
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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C l a r e  ( 2 0 2 1 ) .  E x p l o r i n g 
Jaystaycat ioner Behaviors: 
Cause, Typology, and Hotel 
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Paci f ic  Journal  of  Tour ism 
Research, Vol. 26, Issue 11, pp. 
1207-1224.

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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Trees, potted plants and “green 
walls” may not be conventional 
forms of interior design, but with 
growing demand for sustainable, 
eco-friendly hospitality, hotels are 
upping their efforts to incorporate 
“green atmospherics” into their 
indoor spaces. Whilst people’s 
behaviour is known to be shaped 
by their physical surroundings, 
the specific effects of living plants, 
scent, air quality, natural light and 
green spaces are not yet known. 
Focusing on the luxury hotel 
sector, the SHTM’s Professor Jin-
Soo Lee and colleagues explored 
the influence of various dimensions 
of green atmospherics on the well-
being and behavioural intentions of 
hotel guests and employees. Their 
findings could help luxury hotel 
managers deliver a more enjoyable 
experience for guests and take 
better care of their employees while 
also reducing their environmental 
impact.

Connecting with 
Spaces

The  ho te l  sec to r  i s  a  ma jo r 
contributor to pollution, waste and 
environmental damage. Hotels 
not only generate large volumes 
of greenhouse gases, grey water 
and food waste but also consume 
substantial natural resources. As 
the tourism industry continues to 
grow, so does the need to provide 
more eco-fr iendly lodging for 
travellers. Rising to this challenge, 
many hotels are making moves 
to minimise their environmental 
impact by implementing green 
initiatives, which simultaneously 
mee t  the  g row ing  cus tomer 
demand for sustainable hospitality. 
Increasingly, the researchers note, 
“individuals embrace sustainability 
as not only a design preference, 
but also a moral code”.

“Green atmospherics” describes 
a healthy, eco-friendly physical 
environment.  Hote ls  keen to 
foster green atmospherics might 
furnish their indoor spaces with 
living trees, potted plants, green 
rest areas, fresh air, natural light 
and good ventilation. “Visitors 
and employees in a hotel are 
therefore interacting with various 
e lements of  i ts  green indoor 
atmospherics”, say the researchers. 
According to previous studies, 
interacting with green and healthy 
atmospherics can boost guests’ 
positive experiences of hotels. 
Indoor atmospherics may influence 
cognitive, emotional and physical 
responses as well as behaviours 
such as retention, loyalty and 
word-of-mouth intention.

According to the researchers, 
the beneficial effects of green 
atmospherics can be explained by 
the “stimulus organism response 
t h e o r y ” ,  w h i c h  f o r m e d  t h e 
backdrop of this research. This 
theory holds that environmental 
a t t r ibutes act  as  s t imul i  that 
in f luence  a  person ’s  menta l 
state, which in turn affects their 
behaviour. “In particular,” say 
the  authors ,  “env i ronmenta l 
psychologists argue that positive 
behaviours derive from individuals’ 
well-being and happiness through 
positive experiences”. Accordingly, 
green indoor atmospherics are 
likely to foster positive responses 
and behaviours in hotel guests.

Green Atmospherics 
and Well-being

In modern society, the chance 
to connect with nature is usually 
joyfully welcomed, with intuitive 
l inks to mental well-being. In 
hotels, green atmospherics are 
conducive to a positive state of 
mind that results in a greater sense 

of well-being. Mental well-being is 
“a crucial concept for both patrons 
and workers”, emphasise the 
authors. For instance, employees 
are more willing to work in places 
that promote their well-being. The 
authors hypothesised that green 
atmospherics in hotels enhance 
the mental well-being of both hotel 
guests and employees.

In turn, mental well-being is known 
to affect decision making and 
behaviour. Research has found 
that mental well-being significantly 
predicts hotel employees’ green 
behaviour. “Mental well-being 
brings diverse outcomes that are 
beneficial to the company”, say 
the authors. These outcomes can 
include an enhanced sense of 
belonging, loyalty and purchase/
recommendation intentions and 
behaviours. Building on these 
findings, the researchers aimed to 
determine how mental well-being 
affects the behavioural intentions 
of hotel guests and employees.

