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Exploring the direct and indirect effects of emotional intelligence and frequency of 

customer contact on organisational citizenship behaviours among hotel employees in 
Mexico 

 

Abstract  

In the hotel industry, organisational effectiveness and service quality are highly dependent on 
front-of-house employees’ positive interactions with customers, and their willingness to 

engage in organisational citizenship behaviours (OCB). Various studies have identified the 
ability of employees to manage their own emotions and those of others as a key means of 

understanding how and why employees engage in OCB. The present study seeks to shed light 
on how the underlying mechanisms of emotional intelligence (EI) and the nature of job role 

through the frequency of interactions with customers could be of benefit to service orientated 
organisations. Empirical evidence was drawn from a sample of 179 front-of-house employees 
from a 4-star Mexican hotel chain. A series of multiple hierarchical regressions revealed that 

when employees experience high levels of customer contact and engage in high levels of 
emotion regulation, this can have a detrimental effect on their OCB. The findings underscore 

the importance of the role of work and job context in influencing the EI and OCB 
relationship. 
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Exploring the direct and indirect effects of emotional intelligence and frequency of 
customer contact on organisational citizenship behaviours among hotel employees in 

Mexico 
 

1. Introduction 
 

The past 40 years have seen a considerable shift in employment trends away from the 

manufacturing sector to the service sector. Such changes have meant that employees are now 

finding themselves having to engage in frequent interactions with customers. In the hotel 

industry, organisational effectiveness and service quality are highly dependent on front-of-

house employees’ positive interactions with customers (Jung and Yoon, 2012; Ramachandran 

et al., 2011). Presented with the challenge of having to satisfy customer demands and 

expectations, hotels are increasingly requiring their front-of-house employees to engage in 

organisational citizenship behaviours (OCB) (Ma and Qu, 2011; Organ, 1998). OCB consist of 

individual discretionary behaviours that are over and above an individual’s job description (Ma 

et al., 2013), and are considered to be important determinants of organisational effectiveness 

(Bateman and Organ, 1983; Podsakoff et al., 2009). Given the importance of OCB to 

organisational functioning, it is important to understand the mechanisms through which such 

citizenship behaviours emerge (Dai et al., 2018). 

 Organisations can be viewed as social entities comprised of individuals who regularly 

engage in emotionally laden exchanges with their colleagues and customers (Carmeli and 

Josman, 2006). As a result, organisations have become increasingly dependent on their 

employees’ ability to understand and manage their own emotions as well as those around them. 

Emotional intelligence (EI) has been described as a dispositional factor that consists of one’s 

ability to engage in sophisticated information processing about one’s own emotions and those 

of others, and the ability to use this information to guide thinking and behaviour (Devonish, 
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2016; Mayer et al., 2008).  Hence, apart from cognitive intelligence, emotional intelligence 

(EI) has emerged as a key concept in understanding how employees and organisations function 

(Druskat and Wolff, 2001; Spector and Fox, 2002). 

 Previous research has established a strong relationship between EI and OCB (see Miao 

et al., 2016; Turnipseed, 2003; Turnipseed and Vandewaa, 2012). However, many questions 

remain as to how exactly EI influences OCB (Miao, Humphrey and Qian, 2016). Specifically, 

little is known of how specific role requirements may influence the EI-OCB relationship 

(Bozionelos and Singh, 2017; Jung and Yoon, 2012; Santos et al., 2015). For instance, 

Turnipseed (2016) found that employees’ locus of control strengthened the EI-OCB 

relationship, while Jung and Yoon (2012) demonstrated that the EI-OCB relationship was 

contingent upon certain job roles. The role of employee interactions with customers in the hotel 

industry, however, have been largely overlooked. This is surprising, given that various scholars 

have acknowledged that service work requires extensive customer interactions. Secondly, in 

service-orientated organisations like hotels, front-of-house employees are critical service 

providers (Jung and Yoon, 2012). Hence, in these contexts, EI and OCB are of critical 

importance in achieving organisational effectiveness. Nevertheless, studies of hotel 

employees’ EI and OCB remain limited (Ramachandran et al., 2011).  

 In addressing the above gaps in the literature, this particular study examines 

whether front-of-house employees’ frequency of customer contact moderates the relationship 

between their EI and OCB. Drawing on trait activation theory (Tett and Gutterman, 2000), we 

postulate that front-of-house employees are more likely to employ their EI abilities and display 

OCB under conditions of high frequency of contact with customers, as such situations provide 

them with the opportunity to engage in discretionary behaviours. We test our hypothesis using 

a sample of 179 front-of-house hotel employees from a 4-star Mexican hotel chain.  
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 The present study aims to shed light on the underlying mechanisms of EI that could be 

of benefit to service orientated organisations. In examining the frequency of contact with 

customers as a moderator in the EI-OCB relationship, our study addresses the growing call in 

the literature to take into account the role of job context on EI and OCB (Miao et al., 2016).  

Moreover, by focusing on the experience of Mexican hotel employees, we hope to provide 

much needed empirical evidence of importance of the EI-OCB relationship in the hotel 

industry. 

