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Do role stress and personality affect tour escort
performance?
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Introduction

Tour escorts are the first contact point for customers. They
bridge the gap between the travel agency and the customer.

It is generally recognised that through extensive contact with
customers, tour escorts wield substantial influence over the quality
of service of a tour. Hence, many customers hold tour escorts
primari ly responsible for the delivery of quality services and
the enhancement of a tour group's experience. Considering the
critical role that tour escorts play in delivering a quality tour,
their job-related stress, if any, should have some bearing on
how well a tour is arranged, and the quality of the services that
are rendered to the customers.

Tour coordination is a challenging but stressful profession.
Tour escorts often need to assume many roles on tour, includ-
ing those of leader, event organiser, commentator, entertainer
and activity facilitator. When tour escorts are only good at organising
the necessities but not at entertaining, they do not obtain com-
pletely positive responses from customers. More importantly,
tour escorts are expected to resolve conflicts in tour groups
and to reconcile incompatible expectations amongst tourism
suppliers. Some customers, for example, may want fewer shopping
trips, but service partners such as local tour guides or coach
drivers may prefer tours with more shopping activities because
part of their income is derived from merchandise rebates. In
this tug of war, tour escorts always find themselves under great
pressure. They may find it difficult to satisfy customers' needs
without disappointing others.

What is role stress?

All jobs are stressful to some extent, but where does the
stress come from? Role Theory suggests that everyone has a
role to play in their position in an organisation. In a role episode,
the role sender holds certain expectations about what the role
occupant should or should not do. The role occupant also has
ideas about how they should behave. When the two are at odds,
intra-role stress is evident. Similarly, inter-role stress arises when
multiple role duties are requested. This happens either when
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there are multiple role senders or when the same role sender
requests multiple role assignments. As a typical package tour
consists of a dozen or more customers, attending to their re-
quirements and satisfying every customer appear to be impossible.
Irrespective of whether or not the incongruence emanates from
intra-role or inter-role situations, stress can take one of two
forms: role ambiguity or role conflict.

Role ambiguity occurs when the expectations of the role
sender are incomplete or insufficient to guide the performance
of the role occupant. Role conflict refers to situations in which
multiple expectations are incompatible with each other, thus
leading to conflict if one has to accomplish all expectations at
once. Either type of role stress can occur within and beyond
the organisation, and with the same role sender or between
different role senders. Another characteristic that distinguishes
the two is that explicit expectations are evident in role conflict
but not in role ambiguity.

Role stress is particularly common
amongst tour escorts

Tour escorts are particularly vulnerable to role stress for
several reasons. First, unlike other service jobs, package tours
are often delivered in foreign countries and tour escorts re-
ceive scant immediate support from travel agencies at home.
The physical detachment and remoteness may make the infor-
mation that is required to guide the performance of tour es-
corts less available or incomplete, thus compelling them to make
decisions based on their own competence, experience and skills.

Second, tour escorts are described as boundary spanners
whose job duties necessitate that they span across multiple
boundaries both within and beyond their organisations. Inside
the firm, stress comes from meeting the expectations of their
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bosses, supervisors and co-workers. Outside the firm, tour es-
corts face challenges that are imposed by other support ser-
vice providers and customers. Furthermore, the roles that are
played by tour escorts are more complicated than other boundary
spanners. Most boundary spanners in other professions only
work for a single principal and play the role of either buyer or
seller. Tour escorts, in contrast, play dual roles. They have two
principals behind the scenes: the travel agency and the customers.
To travel agencies, tour escorts play a buyer's role, taking the
responsibility of negotiating with support service providers for
the provision of services. To their customers, tour escorts play
a seller's role, offering tour services to customers. Concurrently,
they also represent the interests of the customers, demanding
quality service from the respective support service providers.
Tour escorts work under a shared remuneration mechanism
that is composed of a fixed salary and variable pay in terms of
tips and merchandise rebates. As both travel agencies and customers
contribute to their pay, meeting the expectations of both par-
ties is crucial.

Does personality matter?

Whilst role stress is evident amongst tour escorts, its in-
fluence on job performance is contentious. Behavioural theo-
rists contend that individual performance is subject to organisational
constraints, and that role stress is one of the explanatory factors.
Tour escorts, l ike other professionals, prefer a state of cer-
tainty and evade uncertainty. If they are clear about what they
are expected to do and what the consequences are, then a
positive outcome is likely. In contrast, if they do not know their
role requirements or if many conflicting roles are assigned, then
they are likely to experience role stress of one kind or another,
which will lead to profound and adverse effects on their performance.

Personality proponents tell the opposite story. They ar-
gue that individual performance is subject to variations in per-
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sonality predisposition. Amongst the various personality traits
that have been reported in the literature, self-monitoring seems
to be the determinant factor. Self-monitoring as a personality
construct refers to an individual's ability to perceive social cues
and adjust their behaviour to f it the situation. Under similar
constraints, a person with high self-monitoring tends to out-
perform their counterparts in customer interaction. Other de-
sirable personality traits include extraversion, agreeableness, adjustment
and sociability. The evidence consistently indicates that people
who possess these personality traits are better service providers.

Whether self-monitoring or role stress explain more of
the story is an issue that still needs to be investigated. However,
one is certainly sure that omitting either could lead to the in-
complete analysis of tour escort performance. Self-monitoring,
which is positively related to performance, is expected to exert
moderating effects on the negative relationship between the
role stress and work performance of tour escorts. If we believe
that role stress is a constraint in organisations, then self-moni-
toring should be a controlling factor that will allow us to main-
tain teams of quality tour escorts through recruitment exercises.

Concluding remarks

The proposed study wil l have practical implications for
the industry in two respects. First, if role stress is the major
predictor of the tour escort performance, then reducing it will
be the direct solution to the problem. Travel agencies could
consider narrowing the gap of expectation incongruence amongst
the various parties by providing more guidelines and training
for tour escorts. Alternatively, if personality exerts more influ-
ence on tour escort performance, then the control of tour es-
cort performance should start with the recruitment process.
This study will develop an instrument that is viable for the se-
lection of tour escorts. Once developed, the instrument based
on personality indicators will serve as a useful device to select
suitable personnel for the profession.

By and large, the study will be based on Role Theory and
personality factors. While the framework of the study is still in
its construction stage, the authors would l ike to invite com-
ments from the industry. Any interested parties who wish to
share their views with the authors, please submit comments to
Ms Edith Hui via email at hmedith@polyu.edu.hk. 
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