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PUTTING

HUMANITY FIRST IN &
SERVICE ROBOTICS: g

For me, robotics is about giving hospitality teams
the breathing room to care more deeply for people.

INTERVIEW BY MANUEL RIVERA
& CYNTHIA MEJIA

WITH JUAN HIGUEROS, CO-FOUNDER &
COO OF BEAR ROBOTICS

In an engaging conversation with Juan Higueros, Co-Founder and COO of Bear Robotics, we explore his vision for
human-centered robotics and how technology can empower hospitality teams to deliver deeper, more meaningful

guest experiences.

WHAT DRIVES ME EVERY DAY

’m Juan Higueros, Co-Founder and Chief Operating

Officer of Bear Robotics. My path has taken me from

strategy and M&A at KPMG to corporate development
at Polycom, grounded by a B.A. in Economics from
UCLA and an M.B.A. from MIT Sloan. At Bear Robotics,
we’ve focused on building Al-driven service robots that
can run food and bus tables, not to replace people, but
to ease the most repetitive and physically punishing
tasks so teams can deliver the kind of care that defines
hospitality. For me, technology should quietly empower
the human side of service. That’s the vision | carry into
every decision: keep dignity intact, reduce friction, and
protect the moments of connection that matter most.

ORIGINS AND VISION: WHY | STARTED,
WHAT | SEE

| still carry the memory of one early night with our first
prototype in our co-founder’s own restaurant. We were
short-staffed, and a cook who was also running food
broke down before her shift. Her back pain was severe,
but she couldn’t take time off. She needed to send
money home for her father’s funeral in Guatemala—a
funeral she couldn’t afford to attend. For me, that
moment crystallized what was broken: the people
carrying hospitality on their shoulders were suffering,
and the system wasn’t built to support them.

2 Rosen Research Review

WE BUILD TOOLS THAT STRIP AWAY

FRICTION AND HEAVY LIFTING SO
PEOPLE HAVE THE TIME AND ENERGY FOR THE
HUMAN WORK: EMPATHY, STORYTELLING, AND
CONNECTION. THAT'S WHERE GREAT SERVICE—
AND REAL CARE—ACTUALLY LIVE.”

From the start, | didn’t see Bear Robotics as “building
robots for the sake of it.” | saw us building tools to
remove the most repetitive, physically punishing tasks

so people could focus on the part of hospitality that
really matters: caring and service for guests. That vision
hasn’t changed; if anything, it’'s expanded. Today, | see
robots as a natural extension of the service team, helping
businesses run smoothly and giving workers back
essential breathing room.

| believe hospitality is defined by its human touch.
Robots don’t ruin hospitality—bad service does. Our

job is to strip away friction so humanity has space to
breathe. When servers aren’t carrying forty-pound trays
back and forth all night, they can spend more time
connecting with guests. In my view, robots take the labor
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The idea for service robots came from seeing
staff suffer under exhausting, physical tasks.

out of labor so people can do what
they do best: empathy, storytelling,
and connection. That’s the heart of
why we started and the anchor of
what we still see ahead.

FOR ME, ROBOTS DON'T
RUIN HOSPITALITY—
BAD SERVICE DOES.”

WORKFORCE AND
SERVICE CULTURE: HIGH
TECH, HIGH TOUCH

| hear the same refrain across the
U.S.: “l can’t find enough staff to
even open my dining room.” For me,
robots help keep the doors open,

but more importantly, they protect
workers from burnout. When you pull
the most grueling, repetitive tasks
out of a shift, you free people to step
into higher-value roles—from shaping
guest experiences to training teams.

| don’t see that as job loss; | see that
as career growth.

“High tech, high touch” only works
when design is intentional. | believe
technology should fade into the
background and make people more
present, not less. If a robot silently
clears tables, a server can be fully
with a guest who just went through
a breakup for five more minutes. To
me, that’s technology amplifying
human touch, not replacing it. The
goal is to create space—space for
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empathy, for listening, for the little
gestures that turn service into care.

My experience has taught me that
when we design with empathy, we
reinforce dignity. Robots aren’t
coming for people’s jobs; they’re
coming for the strain and the grind
that push people to the edge. | see a
workforce culture where technology
carries the heavy load and people
carry the heart of hospitality. That’s
how “high tech, high touch” becomes
a lived reality on the floor.

4

Robots take on heavy, repetitive work so
people can focus on guests.

helping them get through the rush?
If the answer is yes, then | believe we
did our job.

Across markets, motivations

differ, and we pay attention to

those contrasts. In the U.S,, the
conversation often begins with labor
shortages. | remember a hospitality
customer telling us, “Anything that
helps our servers move things along
is a good thing; happier servers make
better service.” That’s the lens here:
survival and retention. In Asia, the
shortages exist too—especially with

WHEN ROBOTS CARRY THE GRIND AND HUMANS
CARRY THE HEART, WE PROTECT DIGNITY, REDUCE

BURNOUT, AND CREATE THE SPACE FOR HOSPITALITY’S
MOST ESSENTIAL MOMENTS OF CONNECTION.”

DESIGN AND GLOBAL
PERSPECTIVES: MAKING
ROBOTS PART OF THE
TEAM

At Bear Robotics, we design robots
as if they’re teammates. For me,
that means they must be intuitive,
approachable, and simple to use.
When a guest sees a robot gliding
by, | want it to feel like part of the
restaurant’s natural flow—not a
disruption. And for employees, my
threshold is straightforward: after
five minutes, do they feel like the
robot is just another teammate

efficiency. Robots are welcomed
because they deliver precision and
consistency.