2. Theoretical Background 
2.1 Organisational Citizenship Behaviour in the Service Industry 

 
 Service orientated employees play critical roles in enhancing and promoting customer 

satisfaction, loyalty, and in turn, their organisation’s image and performance (Hartel et al., 

2008). Service orientated employees can make a positive contribution to their organisation by 

engaging in non-formalized tasks (Borman and Motowidlo, 1997). Such non-formal tasks often 

occur beyond an employee’s formal role requirements and are typically referred to as extra-

role behaviours (Van Dyne and LePine, 1998). Various studies have demonstrated the 

centrality of such organisational citizenship behaviours (Organ, 1998) to organisational 

functioning (Kumari and Thapliyal, 2017; Podsakoff et al., 2009).  

 According to Organ, OCB are “behaviour(s) of a discretionary nature that are not part 

of the employee’s formal role requirements, but nevertheless promote the effective functioning 

of the organization” (1998, p. 4). Such behaviour is typically not recognized by organisational 

reward systems (Organ et al., 2006). Karambayya (1989) further suggested the OCB highlight 

the extent of interdependence among employees of an organisation, and hence, closely mirror 

the life of the organisation. McNelly and Meglino (1994) conceptualized OCB as comprising 

two dimensions. The first dimension refers to altruistic behaviours intended to help others in 

the organisation (OCB-P). Such altruistic behaviours typically manifest themselves in the form 

of helping co-workers finish their work, orienting newcomers to the organisation or addressing 
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customers’ unique wants and expectations. The second dimension refers to general 

conscientiousness or compliance-related behaviours. These typically manifest themselves in 

behaviours such as being creative, not spending time in idle conversation, not taking 

undeserved breaks, etc., and are intended to help or benefit the organisation (OCB-O) (Spector 

and Fox, 2002). Podsakoff et al. (2000) suggested that general conscientiousness or 

compliance-related behaviours reflect an employee’s internalization and acceptance of 

organisational rules, regulations and procedures. Hence, such behaviours could result in 

conscious obedience by employees even in the absence of monitoring. 

Addressing specific customer wants, needs and expectations are a central feature of 

hotel employees’ roles (Albrecht and Zemke, 1985). In particular, front-of-house employees 

are often required to adapt their work behaviour in order to deal with individualized customer 

needs (Stamper and Van Dyne, 2003). Prior research suggests that compared to the 

manufacturing industry, OCB are more important to service orientated industries because of 

the frequent, and often intense, nature of face-to-face contact with customers (Bartel, 2004; 

Jung and Yoon, 2012). OCB has been related to a number of critical outcomes such as improved 

employee–customer interactions, improved ‘‘service climate’’ (Armario et al., 2004), 

enhanced service quality and customer loyalty (Castero et al., 2004; Suh and Yoon, 2003) and 

positive evaluations of customer service (Bienstock et al., 2003). Given its significance to 

organisational effectiveness (Weinberger, 2003), various studies have sought to understand 

how OCB occur in employees (see Jung and Yoon, 2012; Nadiri and Tanova, 2010; Chiu et 

al., 2015).  

There has been a growing recognition among scholars of the importance of emotional 

intelligence (EI) (Mayer and Salovey, 1997) as a predictor of employee OCB (Miao et al., 

2016; Ramachandran et al., 2011; Turnipseed, 2017; Turnipseed and Vandewaa, 2012). EI is 

particularly relevant for front-of-house hotel employees as the very nature of their roles require 
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emotionally based interactions with customers, thus requiring them to understand and manage 

not only their own emotions but those of the customers (Carmeli and Josman, 2006; Kearney 

et al., 2017).  

2.2 Emotional Intelligence and OCB among Service Employees 

Emotions are quintessential to human experience (Ashforth and Humphrey, 1995) as 

they influence not only one’s thoughts but also their actions. Emotional intelligence (EI) is 

considered as an important predictor of individual outcomes in the workplace (Miao et al., 

2016; Van Rooy and Viswesvaran, 2004; Walter et al., 2011). Theoretical approaches to EI 

have traditionally developed along two paths (Ashkansay and Duas, 2005); namely the ability-

based and mixed models. Based largely on Goleman’s (1995) seminal work on EI, the mixed 

model approaches represent a mixture of three key constructs: personality traits, personal 

competencies (e.g., optimism, self-esteem), and perceived emotional ability. In contrast, 

ability-based approaches conceptualize EI as a standard form of intelligence (Brackett et al., 

2011) comprising mental traits or abilities which can be assessed. A recent meta-analyses has 

shown the ability-based approach to be both conceptually and empirically distinct from the 

mixed model approach (Miao et al., 2016). This particular study adopts the ability-based 

approach to EI as it provides a useful framework for the identification of specific skills needed 

to understand and experience emotions in the workplace (Koman and Wolff, 2008; Mayer et 

al., 2008), which could, in turn, guide individual behaviour and thinking in ways that can 

improve organisational performance.  

According to the ability based approach, EI can be defined as “the ability to monitor 

one’s own and others feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this 

information to guide ones thinking” (Mayer et al., 1999). EI essentially focuses on the 

recognition, appraisal, expression, and management of one’s own emotions and those of 

others (Carmeli and Josman, 2006). The above definition proposes that EI is a construct 
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composed of four dimensions: self-emotion appraisal, involves being able to comprehend 

one’s own internal emotions; others’ emotion appraisal refers to the ability to comprehend 

others’ emotions; use of  emotion concerns the capacity to apply emotions to performance and 

action; and regulation of emotion pertains to the skills utilized to regulate one’s emotions 

(Wong and Law, 2002).  Employees with increased levels of EI are more likely to be high 

achievers in their roles and are thus expected to contribute to their organisation’s 

effectiveness (Carmeli and Josman, 2006; Turnipseed and Vandewaa, 2012).  

