
During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
airline employees experienced 
unprecedented levels of work-
related stress and job uncertainty. 
However, their coping strategies 
and cultural differences in their 
responses to work-related stress 
remain understudied. In a timely 
recent study, the SHTM’s Seongseop 
(Sam) Kim and co-authors explored 
the relationships between job 
stressors, psychological stress and 
coping strategies amongst airline 
employees in Hong Kong and 
South Korea during the pandemic. 
Their work provides fruitful insights 
that could help airlines minimise 
employees’ psychological stress 
and provide resources to support 
coping strategies. Crucially, their 
results also show that national 
culture should be considered when 
adopting such measures.

Airline Job Stressors

COVID-19 crippled business 
operations in a multitude of 
sectors, and air travel was amongst 
the hardest hit. Airlines are no 
stranger to economic or health 
and safety challenges, but the 
international travel restrictions 
imposed in 2020 dealt the sector 
an unprecedented blow. With 
mass lay-offs, rescheduling and 
furloughs, airline employees 
faced severe job insecurity and 
ambiguity. “Consequently”, say 
the researchers, “it makes sense to 
predict that work-related conditions 
caused by the pandemic may 
increase stress and anxiety among 
airline employees in a way that is 
different from work-induced stress 
prior to the pandemic”.

To date, however, studies have 
done little to elucidate the specific 
psychological and behavioural 
repercussions of industry-level 
events like COVID-19 for workers in 
this sector. “How airline employees 
perceive work-related stress is not 
fully understood”, say the authors. 

Furthermore, scant attention has 
been paid to their coping strategies 
in response to such stress.

Context is another important factor. 
As employees’ reactions to work-
related stress may differ between 
countries and cultures, the findings 
of Western studies of job stress 
may not be generalisable to other 
contexts, such as Asia. Although 
the pandemic affected airline 
employees worldwide, East Asian 
settings such as South Korea and 
Hong Kong may differ in their job 
stress predictors and outcomes 
relative to Western countries, 
and even relative to each other. 
“Airline employees from these 
two nationalities may experience 
and manage work-related stress 
differently”, say the authors.

With these considerations in mind, 
the researchers set out to provide “a 
systematic understanding of coping 
strategies in relation to work-related 
stress for airline employees during 
the tourism crisis”.

Theoretical Model of 
Stress and Coping

Generally, we experience 
psychological stress when we feel 
that too much is being demanded 
of us. Common job stressors 
include excessive work demands, 
role conflict and job insecurity. 
According to “conservation of 
resources” theory, stress poses 
a threat to our resources, and we 
respond by seeking to conserve 
our existing resources and obtain 
new ones. “Exemplifying this 
point”, say the researchers, “studies 
have shown that service-oriented 
employees adopt appropriate 
coping strategies to conserve their 
resources (e.g. well-being, self-
esteem) and alleviate stress”.

Accordingly, the authors note, 
“coping styles play a crucial role 
in understanding how employees 

adapt to stressful work events”. 
This raises the question of what 
airline employees can do to 
counteract resource loss during an 
industry-wide crisis like COVID-19. 
However, we still know little about 
which coping strategies airline 
employees use to deal with work-
related stress. The researchers’ first 
step in tackling this question was to 
establish a theoretical model linking 
job stressors to psychological 
stress and coping strategies. “In the 
model”, the authors say, “multiple 
job stressors are anticipated to 
increase the psychological stress 
levels of airline employees. 
Psychological stress, in turn, 
determines their coping strategies”.

Various possible coping strategies 
are available to employees. Task-
oriented coping attempts to find a 
solution to the root cause of stress, 
such as devising a plan to solve the 
problem. Emotion-oriented coping 
aims to regulate the emotional 
distress caused by the stressor, 
such as through self-revelation or 
self-blame. Avoidance-oriented 
coping involves a deliberate attempt 
to disengage from the stressful 
situation. If we feel that we have 
control over a stressful situation 
and possess the resources to deal 
with it, we are likely to adopt task-
oriented coping. “Emotion-oriented 
coping and avoidance-oriented 
coping are more dominant when 
both control and coping resources 
are perceived to be low”, say the 
researchers.

During COVID-19, airline employees 
had no control over the stressors 
they faced, such as international 
travel restrictions, the slow progress 
of virus containment and economic 
slowdown. Therefore, the authors 
hypothesised that airline employees 
experiencing job-related stress 
during the pandemic engaged 
primarily in emotion-oriented and 
avoidance-oriented coping. They 
also hypothesised that as national 
culture affects people’s responses 
to stress, airline employees 
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expressed”, the authors write. 
This is because we can simply 
deny feeling socially undesirable 
emotions, to others and even to 
ourselves.

