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Abstract Abstract 
Hotels, restaurants, and other hospitality industry operations are experimenting with self-service kiosks, 
tablet devices, and other technologies intended to augment or replace interactions between guests and 
front-line employees. While the combination of technology and people is designed to improve service, 
research suggests that service technologies can impede development of employee-guest rapport and 
lead to lower service evaluations. The studies presented in this report apply social equity theory to 
determine when (and why) technology can improve guests’ satisfaction with the service process and 
when it diminishes the guest experience. Equity theory suggests that when the use of technology 
prevents guests from responding to an employee’s friendly advances, guests experience psychological 
tension and decrease their evaluations of the service experience. The reverse situation also applies, so 
that when employees are less than friendly the barrier created by technology increases service 
evaluations by reducing guest anger. However, it is not always the case that friendly frontline staff and 
technology don’t mix. In a follow up field experiment, guests who used a Monscierge Connect Lobby 
touchscreen located not far from a bell stand preferred interacting with the technology when a hotel 
employee was nearby though not directly engaging guests. Thus, frontline employees should still develop 
a rapport with guests, but when technology acts as an “equity barrier,” the employees should provide 
guests with “social space,” without abandoning them entirely. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

by Michael Giebelhausen

H
otels, restaurants, and other hospitality industry operations are experimenting with self-

presented in this report apply social equity theory to determine when (and why) technology can 
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employees and guests, then, it might seem strange that 
hospitality firms are supplementing or replacing employee-
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4 

5

for the Journal of Marketing
-

 6 presents a series of studies that portray 

-

7

4 

5 

6 

7 -
Journal of Service Research

Journal of Marketing article, we suggest that 

-

card scanners require guests to focus and essentially learn 

swipe at the appropriate speed, indicate whether the card 

-
-

times signatures are not required, sometimes the scanner 

interferes with the mutual attention that such researchers as 

the Journal of Marketing study we examined data from the 
 The 

data collected in these studies suggests that using a self-

-
-

-
Journal of Retailing

et al., op. cit. 

Psychological Inquiry

et al., op. cit



Op) are the 
Ia

in the context of employee-customer interactions, equity is 
-

Ip 
=Ia -

-

Emotional consequences of inequity
is primarily concerned with the results of inequity in 

Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance

Equity theory -

-

O equals the sum of all outputs 
and I 
schematically as the situation where Op Ip = Oa Ia

Journal of Abnor-
mal and Social Psychology

 in Experimental Social Psychology

EXHIBIT 1

Equity theory in the context of interpersonal rapport

Employee Inputs (Ia) Guest Inputs (Ip)

Psychological Discomfort 
Cognitive Dissonance

Anger

Equity theory suggests that if the guest feels the scale is tipped to the left and the employee is contributing more to the 
exchange, psychological discomfort arises due to the cognitive dissonance of not reciprocating. On the other hand, if the 
balance is tipped to the right, and the guest feels that the employee is not responding appropriately to her efforts to 
build rapport, anger results. Technology can modify both interactions.
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-
-

unhelpful employee), the customer will respond with anger 

-

Study 1:
Study 1 design -
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nal of Personality and Social Psychology

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 

Social Justice Research

Journal of Consumer Psychology

-
-

(1) a friendly employee paired with a self-ser-
(2) a friendly employee with no technology, 

(3) an unfriendly employee paired with technology, or (4) an 

Study 1 materials and procedure

-

out loud, participants in the technology-present conditions 

participants first simulated inserting their credit card to 
-

tions proceeded through a series of screens where they 

-
teracting with the employee, they still experienced rapport-

-
-

-



 

EXHIBIT 2

Study 1: Self-service kiosk with positive employee rapport condition

ticipants whether they answered the questions as accurately 

 Regarding the 

the list were items measuring dissonance,  
-

-
Journal of Consumer Research

op.cit
 Ibid

Journal of the Academy of Mar-
keting Science

Journal of Marketing

Study 1 analysis -

-
p

-

-

present condition scored significantly higher regarding these 

p

-

In the technology present condition with positive employee rapport, participants saw this image...



EXHIBIT 3

Study 1: Self-service kiosk with negative employee rapport condition

...but in the negative employee rapport condition, participants in the technology present condition saw this image.

-
p

Consistent with an equity theory explanation, we found a 

p

p

To test whether our respondents experienced anger 
when they felt that they were on the short end of the social 
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p

p = 

of the mediation analysis confirmed that when employee 
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Multivariate Behavioral Research
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analysis indicated that this process was statistically signifi-
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Study 1 summary
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et al., op.cit
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and employees, the results suggest that employees limit their 

-
mendation is to train front-line employees to disengage 

results of a field experiment in which guests use Monscierge 

Study 2: Field Experiment

-

Study 2 procedure

local restaurants, and weather information (although this 

-

EXHIBIT 4

Study 1 results: Service evaluations across four 
experimental groups
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at the stand, these employees are positioned just inside the 

-
portunity for a natural experiment, requiring little or no 

experiment replicates the managerial recommendation from 

-

Study 2 analysis
test whether guests preferred interacting with the touch-

-

p

p
-
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Study 2 summary

-
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-

these circumstances, technologies such as the Monscierge 

-

-
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-
cations, perhaps it is time to reconsider what it means to 
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