What matters to me is the outcome,
which is remarkably similar across
cultures: robots aren’t about
replacing people; they’re about
enabling better experiences for
everyone. | see thoughtful design
as the bridge—making robots feel
like part of the team so guests
experience ease, employees feel
supported, and operators see
smoother service. When that
happens, culture and technology
meet where hospitality lives.
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Bear Robotics makes robots intuitive
so staff feel they’re part of the team.

LEADERSHIP AND CROSS-
SECTOR LESSONS:
TRUSTING CHANGE

I’ve learned that transparency and
trust are everything when leaders
introduce robotics. If people think
robots are coming for their jobs,
fear sets in quickly. For me, effective
leadership frames technology

as a partner, not a threat. The
organizations I've seen succeed
communicate early, train thoroughly,
and let staff experience firsthand
that robots are there to help, not
replace. When people see the daily
reality—less strain, more support—
trust begins to grow.

| also borrow perspectives from
other industries. In healthcare,
robots deliver medicine, but no

one calls them “nurses.” In logistics,
robots move pallets, but they’re not
“workers.” Hospitality can adopt
the same mindset. | believe robots
should do the heavy lifting so
people can do the connecting and
creating. The industries that thrive
are the ones that clearly separate the
mechanical from the human—and
then integrate them seamlessly.

That separation, followed by
thoughtful integration, is how I've
seen fear turn into confidence.

| DON'T ASK TEAMS
T0 CHOOSE BETWEEN
PEOPLE AND TECHNOLOGY;
| ASK THEM TO ORCHESTRATE
BOTH.”
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Leaders who guide change this way
create cultures where technology
feels like an ally. To me, that’s the
difference between disruption that
erodes morale and innovation that
elevates the human experience.

EDUCATION AND THE
FUTURE: PREPARING
LEADERS FOR “HUMANS +
ROBOTS”

| don’t believe future leaders have
to choose between people and
technology; their job will be to
integrate both. What matters to me
is building a skill set that spans guest
psychology and system design. |
want leaders with empathy to guide
teams and with technical literacy to
evaluate tools. Above all, | value the
courage to embrace change rather
than fear it.

Looking ten years ahead, | see every
hospitality team including both
humans and robots, and the best
leaders orchestrating both. Just as no
hotel operates without a reservation
system today, | believe no restaurant
will operate without robotic support.
For higher education, that means
training leaders who view technology
not as optional but as core
infrastructure. For industry, it means
starting now: experiment, iterate, and
involve employees in shaping how
robots are integrated.

| see the future not as man or
machine but both, working

together. If we teach and lead with
that understanding, we’ll keep
hospitality’s human essence intact
while giving teams the tools to thrive.

BEARROBOTICS

FOR ME, THE FUTURE IS
HUMAN + ROBOT

Looking ahead, | see hospitality
where humans and robots work in
concert. Robots will handle the heavy
lifting and repetitive strain; people
will create the moments that matter.
My commitment is to design with
empathy, lead with transparency, and
educate with foresight so technology
stays in service of humanity. | believe
tomorrow’s hospitality will feel more
personal, not less, because teams
will have the breathing room to

be present. If we keep integrating
thoughtfully—experimenting,
iterating, and inviting employees into
the process—we’ll build operations
that are resilient and human-
centered. For me, that’s the purpose:
give people the tools to thrive, and

let hospitality be the care we share.
‘ | SEE A FUTURE
WHERE TECHNOLOGY
ELEVATES HOSPITALITY.
WITH EMPATHY AND
COURAGEQUS DESIGN,
ROBOTS BECOME PARTNERS—
NOT REPLACEMENTS—
HELPING US CREATE
EXPERIENCES THAT FEEL

MORE HUMAN, MEANINGFUL,
AND CONNECTED.”
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Dr. Cynthia Mejia is Professor
and Dean at UCF Rosen College
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Dr. Manuel Rivera is the
Associate Dean at UCF’s

Rosen College of Hospitality
Management and Editor in Chief
of the International Journal of
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leading journal in the field.

He holds a Ph.D. from UCF, a
Master’s from FIU, a Bachelor’s
from Penn State, and a Revenue
Management certification from
Cornell University.
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Bear Robotics hospitality robot models reflect
a vision of tech that supports efficiency while

preserving the human touch.

!

Juan Higueros

Co-Founder and COO, Bear Robotics

in linkedin.com/in/juanhigueros

Juan Higueros is the Co-Founder
and Chief Operating Officer of

Bear Robotics, where he leads the
development of Al-driven service
robots designed to handle food
running and bussing tasks, easing
physical strain on hospitality workers
and improving operational efficiency.
His vision focuses on integrating
technology to support—not replace—
the human touch in hospitality. Before
founding Bear Robotics, Juan served
as Director of Strategy and M&A at
KPMG and Director of Corporate
Development at Polycom, gaining
extensive experience in business
growth and innovation. He holds a
B.A. in Economics from UCLA and
an M.B.A. from the MIT Sloan School
of Management. Juan’s work reflects
a commitment to creating solutions
that empower teams, protect dignity,
and enhance guest experiences
through thoughtful, human-centered
design.
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