 The ability to use, understand, perceive and manage emotions can influence 

employee performance. Studies have shown the positive effects of EI on both in-role and extra-

role performance (Antonakis, 2004; Lee and Ok, 2012; Cote and Miners, 2006; Hui-Hua and 

Schutte, 2015; Scott-Halsell et al., 2008), suggesting that employees with high EI have a 

competitive advantage in the workplace. EI is considered particularly influential in the 

encouragement of voluntary behaviours such as OCB which are influenced by emotional 

characteristics (Bozionelos and Singh, 2017; Organ and Konovsky, 1989; Wong and Law, 

2002). Erez and Isen (2002) suggested that the very nature of OCB is linked to interpersonal 

interactions, and thus employees with higher EI tend to have better relationships with fellow 

colleagues and customers (Mayer et al., 2008). Employees with high EI are also more likely to 

engage in altruistic behaviours as they are better able to recognize and understand their co-

workers’ feelings (Abraham, 1999), and are consequently more likely to assist fellow 

employees with everyday routines by taking on extra work (Carmeli and Josman 2006; Organ, 

1988) and more willing to help new employees adjust to the organisation. 

 Employees with high EI are also more likely to engage in social interactions with 

fellow employees and customers and allow them to better select and use information from such 

interactions to execute behaviours that maximize the probability of goal attainment (Turnipseed 

and Vandewaa, 2012). Such positive interactions allow employees the opportunity to identify 
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organisational and customer related issues, and subsequently engage in behaviours and actions 

that will serve the interests of fellow colleagues and/or customers. Groves and Vance (2009) 

and others also suggested that emotionally intelligent employees will be better at using their 

emotions to facilitate cognitive activities such as problem solving and thinking outside of the 

box (Turnipseed and Vandewaa, 2012; Turnipseed, 2016). In sum, such behaviours are likely 

to benefit the organisation and its customers by providing a better quality of service and 

improving organisational processes. 

  Turnipseed (2016) further suggested that employees with high EI are more likely to 

be in-tune with their organisation’s goals and behavioural expectations. This is often attributed 

to the fact that emotionally intelligent employees are more adept at reading environmental and 

situational cues. Such employees are also likely to be more empathetic towards their 

organisation (Cohen and Abedallah, 2015). Because of their sensitivity to their environment, 

employees with high EI may display compliance orientated behaviours, aimed at helping the 

overall organisation. Additionally, such employees will be more likely to perceive, regulate 

and utilize their emotions in the workplace (Carmeli and Josman, 2006). Such abilities mean 

that emotionally intelligent employees are more likely to engage in discretionary citizenship 

behaviours and actions that will benefit the organisation.  

 Extensive research has been done on the relationship of EI and OCB (Miao et al., 2016; 

Miao, Humphrey and Qian, 2017) in a variety of organisational and industrial contexts. The 

limited number of studies in the hotel industry however have revealed mixed findings regarding 

the nature of the EI-OCB relationship. For instance, Jung and Yoon (2012) found only two 

dimensions of EI (self-emotion appraisal and use of emotions) to positively influence OCB, 

while Ramachandran et al. (2011) found only the use of emotions to predict service employees’ 

OCB. In sum, we suggest that if front-of-house hotel employees are able to understand their 

own emotions and know when to use them, it could lead to a more positive work environment, 
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and altruistic and compliance related behaviours, which thus lead to an increase in OCB. 

Therefore we propose the following hypothesis:  

 H1: Emotional intelligence is positively related to front-of-house hotel employees’ 

organisational citizenship behaviour 

 

2.3 Frequency of Customer Contact as a Moderator in the EI-OCB Relationship 

 Various scholars have acknowledged that the validity of EI may be contingent on 

specific contexts (Khalili, 2017; Miao et al. 2016; Mustafa et al., 2016). Specifically, work 

contexts and job roles have been identified as containing salient emotion-based cues that are 

likely to activate certain elements of EI that elicit pro-organisational and pro-social behaviours 

(Miao et al., 2016; Woods et al., 2017). This particular study proposes that front-of-house hotel 

employees’ frequency of contact with customers as one type of job requirement that may 

influence the relationship between EI and OCB. Santos et al. (2015) and others suggested that 

service employees’ jobs traditionally require a high level of interpersonal contact with internal 

and external clients (Kulik et al., 2009; Lee and Ok, 2012). Moreover, the frequency of such 

interactions has been shown to have a substantial impact on employees’ abilities and their use 

of emotions (Kearney et al., 2017; Mustafa et al., 2016). 

 Jung and Yoon (2012) showed further evidence that among hotel employees the type 

of job (eg back of house (BOH) or front-of-house (FOH)) attenuated the relationship between 

EI and OCB. They reasoned that FOH employees had more frequent contact with customers 

compared to BOH employees and thus more opportunities to use their emotions to engage in 

OCB. We draw on trait-activation theory (Tett and Gutterman, 2000) as a means to explain the 

nature of the relationship between EI and frequency of customer contact with service 

employees’ OCB. Trait activation theory proposes that certain job requirements, e.g. frequent 

customer contact, can activate specific trait and emotionally relevant cues. Moreover, the 
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activation of such trait and emotionally relevant cues can lead to the expression of specific 

psychological traits and emotional reactions, therefore stimulating one to behave in a manner 

that corresponds to contextual clues. 

