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Abstract: Shopping is an important tourism activity. However, knowledge 
regarding the understanding of tourist experiences at shopping malls in 
Thailand is limited. Currently, COVID-19 has impacted the profitability of 
shopping malls that also face competition from the worldwide rise of e-
commerce. Factors that drive positive and negative tourist experiences at 
Thai shopping malls were investigated using data from online reviews, 
which have now become an important source of information. A total of 
40,504 TripAdvisor reviews concerning 46 major shopping malls in 
Thailand were analysed using the latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) machine 
learning algorithm. Five types of tourist shopping experiences were 
identified as plenitude, connectivity, food, merchandise and commercialism. 
A textual salience-valence analysis was also performed to investigate words 
that drove positive and negative tourist shopping experiences. 
 
Keywords: shopping mall, latent Dirichlet allocation, tourist shopping 
experience, TripAdvisor, online review 

 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Shopping is an important tourist leisure activity (Hsieh & Chang, 2006; Lin & Lin, 2006; Meng 
& Xu, 2012; Rabbiosi, 2015; Turner & Reisinger, 2001) to purchase products and gifts for 
both, relatives and friends and for personal use (Xu & McGehee, 2012). Shopping also provides 
an opportunity to experience the culture of the visited areas (Meng & Xu, 2012). Shopping may 
not be the main motive for the visit but being at shopping locations and able to examine, feel 
and think about the shopping environment are still salient travelling experiences of tourists 
(Snepenger, Murphy, O’Connell, & Gregg, 2003). Many studies have investigated the 
importance of shopping for tourists (Kemperman, Borgers, & Timmermans, 2009), the 
motivations (Das & DiRienzo, 2009; Tauber, 1972; Dholakia, 1999; Jamal, Davies, Chudry, & 
Al-Marri, 2006; Sundström, Lundberg, & Giannakis, 2011) and how shopping leads to tourist 
satisfaction (Das & DiRienzo, 2009). However, details are lacking regarding the diverse types 
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of tourist experiences at shopping locations or shopping malls. A comprehensive understanding 
of the various aspects, characteristics and factors that drive positive and negative tourist 
shopping experiences would help destinations and shopping malls to attract more visitors and 
increase footfall, especially during these challenging times of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
In 2017, international tourism was ranked as the world’s third-largest export category, with an 
average value of 4 billion USD per day (World Tourism Organization, 2017). Thailand is 
highly dependent on the tourism industry. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, income generated 
from the Thai tourism industry increased from 1.81 trillion Baht in 2013 to 2.66 trillion Baht 
in 2017 (The Tourism Authority of Thailand, 2017). Thailand was globally ranked in the top 
ten countries for the most international tourist arrivals in 2017 (World Tourism Organization, 
2017). Shopping is a salient attribute with intrinsic attractiveness for both Thai tourists and 
international visitors who are keen to purchase inexpensive items sold in Thailand (Henkel et 
al., 2006). However, negative issues still exist involving shopping such as excessive 
commercialism and forceful persuasion by vendors (Taecharungroj & Tansitpong, 2017). 
 
To better understand the perception of tourists towards destinations and tourist attractions, 
recent extensive research has focused on online reviews as important sources of information 
(Taecharungroj & Mathayomchan, 2019). Online reviews are a form of electronic word-of-
mouth (eWOM) content created by users to exchange and express opinions and inform others 
on purchase decisions (Chua, & Banerjee, 2016; Davis & Khazanchi, 2007; Lu & 
Stepchenkova, 2015). In the field of tourism and hospitality online reviews have been 
extensively analysed and examined for several aspects such as helpfulness (Chua & Banerjee, 
2016), credibility (Ayeh, Au, & Law, 2013), effectiveness (Walther & Jang, 2012), impact on 
the willingness to pay (Gavilan, Avello, Martinez-Navarro, 2018), drivers of user-generated 
content (Ukpabi & Karjaluoto, 2018), trends and future directions of online reviews (Schuckert, 
Liu, & Law, 2015) and shopping and tourist perceptions (Meng & Xu, 2012; Xu & McGehee, 
2012; Tsaur, Wang, Yen, & Liu, 2017). However, a comprehensive analysis covering online 
reviews of shopping malls is lacking. 
 
2. Research Objectives 
 
Reviews of 46 major shopping malls in Thailand on TripAdvisor.com were analysed to identify 
the types of shopping experiences using the latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) topic modelling 
algorithm. Salience-valence analysis (Taecharungroj & Mathayomchan, 2019) was employed 
to identify the factors driving positive and negative experiences. Enhancing tourist shopping 
experiences will benefit local businesses and also promote satisfaction and loyalty towards 
destinations, where numbers of inbound international tourists have drastically reduced as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The functions, importance and impacts of online reviews 
and review platforms are discussed in the context of the research methodology, followed by 
the findings, conclusions, and managerial implications. 
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3. Literature Review 
 
3.1 The shopping experience 
 
Shopping is an important tourism activity and plays a crucial role as a major motivator for 
destination selection (Lehto, Cai, O’Leary, & Huan, 2004). Shopping is a crucial aspect of 
tourism (Li & Ryan, 2018) accounting for one third of total tourist spending (Litirell, 
Baizerman, Kean, Gahring, Niemeyer, Reilly, & Stout 1994). In many places, shopping has 
become the image of destinations that position themselves as a paradise for shoppers such as 
Paris and Hong Kong (Law & Au, 2000). The purpose of such positioning is to attract tourists 
because successful tourism is a major economic driver for destinations (Jucan & Jucan, 2013).  
 
