
Cancelled flights and complicated 
travel protocols have become all 
too common amidst the chaos of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, whose 
outbreak all but grounded the 
global airline industry. However, 
we still know little about how these 
new job stressors actually affect 
airline workers. Shedding light on 
this important issue, Professor Sam 
Kim of the SHTM and colleagues 
identified the major pandemic-
related stressors that have emerged 
for airline workers and explored 
their effects on workers’ mental 
health and job-related outcomes 
such as satisfaction, motivation and 
performance. The authors’ findings 
offer invaluable practical guidance 
for alleviating the worrying knock-
on effects of the pandemic on the 
well-being of airline employees and 
the growth of the airline industry as 
a whole.

New Stressors, 
New Stress

Irregular schedules, night shifts, 
p h y s i c a l  e x e r t i o n  a n d  t i m e 
zone changes are part  of l i fe 
for air l ine workers. Since the 
outbreak of COVID-19, however, 
employees have faced a horde 
of fresh difficulties. With planes 
grounded across the world, mass 
redundancies and restructuring 
have profoundly increased job 
insecurity. Safety-related stressors 
such as sanitisation and mask 
wear ing requirements,  a long 
with strict and time-consuming 
immigration procedures, hotel 
quarantine and fear of contracting 
the virus, are now also part of 
employees’ new routine. “The new 
types of stressors resulting from 
the pandemic, as well as traditional 
stressors, will have many job-
related consequences”, warn the 
researchers.

More  exposu re  to  s t r esso r s 
means more job-related stress. 
Studies have found that such 
stress explains the high prevalence 
of physical and mental health 
problems in flight attendants and 
triggers emotional exhaustion, 
burnout, depersonalisation and 
depression in hotel employees. 
Protecting employees’ mental 
health – which has been damaged 
by the COVID-19 pandemic – is 
not only a major public health 
issue but also critical to business 
success. Yet “studies that scrutinise 
the antecedents of mental health 
problems and their consequences 
in the hospitality and tourism 
industry are still limited”, say the 
authors. Recognising this, they set 
out to pinpoint what the major new 
stressors are for airline workers 
and how and to what extent they 
impact mental health and job 
outcomes.

Knock-On Effects for 
Job Outcomes?

The ef fec ts  of  menta l  hea l th 
on job outcomes – such as job 
satisfaction and job performance 
– in the hospitality and tourism 
i n d u s t r y  a r e  u n d e r s t u d i e d . 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, research 
in other  contexts  has shown 
t h a t  a n  u n h e a l t h y  w o r k i n g 
environment and work stress 
decrease job satisfaction. Poor 
mental health may also worsen 
job performance. This may in 
turn generate significant costs for 
employers, state the researchers, 
“such as increases in work-related 
injuries, reduced productivity, 
absenteeism, presenteeism, and 
employee compensation claims”. 
Mental health could also influence 
employees’ perception of company 
image, which reflects workplace 
morale, pride and motivation. 
People with poor mental health 

also tend to have “a reduced 
responsiveness to others’ needs”, 
which creates obvious problems in 
the service sector.

The researchers also examined the 
possibility that job satisfaction in 
turn influences job performance, 
company images and prosocial 
behaviour. Job satisfaction has 
been  f ound  to  enhance  j ob 
performance in flight attendants, 
and to predict  more posi t ive 
perceptions of company image in 
airline employees. More generally, 
job sat isfact ion is thought to 
increase an individual’s willingness 
to contribute to the community in 
the form of pro-social behaviours. 
But  how has job sat is fact ion 
affected these work outcomes 
in a i r l ine workers dur ing the 
COVID-19 pandemic?

Also of  interest  was whether 
soc i odemog raph i c  and  j ob -
related characteristics alter the 
relationships between job-related 
stress, mental health, and job 
outcomes. For example, during 
crises like the pandemic, “age may 
determine contract renewal, layoff, 
or fringe benefit provision”, say the 
researchers.

Airline Employee 
Questionnaire

The questionnaire used in this 
study was developed in several 
careful stages, the first being in-
depth interviews with 15 airline 
employees to bet ter  g l impse 
working conditions before and 
during the crisis. Insights were 
used for subsequent creation of 
the questionnaire. Its 40 items 
assessed job stressors—including 
traditional and new stressors—
job satisfaction, organisational 
commitment, perceived company 
image,  job per formance and 

food delivery services. They collected 
survey data from 405 restaurant 
customers in South Korea who had 
used food delivery services within the 
last 6 months. Before completing the 
online survey, the participants read 
a short newspaper article explaining 
the environmental advantages of 
drone-based food delivery services 
compared with currently available 
services.

