
In today’s globalised world, more 
and more hotel firms are expanding 
the i r  bus iness  overseas.  Yet 
success in the international arena 
may not translate into success at 
home, warn the SHTM’s Dr Alice 
H. Y. Hon and Mr Emmanuel 
Gamor. With skilled managers 
from overseas paid 10 times more 
than local employees, frontline and 
service-oriented hotel workers are 
feeling increasingly disillusioned. 
With service standards fall ing, 
how can mul t ina t iona l  hote l 
co rpora t ions  bu i ld  ha rmony 
between their local and overseas 
employees? The answer lies in 
trust, say the researchers, whose 
study offers timely and important 
insights for the Chinese hospitality 
industry.

A Widening Pay Gap

T h e  l a s t  f o u r  d e c a d e s  o f 
globalisation have seen radical 
changes in the organisational 
m a n a g e m e n t  a n d  h u m a n 
resource composition of hotel 
firms in China. To compete in the 
international service market, firms 
are increasingly filling key strategic 
positions with skilled workers from 
abroad. “In the modern hospitality 
indust ry ,  mul t inat ional  hote l 
corporations rely on expatriate 
managers to succeed”, say the 
researchers.

To attract, motivate and retain 
these valuable employees from 
overseas, it is standard practice 
to set their wages to the market 
conditions in their home country. 
Their salaries can be an astounding 
10 times higher than those of local 
workers, whose pay is calculated 
according to local labour market 
conditions. Unsurprisingly, note the 
authors, this can lead to “perceived 
in just ice among employees,” 
especially given that compensation 
goes  beyond money—i t  can 
represent an employee’s worth, 
status and power.

The  p rob lem o f  d i sg run t l ed 
local employees is not trivial, 
and mult inat ional  hospi ta l i ty 
c o r p o r a t i o n s  s h o u l d  n o t 
underes t imate  the  ex ten t  to 
which this might threaten their 
own survival. Local employees 
who  r e sen t  t he i r  expa t r i a t e 
superiors and the organisation 
are less satisfied, motivated and 
committed. They may engage 
in “deviant behaviours, service 
sabotage, or antisocial behaviours 
affecting service quality”, report 
the researchers. Faced with this 
problem, mul t inat ional  hote l 
companies must f ind ways to 
mi t igate  the negat ive e f fec ts 
o f  the compensat ion gap on 
local employees’ work-related 
outcomes.

The Importance 
of Trust

In mult icultural environments 
with a vast chasm in pay grades 
be tween loca l  and  overseas 
employees, it can be challenging 
t o  d e v e l o p  a n d  m a i n t a i n 
local employees’ trust in their 
expatriate superiors – and even 
in the organisation as a whole. 
Compan ies  mus t  sa t i s fy  the 
salary expectat ions of  h ighly 
sk i l l ed  expa t r i a t e  manage rs 
while addressing any potential 
bitterness felt by local employees. 
Successfully fostering trust can 
reduce the negative outcomes 
associated with a sense of inequity. 
High levels of trust “can positively 
influence several work outcomes, 
s u c h  a s  j o b  p e r f o r m a n c e , 
o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  c i t i z e n s h i p 
behaviour, and productiveness”, 
say the authors.

Referr ing to wel l -establ ished 
theories of the different forms of 
trust, the researchers surmised 
that trust in expatriate supervisors 
and the organ isa t ion can be 
knowledge-driven or emotion-

d r i v e n .  K n o w l e d g e - d r i v e n 
“cognitive trust” is based on a track 
record of competence, reliability 
and fair treatment, and might allow 
local employees to see beyond the 
pay gap. The researchers reasoned 
that instilling cognitive trust “gives 
the impression that expatriate 
managers have the competency, 
key knowledge, and ability to work 
at a high level, and so it is right that 
they receive more compensation 
than local employees”.

