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ABSTRACT 

In the modern globalised context, it is commonplace in the hospitality industry for 

international employees to serve customers in their native language when they share the 

same ethnicity. Many studies have been conducted to explore the use of native language 

between employees and customers, but most of these studies have investigated 

customers’ attitudes from the perspective of customer service. Thus, how service 

employees perceive serving customers with the same ethnicity using their native 

language is still under-researched in the hospitality industry. This study addresses this 

gap by examining service employees’ perceptions of native language use in intercultural 

service encounters. By employing semi-structured interviews as the research method, 

this study interviewed international hospitality employees from five-star hotels in 

Auckland. All the employees spoke English as second language and had experiences of 

speaking their native language in customer service.  

The findings of this study reveal that international hospitality employees have the 

willingness and awareness to accommodate customers of shared ethnicity with their 

native language. While in specific service encounters, the shared ethnicity has the 

potential to constrain employees’ adoption of their native language use when serving 

customers from the same country. Main factors contributing to the avoidance of native 

language include ambiguous positions, lack of respect, extra workload, and excessive 

intimacy from customers.  

In consideration of the scarcity of research into employees’ attitudes towards the 

adoption of native language in customer service, this study is the first attempt to 
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investigate native language use in intercultural service encounters from the perspective 

of service employees in the hospitality context. Results of this study contribute to the 

literature on intercultural service encounters and work stress regarding international 

employees’ native language use. Also, for hotel practitioners, findings of this study may 

offer them valuable managerial implications in establishing applicable and effective 

language policy concerning native language use in intercultural service encounters.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

As is the case in other service industries, the hospitality industry is characterised as 

labour-intensive, and it relies heavily on competent workforce supply. On a global level, 

the hospitality industry has been faced with the challenge of recruiting and retaining 

high caliber employees (Hinkin & Tracey, 2000). The hospitality industry in New 

Zealand is no exception, as it too faces the challenge of ensuring that its growing market, 

with an increasing number of tourists from all over the world, can be satisfied by 

providing qualified people and service; it is imperative that the hospitality industry 

positions a sufficient workforce of the right caliber properly (Brien, 2004). Despite the 

demands of this situation, the labour shortage has been shown to be problematic in 

some destinations in New Zealand, and it is estimated that the situation will not be 

improved in a short period of time; in such situations, migrant workers have played an 

important part in filling this labour shortage (People and skills, n.d.). These 

international employees contribute greatly, given the multi-cultural backgrounds of 

customers worldwide, both by alleviating the pressure of staff shortage and by offering 

valuable expertise that may not be provided by local employees (Sadi & Henderson, 

2005). 

The core of service in the hospitality industry lies in the communication between 

customers and service employees (Kang &Hyun, 2012). Research into service 

encounters has shown that communication plays an important role in affecting 

customers’ consumption behaviour and how customers perceive the service (Holmqvist 

& Van Vaerenbergh, 2013). A negative perception of communication has been 
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suggested to lead to negative customer feedback and behaviour (Heinonen & Strandvik, 

2005). Given this context, difficulties in intercultural service encounters caused by 

customers and employees speaking different native languages might make 

communication more difficult (Holmqvist et al., 2013). This was made clear by Reeves 

(1990), who asserted that for enterprises with customers and markets speaking a foreign 

language, the management of communication has been greatly neglected.  

Language is a means through which communication takes place. The issue of language 

use in organisations is important not only for corporate companies, but also for 

employees who need to deal with customers’ needs at the very first stage (Angouri, 

2013). In service industries, the diversity of customers’ and service employees’ cultural 

backgrounds has made the service exchange more complex (Sizoo, Plank, Iskat, & 

Serrie, 2005). Results of prior research suggest that in light of service employees’ 

behaviours, culturally diverse customers regard the service they receive as inequitable 

(Barker & Härtel, 2004). Paswan and Ganesh (2005) argued that the cultural 

background of service employees is significantly related to the comfort of customers 

during the interaction, which further affects customer satisfaction. In such situations, 

language and language skill has been regarded as a factor affecting customer behaviour 

in intercultural service encounters (Luna & Peracchio, 2001). International customers’ 

behaviours in intercultural service encounters involving employees of the same 

ethnicity has received attention from both marketing and service perspectives. For 

example, customers are reported to have an expectation of receiving extra care and 

more help when the service employee shares the same ethnicity with them (Montoya & 
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Briggs, 2013). In such service encounters, customers present a higher level of comfort 

and decreased interpersonal barriers, as they perceive the employee as similar to them 

(Coulter & Coulter, 2002; Montoya & Briggs, 2013). Besides, a negative influence on 

tipping behaviour and word-of-mouth was found when customers were not served with 

their native language in an intercultural service encounter (Van Vaerenbergh & 

Holmqvist, 2013, 2014).  

Despite the considerable research into the effect of language use in intercultural service 

encounters, extant studies focus specifically on customers’ attitudes and behaviours in a 

multilingual context and exclude service employees’ perceptions towards this issue, so 

how service employees perceive the use of their native language in service encounters 

remains unclear. Svensson (2006) pointed out that in these studies of service encounters, 

the lack of focus on employees’ perceptions of the issue brings the validity and 

application of the findings into question.  

One consequence of cultural and linguistic diversity in the workplace is that employees 

need to accommodate fluctuating interaction patterns and contingent communication 

scenarios dynamically (Mortensen, 2010). In intercultural service encounters, service 

employees who share the same ethnicity with international customers may need to exert 

more effort to accommodate their customers when compared with other employees. The 

challenge of adopting the shared native language appropriately while satisfying 

customers with varying demands might be a strain for international hospitality 

employees.  
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The primary purpose of this study is to shed more light on international employees’ 

perceptions of native language use as well as the consequent stress they may experience 

in service encounters in the hospitality industry. In order to deepen the knowledge of 

international hospitality employees’ perceptions of their native language use, this study 

tries to fill the literature gap by examining the following three research questions: 

1. How do international hospitality employees feel about speaking native language in 

serving customers with a shared ethnicity in service encounters? 

2. How does employees’ use of their native language (both voluntarily and 

involuntarily) in service encounters affect their work stress? 

3. How does the use of employees’ native language affect their overall work 

experience? 

The service encounter has been characterised by the active involvement of both 

customers and employees in the hospitality context (Holmqvist & Van Vaerenbergh, 

2013). Given the significance of customer-employee communication and the important 

role of employees in building customer experience and influencing customer behaviour 

(Bitner, Booms, & Mohr, 1994), understanding service employees’ perceptions of using 

their native language in serving customers with the same ethnicity will generate 

potential theoretical contributions to literature on work stress and emotional labour in 

relation to employees’ language usage. Practically, the study will offer managerial 

implications for hospitality managers in understanding workforce diversity and dealing 

with challenges in multilingual markets. 
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This dissertation consists six chapters. The first chapter outlines the background of this 

study and put forward research questions.  

The second chapter refers to the literature review and conceptual framework. First, 

previous research concerning the language preference of both customers and hospitality 

employees is reviewed and discussed. Following the literature review, a conceptual 

framework regards employees’ stress related to their native language use is created. 

According to the conceptual framework, three factors are attributed to employees’ stress 

in service encounters involving customers speaking the same native language. 

The third chapter refers to the methodology adopted by this qualitative study. The 

choice of paradigm is identified and justified. Research design, data collection process 

as well as the method used for data analysis is briefly introduced. 

In the fourth chapter, findings of the study are presented. Reasons for employees’ 

adoption of their native language (both voluntarily and involuntarily) and avoidance of 

using their native language are identified. 

The fifth chapter revisits the conceptual framework. Main findings drawn from the 

study are discussed. 

The last chapter concludes the study by summarizing the main finings and potential 

contribution of this study, limitations and implications for future studies are identified. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter sets the literature foundations for this study by gathering together streams 

of work related to the studied topic. The literature review consists of three sections. The 

first section reviews the language preference of customers impacted by both pragmatic 

and symbolic factors. The second section refers to literature related to how service 

employees perceive native language use in service encounters. The final section looks at 

the work stress that might be related to native language use of service employees.  

2.2 Customers’ preferences of language use  

Customers show different language preferences in intercultural service encounters 

which provide them with the choice of speaking both their native language and their 

second language (MacIntyre, 2007). Individual willingness to communicate in their first 

language has been found to be negatively correlated with individual willingness to 

communicate in a second language (Charos, 1994). It has been revealed by 

sociolinguists that people’s willingness to communicate in their second language 

depends on various situational variables (MacIntyre, Dörnyei, Clément, & Noels, 1998),  

for example, the dialogist (other person involved in the dialog), self-confidence, 

communicative competence, social status, and personality traits of each person. Other 

variables that have been identified as related to the willingness to communicate in a 

second language include the knowledge of the topic, the specific conversational context, 

and even the fluency of the dialogists (Kang, 2005). In consideration of all these 
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fluctuating variables, it is predictable that customers’ language preferences in 

intercultural service encounters may vary individually.  

2.2.1 The role of control in service encounters 

According to research in the sociolinguistic field of second language communication, 

non-native speakers face the risk of encountering comprehension difficulties which can 

induce ambiguity (Kang, 2005). When applying this linguistic knowledge to service 

management sectors, researchers came up with the idea that in intercultural service 

encounters, people may intend to avoid speaking a second language due to doubts about 

their second language proficiency in efficiently achieving the desired outcomes 

(Holmqvist, Van Vaerenbergh, & Grönroos, 2014). Holmqvist and Grönroos (2012) 

proposed that customers’ language choice may be influenced by their perceived risk in 

service interactions. Surprisingly, proficient bilingual customers also show lower levels 

of comfort in second language communication (Luna & Peracchio, 2005). In a 

qualitative study, Kang (2005) introduced the feeling of security as a key psychological 

antecedent in the willingness to communicate with second language; the author further 

identified knowledge of the topic, the interactional context, and the dialogist as factors 

contributing to perceived safety in second language communication. Another concern is 

that some customers have reported being the recipients of unequal and degraded service 

when they addressed employees with accented second language (Barker & Härtel, 

2004). Maclntyre et al. (1998) proposed that people prefer their native language when 

they don’t feel control in communication. The role of control in communication was 
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also echoed by Holmqvist et al. (2014), who reported that customers are not willing to 

communicate in second language when they perceive a low level of control.  

2.2.2 Language as a carrier of emotional connotations 

It has been pointed out that apart from utilitarian value which is practical for the smooth 

and successful communication, customers also seek non-utilitarian values (Arnould & 

Thompson, 2005). For example, customers achieve symbolic value in consumption with 

their self-enhancement and group membership satisfied (Boksberger & Melsen, 2011). 

Researchers have suggested that compared with domestic service encounters, 

intercultural communication involves more uncertainty (Kim & Gudykunst, 1988) and 

anxiety (Stephan & Stephan, 1985) for international customers. Therefore, the need for 

power and self–enhancement may increase commensurately when people are involved 

in intercultural service encounters with a foreign cultural background (Wang, Miao, & 

Mattila, 2015).  

According to Hornsey and Gallois (1998), people tend to achieve self-enhancement by 

obtaining a sense of in-group superiority in contexts involving uncertainty. (The term 

in-group in this study refers to shared ethnic identity, while out-group refers to different 

ethnic identity.) Language has been considered as a conveyer of individual 

identification (Pavlenko, 2005). In consideration of the emotional connotations attached 

to language, it has been suggested that in intercultural service contexts, service 

employees need to consider the status of customers and give customers the control to 

create in-group superiority for themselves (Wang et al., 2015). By doing so, customers’ 

sense of out-group status in a foreign country will be less salient when service 
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employees accommodate customers’ language choice. Researchers have suggested that 

language is closely related to nationalist feelings, which affect customers’ perceptions 

of the product or service (Redondo-Bellón, 1999). Individual feelings for a certain 

language (both native language and foreign language) have the potentiality of exerting 

an influence on customers’ choices (Gopinath & Glassman, 2008). This may be another 

reason why some customers as highly proficient second language speakers have also 

been shown to display a preference for native language and tend to avoid second 

language (Dörnyei, 2003; Fernandez et al., 2004) and why customers tend to rate 

service employees whom they feel familiar with higher than others (Patterson & Mattila, 

2008). 

2.2.3 Customers’ preferences for authentic experience    

The view that customers prefer to be served with their native language is one of the 

most consistent findings emerging from prior studies (Holmqvist, 2011; Montoya & 

Briggs, 2013), and it has been applied to service encounters by hospitality practitioners 

to accommodate and please customers (Holmqvist, Van Vaerenbergh, & Dahlèn, 2013a).  

Holmqvist et al. (2013a), however, challenged this perspective by arguing that 

switching language is not always welcomed and accepted, and customers might feel 

humiliated if after initiating a conversation in a second language they are answered in 

their first language. 

The function of language has been broadly extended rather than merely serving as a 

means of interaction (Holmqvist & Grönroos, 2012). Research by Kraak and Holmqvist 

(2016) proposed that the default language in the destination country used by service 
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employees may contribute to customers’ experiences of authenticity. People intend to 

get involved in the local population when visiting a foreign country (Muzaini, 2006). 

Speaking the local language is one of the approaches that international customers can 

use to fit in with the local society and avoid the salient identification as out-group 

members (Krishnan & Berry, 1992).  

2.2.4 Second language as a symbol of individual competence 

Except for the desire for authentic experiences, people who have learned the local 

language as a second language may need the opportunity to practice or speak their 

second language and feel good that they can conduct a conversation in another language 

(Clément, Baker, & MacIntyre, 2003). In social interactions, people have the desire to 

show their competence and to be recognised as intelligent (Lim & Bowers, 1991). In 

intercultural service encounters where customers believe they are competent in their 

second language, when customers initially address employees with second language, 

service employees’ attempts to accommodate customers may potentially challenge their 

perceived competence and further lead to a sense of humiliation (Holmqvist et al., 

2013a). The outcomes of the studies of Holmqvist et al. (2013a) also indicate that 

service employees’ language shift is sometimes perceived by customers as a threat of 

identity rather than an accommodation.   

2.3 Employees’ perceptions on language use  

Apart from communicative function, individuals’ sociolinguistic competence also 

reflects their ability to follow different roles of making the appropriate use of language 

in various settings (Hymes & Gumperz, 1972). It has been stated by Callahan (2005) 
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that being able to speak a second language presents people with challenges concerning 

language use in different contexts, and the choices of language use are affected by a 

variety of factors, such as the linguistic proficiency and social status of both participants 

of the communication as well as the context where the interaction takes place. This may 

be reflected in the research of Callahan (2005) which showed that compared with other 

situations, workers were more willing to shift to the preferred language of dialogists in 

the workplace. Service employees were also shown to be aware of the fact that the 

language preferred by customers may not always be the language with which they are 

most competent. Callahan (2006) further proposed that some service employees intend 

to switch to their customers’ strongest language regardless of the language customers 

used on first contact.  

In addition to customers’ preferences, language choice in the workplace can also be 

shaped by organisational rules and by interpersonal relationships. Interestingly, in 

research concerning language preference in hospitality service encounters, most prior 

studies assumed a similar perspective for employees and customers, indicating that 

service employees also prefer interacting in their native language with customers who 

share the same or a similar cultural background (Martin & Adams, 1999; McCormick Jr 

& Kinloch, 1986; Sharma, Tam, & Kim, 2009). This to some extent can be explained by 

the results of the research conducted by Montoya and Briggs (2013) which suggest that 

employees who are members of a subcultural group, or a culture differing from the 

mainstream or parent culture of their country of residence, usually with a relatively 

minor representation, tend to give more benefits (e.g., extra discounts) to other in-group 
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members. This idea is in line with social psychology studies asserting that people prefer 

to treat their in-group members with more preference (Allen & Wilder, 1975; Ng & 

Tajfel, 1982). Given the ideas of in-group familiarity and favouritism, the assumption of 

employees’ willingness and preferences for using their native language in service 

encounters seems quite acceptable. However, since service employees are more aware 

of the specific service context, compared with customers, they may have more realistic 

expectations about the service delivery (Mudie, 2003). The different levels of 

knowledge on service provision between customers and service employees may differ 

their perceptions towards and evaluations of the service outcomes (Singh & 

Sirdeshmukh, 2000).  

2.3.1 The status of customers in service encounters 

Due to the increasingly competitive market environment, the marketing function tends 

to be more customer-centric by focusing more on the fulfilment of individual wants by 

providing effective service (Sheth, Sisodia, & Sharma, 2000). Market orientation puts 

an emphasis on forging the relationship with customers. For enterprises wherein 

performance is centred around the marketing concept, they are expected to outperform 

other competitors by identifying the needs of their target market customers and 

formulating strategies to fulfil those needs (Saxe & Weitz, 1982), and the pursuit of 

customer satisfaction has been a key approach in achieving organisational goals 

(Homburg, Wieseke, & Bornemann, 2009). With the globalisation of economies, more 

enterprises have acknowledged the significance of retaining their overseas customers by 

offering more personalised services in customers’ native languages. Consistent with the 
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notion of market orientation, it has been suggested by prior research that because of 

their status, customers are endowed with the ability to make their mother tongue the 

main language for communication (Callahan, 2005). 

In service industries, this kind of market-oriented practice is usually implemented 

through individual front-line employees (Brown, Mowen, Donavan, & Licata, 2002) . 

As participants directly involved in the implementation of these marketing practices, 

front-line employees affect customers’ evaluations of the service to a large extent. It is 

imperative that individual employees play an active role in bridging the relationship 

between customers and the organisation by identifying and fulfilling customer wants 

(Hunter & Perreault Jr, 2007). It has been found that employees are aware of their status 

as customers and of the importance of having their language preferences accommodated 

(Callahan, 2005).  

2.3.2 The backfire effect of native language use 

According to Callahan (2005), employees who speak more than one language have 

knowledge of the phenomenon that language preference is not necessarily consistent 

with language proficiency. It is possible that people study a language and want to 

practice and use the language, and when service employees are aware of this, they may 

show their patience even though the language is hard to understand by continuing to 

communicate in the customer’s second language. While some employees are reported to 

switch to the customer’s native language when addressed with non-fluent second 

language, the choice of language switch may carry the implication of questioning the 

customer’s capability of speaking their second language. It has been advised by prior 
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studies that in intercultural service encounters, customers may feel offended when 

service employees associate their race or accent with an inability to understand or speak 

English; even when service employees try to accommodate these customers by talking 

more loudly and slowly, customers regard the behaviour as offensive rather than 

considerate (Barker & Härtel, 2004). Holmqvist, Van Vaerenbergh, and Dahlèn (2013b) 

also found that when service employees try to accommodate customers by 

communicating in their first language, customers may feel that service employees are 

downgrading their communication abilities. 