 Emotionally intelligent employees are highly social, uniquely attuned to others’ 

emotions, empathetic and sympathetic (Turnipseed, 2016). They are also good at perceiving, 

expressing and using emotions. Frequent interactions with customers provide front-of-house 

hotel employees with the opportunity to perceive and better understand the emotional needs of 

their customers. Such situations provide employees with the necessary motivation to go beyond 

their formal job requirements to help address customers’ emotional and physical needs. Social 

skills also include the ability to select and use information form an interpersonal context to 

determine appropriate goal directed behaviour (Beauchamp and Anderson, 2010).  

Similarly, having frequent interactions with customers affords emotionally intelligent 

front-of-house hotel employees the opportunity to quickly acquire relevant information related 

to emergent issues within the organisation (Elfenbein and MacCann, 2017). Being aware of 

such issues may motivate employees to engage in altruistic behaviours such as helping fellow 

colleagues adjust to new working conditions or informally mentoring colleagues to develop 

their skills, in order to address customer-related issues as a means of improving service quality. 

Furthermore, frequent customer interactions may lead emotionally intelligent front-of-house 

hotel employees to become more accustomed to organisational systems and processes 

(Turnipseed, 2016). Consequently, such employees may be motivated, through their frequent 

exchanges with both customers and fellow colleagues, to employ creative ways of working 

around issues in order to improve service quality. Finally, emotionally intelligent front-of-

house hotel employees are also more likely to be aware of their organisation’s goals and 

expectations (Mayer et al., 1999). Thus, through frequent interactions with customers, front-

of-house employees may be more willing to respond appropriately in their use of emotions 
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when dealing with customers in order to meet organisational expectations. In sum, we postulate 

that front-of-house hotel employees with a higher frequency of contact with customers are more 

likely to exhibit higher levels of EI and OCB, as the demands for emotion management in such 

situations may be particularly high, as are the opportunities to engage in discretionary 

behaviours (Johnston and Spector, 2007; Santos et al., 2015). Therefore, we propose the 

following hypothesis:  

 

H2: Frequency of customer contact will moderate the relationship between front-of-house 

hotel employees’ emotional intelligence and organisational citizenship behaviours 

 

3. Method 

3.1 Procedure and Sample  

 This study used convenience sampling to select and recruit front-of-house hotel staff. 

Similar to Ninemeier and Perdue (2007), we defined front-of-house employees as those 

employees who have regular contacts with guests, while back of house employees were defined 

as those that have little or no direct contact with guests. In collecting data from front-of-house 

hotel employees, the authors approached the Human Resource director of a local 4-star hotel 

chain in Mexico through a personal contact of the one of the authors. The chain, which included 

4 hotels, had approximately 450 employees in total. With the help of the hotel’s HR director, 

210 employees whose roles were considered as part of front-of-house operations were 

identified. Accordingly, with the assistance of the HR director, 210 survey packages were 

distributed to the front-of-house personnel with their pay packet. Each survey package included 

the participant information and consent form and a copy of questionnaire. Employees were 

given a month to complete the survey package, with HR sending out fortnightly reminders. All 

completed questionnaires were placed inside the envelopes provide in the survey package, and 
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deposited in a secure drop-box at the HR department. A total of 185 questionnaires were 

received, although, in the end, only 179 of the returned questionnaires were deemed to be 

suitable for further analyses, resulting in a response rate of 85.2% 

 50.3% of respondents were female, and on average respondents were 35.58 (SD = 

12.66) years of age. Most respondents were either in front desk roles (50.2%) followed by 

waiters or assistants (21.8%). 11.8% of respondents were in the role of concierge or similar 

and finally 16.2% were in managerial or supervisory roles. Just over half (50.3%) of 

participants had been with the organisation for less than a year, with 16.2% for a year and 5.6% 

for 3 years. Moreover, when asked about tenure in the hotel industry, 22.9% had been in the 

industry for less than a year, 9.5% for a year, and 6.7% for 10 years. Regarding the participants’ 

frequency of contact with costumers, 56.4% always had contact, 11.7% almost always, 17.3% 

sometimes, 12.8% almost never, and 1.7% never. 

 
3.2. Measures 
 

Emotional Intelligence. Wong and Law’s 16 items Emotional Intelligence Scale (WLEIS) was 

used to assess EI (Wong and Law, 2002). Four items measured each of EIs four dimensions: 

Self-emotion Appraisal (SEO) (“I have a good understanding of my own emotions”), Others’ 

Emotion Appraisal (OEA) (“I am sensitive to the feelings and emotions of others”), Use of 

Emotion (UOE) (“I always tell myself I am a competent person”) and Regulation of Emotion 

(ROE) (“I have good control of my own emotions”).  All items were rated on a 7-point Likert 

scale (1= strongly agree, 7= strongly disagree). The Cronbach’s alpha reported for the scale 

was 0.91 

Organisational Citizenship Behaviour. The 20-item Organisational Citizenship Behaviour 

Checklist (OCB-C) was used to measure service employees OCB (Fox et al., 2009). The scale 

consists of asking the respondents to rate how often they have engaged in extra-role behaviours 
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directed towards the organisation (OCB-O) and towards individuals within the organisation 

(OCB-P), as well as altruistic acts that that helped co-workers with personal as opposed to 

workplace issues.  In the present study, the overall scale (OCB-C) and its subscales OCB-O 

and OCB-P were used. Example items include “Helped a co-worker learn new skills or shared 

job knowledge” (OCB-O) and “Changed vacation schedule, work days, or shifts to 

accommodate co-worker’s needs” (OCB-P). All responses were are rated on a 5-point Likert 

scale (1=never, 5=everyday). The reported coefficient alphas for this scale ranged from 0.89 to 

0.94. 

