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1. Introduction  

It is well established within the services marketing and management literature that front-line 

employee (FLE) prosocial service behaviors (PSBs) strongly influence customers perceptions 

of service quality and satisfaction (e.g. Bettencourt & Brown, 1997; Bettencourt et al., 2005), 

which, in turn, affect organizational effectiveness and performance (Podsakoff et al. 2009). 

PSBs are defined as “helpful behaviors of employees directed towards the organization or 

other individuals” (Bettencourt & Brown, 1997, p. 41). As PSBs are discretionary behaviors 

that go beyond formal role requirements, and are found to be positively associated with both 

organizational and customer relationship performance (Bettencourt & Brown, 1997), these 

are highly valued by service firms. Given the significance of PSBs, (Podsakoff et al., 2009), 

more research is called for to understand what motivates these, and how management can 

help to promote PSBs among FLEs (Bettencourt & Brown, 2003; Podsakoff et al., 2009; 

Winterich et al., 2013). Considering that different types of FLE behaviors have been shown 

to have different antecedents (MacKenzie et al., 1998; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997), more 

research into different dimensions of PSBs is also warranted (Bettencourt & Brown, 2003; 

Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997). However, relatively few studies have addressed this gap in 

literature (excluding for instance Ackfeldt & Wong, 2006; Bettencourt et al., 2005; 

Bettencourt & Brown, 1997, 2003; Lages, 2012).  

In view of the above, literature suggests that research investigating antecedents of 

prosocial behaviors mainly falls into two broad categories: one that is focused on studying 

individual-difference variables (such as dispositions or job attitudes), and the other that 
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studies contextual variables (Winterich et al., 2013). However, research in both these 

categories has been ‘almost entirely’ focused on motivational variables (Dudley & Cortina, 

2008), neglecting other important variables like knowledge and communication. This is 

because motivation has been regarded as the “overriding proximal predictor of citizenship 

performance” in literature (Dudley & Cortina, 2008, p.1249). Thus, more research 

investigating predictors, especially situational predictors (Rank et al., 2007), that could 

facilitate the effective performance of such behaviors has been repeatedly called for (Dudley 

& Cortina, 2008; Lee et al., 2006; Rank et al., 2007). In this context, although a few studies 

have looked at the impact of management interventions like empowerment (Ackfeldt & 

Wong, 2006), training, rewards (Lee et al. 2006), fairness perceptions (Bettencourt & Brown, 

1997), task variables (Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006) and leadership (De Cremer et al., 2009; 

Rank et al., 2007), research investigating the influence of internal communication on FLE 

PSBs remains extremely limited (Ackfeldt & Wong, 2006).  

 Literature suggests four levels of internal communication: internal line management 

communication, internal team peer communication, internal project peer communication and 

internal corporate communication (see Welch & Jackson 2007). While most empirical work 

in services literature has focused mainly on internal line management communication in the 

form of either supervisor communication practices or feedback (Johlke & Duhan, 2000, 2001; 

Johlke et al., 2000; Yoo et al. 2014), it is important to study internal organizational 

communication (also known as  internal corporate communication (Welch & Jackson, 2007) 

or management communication (Ng et al., 2006)), as literature highlights “the need for 

organizations to recognize employees as a distinct public worthy of individualized attention” 

(Mishra et al. 2014, p.185). Because internal communication between the organization and its 

employees helps to engage employees’ “intellectual and creative assets to produce value” 

(Quirke, 2008, p. 15), instils a sense of ownership in employees (Soupata, 2005), enhances 
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employees’ psychological attachment towards the organization and encourages them to 

contribute to organizational goals (Rousseau, 1998), it is being increasingly recognized as “a 

vital issue requiring further research” (Hargie & Tourish, 2009, p. 419). Although internal 

marketing literature conceptually talks about the benefits of internal organizational 

communication for FLE performance (George, 1990; Rafiq & Ahmed, 2000), empirical 

research verifying and testing its significance remains negligible (Ng et al., 2006; Tkalac 

Verčič et al. 2012), especially for frontline PSBs as “extant services research focuses far 

more on managing customer relationships than on the dynamics of effectively supporting and 

developing the service personnel who interact with customers” (Ellinger et al. 2013, p.1124). 