Numerous studies have investigated the motivation to go shopping. Tauber (1972) studied 
psychological needs including personal needs (e.g. learning new trends and sensory 
stimulation) and social needs (e.g. status of authority and communication with others). 
Dholakia (1999) mentioned that the motivations to go shopping were enhanced by utilities, 
family and social interactions. Shopping has also been identified as a leisure time activity to 
experience destination culture (Meng & Xu, 2012; Xu & McGehee, 2012) or a therapeutic and 
self-gratifying activity to relieve stress (Jamal et al., 2006). Despite varying motivations, 
customers expect to experience delight and satisfaction from shopping locations (Sundström et 
al., 2011). Being delighted is an important aspect of the shopping experience and high emphasis 
should be placed on shopping areas to improve tourist interaction.  
 
The shopping experience can be considered as one part of the encompassing concept of 
“customer experience”, which has attracted much academic research interest concerning the 
best ways for retailers to create a pleasant visitation (Grewal, Levy, & Kumar, 2009). The 
customer experience involves every point of contact and interaction between the customer and 
the business (Grewal et al., 2009; Andajani, 2015). Previous research has concentrated on 
factors including promotion, pricing, merchandising, supply chain, location, store environment 
and brand that impact customer experience at shopping locations such as markets and retail 
stores (Verhoef, Lemon, Parasuraman, Roggeveen, Tsiros, & Schlesinger, 2009; Puccinelli, 
Goodstein, Grewal, Price, Raghubir, & Stewart, 2009; Grewal et al., 2009). Buss (1997) 
proposed the term “entertailing”, which he defined as the combination of entertainment and 
retailing since traditional methods of retailing were insufficient. The one-size-fits-all strategy 
was not recommended because tourists have dissimilar expectations towards different kinds of 
retailers (Anselmsson, 2016). Terblanche (2018) identified merchandise assortments, staff and 
the interior environment as crucial sales factors for supermarkets. Tourist shopping villages 
presenting “a unique local experience, value for money and regionally distinctive products and 
opportunities for entertainment and bargain hunting”, were significant antecedents of customer 
satisfaction (Murphy, Moscardo, Benckendorff, & Pearce, 2011).  
 
One very important type of retail environment that has been understudied is shopping malls. 
Here, tourist experiences at shopping malls in Thailand were analysed and evaluated. Shopping 
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malls are regarded as places that can satisfy social, recreational and functional tourist needs 
(Nsairi, 2012). With the emergence of e-commerce and more recently the COVID-19 
pandemic, shopping malls as places of physical retail are struggling to attract footfall.  
 
3.2 Challenges of physical retailers 
 
The increasing popularity of electronic shopping (e-shopping or e-commerce) as a convenient 
substitute for traditional physical purchasing has revolutionalised and transformed the retail 
industry  (Guo & Lai, 2017; Farag, Schwanen, Dijst, & Faber, 2007; Liu, Burns, & Hou, 2013). 
Research has demonstrated a negative relationship between the adoption of e-shopping and 
customers visiting physical stores (Weltevreden & Rietbergen, 2007). Internet purchasing 
offers superior convenience to customers (Zhang, Zhu, & Ye, 2016). Physical retailers now 
search for strategies to obtain competitive advantages such as customer service (Grewal, 
Krishnan, & Lindsey-Mullikin, 2008), loyalty rewards programmes, personalisation, 
customisation and brand/store community (Julian, Ahmed, Wel, & Bojei, 2015). 
The emergence of e-commerce has also increased pressure on other online businesses. Market 
transparency and convenient price comparison (Bodur, Klein, & Arora, 2015) allow customers 
to easily switch to other providers, making customer retention more difficult (Wirtz & 
Lihotzky, 2003). Thus, this intense e-commerce competition further impacts the profitability 
of physical retailers. Physical retailers and shopping malls in particular must quickly analyse 
this situation and search for solutions. However, only a few studies have explored the needs of 
tourists in shopping malls and offered practical advice and suggestions. A comprehensive 
analysis of the tourist experience in shopping malls is required to fill this knowledge gap. 
Online reviews provide updated information and can be used as a suitable data source to 
achieve this objective. 
 
3.3 Online reviews 
 
Online reviews are textual and visual content publicly shared by a user to impart information 
to other users on an electronic platform. They generally include an overall evaluation of a 
purchase or a visit, post-consumption experiences, quality assessment and value for money 
(Ye, Li, Wang, & Law, 2012). Online reviews are generally considered to be helpful and have 
major influences on consumer decision-making (Chua, & Banerjee, 2016; DeAndrea, Van Der 
Heide, Vendemia, & Vang, 2018; Gavilan et al., 2018) because content posted by experienced 
consumers is recognised as more trustworthy than company adverts (Chua, & Banerjee, 2016). 
Online reviews are also regarded as objective and relevant to both tourists and customers 
(DeAndrea et al., 2018; Narangajavana, Fiol, Tena, Artola, & García 2017). Tourism products 
are heterogeneous, multidimensional and complex; thus, tourists read online reviews to reduce 
the uncertainty and risks in decision-making (Pantano & Di Pietro, 2013). 
 
