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Abstract. This study sought to investigate customer attitudes towards tipping
robotic employees in bars. A convenience sample of participants who were
21 years of age or older and who had patronized a bar was recruited using
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform. Of the 102 usable responses, only 15
participants had experienced robotic bartender service. Only 11 individuals
(10.8%) in total said they would tip a robot; 10 of those were respondents who
had acutally experienced robotic bartenders, representing 67% of that subsam-
ple. Participants listed efficiency and required maintenance as reasons for giving
a tip to a robotic bartender. Out of 91 respondents who initially declined to tip a
robotic bartender, 38 study participants (41.8%) agreed to tip if they knew that
the collected funds would go to human employees. However, in the same group
of respondents, only 14 (15.4%) agreed to tip in the scenario when tipping
would serve as a learning experience for a robot to understand customer pref-
erences. The rationale for not tipping included such reasoning as robots are
machines that do not need extra income and cannot appreciate the gesture. This
study suggests that explaining how the collected funds will be used may posi-
tively impact consumer intentions to tip a robotic bartender. This extra revenue
may help offset the cost of the robot, and subsequently lower the prices of the
drinks served at a robotic bar, thus making the product more affordable for a
wider audience.
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1 Introduction

Robotics and automation have entered the hospitality industry, which has been tradi-
tionally regarded as a people industry [6, 8, 9]. Currently, robots are employed as hosts,
wait staff, food runners, cooks, and bartenders [5]. However, customer acceptance of
and reaction to this new type of employee in bar settings has not been studied. Because
the beverage service industry in the United States relies on a tipping culture, under-
standing how employing robots impacts customers’ service evaluations and tipping
practices is of importance. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate
customer attitudes towards tipping robotic employees in bars.
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2 Literature Review

Tipping is a complex phenomenon that involves the organization, employees, and
customers. From the perspective of the agency theory, tipping may serve as a mech-
anism that, which assists in aligning the interests of the service company (the principal)
and the employee (the agent) [2]. While the principal is usually interested in business
success that may be defined via financial performance, customer satisfaction, customer
return, or business reputation, agents are usually more concerned about their personal
benefits that may be expressed via working hours, work conditions, and high pay. In
such a goal conflict, tips appear to be an instrument that rewards employees with higher
income for providing high quality service to customers, which, in turn, may satisfy the
business owner expectations of increased earning, customer satisfaction, and return.

The logic presented above seems to work well when all parties in the organization –
employee – customer relationship are human. However, the introduction of robotic
employees ensures a perfect goal alignment between the principal and the agent, and
removes any personal interests of the agent. In such a scenario, the robotic employee is
not interested in receiving tips because it is a machine and does not have personal
interests. However, the organization may remain interested in receiving tips as an
additional source of revenue that recognizes the quality of product and service that
customers received. The funds received as tips may be used by the organization in a
variety of ways, such as offsetting the cost of robotic employees or supporting human
employees who remain in the organization. Additionally, if tips are going directly to the
organization, the company may choose to lower its prices accordingly to attract more
customers and increase value perception. Therefore, the question is whether or not
customers would be willing to tip robotic employees.

Previous literature has established that tipping is a complex multi-faceted behavior
[4]. Even though numerous studies have examined the tipping behavior of patrons (e.g.,
see 2, 14 for meta-analysis), no comprehensive theoretical framework has been
developed in this area of human behavior [4]. The studies conducted in this area
usually approach the topic from either psychological or economic perspectives.

Extant literature on the psychological motivations behind tipping includes the
desire to reward good service, assist servers financially, and increase social status or
gain approval [11, 12, 15]. While scholars have examined moderators of the service-
tipping relationship including, but not limited to, gender and ethnicity of the server,
time of service, age of the patron, and bill size [13]. Tipping scholars have also sought
to identify how best to increase tips for service staff [10]. Ultimately, research has
demonstrated that behavioral changes, such as self-introductions, eye contact, offering
chocolates, and drawing suns on the receipts may lead to positive changes in customer
tipping behavior (increased tip percentage) [4, 7, 17].

The economic perspective usually attempts to test the assumption that tipping is a
rational behavior that rewards high quality service [4]. However, meta-analytic studies
reveal a significant but weak relationship between service quality and the tip percentage
[2, 14], therefore, suggesting otherwise. Furthermore, Azar [2] was not able to find
support for the relationship between repeat visits to an establishment and tipping
behavior as a mechanism of ensuring better service in the future. Becker et al. [4]
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conducted regression modeling to identify factors that predict customer tipping
behavior, and identified that the heuristics model was the factor with the highest
regression coefficients making statistically significant contributions to models built for
exceptional, satisfactory, and poor service.

In summary, customer tipping behavior appears to be a complex, possibly irrational
behavior that is often driven by heuristics and may be influenced by psychological
manipulations. Based on the findings documented in the previous literature, one may
suggest that customers may choose to tip robotic employees for some pre-existing
innate reasons (e.g., personal beliefs, cultural environment, etc.). Therefore, this study
seeks to explore customer baseline attitudes toward giving tips to robotic employees,
and customer susceptibility to being influenced by psychological factors.

3 Methods

To achieve the purpose of this study, an online survey was built on Qualtrics. The
survey included a combination of multiple-choice and open-ended questions. In the
survey, participants were asked to watch a video about a robotic bartender and answer
questions about their perceptions of the robotic bartender and whether or not they
would tip, and why. Additionally, the study participants were asked if they would tip a
robotic bartender if they knew that the collected funds would go to human employees
or serve as a learning experience for the robot to understand customer likes and
dislikes.

