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Singleton Employees in the 
Hotel Industry

Many organisations take pride in 
their ability to offer a rich variety 
of supportive programmes for em-
ployees with families. However, the 
growing number of single childless 
people in the workforce, especially 
members of Generations Y and Z, 
rarely benefit from equivalent perks 
or policies. Does the hospitality in-
dustry care about single childless 
employees? Curious as to whether 
organisational support can ben-
efit hotels and their employees, 
the SHTM’s Dr Xiaolin (Crystal) Shi 
and her co-author quizzed hotel 
employees in China about their ex-
periences. The fruits of their com-
prehensive analysis will help organ-
isations to create more supportive 
environments for employees, whilst 
also boosting hotel outcomes.

Organisational 
Support

Now more than ever, single em-
ployees without children dominate 
the labour-intensive hotel indus-
try. Perhaps thanks to the false 
assumption that they have more 
free time and fewer responsibili-
ties, “members of this group are 
often expected to shoulder heavier 
workloads, work longer hours, and 
travel more for work to support the 
family demands of their married 
colleagues”, say the researchers. 
They have also been found to en-
gage in more emotional labour, to 
have less decision-making latitude, 
and to face more negative work–

nonwork spillover than employees 
who are in a couple and/or have 
children. This highlights the emerg-
ing need to ascertain the workplace 
challenges faced by single childless 
employees in the hotel industry.

Common to all employees is the 
challenge of achieving a “work–life 
balance”, which is the harmony be-
tween a individual’s different roles, 
responsibilities and personal val-
ues. Whilst the concept of a work–
family balance has been examined 
in great depth, it is not necessarily 
relevant to single childless people, 
whose “personal” roles are less 
likely to be family-related. “The 
commonly used terms ‘work–fam-
ily conflict’ and ‘family-supportive 
organisational culture’ do not apply 
to all”, explain the researchers.

They therefore inspected the expe-
riences of “personal-to-work con-
flict”, which occurs when personal 
activities infringe on professional 
ones, and “work-to-personal con-
flict”, which occurs when job de-
mands require a sacrifice of person-
al time and energy. A potential way 
to minimise these kinds of conflicts 
and strike a healthy work–life bal-
ance is through the provision of “or-
ganisational support”.

Family-supportive work cultures 
can increase job satisfaction and 
performance—similar benefits 
might reasonably be expected by 
providing organisational support to 
single people without children. A 

singles-friendly organisational cul-
ture is one that nurtures a work-life 
balance equally among employees, 
and not just in those who are mar-
ried or with children. For this, it is 
crucial to acknowledge that family 
life and personal life are not one 
and the same. “Previous work has 
suggested that the work domain, 
family domain, and personal do-
main should be treated separately”, 
explain the authors.

Social Inclusion

Social inclusion is a key dimen-
sion of a singles-friendly work 
culture, and especially relevant to 
single childless employees, who 
are known to suffer more from 
social isolation and loneliness. “A 
high level of organisational sup-
port is typically linked with positive 
organisational outcomes”, say the 
authors, “and social inclusion has 
been associated with both affective 
organisational commitment and 
perceived organisational support.” 
The researchers therefore predicted 
that a strong socially inclusive or-
ganisational culture would reduce 
personal-to-work and work-to-per-
sonal conflicts.

Dissatisfaction and apathy can en-
sue when there is a discrepancy 
between desired and actual work-
life balance. In addition, employees 
who feel that the available support 
is simply not enough to overcome 
work-life conflicts have heightened 

With its unique vision of hospitality and tourism 
education refined over more than 40 years, the SHTM 
prides itself on fostering globally minded graduates 
with multi-cultural perspectives. Its four flagship MSc 
programmes maintain an 
international focus while 
taking advantage of 
opportunities unfolding 
in the booming Asia 
Pacific region. Lectures, 
seminars, workshops 
and study trips provide 
crucial service-oriented 
practical and theoretical 
knowledge, nurtured by 
the SHTM’s very own 
teaching and research 
hote l ,  Hote l  ICON. 
These credit-bearing 
programmes are taught 
by more than 90 faculty members with more than 400 
cumulative years of international industry experience. 
Moreover, accelerated 1-year MSc programmes are 
available for industry professionals studying to advance 
their careers.