Several online review platforms such as TripAdvisor, Yelp, Citysearch and Virtualtour have 
gained in popularity during the past decade (Filieri, Alguezaui, & McLeay, 2015; Liu & Park, 
2015). TripAdvisor, with more than 500 million reviews on restaurants, hotels and attractions 
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worldwide is one of the most popular review platforms for tourism and hospitality 
(TripAdvisor, 2019). The website allows users to post textual reviews with photos and give 
star ratings from 1 to 5, where 1 is terrible and 5 is excellent (Valdivia, Hrabova, Chaturvedi, 
Luzón, Troiano, Cambria, & Herrera, 2019).  
 
Online review platforms have become crucial for tourists and also important sources of 
information for marketers and researchers (Hu, Liu, & Zhang, 2008). Online review data have 
been analysed to study the experiences of tourists and formulate practical improvement plans 
(Taecharungroj & Mathayomchan, 2019). This research utilised online reviews posted on 
TripAdvisor to answer two research questions as: 
 

RQ1 What are the types of tourist experiences at shopping malls in Thailand? 
RQ2 What are the factors that drive positive and negative tourist experiences? 

 
4. Research Methodology 
 
4.1 Data collection 
 
Data were collected regarding shopping malls in Thailand from online reviews on TripAdvisor. 
Malls can be defined as shopping locations that provide a great variety of merchandise as stores 
and restaurants, accompanied by synergies between stores that utilise the available space to 
generate a more pleasant environment (Kesari & Atulkar, 2016; LeHew & Fairhust, 2000). A 
total of 40,504 online reviews in English concerning 46 selected locations were extracted from 
TripAdvisor in November 2019 (Table 1). Only malls with over 100 reviews were selected. 
The online reviews were then processed using the analytics platform KNIME 3.7.2. The 
software removed punctuation and converted the review text to lower case letters. Filters were 
applied to remove numbers and also reviews that were shorter than 3 characters. Stop words 
used frequently but providing little information such as “l”, “she” or “the” were also removed. 
 
Table 1 Shopping malls and numbers of reviews from TripAdvisor collected during November 
2019 
 
Shopping Mall City Reviews  Shopping Mall City Reviews

Amarin Plaza Bangkok 137  King Power Rangnam Bangkok 96

Bangkok Fashion Outlet Bangkok 282  Lee Garden Plaza Hat Yai 128

BLUPORT Hua Hin Resort Mall Hua Hin 307  Market Village HuaHin Hua Hin 534

Central Chidlom Bangkok 182  Maya Lifestyle Shopping Center Chiang Mai 365

Central Embassy Bangkok 375  MBK Center (Ma Boon Khrong Center) Bangkok 8551

Central Festival Samui Samui 392  Mega Bangna Bangkok 339

Central Phuket Phuket 778  Mike Shopping Mall Pattaya 137

Central Festival Chiangmai Chiang Mai 244  Pantip Plaza Bangkok 363
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Central Festival Hatyai Hat Yai 298  Platinum Fashion Mall Bangkok 2653

Central Festival Pattaya Beach Pattaya 960  Pratunam Center Bangkok 171

Central Plaza Chiangmai Airport Chiang Mai 234  Premium Outlet Phuket Phuket 294

Central Plaza Grand Rama 9 Bangkok 119  River City Bangkok Bangkok 179

Central Plaza Udonthani Udon Thani 143  Royal Garden Plaza Pattaya 142

Central World Bangkok 3618  Siam Center Bangkok 511

Emporium and EmQuartier Bangkok 897  Siam Discovery Bangkok 185

Fortune Town IT Mall Bangkok 111  Siam Paragon Bangkok 6022

Gateway Ekamai Bangkok 122  Silom Complex Bangkok 103

Gaysorn Shopping Centre Bangkok 109  Terminal 21 Bangkok 3711

ICONSIAM Bangkok 479  Terminal 21 Pattaya Pattaya 156

Indra Square Bangkok 505  The Mall Bangkapi Bangkok 141

Jewelry Trade Center Bangkok 159  The Paseo Mall Bangkok 111

Jungceylon Phuket 4527  Turtle Village Shops & Cuisine Phuket 342

Kad Suan Kaew Chiang Mai 133  Union Mall Bangkok 159

 
4.2 Data analysis 
 
A machine learning algorithm, latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA), was used to identify “topics”, 
which were implied to be types of tourist experiences at shopping malls (Taecharungroj, 
Warnaby, & Parker, 2020) to answer RQ1. LDA assumes the existence of a hidden structure 
consisting of a set of topics in the whole corpus of online reviews from the co-occurrence of 
words (Blei, Ng, & Jordan, 2003; Guo, Barnes, & Jia, 2017; Tirunillai & Tellis, 2014). To 
perform LDA, the number of topics was specified using the elbow method (Xiang, Du, Ma, & 
Fan, 2017). Then, the LDA algorithm was performed with alpha and beta parameters set at 0.1 
and 0.01 respectively using the sparse LDA sampling scheme and data structure (Newman, 
Asuncion, Smyth, & Welling, 2009; Yao, Mimno, & McCallum, 2009).  
 