Service employees’ choice of speaking customers’ native language implies several 

predictions, amongst which is the implication that employees observe the shared 

ethnicity between customer and employee (Callahan, 2005). Although the traits of 

physical appearance can be used in predicting ethnicity and deciding which language to 

use (Genesee, 2003), embarrassment can be induced by voluntarily assigning customers 

the capability of speaking a particular language when employees predict customers’ 

ethnicity incorrectly (Callahan, 2005). A good example is that the word “Chinese” does 

not only refer to people from China, but also to Chinese people from other parts of the 

world, such as Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia, to name a few. For these Chinese 

people, Chinese is not used as their native language. In consideration of the potential 

outcomes that can be created by the inaccurate prediction of customers’ ethnicity, it is 

possible that employees will not try to accommodate customers when they are not sure 

about their ethnicity. 
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2.3.3 The role of English as the workplace language  

Bernsten (1994) proposed that as a neutral language which can be applied to avoid 

implications conveyed by identity-related languages, English can be used to start a 

communication in not only English-speaking countries but also many other places in the 

world. This statement was echoed by the study of Callahan (2005) which indicated that 

the default language (English) can always be used initially when the customer’s 

language preference is not clear. Most of Callahan’s participants claimed that English 

was their first choice for the initial encounter with a customer because it does not adhere 

to specific cultural perspectives (Ricento, 2006). They also claimed that in the 

workplace, it was more professional for them to speak the default language because it 

got the job done. Additionally, employees who had been speaking the work language 

(English) during their entire shift found that when addressed with another language, 

they might answer in English unconsciously. It was also reported in the study that 

employees were more willing to accommodate older customers than their younger 

counterparts (Callahan, 2005). 

2.3.4 Cultural diversity and politeness  

While there are some behavioural rules that can be practiced universally, different 

cultures have different behavioural rules (Mann, 1986). For example, the behavioural 

norms in social interactions, such as the ways of building and maintaining relationships, 

can vary depending on where a person is from. (Argyle, 1978). Other behavioural 

norms that can vary include evaluating and distributing importance to interpersonal 

interactions (Wagatsuma & Rosett, 1986), initiating communications, expressing 

intimacy, and deciding the volume of interactions (Jensen, 1970). To be more specific, 
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people show differences in eye contact and body movement, in appreciating, in 

apologising, in bidding farewell, and in the ways they perceive responsibility and 

embarrassment (Gudykunst & Kim, 1984). 

On the basis of an in-depth study of three unrelated cultures and languages, by outlining 

the abstract and common principle underpinning the polite behaviours, Brown and 

Levinson (1978) generalised principles of social interactions for examining the quality 

of social interactions and relations in a broad of cultural backgrounds. The politeness 

model is well known by linguistic researchers and has been put into use in a variety of 

fields (Kong, 1998). However, though Brown and Levinson (1978) admitted the 

“non-universality” characteristic of their model, other researchers further echoed this 

idea by pointing out that the model was Western-oriented and problematic when applied 

in Asian contexts (Gu, 1990; Kong, 1998). According to Scollon and Scollon (1991), in 

Western service encounters, there exists a call-answer-topic sequence in social 

interactions; the person initiating a conversation need to start with a greeting and after 

the response is given by the counterpart, then the person who initiates the conversation 

moves to introducing the topic; the call-answer sequence is preliminary before initiating 

a topic. This fixed interaction sequence is deeply rooted in Western conversation 

behaviours. However, it is not applicable universally. For example, in Asia, the 

call-answer-topic pattern is replaced by the topic-response pattern where the person who 

starts the encounter abruptly starts the topic without a preliminary greeting.  

Scollon and Scollon (1991) interpreted this phenomenon on the basis of relationship 

difference, asserting that the relationship with service employees was regarded as an 
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outside relationship rather than an inside relationship with family members; therefore, 

facework, which was described by Goffman (2003) as self-presentation in social 

interaction encounters, was not necessary. Take the Chinese for example: Westerners 

feel confused about the Chinese manner of directly approaching a service employee and 

finishing the contact with what they need (Kong, 1998). This kind of cultural difference 

between customers and service employees is one of the factors that affects the 

experiences of both parties, and accordingly, their satisfaction toward each other 

(Reisinger & Turner, 2002). Scollon and Scollon (1991) argued that the Chinese way of 

starting a topic without preliminary greetings conflicts with the routine of discourse in 

Western service encounters, and service employees’ readiness to help has led to some 

negative outcomes, such as regarding Chinese customers as stereotypically impolite and 

invasive; therefore, service employees respond negatively by showing hostility and 

being nonresponsive.  

2.3.5 Respect received from in-group customers	  

The differing behavioural rules in service exchanges discussed above implies that 

interactions between people with different cultural backgrounds may encounter 

communication problems due to the distinct views people hold. In intercultural service 

encounters, local behavioural rules may affect how international hospitality employees 

perceive service encounters and how they behave. In light of the constrains which may 

result from local culture and the workplace, the ways in which international service 

employees perceive the behaviours of their in-group members may differ from those in 

domestic service encounters. 
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In the group value model, Tyler and Lind (1992) put forward the idea that individual 

self-esteem and behaviour is given by group members, and is shaped by pride and 

respect received from within the group. Tyler, Degoey, and Smith (1996) further argued 

that feelings of pride and respect are associated with group members’ self-esteem and 

their willingness to connect themselves with the group by obeying the group rules and 

helping fellow group members. Social psychology studies have acknowledged the 

significant effect of respect received from other in-group members on strengthening 

group identification (Branscombe, Spears, Ellemers, & Doosje, 2002). In addition, it 

has been shown that respect received by fellow group members is accompanied by the 

desire to exert effort to contribute to the group (Sleebos, Ellemers, & de Gilder, 2006). 

Branscombe et al. (2002) have suggested that members respected by fellow in-group 

members are likely to exhibit in-group favouritism and group-serving behaviour. In 

addition, perceived respect also contributes to enhanced group loyalty (Simon & 

Stürmer, 2003). Conversely, adverse consequences were found to be created by 

undermined group identification when respect is lacking within the group (Jetten, 

Branscombe, Spears, & McKimmie, 2003; Postmes & Branscombe, 2002).  

The literature reviewed above to some extent reveals how native language use in 

international service contexts are perceived, especially by customers. Other factors 

which may influence service employees’ adoption of native language are presented, 

while it can be seen that studies of how employee themselves feel and perceive their 

native language use in international service contexts are still scarce. Therefore, the first 

objective of this study is to investigate the perspectives of service employees regarding 
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their feeling of adopting their native language when serving customer speaking the 

same native language.  

2.4 Work stress in relation to native language use 

2.4.1 Sources of work stress 

Stress is defined as a reaction to realised threats or unwanted situations that are beyond 

one’s control (Cranwell-Ward, 1998). When applied to the vocational setting, work 

stress refers to an individual’s response to demands generated in a given work 

environment (Karasek, 1979). It can be potentially induced by conflict-filled situations 

in every employee’s daily work experiences, and efforts have been made by 

organisations and researchers to explore the issues of work stress in relation to lowered 

productivity and employee morale (Ross, 1995), as it is expected to be negatively 

related to work attitude and performance (Hon, Chan, & Lu, 2013).  

Brymer, Perrewe, and Johns (1991) identified three types of stress induced by 

work-related stressors: psychological stress, physiological stress, and behavioural stress. 

These researchers also found that affording employees job autonomy alleviated 

employee stress to some extent. Zohar (1994) considered role stressors and job 

characteristics stressors as the primary sources of stress. Role stressors consist of role 

conflict and role ambiguity, and job characteristics stressors encompass workload and 

empowerment. Role conflict can occur when one person has conflicting expectations of 

the role, when different persons expect different things, or when there is disagreement 

from someone regarding a certain issue, while role ambiguity arises from vague 

role-related expectations and a lack of information that is necessary to get things done. 
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2.4.2 The stress-generating characteristic of hospitality work 

Employees in workplaces are vulnerable to varying work stressors, and it can be 

particularly common in fields that call for customer-orientation because employees are 

exposed to contradictory demands from both the organisation and the customers (De 

Ruyter, Wetzels, & Feinberg, 2001). Given prior research showing that work stress is 

particularly acute in customer service industries, it is reasonable to expect that 

customer-related stress may be especially common for hospitality employees (O’Neill 

& Davis, 2011). Zohar (1994) has argued that in the hospitality industry, the main 

stressors discussed above are accentuated for non-managerial employees; because of the 

nature of customer-contact work, they experience high levels of role conflict, role 

ambiguity, and workload. The stress-generating characteristics of employment in the 

hospitality industry have been recognised by prior researchers (Chiang, Birtch, & Kwan, 

2010; O’Neill & Davis, 2011), and these stress-generating characteristics were revealed 

to be negatively associated with service delivery (Kim, 2008). In consideration of the 

fact that the quality of service delivery and customer satisfaction depend largely on 

employees who deliver the service, it is of great significance to understand the work 

stress of hospitality service employees (Jung & Yoon, 2013).  

2.4.3 High and diverse expectations from customers 

Karasek and Theorell (1990) attributed work stress to advanced work requirements, 

which is regarded as one of the unique features of hospitality work (Zohar, 1994). Ross 

(1995) came up with a similar idea, regarding both extensive demands for quality 

service and poor management practices as work stressors. This idea can be 

well-reflected in the hospitality industry due to the immediacy of service delivery and 
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the particular job requirements such as continuous face-to-face communication with 

customers (Chiang et al., 2010; Dann, 1990; Faulkner & Patiar, 1997). For example, 

when customers try to get preferential treatment benefits by expressing expectations that 

are beyond service employees’ acceptable limits, and that can hardly be rejected 

because of their customer status, work stress is generated (Dormann & Zapf, 2004). 

Evidence has shown that being assigned undesirable tasks by a supervisor potentially 

induces stress (Dormann & Zapf, 2002). It has been revealed by studies of Bakker, 

Schaufeli, Sixma, Bosveld, and Van Dierendonck (2000) and Schaufeli and Leiter 

(1996) found that high demands from clients can result in service employees having the 

perception of a lack of reciprocity treatment (which can be, for example, when the 

appreciation received and the effort invested is not balanced), and this is also related to 

burnout and stress. 

Distinct from many other occasions, a service encounter presents employees with a 

setting where they need to follow varying parameters when deciding which language to 

use (Callahan, 2005). Because of the diversity of customer expectations, when facing a 

customer with shared ethnicity, in one case, employees may convert to their native 

language voluntarily and show in-group favouritism to accommodate and please 

customers (Callahan, 2005; Wang et al., 2015), especially when customers are not 

fluent in the default language of the country they are visiting. In another case, they may 

switch to native language by following the customer’s language choice when the 

customer initiates the conversation in their native language (Callahan, 2005). In addition, 

employees’ language choice is not only a result of the interaction with customers, they 
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may also be required by supervisors to modify their language choice to improve 

customer satisfaction (Sharma et al., 2009).  

2.4.4 Role identification of service employees 

In consideration of the reciprocal nature of interactions in the resource exchange 

process, it is important that customers be aware of the role performance (Burke & Tully, 

1977) and behave appropriately in response to the service offered by service employees 

(Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). Role theory has been substantiated in service marketing 

research in its illustrating employee-customer relationships in service encounters 

(e.g.Solomon, Surprenant, Czepiel, & Gutman, 1985; Wu & Mattila, 2013). Role theory 

regards the service encounter as a role performance in which both service employees 

and customers behave appropriately in their own positions (Bitner, Booms, & Tetreault, 

1990). A service encounter is regarded as appropriate when both participants have the 

knowledge of their roles and display the expected performance (Rizal, Jeng, & Chang, 

2016). Based on role theory, discomfort might be induced in service encounters because 

of one party’s deviation from the expected role (Sizoo et al., 2005). 

Being part of an in-group has many implications. One of these implications is that 

in-group members have an obligation to help their fellow members, and this is 

particularly prominent in collectivist societies where people give priority to collective 

goals compared with personal goals (Nisbett, 2010). Inference theory suggests that 

customers make a priori judgments with available cues about the product or service 

before consumption (Huber & McCann, 1982). In service encounters involving an 

employees from the same cultural background, customers may fail to perform their role 
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as expected, for example, by looking forward to receiving some form of in-group 

favouritism (Montoya & Briggs, 2013). Giving customers preferential treatments can to 

some extent increase customer satisfaction, commitment, and loyalty (Hong-kit Yim, 

Anderson, & Swaminathan, 2004; Lacey, Suh, & Morgan, 2007). However, on the other 

hand, it may also endanger the service employee’s efficiency in providing other 

customers with the same quality service (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, & Gremler, 2002). 

In addition, customers not being served preferentially may become dissatisfied and 

perceive this as unequal treatment (Lo, Lynch Jr, & Staelin, 2007). 

Customers may prefer to be served in their native language or by employees sharing the 

same ethnicity, but according to Gremler, Bitner and Evans (1994), service employees 

may concentrate more on providing professional and standard service rather than on the 

interpersonal relationships and customisations that are usually expected by customers. 

Besides, compared with their customers, service employees experience stress from their 

job requirements to accommodate to all customers; hence, they may be less willing to 

display in-group preference (Montoya & Briggs, 2013; Mudie, 2003). Furthermore, 

people may have distinct attitudes towards group identification. Take China for example, 

where the customer-service employee relationship in service encounters varies (Kong, 

1998). In a study conducted by Pan (2000), the relationship between salespeople and 

clients was found closely resembling an in-group relationship with a large amount of 

facework, while some Chinese people may view the service encounter as a kind of 

out-group, rather than in-group, relationship (Kong, 1998). In such situations, the 

relationship between the customer and the service employee is instrumental and 
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short-term (Hwang, 1987). A second language, which can be used to serve as a 

distancing method, may be applied by employees to distance themselves from people 

with the same ethnic group under such circumstances (Bond & Lai, 1986). Callahan 

(2005) echoed this idea by arguing that service employees showing a low level of group 

identification may overlook these characteristics to back up the automatic use of the 

country’s default language. 

In intercultural service encounters involving customers and employees with the same 

ethnicity, due to the obligation of catering to all customers, employees may show 

different perceptions with their customers regarding in-group membership favouritism. 

However, when employees fail to distance themselves from shared membership in the 

group because of the responsibility to take care of the customer, a stressful situation is 

created for the employees.  

2.4.5 Perceived workload 

In large hotels, employees from operational departments are most immediately and 

directly responsible for the achievement of customer satisfaction, and jobs for these 

operational staff are usually physically demanding. In addition, because of the nature of 

their jobs, they are required to provide customers with quality service within expected 

timeframes over which they have limited control (Faulkner & Patiar, 1997). Montoya 

and Briggs (2013) contended that the enhanced customers’ identification of ethnicity 

with service employees might change the nature of customer service, considering that 

service employees from minority groups may have the incentive to treat their in-group 

customers differently by offering them preferential treatment. However, taking the 



 

	   25	  

workload into account, with the conflicting expectations for both prompt and quality 

service, employees may need to manage their time allocation well to ensure they meet 

the level quality service required, and under such circumstances, it may be irritating for 

them to disproportionally allocate their time and resources (Faulkner & Patiar, 1997). 

In a study conducted by Montoya and Briggs (2013), it was revealed that customers 

from collectivist societies hold higher expectations towards service provision and look 

forward to preferential treatment when they are served by employees from their ethnic 

group. This kind of expectation of in-group favouritism may create extra workload for 

service employees, both physically and psychologically, because they need to adjust 

both their emotions and behaviours to satisfy the customers’ demands. Hochschild 

(1983) and Karasek (1979) have argued that the perceived work demands and the need 

to control their emotional expressions may engender stress for service employees. Other 

researchers have reported similar findings suggesting that an increased perceived 

workload was found to be related to work stress (Glaser, Tatum, Nebeker, Sorenson, & 

Aiello, 1999), emotional exhaustion (Deery, Iverson, & Walsh, 2002), and impeded job 

performance (Singh, 2000). 

2.4.6 The impact of emotional labour on work stress 

In spite of the physical duties and mental responsibility that hotel service employees 

need to take in workplace (e.g., in catering to customers’ preferences on the basis of 

complying with hotel standards and policies), they also carry out emotional labour to 

display sincere and genuine caring for customers in service delivery (Johanson & 

Woods, 2008). The concept of emotional labour was originally created by Hochschild 
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(1983), who used it to refer to service employees’ application of emotional performance 

in service delivery beyond their regular cognitive and physical responsibilities. 

Emotional labour involves three layers of acting behaviours: surface acting, deep acting, 

and genuine acting (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Hochschild, 1983). When genuine 

feeling and desired expression conflict, surface acting and deep acting are more likely to 

be applied in service delivery. Surface acting denotes service employees adjusting their 

facial and behavioural expressions to display desired emotions in customer service, 

while deep acting means that in addition to the modification of physical appearance, 

employees also change their inner feelings to exhibit cheerful and positive emotions. 

Genuine acting occurs when there is congruency between an employee’s felt emotions, 

physical expressions, and organisational display rules. The emotions expressed to show 

concern for customers have become part of the evaluation and measurement of service 

quality from the perspective of the industry (Shani, Uriely, Reichel, & Ginsburg, 2014) 

and from the perspective of customers (Albrecht & Zemke, 1990). 

Due to the involvement of consistent customer contact in hospitality work, previous 

studies have regarded the frequency or the quantity of interactions with customers as the 

source of workload and burnout (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993). It has been argued that 

despite of the quantity of interactions, the quality of interaction experiences should also 

be taken into account (Frone, 1999), as the interactions may involve the requirement for 

employees to control and regulate the emotion they display in expected ways (Rafaeli & 

Sutton, 1989). Apart from the perceived work demands, the control and modification of 
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personal emotional expression for organisational purposes was argued to be inherently 

stressful by Hochschild (1983) and Karasek (1979). 

Service-based industries stand out by providing customers with premium service 

(Grönroos, 2007). Apart from physical demands, quality service delivery also requires 

customer-contact employees to display expected and preferable emotions in interactions 

with customers (Shani et al., 2014). Hochschild (1979,1983) came up with the idea of 

common expectations regarding the emotional display of individuals who are involved 

in service contexts, and the concept of emotional labour includes service employees’ 

efforts in managing their feelings to demonstrate publicly-expected emotions. 