Frequency of daily contact with customers 

Front-of-hose employees were asked to rate the frequency of contact or interactions that they 

had with costumers on a daily basis, ranging from never (0) to always (5). Additionally, we 

also collected information on participants’ background and job characteristics. Regarding 

respondent’s background information, we measured gender as a dichotomous variable (0=Male 

and 1= Female. Age was measured as the respondents age at time of completing the survey and 

tenure as the number of years working in the hotel. Because the present research collected data 

on both the predictor and outcome variables from the same respondents at one point in time, 

the potential for common method variance is possible. In order to test for this possibility, a 

Harman’s one factor test in which all items were loaded into one common factor was conducted 

prior to conducting correlation and regression analyses.  According to Podsakoff et al. (2003), 

if the total variance for a single factor is less than 50%, common method variance does not 

affect your data.  The total variance accounted for by the data in the present study was 27.9%; 

therefore, it can be said with some certainty than common method variance was not an issue 

for the present research. 

4. Results 
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Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, correlations and reliability coefficients 

of the variables used in this study. Looking at the reliability coefficients all variables show an 

acceptable Cornbach’s a (Field, 2013). Pearson’s correlations were employed to investigate 

intercorrelations between study variables. The intercorrelations indicate that the demographic 

variables largely failed to correlate with the dimensions of emotional intelligence, with the 

exception of age and tenure which showed modest correlations with OEA and ROE.  

Demographic variables also showed modest correlations with OCB-C and OCB-O but not 

OCB-P.  All dimensions of emotional intelligence showed modest to moderate correlations 

with all types of OCB, and were generally strongest for OCB-O.   

Insert Table 1 here 

4.1 Assessing the impact of emotional intelligence and frequency of contact on OCB 

In order to analyse the direct and indirect effects of emotional intelligence and 

frequency of contact on OCB, three hierarchical multiple regressions were carried out.  Prior 

to analyses preliminary checks were carried out.  First, predictors were examined for 

multicollinearity. According to Field (2013), predictors in a regression model should not 

correlate by more than .8.  As can be seen in Table 1, none of the predictors reached this level.  

Second, VIF and tolerance statistics were examined.  All VIF statistics for each regression 

model were in the range of 1-4, which is well below the cut-off of 10 as recommended by Field 

(2013), whilst tolerance statistics were all in the region of .3 to .9 which is above the 

recommended cut-off of .2. Demographic variables of age, gender and tenure were entered into 

the first step of the regression equation, followed by the four dimensions of emotional 

intelligence and frequency of contact with customers in the second step, and the interaction 

terms between the various dimensions of EI and frequency of contact with customers in the 

third step.  Results of the regression analyses can be found in Table 2.   

Insert Table 2 here 
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 As can be seen from Table 2, control variables (age, gender, and tenure) explained 

7.7% of the variance of OCB-C.  In the second step, EI and frequency of contact with customers 

contributed to 17.5% of the variance. Upon examination of the individual beta weights, it can 

be seen that frequency of contact with customers (β= .277, p = .000) and OEA (β= .234, p = 

.005) predicted OCB-C. UOE, SEA and ROE failed to significantly predict OCB-C. In the third 

step, the interaction between the various dimensions of EI and frequency of contact with 

customers, contributed to a further 6.3% of the variance in OCB-C.  Specifically, frequency of 

contact significantly buffered the effects of OEA (β= .495, p = .001) on OCB-C, but a reverse 

buffering effect for ROE (β= -.324, p = .036) was found. The moderation effects for OEA and 

ROE are depicted in Figures 1 and 2 respectively.  As can be seen from Figure 1, high OEA 

and high frequency of contact with customers resulted in significantly higher OCB-C than low 

frequency of contact and high OEA.  From Figure 2 however, it can be seen that under 

conditions of high ROE there is virtually no difference in OCB between high or low levels of 

frequency of contact with customers, suggesting that when employees experience higher levels 

of customer contact and engage in high levels of emotion regulation, this has a detrimental 

effect on organisational citizenship behaviours.   

 Results of the regression analyses for OCB-O reveal a similar pattern of results.  