Lexical salience-valence analysis (LSVA) was adopted to answer RQ2 (Taecharungroj & 
Mathayomchan, 2019; Taecharungroj et al., 2020) and analyse the factors that drive positive 
and negative reviews of each type of experience. The analysis displayed words on two axes. 
The vertical axis (salience) indicated how frequently the words were found. Salience was 
calculated by the logarithm function of the frequency of each word in each type of experience. 
The horizontal axis indicated the valence of each word. Words towards the right side of the 
LSVA had positive valence and were more likely to be present in 5-star reviews. By contrast, 
words with negative valence appeared on the left side of LSVA; such words were less likely to 
appear in 5-star reviews. In other words, words with positive valence tended to drive positive 
tourist experiences (5-star reviews), whereas reviews that contained words with negative 
valence were less likely to have 5-star reviews. To calculate valence, the following formula 
was used: 
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𝑊𝑜𝑟𝑑 𝑣𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒 =  
𝑎𝑣𝑔5𝑆𝑡𝑎𝑟 −  𝑎𝑣𝑔𝑂𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟𝑠

𝑎𝑣𝑔5𝑆𝑡𝑎𝑟 + 𝑎𝑣𝑔𝑂𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟𝑠
  

 
where “avg5Star” represents the average number of times the word appears in a 5-star review 
and “avgOthers” is the average number of times that the word is present in 1- to 4-star reviews. 
A highly positive valence depicts that a term is more often found in 5-star reviews than others 
(see Taecharungroj et al., 2020 for a detailed explanation). 
 
5. Results 
 
The elbow method determined five as a suitable number of topics from the corpus of online 
reviews (Figure A1, Appendix). LDA results presented the 40 most representative words of 
each topic (type of experience), ranked by the frequency of appearance (weight) (Table 2). The 
words are highlighted in different shades, representing the number of times that they appear in 
each type of experience. Words that appear in more than one type of experience are shown in 
darker shades, while unhighlighted words are unique terms that only appear in one experience 
type. The five types of experience were named after their unique words as plenitude, 
connectivity, food, merchandise and commercialism. 
 
Table 2 The five types of tourist experience at shopping malls 
 

Plenitude Connectivity Food Merchandise Commercialism

Word Weight Word Weight Word Weight Word Weight Word Weight
shop 63500 mall 24381 food 31007 shop 32426 time 4777
mall 40543 shop 15269 court 11403 price 19372 look 2454

good 19863 floor 13052 floor 6358 good 15411 store 2375

great 17530 BTS 6927 Thai 6274 clothes 14459 shop 2286

food 17446 state 5540 good 4960 buy 10907 real 2244

nice 13876 food 5529 great 4241 mall 10523 staff 2244

restaurant 11091 different 4897 restaurant 4177 bargain 10241 people 2232

big 10913 brand 4822 price 3182 floor 9558 free 2146

brand 9898 visit 4751 eat 3117 cheap 7961 taxi 2140

visit 9044 theme 4432 card 2839 market 7487 tourist 1941

store 8262 design 4264 shop 2741 item 6633 price 1822

central 8069 store 3888 stall 2438 electronics 5640 want 1817

huge 6733 city 3498 cheap 2335 sell 5493 Thai 1628

day 6168 access 3113 level 2210 quality 5226 visit 1628

time 5630 level 3109 local 2167 look 4976 ask 1581

cinema 5365 restaurant 2990 supermarket 1981 visit 4926 walk 1523

eat 5080 easy 2854 mall 1909 great 4839 way 1485

court 4953 location 2717 love 1861 shoes 4730 help 1468

need 4796 walk 2564 try 1856 want 4336 baht 1407

price 4605 train 2540 Japanese 1841 fashion 4314 better 1363

best 4566 luxury 2498 delicious 1664 bags 4209 need 1337
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love 4377 interest 2376 market 1662 need 3839 day 1328

market 4377 every 2261 best 1633 real 3765 hotel 1327

spend 4298 court 2168 street 1600 stall 3696 experience 1260

variety 4225 connect 2127 buy 1589 thing 3437 Tuk tuk 1246

center 4209 center 2125 choice 1589 souvenir 3401 new 1242

expensive 3997 great 2122 variety 1509 phone 3282 know 1240

clean 3982 best 2023 ground 1497 best 3172 buy 1230

real 3927 unique 1984 baht 1466 time 3149 customer 1224

movie 3724 country 1938 fresh 1418 day 3105 Thailand 1218

supermarket 3527 skytrain 1886 meal 1413 product 3103 pay 1185

local 3355 good 1866 ice 1402 accessories 3072 say 1184

plenty 3208 sky 1841 lunch 1386 cheaper 2860 wait 1184

walk 3194 nice 1812 hall 1314 better 2857 try 1105

air 3162 new 1796 service 1271 store 2838 waste 1100

want 3148 toilet 1688 rice 1232 fake 2648 money 1097

large 3109 love 1600 nice 1214 level 2377 open 1048

choice 3063 local 1561 cream 1178 huge 2372 work 1040

look 2929 amazed 1558 money 1127 brand 2359 outlet 1039

enjoy 2857 decor 1543 sell 1124 bought 2200 park 1024

 
The reviews were then categorised into respective types based on the highest probability. For 
example, a review of Central World, “Lovely but expensive – The mall is very spacious with 
a middle-high end feel” had the following distribution of probability: 94% (plenitude), 1% 
(connectivity), 1% (food), 2% (merchandise) and 1% (commercialism). Thus, the review was 
categorised as a plenitude review. Another review of Central World, “Get great bargains – Got 
great bargains shopping there as there were a lot of sales on”, had the following distribution of 
probability: 16% (plenitude), 1% (connectivity), 1% (food), 82% (merchandise) and 1% 
(commercialism) and was categorised as a merchandise review. 
 
In each type of experience, an LSVA was performed to illustrate the words or factors that drove 
positive and negative experiences. In Figures 1-5, bubble size represented the weight of the 
word to each particular type of experience. Coloured bubbles symbolised words that appeared 
in one or two types of experience while grey bubbles denoted more common words that were 
present in three or more types. 
 