Employment in the hospitality industry has been argued to be highly related to 

emotional labour, as customer interactions require employees to suppress authentic 

negative feelings and only express organisationally-expected positive and desirable 

emotions such as being welcoming, joyful, passionate, and friendly (Kim, 2008; Lee & 

Hwang, 2016). These display rules can be made explicit in job descriptions or implicit 

in job requirements together with the general social and occupational norms (Grandy, 

2000; Johanson & Woods, 2008; Van Dijk & Kirk, 2007). To make the situation even 

worse, Pizam (2004) argued that compared with employees who are properly trained to 

adapt to emotional labour (e.g., health care workers), hospitality employees are left to 

face the emotional dissonance by themselves. 

Based on the various views service employees may hold pertaining service encounters 

with customers sharing the same ethnicity, when customers tend to show the group 

membership and the preference of native language service, the emotional demands 
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create the need for employees to manage their emotional situation, and this emotional 

work is very likely to generate stress for employees (Grandey, 2000). For customers 

with special language preferences, employees may have to modify their language choice 

to meet the organisational requirements (explicit or implicit) or customers’ demands 

(Callahan, 2005). When employees involuntarily hide their true feelings and modify 

their emotions to communicate in their native language merely because of job 

requirements, stress might be induced by the effort of controlling and modifying their 

genuine emotions.  

The important role that hotel managers and supervisors play in shaping the emotional 

labour of service employees has been suggested by Lam and Chen (2012). The findings 

of Van Maanen and Kunda (1989) revealed that supervisors may pay great attention to 

employees’ emotional expression to make sure that the expected emotions are displayed. 

Direct monitoring of employee behaviour by supervisors was found to be related to the 

requirements of emotional labour performance (Tolich, 1993). Shani et al. (2014) also 

indicated that hospitality employees respond sensitively to the way that supervisors treat 

them, and negative feelings may be induced in the absence of fairness, understanding, 

and respect. When service employees switch to their native language only to follow 

supervisors’ instructions, it is likely that surface acting will be applied. Given the 

impact of emotional labour on work stress, employees may experience stress relating to 

native language use in service encounters differently depending on how managers and 

supervisors respond to employees’ native language use.  
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In consideration of the fast working pace along with the requirement of effective and 

high quality service in the hospitality industry, work stress of service employees has 

been a filed of interest for researchers and many studies have been conducted to 

examine the stress of service employees in the hospitality industry. While in the 

international hospitality sector, especially when employees and customers share the 

same ethnicity, work stress caused for international service employees by how to adopt 

their native language in serving customers has been neglected. Based on the reviewed 

literature, this study will investigate the stress experienced by international hospitality 

employees in service contexts involving their native language use. 

2.5 Summary of literature review 

Native language use in intercultural service encounters has been studied in various 

fields, including hospitality, marketing, business, language, and psychology. Despite the 

widely accepted assertion that customers desire service in their native language, 

researchers have found that in specific contexts, international customers may prefer to 

use their second language instead. This can happen when customers are competent in 

their second language or when they want to have a more authentic experience of local 

culture. 

In the hospitality industry, and especially in hotels, satisfaction of customers’ demands 

needs to be maximised. When it comes to language preference, studies have shown that 

employees have awareness of customers’ preferences for both their native language and 

their second language in intercultural service encounters. Being aware of the need to 

accommodate these customers, employees will speak their native language when 
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serving customers from the same country. In addition, employees may adopt English in 

service delivery due to the knowledge of customers’ willingness to speak their second 

language. Apart from the considerations of customer preference, employee language use 

may also be constrained by the status of English as the default and expected language in 

the workplace. Another factor influencing language use in the workplace can be the 

different service patterns inherent in different cultural background. Finally, employees’ 

language choice may also depend on their interactions with customers. Drawing 

evidence from psychological studies, in-group identification may be impeded by the 

lack of respect received. 

In reviewing studies regarding international hospitality employees’ adoption of their 

native language in service encounters, employees are found to face challenges in 

choosing the proper language in service delivery, and this may induce work stress. 

Sources of stress related to the adoption of native language are mainly attributed to five 

aspects. Firstly, international hospitality employees are conscious of customers’ 

different language demands; however, different customers have their own language 

preferences, and how each individual customer wants to be served remains unknown to 

service employees. Secondly, with the self-identification as service professionals, 

employees may have different attitudes towards shared ethnicity with customers, and 

when customers show increased intimacy, the service context may become stressful for 

service employees. Thirdly, when customers show the desire for service in their native 

language, considering that few employees can speak the same native language and that 

employees have the responsibility of taking care of every customer, customer demand 
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for being served with native language create extra workload for employees, and heavy 

workload as a job stressor is intrinsically stressful. Lastly, the service context can also 

become stressful when employees exert emotional labour in providing native language 

service by modifying their emotions and suppressing their true feelings. 

Based on the literature review, international hospitality employees’ language choice is a 

complex system consisting of various contributory constructs, and stress may be 

induced in the process of applying native language in service encounters. This study 

will investigate following aspects relating to international hospitality employees’ 

language choice in service settings: 

1 How do international hospitality employees feel about speaking native language in 

serving customers with shared ethnicity in service encounters? 

2 How does employees’ use of their native language (both voluntarily and 

involuntarily) in service encounters affect their work stress? 

3 How does the use of employees’ native language affect their overall work 

experience? 

2.6 Conceptual framework 

In order to examine the stress created by the use of native language in the workplace, 

this study develops a conceptual framework concerning the stress experienced by 

service employees when adopting their native language in service encounters. On the 

basis of reviewed literature, this study proposes that in intercultural service encounters, 

when service employees serve customers from the same country with native language, 

three main aspects will contribute to the generation of work stress. 
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It has been made clear that customer language preference in intercultural service 

encounters varies. This variety in language preferences can be attributed to customers’ 

competence with second language (Holmqvist et al., 2014) as well as the emotions 

(Pavlenko, 2005) and status symbols (Boksberger & Melsen, 2011) they attach to their 

native language. Varying customer preference creates an ambiguous situation for 

service employees, as they may receive different expectations from different 

customers. 

When customers are served by employees sharing the same country of origin, 

customers may attach more in-group emotions to the service delivery than they would 

in traditional intercultural service encounters. At the same time, due to their roles as 

service professionals in service delivery and considering the responsibility they need 

to take, service employees may hold different views on their relationships and native 

language use in service interactions. Therefore, in service encounters involving 

customers speaking the same native language, the service setting can be stressful 

when employees’ self-identification is threatened by customers showing in-group 

identification and intimacy. 

Also, when customers show their preference for native language service, the service 

employee who speaks the same native language with the customer may face increased 

workload beyond what is considered routine for their job. As a major job stressor, 

workload is positively related to work stress (Zohar, 1994). 

To sum up, due to the nature of hospitality jobs, employees face a diversity of 

challenges in dealing with customer demands. When customers prefer to be served in 



 

	   33	  

their native language during intercultural service encounters, service employees may 

experience stress related to varying language expectations, extra workload, and 

intimacy shown by customers which leads to ambiguous role identification. 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

This chapter sets out the philosophical and methodological foundations of this research. 

Firstly, it introduces the importance of the research paradigm and philosophical ideas 

that undermine research and provides definitions of the related concepts of ontology, 

epistemology, and methodology. Secondly, it justifies the researcher’s choice of an 

interpretive paradigm for this study through critiquing the positivist and interpretive 

paradigms and identifying the concepts inherent in this research. The researcher’s 

position in the research process is identified as being consistent with the paradigm and 

research approaches applied in this study. Thirdly, this chapter provides details about 

and justification for the overall research methods, including the semi-structured 

interview research design, participant recruitment method, chosen sample size, data 

analysis and reporting methods, participants, and ethical considerations.  

3.1 Introduction of paradigm 

In spite of the intangible status of philosophical ideas in research (Slife & Williams, 

1995), philosophical ideas play an important part in the research process, as they 

explain why researchers choose certain research approaches (Creswell, 2013). These 

philosophical ideas have been described using different terms, for example, as 

worldviews (Creswell, 2013), paradigms (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011; Mertens, 

2014), or ontologies and epistemologies (Crotty, 1998). In this study, the term paradigm 

will be applied to refer to the philosophical ideas behind the research.  

In the interpretation of the history of science, the word paradigm was described as a 

widely recognised scientific achievement that provides a framework of specific 
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problems and solutions for practitioners (Kuhn, 2012). According to Guba and Lincoln 

(1994), paradigm refers to “a set of basic beliefs or worldview” (Egon G Guba, 1990, p. 

17) that provides researchers with ontological and epistemological stances along with 

corresponding choices of method. Consisting of a “strong network of commitments: 

conceptual, theoretical, instrumental and methodological,” a paradigm addresses the 

question of how knowledge is studied and interpreted (Kuhn, 1970, p. 42). A paradigm 

serves to identify the significant problems and how these problems can be properly 

solved by providing an “implicit body of intertwined theoretical and methodological 

belief that permits selection, evaluation, and criticism” (Kuhn, 1970, p. 17). The 

paradigm sets the researcher’s focus in specific ways to resolve problems existing in the 

certain paradigm; therefore, it outlines the framework for researchers in “making order 

out of the chaos” (Grant & Giddings, 2002, p. 11).  

A paradigm is a “basic set of beliefs that guides action” (Egon G Guba, 1990, p. 17), 

and it contains the ontology, epistemology, and methodology of the researcher (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2008). Within each paradigm, varying ontologies and epistemologies give 

rise to diverse values and perspectives, and these differences in the deeper levels behind 

paradigms differentiate one paradigm from another (Grant & Giddings, 2002). It is 

argued that “having a particular ontological position constrains the epistemological 

position you can logically hold. Methodologies, in turn, express ontology and 

epistemology” (Grant & Giddings, 2002, p. 12). In order to understand the 

philosophical foundations underpinning the current study and establish a coherent set of 
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research approaches, the concepts of ontology, epistemology, and methodology must be 

explained. 

Ontology refers to our basic beliefs concerning the nature of being, existence, or reality 

(Gray, 2013). It deals with the question of whether reality is external from 

consciousness or whether it come into existence from consciousness (Burrell & Morgan, 

1979). Realists answer this question by acknowledging that the real world exists 

irrespective of an individual’s perception of it (Burrell & Morgan, 1979) and that truth 

is factual rather than evaluative (Field, 1982).	  Relativists believe that there are multiple 

realities and human beings have various ways of accessing reality (Gray, 2013).  

Ontology sets out the basis for developing epistemology, which is concerned with the 

nature of knowledge and “the relationship between the enquirer and the known” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Grant & Giddings, 2002). Crotty (1998) interpreted 

epistemology as a way of explaining how we know what we know. For example, based 

on a realist ontology, objectivism asserts that reality is objective, existing independently 

from human consciousness, and that reality can be investigated. Constructivist 

epistemology objects to this idea, proposing that truth and meaning arise from an 

interplay between our engagement with the realities in the outside world, rather than 

existing externally to our consciousness (Crotty, 1998). Constructivists believe that 

multiple meanings are developed based on individual experiences, and these varied 

meanings guide researchers to seek for the variety of perceptions that emerge from the 

researched phenomenon rather than narrowing the perceptions into categorised ideas 

(Creswell, 2013). Given this understanding of knowledge, even on the same 
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phenomenon, meanings can be constructed differently by individuals with different 

values (Crotty, 1998).  

Methodology refers to the theoretical assumptions and principles underpinning a 

research approach; it involves the way a researcher constructs research questions and 

the choice of specific methods for research (Grant & Giddings, 2002). Harding (1987, p. 

3) describes methodology as “a theory and analysis of how research does or should 

proceed.” The research methodology corresponds to the chosen ontology and 

epistemology and the research process reflects the paradigm and methodology (Grant & 

Giddings, 2002). The logical flow in ontology, epistemology, and methodology contains 

the choice of specific methods to collect and analyse data (Gray, 2013). 

3.2 Paradigm choices 

Established on the foundation of a realist ontology and objectivist epistemology, the 

positivist paradigm entails the assumption of “an ordered universe made up of atomistic, 

discrete and observable events” (Blaikie, 1993, p. 94). It argues that reality can only be 

investigated by researchers with the method of scientific inquiry, as reality exists 

externally to human consciousness (Gray, 2013). Within a positivist paradigm, 

knowledge is to be discovered for the use of explaining, predicting, and taking control 

of events (Grant & Giddings, 2002), and the goal of the researcher is to discover the 

truth by developing and testing hypotheses through scientific inquiry (Cocks, 2012; 

O'Leary, 2004). In the process of doing research within a positivist paradigm, the role of 

the researcher is as an objective observer who is expected to distant the self from the 



 

	   38	  

researched subjects. By employing this approach, the anonymity and confidentiality of 

researched subjects is ensured (Grant & Giddings, 2002).  

This perception of the absolute truth of reality and knowledge was challenged by the 

notion of post-positivism (Phillips & Burbules, 2000), which recognises the “subjective, 

multiple, and unstable characteristics” of the interpretation of meanings and knowledge 

(McCouat & Peile, 1995, p. 10). It indicates that when it comes to human issues, “the 

search for grand narratives will be replaced by more local, small-scale theories fitted to 

specific problems and specific situations” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 11). Moving one 

more step forward, it is suggested that the interpretive approach, rather than the 

positivist approach, might offer more profound understanding and implications for 

practitioners (Chell, 1985), which is coherent with the assumption underpinning the 

interpretive paradigm that the social world of life is “culturally derived and historically 

situated” (Crotty, 1998, p. 67).  

The interpretive paradigm opposes the deterministic approach of understanding human 

knowledge (Grant & Giddings, 2002) and tries to focus on the things and events 

themselves by investigating the meanings and labels human being attach to them 

(Farber, 1943). Within an interpretive paradigm, reality cannot be known without the 

subjective knower (Egon G Guba, 1990). The interpretive paradigm focuses on 

conceptions of individuals and implies that individuals understand the world by 

developing subjective meanings of their experiences (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Creswell, 

2012). These subjective meanings do not originate from sole individuals, but are 

constructed through interactions with others and through social and historical norms 
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imprinted on those individuals. The diversity and heterogeneity of the meanings 

developed from the research objects require the researcher to inductively seek for 

complex views and understandings instead of classifying and categorising the meanings 

in a deductive way (Creswell, 2012). Knowledge is created from the data, but it does 

not simply emerge from the data (Holstein & Gubrium, 2004). The intersubjectivity 

between the researchers and the participants provides the basis for understanding and 

interpretation (Crawford, Kippax, Onyx, Gault, & Benton, 1992; Ellis, Kiesinger, & 

Tillmann-Healy, 1997). The researcher is involved in the research as an “acting, feeling, 

thinking, and influencing force in the collection and interpretation of the data” (Daly, 

1995, p. 1). The way the researcher interacts with the participants and perceives the 

experiences of the participants affects how the data will be collected and interpreted 

(Friend & Thompson, 2003).  

How researchers view the nature of reality and the way in which knowledge is created 

(whether objective or subjective) influences the way they conduct a study as well as the 

results drawn from the study, and generally speaking, positivist and interpretive 

paradigms are closely related to quantitative and qualitative research, respectively 

(Newman & Benz, 1998). Quantitative research professes the use of “hard, 

generalisable” statistical data, while qualitative research relies more on “deep, rich” 

observational data (Sieber, 1973, p. 1335). This is consistent with the view of Hill, 

Thompson, and Williams (1997) regarding qualitative researchers as being able to add 

more depth and richness to the researched phenomenon without the constraints of 

previously created constructs. Miles and Huberman (1994) also argued that compared 
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with numbers, the concreteness and vitality of words endows qualitative studies with 

the quality of “undeniability” to better convince readers. 

Due to the difference between the qualitative and quantitative way of doing research, 

there has been a debate concerning the two types of research (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004), with regard to whether the two research methodologies, along with their 

corresponding paradigms and methods, are compatible enough to be mixed in a single 

study (Guba, 1990; Howe, 1988). With the recognition of the values of both quantitative 

and qualitative research methods, some researchers assert that research should move 

across the boundary set by positivists and interpretive research (Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004). A third research approach, mixed methods, is argued to be able to 

bridge the gap between quantitative and qualitative research (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 

2005), and there are a growing number of studies researching the mixed methods as a 

methodology (Brewer & Hunter, 1989; Greene, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989; Newman & 

Benz, 1998).  

3.3 Justification of paradigm choice 

In consideration of the research questions pertaining to employees’ perceptions of 

native language use in service encounters and the consequent stress they may 

experience, the primary aim of this research is to generate a narrative of the multiple 

views constructed on the basis of individual experiences. Given the need to narratively 

reflect and illustrate the available evidence concerning the varied views, the interpretive 

paradigm is considered the appropriate choice for this research as the primary goal of 

interpretive research is to understand the complex realities constructed individually, 
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socially, and historically (Creswell, 2012; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). Grant and 

Giddings (2002, p. 12) explained the logical and congruent relationship between 

researchers’ basic beliefs, worldviews, and their choice of research paradigm by 

pointing out that “holding a given ontology entails a particular epistemology which in 

turn constrains your methodology” and “methodologies, in turn, express ontology and 

epistemology.” By choosing a relativist ontological stance, which favours the concept of 

multiple socially-constructed realities, the researcher is entailed to adopt a constructivist 

epistemology reflecting the multiple ways of constructing meanings and understandings 

(Creswell, 2013). Interpretive research is underpinned by the relativist ontological 

assumption asserting a locally- and explicitly-constructed social reality (Egon G Guba 

& Lincoln, 1994) “by humans through their action and interaction” (Orlikowski & 

Baroudi, 1991, p. 14). The interpretive researcher answers the epistemological question 

by admitting that “findings are literally created as the investigation proceeds” (Egon G 

Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 111), which complies with the constructivist epistemology 

suggesting that findings are formed through the interaction between the researcher and 

the researched (Grant & Giddings, 2002).  

In this study, the researcher believes that international hospitality employees’ 

perceptions of their native language use in given contexts does not exist objectively and 

independently from their consciousness but are created from employees’ interplay with 

specific service encounters, customers and culture, therefore, various perceptions of 

their native language use can be created by different employees depending on their 

individual experiences. Also, in this study, the researcher plays as a subjective knower 
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by interacting with the participants and influencing the collection and interpretation of 

how participants perceive their experiences. Taking into consideration of the 

philosophical assumptions explained previously, this study applies an interpretive 

paradigm, which is grounded on a relativist ontology and a constructivist epistemology.  

