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The Next Frontier in Hotel Service

Revitalising
Rural
Tourism
Following an Official Welcome
Dinner on the eve of the Forum,
the event proper commenced on
15 October at Guilin’s Shangri-La
Hotel. In an Opening Ceremony
moderated by Mr Chu Li, Mayor of
Guilin, Dean Chon was joined by
Mr Zurab Pololikashvili, UNWTO
Secretary General, Ms Liz Ortiguera,
PATA CEO, and others in welcoming
the attendees to this history-shaping
event.
K i c k i n g o f f t h e F o r u m ’s
busy schedule was a keynote
presentation on rural tourism in
the Chinese provinces of Guangxi
and Yunnan, delivered by Professor
Jigang Bao of Sun Yat-sen University,
Director of the Monitoring Center
for UNWTO Sustainable Tourism
Observatories. This was followed by
a panel discussion on the theme of
“Placing Tourism as a Strategic Pillar
in Policies for Rural Development”,
which brought together leading
figures in the UNWTO, the South
Pacific Tourism Organisation and
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Malaysia’s Centre for Innovative
Planning and Development.
Next, panellists shared their
ideas for promoting rural tourism
and development through
sustainability, innovation, and
technology. Professor Joseph
Cheer of the Center for Tourism
Research, Wakayama University,
Japan explored the potential
role of tourism as a mechanism
for rural revitalisation. The topic
of resilience in rural tourist areas
was addressed by Mr Graham
Harper, Advisor, Sustainability
& Social Responsibility, PATA.
Rounding off the discussion was a
video presentation of landscape
photography by Mr Russel Wong,
with special arrangement by PATA.
How to rebuild the rural tourism
sector was next on the agenda,
w i t h a k e y n o t e p re s e n t a t i o n
entitled “Rural Revitalisation
through Tourism Development –
The Next Stage of Tourism-Based
Poverty Alleviation”. This insightful
presentation was delivered by
Secretary General Shijun Liu of the
World Tourism Alliance.
The third panel discussion,
moderated by the SHTM’s Associate
Professor Qu Xiao, showcased the

role of education in promoting
rural tourism and development.
Dean Chon shared his insights into
innovation and leadership in rural
tourism development, while other
panellists spoke on villager training
systems and internships for rural
tourism communities.
The SHTM’s Professor Xiao
moderated the fourth and final
panel discussion, which took a
more local focus, examining shortrange source markets for Guilin
tourism. The SHTM’s Ms I Man
Chan presented market research
on tourists from Macao visiting
Guilin, and Miss Carla Vennin, also
of the SHTM, discussed Hong Kong
tourists in the city.
On the final day of the Forum,
the attendees had the chance to
discover Guilin for themselves
as tourists. They marvelled at
ancient stone inscriptions in the
Guihai Forest of Steles and visited
the Longji Terraced Fields, which
resemble a dragon’s backbone.
The School is proud to have
once again provided a platform
for collaboration and exchange on
the most urgent issues facing the
hospitality and tourism industry
today. H

Self-service technologies (SSTs)
have simplified many aspects
of everyday life. However, their
relatively
recent
introduction
means that the pros and cons
of SST adoption in the hotel
industry are still being explored.
The potential advantages of SSTs
notwithstanding, hotels in China
seem to have some reservations,
say the SHTM’s Professor Kam
Hung and her co-researcher.
Without a clear understanding of
how preferences for SSTs over
human staff are formed, hoteliers
are perhaps right to be wary.
Moving beyond previous work,
this ambitious study integrates
individual-level and organisationallevel data on the construction of
SST preferences. The researchers’
comprehensive findings offer a
starting point for hoteliers wishing
to effectively introduce SSTs.

Self-service Technologies
SSTs allow customers to enjoy
services
completely
free
of
interaction with service providers.
They are “high-tech and ‘low-touch’
interfaces”, explain the researchers,
“in
contrast
with
traditional
interpersonal encounters, which are
generally high-touch and low-tech”.
Self-check-in systems, robots,
smart speakers and self-ordering
gadgets are becoming increasingly
common in hotels. Some are
even testing AI-based SSTs such
as facial recognition check-in
kiosks. In China (and beyond), the
pandemic has undoubtedly also
accelerated hotels’ SST adoption
in attempts to limit customer–
employee contact. “As of October
2020, more than 3000 hotels in
China were equipped with robots
from Yunji Technology, a service
robot provider”, report the authors.