5.1 The plenitude experience: “It was so large that there’s something for everyone” 
 
The plenitude experience is the perception of vast spaces, abundant activities and entertainment 
at shopping malls. Reviews were further categorised into two main themes: the size of the 
shopping malls (represented by words such as huge, big and large) and the variety of activities 
offered (e.g. movie, cinema, restaurant, market etc.). 
 
Many tourists value the size of shopping malls in Thailand. One example of a plenitude review 
regarding the size of shopping malls is this 5-star review of Siam Paragon:  
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“We visited this mall for only a couple of hours in the evening. it was so 
large we didn’t cover it all. It has lots of retail stores and restaurants. Clean, 
comfortable and modern ambience makes shopping in this mall truly an 
experience to remember, would surely love to come back here”.  

 
Reviews in the second theme of plenitude concerning the variety of activities often consisted 
of unique words describing the activities such as cinema, movie and supermarket. These words 
were used to describe the characteristics of shopping malls that contained everything that a 
tourist would need such as stores of various brands, many types of shops, familial activities, 
zones for children, restaurants and entertainment facilities. For example, a 5-star review of 
Terminal 21 reads, “There's something for everyone from clothing stores, cosmetics, a movie 
cinema, a gym, video games and all kinds of food. It’s also just a great place to walk around 
and get out of the heat”. Similarly, a tourist wrote a 5-star review for Market Village Hua Hin, 
“Market village has everything you need from restaurants to shops, from a food market to 
cinema and supermarkets. A pleasant mall under the shopping malls!” 
 

 
 

Figure 1 LSVA of plenitude 
 
The LSVA of the plenitude experience (Figure 1) found that the word expensive was associated 
with negative reviews due to the highest negative valence (-0.366). Further, words that were 
expected to be positive such as good and nice, had negative valences. These words were 
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frequently used to describe a neutral or a marginally positive experience rather than a delightful 
5-star experience; whereas, words such as great, best and love more often led to 5-star reviews. 
 
Movie and cinema were another two words that had highly positive valence. Tourists enjoyed 
writing about cinemas, either as a part of the mall offering or as a leisure activity that they 
experienced. For example, a 5-star review of Central World reads: 
 

“We went to the cinema there twice which was a little on the expensive side 
compared to the MBK but the screens were huge and the reclining seats 
were very comfortable. Drinks and snacks were very reasonably priced too! 
Definitely worth a visit - especially on a rainy day!” 

 
This indicated that many tourists, who may have limited time during their travels, were willing 
to spend time at cinemas. Reviewers were satisfied with cinemas as they complimented large 
screens, comfortable seats and luxurious facilities and services. 
 
5.2 The connectivity experience: “This mall is easy to get to and is designed to keep 
shopping interesting” 
 
Connectivity is a shopping experience that concerns accessibility of the malls from public 
transport and the flow of visitors once inside. The first theme of connectivity described the 
malls in conjunction with modes of transport and accessibility using words such as access, 
connect, BTS, train and location. Examples of reviews included, “The mall is easy to get to 
since it is connected with the BTS and all the upscale shops are located here...” as a 4-star 
review of Siam Paragon and “…What's more impressive is the place has a direct access to BTS 
station and the walkway bridging Central Chidlom and Central Embassy helps to increase the 
traffic flow significantly” as a 4-star review of Central Chidlom. 
 
The second theme of connectivity was the experience of visitors when they moved around 
inside the malls. In this theme, reviewers often commented on the interior design and themed 
decorations of shopping malls. These maintained interest in their shopping experience when 
they walked from one place to another. For example, a 5-star review of Terminal 21 reads:  
 

“It looks like your average shopping centre from the outside but inside each 
floor is designed with a different city in mind and entrances to escalators are 
like airport departure gates to a new destination - nice idea to keep shopping 
interesting”. 
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Figure 2 LSVA of connectivity 
 

In the LSVA of connectivity (Figure 2), words that describe the ease of transport (e.g. location, 
access, BTS, walk, connect, train and center) appeared to have lower valence. For example, the 
term location had a negative valence (-0.114). These words describing accessibility and 
transportation were only used to broadly assess mall access convenience. Findings implied that 
tourists were generally neither surprised nor amazed by the travelling experience and 
accessibility. By contrast, words that described the flow of interior design and decorations such 
as theme, city, country, unique and design had positive valence. The analysis suggested that 
impressive designs and decorations of shopping malls improved the experience of tourists.  
  
5.3 The food experience: “We ate here many times – definitely value for money and good 
selection” 
 
The food experience covers eating and dining at restaurants, food stalls and food courts and 
purchasing food in supermarkets inside the shopping malls. Reviews of the food experience 
mainly mentioned the variety of food using words such as rice, meal and lunch. The reviews 
also described the quality of experience using words such as delicious, fresh and service. 
Similar results were recorded by Taecharungroj & Mathayomchan (2019) who determined that 
food was an underlying dimension of markets in Phuket. The following review is an example 
of this type of experience: 
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“Definitely value for money good selection of premium foods like ribs, 
prawn and mussel, pizza, spaghetti, lobster soup, selection of sashimi and 
local noodles and Japanese food. Good selection of salad, ice cream and 
drinks. Must try!” (a 5-star review of Central World) 

 

 
 

Figure 3 LSVA of food 
 
Another notable aspect of the food experience at shopping malls was recognised as food courts. 
The LSVA of food (Figure 3) displays the significance of food courts. The word “court” was 
one of the most frequently mentioned words in this type of experience with salience of 3.451. 
Reviewers often wrote about the variety, price, authenticity and freshness of food offered at 
food courts or food halls. Many visitors were satisfied with the food court experience; for 
example, a 5-star review of Siam Paragon's food court, “...great food for a great price...”. 
Another 5-star review provided many suggestions on food selection, service and value for 
money of the food court in Central Phuket: 
 

“The two local food courts within the centre are a real taste of Thai cuisine. 
All meals are excellent value for tourists and utilise authentic Thai spices 
and flavours. We ate here many times during our stay and found good value 
for money. The service is something else, especially when a person of 
European descent asks for a spicy lunch. Everyone is friendly.” 

