Waiter, there’s a fly in my coffee!
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The hospitality industry is under intense pressure. COVID-19 restrictions and
limited trading opportunities have forced restaurateurs to consider their
pricing structures. Reflecting those concerns, Richard Corney, MD of the Inigo
Coffee Group, proposed that the retail price of a cup of coffee needed to rise to
between $6.50 and $7.00 to “take into account all the other cost increases
hospitality establishments have experienced in the last decade, not to mention
the challenges of the pandemic in the last two years” [1]. Alongside these
revenue issues, the industry also needs to move away from a tradition of low
pay and low value [2], and perhaps towards the concept of a “hospitable wage’
[3]. However, laudable as these goals might be, upward price movement may
be resisted by many customers.

So how can restaurateurs and hoteliers “sell’ revised-price-products to their
customers? Clearly, increased revenue can be achieved through both marginal
price increases and up-selling to increase average customer spend. We propose
that both of these goals can be achieved if employers embrace the concept of
hospitality as an experience [4, 5], where the performance of staff is central [6],
and where the experience is delivered with ‘hospitality personality’.

Much has been written about the personality of hospitality staff. Most of that
work can be traced back to the early work of Erving Goffman [7] who proposed
that hospitality employees were playing roles, and acting out, by using their
emotional intelligence. Goffman likened such workers to actors who literally
‘take on’ a character. The characteristics of the hospitality personality have been
explored by many authors [8-10] and include, agreeableness, extroversion,
openness to experience, conscientiousness, and emotional stability; although
some research also reveals that neuroticism is also a hospitality characteristic
in hotel receptionists. Alongside this research, other studies have identified the
role of mood and personality in positive guest experiences, specifically service
quality perception and customer satisfaction [11]. This supports our suggestion
that the performance of staff can have a direct impact on customer experience
and potentially revenue, and that Corney’s price recommendation could be a
realistic option for many businesses struggling economically.

But there’s a ‘fly in the ointment’: the Tall Poppy Syndrome. Tall poppy
syndrome originated around 500BC in ancient Rome, when King Tarquinius
Superbus demonstrated how the nation should deal with its enemies. In an
active display he lopped off the heads of the tallest poppies in his garden with
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a stick [12]. Today, tall poppies are conspicuously successful people, who may
attract envy, resentment or hostility, and the Tall Poppy Syndrome (TPS) is the
habit of others to diminish those who have attained excellence in a field — to cut
them down to size [13]. While TPS is commonly associated with Australia and
New Zealand, it is also part of other cultures. Within Scandinavian cultures,
janteloven' promotes humility and conformity paralleling TPS [15]; in Japanese
culture, ‘the nail that sticks up gets pounded down’ [16]; and within Filipino
culture a crab mentality exists whereby crabs in a bucket tend to pull back any
adventurous crabs trying to escape [17]. TPS is often described as being
ingrained in New Zealand culture [18] and has been identified as a
phenomenon in New Zealand entrepreneurship and business [19].

While TPS encourages conformist cultures, our research provides a valuable
insight into how employers can spot potential employees who actively resist
notions of TPS’s conformity and are more likely to perform to the highest levels.
Using Instagram, we interviewed 1000 young self-identifying New Zealanders
to explore their qualitative experiences of TPS. They identified as 68% female
and 32% male. Their age ranges were: 58% aged 18-24; 27% aged 25-34; 7%
aged 35-44; 3% aged 45-54; and 2% aged 55 or above. Three percent of the
respondents were excluded from our final sample because they were aged 17
or younger.

The respondents’ feelings, victimhood, self-esteem, and knowledge about TPS
provided our research with the largest amount of data. Of our 1000
participants, 50% knew what TPS was, while 50% did not. Similarly, 45% of our
respondents claimed to be victims of TPS. Contrastingly, 55% had no
experiences of TPS. Within those considerations, the data revealed clearly that
TPS was perceived by participants as ‘something done to them’ and not as
‘something they do to other people’. Yet, and despite that difference, the
pervasive nature of TPS within Kiwi socio-culture was noted by participants.

Several participants recounted the cost of TPS; for example, “Definitely held me
back. It can knock your confidence so much” and “Made me want to hide/play down
my talents/my life.” Other participants perceived TPS “put-downs” (belittling or
humiliating remarks) as a challenge or motivating force. They commented,
“Uncomfortable but it pushed me harder to be even more successful” and “It motivated
me. I realized people saw something in me and strived to continue improving.”

For the 45% of our participants directly experiencing TPS, those experiences
were grounded within two base reactions. Reflecting that, more than half of
our participants adopted conformist behaviours, succumbing to the bullying
pressures of others. However, 45% recognised TPS and its bullying as a
motivator to create further behaviours and actions of excellence.

The role of social media in TPS was significant. Participants directly linked TPS
to social media with 89% of respondents recognising the role of social media in
TPS. Key to their views was the realisation that social media not only provided
distance between people but also that people used social media to manipulate
the image they projected to others. In those ways, social media was a mediating
factor. As participants observed, “Easier to be mean and cut someone down through
a comment than to their face” and “Social media has made it easier to abuse and put
down those that stand out.”

Given the attributes of the hospitality personality, and Richard Corney’s
proposed pricing restructures in hospitality, the key is for employers to
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consider the resilience of their staff to TPS and conformity. They should
consider whether they can recruit and retain the 45% of staff that use TPS as
inspiration to succeed — the staff who will rise the challenge of delivering
exceptional customer experiences through their own performance of the
‘hospitality personality’. It is within the unique characteristics of these staff that
hospitality businesses can generate that extra point of difference and
experience that customers will be happy to pay a little more to enjoy; and
perhaps hospitality businesses might go a step further by also considering the
concept of the "hospitable wage’.
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Note

1. “Janteloven (the law of Jante) at its simplest describes the way that all
Norwegians (and in fact, other Scandinavians too) behave: putting society
ahead of the individual, not boasting about individual accomplishments,
and not being jealous of others” [14].
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