A convenience sample of participants who were located in the United States,
21 years of age or older and who had patronized a bar was recruited using Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) platform. To increase the quality of responses, participants
were also required to have an approval rate of previous requests of 95% or above [16].
In addition to that, the survey contained a combination of multiple-choice and open-
ended questions. The study design made it easy to eliminate low quality responses
through the review of qualitative answers.

4 Results

A total of 122 responses were collected for this study in October, 2019. Eighteen
responses were incomplete, and therefore were excluded from the study. Two more
respondents provided ineligible qualitative answers (a string of characters) and were
subsequently eliminated from the analysis as well. Of the 102 usable responses, 15
respondents (14.7%) had experienced a robotic bartender at one of the casino or cruise
line bars at which they are featured. Of those, 10 (67%) said that they would tip a robot.
Reasons mentioned included, “Yes: It hardly spills and it’s quick and easy; its
humanity; Yes, that tip is not for the robot, it’s for bar and robot maintenance.” Only 11
individuals (10.8%) in total said they would tip. The one individual who had not
experienced a robotic bartender in person before, but said they would tip offered the
rationale: “to see if there would be a positive reaction to my tip.”
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The remaining 91 individuals who said they would not tip a robot overwhelmingly
provided responses like “Robots don’t need income to survive”, “I would only want to
tip a human”, and “When I tip, it’s because a person who’s serving me isn’t making
minimum wage and tips are there to compensate of that.” However, some respondents
cited a lack of gratitude as a reason for not tipping: “the robot is not human so it would
not appreciate a tip or do anything with it.” Another participant cited, “it doesn’t have a
soul.”

Out of 91 respondents who initially declined to tip a robotic bartender, 38 study
participants (41.8%) agreed to tip if they knew that the collected funds would go to
human employees. However, in the same group of respondents, only 14 (15.4%)
agreed to tip in the scenario when tipping would serve as a learning experience for a
robot to understand customer likes and dislikes.

5 Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion

5.1 Theoretical Contribution

This exploratory study was designed to measure customers’ intentions to tip robotic
emplyees and explore possibilities of influencing such intentions. The results of the
study revealed that 10.8% of respondents were willing to tip robotic bartenders.
Interestingly, the willingness to tip seems to be higher among those customers who
have experienced a service offered by a robotic bartender (67%). Therefore, it appears
that experience with a robotic employee makes a difference in a customer’s intention to
offer tips.

Also, an intention to tip a robotic bartender increased after offering explanations
that tips would serve as a learning experience for the robot to understand customer
preferences (15.4%) or support human employees (41.8%). The findings of the study
seem to be in line with the results of previous research on tipping human emplyees that
could not establish a link between tipping behavior and future visits to the establish-
ment [2]. The first scenario suggests that a robot may learn from the tips given to it
which service situations were evaluated positively by customer and which ones were
not up to the par, thus, resulting in future improvements of service. This scenario
generated a small increase in customer willingness to tip a robotic bartender, therefore,
suggesting that improvements of future service encounters is not a strong motivator for
offering tips to robots.

The second scenario that suggested that collected tips would be used to support
human employees generated a higher increase in the intention to tip a robotic bartender.
First, such a scenario may be more familiar to the participants. Different businesses
may use different tip distribution strategies, however, tips going to human employees
has been a status quo in the industry. Second, this scenario may speak to the customers’
gratitude, empathy, and desire to help service employees that has been documented in
the literature as motives for tipping [1, 11, 12, 15]. Overall, these two scenarios suggest
that customer intentions to tip robotic employees may be altered by different psy-
chological influences, which has also been documented for tipping human employees
[4, 7, 17].
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5.2 Practical Implications

From the practical perspective, because respondents cited efficiency and maintenance
as reasons for tipping, practitioners need to ensure the machinery runs seamlessly and
is constantly updated to drive customer satisfaction. It is also important to ensure that
gratitude or some other reaction is expressed on the part of the machine as “a reaction”
was cited as a reason for offering a tip. The rationale provided for not tipping robots
supports discussions put forth by Lynn and McCall [14] who maintain that gratitude
expressed by the server is a necessary component.

The findings of this study also suggest that bar operators may expect to receive
extra revenue in tips from around 11% of customers. This percentage may increase in
the category of repeat customers or those who have experienced a service by a robotic
employee in the past. This extra revenue may help to offset the cost of the robot, and,
therefore, lower the prices of the drinks served at a robotic bar, thus making the product
more affordable for a wider audience. Additionally, this study suggests that explaining
the way how the collected funds will be used, may positively impact consumer
intentions to leave a tip for a robotic bartender.

5.3 Limitations and Future Research

This study was limited by a small sample size and convenience sampling method,
which both limit generalizability. Future research should attempt to gather information
from more individuals who have and have not encountered robotic service to assess
how this impacts customers overall service evaluation and tipping of employees who
work alongside robots. Identifying how these robotic interactions are perceived and
valued by customers is important for both internal and external customer service.

The tipping literature has been criticized for the lack of sound theoretical frame-
works that could explain tipping behavior [3, 4]. Such a void is even larger for the area
of tipping robotic employees and understanding customer behavior in new, emerging
service environments. Therefore, future research should concentrate on developing
theoretical frameworks that could offer insight into customers’ intentions of tipping
robotic employees. Such studies may rely on the extant tipping literature and approach
the question from either psychological or economics perspectives. Additionally, future
research may leverage the literature on human-robot interactions and consider such
aspects as anthropomorphic features of robots or speech abilities.
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adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appro-
priate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons
license and indicate if changes were made.
The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative

Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly
from the copyright holder.

Robo-Tipping: Are Customers Game? 227

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Robo-Tipping: Are Customers Game?
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Literature Review
	3 Methods
	4 Results
	5 Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion
	5.1 Theoretical Contribution
	5.2 Practical Implications
	5.3 Limitations and Future Research

	References