3.3.1 Role of the researcher 

The topic was created from the personal experience of the researcher. As an 

international hospitality employee, the researcher has the experience of speaking native 

language in various customer service encounters. This special role offers the researcher 

insight into how other employees respond to this kind of service encounter, and this 

insider perspective has, to a certain extent, informed the researcher’s choice of research 

approach. The researcher perceives employees’ perspectives regarding their native 

language use in service encounters as constructed on the basis of their specific customer 

service experiences as well as on their cultural backgrounds, personal characteristics, 

and other related factors. This mirrors the assumptions underpinning the interpretive 

paradigm concerning reality and human knowledge. On the basis of the researcher’s 

perception of meanings and human knowledge, this study will be conducted within the 

interpretive paradigm. 

According to Bryman and Bell (2015), the interpretive paradigm concentrates more on 

the concept of the individual and suggests that knowledge is generated based on 

individual experiences. In the interview process, researchers tend to depend on 

participants’ understanding of the studied topic (Creswell, 2013). The insider role 

allows the researcher of this study to better capture employees’ perceptions of native 
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language in specific service encounters and to build a more profound and in-depth 

knowledge about the topic studied.  

3.4 Research method 

A researcher’s ontological and epistemological stance should be “consistent with the 

research paradigm and chosen methodology and methods” (Creswell, 2013, p. 187). 

This study adopts relativist ontology and constructivist epistemology underlying an 

interpretive paradigm (Crotty, 1998; Gray, 2013). In line with the constructivist 

epistemology and interpretive theoretical perspective, this study is exploratory in nature 

and employs a qualitative research method, using face-to-face interviews to collect data.  

3.4.1 Research design 

The literature review provides the researcher with knowledge and results developed 

from prior studies that are related to the current study (Gray, 2013). Being grounded on 

a base of broader literature enables the study to have the potential to extensively explore 

previous studies and fill in existing literature gaps (Creswell, 2013). Furthermore, it sets 

the foundation for establishing the significance of the research (Cooper, 2016). To 

obtain a solid backup for the current study, a preliminary literature review was 

conducted to help develop research questions. Based on the results of the literature 

review, face-to-face interviews were performed to collect data. Pilot tests have been 

suggested as helpful in identifying limitations in interview design and making further 

revisions before implementing formal interviews (Kvale, 2007). Therefore, before 

commencing formal face-to-face interviews for this study, a pilot test was implemented 

using unstructured interviews with two international hospitality employees who had the 
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experience of serving customers in their native language. Feedback from the pilot test 

was then used to refine the final face-to-face interview questions. 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (1998), interviews provide researchers with a proper 

means to access individual experiences and the meanings people attach to them. 

Therefore, the interview was considered as the appropriate method to gain insight into 

service employees’ experiences of speaking their native language in customer service. 

There are three common types of interview: structured, semi-structured, and 

unstructured. Structured interviews follow a predetermined questions list and apply 

closed-ended questions that limit the breadth of the interviewee’s answers, so structured 

interviews are more often used to generate quantitative data (DiCicco‐Bloom & 

Crabtree, 2006). In unstructured interviews, the interviewer follows the interviewee’s 

direction of experience-sharing, and the interview is more directed by the interviewee 

(Moyle, 2002), albeit within the limited, predetermined aspects of the topic to be 

covered (Fylan, 2005). Standing in the middle are semi-structured interviews, which to 

a certain extent follow a predetermined order and apply open-ended questions while 

offering the interviewee the flexibility to address the researched issue in their own 

words, thus helping to generate comparable, thick, and rich qualitative data (Cohen & 

Crabtree, 2006). Longhurst (2003) described semi-structured interviews as 

conversations in which interviewees are given the opportunity to answer the questions 

freely in an informal conversational manner.  

This study used the semi-structured interview, one of the most widely used qualitative 

research methods (Kitchin &Tate, 2000) to collect qualitative data from international 
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hospitality employees who had experienced service encounters involving customers 

with shared ethnicity. As this study focused on the process of service encounters, 

emphasis was placed on front-line service employees in the hospitality industry because 

they are mostly engaged in interactions with customers in the workplace. 

The interviewees for this study were recruited using the snowball sampling technique, 

wherein the researcher accesses participants through contact information provided by 

other participants (Noy, 2008). The snowball sampling technique has been recognised 

as a feasible and effective method for locating and accessing potential participants from 

specific populations the researcher aims to study (Faugier & Sargeant, 1997). One 

disadvantage of the snowball technique is that recruited participants often know each 

other; therefore, they may have similar characteristics and shared values, and this kind 

of similarity might be reflected in their perceptions towards certain issues, which could 

further bias the study results (Wilmot, 2005). However, the adoption of snowball 

sampling in this study was regarded as unproblematic. Due to New Zealand’s 

characteristic cultural diversity, despite participants being recruited with the snowball 

sampling technique and potentially knowing each other, the resultant sample still 

represented various cultural backgrounds in New Zealand workplaces. This ethnic 

variety in participants may help yield multiple insights into employees’ perceptions on 

their native language use in intercultural service encounters involving customers 

speaking the same native language. 

The sample size of qualitative research is often relatively small, and it has been 

suggested that for students, a sample size of 12 is appropriate, and this can be extended 
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to 20 for a longer project (Baker, Edwards, & Doidge, 2012). Ragin (1992) 

recommended a sample size of 20 for a master’s thesis. However, after reviewing 

interview-based doctoral theses, Mason (2010) found that the sample size for interviews 

varies considerably from 1 to 95. In addition to this, evidence has shown that even the 

single case study can generate rich and in-depth data (e.g., Feagin, Orum, & Sjoberg, 

1991; Ragin & Becker, 1992). What is more, it was indicated that the limitation in 

sample size can be remedied by the deep and connected relationship established 

between the participants and researchers (Baker et al., 2012). Given that qualitative 

research aims for deep and rich data, a large number of qualitative interviews may be 

impractical and unmanageable, considering the available timeframe and the researcher’s 

effectiveness in dealing with large amounts of qualitative data (Wilmot, 2005). Based 

on the suitable sample size for qualitative research suggested by researchers, the 

researcher of this study aimed at recruiting 8 participants for semi-structured interviews. 

Initial interviewees were accessed through the researcher’s personal social networks, 

and initial interviewees subsequently recommended further potential participants. As 

the first step of recruitment, an invitation email containing an attachment of the 

participant information sheet (see Appendix B) was sent to potential participants. 

Interviews were conducted with participants’ permission, which was indicated by 

signing the consent form (see Appendix C). For the full interview questions list, see 

Appendix D.  

All interviews were conducted at the city campus of the Auckland University of 

Technology in room WU415. Interviews lasted approximately 30–60 minutes. Each 
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interview commenced with the same opening question: “In your workplace, have you 

ever experienced serving customers from your country?” Subsequent interview 

questions focused on interviewees’ specific service encounter experiences and their 

perceptions of these experiences. With participant permission, interviews were audio 

recorded and notes were taken in the interview process to help the interviewer with later 

analysis.  

3.4.2 Data analysis 

All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed into Microsoft Word format. 

Qualitative data derived from interviews was analysed thematically, identifying the 

common attitudes and key themes that summarise the views collected from the 

interviews (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). Instead of applying software for analysing 

qualitative data, data for this study was processed manually. The initial themes were 

assembled and coded using the open coding system in which notes and headings are 

written in the text during the reading process (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). The open coding 

system provides researchers with an opportunity to see the direction of the research and 

allows for a brief illustration of core concepts rather than excessive conceptual 

descriptions (Glaser, 2016). It has been suggested that the note and headings be written 

down in the margins as much as necessary and read through again to yield a variety of 

information from the content (Burnard, 1991).  

Subthemes were tabulated after each round of coding, and thematic analysis was used to 

generate final main themes by integrating all the subthemes emerging from different 

interviews. Thematic analysis encodes qualitative data with existing codes, which can 
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be a series of themes, indicators, or a concept with correlated constructs (Boyatzis, 

1998). Thematic analysis provides researchers with analytic flexibility amongst various 

theoretical frameworks as the method is independent of the choice of theoretical and 

epistemological approaches; due to this flexibility, thematic analysis is endowed with 

the potential to contribute to detail and richness to the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As 

this study explored employees’ perceptions of native language use in service encounters, 

the outcome of interpretation was presented narratively. 

3.4.3 Participant glossary 

A total of 8 participants were invited for the study, all of which were working in 

five-star hotels in Auckland. Personal information which might reveal participants’ 

identities was not presented in the study, and all participants were assigned an alias. 

Table 1 provides a profile of the participants in this study. 

Table 1. Participants profile 

Name Gender Age Native Language Department Tenure 

Jay Male 29 Chinese F&B 4 years 

Jean Female 25 Korean F&B 3 years 

Ina Female 24 Bahasa Indonesia F&B 2.5 years 

Rachel Female 26 Chinese F&B 1 year 

Sam Male 26 Sinhalese F&B 2.5 years 

Tammy Female 23 Vietnamese F&B 1 year 

Ella Female 23 Korean F&B, Sales 2 years 

Kelly Female 27 Filipino F&B, Sales 3 years 
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3.4.4 Reliability and validity 

Qualitative study is conducted on the basis of interpretivism and constructivism, in the 

process of individuals creating diverse realities, the researcher plays a part in 

influencing the researched as well as shaping the inquiry. It has been argued by 

researchers that “true value” is a must for all research (Guba & Lincoln, 1981), while 

the quality criteria for qualitative research, for example , reliability and validity, should 

not be a replication of quantitative research (Guba & Lincoln, 1985).  

In this current study, interviews were adopted to collect data. The sample was not chose 

to be representative, but was drawn purposefully. Participants in this study shared 

similar experiences of speaking their native language to serve customers with the same 

ethnicity, the sample are considered suitable for answering the research questions of this 

study. The application of semi-structured interview allowed the participants to tell their 

stories and experiences in their own word. In order to provide valid data and minimize 

the bias that might be caused by the interviewer and interviewees, the presentation of 

findings applied rich and detailed descriptive language (Creswell, 2013).  

3.4.5 Ethical considerations 

Ethical approval was required for this study as it involved human subjects. Data was 

only collected after gaining ethical approval (see Appendix A) from the Auckland 

University of Technology Ethics Committee (AUTEC). The participant information 

sheet contained a short introduction by the author and information regarding the 

purpose of the study, how potential participants were accessed, how participants could 

take part in the study, and the ethical principles relating to the study. Participants were 
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informed that their participation in this study was voluntary and that they had the rights 

to withdraw from the study at any time. Additionally, participants were guaranteed that 

collected data would be processed professionally and honestly for the research purpose. 

3.5 Summary  

This chapter outlined the philosophy behind this study by identifying the researcher’s 

ontological, epistemological and methodological stances. Based on the illustration of 

different research paradigms with identification of their corresponding ontological and 

epistemological approaches, the choice of an interpretive paradigm entailing a relativist 

ontology and constructivist epistemology was justified as compatible with the topic of 

this study. The adoption of a qualitative methodology was shown to be consistent with 

the chosen ontology and epistemology within the paradigm; in addition, it fits into the 

topic of this study which aims to search for rich and deep data pertaining to 

international hospitality employees’ native language use in specific service encounters 

with customers sharing the same ethnicity. The research design further mirrored the 

interpretive paradigm in that it allowed for the generalisation of complex and varied 

views that participants held concerning the research topic. Apart from demonstrating the 

philosophical concepts underpinning the current study, this chapter also explained and 

justified the use of the snowball sampling technique for participant recruitment, the 

chosen sample size, the semi-structured interview for data collection, and the open 

coding system and thematic analysis for analysing the data.  
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Chapter 4. Findings 

4.1 Introduction  

The objective of this study is to investigate hospitality employees’ perceptions on 

speaking their native language in service contexts. This chapter presents the major 

themes that emerged from the semi-structured interviews. Firstly, this chapter presents 

findings illustrating employees’ motivations for adopting English and native language 

in service encounters. It shows that participants express a preference for initiating 

conversations in English while also having the awareness of serving customers from the 

same country with their native language. This awareness is shown by their performance 

in following customers’ native language choice and by their efforts to switch to native 

language when customers have difficulty with English communication.  

Secondly, to provide a more complete picture of employees’ attitudes towards adopting 

native language in customer service, the chapter presents factors influencing the 

voluntary adoption of English when the service encounter involves customers speaking 

the same native language. This section reveals that employees’ language choice does 

not depend simply on customers’ demands, but is also constrained by other factors, 

some of which contribute to the adoption of English. These factors include the role of 

English as the default language in the workplace, the consideration of respecting 

customers without predicting customers’ ethnicity and language preference, and 

individual personalities.  

Thirdly, the chapter identifies the factors resulting in employees’ avoidance of native 

language. Particular attention is paid to the experienced work stress related to native 
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language use in specific service encounters with customers speaking the same native 

language. Three main factors are identified as accounting for an avoidance of native 

language use: demanding customers and perceived extra workload, lack of received 

respect, and over-accommodated customers who refuse English communication.  

Fourthly, employees’ experience of stress in relation to their native language use in 

service encounters is identified. This reveals increased demand and extra workload 

resulting from the native language communication directly asserts direct pressure on 

employees. Apart from the fear of being allocated with more physical workload, 

employees become stressed when their roles in service encounters are blurred. 

Employees feel their ambiguous positions in choosing the proper language to serve 

customers and when the required language use and service pattern conflict with 

employees’ perceptions. Furthermore, in consideration of their roles as service 

professionals, employees are put under pressure when customers show a strong in-group 

identification and expectation of favouritism in the process of service delivery. Finally, 

employees control their emotions by applying emotional labour in native language 

service encounters, and this kind of control and modification of personal emotion and 

feeling is inherently stressful.  

Throughout this chapter, the terms employee, service employee, interviewee, and 

participant are used interchangeably. The terms shared ethnicity and same native 

language are also used interchangeably.  
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4.2 Adoption of native language in service encounters 

In general, international hospitality employees’ language choice was found to be 

customer-oriented. Customers’ demands were regarded as the core in service encounters. 

Service employees show their willingness to adapt to the language preference and 

choice of customers. In service contexts where customers speak the same native 

language, service employees have the knowledge of answering in native language when 

first contacted by customers with their shared native language. In addition, employees 

also applied native language when they recognised customers’ difficulties with 

communicating in English.  

4.2.1 Always follow customers’ language choice 

The workplace represents a setting where customers’ needs and wants are always given 

priority. Working in the hospitality industry, service employees are aware of the status 

of customers. When asked about the language they adopted to address customers, all of 

the interviewees stated that their language choice depended on that of customers. In 

situations when customers initiated the conversations, all of them expressed the 

importance of following customers no matter what language they used to start a 

conversation. In situations where a customer changed from English to native language 

after recognising their shared ethnicity with the service employee, most of the 

interviewees replied that in such situations, they would change to their native language 

to adapt to the customer’s needs to show them respect. In describing another situation 

where a customer recognised her accent in a phone conversation and switched from 

English to native language use, one participant, Kelly, explained: 
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 … So…yeah, I just followed the language she [the customer] used. 

Following customers’ language choice does not only refer to the adaption to customers’ 

preference for native language. When confronting customers preferring English 

communication, service employees also adjust their language according to the 

customers’ wants. This is shown in the following excerpt from Jean describing a 

situation where a customer replied in English when offered native language service:  

Because, I just … like…tried to understand them. When I spoke Korean, and they 

replied in English, then I felt this person might have the preference to speak 

English – I understand that, and I just spoke English. I was just like… following 

them and making them feel more comfortable. 

All interviewees acknowledged that using a different language when responding to 

customers can be rude. Ina explicitly pointed out that “forcing the customer to speak the 

language you speak” is impolite behaviour, and that accommodating customers’ 

language choice is “a way to avoid insulting the customers.” However, one participant 

revealed an exception to this. The following excerpt from Sam explains why in the 

context of a service encounter involving customers from different cultural backgrounds, 

English may be the preferred language to address all customers. Sam describes why he 

replied to a customer in English instead of in the native language with which the 

customer first addressed him: 

…so he [the customer] spoke Sinhalese, but I replied in English…because his 

wife was there, she is [and she was] from America. It’s really not nice [to reply in 

Sinhalese], because she had no idea of what was going on … she needs [needed] 

to understand what was going on…Maybe the person felt awkward, maybe he felt 

that I was not nice to him because I spoke English while he spoke Sinhalese, 
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because I thought that the lady [his wife] would not be able to understand if I 

spoke Sinhalese, that’s why… 

4.2.2 Change to native language when customers have difficulty in English 

Apart from accommodating customers’ language choice, which is mainly determined by 

customers, the interviews also demonstrated that service employees also regulated their 

language choice cognitively depending on their evaluations of certain situations and 

different customers.  

The interviewees widely reported their voluntary change to native language when they 

realised that the customer may have difficulty in understanding or speaking English. 

Ella implied that she would switch to her native language so she and the customer could 

“understand each other more easily.” On the whole, interviewees demonstrated an 

awareness of customers’ preferences for speaking and being served with native 

language, as reflected in the following excerpt from Ina, who shared her perception of 

customers’ language preferences: 

I think they will prefer Indonesian…when you are in a different country, you feel 

more comfortable when you are served with native language. This is what I found 

from some of the Indonesian customers that I have served. If they find out you can 

speak Indonesian, they will start to speak Indonesian…  

In their evaluation of the customer’s ability to conduct conversations in English, 

service employees made their adjustments depending on either the customer’s age or 

the communication outcomes with customers. A common view amongst participants 

was that they preferred to accommodate elder customers more when compared with 
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younger customers, as evidenced by the following excerpt from Ella who expressed 

her preference of being more accommodating to elders: 

 … if they are like…elder people, then I will be more likely to offer service with 

[in] Korean and be more polite. It doesn’t mean I will not help if they are young 

– just if they are elders, I will be more caring. 

Sometimes, this preference for accommodating elders was in consideration of the 

advantages younger people have in acquiring second language skills. This is illustrated 

by the following excerpt from Jay: 

 …most of the aged people, they might lack the language competency, so they 

might expect you to speak native language.  

Another concern emerging from the theme of switching to native language was when 

customers show incomprehension. Half of the participants emphasised asking for 

permission before changing to native language use or hinting to the customer that they 

were capable of offering native language service. These participants regarded the switch 

to native language use straight away without asking for permission as inappropriate. 

Rachel explained this in light of her awareness that people could be sensitive: 

… perhaps the customer will assume that their English is not good enough 

because of the accent. I would say it’s kind of…people are sensitive.  