Control variables (age, gender, and tenure) explained 10% of the variance of OCB-O.  EI and 

frequency of contact with customers contributed to a 16.3% of the variance, while the 

interaction between EI and frequency of contact contributed to a further 5.8% of the variance 

in OCB-O. In terms of direct effects, only OEA (β= .245, p = .003) and frequency of contact 

(β= .221, p = .002) significantly predicted OCB-O.  Frequency of contact with customers 

significantly buffered the effects of OEA (β= .457, p = .002) on OCB-O. No other buffering 

effects were observed. 
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 For OCB-P, a similar pattern of results was also observed.  Control variables 

however failed to significantly predict OCB-P, contributing to only 2% of the variance.  In 

terms of direct effects, EI and frequency of contact contributed to 19.5% of the variance, with 

only OEA (β= .243, p = .004) and frequency of contact (β= .295, p = .000) significantly 

predicting OCB-P. Interaction effects contributed to a further 4.6% of the variance in OCB-P, 

with frequency of contact significantly buffering the effects of OEA (β= .396, p = .010) on 

OCB-P.  In summary, hypothesis 1, which predicted that EI would have a direct effect on OCB 

was partially supported.  Hypothesis 2, which predicted that frequency of contact with 

customers/clients would yield a buffering effect, was partially supported, although both 

buffering and reverse buffering effects were observed. Frequency of contact however was also 

found to have a direct effect on all forms of OCB. 

5. Discussion 
 This study sought to examine the relationship between the emotional intelligence 

of front-of-house hotel employees and their OCB. Drawing on trait-congruence theory, 

frequency of contact with customers was proposed as a potential moderator in this relationship. 

Multiple hierarchical regression analyses yielded somewhat unexpected, but nonetheless 

interesting results, which make for a timely, if not valuable contribution to the existing . 

 Broadly, the study addresses the call in the literature to understand the relationship 

between EI and OCB (Miao et al., 2016; Turnipseed, 2016). Firstly, the finding that only 

Others’ Emotion Appraisal (OEA) was a significant predictor of OCB directed toward the 

organisation (OCB-O) and towards individuals within the organisation (OCB-P), contradicts 

earlier findings by Jung and Yoon (2012) and Ramachandran et al. (2011) who failed to find 

any significant relationships between OEA and OCB among employees in the hotel industry. 

By doing so, our findings support those that have found contradictory results regarding the 

relationship between the various dimensions of EI and OCB (Miao et al., 2016; Turnipseed and 
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Vandewaa, 2012). We argue that our findings can at least, in part, be explained by the unique 

nature of front-of-house hotel employees’ roles.  

 Being sensitive to the feelings and moods of customers represents an important 

element of front-of-house hotel employees work. The emotional states of customers often 

convey rich information which requires employees to accurately appraise their emotions and 

respond with the appropriate behaviours, if they are to satisfy the needs and expectations 

customers. Consequently, front-of-house hotel employees high in EI are more likely to be 

sensitive to, and understanding of, slight variations in customers’ emotions, such as sadness, 

happiness, grief etc. (Mayer et al., 2000; Salovey and Grewal, 2005). Emotionally savvy 

employees are more able recognize and accurately appraise customers’ feelings and moods,  

and are thus more adept at harnessing EI to maintain positive emotions and to regulate their 

negative moods (Spector and Fox, 2002). This may allow them to experience higher job 

satisfaction and positive affect which can encourage them to go out their way to help solve 

issues customers may have, and in so doing,  uphold expectations of customer service and 

customer satisfaction. Such findings broadly support prior studies which suggested that EI may 

exert an influence on organisations through its link with OCB (Turnipseed and Vandewaa, 

2012; Vandewaa and Turnipseed, 2012). 

 Secondly, our study adds to the existing literature by deepening our understanding 

of the mechanisms through which EI influences OCB (Miao et al., 2016). Specifically, drawing 

on trait activation theory we examined how front-of-house hotel employees’ frequency of 

contact with customers/clients moderates the relationship between EI and OCB. In so doing, 

we demonstrate how the job requirements of front-of-house hotel employees contain trait-

relevant cues that may trigger their expression or use of EI, thereby prompting them to attend 

to these cues, which in turn, promote OCB. Our findings showed that frequency of contact with 

customers buffered the relationship between OEA and all forms of OCB (C, O and P), such 
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that high frequency of contact resulted in significantly higher OCB. Unexpectedly though, 

frequency of contact with customers had a reverse buffering effect on the relationship between 

regulation of emotions (ROE) and OCB-C, in that under conditions of high ROE, high 

frequency of contact resulted in a decrease in OCB.  

 Through frequent contact with customers, emotionally intelligent employees 

become well positioned to understand their needs and to collect unique information related to 

emergent issues within the organisation. This can encourage emotionally intelligent front-of-

house hotel employees to go beyond their formal job requirements and find unique ways to 

solve customer related issues and to improve organisational functioning so that customer needs 

and expectations are met. However, frequent contact with customers on a daily basis can also 

present front-of-house hotel employees with significant challenges, especially with respect to 

the skills needed to regulate their emotions which could, in turn, affect their willingness and 

ability to engage in OCB. 