Emotion-driven “affective trust” 
is born from an interpersonal 
connectedness, through which 
local employees feel cared for by 
their expatriate managers. Affective 
trust in expatriate managers can be 
formed via friendly interactions and 
expressions of personal concern 
in local employees’ well-being, 
which “weakens uncertainty and 
increases psychological safety 
among employees”, explain the 
authors. Recognising the potential 
for these two dimensions of trust to 
curtail the negative effects resulting 
from compensation gaps, the 
researchers set out to define their 
influence on various work-related 
outcomes.

Hotel Employees 
Quizzed

To capture real-world experiences 
a n d  a t t i t u d e s ,  t h e  a u t h o r s 
approached team members of 
multinational hotel corporations 
in Xian, China. They included 
286 front-line or low-level local 
e m p l o y e e s  a n d  3 2  o f  t h e i r 
expatriate supervisors, who were 
middle- or upper-level managers. 
Most  of  the loca l  employees 
interviewed had been supervised 
by an expatriate manager for 1 to 
5 years. The expatriate supervisors 
were primarily from Hong Kong 
or Taiwan, Europe, and North 
America, and 68.1% of them had 
lived in China for at least 6 years.

hotels upload guests’ identifying 
information in real time”, the 
researchers explain, “making 
self-check-in impossible without 
government approval”. Both 
the hoteliers and the customers 
were sceptical about introducing 
technologies to the service 
industry. “Many commented that 
hotel service is a human-oriented 
business”, say the researchers. “The 
use of emotionless technologies 
may result in indifference”.

Within the theme of organisational 
context, both hoteliers and 
customers spoke of the economic 
benefits of SSTs for hotels, such as 
decreased workload and enhanced 
efficiency. They considered SSTs to 
be better suited to new, business-
focused and non-luxury hotels 
with more rooms, especially in 
the case of check-in and check-
out kiosks. “Moreover, SSTs 
were seen as conducive to brand 
marketing,” report the researchers. 
For example, both hoteliers and 
customers agreed that innovative 
SSTs such as robots can be a 
selling point to attract guests.

Concerning service task attributes, 
both hoteliers and customers 
criticised SSTs for their lack of 
customisation and personalisation. 
Both groups also noted instances 
in which SSTs fell short of human-
delivered services, largely owing 
to the lack of any two-way 
communication. That said, both 
groups regarded SSTs as reliable, 
punctual, available 24/7, and less 
likely to make mistakes than service 
employees. “Hoteliers stated that 
SSTs do not need rest, cannot 
fall ill, and cannot resign; rather, 
they are always on call, enabling 
hotel guests to receive service at 
any time”, add the researchers.

Within the theme of customer 
experiences, the preferences of 
both hoteliers and customers were 
influenced by whether the SST 
experience was superior to that 
of human services. Customers’ 
preferences were also guided by 
the device’s appearance and voice, 
its usefulness, convenience, and 
cleanliness, as well as its ability 
to evoke pleasure, surprise, and 
relaxation. Respect, trust, safety, 
and privacy were also major 

contributors to SST preferences in 
both groups, although customers’ 
opinions on this were more 
divergent. “In some cases, they 
felt relieved and safer when 
tackling problems on their own 
rather than depending on service 
employees”, the researchers 
explain. “Others, however, worried 
about their personal safety or 
the privacy of their information”.

Insights For Hotels

In pinpointing differences between 
customers and hoteliers, the 
researchers were able to provide 
critical observations that might 
be instrumental for efficient SST 
introduction. In some cases, 
hoteliers placed importance on 
factors not even mentioned by 
customers. Moreover, hoteliers paid 
more attention to environmental 
and organisational factors, such 
as incompatibility with existing 
features and technology company 
contributions. Guests tended to 
focus on customer differences and 
the importance of consistency far 
more than hoteliers did. Hoteliers 
wishing to deliver desirable 
consumer experiences should 
pay more attention to guests’ 
opinions, the authors conclude.