Tammy expressed the same concern regarding direct switching without asking for 

permission: 

 If I switch directly, it’s kind of disrespectful for people. You need to be careful 

when you change your language. 
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Generally speaking, international hospitality employees are conscious of the need to 

accommodate customers with their native language. However, in hospitality workplaces 

consisting of various expectations due to the multiple cultural backgrounds of both 

customers and employees, employees’ language choice proved to be a complex web of 

constructs casually correlated, and the adoption of native language was constrained by a 

variety of factors. In order to provide an outline of the factors affecting employees’ 

language choice in service encounters, the proceeding interview findings will be 

presented according to (1) factors contributing to the voluntary adoption of English in 

service encounters, (2) factors contributing to the avoidance of native language use in 

service encounters, and (3) employees’ experience of work stress related to native 

language use in service encounters. 

4.3 Voluntary adoption of English 

Even though the language choice of service employees is largely customer-oriented, the 

language in which service employees choose to address customers can be affected by 

other factors. Given the complexity and distinctiveness of each service encounter, 

employees showed a tendency to voluntarily adopt English in some situations when 

attending to customers from their countries. Interviews revealed multiple factors that 

contributed to employee willingness to adopt English rather than native language in 

service encounters. 

4.3.1 English in the workplace 

As a dominant language widely used in international business and the predominant 

language in New Zealand, there is no doubt that English is used as the default language 
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in the workplace. All participants emphasised an English-speaking working 

environment. In other words, they referenced English as having the status of the 

workplace language in New Zealand. Therefore, they regarded speaking English as “a 

basic thing.” Some of the interviewees also indicated that they tried to avoid excessive 

use of their native language even with colleagues who spoke the same native language. 

Even though they were aware of the convenience of communicating in native language, 

it was considered “proper to speak English in [an] English-speaking environment.”  

When asked what language they choose to start a conversation, in all cases, participants 

said English would always be their choice for initiating a conversation, regardless of the 

ethnicity of customers. This was illustrated by Tammy when she explained, “I never 

thought about that I started with my own language … I will always start with English.” 

Tammy’s view was echoed by Rachel, who stated, “… I would definitely use English 

first to greet them [customers], no matter if they look like Chinese or… I will start with 

English.” 

Participants suggested that after the start of a conversation in English, they preferred to 

continue the conversation in English when they perceived that the customer was capable 

of doing so. They also felt it was “not necessary to speak everything in English” as long 

as both interlocutors could understand each other. The following excerpt from Jean 

reveals her preference for speaking English: 

Normally, I don’t speak too much native language with Korean customers, [I] 

actually kind of avoid [it], and try to keep the conversation in English rather than 

my own language, because this is an English-speaking country, and it is in the 
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workplace, mainly because it is an English-speaking workplace… So usually, I 

speak Korean with customers when they can’t understand English or when they 

are struggling with using English. But usually, most of the things they try to say 

are simple stuff, so it is ok; I can make them understand in English. 

Considering the various cultural backgrounds in the workplace, service employees also 

tried to keep the communication with customers in English for the sake of being 

courteous to their colleagues, as was indicated by Kelly when she explained this “…will 

[would] also help the colleagues know what is really happening.” This view surfaced 

mainly in relation to the efficiency in solving some service issues. Sam echoed Kelly’s 

sentiment, explaining the importance of other colleagues’ knowledge of service 

situations: 

We have to help the guests somehow, but it doesn’t have to be [in] native 

language. I would say English is always preferred because everybody 

understands [it], so I would prefer English as the key language to explain to 

customers, so my co-workers will know what we are talking about, and they can 

just help me if the customer has any needs or problems, and I don’t have to 

explain in English again. It’s important, you know, we need to work together, and 

we need to be efficient.  

Apart from the behavioural outcomes, another concern expressed concerning the use of 

native language in customer service was the awkwardness and embarrassment felt by 

some of the interviewees. Having been working the whole day using English, a change 

to native language sometimes makes service employees feel embarrassed. This is 

illustrated in the following excerpt from Ina: 

 ... because most of the time, we speak English, so when you have to switch from 

English to Indonesian, especially when you know it’s gonna be, probably small 
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groups, I found it really awkward, speaking Indonesian to other Indonesian 

customers.   

Sam also alluded to the possibly embarrassing situation where the majority speaks 

English, but some employees need to adopt a minority language in customer service. In 

such contexts, Sam explained as a service employee, you might feel as if you “don’t 

know how to behave even though you know the whole service” when facing customers 

with shared ethnicity. 

Interviewees also presented how their roles in service encounters as service employees 

affect how they feel about speaking their native language. Kelly shared her mixed 

perceptions concerning native language use when playing different roles in service 

encounters: 

… But for me, personally, I prefer to be served by my native language. I feel more 

comfortable, because in that way, I feel more…like personalise[d]? But if I am 

the one who provides the service, I feel like I am more comfortable with speaking 

English, and it’s quite awkward for me to suddenly… to speak my language when 

I am working in [an] English-speaking environment, so it’s contradicting … but 

like [if] I am in New Zealand or other English-speaking countries, if my waiter or 

waitress talks to me in English, then I will understand that as well. 

For most of the participants, there was no organisational policy explicitly 

suggesting the use of native language in service to their overseas customers. 

However, Rachel, who mentioned the organisation handbook promoting native 

language service in her hotel, perceived the use of her native language as “quite 

natural.” 
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4.3.2 Respect our guests	  

In addition to influences from the organisation and the work itself, service employees’ 

adoption of English for communication can also be attributed to their consideration of 

showing respect to customers. The variety and complexity of cultural backgrounds of 

hotel customers is one of the challenges facing service employees in communication for 

both work-related and social conversations.  

It was reported by most of the participants that it was easy for them to identify 

customers from their countries, either through observation or through their very first 

interaction with them. However, in most of the situations, they avoided showing their 

in-group membership before customers did so. Half of the participants explicitly 

expressed that it would be rude to “make the judgment” of a customer’s ethnicity and 

native language before the customer reveals their identity. When asked why English 

was her preferred choice, Ina stated, “if I start in my own language, to me, it will be a bit 

rude…because I assume where they come from. I found it quite…not very…anyway, I 

found it is something really rude if you just guess where somebody comes from.” In 

addition, Tammy also explained her idea of showing respect to customers without 

providing native language service first: 

Usually, I will not speak native language with them if they don’t start speaking 

our language. I am happy to speak Vietnamese with them if they want, but I will 

not show them first that I speak Vietnamese, just for respect. 

Kelly shared a similar sentiment and also mentioned the possible negative implications 

by speaking native language first: 
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 … if I need to talk in my language, I do ask them if they are from 

[Philippines]…what if they are not Filipinos, what if they are from other parts of 

Asia? 

In consideration of the diversity of customers in terms of age, individual preferences, 

and language competency, to name just a few, it is understandable that customers might 

have different expectations regarding the ways in which they are served when they are 

in another country. Another theme mentioned repeatedly by interviewees was that some 

customers have the preference to speak and be attended with English. 

Most of the participants identified that younger customers tend to be more “happy to 

speak English” compared with their elder counterparts. One of the participants regarded 

this as merely being related to personal preference, while six of them considered it as a 

way for them to show individual competency, since “they’ve learned the language.” As 

an example, Tammy remarked that “… not many Vietnamese can speak English well, so 

they may… young people, they maybe want to show that they can speak good English.” 

This is also clear in the following description from Jean describing young customers’ 

embarrassment when addressed with native language: 

It was a celebration of birthday, everybody spoke Korean there, but some young 

people…I tried to help them in our own language; I think they felt they were 

offended, they might assume that I doubted their English ability. I was 

like…asking them if they need any drinks, in Korean, but they reacted like: 

Uh…then they just walked away. So I thought they might feel offended. 
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For customers who come for travelling, one interviewee referred to their willingness to 

speak English and talk with local people to experience “something different from our 

[their] own country.” 

4.3.3 Individual personality 

In each enterprise, there will be policies and rules designed to make sure that the whole 

organisation runs smoothly, both internally and externally. Participants identified 

factors that prompted their adoption of English from the perspectives of the organisation, 

the work itself, and the customers. In addition to these external factors, interviews also 

revealed personal characteristics to be another factor that can be taken into account.  

Some participants indicated that their personality played a role in their language choice 

in service encounters involving customers from the same country. The effect of 

personality was found to be associated with their ethnic identification and their 

willingness to show their ethnic identity, especially in the workplace. Half of the 

participants suggested that they didn’t feel any additional kinship with their in-group 

customers and would not show extra closeness. As Sam described, “I am not trying to be 

really friendly, even [if] they are from my country.” These participants preferred to keep 

the relationship with customers as “customer and service employee” where both were 

treated “in a proper way” rather than as a relatively informal relationship. As Jean 

indicated, “… I am the one who always keeps distance; I just want that we respect each 

other, that’s enough.” 

Studies have suggested that people with shared cultural background tend to feel closer 

to each other. For service employees with weak ethnic identification, showing their 
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in-group membership to customers by voluntarily speaking their native language can be 

challenging for them, as illustrated in the following excerpt from Ina: 

Sometimes, only because I work in New Zealand, and then we have something in 

common, people actually will show closeness, and that kind of closeness is 

actually not comfortable for me. It’s just my personality; in the workplace, you 

need to try to be professional… it’s hard for me to speak casually with my 

Indonesian customers in our language. 

4.4 “I will hide my identity…” 

It has been made clear by previous studies that service encounters consist of the 

interactions between customers and service employees. The way that service employees 

treat their customers to some extent depends on customers’ attitudes and behaviours. 

For international hospitality service employees, speaking their native language in 

serving customers with the same ethnicity asserts significant effect on their performance 

in customer service. It was indicated by participants that when they perceived difficult 

situations might be created for them with the use of native language, hiding their ethnic 

identity and capability of speaking their native language would help protect them from 

the threat of a difficult situation. Participants reported that they would pre-evaluate 

customers’ behaviours in the beginning of or even before the interaction as the reference 

for their service. Take, for example, the following excerpt from Ina describing how her 

evaluations were made: 

I have to say that you do judge your guests. Whenever they walk in, whenever you 

start a conversation with them, you can see what kind of person they are. I am not 

talking about racism or something like that, just to know how I should treat that 

person, in which way. Because from … like experience, you just know for certain 



 

	   65	  

people, how they are gonna react after you start a bit [of] conversation with 

them. 

Based on these evaluations, participants indicated their desire to avoid speaking native 

language with customers in some situations. Interview analysis revealed a number of 

factors contributing to the avoidance of offering native language service. 

4.4.1 Demanding customers and perceived workload 

In intercultural service encounters, when a service encounter consists of customers and 

service employees speaking the same native language, the difference from traditional 

intercultural service encounters can be expected. One recurrent theme that emerged was 

the increase in customers’ demands that sometimes coincided with shared in-group 

membership and native language. Participants reported that some customers “feel more 

comfortable with native language” and tend to be “more demanding”. Kelly’s interview 

excerpt expressed her perception of this increase in demand: 

But the thing is, if they recognise that you are from the same country as well, 

that’s the time when they become demanding. 

Participants distinguished the growing demand from normal customer demand in 

service encounters. In such circumstances, participants indicated that they would 

not like to talk to customers in native language when they thought that the 

customer was behaving inappropriately and crossing the line. When asked to 

comment on this topic, Ina explained, “… I have to say, they were pretty demanding, 

they kept…how to say…asking you for the things that usually people shouldn’t do in 
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a restaurant.” Jean echoed this view and further explained how switching to native 

language could increase customers’ demands in dealing with service issues: 

In that situation, if I change my language to Korean, they will go farther, they 

will…like…complain more, more detailed, they will even ask me to bring my 

manager, they will be more demanding, too weird. 

With all these experiences, under such circumstances, service employees tended 

not to show their capability of speaking their native language when attending to 

customers when they perceived the possibility of growing demands. With all the 

experiences of serving more demanding customers, Ina further stated that “… so 

when I think they might be demanding, I just avoid it [speaking native language] 

since [from] the beginning.” 

As a consequence of customers’ increased demands, the perceived workload was 

identified as another factor contributing to their avoidance of native language, on a 

more behavioural level. Interviewees indicated that because of their heavy workload, 

serving every customer with native language was impractical. As Ina stated when 

commenting on the workload of her job, “…you have to consider the workload, 

especially in the food and beverage [industry].”  

Constrained by the workload and time pressure, service employees avoided showing 

familiarity by speaking native language with customers. For example, Jay described 

how his workload affected his language choice, explaining “it’s not enjoyable to speak 

native language in all the situations, because the workload will be heavier and it’s 
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always busy, so we don’t really have that time to build that kind of relationship with 

every customer.”   

The concern of potential increased workload caused by native language use normally 

comes with a comparatively large number of customers. For example, when a group of 

customers from a service employee’s native country appear at the same time, that’s the 

time when the service employee perceives the forthcoming workload. This is illustrated 

by Ina, who expressed how she felt when facing a group of customers from her home 

country: 

Thank God, they didn’t find I speak Indonesian, otherwise, they are gonna ask me 

to be their personal server, and I will [be] stuck there the whole day. 

Another interviewee, Ella, who presented her willingness to speak native language 

because of the feeling of connection with customers from her country, shared her 

experience when she tried to hide her capability of speaking her native language: 

It was really busy, and I was doing hosting. A big group of Korean guests came 

in … maybe because of my appearance, they tried to speak Korean, I don’t know 

why, but I just pretended that I didn’t understand Korean … they were talking 

among[st] themselves in Korean. I could understand them, but I just … didn’t 

show them that I speak Korean. 

4.4.2 Not well respected 

Coming from the same country means that people know each other better, in terms of 

both their attitudes and their behaviours. Participants acknowledged that sharing the 

same ethnicity with customers meant they were more aware of those customers’ 

preferences than their colleagues from another culture were. Another theme related to 
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this shared in-group membership emerged as a reason for employees’ avoidance of 

native language use: feeling disrespected.  

Participants pointed out that they would choose their language based on “how they 

[customers] react and how they treat me and my colleagues.” Five of the eight 

interviewees referred to feeling of not being well respected by customers from their 

countries, and they would use English instead of native language in such situations. Jay 

mentioned that some customers showed no respect when served with native language, 

and in his words, “take your help for granted.” Rachel said that she would not reveal her 

Chinese identity when she realised that customers were rude, and stated she would 

“stand a little bit behind” and “protect myself [herself] from that situation.” Slang used 

by customers in communication was also regarded as disrespectful. For example, Jean 

described her experience of being treated without respect: 

Some of them were quite rude to me, after they know [knew] I speak Korean, 

because obviously I am younger than them … because they can do … they feel 

more comfortable with Korean … because you are Asian, and you … like you are 

from the same country, the way they call me is like “Hey, lady” instead of 

something like “Excuse me.” Some people, they try to be the “Queen” and 

“King.” 

Unlike situations where the service employee can avoid using native language from the 

beginning when they perceive possible pressure, in circumstances where the service 

employee has already shown their in-group member identity and the service needs to be 

conducted in native language, in order to get rid of the feeling of disrespect, service 
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employees tended to withdraw themselves from the stressful service encounter. This 

dynamic is well-illustrated in the following excerpt from Jean: 

I feel so uncomfortable, and usually, I will swap the workplace with my 

colleagues…I can’t do anything, I am just…I am done with this, I might ask my 

supervisor to put me somewhere else so I don’t have to serve them. 

The feeling of disrespect was sometimes made more salient when service employees 

thought customers treated them differently after they provided a “more personalised 

service” by serving them in native language. Jean identified the different reactions of 

some customers when served in native language and in English: 

… I had a group of 200 Korean guests. Another Korean colleague and I served 

them. They kind of ignored us. We tried to get their room numbers, and they said 

“why do you need that?” and they just walked away… If you speak in English, 

they are not familiar with the language and they will listen to you really carefully. 

And they will just walk away if you speak Korean, but if it’s another language or 

the server is a foreigner, that can make them stop, so just because we are from 

the same country, they might become more [rude]… I have been thinking, why? 

But I can’t really find the answer. 

In addition to the disrespect received from customers, both verbally and 

behaviourally, the feeling of disrespect was also sensed based on the 

“understanding of that country from where you come.” A more culturally-loaded 

concern regarding the lack of respect emerged when Ina talked about her feeling of 

“being judged”: 

…They expect you to do a more respectable job; they don’t expect to find you to 

be a waiter or a waitress. In my country, actually in many countries, if you are a 

waitress, you will be judged, especially [in] Asian countries… so this is one of the 
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reasons I try not to reveal where I am from, because I have the feeling of 

judgment from people from my country because of the culture that I am familiar 

with… I hate that kind of feeling; I feel that sometimes I am not well respected. 

In addition to attributing this feeling to her awareness of her own culture, Ina also 

attributed the feeling to the nature of hospitality work, as she mentioned, “I think it 

comes with the occupation… it’s actually [an] honest job. You work hard and you 

get paid; it’s fair pay, but still, that can’t make the feeling disappear.” 

4.4.3 Over-accommodation 

In the service industry, the importance of customers’ status is quite obvious. Most 

organisational operations are directed at aiming for better accommodation to customer 

needs. In the hospitality industry, with the growing intercultural interactions between 

customers and service employees and the problems created by cultural differences, 

efforts have been made to find solutions for this issue, both within the industry and in 

academia. Most of the solutions are customer-oriented, whether the solution is using 

native language web or mobile applications in assisting customers or providing menus 

in customers’ native languages. Participants understood customers’ status and showed 

their willingness to accommodate customers’ language choice, however, they also 

presented another view of accommodating customers’ language choice: that it 

sometimes results in a need for over-accommodation. 

The need for over-accommodation was noticed by participants as a common 

consequence to native language use. Participants noted that customers “refuse[d] to 

speak any English” after being served with native language. Even for customers who 
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could speak some English, once they recognised that a service employee spoke their 

native language, they depended completely on service employees who spoke native 

language. Considering that there may be a limited number of employees who can speak 

a particular native language, this can place a great deal of pressure on them. Rachel 

offered one such example in her interview of how native language use led to the 

pressure of a customer requesting over-accommodation: 

Another situation is no matter what happens, he will only look for me… even he 

can speak a little English, but he will still look for me if he wants something, even 

if it’s just a very simple request. 

Participants expressed their desire for customers to make some effort in speaking 

some English and following the local rules when in another country. Even though 

participants could accommodate customers’ language choice, they regarded 

customer refusal to speak any language of the hosting country as not very 

appropriate, especially for young people and those who could speak some English. 