Four Flexible 
Programmes

The MSc in Global Hospitality Business is jointly 
offered by three world-class institutions, namely 
the SHTM; the EHL Hospitality Business School in 
Switzerland; and the Conrad N. Hilton College of 
Global Hospitality Leadership at the University of 
Houston, US. Packed with a rich blend of learning 
and hands-on experience, the programme immerses 
students in the cultures and business practices of three 
continents. This 36-credit course offers students access 
to three buoyant international markets and three 
exceptional alumni networks. One highlight is a real-
world consultancy project overseen by industry partners 
across the globe. The programme can be completed in 
1.5 years.

The first of its kind in the region, the MSc in 
International Wine Management offers students insights 
into some of the fastest-growing and potentially most 
lucrative wine markets in the world, while also allowing 

t h e m  t o  l e a r n  m o re 
about mainland Chinese 
wine consumers.  The 
31-credit programme, in 
which students discover 
best practices in wine 
production, trade and 
m a n a g e m e n t ,  w a s 
developed in consultation 
with industry expert and 
Master of Wine Jeannie 
Cho Lee, who teaches the 
programme alongside 
fellow Masters of Wine 
Steve Charters, Debra 
Meiburg and Sarah Heller. 

Geared towards professionals wishing to supplement 
their existing know-how with top-shelf postgraduate 
recognition, the programme affords welcome flexibility. 
As well as making the most of a paid internship 
opportunity, students can choose to complete the MSc 
in 1 year or hop between full-time and part-time study 
and traditional/intensive block formats.

The MSc in International Hospitality Management 
and the MSc in International Tourism and Convention 
Management can also be completed in 1 or 3 years. 
These 31-credit interdisciplinary programmes help 
students bring classroom-based learning into the 
workplace and develop problem identification, 
decision-making and management application skills. 
The SHTM is proud to provide flexible learning 
experiences and international exposure that equip MSc 
students for global success as leaders, educators and 
researchers.

Applications for admission to the 2023–2024 intake 
for these unique programmes are now open! H
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2020 saw unprecedented swathes 
of holiday cancellations. The year 
COVID-19 hit was a tough one 
for hospitality and tourism firms, 
who were forced to make swift 
decisions about changes to their 
refund policies. However, no one 
could clearly envisage how those 
crisis- induced changes would 
impact customer loyalty and trust. 
In the first study of its kind, Dr 
Daniel Leung and Ms Christine 
Seah from the SHTM looked at 
customer reactions to generous 
or  se l f -serv ing re fund pol icy 
changes, and whether these are 
shaped further by the magnitude 
of changes and the format in which 
refunds are offered. This inspiring 
work will help industry practitioners 
to optimise refund policy strategies 
in the future.

The Refund Rush

Without question, the COVID-19 
pandemic was a brutal shock to 
the hotel industry. Confronted 
with unimaginable numbers of 
cancellation requests and refund 
claims, for the main part the 
industry reacted sympathetically 
to customers. Some hotels, such 
as Hilton and Premier Inn, started 
allowing refunds on previously 
non-refundable purchases during 
the  c r i s i s ,  and  Exped ia  and 
Travelodge offered customers cash 
or vouchers to be used on future 
bookings. “Helping consumers in 
need during crises is considered 
to be an altruist ic behaviour, 
even though the changes may 
result in financial losses”, say the 
researchers.