The survey was composed of 
three multiple-item scales. The first 
distinguished between four groups 
of consumers: green consumers, 
activists, advocates and recyclers. 
The second measured anticipated 
negative and positive emotions 
in relation to drone food delivery 
services. The third scale assessed 
intention to use drone food delivery 
services. The participants indicated 
the level of their agreement with each 
item on a sliding 7-point scale. After 
the survey had been completed, 
the authors conducted a series 
of rigorous statistical analyses to 
examine the relationships between 
the three constructs.

The Power of Feeling 
Good

As predicted, both positive and 
negative anticipated emotions 
shaped the participants’ intention 
to use drone food delivery services. 
When the participants expected to 
experience positive emotions, such as 
excitement and delight, when using 
drone food delivery services, they 
expressed a greater intention to use 
these services. Anticipated negative 
emotions, in contrast, reduced their 
intention to use these services. The 
authors suggest that drone food 
service companies could capitalise 
on these insights by developing 
strategies to promote customers’ 
positive anticipated emotions in 
relation to drone delivery, such as 
“acquiring certifications to formalise 
the environmental roles of drones in 
food delivery services”.

The effects of anticipated emotions 
on intention to use drone delivery 
services were also influenced by the 
INELOC profile of the participants. 
Among the participants classified 

as green consumers, the prospect 
of using drone-based food delivery 
services increased positive anticipated 
emotions and decreased negative 
anticipated emotions. “Using an eco-
friendly delivery method, namely 
drone food del ivery services, 
should be the norm among green 
consumers”, say the researchers. 
This offers important insights for 
marketers. For instance, mobile 
applications could be designed with 
a default drone delivery option, with 
additional charges for using less eco-
friendly delivery modes.

The same influence of anticipated 
emotions on intention to use was 
found for advocates. To cater 
to advocates’ desire to inspire 
env i ronmenta l ly  respons ib le 
behaviours in others, practitioners 
could implement “a reward program 
for advocates who post influential 
stories or videos on their social 
networking sites”, propose the 
researchers.

Activist consumers reported only 
anticipated posit ive emotions 
regarding drone food delivery 
services; they did not anticipate 
experiencing negative emotions. 
This could be because activists are 
committed to influencing people at 
large, making them “insensitive to 
the direct negative consequences of 
relatively small actions”, speculate the 
authors. Organising campaigns likely 
to appeal to activists, such as raising 
awareness of the environmental 
advantages of drones as a food 
delivery service, could be an effective 
way to increase activists’ intention to 
use such services.

Similarly, recyclers reported only 
anticipated posit ive emotions 
regarding the use of drone food 
delivery services, perhaps because 
such services are not directly linked 
to recycling behaviours. Nonetheless, 
drone delivery companies could try 
to maximise recyclers’ anticipated 
positive emotions regarding and thus 
intention to use drone services by 
informing them that their “routine 
participation in drone food delivery 
services is part of the effort to protect 
the environment”, suggest the 
authors.

Tailor-made Marketing

Food delivery services have already 
changed the landscape of food 
consumption, and drones may 
represent the future of food delivery, 
especially given their potential to 
reduce CO2 emissions and ultimately 
alleviate global warming. Based on 
rigorous theoretical and empirical 
analysis, this forward-thinking study 
provides nuanced insights for drone 
delivery companies into creating 
strategies to engage consumers with 
different environment-related beliefs 
and values, especially by fostering 
their anticipated positive emotions. 
“Food service companies should 
understand the different propensities 
of consumers”, say the authors, “and 
establish differentiated marketing 
strategies depending on various 
segments”. These findings will help 
researchers and practitioners to take 
the next step towards a greener 
future through the widespread 
commercialisation of drone food 
delivery services.
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POINTS TO NOTE

• Drones are emerging as an eco-
friendly logistics option for the 
growing food delivery market.

• Commercialising drone food delivery 
will depend on reaching consumers 
who believe that their choices make 
a difference.

• Environmentally aware consumers 
and advocates  are  in f luenced 
by both posi t ive and negat ive 
anticipated emotions associated with 
drone food delivery use.

• Segmented marketing strategies 
are needed to encourage different 
categories of consumer to use drone 
food delivery services.
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COVID-19 has changed how we 
holiday: out with crowding into 
airports to fly to distant resorts; 
in with staying close to home. 
Al though this might seem an 
effective way to support local 
tourism while containing the virus, 
research by Mr Wai Ching Wilson 
Au, Dr Nelson K. F. Tsang and Dr 
Clare Fung of the SHTM reveals 
a downside of “staycationing”. In 
Hong Kong, many holidaymakers 
confined to local hotels during the 
pandemic have begun to behave 
badly, taking a tol l  on staff ’s 
mental health. This timely study 
highlights the need for hotels to 
remove incentives for staycationers 
to cause trouble and create an 
environment that brings out the 
best in guests.