As such, empirical research examining the significance and role of internal communication is 

warranted to help organizations understand how internal communication could foster an 

effective internal service climate that encourages and supports prosocial behaviors among 

FLEs, which are crucial for any service organization’s success. Addressing such gaps in 

literature, we focus on organization’s internal communication (hereinafter referred to as 

‘internal communication’) in this study, which is defined as “the extent to which 

organizations provide organization-related information to their employees, such as 

information about changes in organizational policies and procedures, financial results, 

employee and group successes, and customer feedback” (Ng et al., 2006, pp. 476-77).  

 As empirical findings establishing the significance of internal communication for 

FLE performance are not only limited but also mixed (see Ackfeldt & Wong, 2006; Carrière 

& Borque, 2009; Ng et al., 2006), research is required to gain a deeper understanding of the 

mechanisms by which internal communication may influence employee PSBs. Since PSBs 

are not so simple that anyone can do them effectively (Dudley & Cortina, 2008), it would be 

useful to identify those variables and/or mechanisms that facilitate these behaviors in 

organizational settings (Podsakoff et al., 2009). In this context, relatively little empirical 
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research has centered attention on understanding other alternative mechanisms besides 

employee attitudes (e.g. Ackfeldt & Wong, 2006; Lages, 2012; Lee et al., 2006). For 

instance, because role stress is inevitable in boundary-spanning roles (Singh, 2000), and can 

directly influence FLE behaviors and their attitudes (Bettencourt & Brown, 2003), 

Bettencourt et al. (2005) suggest that future PSB research frameworks might benefit by 

incorporating FLE role stress to better understand the mechanisms by which PSBs could be 

developed. In particular, previous studies overlook PSB antecedents (such as internal 

communication and role stress), and the interrelationships among these key variables in a 

comprehensive framework to understand how internal communication could facilitate the 

development of PSBs among FLEs.  

Drawing on attitude (Bagozzi, 1992) and role (Solomon et al., 1985; Walker et al., 

1975) theories, we address the above notable gaps and multiple calls in the service 

management literature by developing and testing a research framework to understand how 

internal communication may influence PSBs. Particularly, we investigate the nature of 

relationships among internal communication, role stress and organizational commitment on 

two types of PSBs: extra-role customer service and cooperative behaviors. In this study, we 

specifically focus on these two types of PSBs, because both extra-role customer service 

behaviors and cooperation are discretionary behaviors with a strong flavor of service 

orientation that “clearly involve helping others with or preventing the occurrence of work-

related problems” (Podsakoff et al., 1997, p. 263), which are especially critical for the 

success of service organizations (Bettencourt & Brown, 1997; MacKenzie et al., 1998). Our 

main argument is that internal communication plays a crucial role in positively influencing 

FLEs organizational commitment whilst simultaneously diminishing the negative effects of 

role stress, thereby enhancing FLE extra-role customer service and cooperative behaviors.  
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The remainder of our paper is organized as follows. We present the conceptual 

framework and develop the hypotheses in the next section. The methodology is then 

explained, followed by the findings of our study. Finally, the research findings are discussed 

along with the implications of the findings for theory and practice, the major limitations of 

the study, and recommendation for future research.   

 

 2. Conceptual framework and research hypotheses  

PSBs may be directed at either customers or co-workers (Bettencourt & Brown 1997). Extra-

role customer service behaviors refer to discretionary behaviors of FLEs in serving customers 

that extend beyond their formal role requirements (Bettencourt & Brown, 1997). Cooperation 

refers to helpful behaviors of FLEs that are internally directed towards the organization, and 

towards other members of their immediate workgroup (Bettencourt & Brown, 1997). 

Previous literature suggests that employee behaviors could be explained using both attitude 

and role theories. We develop our conceptual framework by integrating both these theories, 

which we describe below. 

 

2.1 Attitude theory 

Bagozzi (1992) argues that self-regulatory processes guide behavior. Specifically, 

individuals assess situational conditions, which lead to emotions, and subsequently induce 

coping responses (behavior); thus, the sequence of appraisal processes or cognitive 

evaluations of events, emotional responses and behavior. For example, when one experiences 

a pleasant event, one feels a sense of satisfaction and joy, which leads one to attain the 

outcome (Bagozzi, 1992). In contrast, when one experiences an unpleasant event, situation or 

outcomes, it leads to negative reactions such as dissatisfaction or distress, which in turn 

results in behaviors that are guided to reduce or eliminate the outcome. Based on attitude 
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theory, our conceptual framework assumes that perceptions of internal communication 

(appraisal), leads to organizational commitment (emotional response), which then leads to 

employees engaging in PSBs directed towards colleagues (cooperation) and customers (extra-

role service behavior). 