However, we cannot fully suppress 
our facial  micro-expressions, 
which give away information on 
how we react to our surroundings. 
Hence, if we conceal our feelings 
for the sake of social harmony, 
the implicit emotions showing on 
our faces may be more reliable 
than the explicit emotions we 
choose to report. Thus, due to 
the d iscrepanc ies  caused by 
biases, research has validated 
implicit measures as “effective and 
necessary to complement self-
reports”.

What If This Happened 
to Me?

To get to the truth, the researchers 
recruited 14 Hong Kong residents 
who all identified fully or partly 
a s  “ H o n g k o n g e s e ” .  T h e s e 
participants were shown short (1–2 
minute) video clips, presenting 
interactions between locals and 
mainland tourists, based on real 
anecdotes from a different set of 
Hongkongers. Three scenarios 
portrayed the tourists in a positive 
light, while the rest depicted various 
forms of unsocial behaviour, such 
as queue-jumping, loudness and a 
young child urinating in public.

As  the  par t i c ipan ts  watched 
t h e  s c e n e s  ( n o  m o r e  t h a n 
three per person), their facial 
expressions were video-recorded 
to capture their implicit emotions. 
Us ing  spec i a l i s ed  so f twa re , 
the researchers analysed the 
subjects’ faces to determine their 
dominant emotion at each time 
point throughout the viewing. 
Afterwards, the viewers answered 
a survey on the intensity of their 
explicit emotional responses, and 

the researchers interviewed them 
to dig deeper into how they felt 
about the scenarios and why.

Words versus Faces

The results showed that the self-
report method and facial analysis 
revealed different information. The 
self-report surveys and interviews 
were heavily outperformed by 
the software in measuring the 
participants’ happiness, sadness 
and anger. However, the self-
repor t  methods encountered 
no such difficulties with disgust, 
surprise and fear, “implying a 
higher consistency between the 
two approaches when identifying 
these three emotions compared 
with the others”.

These differences sometimes led 
to contrary outcomes. One older 
woman, watching tourists in a shop 
trying on cosmetics in a selfish 
and unhygienic way, showed a 
low intensity of all facial emotions. 
Afterwards, however, she reported 
having strongly felt sadness and 
disgust. If even specialist AI failed 
to register her displeasure from 
visual clues, one can imagine that 
real-life tourists would fail to realise 
how she felt. In the researchers’ 
words, “when tourists encounter 
this resident, they may not find her 
unfriendly or being offended”.

The study identified happiness, 
sadness and anger – revealed by 
facial expressions – as “desires-
driven” emotions rooted in the 
unconsc ious mind.  They are 
founded on an implicit expectation 
of  good soc ia l  outcomes.  In 
contrast, disgust and surprise, 
which the participants revealed 
verbally after watching the clips, 
arise from the confirmation or 
violation of stereotypes about 
mainlanders. Negative emotions 
were amplified in the self-reports, 
such as when the older woman 

described the cosmetics shoppers 
as “sel f ish,  se l f -centred,  and 
arrogant”.

Tackling Negative 
Stereotypes

H o n g  K o n g  r e s i d e n t s  h o l d 
ambivalent views of mainland 
tourists, as revealed by verbal 
reports and face tracking. In the 
authors’ words, “facial expressions 
and words  can te l l  d i f fe ren t 
stories”. Given that emotions can 
drive behaviours, the authors 
suggest that the tourist board 
and media  promote pos i t ive 
stereotypes of mainland Chinese 
to influence the explicit emotional 
reactions of locals during host–
guest interactions. This study, the 
first of its kind, pushes forward 
tourism research towards a richer 
understanding of ways to boost 
harmonious relations.

Zhang, Shiqin, Chen, Nan, and 
Hsu, Cathy H. C. (2021). Facial 
Expressions Versus Words: 
Unlocking Complex Emotional 
Responses of Residents Toward 
Tourists. Tourism Management, 
Vol. 83, 104226.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Facial and verbal expressions reveal 

different emotional responses to 
tourist–host interactions.

• Hong Kong residents’ facial 
expressions conveyed more 
happiness, sadness, and anger in 
response to tourist–host interactions.

• Hong Kong locals verbally expressed 
stronger disgust after watching bad 
behaviour.

