in the images. The viewer and the one who has 

constructed the view fall into another category of participants called interacting participants (Kress and 

van Leeuwen 1996: 46), i.e. the participants in the act of communication. 
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Leeuwen 2004: 7) which enhances the cohesion between the linguistic and visual 

elements. The brochure features a variety of tourist attractions which are organized 

into different itineraries. As the texts on each page are structured vertically starting 

from the first attraction to visit to the last one in a particular tour, a “reading order” 

(i.e. the way the brochure is designed to be read) is thus imposed, which guides 

readers to read from the top to the bottom of the page. 

 

Even though some attractions appear repeatedly in the brochure as they happen to be 

included in more than one tour (e.g. “Jumbo Floating Restaurant” and “Night Harbour 

View”), they are not given extra emphasis or made particularly salient to grab readers’ 

attention. It is because the brochure serves the functional purpose of promoting tours 

as a whole, not just a particular attraction in them. Through the use of standardized 

typography and layout, the stylistic unity of the brochure is maintained, providing a 

balanced overview of the tours being advertised. This example demonstrates that 

typography and layout can affect the interpretation of discourse as well. 

 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The micro-analysis of the travel brochure shed some light on the features of tourism 

discourse. As a kind of advertising, the brochure aims to persuade people into buying 

the tourism products and services being promoted. Therefore the language and images 

used are highly selective. They present only the positive and attractive sides of the 

potential touristic experiences, while the negative aspects are often ignored 

(“highlighting and hiding”). The research findings echo Weightman’s critical view 

(1987: 229) that tourism promotion attempts to “mystify the mundane” and “amplify 

the exotic”. Through making use of hyperbole and “modified” images which are often 

not the truest representation of reality, the brochure portrays Hong Kong as an 

interesting and attractive place to visit. In this sense the brochure is a successful 

tourism marketing tool. However, from the perspective of the locals, the authenticity 

of the description and images in the brochure is somewhat questionable. 
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