 

2.2 Role theory 

Role theory has been utilized to explain attitudes and behaviors by marketing 

researchers (Coelho et al., 2011). According to this theory, individual’s perceptions of their 

role are determined by their perceived influences from role senders (such as supervisors and 

customers), and their own perceptions of how their role should be performed (Walker et al., 

1975). Based on role theory, role ambiguity and role conflict have been identified as two key 

aspects of role stress. Role stress mainly results due to need for flexibility during interactions 

with customers and others in the role set (Singh, 1993), and may also be influenced by 

managerial actions, including “the extent to which managers clearly define priorities for 

employees, communicate activities to be performed, and articulate evaluation mechanisms” 

(Coelho et al., 2011, p. 33).   

Following role theory, effective internal communication between management and 

employees should reduce the role stress that employees perceive in their boundary-spanning 

positions, which also should enhance their organizational commitment and PSBs. However, 

attitude theory suggests that employee appraisals of the contextual factors (i.e. perceptions of 

internal communication practices) should influence their PSBs through the mediating 

mechanism of organizational commitment. Thus, drawing on attitude and role theories, our 

study proposes a conceptual framework (see Fig.1), whereby both organizational 

commitment and role stress are expected to mediate the relationships between internal 
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communication and extra-role customer service/cooperative behaviors. Attention now turns 

to the development of the research hypotheses that underpins the conceptual framework. 

 “Insert Fig. 1 about here” 

 

2.3 Research Hypotheses 

Organizational commitment may be regarded as the relative strength of individual 

employees’ involvement with, loyalty to and identification with organizations (Allen & 

Meyer, 1990). Findings from many empirical studies have shown that organizational 

commitment is associated with numerous important outcomes, including reducing turnover 

and absenteeism, as well as increasing job performance, productivity levels and OCBs (e.g. 

Ellinger et al., 2013; Lages, 2012; MacKenzie et al., 1998). It is, therefore, expected that 

committed employees are more likely to engage in extra-role service and cooperative 

behaviors (Ackfeldt & Wong, 2006; Bettencourt & Brown, 1997). We, consequently, propose 

that: 

 

H1: Organizational commitment positively influences a) extra-role customer service and b) 

cooperative behaviors.              

 

Role ambiguity and role conflict. It is well established that in their role as boundary-

spanners, FLEs are susceptible to experiencing some level of role stress (e.g. Ackfeldt & 

Malhotra, 2013; Örtqvist & Wincent, 2006). Role stress mainly comprises role ambiguity and 

role conflict (Singh, 1998; Örtqvist & Wincent, 2006). Role ambiguity refers to FLEs’ 

perceptions of lack of clear and salient information, which they need to perform the job role 

adequately. Role conflict, on the other hand, occurs when a FLE perceives that the demands 

and expectations of two or more members of their role set (i.e. managers, supervisors, 
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colleagues and customers) are incompatible or incongruent (Agarwal & Ramaswami, 1993; 

Singh, 1998;). While role ambiguity enhances uncertainties associated with performing the 

role, conflicting expectations from different role partners makes it difficult for FLEs to decide 

how best to accomplish any task (Hartline & Ferrell, 1996); both role ambiguity and role 

conflict are detrimental for service organizations (Mukherjee & Malhotra, 2006; Singh, 

2000). 