• Positive stereotypes of tourists can 
encourage favourable responses to 
them based on explicit emotions.
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T h e  C O V I D - 1 9  p a n d e m i c 
c a t a p u l t e d  t h e  h o s p i t a l i t y 
industry into a more digit ised 
future. Coupled with the vast 
social changes and prominent 
safety concerns, this wave of 
technological innovation could 
transform the hospitality workforce, 
according to Seongseop (Sam) 
Kim of the SHTM and co-authors. 
Service robots could solve many 
of the safety concerns felt to this 
day, but how are they perceived by 
customers? To probe these issues 
in more depth, the researchers 
invest iga ted how fee l ings  o f 
safety and the intention to visit 
an establishment are shaped by 
the presence of robot baristas, as 
well as the influence of vaccination 
status and mask-wearing.

New Safety Priorities

Before  2020,  the  hosp i ta l i ty 
industry prided itself on providing 
a warm welcome through close 
interpersonal contact between 
guests and service staff. After 
t h e  o u t b r e a k  o f  C O V I D - 1 9 , 
safety became the critical box 
to tick for hospitality managers, 
inevitably overriding the more 
“human” experiences of the past. 
Confronted with infection risk, 
customers need more reassurance 
than before. Contactless services, 
self-check-in devices and service 
robots  have become s tap les 
of the post-COVID-19 service 
landscape. “Managers of numerous 
establishments have focused on 
enhancing safety, hygiene and 
cleanliness and alleviating public 
concerns”, explain the authors.

As  a  resu l t ,  cus tomers ’  pre-
pandemic preferences for human 
staff over robots have been flipped 
on their head. Driven more than 
ever by fear of infection, travellers 
and guests preferred contactless AI 

technology during the pandemic 
period. Research at that t ime 
found that robots were more 
positively viewed than human 
staff during COVID-19 infection 
rate peaks. “This suggests that the 
unprecedented global pandemic 
and long-lasting concerns about 
safety have substantially influenced 
consumer perceptions of service 
robots”, say the researchers.

Robots could be of great value 
in a post-COVID-19 world, as 
concern about the virus remains 
rife among travellers. However, 
given the recency of both the 
pandemic and related technological 
advances, it remains unclear which 
features of service robots drive 
a preference over humans. It is 
critical to understand this, say the 
researchers, because service robots 
can, by decreasing health risks, 
increase the feeling of security and 
inspire “increased visiting intentions 
and a willingness to use and pay 
more”. Moving forward, it will be 
crucial to create human–computer 
interactions that can offer as much 
as – if not more than – person-to-
person service interactions.

An Infection-Free 
Solution

Person-to-person contact could 
soon begin to be replaced by 
“robot baristas, receptionists and 
concierges, together with facial 
scan check-ins, voice-activated 
guest control and other contactless 
services”, say the researchers. 
Already, service robots are an 
emerging trend in restaurants 
and cafés worldwide, from San 
Francisco’s Café X to the robot 
mixologist of Switzerland’s F&P 
Robotics and Hong Kong’s one-
of-a-kind milk-tea silk stocking-
straining robot. The continued 
e m p h a s i s  o n  h y g i e n e  a n d 

cleanliness means that integrating 
service robots into the service 
env i ronment  seems the way 
forward.

However, there is still no thorough 
understanding of how human–
robot interactions shape leisure 
experiences, or which safety-
related attributes are most valued 
by customers. “To successfully 
adopt service robots in service 
delivery environments”, explain 
the researchers, “it is important 
t o  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t  m a k e s 
customers feel safer and how the 
perception of safety influences their 
behaviour”. For this reason, they 
investigated whether customers 
would feel safer with a robot or 
human barista,  and how this 
affected their intention to return.

M o r e  h u m a n - l i k e  r o b o t s 
reportedly drive more satisfying 
guest experiences. This could be 
particularly important given the 
post-pandemic norm of mask-
wearing, which provides a sense 
of reassurance. “No empirical 
s t u d y  h a s  b e e n  c o n d u c t e d 
on whether the use of masks 
moderates how human and robot 
staff are perceived during the 
COVID-19 pandemic”, say the 
authors. While mask-wearing by 
human employees could increase 
perceived safety, robots wearing 
masks might cause anxiety.

Finally, the investigators examined 
how customers’ vaccination status 
fed into their assessments of 
safety. “There may be differences 
in consumers’ perceived safety of 
masked robot baristas depending 
on the customer ’s  COVID-19 
vaccination status”, say the authors, 
“because unvaccinated consumers 
may have a lower perception of 
safety regarding masked robot staff 
compared with fully vaccinated 
consumers”. Customers who are 
not fully vaccinated were expected 

Prime Time for Service Robots
from different cultural settings 
experienced and managed work-
related stress differently during the 
pandemic.