Holidaying Close to 
Home

Even before  the outbreak of 
COVID-19, staycat ioning was 
a  g rowing  t rend .  “S ince  the 
early 1900s,” the authors note, 
“many Americans have taken 
shor t  t r ips  to  en joy summer 
vacations within their usual place 
of residence”. Once ignored by 
tourism researchers, staycationing 
is now recognised as an important 
market segment. Framing a short-
distance trip as a special kind 
of vacation can help people see 
familiar places in a new light. 
Moreover, in uncertain t imes, 
holidaying in your hometown is 
less vulnerable to disruption and 
more environmentally sustainable 
than travelling abroad.

As in the West,  staycat ioning 
has surged in Hong Kong since 
2020 because  o f  pandemic -
related restrictions on travel and 
leisure. However, the researchers 
w a r n  o f  a  d a r k  s i d e  t o  t h e 
tourism industry’s home-grown 
pandemic solution. Focusing on 
the Hong Kong hotel sector, they 

explored the interaction between 
the recent staycation boom and 
an old problem in hospitality: 
“jaycustomer” behaviour.

“ T h e  t e r m  ‘ j a y c u s t o m e r ’  i s 
a  cus tomer -spec i f i c  fo rm o f 
‘ jaywalker ’ ” ,  the researchers 
explain. It refers to customers 
who act antisocially in service 
sett ings such as hotels, bars, 
and airports, making life difficult 
for staff. Jaycustomer behaviour 
ranges from the boorish to the 
criminal, encompassing everything 
from breaking rules, rudeness to 
staff, and refusing to settle the 
bill to theft and even vandalism. 
Hotels are especially vulnerable 
to jaycustomer behaviour, say 
the researchers, because they are 
“characterised by a close but short-
term service provider–customer 
relationship”.

Problem Staycationers
Combine a jaycustomer and a 
staycationer and you get a toxic 
vis i tor whom the researchers 
dub a “jaystaycationer”. While 
staying at hotels in their own 
cities, jaystaycationers abuse the 
hospitality of their hosts and cause 
physical and/or emotional damage. 
The SHTM team was inspired 
by a local example of disorderly 
guests in 2020. “One large group 
of staycationers held what was 
described as ‘a wild birthday party’ 
at the Peninsula Hong Kong,” 
report the researchers, “with stains 
on every electric device in the 
room”.

Jaycustomer issues have intensified 
dur ing  the  pandemic ,  par t l y 
because travel restrictions have put 
businesses in a perilous position. 
Those who continue to patronise 
local establishments may feel like 
saviours, giving them the sense 
of a licence to misbehave. “With 
such strong perceived bargaining 
power in the marketplace,” say the 

researchers, “individuals are less 
likely to comply with organisational 
regulations and social norms, 
which stimulates their jaycustomer 
behaviors”. Recognising the harm 
that such hotel guests can cause to 
other customers, staff and business 
operations, the researchers set out 
to classify jaystaycationer problems 
and identify their causes and how 
staff react.

Hearing from Hotel 
Staff

The authors conducted individual 
telephone interviews with 10 staff 
members from four- and five-
star hotels in Hong Kong. Had 
they experienced trouble with 
staycationers? Under COVID-19 
restrictions, the city’s luxury hotels 
have seen a surge in bookings 
f r o m  H o n g  K o n g e r s  u n a b l e 
or unwil l ing to travel abroad. 
However, whilst a foreign guest 
in normal t imes would spend 
most of their time roaming the 
city, pandemic staycationers are 
confined to their hotels almost 
24/7. Had staff noticed anything 
unusually demanding about these 
guests, the researchers asked, and 
if so, what did they think of it?

Staff responses to guest behaviours 
are subjective and dependent on 
the individual. Hence, the authors 
were concerned with capturing 
both their interviewees’ unique 
personal experiences and the 
broader context of social disruption 
in which these events occurred. 
Their approach needed to be 
objective and rooted in established 
theory. To meet these demands, 
they sett led on construct iv ist 
g rounded  theory ,  a  popu la r 
framework for obtaining qualitative 
i ns i gh t s  i n  tou r i sm s tud ies . 
This approach enabled them to 
“highlight the existence of multiple 
realities and elicit the views of each 
participant’s ‘subjective world’”.