Armed with this formidable body 
of data, the researchers then 
developed a hierarchical framework 
that integrated both individual- and 
organisational-level variables to 
explain the development of SST 
preference. This framework reflected 
the interplay between the external 
environment, the organisational 
context, internal service encounters, 
and core customer experiences in 
the development of preferences 
for SSTs over human staff.

“The findings can help hotel 
practitioners make more rational 
SST adoption decisions”, conclude 
the authors, such as collaborating 
with technology companies, 
involving other hotel stakeholders 
in SST promotion, thoroughly 
testing SSTs before procuring them, 
and giving consideration to the 
time needed to introduce SSTs.

Future Customer 
Acceptance

This innovative study could 
support the introduction and 
implementation of SSTs in the 
hospitality industry in China. Its 
findings call for hoteliers to promote 
SST features that are desirable 
and important to their guests. The 
novel framework presented by the 
authors provides a springboard for 
hotel managers to better market 
SST-infused hospitality services 
and promote customer acceptance. 
Certainly, if service management 
can successfully consider 
customers’ SST-based experiences, 
this will “contribute to organisational 
profitability and success in a 
competitive marketplace”, note 
the authors. Beyond that, the 
proposed hierarchical framework 
is the first attempt to explain 
the multi-level determinants of 
technology adoption, and could 
potentially be adapted to specific 
innovations and individual 
or organisational situations.

L i u ,  C h u n  a n d  H u n g ,  K a m 
(2021). A Multilevel Study on 
Preferences for Self-service 
Technology versus Human 
Staff: Insights from Hotels in 
China. International Journal of 
Hospitality Management, Vol. 
94, 102870.

POINTS TO NOTE
• The  adop t i on  o f  s e l f - s e r v i c e 

technologies (SSTs) by hotels is 
surprisingly low.

• Indiv idual ,  organisat ional  and 
social factors affect the preferences 
of hoteliers and hotel customers 
regarding SSTs in hotels.

• Hoteliers should consider guests’ 
experiences and preferences more 
fully when implementing SSTs.

• To capital ise on SST adoption, 
hoteliers could also collaborate 
with technology companies and 
t h o r o u g h l y  t e s t  S S T s  b e f o r e 
procuring them.

The Healing Power of Trust
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Sad to say, hotel managers – 
unwittingly or not – often hold 
negative perceptions of older 
workers. People older than 50 
make up less than a fifth of all 
hotel employees. Where does this 
apparent aversion to employing 
older people come from? As a 
vital first step in addressing the 
low employment rate of older 
people in this sector, the SHTM’s 
BSc graduate Sau Yin Cheung 
and Assistant Professor Linda 
Woo explored age stereotypes 
and job suitability assessments 
among hotel managers in Hong 
Kong. As well as putting age-
related discrimination under the 
microscope, this pivotal advance 
towards age-inclusive recruitment 
could help to offset the negative 
economic impact of Hong Kong’s 
rapidly aging population.

Age Stereotypes in 
Hotel Firms

T h e  n u m b e r  o f  h o t e l s  t h a t 
employ an older workforce is 
decidedly small, with only 3.1% 
recruiting people aged 65 years 
or over. However, “promoting 
the employment of older workers 
is an important way to reduce 
the negative economic impact 
of population aging and labour 
shortage problems of hotels”, say 
the researchers. If the industry is 
to increase these shockingly low 
figures, barriers to the employment 
of older people must f i rst  be 
identified.

One poss ib i l i ty  i s  that  some 
hotel managers hold negative 
perceptions of older workers and 
so prefer to hire younger people. 
A common “age stereotype” paints 
older workers as having poorer 
“hard” skills, such as physical and 
mental competence and willingness 
to adapt to technological changes.

That said, age stereotypes can also 
be positive. For example, older 
employees are often considered 
to outperform younger workers 
in terms of “soft” qualities, say 
the authors, “such as reliability, 
commitment to the organization, 
social and customer-oriented skills, 
accuracy, and emotional stability”.