Previous research demonstrates that role ambiguity and conflict are expected to be 

negatively correlated with FLE discretionary behaviors (Bettencourt & Brown, 2003; 

MacKenzie et al., 1998). Researchers argue that FLEs experiencing high levels of role stress 

may perceive their organization as being unsupportive and unfair (Addae & Parboteeah, 

2008). Such employees are likely to “have a poor picture of how their tasks relate to other 

jobs, to people inside and outside the organization, and to the firm’s overall goals” (Coelho et 

al., 2011, p. 34). Therefore, role stressors are generally linked to behavioral withdrawals 

(Bettencourt & Brown, 2003). Jex (1998) suggests that the negative effects of role stress on 

employee behaviors may be most evident in reduced contributions of extra-role behaviors or 

PSBs, because reducing PSBs does not threaten either their receipt of formal organizational 

rewards or their membership with the organization (Bettencourt & Brown, 2003). In fact, 

reduced performance of employee discretionary behaviors is regarded as an early sign of 

behavioral withdrawal (MacKenzie et al., 1998). FLEs who do not clearly understand the 

expectations of their multiple role partners along with their role requirements in terms of 

responsibilities, appraisal, rewards, and their degree of freedom during interactions with 

internal (colleagues) and external customers, are less likely to engage in discretionary 

behaviors. Thus, we hypothesize that: 

 



 

9 

 

H2: Role ambiguity is negatively related to a) extra-role customer service behaviors and b) 

cooperation. 

H3: Role conflict is negatively related to a) extra-role customer service behaviors and b) 

cooperation. 

 

Consistent with role theory, findings from past research shows a negative relationship 

between role stress and organizational commitment (e.g. Ackfeldt & Malhotra, 2013; Örtqvist 

& Wincent, 2006). The relationships between role ambiguity/role conflict and organizational 

commitment are based on the premise that individual FLEs work in an environment that is 

characterized by high role stress are less willing to get involved and emotionally attached 

with their organization (Örtqvist & Wincent, 2006). In accordance with role episode model 

(Kahn et al., 1964), persistent role stressors are likely to overwhelm FLE’s resources, and 

have a dysfunctional impact on FLEs’ behavioral and psychological job outcomes, such as 

organizational commitment. FLEs experiencing high role stress tend to view the organization 

in adversarial terms, and are inclined to withdraw psychologically from it as they do not 

believe that their job provides them with a sense of accomplishment (Singh et al., 1994). 

Accordingly, we hypothesize:  

 

H4: a) Role ambiguity and b) role conflict are negatively related to organizational 

commitment. 

 

Internal Communication is an important aspect of organizational communication, and 

is often perceived as a synonym for intra-organizational communication. Internal 

communication entails “all forms of communication within the organization” (Tkalac Verčič 

et al., 2012, p. 225) that need to be conveyed in a way these are clearly understood by 
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employees responsible for their implementation (Ng et al., 2006). Literature suggests that 

internal communication varies from informal chat and office gossip to formal corporate 

communication to all employees from senior management (Welch, 2012). Here, we focus on 

formal corporate communication, because it reflects on management endeavors that enable 

FLEs to provide superior customer service (Mishra et al., 2014). The importance of effective 

internal communication cannot be overstated. Internal communication aids in developing 

positive internal relationships by enabling communication between senior management and 

employees. Successful internal communication is vital, because it can “promote employee 

awareness of opportunities and threats, and develop employee understanding of their 

organization’s changing priorities” (Welch, 2012, p. 246). The key benefits of internal 

communication include improved productivity, reduced absenteeism, higher quality of 

services and products, increased levels of innovation, and reduced costs (Clampitt & Downs, 

1993; Tkalac Verčič et al., 2012).    

As service providers to both internal and external customers, FLEs require 

information on customer needs, about their organization, and on how their contribution is 

vital to the organization and its customers in order to be able to perform their jobs well 

(Conduit & Mavondo, 2001; Ruck & Welch, 2012). Internal communication provides 

employees with the essential knowledge and skills about both their jobs and the organization, 

and enables them to become ‘organizational advocates’ (Grönstedt, 2000). Without effective 

internal communication, FLEs would lack the necessary knowledge and information, and 

would not feel confident in their jobs.  

As discussed above, one of the objectives of internal communication is to improve the 

flow of all information to employees, which is likely to enhance role clarity. As role 

ambiguity is a function of lack of information and decision-making by employees (Johlke & 

Duhan, 2000), management are able to reduce the role ambiguity that employees may 
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experience by communicating pertinent and timely information relating to the organization, 

their jobs and customers’ needs and wants (Nelson et al., 2007). Thus, FLEs who clearly 

understand their roles in terms of why and how their tasks fit into the organization’s 

objectives and efforts should experience less role ambiguity (Johlke & Duhan, 2000).  

