
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.
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The Power of a Profile Picture
Booking the perfect getaway has 
never been so easy. As China’s 
online peer-to-peer accommodation 
market continues to grow, so too 
does curiosity about how hosts can 
drive up their listings, popularity, 
and earnings. In exciting recent 
work, the SHTM’s Hengyun Li, 
Qian Wang, and Danting Cai, 
along with their co-author Gang 
Li, investigated how hosts’ profile 
picture attractiveness, reputation, 
and self-disclosure sway consumer 
decision making in the peer-to-
peer accommodation market. More 
open, accurate, and high-quality 
information could help hosts – and 
platforms – to win the loyalty of 
new, satisfied guests.

A Reliance on 
Facial Beauty

The world of temporary 
accommodation is dominated 
by peer-to-peer platforms such 
as Airbnb and the China-based 
platform Tujia. However, renting 
that all-important holiday getaway 
from total strangers and paying 
online comes with risks. There is no 
guarantee that your accommodation 
will be as advertised, no real 
assurance that hosts will fulfil 
promises, and sometimes blind faith 
that the desired services will even 
be available at all. “Transactions 
on these platforms often occur 
among people who do not know 
each other; therefore, uncertainty 
pervades consumers’ decision-
making”, note the researchers.

Red flags for potential guests can 
come in many forms – maybe 
there is a worrying lack of reviews, 
the occasional 2-star rating, or a 
cartoon profile picture that says 
nothing about the host’s personality, 
reliability, or moral values. Faced 
with these worrisome signs, guests 
scramble to find more information 
that will allow them to gauge 

hosts’ reliability and, as a result, 
to reduce uncertainty. Sometimes, 
however, all they have to go on 
is hosts’ profile photos. “Hosts 
are already encouraged to share 
authentic personal photos to 
mitigate consumers’ concerns”, say 
the authors. “Therefore, it is worth 
exploring how photo disclosure 
influences consumers’ attitudes and 
behaviour”.

The “beauty premium” is a 
phenomenon in which people 
respond positively to beautiful 
things – including faces. This 
means that we tend to perceive 
attractive people as having 
desirable qualities such as kindness 
and trustworthiness. Research has 
already shown that hosts’ facial 
attractiveness positively influences 
Airbnb listing prices, but it remains 
to be seen how judgements of 
hosts’ beauty influence consumer 
decision making when booking 
accommodation. “Most work 
has overlooked the role of 
consumption vision, evoked by 
the visual stimulus of hosts’ facial 
attractiveness in profile photos, 
during the pre-booking stage”, 
report the researchers.

According to stimulus–organism–
response theory, a “stimulus”, 
such as a profile photo, elicits a 
“response”, i.e. customers’ booking 
intention and willingness to pay. 
This theory could explain the beauty 
premium effect. Delving deeper, 
the researchers explored the role 
of guests’ perceived enjoyment 
and threat. They reasoned that 
the “mental imagery” of a positive 
or negative future stay underlay 
the influence of hosts’ facial 
attractiveness on booking intention. 
“When consumers see an attractive 
host on Airbnb, they are likely to 
imagine a more positive future stay”, 
they hypothesised. Envisioning 
an enjoyable stay could increase 
booking intention and willingness to 

pay for accommodation, whereas 
an anticipated negative experience, 
often triggered by less attractive 
host photos, could reduce booking 
intention and willingness to pay.

Overriding Superficial 
Judgements

It is natural for us to avoid 
uncertainty and threat, and to 
be less willing to invest in a 
situation that could jeopardise our 
enjoyment, finances, and time. We 
already know that access to more 
information decreases uncertainty 
surrounding purchases. In the 
accommodation context, we also 
know that host reputation and self-
disclosure are integral to guests’ 
booking decisions. To probe this 
topic further, the researchers 
examined whether perceived 
threat and perceived enjoyment 
mediated the effect of profile photo 
attractiveness on booking intention 
and willingness to pay. “When 
confronted with a less attractive 
host, people might imagine greater 
threats during their experiences”, 
predicted the authors. Nonetheless, 
there may be ways to overcome 
these snap judgements.

