
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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Despite the urgent need to reduce 
global carbon emissions, the hotel 
industry faces numerous barriers 
to implementing carbon reduction 
programmes. Why is it so difficult 
for hotels to reduce their carbon 
footprint, and why do so many 
hotel managers remain bystanders 
in the fight against global warming? 
To help answer these questions, 
t h e  S H T M ’ s  D r  E r i c  C h a n 
conducted in-depth interviews with 
senior hotel executives in Hong 
Kong. The findings provide novel 
insights into barriers to carbon 
reduction by hotels and – perhaps 
most importantly – strategies to 
overcome them.

A Global Problem

Every industry worldwide needs to 
contribute to reducing greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions to build a 
more sustainable planet. Tourism 
is responsible for around 8% of 
global GHG emissions, and hotels 
play a big part in this problem, 
notes Dr Chan. Every day, they 
consume “large amounts of energy, 
water and non-recyclable products” 
to provide high-quality services for 
hotel guests “around the clock”.

There are many types of GHGs, 
but carbon dioxide emissions are 
“the main factor leading to global 
warming”, explains the author. 
Although hotels are making efforts 
to reduce their carbon emissions, 
progress so far has been limited. 
Most hotels aiming to shrink their 
carbon footprint focus on reducing 
the energy consumed by heating, 
ventilation and air conditioning 
systems. However, this may not 
be enough. Dr Chan points out 
that carbon reduction should also 
target other hotel services, such 

as laundry services, production 
processes and transport, which are 
rarely considered.

 “Not many hotels emphasise 
comprehensive carbon footprint 
reduction in their environmental 
programmes”, adds Dr Chan. Given 
the sheer variety of hotel services 
and amenities, assessing carbon 
emissions in the hotel context 
can be a lengthy process. Hotel 
managers may be reluctant to 
introduce such initiatives because of 
a lack of environmental knowledge 
or the need to involve multiple 
stakeholders. “Anecdotal evidence 
indicates that hotel managers have 
begun to discuss their carbon 
footprint”, says the researcher, “but 
very few know how to implement 
a comprehensive programme that 
optimises reduction”.

C l e a r l y ,  a s  D r  C h a n  n o t e s , 
“many hotels are still standing 
at the crossroads” in terms of 
carbon footprint reduction. Yet 
few studies have attempted to 
“investigate what prevents hotels 
from implementing various carbon 
footprint reduction programmes”. 
Without such knowledge, there is 
little chance of persuading hotels 
to join other sectors in the fight to 
reduce carbon emissions.

Hotel Managers’ 
Perspective

T o  h e l p  f i l l  t h i s  g a p  i n  t h e 
l i terature, Dr Chan conducted 
a qualitative study to find out 
exact ly  “what  prevents hote l 
managers from focusing on carbon 
footprint reduction in the hotel 
context”. He interviewed 22 hotel 
managers, executives and other 
exper ienced employees who 

were “highly involved in hotel 
environmental policy planning and 
implementation”. The majority of 
the respondents worked in four- 
or five-star hotels in Hong Kong, 
ranging from independent hotels to 
local and international chains.

The interviews were designed to 
get a better understanding of the 
hotel managers’ personal views 
and perceptions of the barriers that 
prevented them from implementing 
reduction programmes and to 
identify “possible remedial actions”. 
Drawing on the l iterature, the 
researcher rigorously coded and 
analysed the interview transcripts. 
He identified seven main barriers 
–  four  indus t ry  bar r ie rs  and 
three organisational barriers – to 
implementing a comprehensive 
c a r b o n  f o o t p r i n t  r e d u c t i o n 
programme.

Industry Barriers

The difficulty of measuring a hotel’s 
carbon footprint was mentioned 
by “almost all” of the informants, 
reports Dr Chan. This problem is 
certainly not unique to the hotel 
industry.  Many organisat ions 
struggle to reduce emissions due to 
the “absence of relevant systems 
and standardised approaches to 
carbon auditing”. However, there 
are so many items and areas to 
consider in a hotel’s operations that 
“many hotels do not know how 
and where to start”.