  Frequent contact with customers largely involves intense face-to-face interactions 

which can be emotionally demanding. In organisational settings like hotels, front-of-house 

employees’ interactions with customers may be largely guided by display rules which require 

them to regulate their feelings or expressions towards customers to accomplish specific 

objectives (Ashforth and Humphrey, 1995). Accordingly, regulating one’s emotions may be 

akin to the concept of surface acting (SA), which refers to the change of emotional expression 

without changing the inner emotional state in order to meet organisationally required emotions 

(Hochschild, 1983). Such efforts require front-of-house employees to have the necessary 

abilities and skills to regulate emotions which are not natural. Such a requirement can be a 

particularly time consuming and draining activity for front-of-house hotel employees, as they 

may not only have to attend to customers’ needs but also day-to-day routine tasks.  
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 Conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989) proposes that employees are 

motivated to build and conserve their resources at work in order to minimise the extent to which 

they expend resources in regulating their emotions. Hence, in situations of high frequency of 

contact with customers, emotionally intelligent front-of-house hotel employees may have to 

frequently draw on their own personal resources and energy to suppress their negative emotions 

and remain polite to moody customers. By doing so, such employees may become less 

motivated and less likely to acknowledge their customers’ concerns or help them with their 

problems voluntarily. Additionally, such employees who experience frequent contact with 

customers, may use their ability to regulate their own emotions for malevolent purposes. For 

instance, in order to avoid personal stress when dealing with customers, front-of-house hotel 

employees may use their ability to regulate their own emotions to manipulate fellow co-

workers or to off-load demanding tasks to them. Thus, they may be more willing to engage in 

counter-productive work behaviours, in order to conserve their own resources and to avoid 

personal stress and strain. This suggests that the specific job context of front-of-house 

employees can dictate the extent to which they employ their EI abilities and engage in OCB. 

 Finally, the study makes an empirical contribution to the existing literature 

examining emotions and OCB among employees in the hotel industry (Jung and Yoon, 2012; 

Ramachandran et al., 2011). Hotel employee roles often involve intense interpersonal 

interactions with both customers and co-workers. Additionally, many roles in the hotel industry 

may provide significant autonomy and latitude to engage in discretionary actions in order to 

appease customers (Ma et al., 2013). However, despite the uniqueness of their roles, there 

remains little empirical evidence of whether their interactions with customers influence their 

use of emotions and/or other pro-organisational behaviours (Jung and Yoon, 2012). By 

examining how the frequency of hotel employees contact with customers influences the 
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relationship between EI and OCB, our study goes some way in addressing this gap in our 

knowledge and in the literature.    

 Several practical and managerial implications emerge from our findings. Firstly, 

organisations may need to realize that their front-of-house hotel employees interactions with 

customers are essential in successfully achieving their organisational goals. Consequently, for 

employees to perform successfully in such roles and make a positive contribution to their 

organisation’s effectiveness, they not only need to be able to manage their own emotions, but 

also those of others. In line with Jung and Yoon (2012), our findings reiterate the importance 

of employees’ EI as an important factor in the management of human resources in the hotel 

industry. Collectively, our findings also suggest that it may be important to provide front-of-

house hotel employees with additional training that focuses specifically on the development of 

their EI abilities in order to be better able to manage their emotions in the workplace (Ozer and 

Benet-Martínez, 2005). 

 Secondly, organisations need to recognize that while emotional intelligence is 

desirable and essential for their line of work, EI does not only need to be cultivated but managed 

effectively. Karatepe et al. (2009) and others have pointed out that hotel work can be 

particularly stressful, have long hours, and be both emotionally and physically demanding 

(Jung and Yoon, 2012). Such factors may make it difficult for employees to constantly manage 

their emotions. Moreover, such poor working conditions may also encourage service staff to 

engage in counter-productive work behaviours (Suliman and Al-Shaik, 2007) or use their EI 

abilities to manipulate the emotions of others (Austin, Farrelly, Black and Moore, 2007). 

Therefore, allowing greater “down-time” or arranging regular job rotations within the 

organisation may be some methods through which management can help front-line service 

employees overcome the emotional demands of the role and reduce its negative impact. Finally, 

given the importance of EI in promoting extra-role and pro-organisational and pro-social 



 23 

behaviours, we urge organisations to take greater care in how they select their front-line 

employees. In addition to aptitude testing, for example, service orientated organisations may 

also wish to assess prospective employees’ emotional intelligence.   

 
6. Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

 
Like any study, our study is not without its limitations.  Firstly, our study relied on self-

report data from a single source. Podsakoff et al., (2003), argued that such approaches may 

lead to inflated relationships among the variables thus leading to common method variance 

(CMV) and biasness in our findings. However, we conducted the post-hoc Harman’s one factor 

test, which revealed a result of only 29%. This suggests that common method variance is not a 

issue in this particular study. Nevertheless, recent meta-analytic findings by Miao, Humphrey 

and Qian (2016) showed stark differences in the relationship between EI and OCB based on 

source of the measure (eg self-report or peer/supervisor reported). Therefore, we urge future 

researchers to consider incorporating both self-report and peer/supervisor report measures of 

OCB in future research.  

Secondly, findings from this particular study were based on the experiences of 

respondents from one 4 star hotel chain in Mexico, hence the generalizabilityof our findings to 

hotels of other classes in the industry may be limited. Hotels can vary significantly between 

levels with regards to service expectations and quality depending on their star rating 

(Narangajavana and Hu, 2008). Such variations are likely to impact employees’ frequency of 

interactions with customers as well as opportunities to engage in OCB. Therefore we urge 

future research to consider comparing different hotel star ratings on employee EI and pro-

organisational behaviours.  

Thirdly, our study is limited by its cross-sectional design, which makes it difficult to 

draw inferences about the causal nature of the relationships examined (Giardini and Frese, 

2006). Specifically, it does not necessarily hold true that employees’ EI and OCB will remain 
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stable over time. In fact, employees may regulate their emotions to excel at work and in life, 

and perform empathetic prosocial behaviours (Miao et al., 2016). Moreover, employees are 

likely to learn from their interpersonal interactions on a daily basis. Such learning can lead to 

better management of their own and others’ emotions. Therefore, we suggest that future 

research consider adopting longitudinal approaches to examine how employees’ EI fluctuates 

over time and how such fluctuations can influence their extra-role behaviours. 