However, a few companies took 
a more selfish path. EasyJet and 
Bri t ish Airways, for instance, 
breached cancellation promises and 
denied their customers any refunds 

dur ing the pandemic per iod. 
Negatively changing refund policies 
from fully refundable to partially 
or non-refundable might go some 
way to limit a firm’s financial losses 
in the short term, but it is a rude 
violation of the initial promises 
made to customers. According to 
the researchers, these actions are 
“likely to reduce consumers’ trust 
of the company and even their 
intention to repurchase products 
from that same company in the 
future”.

How did these two strategically 
distinct crisis-induced reactions 
affect customer behaviours and 
attitudes? Until now, the effect of 
the “polarity” of change, that is, 
whether refund policy changes are 
positive or negative for consumers, 
has been left unmapped. The 
researchers reasoned that “ i f 
one hotel behaves egoistically 
and changes a policy to benefit 
themselves only, consumers would 
perceive that policy change as an 
unfair business practice”. They 
predicted that this “opportunistic” 
b e h a v i o u r  w o u l d  d e c r e a s e 
consumers’ trust and lower their 
intention to repurchase products 
from that company. Conversely, 
positive changes should increase 
trust and repurchase intentions.

Big and Small, Cash 
and Credit

Imagine your feelings on learning 
that you are to receive a refund, 
only to then find out that the 
refund is small, or that it comes in 
the format of a voucher that can 
only be used within the next two 
months. Would that token gesture 
be satisfactory? Previous work 
has considered refund policy as a 
“one-off” or “static” event, without 
ful ly considering the detai led 

characteristics of changes. “Another 
objective of this study was to 
examine the effects of the interplay 
of the polarity of change in refund 
policy, the magnitude of change in 
refund policy, and refund format on 
consumers’ trust of the company 
and repurchase intention”, explain 
the researchers.

Larger price reductions can boost 
consumers’ purchase intention. 
After all, who wouldn’t prefer a 
30% over a 15% discount? Indeed, 
larger magnitude changes can 
be exponentially beneficial for 
companies. “One study shows 
that consumer spending in a store 
with a larger magnitude of change 
increases by 12%, whi le  the 
corresponding figure in a store with 
a smaller magnitude of change 
increases by just 1%”, report the 
researchers. This magnitude-of-
change effect might also translate 
t o  a  r e f u n d  p o l i c y  c o n t e x t . 
Meanwhile, refund format can 
also affect customer responses, 
whereby cash refunds are generally 
preferred over credit refunds. “This 
research complements existing 
literature by demonstrating how 
consumers react differently when 
a company changes its refund 
policy in various forms”, say the 
researchers.

Clues from past work indicate 
that a large magnitude of change 
causes a strong “contrast effect” 
t ha t  d r i v e s  t he  i n t ens i t y  o f 
customer responses, be it in a 
positive or negative direction, 
whilst a small magnitude of change 
results in an “assimilation effect” 
that dampens customer responses. 
For companies that implement a 
negative change in refund policy, 
the researchers hypothesised that 
a large magnitude of change would 
decrease consumer trust and 
intention to repurchase products 
more than a small change. “If a 

To Refund or Not to Refund?stress levels. “For single childless 
employees, the incongruence be-
tween their perceptions of work–
personal conflicts and relevant sup-
port from their organisations may 
result in negative consequences, 
such as lower job performance”, 
say the researchers. Accordingly, 
they predicted that an organisation-
al-level social inclusion of a singles-
friendly culture would yield better 
job performance.

Social inclusion of a singles-friendly 
culture might also have the power 
to boost the enjoyment got from 
leisure activities. Leisure activities 
contribute to psychological well-be-
ing and life satisfaction, and the loss 
of the freedom to engage in them 
can sour attitudes towards one’s 
own personal life. “Hospitality em-
ployees in particular may have less 
time and energy for leisure activities 
after work, preventing them from 
satisfying their need for relaxation 
or resulting in lower levels of leisure 
satisfaction”, say the researchers. 
An organisational culture geared to-
wards improving employees’ work-
life balance could therefore boost 
leisure satisfaction.