Cross-Cultural 
Empirical Data

To test their theoretical model, the 
authors empirically examined the 
relationships between job stressors, 
job strain and coping strategies 
amongst airline employees in two 
Asian cultural contexts during the 
global tourism crisis caused by 
COVID-19. A cross-sectional survey 
was completed online by 366 
airline employees in South Korea 
and Hong Kong in summer 2020.

Psychological stress was measured 
by the participants’ self-reports of 
difficulty relaxing, nervous arousal 
and being easily upset, irritable 
and impatient. The survey also 
measured the airline employees’ 
perceptions of job stressors such as 
“forced labour policies”, “concern 
about layoffs”, “forced unpaid 
leave” and “lack of appropriate 
training and knowledge about the 
prevention of virus transmission”. 
Coping strategies were assessed 
using a battery of scales measuring 
task-oriented, emotion-oriented 
and avoidance-oriented coping.

Impact of Culture on 
Stress and Coping

Rigorous statistical analysis of the 
questionnaire responses identified 
three major work-related stressors 
associated with the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on the airline 
industry. First, psychological stress 
was related to work schedules and 
demands – reflecting the major 
operational changes that airlines 
had to impose during the pandemic. 
Companies can mitigate this source 
of stress through timely and 
transparent communication with 
employees, say the researchers.

Second, job insecurity and financial 
concerns were found to be a major 
source of stress. Although cost-
saving measures are unavoidable 
during crises like COVID-19, airline 
companies should be transparent 
about their decisions concerning 
lay-offs, salary cuts and forced 
unpaid leave. “It is important for 
the airline industry to emphasize 
its efforts to ride out the hardship 
together with its employees”, argue 
the researchers.

Third, stress was caused by role 
conflict. “Employees may suffer job 
strain when performing multiple 
roles and responsibilities other than 
those normally anticipated”, note 
the researchers. “Therefore, airline 
management should consider the 
willingness of airline employees 
and provide alternatives instead of 
implementing forced policies”.

For both the Hong Kong airline 
employees and the South Korean 
airline employees, psychological 
stress was linked to heightened 
emotion-oriented coping. However, 
job stressors and coping strategies 
differed between the two cultures. 
Hong Kong airline employees – 
whose perceived stressors related 
to work schedules and demands, 
job security and financial concerns, 
and role conflict – were more 
drawn to emotion- and avoidance-
oriented coping strategies. South 
Korean airline employees reported 
only work schedules and demands 
as contributing significantly to 
their psychological stress, and this 
elicited primarily emotion-oriented 
coping strategies.

“This delivers an important message 
to the global airline industry”, say 
the authors. As employees from 
different countries/cultural settings 
may respond differently to the 
same work-related stressors, airline 
management should implement 
culturally appropriate measures to 
regulate employees’ work-related 
stress during industry-wide crises. 
Based on this study’s findings, for 
example, airlines in Hong Kong 
should promote both emotion-
oriented and avoidance-oriented 
coping strategies, whilst South 
Korean airlines should focus on the 
former.

Supporting Airline 
Employees

The COVID-19 pandemic provides 
a unique setting for examination 
of job-related stress in the airline 
sector. Airlines can learn from 
this crisis and better protect their 
invaluable human resources by 
communicating more transparently 
with employees, mitigating sources 
of job-related stress, and equipping 
employees with culturally specific 
coping skills. Emotion-oriented 
coping strategies could be 
reinforced by organising workshops 
or employing on-site psychological 
therapists, and avoidance-oriented 
strategies could be fostered by 
subsidising recreational activities 
and hosting social gatherings.

Chua, Bee-Lia, Al-Ansi, Amr, Kim, 
Seongseop  (Sam) ,  Wong , 
Antony King Fung, and Han, 
Heesup (2022). Examining 
A i r l i ne  Employees ’  Work -
Related Stress and Coping 
Strategies During the Global 
Tourism Crisis. International 
J ou rna l  o f  Con tempora ry 
Hospitality Management, Vol. 
34, Issue 10, 3715-3742.

POINTS TO NOTE

• During COVID-19, South Korean and 
Hong Kong airline workers faced 
various job stressors.

• J o b  i n s e c u r i t y  a n d  f i n a n c i a l 
concerns were the biggest causes 
of psychological stress, along with 
work schedules/demands and role 
conflict.

• Stress led to emotion-based coping 
strategies in South Korea and both 
emotion-based and avoidance-based 
strategies in Hong Kong.

• As national culture affects responses 
to stress, airlines should promote 
culturally specific coping strategies 
amongst employees.

VIII IX

Research Horizons    |    Volume 17 Issue 2  |  September 2023
Research Horizons    |    Volume 17 Issue 2  |  September 2023