It is clear that a formal method of 
measuring hotels’ carbon footprints 
needs to be developed to enable 
hotels to “track the GHG emissions 
and carbon footprint of different 
operations and service delivery 
processes”. Dr Chan suggests that 

Saving the Planet, One Hotel 
at a Time

A Fairer Deal for Older 
Workers

The managers described both 
positive and negative stereotypes 
o f  o lde r  employees .  On  the 
pos i t i ve  s ide ,  o lder  workers 
were believed to have a lower 
turnover rate and better work 
att i tudes. The managers also 
va lued  the  sav ings  made  in 
training costs from employing 
older workers. Unfortunately, the 
hotel industry tends to be less 
invested in developing the skills 
of older workers, who are unfairly 
thought of as less “trainable”. To 
address some of these issues, 
the researchers recommend that 
employees of all ages be given 
access to on-the-job training, which 
“should be designed to facilitate 
cooperation between younger and 
older employees”.

The managers  a lso  repor ted 
skewed negative perceptions of 
older workers, whom they believed 
to have more health problems, 
longer recovery times, and higher 
insurance and medical costs. In 
fact, such age-related differences in 
health insurance costs are negligible 
for hotels. They may even be 
offset by the savings brought by 
the lower turnover rate of older 
workers. “This stereotype may 
deter managers from employing a 
greater proportion of older workers 
in the future”, warn the authors.

Job suitability assessments were 
commonly inf luenced by the 
perceived appropriate age for a 
job. The roles of laundry attendant, 
kitchen porter, and security guard 
were considered best suited to 
older workers. In the hotel sector, 
a large proportion of back-of-
house roles are already held by 
those aged over 50. Some of 
the managers claimed that older 
employees feel more comfortable 
with and communicate better 
with colleagues of a similar age. 
However,  as s t ressed by the 
researchers, opportunities for older 

workers should not be limited in 
this way; they should be fairly 
considered for “every position, 
including guest contact positions, 
if their qualifications match the job 
requirements”.

Many of the interviewees regarded 
older workers as better suited 
to low-skilled jobs and younger 
workers as better suited to highly 
skilled and front-of-house jobs. 
They severely underestimated the 
competence and experience of 
older workers. Indeed, although 
older workers were perceived as 
having strong customer service 
skills, resulting from their rich 
exper ience,  managers  rare ly 
regarded them as suitable for 
front desk positions, potentially 
due to their “less youthful physical 
appearance”.

This reveals a need for much 
more fairness in the recruitment 
process. “Hotel managers should 
reduce their age stereotyping 
and focus more on a person’s 
abilities, knowledge, and previous 
work experiences when making 
hiring decisions”, recommend the 
researchers.

Towards a More 
Inclusive Industry

Facing the economic burden of 
population ageing, it is becoming 
increasingly important for Hong 
Kong and other ageing societies to 
boost the employment rate of older 
people. The hospitality industry 
is no exception. Employing older 
workers would not only reduce 
turnover but also help hotels to 
respond to the needs of senior 
customers, a rapidly growing 
m a r k e t  s e g m e n t .  T o  o f f s e t 
managers’ skewed perceptions 
and suitability judgments, diversity 
t ra in ing  programmes should 
be provided for all employees. 
“This would increase employees’ 
understanding of and improve their 

attitudes toward age diversity,” the 
researchers conclude.

Cheung, Sau Yin and Woo, Linda 
(2021). Age Stereotypes and 
the Job Suitabil i ty of Older 
Workers from Hotel Managers’ 
Perspect ives. Internat ional 
J o u r n a l  o f  H o s p i t a l i t y 
Management, Vol. 92, 102932.

POINTS TO NOTE

• People aged over 50 make up a very 
small proportion of hotel employees.

• Hotel managers report negative 
stereotypes of older people that 
damage their appraisal of the job 
suitability of older applicants.

• Employing older workers would 
reduce turnover and help hotels 
meet the needs of senior guests, a 
rapidly growing segment.

• Hotels should focus on eliminating 
age stereotyping in the application 
process and provide d ivers i ty 
training for all employees.
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