Ina’s comments illustrate this viewpoint: 

When you go to someone’s country, I think it is common sense that you basically 

need to be able to speak the basic words of that country. If a customer comes to 

me and only speaks our language, I don’t think it’s acceptable… so the problem 

with some guests… if you accommodate them too much, they will think they are in 

their place and everybody should follow their rules… so that is the reason that 

sometimes I refuse to speak my native language and some of my Chinese 

colleagues refuse to speak Mandarin… 
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4.5 Stress related to the use of native language 

Stress is a common topic in the industry of hospitality. Due to the great effect that 

workplace stress has on employees, many studies have been conducted to 

investigate employee stress from different perspectives. In intercultural service 

encounters where customers and service employees share the same cultural 

background and native language, the service encounter is very specific. In this 

specific type of encounter, an intragroup resource exchange takes place in another 

country, and the stress that employees experience in these types of scenarios may 

be different from the stress experienced in traditional service encounters. From 

participants’ descriptions of experiences serving customers from their own 

countries, concerns about stress related to shared native language use recurred 

throughout the interviews and emerged as an important theme. Participants 

attributed this stress to multiple factors. 

4.5.1 Where is my position? 

“When in Rome, do as Romans do” is a widespread saying, which implies that 

people should follow local rules and customs when in another country. In an 

English-speaking country, there is no doubt that people are expected to speak 

English. However, this may not be the case in intercultural service encounters 

involving customers and service employees speaking the same native language, 

and according to participants, how to choose the proper language and service 

pattern to serve customers turns out to be a stressful challenge for service 

employees. 
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Most participants expressed feeling placed in an ambiguous position and expressed 

hesitation in choosing which language to use when serving customers with shared 

ethnicity or native language. Some of the ambiguities arise from participants’ 

inabilities to fully seize customers’ needs. Considering the special relationship 

between the two parties in such encounters, choosing the right language with 

which to address customers, without putting customers in an awkward situation, 

places service employees in a dilemma. Embarrassing situations can result, such as 

when service employees provide native language service, but customers show the 

preference to speak English. Rachel described her experience with this situation, 

explaining, “sometimes, it’s really awkward that I offer them that I can speak 

Chinese, and I speak Chinese with them, but they still use English.” Jay shared a 

similar experience of offering service in Chinese and being responded to in English. 

Jay regarded this as “understandable, but a little bit upsetting.” 

Another ambiguous position arises when service employees realise that customers 

may have difficulty with, but still try to speak English, and then the desire to offer 

native language service and the awareness of the customer’s willingness to speak 

English collide. Jean expressed her puzzlement in such situations: 

I feel so bad, whenever they try to speak English and explain something to me but 

they can’t…I feel like…should I help? But it’s really not good if I have already 

started in English and suddenly changed the language, I feel like it might offend 

them, even I can see they have some difficulty… sometimes, people feel 

embarrassed with they can’t speak English, but they try to speak English, at that 

time, I can’t really disturb them by speaking Korean, because they try to speak it. 
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Another ambiguity referred to repeatedly by participants concerns the service 

patterns derived from the two different cultures. When in an English-speaking 

working environment, in addition to being expected to behave according to local 

norms, employees are conscious of the importance of providing standard service 

catering to customers from all over the world. At the same time, customers who 

don’t speak English and are being served by a service employee speaking the same 

native language tend to show a preference for the native service pattern with which 

they are more familiar. In these instances, service employees feel the collision of 

customer preference and their own position identification. Participants emphasised 

the difference between Asian and local service encounters, stating that customers 

from Asia “don’t expect much interaction” and most of them are “not aware of the 

manner and rules here.” Jay explained this difference well in the following 

excerpt:  

For some Chinese guests, they don’t want be engaged in the interaction, even 

though when I provide the service in Chinese, they don’t want to waste the time 

with you… it has something to do with the cultural background… they prefer to 

go to the topic directly without much communication…sometimes, I feel my 

position is quite embarrassing.   

This kind of stress can also been generated when the service employee feels as if 

they are “being forced to follow their [the customers’] ways.” Because of the 

specific culture and social conventions shared by both sides, service employees 

feel obliged to not only change their language, but also the service pattern. For 
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example, Jean shared her feeling of stress when customers showed the preference 

to be served in Korean service patterns: 

But people, especially elder guests, they want me to follow Korean culture. So 

when I speak Korean, I need to serve with full respect … it’s different, I have to 

be more polite and show more respect to Korean guests because we are from the 

same country…it’s quite difficult, they want to be served like… parents, even I 

am just a service employee. I need to be “kid.” I need to be really careful. 

Participants showed their willingness to speak native language when customers 

have difficulty in English, including offering help to other departments. However, 

when asked by supervisors to provide native language service, especially after 

service employees had adopted English as the service language, embarrassment 

and stress was created. This is shown in the following excerpt from Jean which 

explains how one such service encounter was made stressful for her by her 

supervisor: 

Some Korean guests made a reservation for [a] birthday, but something was 

wrong and they didn’t get the table which they should [have] be[en] given. My 

supervisor asked me to sing the birthday song in Korean for them. I was 

like…It’s not in Korea, it was so embarrassing…my supervisor wanted to make 

them happy … It was so stressful, because when they came, I didn’t speak Korean, 

but I was asked by other people to do it… If I served them from the beginning in 

Korean, I might do that, but still... 

4.5.2 Demanding customers and perceived workload 

As mentioned above, with their use of native language, service employees might need to 

face increased customer demand and consequent workload, and these potential 

challenges might lead service employees to refrain from adopting native language in 
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service encounters. When looking behind the curtain, it’s not hard to understand that 

kind of behaviour, as some participants attributed customers’ reinforced demand and 

potential workload as a source of stress in service encounters. Service employees feel 

stressed when they need to allocate more time to specific customers. As Jean explained, 

under these kinds of demands, “I feel like I need to do more, like extra service for them, 

and it pushes me under the pressure.” Ina also explained that enhanced customer 

demand and potential workload created stress for her: 

…generally, I found it’s pretty much the same, some guests do, some guests are 

very demanding and [require] you to spend more time with them. It will be more 

stressful because they need your time more than other guests, that’s properly the 

most stressful part.  

Aside from directly impacting on service employees’ stress levels, the perceived 

workload also created stress for employees indirectly through affecting their 

language choice. The following example from Ella presents how she felt in a 

service encounter where she was struggling with her language choice: 

I just didn’t show them that I could speak Korean at first, I just… didn’t say 

anything. Then they tried to talk to me in English, and I found they were 

struggling, so I realised maybe I needed to speak Korean... I felt so bad because I 

just said nothing when I should have said something first. I thought I was wrong 

in the beginning. 

Another view echoed by most of the participants was that because of the shared 

ethnicity and language and the perceived closer relationship with service 

employees, customers were more likely to express the desire for extra benefits. As 
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Ina stated, “…some people, they may expect you to be especially good with them 

because you are from the same country.” Jay also emphasised that customers’ 

desires for benefits or preferential treatment seemed to be based on shared 

ethnicity and native language: 

I don’t think they would have a request like that if they were served by someone 

else…but they were served by me, whom they could easily communicate with…so 

they would like to know if that [benefit] was possible… 

According to participants, most of the preferred benefits customers asked for were 

in relation to premium prices or complimentary items. Kelly explained, “it feels 

like…automatically you will know that they are expecting something…more than 

the standard service …” 

In response to customers’ desires for extra benefits, all participants indicated that 

they would try to help customers by “considering what I can do,” or what could be 

done, but they would not offer discounts, superior service, or oblige any other 

requests that they regarded as “cross[ing] the line.” Participants who felt more 

emotionally connected with customers from their countries also shared this view. 

For example, Tammy commented, “I treat them all the same, based on the service 

standard of [the] hotel, not treating them better or…I can help them as much as I 

can, but I can’t do more for them because they are from my country.” 

From the responses on this topic, it is clear that participants refused to offer extra 

benefits to customers from their country because they regarded it as “unfair to 
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other customers.” All participants referred to the importance of treating everybody 

equally. Sam emphasised this idea in the following excerpt: 

In hospitality, it has to be the same, everyone should be treated in the same way, 

like rules, service, regulations….for me, I will not prepare and offer more service 

for them because they are from my country, mu duty is to serve everyone equally. 

4.5.3 Excessive in-group affiliation of customers	  

Most of the participants acknowledged that native language helped in making their 

communication with customers easier. However, when customers attached too much 

emotion to the interaction because of the shared in-group membership, the situation 

became stressful for service employees.  

One stress-inducing situation derived from customers’ strong in-group identification 

was the length of the encounter, with some participants expressing concern that “it 

becomes a long conversation.” Being constrained by various expectations from 

customers and the pressure to provide quality service within an acceptable timeframe, 

hospitality employees face the challenge of allocating their time well to make sure that 

each guest can be provided with standard and quality service. When the service 

employee’s in-group member identity is revealed, some customers will try to start 

conversations with the employee because of their familiarity. Service employees 

reported that they got stressed when such conversations turn into long ones. Jay shared 

one such experience of serving a group of customers from his country: 

…they will be happy when they find that I can speak Chinese…and some of the 

customers will start talking with me and asking some questions, I can understand 

how they feel, the problem is if one customer asks, others will also ask, then I 
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need to answer all these similar questions, I actually spent a lot of time…that 

actually affected my productivity… sometimes, I need a smart way to avoid these 

situations. 

Ina also shared her experience when she was stressed about being engaged in a 

long-lasting dialogue: 

…I tried to keep them alright by answering their questions, and I spent 20 

minutes just with the two guests…so the moment they started the conversation, 

they just didn’t let me go, they kept asking more questions and expected you to 

talk with them more. Every time I went back to that table, they would started 

talking with me again… whenever they start a conversation, it will become quite 

a long one, because of the feeling of familiarity. 

In addition to the impact on personal productivity, some participants mentioned 

concern for their co-workers’ workloads when these types of situations occurred. 

They considered it unfair for their co-workers, who would then need to “take care 

of the whole other guests by him/herself.” In such situations, service employees felt 

the “urge to end the conversation quickly to go back and help your [their] 

colleagues with other customers.” Ella echoed this view by saying “when it’s busy 

and I show them that I am Korean, they [customers] will start talking to me in 

Korean for a long time. When it’s busy, I feel like I want to avoid speaking Korean 

with them because I can’t chat with them when everyone is working.” 

Despite concern over lengthy conversations which might result from the use of native 

language, concerns regarding privacy issues were more widespread. Participants 

expressed feeling uncomfortable when asked about personal issues after using native 
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language. Rachel, who noted feeling a kinship with customers from her country, 

mentioned being asked private questions as a negative result of offering native language 

service to customers. When asked to offer detail about the issue, she explained 

“sometimes, they will ask too much personal information… sometimes, I feel [it’s] too 

personal, that I don’t want to talk about it.” Two of the participants reported that they 

were asked about their pay. Jean commented on this phenomenon: 

If they find that you are from the same country, they will ask like…ask a lot of 

questions, I even got questions like: How much do you make an hour? I was like: 

Er…it’s kind of…I don’t really mind, people can ask questions, but it is too 

private. Sometimes, I feel it’s hard to make a clear position. 

Participants indicated the desire to keep communication formal. When customers 

showed excessive closeness and the conversation got too personal, it was 

considered as improper for workplace, where proper roles need to be identified and 

certain standards followed. The following excerpt by Ina expressed this view: 

…sometimes, it gets too personal… I prefer it [to be] a work thing and to keep it 

[as] a work relationship. Some of the questions, I don’t think they are suitable for 

[the] workplace, because that’s my personal thing, it’s not something that I love 

to tell strangers that I just meet, even though they are from the same country. In 

the workplace, you need to try to be professional. When things get too personal, 

then it becomes a little bit uncomfortable.  

4.5.4 Emotional labour in speaking native language 

According to the descriptions from interviewees, service employees get stressed when 

they are engaged in native language service encounters when they don’t feel 

comfortable speaking their native language for various reasons. However, though the 
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themes that emerged from the interviews suggested that service employees’ perceptions 

of native language use and their language choice could be affected by multiple factors, 

participants pointed out that it was the customer who had the final say. As Kelly put it, 

“…so at the end, it is the guest[s] who will be the one[s], who will decide what will be the 

means…what language will be used to communicate, because they are customers.” This 

means that even being involved in stressful service contexts, service employees need to 

show proper emotion and provide acceptable service because of the status of customers. 

When asked what she felt when serving difficult customers, Rachel’s explanation 

revealed how surface acting was employed: 

I would say…especially when served with native language, some of the customers 

will be really picky and demanding, and it is quite annoying, sometimes. But 

because I work in a five-star hotel, so the service I provide needs to be really 

professional, I can’t show anything on my face, no matter what they ask, we need 

to try our best to accommodate them. 

In terms of displaying required or appropriate emotion, stress doesn’t come only 

from engaging with customers. The role of supervision in affecting employees’ 

adoption of emotional labour can be revealed in Jean’s example of being asked by 

her supervisor to sing the birthday song for Korean customers. She commented, 

“because my supervisor wanted to make them happy, so I had to do that…I was so 

embarrassed.” By following the instructions of her supervisor, the emotion which 

carries stronger in-group identification was displayed. However, embarrassment 

and stress were also created due to the emotional dissonance. 
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In addition, when asked about their overall perceptions on speaking their native 

language in customer service, participants revealed that deep acting was widely adopted 

by service employees. Participants were aware that they had opinions that conflicted 

with customers’ opinions and that using native language might produce negative results. 

Generally, however, participants attributed negative results to the cultural differences 

and the nature of hospitality work. Take for example, Jay, who shared his opinion, 

stating, “…when serving these customers, of course, I feel upset, but I see it as my job to 

serve people and handle…different situations.” Sam reinforced this point of view in the 

following excerpt: 

We can’t be right, guests are always right…that is the work in hospitality. I am 

not talking about other jobs, but if you work in hospitality, the guest is the most 

important thing…if something goes wrong, it’s okay, it’s just something from the 

work, so I would say we have to be really patient. 

4.6 Summary 

This chapter presented findings from the semi-structured interviews which revealed 

international hospitality employees’ perceptions of speaking native language in serving 

customers from their own countries. To achieve the aim of this study and answer the 

research questions, main findings will be further looked at in the discussion chapter.  

This chapter first outlined service employees’ language choice in service encounters 

involving customers speaking the same native language. Generally, service employees 

make their language choice on the basis of customer orientation. Findings showed that 

the language chosen by customers would be the key determinant of service employees’ 



 

	   83	  

language choice. In addition, native language would be adopted by service employees 

when customers showed incomprehension of English. 

Factors that promote English as employees’ preferred language in serving customers 

were also identified. These factors include the status of English as the default language 

in New Zealand and in the workplace, the consideration of customers’ preferences for 

speaking and being served in English, and the role of service employees’ personalities 

in their decision-making. 

Service employees’ reasons for avoiding the use of native language or revealing their 

in-group identity in service encounters were revealed and were based on employees’ 

preconceived customer behaviours. One reason for the avoidance was the perception 

that following employees’ adoption of native language, customers’ demands increase 

along with an accompanied increase in workload. A second reason was the perception 

of a lack of respect from customers following the use of native language. A third reason 

was the tendency for customers to expect over-accommodation or refuse to speak 

English after being served in their native language. 

Findings regarding service employees’ perceptions of using native language in servicing 

customers of shared ethnicity illustrated that the use of native language generated stress 

in several ways. Service employees felt placed in ambiguous positions in service 

encounters involving customers speaking the same native language. They also perceived 

that native language use often resulted in increased customer demand and a potential 

increase in workload. In addition, excessive kinship attached to the employee-customer 
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relationship by customers, or customers’ excessive in-group affiliation with employees 

of shared ethnicity was also found to create stressful situations for service employees 

contributing to longer conversations that placed demands on time and intruded upon 

employees’ privacy. Finally, the emotional labour exerted by employees in the context 

of native language use and resulting situations was another source of stress. Findings 

showed that service employees employed both surface acting and deep acting in serving 

customers with their native language. In the following chapter, the main findings will be 

discussed with an emphasis on the following five ideas:  

1.  Employees’ desire to accommodate customers’ native language preferences.  

2.  Employees’ ambiguous positions in specific service encounters.   

3.  Calls for respect from customers. 

4.  Effects of perceived workload on language choice.  

5.  Employees’ fear for increased intimacy shown by customers.  
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Chapter 5. Discussion 

5.1 Introduction  

This chapter discusses the main findings drawn from the interviews. First, the research 

questions and conceptual framework are revisited. Second, main findings are 

summarised followed by in-depth discussion of each main finding. The last section of 

this chapter provides a summary of the discussion of main findings. 

The aim of this study was to investigate native language use in service encounters from 

the perspective of international hospitality service employees. To address the inquiry of 

how service employees perceive the adoption of their native language in serving 

customers sharing the same ethnicity, three main research questions were asked: 

1. How do international hospitality employees feel about speaking native language in 

serving customers with shared ethnicity in service encounters? 

2. How does employees’ use of their native language (both voluntarily and 

involuntarily) in service encounters affect their work stress? 

3. How does the use of employees’ native language affect their overall work 

experience? 

To answer these research questions, previous research related to native language use 

in the workplace was examined. Due to the limited literature related to service 

employees’ perceptions of speaking their native language in customer service, 

relevant concepts and theories from other disciplines were adopted and applied in the 
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service setting to provide a conceptual background for discovering service employees’ 

perceptions of their native language use. 

The foregoing literature revealed customers’ perception of their native and second 

language use in service encounters. In addition, it identified factors that might 

contribute to service employees’ different perceptions. This chapter starts by briefly 

reviewing the conceptual framework built on the examination of existing literature. 

Next, it discusses the five main findings that emerged from this study. How the findings 

reflect prior studies or further deepen the knowledge of employees’ native language use 

in service encounters will be elaborated. 

5.1.1 Conceptual framework 

When confronted with a service encounter involving customers of shared ethnicity, the 

task of speaking native language in service delivery can create work stress for service 

employees through diverse and unclear language expectations, ambiguous 

role-identification, and increased workload created by the adoption of native language.  
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5.1.2 Main findings 

Interviews revealed five main findings that shed light on how international hospitality 

employees perceive their native language adoption in service encounters with customers 

sharing their ethnicity. These five findings reflect employees’ overall attitudes towards 

their native language use, factors influencing voluntary adoption of English, reasons for 

avoiding the use of native language, and stress related to native language use.  