SST interfaces allow hoteliers to
provide services in the physical
absence of service employees,
with the clear benefits of reducing
operating costs and increasing
profits.
Whilst
some
have
predicted a continuing boom in
these technological trends, SST
adoption in hotels has remained
surprisingly low, perhaps because
it all but eliminates customer–
employee interaction. “As a peopleoriented service industry, hotels
face difficult decisions regarding
whether to introduce SSTs,” say
the researchers. For hotels to
make more informed decisions,
it is crucial to discover what
influences SST preferences. This
new knowledge could in turn help
ease the technological transition to
SSTs for both hoteliers and guests.
Most research on SST adoption
has focused on the individual-level
factors that underpin technology
acceptance, such as a person’s
thoughts, feelings and behaviours.
However, this completely overlooks
the possible consequences of
external or managerial actions.
“Most
technology
adoption
situations involve phenomena
at multiple levels, including
individuals,
organisations,
industries, and societies”, stress
the authors. Yet theories based on
individual-level data have often
been applied to organisational
contexts. To tackle this problem,
the researchers built a hierarchical
framework to better reflect the
multi-level situation of SST adoption
and bridge the micro–macro divide.

Hoteliers and Guests
The researchers conducted indepth qualitative interviews with
30 hoteliers who had implemented

innovative SSTs in their hotels
and 29 customers who had used
hotel SSTs. The SSTs discussed
included robots, check-in and
check-out kiosks, mobile tablets,
and smartphones. The majority
of the 59 face-to-face interviews
were conducted in Shenzhen,
Hangzhou and Hong Kong. The
interviews were audio-recorded
and transcribed, allowing the
researchers to conduct a thorough
content
analysis
to
identify
and categorise major themes
contained within the interviews.
The four major themes that
influenced
customers’
and
hoteliers’ SST preferences were
environmental
factors,
the
organisational context, service
task attributes, and customer
experiences. Environmental factors
included public familiarity with
SSTs, government regulations,
and concerns about environmental
protection.
The
organisational
context included the relationships
between
hotels,
technology
companies, and other hotel
stakeholders. The theme of service
task attributes reflected how
customers co-produced services
with the service channel, be
that SSTs or service employees.
Finally,
customer
experiences
during service encounters included
aesthetic,
affective,
cognitive,
actional, and social experiences.

Self-service Preferences
As an initial finding, the interviews
revealed that for both hoteliers and
guests, the preference for SSTs was
swayed by the belief that SSTs are
environmentally friendly. However,
another
environmental
factor
posed a problem for hoteliers. “The
Chinese government mandates that
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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, businessfocused and non-luxury hotels
with more rooms, especially in
the case of check-in and checkout 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 humandelivered 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
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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.

POINTS TO NOTE
• The adoption of self-service
technologies (SSTs) by hotels is
surprisingly low.
• Individual, organisational 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 capitalise on SST adoption,
hoteliers could also collaborate
with technology companies and
thoroughly test SSTs before
procuring them.
Liu, Chun and Hung, Kam
(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.

The Healing Power of Trust
In today’s globalised world, more
and more hotel firms are expanding
their business 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 falling,
how can multinational hotel
corporations build harmony
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.

The problem of disgruntled
local employees is not trivial,
and multinational hospitality
corporations should not
underestimate the extent to
which this might threaten their
own survival. Local employees
who resent their expatriate
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, multinational hotel
companies must find ways to
mitigate the negative effects
of the compensation gap on
local employees’ work-related
outcomes.

A Widening Pay Gap

The Importance
of Trust

The last four decades of
globalisation have seen radical
changes in the organisational
management and human
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
industry, multinational hotel
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
injustice among employees,”
especially given that compensation
goes beyond money—it can
represent an employee’s worth,
status and power.

In multicultural environments
with a vast chasm in pay grades
between local and overseas
employees, it can be challenging
to develop and maintain
local employees’ trust in their
expatriate superiors – and even
in the organisation as a whole.
Companies must satisfy the
salary expectations of highly
skilled expatriate managers
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,
such as job performance,
organisational citizenship
behaviour, and productiveness”,
say the authors.
Referring to well-established
theories of the different forms of
trust, the researchers surmised
that trust in expatriate supervisors
and the organisation can be
knowledge-driven or emotion-

driven. Knowledge-driven
“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
and attitudes, the authors
approached team members of
multinational hotel corporations
in Xian, China. They included
286 front-line or low-level local
employees and 32 of their
expatriate supervisors, who were
middle- or upper-level managers.
Most of the local 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.

III

