
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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C o n t a c t l e s s  t e c h n o l o g y  i s 
transforming hospitality in China 
and beyond. Research by Dr Fei 
Hao and Professor Kaye Chon of 
the SHTM shows that travellers 
have varying levels of readiness for 
contactless hotels. Hospitality firms 
are advised to be mindful of this 
variation when designing strategies 
to boost customer equity. For 
guests who are still sceptical about 
contactless technology, services 
that evoke delight may be the best 
way to retain their custom. Those 
with concerns around COVID-19 
may be particularly reassured 
by pos i t ive  exper iences in  a 
contactless hotel.

Boosting Customer 
Equity?

The pandemic has spurred a 
contactless trend that was already 
underway,  wi th serv ices l ike 
smartphone payment and Hong 
Kong’s Octopus travel card firmly 
established. The hotel sector is 
introducing a suite of high-tech 
contactless systems to protect 
gues t s  and  worke r s  aga ins t 
infection. As the researchers note, 
“hospi ta l i ty f i rms around the 
world have widely adopted voice 
control (e.g., smart speaker TVs), 
motion sensing (e.g., touchless 
elevators), and mobile control (e.g., 
mobile check-in and check-out).” 
In mainland China, many hotels 
offer technologies once considered 
futuristic, such as robotic room 
services and facial recognition at 
check-in.

Although they are still far from 
universal, these features add to 
the hotel experience in several 
ways. Touch-free systems not only 
provided peace of mind during 
the pandemic but also improve 
the convenience and perhaps 
even sensory experience of a stay. 

Guests who feel safer and more 
comfortable feel more satisfied 
and are more likely to share their 
positive experiences via word-of-
mouth. For hotels, these benefits 
directly increase “customer equity”, 
which the researchers define as 
“the sum of the discounted stream 
of cash flows generated from a 
company’s pool of customers.”

However, from a business view, 
going contactless is not without 
risks. A hotel is a place that guests 
call home for days or even weeks. 
Are such visitors happy with a new 
mode of customer service that 
minimises touch? “Traditionally,” 
say the researchers, “the hospitality 
industry is based on the warmth 
of ‘human contact’, and misgivings 
have thus been raised about the 
efficacy of contactless service”. 
Customer equity may thus be 
damaged rather than increased by 
the contactless transformation, as 
guests who miss the traditional, 
tactile, personalised ways of hotel 
service may be on balance less 
satisfied with their stay, even if 
they appreciate the efforts to fight 
infection.

An Uncertain 
Investment

C o n t a c t l e s s  t e c h n o l o g y  i s 
expens i ve ,  e spec i a l l y  when 
implemented at every step of a 
guest’s stay. A pandemic is no time 
for hotels to take reckless risks; 
the decision to make such a costly 
investment can only be justified if 
it gives a healthy return. However, 
the return on investment (ROI) of 
contactless hospitality has been 
neglected in the tourism marketing 
literature. Also understudied is the 
relationship between contactless 
service and customer experience, 
which has a major influence on 
the key metric of customer equity. 

To fill these gaps, the researchers 
decided to “explore the ROI of 
contactless hospitality from the 
perspective of customer equity” 
– that is, to pay attention to the 
factors promoting and threatening 
customer equity in contactless 
hotels.

Hotel guests are a diverse slice 
of  humani ty;  they cannot  a l l 
be expected to all react in the 
same way to the contact less 
trend. The researchers identified 
technology readiness as a key 
pe r sona l  cha rac t e r i s t i c  t ha t 
influences consumer experience 
of contactless service. A person’s 
technology readiness is a persistent 
psychological disposition to feel 
a particular emotion – such as 
excitement, curiosity or unease 
– when interact ing wi th new 
technology. Given its importance, 
t h e  a u t h o r s  n o t e  t h a t  “ t h e 
hospitality industry should integrate 
customers’ technology readiness 
into service design and marketing 
programs”.

In 2000, the Technology Readiness 
I ndex  ( TR I )  was  deve l oped 
to gauge people ’s  opt imism, 
innovativeness, discomfort and 
insecurity around new technology 
and thus measure their willingness 
to embrace technological change. 
The  au thors  remind  us  tha t 
contactless technology “requires 
customers to engage more with 
the technology-based service 
ecosystem”. As people with higher 
technology readiness should 
be more comfortable in such 
an ecosystem, the researchers 
looked at whether TRI scores 
affected the relationship between 
customer experience and equity in 
contactless hotels.