Firstly, employees are aware of customers’ preferences and show a desire to 

accommodate customers of shared ethnicity by speaking their native language. This is 

illustrated by employees’ performance in following customers’ preferences as well as 
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by employees’ adaption to customers’ incomprehension of English by offering native 

language service. 

Secondly, employees express concern about their ambiguous and embarrassing position 

in the special intercultural service encounter where the customer is from the same 

country. This ambiguity is apparent in two aspects of the intercultural service encounter: 

choosing the proper language for addressing customers of shared ethnicity, and 

choosing the proper service pattern to address customers of shared ethnicity. 

Thirdly, the respect afforded to employees by customers affects employee willingness 

to provide native language service. All participants mentioned this as an antecedent of 

accommodating customers’ with the use of native language. 

Fourthly, employees perceive that customers tend to become more demanding when 

native language use is offered. This may lead employees to hide their identity as 

in-group members and their capability to provide native language service out of the fear 

of potential increased workload. 

Finally, when customers are served by employees of shared ethnicity and native 

language, customers may attach an in-group affiliation to the service interaction and 

regard their relationship with the service provider as more intimate. This kind of 

intimacy shown by customers may generate stress for employees considering their role 

as service professionals in the workplace.  
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5.2 Employees’ awareness and desire to accommodate customers with native 

language 

Even in an English-speaking country and public environment where English is regarded 

as the default language, hotel employees expect that customers’ may have native 

language preference. Interview results suggest that employees’ language choice is 

centred on emphasising customers’ wants and needs. Customer preference is shown to 

be the key factor influencing employees’ language choice, and employees will always 

address customers with the language customers adopt by to start the conversation. When 

employees are firstly addressed by customers with native language, employees will 

respond with native language. Interview results suggest employees regard the behaviour 

of replying to customers in another language as inappropriate and rude. They also 

regard customers’ wants as the most important determinant in their decision-making 

regarding language choice.  

This finding of customer language preference affecting employee language choice is 

consistent with the findings of Callahan (2005) suggesting customer preference has the 

power to influence what the public language will be, and it can result in native language, 

rather than English, being used in the workplace. The bilingual participants in Callahan 

(2005) study stated that they would respond to customers in whichever language 

customers used because “they are customers.” Callahan’s participants also 

acknowledged that the adoption of the opposite language of customers’ choice was not 

preferable and could lead to negative service outcomes.  
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Service employees’ desire to accommodate customers’ language preferences can be 

shown by their performance of switching to native language when customers have 

difficulty communicating in English. The accommodating behaviour of switching 

language is also consistent with the findings of Callahan (2005) which showed bilingual 

employees would switch to native language in response to customers’ incomprehension 

of English. The employee perception that it is necessary to get customer permission 

before switching language is also consistent with findings from Callahan (2005).   

Employees have experiential knowledge of the fact that using a second language to 

some extent represents an individual’s competence, and switching language can be 

perceived by customers as doubting their language ability. Indeed, literature has 

highlighted that second language use can be a symbol of individual competence. This is 

consistent with the suggestions of Barker and Härtel (2004), who noted that customers 

may feel their second language ability is belittled when service employees show the 

effort to accommodate customers by speaking more slowly and loudly. The results of 

this study with regard to employees’ perceptions of customer preferences are similarly 

consistent with the findings of Holmqvist et al. (2013a), who also examined employees’ 

language shifts in service encounters. Holmqvist et al. (2013a) pointed out that 

customers might feel humiliated if they perceive their competence is challenged when 

service employees shift their language in the intention to accommodate them; the 

authors also suggested that service employees should never attempt to initiate the 

language switch in service communication. In addition, the humiliation experienced by 
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customers was identified by Claus, Geyskens, Millet, and Dewitte (2012) who stated 

that customers might react negatively when they perceived a doubted self-image.  

Consistent with previous literature, the significant effect of customers’ language choice 

on employees’ language choice can be attributed to employees’ knowledge of the 

important status of customers in service contexts. The importance of putting customers 

first has been dictated in the marketing discipline as essential to achieving 

organisational goals (Levitt, 1960). This can be reflected in this study by employees’ 

performance of both following customers’ native language choice and offering native 

language service when customers show difficulty and incomprehension in English 

communication. This recognition and accommodation of customers’ needs echoes the 

idea of Saxe and Weitz (1982) that organisations based on customer-orientation satisfy 

customers by identifying and adapting to their needs. 

Behind the customer-oriented behaviour revealed in employees’ language choice is the 

concept of customer sovereignty, a paradigm for effective organisational performance 

which runs through a wide range of organisational practices (Gay & Salaman, 1992). 

Due to the change that has been made on the competition landscape by the global 

business environment, competitors and customers have been transformed from being 

passive players to playing an active role in marketing competition. In the competition 

between enterprises in gaining new customers and retaining existing customers globally, 

it is imperative that corporations keep consistent pursuit of ever-increasing customer 

sovereignty (Ali, 2007). Customer sovereignty can be understood as customers’ feelings 

of being in charge (Korczynski, 2002). As evidenced in previous literature, customers 
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may prefer their native language in intercultural service encounters where they 

experience a feeling of lacking control. Being provided with the right to choose their 

preferred language and be served with native language, customers are given the leading 

role in service encounters with employees speaking the same native language.   

5.3 Employees’ ambiguous position in service encounters 

Shared ethnicity between service employees and customers in intercultural service 

encounters has been recognised by researchers as benefiting both parties in the 

interaction. For example, Stauss and Mang (1999) argued that the common values and 

behavioural rules derived from the shared cultural background of customers and service 

employees contributes to mutual understanding and helps them know more about each 

other’s expectations. While being able to speak more than one language adds great 

significance to an individuals’ communication competence, bilinguals also face 

challenges with deciding which language to use in different situations. Though 

employees in this study acknowledged the convenience of native language 

communication for both sides in the interaction, they also expressed this led to feeling 

placed in an ambiguous position in the special service encounter.  

This sense of ambiguity is not surprising, given that previous literature about native 

language use in intercultural service encounters has stated that international customers 

might have diverse expectations about language use. These differing expectations are 

affected by a variety of factors, including their second language competence and 

in-group identification, to name just a few. Because of the differences embedded in 
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customers’ language choice, knowing which language to use depending on different 

service scenarios and differing customer demands can be a predicament for employees.  

With the advantage of speaking the same native language with customers, these 

employees are assumed undoubtedly as the perfect choice to fulfil the demands of 

international customers. According to participants’ discourses, the advantage of 

speaking the same language can also be a disadvantage in their language 

decision-making as it creates an ambiguous context where employees may not be able 

to precisely identify customers’ language preferences. This ambiguous situation can be 

quite obvious in situations when customers’ incomprehension is detected. It can lead to 

embarrassing situations, as explained by interviewees, when service employees provide 

native language service only to find customers don’t wish to speak native language. 

This inversion effect of the use of shared native language is consistent with Callahan’s 

(2005) study which indicated that the adoption of native language entails more risk than 

English, and negative consequences can ensue when mistake are made in predicting 

customers’ language preferences. This backfire effect of using native language in 

intercultural service encounters was also noticed by Holmqvist et al. (2013a).  

Employees are aware that the adoption of native language might offend customers in 

terms of communicating an assumed second language inability. For employees sharing 

in-group member status and the same native language with customers, how to choose 

the expected language can be a stressful task because it is impossible to know for sure 

which language an individual customer expects. With the understanding of customers’ 

varying language expectations, service employees may be put in situations where they 
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struggle to choose the appropriate language without embarrassing themselves or the 

customer. 

Yet another source of ambiguity was revealed by participant discourses: identifying 

their role and identity when customers of shared ethnicity prefer to be served in their 

native way. In this situation international hospitality employees are constrained between 

disparate cultures and the special context, resulting in ambiguity and struggle. When 

customers are not familiar with local culture, and their preference is the native service 

pattern with which they are more familiar, this can challenge employee service routines 

that have been established on the basis of local service rules. This conflict between 

different cultural service patterns expected by customers and service employees is 

consistent with the concept of cultural diversity discussed in previous literature. 

Researchers from different areas have recognised that diversity of culture has a 

significant impact on intercultural service interactions, and cultural shock has been 

noted to occur in intercultural service encounters (e.g., Kong, 1998; Stauss & Mang, 

1999). As suggested by preceding studies, people from different countries have their 

distinct ways of establishing and maintaining interpersonal contact which can be 

reflected in their manner of starting conversation, conducting eye contact, and mutual 

interaction (Argyle, 1978; Jensen, 1970; William & Young, 1984).  

In intercultural service encounters involving parties from the same country, despite 

sharing the same “script” of service interaction based on their home culture, employees 

can encounter the problem of blurred position in serving customers of shared ethnicity 

when customers drive them to comply to their home “script.” Considering the 
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previously discussed awareness employees have of the working environment and the 

local interaction patterns they become accustomed to using in attending to customers, 

this is understandable. 

Language modifications made to cater to customers’ language preferences are regarded 

as necessary and quite acceptable by service employees, considering that customers 

may lack second language competence. However, when it comes to service routines 

consisting of certain manners and rules that need to be followed, some employees feel 

modifying the service pattern in serving customers with shared ethnicity is unacceptable, 

especially when they are “forced” by customers to follow their ways. In these instances, 

employees feel placed in the ambiguous situation of needing to deviate from the local 

service pattern and behave differently with others is created. Consistent with previous 

literature, Chinese employees note that differing culture-related service rules, such as 

the Chinese call-answer service sequence (Scollon & Scollon, 1991), can result in 

embarrassment for employees and colleagues from other cultural backgrounds.  

5.4 Calls for respect from customers 

Prior studies examining how customers react in service encounters when served by 

employees of the same ethnicity have yielded different results. These results provide 

hotel practitioners valuable advice contributing to a better understanding of 

customer-orientation concerning customers’ language preferences. Reynolds and Harris 

(2006) suggested that a general assumption existing in most of the studies about 

customer-orientation is that all customers will behave in a manner that is reasonable and 

suitable. While considerable research has identified the positive effect of shared cultural 
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background in promoting interactions in intercultural settings (e.g., Stauss & Mang, 

1999; Montoya & Briggs, 2013), the doubt of the appropriateness of some customers’ 

behaviours is applicable in intercultural service settings involving customers and 

employees with shared ethnicity. Findings from this study revealed employees identify 

negative consequences of serving customers in native language as important 

components in service interactions; speaking the same language can result in the 

negative consequences of customers perceiving closer relationships and customers 

affording employees with a lack of respect.  

It was noted from the interviews that employees place great emphasis on the respect 

shown by customers, and most of their group-serving behaviours can be based on the 

precondition of “if the customer is nice” and “if the customer treats me with respect.” 

According to participants, disrespectful behaviours from customers are attributed to the 

convenience of speaking native language and the familiarity resulting from a shared 

cultural background. This kind of familiarity leads to customers behaving more 

arbitrarily towards employees of the same ethnicity. This is particularly pronounced 

when customers are not satisfied with the service, as given the choice to express their 

dissatisfaction in native language can also lead to aggressive customers which puts 

service employees under more pressure.  

The tendency for group-serving behaviour to be influenced by the level of respect 

afforded to employees is consistent with previous research. According to Tyler et al. 

(1996), group members’ feelings of respect can be reflected in their level of connection 

to the group. It was found that group members tend to show more group-serving 
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behaviours, including higher levels of group recognition and consciousness to help 

other group members, when they receive increased levels of respect (Tyler et al., 1996). 

Findings of this current study showed employees feel offended when customers take 

their “customised” native language service for granted, when customers use slang to 

make request, and when customers ignore employees’ enquiries and offerings. When 

such situations arise proceeding the initiation of using native language, employees tend 

to withdraw themselves from the service encounter. This withdrawal behaviour is in line 

with social psychological research arguing that the respect received from in-group 

members is closely related to group identification and the group-serving effort of 

individuals ((Branscombe et al., 2002). More specifically, Sleebos et al. (2006) 

proposed that disrespected members elicit decreased in-group identification, increased 

psychological distance from the group, and increased avoidance of being included in the 

group with the affordance of a low personal status.  

Additionally, this study revealed that when disrespectful behaviour is perceived before 

initiating a conversation, employees will distant themselves from the customer without 

exposing their in-group identity. Some employees believe that the feeling of being 

judged comes with the occupation of hospitality work, and note that in intercultural 

service encounters involving customers from the same country, this feeling can be more 

salient because of the shared cultural background and social norms. As indicated by 

Sharma et al. (2009), shared cultural background between customers and service 

employees contributes to the improvement of predicting behaviours of each other.  
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As stated in participant interviews (e.g., Ina and Jean), employees evaluate customers 

and use these evaluations as a reference for service and whether to use native language, 

and withdrawal behaviour is established on the basis of pre-conceived customer 

attitudes and behaviours with reference to prior experiences. This tendency to evaluate 

customers before service takes place is consistent with the findings of Barker and Härtel 

(2004) that service employees evaluate and categorise customers based on pre-existing 

attitudes and perceptions generated from previous experiences, and employee behaviour 

is directed by these evaluations. It is also consistent with the findings that employees 

may draw on their prior experience of interaction with particular customers to decide 

their language choice (Gafaranga, 2001). Researchers also show that in the same way 

that customers prefer to seek service employees with the same cultural background 

(Härtel & Fujimoto, 2000), service employees also modify their behaviours on the basis 

of received feedback (Bitner et al., 1994) and seek people whom they prefer to serve 

according to their evaluations (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  

5.5 Increased workload following the adoption of native language 

When exploring work stressors related to native language use, employees mentioned 

that customers may expect a higher level of service when served by employees sharing 

the same ethnicity. This expectation of enhanced service and over-accommodation can 

create extra workload for service employees, as they have the responsibility to satisfy 

customers. Employees explained that in experience, customers’ expectations and 

demands increased when they were given the choice of being served in their native 

language. Employees described customers as more demanding when they realised 
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service employees could speak their native language. This use of native language meant 

that employees with shared ethnicity sometimes had to exert more effort to present 

in-group favouritism behaviours when compared with local staff or staff from other 

cultures. This view is in line with the statement of Nisbett (2010) that people are usually 

obliged to help their in-group members, and this phenomenon is more obvious in 

collectivist cultures.  

When the enhanced demands of customers are perceived by service employees to be 

related to increased workload, the stress concerning choosing the proper language to 

address customers emerges. This stress stems from the worry of not being able to 

provide every customer with standard and acceptable service when they are more 

engaged in dealing with the psychological and physical workload of customers with 

shared ethnicity. In situation, in order to evade the potential workload, service 

employees may avoid using native language. However, as was the case with Ella, when 

employees realise after attempting to hide their ethnic identity that customers have 

difficulty speaking English, the stress of failing to provide native language service is 

created again. Therefore, it can be seen that the stress regarding workload in relation to 

native language use is sometimes a double-edged sword for service employees.  

In reviewing international customers’ perceptions of intercultural interactions, it is not 

difficult to understand customers’ increased demands. It has been suggested that 

customers with different cultural backgrounds perceive service encounters significantly 

differently. This can be reflected in their different attitudes toward service employees 

and their expectations of the service encounter; this exerts further influence on how 
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customers interact with service employees and make service assessments (Raajpoot, 

2004). In addition to service employees’ difficulties in identifying the expectations of 

customers with various cultural backgrounds, more difficulties and challenges can arise 

when customers have limited language ability and less experience in intercultural 

service interactions than they do in domestic service interactions (Bendapudi & Berry, 

1997). Combining all these issues, it is not surprising that many culturally diverse 

customers report receiving inequitable service from service employees and perceptions 

of low service performance and satisfaction (Barker & Härtel, 2004). Taking into 

account customers’ perceptions of inferior service, it is understandable that customers 

become more demanding and have greater expectations of equal or superior service 

when they come in contact with employees that conveniently share the same ethnicity 

and native language. Similar views have been expressed in the study by Montoya and 

Briggs (2013) which explored how shared ethnicity of three subcultures in the US 

affects service encounters; according to employees in this study, customers show their 

desire for preferential treatment from service employees of the same ethnicity to 

compensate for their less accepted culture and perceived disadvantages as members of 

minority subcultures in the social context. 

Employees from this current study note that customers ask for extra benefits when they 

learn of shared ethnicity or native language capability. However, without exception, all 

participants report a preference to provide standard service to all customers, regardless 

of cultural background, and hesitancy to provide superior service or preferential 

treatment to customers of shared ethnicity. Employees from this study regard equality in 
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service as inherent in the nature of hospitality work and regard requesting preferential 

treatment, whether in terms of discounts or tangible complementary items, to be 

inappropriate customer behaviour. They also consider obliging such requests as being 

unfair to other customers. This is in contrast to the findings of prior studies indicating 

that congruency between customers and service employees in intercultural service 

encounters may change the nature of resource exchange in the form of service 

employees allocating resources disproportionately and offering extra benefits and 

preferential treatment to customers of shared ethnicity (Montoya & Briggs, 2013).  

5.6 Employees’ perceptions of intimacy shown by customers 

Previous literature has acknowledged that when compared with domestic service 

contexts, intercultural service encounters are fraught with more uncertainty and anxiety 

(Kim & Gudykunst, 1988; Stephan & Stephan, 1985). In intercultural service contexts 

which differ from the domestic service contexts that customers are familiar with, 

customers may need to fulfil their self-enhancement by getting connected with other 

group members (Hornsey & Gallois, 1998). As a carrier of individual identification 

(Pavlenko, 2005), native language is used by customers as tool to achieve 

self-enhancement and in-group identification. The findings of this study may reflect this 

dynamic, as according to participants, customers tend to show their in-group 

membership behaviour and express the desire to conduct more conversation when they 

are aware of the employee’s shared ethnicity. When customers lack the language ability 

or the confidence of using their second language, being served with their native 

language provides them with the guarantee of getting adequate service which they may 
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perceive could not be easily received when using a second language. In addition to 

feeling more at ease with communicating in their native language, customers may feel 

more comfortable because of the familiarity and relate more intimately with service 

employees of shared ethnicity.  

Participants indicated that they understood customers’ feelings because of the 

familiarity. However, this kind of familiarity often resulted in lengthy conversations. 

Participants regarded long conversations as an impediment to providing standard 

service to other customers and as a source of extra workload for their co-workers, as 

was well reflected in one participant’s statement of the fear of becoming one customer’s 

“personal server.” When customers show intimacy because of cultural familiarity, they 

usually initiate a long conversation without the awareness of service employees’ 

responsibility of taking care of other customers. Participants expressed their urge to put 

an end to the conversation when customer attached too much emotion or intimacy to the 

employee-customer relationship. Customer expressions of strong in-group identification 

make service provision stressful for the employee, who may employ an estrangement 

strategy, as presented in Ina’s case, in avoiding further contact and interaction with the 

customer with the help of colleagues.   