 
In addition to restaurants and food in supermarkets, this analysis highlighted food courts as 
important assets that malls should take into consideration. Shopping malls must ensure the 
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typical desirable qualities of food and dining since words such as delicious and fresh had highly 
positive valences of 0.131 and 0.184. 
 
5.4 The merchandise experience: “Just name it, this mall has everything for you at 
reasonable prices” 
 
The merchandise experience concerns pricing, brands and the variety of products offered at 
shopping malls. Unique words used in reviews of this type of experience were clothing, 
fashion, electronics, shoes and bags. The LSVA of merchandise (Figure 4) portrays positive 
valence for these words, indicating the importance of product variety. An example of a 5-star 
review of MBK described its prominent characteristics: 

 
“Visiting Bangkok and confused where to do shopping??? The only answer 
you have if you want to do budget shopping as well as get it all under one 
roof then visit MBK Center. A mall having everything for you at reasonable 
prices you just name it. This mall has everything from clothing to electronics 
to supermarket to restaurants at very budget-friendly prices” 

 
From this example, product variety and price of products appeared to be highly salient. 
According to the LSVA, several words were related to pricing (i.e. price, cheap and cheaper). 
These words had negative valence, indicating that reviewers were not always satisfied with the 
pricing of products. For example, a 2-star review of Siam Paragon reads, “Not my type of shop. 
Very expensive and very flash looking. Plenty of shoes, clothes and handbags but out of my 
price range. Nice to have a look around though.” Likewise, a tourist complained about the 
prices of products at MBK, “Massive mall selling things you think you should buy cheap but 
in reality, you don't need it and it's not cheap...” However, when the price is perceived to be 
affordable, reviewers often leave positive reviews of the mall. 
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Figure 4 LSVA of merchandise 
 

In addition to the variety and pricing of products, tourists were cautious of fake products e.g. 
“What a joke this place is. Everything is fake. Clothing, shoes, electronics. Everyone is out to 
RIP you off and charge you double the amount. We visited to see the hype but left within 10 
minutes. Don’t bother” (2-star review of MBK). Therefore, it is important to ensure the 
affordability of the products when the mall is perceived to sell cheap merchandise. Also, many 
tourists were not impressed by the counterfeit products sold in many malls in Thailand. 
  
5.5 The commercialism experience: “Be wary of a rip-off, spend your time elsewhere” 
 
Commercialism is experienced when tourists encounter unpleasant commercial activities. 
Examples of commercialism activities included being scammed, paying for overpriced 
products and services or being treated poorly. 
 
Regarding scams, taxis were a common element of tourist review complaints to warn others. 
For example, one tourist cautioned other potential visitors to MBK, “It’s a good place to get a 
few more ‘luxurious’ items but be wary of the taxi drivers. One driver locked us in his cab 
when we refused to pay him 1,000 Thai baht for a 10-minute journey - he originally quoted 
150!”. 
 
The commercialism experience also included situations where tourists were overcharged for 
products and services, e.g. “…the chances are that you will think you have bartered a bargain 
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only to find that you have been ripped off. Also, you have no rights to return or exchange the 
products and you would almost certainly get a mouthful of abuse if you tried...” (a 3-star review 
of MBK). Being treated poorly by staff at the malls can also lead to a bad experience: 
  

“We were excited to visit this shopping centre however our excitement was 
short lived. Staff were more interested in taking selfies or going through 
their phone than serving customers. When requested for assistance they 
were not happy. We weren't allowed to touch items as this will mess up their 
set up.” (2-star review of Jungceylon). 

 

 
 

Figure 5 LSVA of commercialism 
 
These examples suggested that shopping malls should avoid unpleasant commercialism 
practices. In the LSVA of commercialism (Figure 5), the word waste had the most negative 
valence; tourists often described the experience as a “waste of time” and stated that the mall 
was not worth a visit. The common reasons for this type of negative experience were overly 
priced products, repetitive merchandise, outdated goods, regular products that could be found 
elsewhere (locally and internationally), inattentive staff and deserted shopping malls. One 
example was this 1-star review of River City Bangkok: 

“Nothing to say other than you are better off staying in your hotel room or 
sitting in the local Starbucks rather than venture to this shopping centre. 
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Food options are limited and poor, most of the shops are empty and those 
that are open are overpriced and disappointing. Spend your time and money 
elsewhere.” 

 
Despite the negativities, some positive factors can improve satisfaction for this type of 
experience. The word "free" had a highly positive valence (0.237). From reviews, this word 
often appeared in reviews that mentioned free shuttle bus, Wi-Fi, parking and Muay Thai 
shows. Free Muay Thai shows in particular often satisfied tourists visiting the mall. They 
mentioned how they were able to experience Muay Thai although they did not have much time. 
This indicated how the mall can offer value for experience on top of value for money. 
 