Welcome to the Touch-Free HotelTypes of 
Jaystaycationer 

Behaviour
Analysis of the interviews revealed 
four types of jaystaycationer. 
“Attention seekers” and “benefit 
seekers” were defined by their 
underlying need to get something 
from hotel staff. Attention seekers 
at tempted to meet intangible 
emotional needs by, for example, 
emphasis ing how v i r tuous i t 
was for them to support local 
hotels despite the risk of catching 
COVID-19. Benefit seekers, taking 
things further, sought tangible 
rewards by exploiting hotels’ weak 
position during the pandemic to 
demand free upgrades and special 
services. A similar dist inction 
between tangible and intangible 
separated “rule breakers”, who 
transgressed when the opportunity 
arose, e.g. by holding large parties, 
and “property abusers”,  who 
progressed to physically damaging 
property by, for example, cooking 
in their rooms and setting off the 
sprinkler system.

P r e d i c t a b l y ,  t h e  s p r e a d  o f 
COVID-19 was a recurring theme 
of the interviews. Hotel guests 
found ways to belittle staff through 
both under- and over-compliance 
with safety rules. One interviewee 
– a housekeeper at a five-star 
hotel  – was made to fear for 
their safety by the carelessness 
of jaystaycationers around face 
masks: “Staycationers refused to 
follow our hotel’s policies. They 
did not wear masks and argued 
with me without their masks on.” 
In contrast, a front desk officer at 
another hotel felt dehumanised by 
the hygiene obsessions of guests 
checking in: “Jaystaycationers kept 
using disinfectant spray to clean 
everything on my desk, such as 
my pen. It’s so disrespectful; I am 
not the virus.”

The staf f  responded to these 
unpleasant guests in several ways, 
which the researchers categorised 

as practical and psychological. In 
practical terms, they could either 
stand up to the jaystaycationers or 
acquiesce, while their emotional 
reactions ranged from trying to 
thoughtful ly understand their 
guests’ positions to simply giving 
up hope or avoiding contact. 
These findings offer novel insights 
into the psychological effects of 
dealing with jaystaycationers. 
“Three emotional responses (i.e. 
sense of thoughtfulness, sense of 
powerlessness, and self-isolation)”, 
the researchers report ,  “may 
bridge the relationship between 
jaycustomer behaviors and hotel 
workers’ negative responses”.

Finally, the interviews revealed two 
types of causes of jaystaycationer 
b e h a v i o u r :  p e r s o n a l  a n d 
environmental. Jaystaycationers 
could be motivated by a triad 
of negative emotions: fear of 
COVID-19, arrogance and greed. 
Conflict could also arise from three 
environmental causes: the nature 
of staycationing (confinement in 
a hotel almost 24/7), the rules 
around infection safety (which 
were new to both guests and 
staff),  and the ambiguity and 
complexity of the holiday packages 
offered to staycationers, which 
jaystaycat ioners tr ied to take 
advantage of.

This last point suggests a possible 
way to combat the problem. 
“ I n s t e a d  o f  j u s t  r e c o r d i n g 
s tayca t ioners ’  d in ing  c red i t s 
internally,” the researchers suggest, 
“hotel operators could consider 
making them transparent  for 
staycationers to monitor on the 
hotel’s website”.

Dealing with 
Jaycustomers

Although irresponsible customers 
are nothing new, this is the first 
study to analyse the jaycustomer 
problem in the specific context of 
staycationing. The findings offer 

actionable insights for hotels into 
avoiding environmental triggers 
of jaystaycat ioner behaviour. 
By paying attention, for the first 
t ime, to the psychological  as 
well as practical strategies that 
beleaguered staff use to cope with 
this problem, the study may also 
help hotel owners take better care 
of their employees during stressful 
periods such as pandemics. This 
preliminary study points the way 
to a deeper understanding of 
the causes and consequences 
of a crucial emerging problem in 
hospitality.
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POINTS TO NOTE

• Staycationing is on the increase in 
the pandemic era, but not all hotels 
are fully prepared.

• When staycationers are confined to 
a hotel, personal and environmental 
triggers can lead to rudeness, rule 
breaking and property damage.

• I n t a n g i b l e  “ j a y s t a y c a t i o n e r ” 
behaviours precede tangible ones 
and are the best target of preventive 
measures.

• Hotels should provide frontline 
s taf f  wi th t ra in ing in pract ica l 
a n d  e m o t i o n a l  r e s p o n s e s  t o 
jaystaycationers.
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