Staycationers Behaving Badly
pro-social behaviour. As a final 
preparatory step, the questionnaire 
was piloted with 100 Hong Kong 
airline employees to doublecheck 
its validity and reliability.

After tweaking, the questionnaire 
was distributed to 374 Hong Kong 
airline employees between 15 
July and 30 December 2020. Over 
half of the participants were men 
(63%), and most were in their 20s 
or 30s. The vast majority worked 
for full-service carriers in Hong 
Kong. More than 75% worked in 
flight operation departments and 
20.9% worked in ground operation 
departments. Almost half had 
worked in the airline industry for 
10 years or more. With regard 
to their positions in the airline 
industry, 46% were at supervisory 
level,  fol lowed by entry-level 
(43.8%) and managerial level or 
above (10.2%). The questionnaire 
responses  were  ana lysed to 
examine the structural relationships 
between the variables.

Reducing Safety 
Concerns is Key

Passenger arrivals at Hong Kong 
International airport decreased by 
98.5% between October 2019 and 
October 2020. This simple fact 
could account for the study’s first 
finding – that traditional job-related 
stressors did not affect airline 
employees’ mental health after the 
COVID-19 outbreak. “When airline 
employees can perform few of their 
normal duties, physical exhaustion, 
schedule conflicts and demanding 
workloads cannot affect mental 
health status”, explain the authors. 
Never the less ,  the  pandemic 
brought with it three significant new 
stressors: hygiene requirements, 
safety concerns, and job instability. 
Of these, safety concerns and job 
instability significantly impacted 
mental health.

The researchers found that more 
intense safety concerns were 
detrimental to mental health. As the 
researchers note, airline employees’ 
mental health “is important to 
enable them to consistently provide 

high quality service to passengers”. 
Therefore, overcoming safety 
concerns could be a decis ive 
strategy. Airlines could follow the 
example set by Emirates Airline, 
which has distributed “hygiene 
kits”, organised individual hotel 
rooms in outport destinations, and 
enforced a 14-day quarantine for 
its employees. More transparency 
about confirmed cases on specific 
flights and providing information 
about safety measures in risky 
destinations could also reduce 
concerns.

Quite unexpectedly, job instability 
w a s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  b e t t e r 
mental health. On the face of it, 
this is mystifying, at odds with 
pre-pandemic reports that job 
unce r ta in ty  worsens  menta l 
health. “Airline crew seemed to 
feel grateful to retain their jobs 
in an economic crisis”, infer the 
authors. Cost-saving measures 
implemented by an airline could 
a lso s ignal  i ts  ef for ts  to r ide 
out hardship “together with its 
employees”,  thus generat ing 
positive mental health effects.

This important study shed light 
not only on the factors shaping 
mental health but also on i ts 
consequences :  good menta l 
health was found to enhance job 
satisfaction, job performance, 
p e r c e i v e d  c o m p a n y  i m a g e , 
and prosocial behaviours. Job 
satisfaction also improved job 
performance, perceived company 
image and prosocial behaviours. 
These findings underscore the 
potentially far-reaching benefits 
of fostering a healthy working 
env i ronment  and promot ing 
employee satisfaction. 

Airlines wishing to support their 
employees’ mental health should 
also note that perceived stressors 
and their effects differ according 
to age, sex, job position, and 
working experience. “Mental health 
programmes are required to be 
differently applied according to 
employees’ career or demographic 
characterist ics”, conclude the 
authors.

Creating Stable 
Working Conditions

Shedding new light on mental 
health in airl ine workers, this 
work suggests that airlines should 
eradicate safety concerns as much 
as possible. Surpris ingly, job 
instability was found to improve 
workers’ mental health. However, 
airlines and governments should 
by no means use this finding as 
an excuse to overlook the issue, 
not least because job instability 
and unemployment are serious 
problems in Hong Kong. “Cabin 
crew who have worked for their 
airline for a long time should be 
helped to upgrade their ski l ls 
and know-how to dissipate job 
s t ressors  dur ing the present 
unstable business environment in 
the airline industry”, conclude the 
researchers.
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POINTS TO NOTE
• For airline workers, mental health 

is sensitive to job stress and in 
turn influences job satisfaction and 
performance.

• Traditional job stressors have barely 
affected airline workers during the 
pandemic, with flights grounded, but 
safety and job instability concerns 
have risen.

• A i r l i n e s  s h o u l d  p r o a c t i v e l y 
assuage workers’ safety concerns 
by providing practical help and 
information transparency.

• Job instability concerns are positively 
associated with mental health in 
the airline industry, perhaps due to 
company solidarity.
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