6. Discussion and Conclusions 
 
This study complemented the existing literature by identifying five types of tourist experience 
at shopping malls in Thailand extracted from 40,504 reviews in TripAdvisor using LDA. The 
plenitude experience is the tourist impression towards the size of the mall and the variety of 
available activities and facilities. This reinforced the notion that attributes, value and 
entertainment features of shopping malls such as restaurants, cinemas and conversation areas 
were important to customers (El-Adly, 2007; Jackson, Stoel, & Brantley, 2011). Haytko & 
Baker (2004) suggested that the sizes of malls and stores were important to visitors. 
 
For connectivity, the ease of travel to shopping malls was important to visitors (Anselmsson, 
2016; Chebat, Sirgy, & Grzeskowiak, 2010; Frasquet, Gil, & Molla, 2001; Jackson et al., 2011). 
Our results confirmed that ease of access and flow of visitors externally and internally were 
crucial factors for malls (Feldman, 2004). However, words associated with accessibility did 
not have positive valence. One possible explanation for this was that ease of access is expected 
by tourists who decided to visit malls and may not lead to a delightful experience. By contrast, 
the analysis determined that interior design and decorations including ambience, colour and 
other aesthetic elements made shopping malls more interesting for tourists. 
 
Food was identified as one of the important factors for customers who visited malls; food can 
also keep customers at malls for a longer period (Zhuang, Tsang, Zhou, Li, & Nicholls, 2006; 
El-Adly, 2007). The importance of food courts was highlighted in shopping malls. Although 
restaurants were frequently mentioned, in reviews, many tourists paid attention to the variety 
of affordable freshly-cooked meals available at food courts. 
 
Merchandise was mentioned in several studies (e.g. Anselmsson, 2016; Feldman, 2004; 
Frasquet et al., 2001; Zhuang et al., 2006). Our results indicated that the variety of fairly-priced 
products is very important to many tourists who shop at the malls, concurring with Zhuang et 
al. (2006), Anselmsson (2016), Kotler (2003) and Terblanche (2018). The commercialism 
experience symbolised unpleasant experiences for tourists at shopping malls. Nonetheless, 
there were some positive aspects such as highly satisfactory free Muay Thai shows. 
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This study is the first to utilise big data gathered from the available TripAdvisor reviews 
covering well-known shopping malls in Thailand to better understand the tourist experience. 
LDA is a highly efficient machine learning technique that can analyse large amounts of 
complex data, which would be challenging using traditional methods. Our findings can assist 
shopping malls to improve their services and attract greater footfall during these difficult times. 
 
6.1 Managerial implications 
 
The five types of experiences were found in all but one of the malls in this study with varying 
compositions (Table A1, Appendix). The plenitude experience was the most common at 40% 
of the total reviews. However, this type of experience was rare in Pantip Plaza (3%) and Fortune 
Town IT Mall (5%) because these two malls specialised in selling IT products. Hence, they 
were perceived as neither spacious nor having great variety. By contrast, the plenitude 
experience was prevalent in many “Central” malls in Udon Thani (79%), Samui (77%), Pattaya 
(72%), and Hatyai (71%). Malls that had a large proportion of connectivity reviews were either 
located next to busy transport hubs in Bangkok such as Central Embassy (39%), Emporium 
and Emquartier (38%) and Siam Center (38%) or newly built and designed in unique ways 
such as ICONSIAM (64%), Siam Discovery (55%) and Terminal 21 (52%). Food as a type of 
experience was found in every mall in the study. However, community malls notably had a 
higher proportion of food such as Turtle Village (34%) and Paseo Mall (22%). Many malls in 
this study had a large proportion of merchandise reviews, especially those that specialised in 
selling IT products such as Pantip Plaza (77%) and Fortune IT Mall (44%), fashion products 
such as Indra Square (83%), Pratunam Fashion Mall (80%) and Union Mall (53%) and also 
MBK (57%) that specialised in selling all kinds of merchandise. Lastly, commercialism or 
unpleasant practices were associated with some malls, namely King Power Rangnam (83%) 
and Premium Outlet Phuket (60%). Therefore, shopping malls must recognise their tourist 
experience compositions and improve these values accordingly. 
 
Reviews detailing the plenitude experience indicated how shopping malls could improve the 
cinema experience by making this cosy, luxurious, clean and comfortable. Visitors were willing 
to spend time in cinemas even when on a tight schedule. The connectivity experience reviews 
emphasised that interior design and decorations often impressed tourists during their 
perambulations in malls. Managers should consider designs that are ‘unique’, ‘new’ and 
‘different’. To improve the food experience, shopping malls should pay more attention to food 
courts. Despite having the choice of dining at restaurants, many visitors chose to eat at food 
courts where taste and freshness (newly cooked food) were the most impressive factors.  
 