Finally, the researchers considered 
the role of “place dependence”, 
de f i ned  as  a  sense  o f  deep 
connection with spaces that meet 
one’s functional and emotional 
needs .  “T rave l l e r s  who  fee l 
comfortable and familiar with a 
place are likely to have strong 
place dependence or attachment 
and to revisit the place”, explain 
the authors. Mental well-being 
has been found to determine 
place dependence, which can in 
turn affect customers’ purchase 
intent ions, loyalty, and other 
behaviours. To explore these 
connections in greater depth, 
the researchers investigated the 
influence of mental well-being 
on place dependence and how 
place dependence can in turn 
affect behavioural intentions in the 
context of green atmospherics in 
hotels.

A Breath of Fresh Air for Luxury HotelsCustomer Survey on 
Contactless Systems

Customer equity has three key 
components: “value”, “brand” and 
“relationship”. The researchers 
surveyed around 1,500 mainland 
Chinese residents who had stayed 
in contactless hotels to test how 
their  personal  character is t ics 
and experiences influenced their 
customer equity. Innovatively, the 
researchers singled out customer 
delight – a guest’s unexpectedly 
high levels of joy and excitement – 
as an emotional reaction that may 
be just as decisive as a satisfaction 
rating when it comes to securing 
customer equity.

In addition to the survey on their 
contactless hotel experience, the 
participants took the TRI test to 
find out their level of technology 
readiness. Dividing the respondents 
into high and low TRI groups, the 
researchers hypothesised that 
technology readiness influences 
the relationship between customer 
experience, delight and equity. 
They also tested whether customer 
equity determined another crucial 
marketing outcome – brand trust. 
Did higher-equity customers place 
more trust in hotel brands, and 
was this affected by their level of 
concern around health issues in the 
pandemic?

What Matters 
to Guests in the 
Contactless Age

The survey results showed that, 
as  pred ic ted,  both customer 
experience and customer delight 
were strongly associated with 
customer equity. This serves as 
a reminder for hotel managers in 
the pandemic era not to forget the 
basics – satisfying and pleasing 
guests – when installing contactless 
systems to protect customers 
and staff. Indeed, the researchers 
recommend that “managers should 
form an organizational culture 
that engenders customer equity 

by creating a more satisfactory 
and delightful experience”. The 
findings confirmed the importance 
of customer equity not just for the 
financial bottom line but also for 
lasting customer relationships, as 
it was shown to greatly influence 
brand trust.

With particular relevance in the 
emerging post-pandemic era, the 
results also confirmed the role 
of health concerns. The trust-
building effect of customer equity 
was strongest for contactless hotel 
guests who paid the most attention 
to COVID-19 issues. The hospitality 
and tourism industry face an 
uncertain future, and this finding 
underscores the need for hotels to 
ensure the happiness and safety of 
guests with health concerns as we 
adjust to the “new normal”. As the 
researcher points out, “the current 
situation in China may present a 
future scenario for many parts of 
the world in the coming years”.

What about guests’ readiness for 
contactless systems? It turned 
out that delightful experiences 
had a particularly great positive 
effect on equity for the low TRI 
group – the very guests who 
were most sceptical about new 
technology. This suggests that it 
is crucial to offer surprise treats 
to those who might be wary of 
even staying in a contactless hotel. 
With today’s technology, a whole 
menu of joyful surprises can be 
imagined. The researchers suggest 
a few themselves: “the moment 
customers enter their room, the 
smart room could have already set 
their favorite temperature, lighting, 
and even music”.

Adjusting to a New Era
Hotels have responded to the threat 
posed by the COVID-19 pandemic 
by implement ing contact less 
technology wherever possible. This 
has increased safety, but potentially 
at the cost of warmth in customer 
service. To retain guests, hotel 
managers need to think creatively 

about  how to  opt imise  the i r 
experience in a contactless era. 
Guests with the lowest technology 
readiness actually respond best 
to the unexpected delights that a 
contactless hotel can offer. Touch-
free services are also a promising 
way to reassure those with strong 
concerns around infection.

H a o ,  F e i  a n d  C h o n ,  K a y e 
(2021). Are You Ready for a 
Contactless Future? A Multi-
group Analysis of Experience, 
Delight, Customer Equity, and 
Trust Based on the Technology 
Readiness Index 2.0. Journal 
of Travel & Tourism Marketing, 
Vol. 38, Issue 9, pp. 900-916.

POINTS TO NOTE

• Hotels are going contactless in 
numerous ways to protect against 
pandemics, marking a break from 
traditional customer service.

• C u s t o m e r  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  s t i l l 
crucial for customer equity in the 
contactless era.

• Gues ts  who a re  wary  o f  new 
technology respond particularly well 
to delightful experiences.

• Contactless services can reassure 
and sa t i s fy  ho te l  gues ts  w i th 
pandemic-related fears.
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