Information on hosts’ reputations 
could reduce uncertainty and 
lessen the indirect effect of host 
facial attractiveness on booking 
intention and willingness to pay 
through perceived enjoyment 
and threat. With more salient 
information, “the tendency to form 
subjective judgments based on 
the consumption vision evoked by 
hosts’ facial attractiveness declines”, 
explain the researchers. Similarly, 
the degree of hosts’ self-disclosure 
was predicted to moderate the 
mediating effect of perceived 
enjoyment on the influence of 
facial attractiveness. “According 
to social penetration theory”, 
say the authors, “interpersonal 

to feel less safe when confronted 
with unmasked human staff.

Three Innovative 
Studies

T h r e e  s u c c e s s i v e  s t u d i e s 
i nves t i ga t ed  t he  p re f e r ence 
for  robots  over  humans and 
the moderating roles of mask-
wearing and vaccination status. 
In the first study, 135 participants 
were presented with a theoretical 
scenario involving trying out a 
new coffee house. They were then 
shown one of two sets of photos. 
In the first set, a robot was shown 
preparing and serving a cup of 
coffee. In the second set, a human 
barista was shown preparing and 
serving an identical cup of coffee. 
The participants then completed 
a questionnaire to assess their 
intention to visit the coffee shop 
and perceived safety.

In study 2, 300 participants were 
shown photos of either masked 
o r  u n m a s k e d  r o b o t / h u m a n 
baristas, and completed the same 
quest ionna i re .  An addi t iona l 
300 participants were recruited 
to  comple te  S tudy  3 ,  wh ich 
measured the additional effect of 
the participants’ vaccination status, 
for which the participants indicated 
whether they were fully vaccinated 
or not.

Safety Signals or 
Warning Signs?

Overa l l ,  robot  bar is tas  were 
consistently perceived as safer 
than human baristas. Moreover, 
perceived safety was identified 
as a key factor explaining the 
preference for robot baristas over 
human baristas. The participants 
also reported being more likely to 
visit the café when perceived safety 
was highest. “When customers’ 
attention to safety is heightened”, 
repor t  the  researchers ,  “ the 

adoption of service robots could 
be a strategic way to increase 
customers ’  v is i t  in tent ion to 
restaurants”.

The studies also delved into the 
psychological response to masks, 
and how this alters perceived safety 
in human–computer interactions. 
Thus, this work uniquely elucidates 
how human-like behaviour by 
robots is interpreted, and how 
it affects subsequent customer 
behaviour. “Interestingly, mask-
wear ing produced seemingly 
opposite types of heuristics (e.g. 
safety and risk) for human baristas 
and robot baristas”, report the 
researchers. In other words, the 
same visual cue of a mask resulted 
in  cont rad ic tory  percept ions 
of safety for robot and human 
baristas. According to the authors, 
this is because masks are practical 
and protective when worn by 
humans, but a symbolic warning 
sign when worn by robots.

The vaccination status of customers 
also influenced how mask-wearing 
was perceived. For human baristas, 
vaccination status had no effect 
on perceived safety. For robot 
baristas, fully vaccinated customers 
tended to rely more on visual cues, 
and non-fully vaccinated customers 
tended towards interpreting the 
“symbolic” meaning of the mask. 
“Vaccinated consumers experience 
higher levels of perceived safety 
when interacting with masked 
robot staff than with unmasked 
robot staff”, state the researchers. 
Given the increasing numbers of 
vaccinated customers, the use of 
robot staff wearing face masks 
could be an effective management 
strategy.

A Future for 
Service Robots

This pioneering study places itself 
within the context of modern-
day  t rep ida t ion  sur round ing 
COVID-19. The results deepen 

our understanding of human–
computer interaction and show 
that robots could well have a place 
in the recovering hospitality sector. 
With a new spotlight on safety in 
the hospitality industry, the use of 
AI, such as contactless services, is 
proving more popular than ever 
before. By deciphering the impact 
of vaccination status and feelings 
about mask-wearing on preference 
for service robots, the findings 
are ultimately expected to help 
businesses recover following the 
pandemic period, and to propel the 
industry into a more technologically 
driven future.

POINTS TO NOTE
•	During a pandemic, robot baristas 

are perceived as safer than humans 
and boost visit intention.

•	Mask-wearing by human hospitality 
staff increases perceived safety.

•	Mask-wearing by service robots 
increases perceived safety for 
vaccinated but not unvaccinated 
customers.

•	Hospitality firms need to understand 
perceptions of high-tech services in 
the post-pandemic period.
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