Given the mixed bag of positive 
and negative age stereotypes, 
managers’ perceptions alone seem 
not to be able to fully explain the 
low employment rate of older 
workers. Drawing on exist ing 
models of decision making, the 
researchers attempted to delineate 
how age stereotypes are used by 
managers to staff their hotels.

Age and Job Suitability

In an ideal world, a candidate 
is suitable for a job when their 
exper i ence  matches  the  job 
requirements. Inevitably, however, 
job suitability assessments are also 
swayed by subjective perceptions 
of a candidate, including age 
stereotypes. “For instance, older 
applicants may be considered 
unsuited to the position of front 
desk agent”, explain the authors, 
“because this position is usually 
held by young people”. In other 
cases, “managers may expect 
older workers to be unable to meet 
the requirements of physically 
demanding jobs,” say the authors, 
“on the grounds that their physical 
condition is generally weaker.”

However, managers’ perceptions 
of older workers’ unsuitability 
fo r  f ron t -o f -house  pos i t ions 
and assigning older workers to 
physically challenging roles such 
as housekeeping are not well 
understood. To complicate matters 
further, the researchers tell us, 
“managers have been found to give 
socially desirable responses”. This 

may lead to inaccurate findings.

The researchers conducted in-
dep th  in te rv i ews  w i th  ho te l 
managers in Hong Kong to explore 
how age stereotypes might affect 
job suitabil i ty assessments in 
the hospitality industry and how 
to achieve a more age-inclusive 
industry.

In-Depth Interviews 
with Hotel Managers

I n  f a c e - t o - f a c e  i n t e r v i e w s 
conducted from February to August 
2018, the researchers quizzed hotel 
managers about their perceptions 
of older workers and how age 
impacted their  job sui tabi l i ty 
assessments .  The  managers 
worked at 20 hotels in Hong 
Kong, where the hotel industry 
faces serious labour shortages. 
They were aged between 28 and 
75 and had at least three years’ 
experience of managing 3- to 5-star 
independent or chain hotels. By 
including such a diverse profile 
of managers, the researchers 
were able to gain insights across 
exper ience leve ls ,  ages,  and 
working environments.

D u r i n g  t h e  s e m i - s t r u c t u r e d 
interviews, which each lasted for 
30 to 60 minutes, the managers 
responded to five questions about 
their perceptions of employees 
aged over 50. The f i rst  three 
questions prompted managers to 
share their positive and negative 
perceptions of older workers. The 
final two questions encouraged 
the managers to express views 
about job suitability, such as which 
jobs they considered to be more 
appropriate for older candidates, 
and why.  T ranscr ip ts  o f  the 
interviews were examined in detail 
and content analysis was applied 
to unearth core themes and shared 
opinions.

Building an Older, Wiser Workforce
The local employees completed 
a comprehensive questionnaire 
that measured their perceptions 
of the compensation gap between 
local and expatriate employees, 
as well as their cognit ive and 
affective trust in their expatriate 
superiors, their satisfaction with 
their expatriate supervisors, general 
work satisfaction, and commitment 
to their organisation.

As well as collecting these valuable 
data from local employees, the 
authors asked the expatr ia te 
supervisors to give scores for the 
local employees’ altruism, by 
reporting their willingness to offer 
help in the workplace. A sample 
item was “This individual is inclined 
to help me find solutions to work-
related problems”.

The next step was to conduct a 
thorough statistical analysis of 
the interview data to measure 
the precise connections between 
compensation, work attitudes and 
trust among local and expatriate 
employees.

Promoting a Sense of 
Fairness

As expected,  when the loca l 
e m p l o y e e s  p e r c e i v e d  t h e 
compensation gap to be larger, 
they were more dissatisfied with 
their expatriate supervisors and 
less willing to help them. They 
were also less satisfied with their 
jobs and – most strikingly – less 
committed to their organisations. 
This ,  report  the researchers, 
confirms the previous f inding 
that “the compensation gap is 
one of the main contributors to 
counterproductive work outcomes 
among employees in the hospitality 
industry”. Interestingly, however, 
loca l  employees ’  resentment 
was mostly directed towards the 
organisation, rather than towards 
their expatriate managers.