As shown in the findings and discussed above, both the workload and the working 

environment affects service employees’ language choice. In situations where service 

employees provide service in their native language, customer behaviours can impede 

service employees’ productivity and ability to provide acceptable service to all 

customers, and stress can arise from the use of native language. In collectivist cultures, 
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mostly in Asian countries, a priority is given to the notion of in-group over the notion of 

the individual (Singelis & Brown, 1995). For example, in China, where collectivist 

culture is ruled by Confucianism, interrelatedness is emphasised in Chinese social 

interactions (Bian & Keller, 1999).  

Previous literature has also suggested that according to role theory, both customers and 

service employees are expected to play their roles appropriately in service encounters 

(Bitner et al., 1990). In intercultural service encounters, however, when service 

employees share the same ethnicity with customers, the balance of the 

employee-customer relationship can be affected by this familiarity because customers 

may behave in a way that deviates from their expected role. This was found to be true in 

this study, as participants commented that excessive personal conversation initiated by 

customers of shared ethnicity resulted in deviation from expected roles, leading to 

“unprofessional” service procedures. 

With the identification of their role as service professionals, participants expressed the 

discomfort with being impelled by customers to talk about private issues. Even when 

sharing the same ethnicity with customers, according to participants, a basic and 

standard customer-employee relationship is regarded as essential in the workplace in 

consideration of the required professional process of customer service. Participants’ 

emphasis on their role identification can be reflected by role theory (Solomon et al., 

1985), according to which a successful service outcome can only be achieved when 

both sides are clear about each other’s expectations and behave according to 

clearly-defined roles. It has been indicated that shared cultures contribute to a mutual 
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understanding of each other’s role expectations (Stauss & Mang, 1999). While applying 

this idea in service settings where customers and service employees share the same 

cultural background, the role expectations of each party in the service encounter can 

sometimes conflict, and difficulties in agreeing on proper roles can arise. 

5.7 Summary 

In summary, findings highlighted service employees’ awareness of customers’ language 

preferences and desire to accommodate customers with native language. In the process 

of offering service to customers sharing the same ethnicity, choosing the proper 

language and service pattern turned out to be a challenge for employees because of their 

ambiguous position in such service contexts. Also, service employees’ desire for respect 

from customers was discussed. In native language service encounters, extra workload is 

a stressor for employees and this perceived workload can lead to employees’ avoidance 

of native language use. Another important finding is that rather than showing group 

favouritism, employees fear intimacy shown by customers, which is explained by their 

consideration for productivity and their professional roles in service settings. Based on 

the discussion of main findings, this study put forward some suggestions from the 

managerial perspective. It is advised that employees’ attitudes toward their native 

language use need to be acknowledged and valued by superiors and staff. In addition, 

specific and concrete measures to improve management in these contexts were 

recommended. 



 

	   105	  

Chapter 6. Conclusion 

6.1 Introduction 

The great importance of catering to international customers from various cultural 

backgrounds by providing service in their native language has been recognised by both 

academic researchers and hospitality practitioners. Customers’ native language 

preferences have been accommodated with a diversity of initiatives ranging from 

customised menus, multi-language check-in systems, and native language services 

provided by employees of shared ethnicity, which is also the most researched type of 

native language service. Focusing on achieving customer satisfaction and loyalty by 

offering native language service in intercultural service encounters, both fields have 

neglected the counterpart playing an essential part in these service encounters – the 

service employee.  

Recognising the overlooked significance of service employees’ perceptions of the use of 

native language in service encounters, this study therefore aimed to shed light on the 

adoption of customers’ native language in service interactions from the employee’s 

perspective. In order to achieve the objective of identifying how employees perceive 

speaking their native language in serving customers shared ethnicity, data was collected 

through semi-structured interviews with 8 front-line employees from Auckland hotels 

who had the experience of serving customers with their native language. Using thematic 

analysis, data was then analysed to reveal emergent themes in service employees’ 

perceptions of offering service with their native language and perceptions of work stress 

related to the adoption of native language in service encounters. 
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6.2 Summary of main findings 

In service encounters involving customers with shared ethnicity, employees’ adoption 

of their native language is a widely-used approach to accommodate international 

customers with diverse cultural backgrounds. Service employees were found to have 

multi-layered and in-depth perceptions toward native language use in service 

interactions.  

Various factors directing employees’ adoption of English or native language were found. 

The first factor was customers’ status in service encounters. As recipients of service 

provided by employees, customers’ attitudes and language preferences exerted 

considerable influence on service employees’ language choice. In most situations, 

service providers will cater to customers’ language preferences either by following the 

customers’ language choice or switching to native language when customers show 

incomprehension of English. Three factors were found to contribute to employees’ 

voluntary adoption of English. Firstly, as the default language in both the host country 

and the workplace, English was deemed the appropriate language to apply for any 

service encounter. Secondly, due to employees’ knowledge of the multifarious 

meanings attached to second language use by customers and the consequent distinct 

language preferences, service employees tended to initiate conversations in English to 

show their respect and to avoid insulting customers by making assumptions about their 

ethnicity and second language competence. Thirdly, employees’ individual personalities 

and willingness to show in-group identification and in-group familiarity affected 

whether they preferred using English in service encounters.  
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There were several reasons for employees’ avoidance of using native language. In some 

situations, employees tried to conceal their in-group membership from their customers. 

One reason given for this was that customers tended to be more demanding in service 

interactions after learning employees could speak their native language, partly because 

this was more convenient for customers. Therefore, in order to distance themselves 

from demanding customers and the resulting potential workload, service employees 

sometimes hid their in-group identity along with their ability to speak the native 

language. Another repeated reason for concealing identity was that employees felt 

revealing this resulted in feeling not well respected by customers. Based on their prior 

experiences and their pre-evaluations of customers, employees reported that they would 

abort the adoption of native language for service communication. Lastly, the concern of 

expecting customers to follow local service rules was expressed as customers were 

found to behave inappropriately in a foreign service setting, wanting only native 

language service. 

In service encounters where native language is adopted to conduct conversations with 

customers, stress related to the use of native language was identified. Service employees 

expressed their feelings of being placed in ambiguous positions when required by both 

customers and supervisors to follow their native service rules in service interactions. 

Customers’ increased demands and the resulting workload was regarded as job stressor 

that caused extra stress for service employees. Being consciousness of the need to 

provide quality service to every customer, service employees felt the stress of not being 

able to perform productively when customers showed excessive in-group familiarity. 
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In-group familiarity also led to tedious conversations and privacy issues as another 

stressor for employees in service interactions, especially when the two parties attached 

different emotions and meanings to their in-group membership relationship. Finally, 

employees’ need to modify their emotions regarding the native language use in service 

was revealed as another stressor. Both surface acting and deep acting were employed by 

employees in making the language choice. 

6.3 Potential contributions 

Native language use in intercultural service interactions has drawn the attention of 

hospitality researchers and hotel practitioners, and considerable studies have been 

undertaken to investigate how native language adoption is perceived by international 

customers, yet there has been a lack of investigation into service employees’ 

perceptions regarding the use of native language in serving customers of shared 

ethnicity. By providing evidence from a variety of disciplines, for example, culture, 

marketing, sociolinguistics, and psychology, this dissertation, in width and depth, 

examined hospitality employees’ perceptions of their native language use in 

intercultural service encounters with customers of shared ethnicity, thus contributing to 

the knowledge gap in research fields regarding the native language use in international 

service encounters. This study provides evidence of employees’ overall perceptions on 

offering native language service in intercultural service contexts. Considering that prior 

studies were conducted on the assumption of employees’ willingness to talk in their 

native language with customers from their country, these findings are new to the 

hospitality service literature, and they identify factors that lead to the adoption of 
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English and the avoidance of native language. Furthermore, this study potentially 

contributes to the work stress and emotional labour literature regarding international 

hospitality employees’ language choice in service encounters involving customers of 

the same ethnicity. Role conflict and role ambiguity in employees’ decision-making 

regarding the use of native language were identified as stressors when examining the 

issue from the perspective of work stress theory. Additionally, deep acting and surface 

acting were found to be adopted in service employees’ language decision-making. 

Findings of this study suggest that in intercultural service encounters, service employees’ 

native language use is a converged result of many factors. It can be noted that how 

service employees perceive their native language use has been largely neglected by 

hotel practitioners. In consideration of the role that language plays in service industries, 

this study poses several implications for hotel marketers. 

Firstly, employees are vulnerable to the negative consequences of the adoption of their 

native language. This can be seen from the stress they experience as a result of speaking 

their native language when serving customers of shared ethnicity. Considering that 

employees are an essential component in customer service, the challenge for managers 

is to identify different international customers’ language preferences and employees’ 

attitudes toward using their native language. In light of the diverse cultural backgrounds 

of customers from all over the world speaking different languages, it would be 

unfeasible to identity every minority language used in the workplace. However, it 

would be feasible to focus on the languages used by relatively larger customer groups, 

and after identifying these, to exercise more care in managing employees with the 
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ability to speak these languages. It is essential that when allocating tasks requiring the 

adoption of employees’ native languages, supervisors and managers are aware of 

employees’ psychology and behaviour in such service encounters.  

Secondly, based on the understanding provided by this study of employees’ perceptions 

of speaking their native language, corresponding coping strategies can be employed to 

avoid and alleviate employee stress resulting from the use of native language. Take the 

example of the case of being asked to sing the birthday song for Korean customers in 

this study; if the provision of native language service is not a part of job description, 

then special tasks such as this one should only be assigned to employees with their 

permission. Also, organisations should try to be innovative throughout their service 

process. In order to lighten the workload of employees speaking the same native 

language as customers, multi-language services such as online check-in/check-out and 

reservation facilities, should be provided. In food and beverage departments, menus in 

different languages ought to be accessible for customers preferring native language. 

Furthermore, even though service employees are shown to have knowledge of 

customers’ preferences in intercultural service encounters, workshops concerning 

customer behaviour in service encounters should be offered to hotel service employees. 

In addition, related organisational guidance and policy might help employees better 

understand customers’ preferences and position themselves appropriately in specific 

service encounters.  
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6.4 Limitations and implications for future study 

This was a qualitative study with a small sample size, which limits the statistically 

reliable generalisation of the findings to a larger population in the hospitality industry. 

The data was only collected in Auckland, New Zealand, so generalisability of findings 

to wider populations, such as to hospitality workplaces in other areas in New Zealand, 

may be limited. The same could also be said for generalising findings to populations in 

the hospitality industry outside of the New Zealand market; however, as mentioned in 

Chapter 3, given New Zealand’s multi-cultural climate, the findings of this study may 

still have relevance for other markets.  

Another limitation is that the all of the participants in this study are from collectivist 

culture with a relatively high power distance. Even though the population sample to 

some extent reflects the workforce demographics of New Zealand’s hospitality industry, 

the relatively high power distance of the participants’ native culture may have affected 

their perceptions of their relationships with customers, and this may have exerted more 

influence on their language choice with customers of shared ethnicity than may occur in 

participants from other cultures. Therefore, hospitality and marketing researchers could 

replicate this study with hospitality employees from relatively low power distance 

cultures and find out if the particularity of the current findings also applies to a larger 

population that represents various cultural backgrounds. By doing this, more 

perspectives might be yielded which would contribute to the knowledge of native 

language use in intercultural service contexts. 
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As a qualitative study, this study investigated international hospitality employees’ 

perceptions of their native language use in specific service encounters by presenting and 

interpreting their experiences in service settings. Qualitative studies do not deeply 

analyse the constructs to discover whether the findings are statistically significant. 

Future studies can be conducted using quantitative methods to provide deeper insight 

into the nature and meaning of the data by testing specific hypotheses.  
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What)are)the)discomforts)and)risks?)

As! the! research! is! related!with!cultural!diversity!and!ethnicity,! there!might!be!slight!discomforts!caused!by! the!
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As!this!is!a!workplaceUrelated!research,!it!is!possible!that!you!may!mention!some!of!your!colleagues!and!superiors!
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The! research! is! an! important! part! of! the! completion! of! my!Master! study! and! will! assist! me! in! obtaining! the!
qualification!of!Master.!!
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The!cost!of! time!for! this! research!will!depend!on! individuals.!Normally,! the!research!will! take!between!20!–!60!
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David!Williamson,!david.williamson@aut.ac.nz,!9!921!9999!ext!8448.!
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Whom)do)I)contact)for)further)information)about)this)research?)

For! any! further! information! about! this! project,! please! feel! free! to! contact! the! research:! Tingting! Chen,!
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Researcher Contact Details:!

Tingting!Chen,!cbg6018@gmail.com.!!

Project Supervisor Contact Details: 

David!Williamson,!david.williamson@aut.ac.nz!
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Researcher:((((((((((((!!Tingting!Chen( (
!! I!have! read!and!understood! the! information!provided!about! this! research!project! in! the! Information!Sheet!

dated!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!.!

!! I!have!had!an!opportunity!to!ask!questions!and!to!have!them!answered.!
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!! I!understand!that!if!I!withdraw!from!the!study!then!I!will!be!offered!the!choice!between!having!any!data!that!
is!identifiable!as!belonging!to!me!removed!or!allowing!it!to!continue!to!be!used.!However,!once!the!findings!
have!been!produced,!removal!of!my!data!may!not!be!possible.!

!! I!agree!to!take!part!in!this!research.!

!! I!wish!to!receive!a!summary!of!the!research!findings!(please!tick!one):!Yes!! No!!

!

!

!

Participant’s!signature:! .....................................................…………………………………………………………!

!

Participant’s!name:! .....................................................…………………………………………………………!

Participant’s!Contact!Details!(if!appropriate):!

………………………………………………………………………………………..!

………………………………………………………………………………………..!

………………………………………………………………………………………..!

………………………………………………………………………………………..!

Date:! !

Approved! by! the! Auckland! University! of! Technology! Ethics! Committee! on! 23.02.2017! AUTEC! Reference! number!
17/35!

Note:(The(Participant(should(retain(a(copy(of(this(form.(

!
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Appendix D – Interview Questions

 

!

2!July!2015! page!1!of!2! This!version!was!last!edited!in!July!2016!

Interview)Questions)
!

!

Project(title:( (((((((((((((An!examination!of!international!employees’!use!of!native!languages!in!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!service!encounters!in!the!hospitality!industry!

Project(Supervisor:((((((David!Williamson(

Researcher:((((((((((((((((((Tingting!Chen!
!

1. Do you feel it is different to serve English-speaking customers and customers who speak the 

same language as you? What is the difference? 

2. How do you usually start a conversation when you think that the customer may speak the same 

language as you? /from your country?  

3. If a customer speaks to you in English and you know that he/she speaks the same language as 

you, how do you react? Do you switch to your language or continue in English? Why? Under 

what kind of situation will you change to your native language? 

4. Have you ever experienced when a customer comes to you talking in your language? How do 

you react? Do you switch to your language or continue in English? Why?  

5. How do you think these customers want to be served? With native language or English? If they 

want to be served with … what do you think the reasons are? 

6. When customers show that they want to be served in a certain language, do you always follow 

their language choice? How do you feel when you change your language to adapt to customers’ 

preference? 

7. Basically, when serving customers speaking the same language as you, do you have a routine in 

mind to follow and know how to provide the service or you find yourself in an ambiguous 

situation? 

8. How do you identify your role in such service encounters? Do you tend to treat them differently 

or you treat them like local customers and other international customers? 

9. When you speak your own language to serve the customers, how do they respond to your 

service with your native language? 
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"

10. Have you ever experienced when customers ask for some preferential treatment or 

extra benefits just because you come from the same country or speak the same 

language? How do you feel when this happens? 

11. Have you ever answered in English when a customer talked to you in your 

language? Can you explain why you choose to speak English? 

12. In your workplace, is there any policy requires you to attend to some customers 

with your own language? Can you remember being required by anyone to serve 

customers in your language? What do you think of this kind of requirements? 

13. Generally speaking, when attending to customers speaking the same language as 

you, do you feel any stress compared with serving other customers? Was there 

any service experience that makes you feel stressful? 

14. How do you find these stressful service experiences influencing yourself or your 

work? 

15. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your experience in serving 

customers who speak the same language as you? 

!
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Appendix E – Coding Example 

 

 

Page %%%%%%%%%%%Quotes %%%%%%Coding
1 I%would%start%with%English%first Start%with%English

1 If%the%customer%speaks%English%well%and%keeps%in
English,%then%I%will%also%keep%in%English.

As%long%as%can%understand
keep%in%English

2 If%customer%speaks%in%English,%then%I%will%speak
English

3
if%they%speak%Korean,%I%will%speak%Korean%as%well,
if%they%speak%English,%then%I%will%speak%English%as
they%do.

Follow%customer

7 but%if%they%speak%English%to%me,%then%I%will%just
follow%them Language%choice

2

Then%I%will%ask%if%they%are%Korean,%then%I%can%let
me%speak%Korean%to%me%because%I%can
understand,%so%we%can%understand%each%other
easily.

Change%to%native

7 If%I%find%them%struggling%with%speaking%English,
then%I%will%help%them

When%customers%have
difficulty

2

…because%some%people,%you%know,%want%to
speak%English%even%that%we%are%from%the%same
country…%maybe%they%are%just%traveling%or
something,%and%they%don’t%really%feel%like%they
need%to%speak%Korean%when%can%speak%English.
When%they%come%to%a%restaurant,%they%just%need
to%eat%something%and%leave,%and%he%can%speak
English,%maybe%he%doesn’t%feel%like%he%need%to
speak%Korean%with%us.

Aware%of%customers’%willing
to%speak

1 If%the%customer%speaks%English%well%and%keeps%in
English,%then%I%will%also%keep%in%English.

1

like%Korean%people%come%here%for%travel%or
something,%I%can%see%if%they%are%struggling%with
speaking%English,%then%I%would%say:%Ah,%are%you
Korean?%So%I%will%speak%in%Korean%so%they%can
understand….%But%if%I%see%like%he%has%some
problem%with%English,%then%I%will%speak%English
so%he%will%feel%more%comfortable…%Because%I%can
tell%if%they%are%Korean%or%not,%then%I%will%ask:%Are
you%Korean?%If%they%say%yes,%I%will%change%to
Korean.