Multiple-Source 
Surveys

The researchers gathered rich data 
from total of 639 full-time employ-
ees, who were recruited from 29 
full-service hotels in China. Partici-
pants completed a pre-developed 
questionnaires that measured per-
sonal-to-work and work-to-person-
al conflicts, leisure satisfaction, and 
their perception of the degree of 
social inclusion of a singles-friendly 
culture. Job performance was as-
sessed using a survey completed 
by participants’ direct supervisors, 
who rated items such as “this em-
ployee performs tasks that are ex-
pected of him/her.” Hierarchical lin-
ear modelling was then applied to 
examine the relationships between 
variables, whilst controlling for po-
tential confounding variables, such 
as whether participants were men 
or women.

All-Round Benefits

The results were unambiguous. 
Single childless employees who 
worked in hotels with a socially 
inclusive culture had notably less 
conflict between their work and 
personal domains, a more impres-
sive job performance, and more 
satisfaction from leisure activities. 
“These findings highlight the sig-
nificance of the social inclusion of a 
singles-friendly culture for both em-
ployees and organisations”, say the 
researchers. As a second intriguing 
finding, the effect of an inclusive 
organisational culture on employ-
ees’ job performance and leisure 
satisfaction were shaped by their 
degree of work-to-personal conflict. 
This, clarify the authors, could be 
explained by the important role of 
personal domain variables in influ-
encing employees’ perceptions.

Such clear-cut findings should eas-
ily persuade managers to embrace 
a singles-friendly culture to enable 
a balance between the work and 
personal roles of single childless 
employees. Hotels could establish 
programs and policies to eliminate 
negative stereotyping, and should 
not solely focus on the needs of 
married and parent employees. “Al-
though single childless employees 
do not require support for family re-
sponsibilities, they do require sup-
port for personal and social mat-
ters”, reiterate the authors. Hotels 
could also facilitate an enhanced 
mutual understanding between sin-
gle and married employees through 
team-building activities, which 
would inspire more harmonious 
and productive relationships in the 
workplace.

The nature of social inclusion of a 
singles-friendly culture varied from 
hotel to hotel. “As such”, explain 
the researchers, “hotels should take 
their unique organisational cultures 
and characteristics into consider-
ation when developing socially in-
clusive programs.” Hotel chains 
could, for instance infuse their mis-
sion and core values into inclusive 
policies and programs, and make 
sure that the same support is pro-

vided across all of their hotels. This 
would mean that employees who 
are transferred from one hotel to 
another of the same chain can 
more rapidly assimilate into their 
new working environment and im-
mediately feel a sense of belonging.

Beyond Family-
Friendly

With fewer people than ever in their 
30s and 40s choosing to get mar-
ried or have children, the hospital-
ity workforce is increasingly home 
to single childless workers. This 
pioneering new work shows that 
the time has come to address their 
needs. “The study can assist hotel 
industry managers in recognising 
single childless employees as an 
important, distinct, and growing 
segment of the labour force”, con-
clude the authors. As well as sev-
eral managerial implications, this 
investigation also paves the way 
for more exciting research. For 
example, future work could addi-
tionally consider how a supportive 
culture affects other workers who 
also have a “non-traditional” family 
structure, such as those in a same-
sex relationship.

Shi, Xiaolin (Crystal), and Shi, Jieyu 
(Jade) (2022). Who Cares about 
Single Childless Employees in 
the Hotel Industry? Creating 
a Workplace Culture Beyond 
Fami ly -F r i end ly .  Tour i sm 
Management, Vol. 90, 104477.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Hotel employees who are single and 

childless often get fewer perks and 
less policy support.

• Single childless workers have a 
unique set of personal needs and are 
vulnerable to work–life imbalance.

• This growing segment of hospitality 
staff can benefit from singles-friendly 
workplaces.

• Establishing a uniform singles-
friendly culture is good for employee 
retention in hotel chains.
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