“This may cause local employees 
t o  l eave  o rgan i za t i ons  w i th 
a  g r e a t e r  p e r c e i v e d  u n j u s t 

compensation gap”, warn the 
authors, “contributing to high 
labour turnover in the hospitality 
industry”. This finding underlines 
the urgent need for multinational 
hospitality corporations to generate 
a sense of fairness that counteracts 
the negative effects of substantial 
pay gaps. One possibility is the 
introduction of non-financial perks 
for local  employees,  such as 
additional training and insurance.

The researchers also found that 
stronger cognitive trust weakened 
the negat ive ef fect  of  a wide 
compensation gap on the local 
employees’ job satisfaction and 
organ isa t iona l  commi tment . 
C l ea r l y ,  mu l t i na t i ona l  ho te l 
corporations need to develop 
strategies to boost local employees’ 
faith in the abilities of expatriate 
managers. “Management must 
ensure that expatriates maintain 
h i gh  l e ve l s  o f  compe t ence , 
reliability, skills, professionalism, 
and honesty”, say the authors, 
“by enforcing checks and balances 
t h rough  s t a f f  f e edback  and 
evaluation”.

Affective trust also moderated the 
negative effects of a compensation 
g a p .  L o c a l  e m p l o y e e s  w h o 
fe l t  more  ca red  fo r  by  the i r 
expatr iate managers reported 
greater satisfaction and showed 
more altruistic behaviour. “The 
management of mult inat ional 
h o t e l  c o r p o r a t i o n s  s h o u l d 
encourage expatriates to show a 
genuinely welcoming, kind, and 
caring attitude towards the local 
employees they supervise”, suggest 
the researchers. “Expatriates should 
remind subordinates of their roles, 
celebrate their achievements, and 
show how much they care about 
them”. This will help to foster 
affective trust and mitigate local 
employees’ sense of injustice.

Lessons for Chinese 
Multinationals

In the modern hospitality industry, 
multinational hotel firms rely on 

expatriate managers to succeed. 
The findings of this novel study 
offer profound insights for Chinese 
hotel firms operating overseas, 
which must find effective ways to 
legitimise the pay gap between 
local workers and their expatriate 
supe r io r s .  Th i s  cou ld  come 
in the form of  t rus t -bui ld ing 
policies, especial ly those that 
capitalise on the distinct effects 
of cognitive and affective trust. 
Strategies for instilling cognitive 
trust can enhance task-related 
work outcomes, while promoting 
affective trust can improve personal 
work outcomes. “Trust should be 
considered carefully in strategic 
planning and academic inquiry,” 
conclude the researchers. This will 
become ever more important as 
China’s hospitality firms continue 
to expand overseas.

Hon,  A l i ce  H.Y.  and Gamor , 
Emmanuel (2021). When My 
Pay is Lower than My Expatriate 
Col leagues:  Where Do the 
Hospitality Managers Go from 
Here? International Journal of 
Hospitality Management, Vol. 
95, 102953.

POINTS TO NOTE

• Multinational hotel firms rely on 
expatriate managers to thrive, but 
managers from overseas tend to 
have poor relationships with their 
local subordinates.

• Highly skilled expatriate managers 
usual ly  earn much more than 
local frontline workers, creating 
resentment and reducing service 
quality.

• Hotels should seek to legitimise the 
compensation gap by building local 
employees’ trust in their expatriate 
supervisors and organisations.

• Promot ing cogni t ive t rust  can 
i m p r o v e  t a s k - r e l a t e d  w o r k 
outcomes; promoting affect ive 
trust can improve personal work 
outcomes.
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