 Finally, we acknowledge that the model presented in this study may be incomplete. In 

this particular study, we only focused on frequency of contact with customers as a possible 

moderator in the relationship between EI and OCB. However, it is also plausible that the way 

in which employees manage their emotions with customers’ might be different to the way they 

manage their emotions with fellow colleagues. Hence, this might affect their OCB differently. 

Consequently, we suggest that future research also look at frequency of contact with co-

workers as well. While interpersonal interactions are an important element in shaping an 

employee’s EI and decision to engage in OCB (Lopes et al., 2003), we do acknowledge that 

additional contextual and job-related factors can also affect an employee’s decision. 

Specifically, we suggest that future research may wish to consider factors such as job 

autonomy, age and tenure as possible moderators in the EI and OCB relationship. 

  Future research might also wish to consider the role of organisational support provided 

to employees (Eisenberger and Stinglhamber, 2011). Moorman, Blakely and Niehoff (1998) 

showed employees’ perceptions of organisational support as a powerful motivator in their 

decision to engage in OCB. Employees who feel that their organisation is looking after their 

interests, are more likely to help fellow colleagues and comply with organisational 

requirements. Also, such employees are more likely to have positive emotional attachments 

with their organisation, senior management, as well as fellow employees, as they may feel that 

they are treated with empathy.   
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Table 1: Means, standard deviations, intercorrelations and reliability coefficients  

Note. N = 179. Reliability coefficients are stated in parenthesis. FCC = frequency of customer contact; SEA = self-emotion 

appraisal; OEA = others’ emotion appraisal; UOE = use of emotion; ROE = regulation of emotion;  

* p<.05, **p<.01 

 
Table 2: Direct and indirect effects of emotional intelligence and frequency of customer contact on OCB 

  OCB-C OCB-O OCB-P 

         
Step 1 β t Sig β t Sig β t Sig 
  Gender .175 2.323 .021 .221 2.975 .003 .056 717 ns 
  Age -.061 -.623 ns -.090 -.932 ns -.041 -.409 ns 
 Tenure -.153 -1.550 ns -.141 -1.443 ns -.098 -.959 ns 
 F=4.837, p =.003; R²=.077 F=6.482, p=.000; R²=.100 F=1.244, ns; R²=.021 
Step 2          
  SEA -.051 -.639 ns -.044 -.553 ns -.011 -.132 ns 
  OEA .234 2.878 .005 .245 3.029 .003 .243 2.911 .004 
  UOE .155 1.844 ns .156 1.875 ns .159 1.847 ns 
  ROE .006 .077 ns .023 .300 ns -.035 -.430 ns 
  FCC .277 3.970 .000 .221 3.190 .002 .295 4.135 .000 
 F=7.161, p=.000;  

∆F=7.977, p=.000 
R²=.252, ∆ R²=.175 

F=7.566, p=.000;  
∆F=7.495, p=.000 
R²=.263, ∆R²=.163 

F=5.867, p=.000;  
∆F=8.484, p=.000 
R²=.216, ∆R²=.195 

Step 3          
 SEA x FCC -.202 -1.298 ns -.270 -1.740 ns -.162 -1.004 ns 
 OEA x FCC .495 3.389 .001 .457 3.139 .002 .396 2.611 .010 
 UOE x FCC .040 .262 ns .140 .911 ns .157 .984 ns 
 ROE x FCC -.324 -2.108 .036 -.276 -1.802 ns -.306 -1.920 ns 
 F=6.363, p=.000;  

∆F=3.817, p=.005 
R²=.315, ∆R²=.063 

F=6.538, p=.000;  
∆F=3.568, p=.008 
R²=.321, ∆R²=.058 

F=4.932, p=.000;  
∆F=2.616, p=.037 
R²=.263, ∆R²=.046 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Buffering effect of OEA and customer contact on OCB-C 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
1Gender 1.50 .50 1.00           
2Age 35.58 12.66 .071 1.00          
3Tenure 8.32 8.20 -.151* .649** 1.00         
4EFCC 4.08 1.18 .004 .146 .138 1.00 (.80)       
5SEA 6.08 .94 .023 .003 -.090 -.237** 1.00 (.74)      
6OEA 5.47 1.06 -.132 -.174* -.163* -.038 .410** 1.00 (.77)     
7UOE 6.32 .71 .115 -.085 -.098 -.135 .431** .451** 1.00 (.84    
8ROE 5.86 .98 .011 -.218** -.218** -.148* .321** .376** .469** 1.00 (.93)   
9OCB-C 3.49 .86 .194** -.148* -.148* -.309** .193** .287** .311** .214** 1.00 (.83)  
10OCB-O 3.57 .97 .236** -.166* -.233* -.260** .197** .303** .327** .235** .903** 1.00 (.82) 
11OCB-P 3.43 .97 .068 -.102 -.134 -.323** .231** .303** .299** .178* .887** .758** 1.000 
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Figure 2: Reverse buffering effect of ROE and customer contact on OCB-C 
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