However, several factors caused dissatisfaction especially in the commercialism experience 
including price, service and “waste of time” experiences. Pricing was a common issue across 
many types of experience and indicated that shopping malls should offer reasonable and 
affordable prices. Malls must ensure that vendors do not overcharge for food, merchandise and 
services. To avoid the perception of poor service, malls and vendors should also focus on 
employee training and education (Anselmsson, 2016).  
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6.2 Limitations and future research 
 
Despite the positive contributions, this research was not without limitations. The use of online 
reviews from TripAdvisor only sheds light on the experiences of those who posted comments. 
This is referred to as a platform bias. Online review platforms have grown significantly over 
the past decades; however, this research did not include contributions from offline tourists and 
visitors. Future research should explore the shopping mall experience from other perspectives. 
The majority of TripAdvisor users are tourists and this research analysis did not include the 
experiences of locals who provide the main footfall in shopping malls. Future research should 
compare and contrast the experiences of different types of customers. Further, future research 
can analyse the experience of tourists based on their country of origin. The use of LDA and 
online reviews in research is still in its infancy, with potential for improvement in many areas 
such as specifications of the number of topics, selection of parameters and LDA modelling 
algorithms. 
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Table A1 Count and percentage of reviews for each type of experience by mall 
 

Mall 
Plenitude Connectivity Food Merchandise Commercialism 

Total 
Count % Count % Count % Count % Count % 

Amarin Plaza 21 15% 31 23% 21 15% 31 23% 33 24% 137 

Bangkok Fashion Outlet 37 13% 17 6% 4 1% 135 48% 89 32% 282 

BLUPORT Huahin 215 70% 11 4% 44 14% 13 4% 24 8% 307 

Central Chidlom 53 29% 43 24% 35 19% 19 10% 32 18% 182 

Central Embassy 116 31% 146 39% 72 19% 2 1% 39 10% 375 

Central Festival Chiangmai 165 68% 22 9% 25 10% 11 5% 21 9% 244 

Central Festival Pattaya Beach 693 72% 33 3% 123 13% 50 5% 61 6% 960 

Central Festival Samui 301 77% 6 2% 44 11% 21 5% 20 5% 392 

Central Phuket 510 66% 37 5% 64 8% 58 7% 109 14% 778 

Central Plaza Chiangmai Airport 118 50% 15 6% 35 15% 18 8% 48 21% 234 

Central Plaza Grand Rama9 75 63% 19 16% 9 8% 9 8% 7 6% 119 

Central Plaza Udonthani 113 79% 3 2% 18 13% 2 1% 7 5% 143 

Central Festival Hatyai 211 71% 13 4% 28 9% 14 5% 32 11% 298 

Central World 2190 61% 550 15% 288 8% 300 8% 290 8% 3618 

Emporium and Emquartier 324 36% 342 38% 105 12% 36 4% 90 10% 897 

Fortune Town IT Mall 5 5% 13 12% 1 1% 49 44% 43 39% 111 

Gateway Ekkamai 35 29% 40 33% 31 25% 4 3% 12 10% 122 

Gaysorn 33 30% 56 51% 5 5% 4 4% 11 10% 109 

ICONSIAM 90 19% 308 64% 24 5% 5 1% 52 11% 479 

Indra Square 31 6% 9 2% 13 3% 421 83% 31 6% 505 

Jewelry Trade Center 12 8% 6 4% 1 1% 48 30% 92 58% 159 

Jungceylon 3357 74% 59 1% 327 7% 464 10% 320 7% 4527 

Kad Suan Kaew 62 47% 3 2% 33 25% 10 8% 25 19% 133 

King Power Rangnam 4 4% 3 3% 5 5% 4 4% 80 83% 96 

Lee Garden Plaza 54 42% 8 6% 31 24% 13 10% 22 17% 128 

Market Village Huahin 337 63% 9 2% 110 21% 44 8% 34 6% 534 

Maya Lifestyle 241 66% 15 4% 64 18% 12 3% 33 9% 365 

MBK 1825 21% 521 6% 607 7% 4859 57% 739 9% 8551 

Mega Bangna 228 67% 17 5% 10 3% 6 2% 78 23% 339 

Mike Shopping Mall 52 38% 4 3% 5 4% 55 40% 21 15% 137 

Pantip Plaza 11 3% 4 1% 2 1% 280 77% 66 18% 363 

Platinum Fashion Mall 231 9% 64 2% 108 4% 2132 80% 118 4% 2653 

Pratunam Center 21 12% 1 1% 5 3% 127 74% 17 10% 171 

Premium Outlet Phuket 41 14% 1 0% 6 2% 69 23% 177 60% 294 

River City Bangkok 24 13% 77 43% 4 2% 23 13% 51 28% 179 
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Mall 
Plenitude Connectivity Food Merchandise Commercialism 

Total 
Count % Count % Count % Count % Count % 

Royal Garden Plaza 71 50% 22 15% 29 20% 3 2% 17 12% 142 

Siam Center 210 41% 192 38% 28 5% 43 8% 38 7% 511 

Siam Discovery 47 25% 102 55% 6 3% 10 5% 20 11% 185 

Siam Paragon 3057 51% 1500 25% 762 13% 370 6% 333 6% 6022 

Silom Complex 41 40% 30 29% 16 16% 6 6% 10 10% 103 

Terminal 21 778 21% 1944 52% 596 16% 250 7% 143 4% 3711 

Terminal 21 Pattaya 68 44% 64 41% 15 10% 0 0% 9 6% 156 

The Mall Bangkapi 73 52% 30 21% 12 9% 8 6% 18 13% 141 

The Paseo Mall 65 59% 4 4% 24 22% 5 5% 13 12% 111 

Turtle Village 117 34% 2 1% 117 34% 13 4% 93 27% 342 

Union Mall 35 22% 20 13% 7 4% 84 53% 13 8% 159 

Total 16398 40% 6416 16% 3919 10% 10140 25% 3631 9% 40504 

 
  