Findings from empirical studies relating to the nature of the relationship between 

internal communication and role conflict are minimal. However, it is logical to assume that 

sufficient and timely knowledge and information provided to FLEs about the job, 

organization and its customers will enable them to better understand the expectations of their 

multiple role partners (e.g. customer and colleagues). Consequently, FLEs are likely to be 

more adept in deciding how best to perform their tasks in order to effectively satisfy their role 

partners. Thus, effective and timely internal communication is expected to abate the 

challenges posed by the inevitable role conflict experienced by FLEs in their boundary 

spanning positions (Ackfeldt & Malhotra, 2013). Hence, we hypothesize that:  

 

H5: Internal communication is negatively related to a) role ambiguity and b) role conflict 

 

Amongst other various positive outcomes suggested by literature, internal 

communication has been found to influence organizational commitment positively (Carrière 

& Bourque, 2009; Ng et al., 2006). This is because internal communication increases 

employees’ psychological attachment to their organization, as “it encourages employees to 

perceive themselves as core members of the organization and to contribute to the 

organization’s goals” (Ng et al., 2006, p. 477). When employees do not get timely, accurate 

and relevant information from management, they are likely to feel more vulnerable and less 

trustworthy of management (Thomas et al., 2009).  In fact, literature establishes 

organizational commitment as “a by-product of the processes and policies that are designed 
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to make the relationship satisfactory for both parties, such as open, appropriate, clear and 

timely communication” (Chia 2005, p. 7). Hence, we hypothesize: 

 

H6: Internal communication is positively related to organizational commitment. 

 

3. Method 

3.1 Context and sample  

Data was collected in a UK travel service organization, which offers short cruises for 

travel and tourism purposes. The respondents work in a range of customer-contact roles, 

including sales, customer service desks, waiters, bar staff and cashiers. Although the services 

offered are routine and fairly standardized, the organizations customers are diverse (business 

and tourist passengers) with different needs and expectations of service. The organization 

communicates regularly with its employees using various forms of internal communication 

(i.e. weekly newsletters, internal memos and departmental meetings to inform the employees 

about departmental plans, job requirements, and up-dates in HR polices). Before the data 

collection started, management pre-announced the study in internal memos. Participation in 

the study was also encouraged by further endorsing the study in the weekly newsletter and 

departmental meetings. Thus, the organization’s internal communications channels were fully 

utilized to encourage participation in the study.  

A survey packet was distributed to 520 FLEs through the organization’s internal mail 

system. The survey packet contained a cover letter from the researcher, a self-completion 

survey, and a free-post envelope addressed to the researcher. The cover letter explained the 

academic study, and that it was supported by management. It also provided information about 

how to complete the questionnaire, that there were no right or wrong answer to the 

statements, and assurances were made that respondents would remain anonymous as the 
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survey was mailed directly to the researcher. The cover letter was, consequently, designed to 

control for common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The conceptual framework of the 

study was not revealed to further reduce such bias. To improve the response rate, a reminder 

was placed in the internal newsletter the week after initial distribution. Three weeks after the 

first survey packet was distributed, a second one was mailed out.    

188 questionnaires were returned, but four questionnaires were excluded due to high 

levels of missing data. We were left with 184 usable questionnaires, i.e. an effective response 

rate of 34.6 % that is in line with previous research on FLEs (c.f. Lages, 2012). In terms of 

demographic characteristics of respondents, 65 % are men. 57 % are in the 18 to 35 age 

bracket. 91% are tenured, and 38% have 10 years or more experience with the organization. 

The majority of respondents are team members, 68.6 %, with a roughly equal proportion of 

male and female FLEs, and 93.4% of supervisory/managerial positions are held by men.  

We tested for non-response bias by comparing early and late respondents on measured 

demographic characteristics (Armstrong & Overton, 1977). There were no significant 

differences in the gender, age, education, tenure or organizational position of early and late 

respondents. The findings of the non-response bias tests suggest this issue is not significant.  

 

3.2 Measures 

In order to be consistent with the literature, multi-item measures used in the survey 

were the drawn and adapted from existing scales that have been used in services contexts. 

Extra-role customer service and cooperation behavior were measured using the scales from 

Bettencourt and Brown (1997) and Ackfeldt and Wong (2006). Organizational commitment 

was measured using the affective commitment scale by Allen and Meyer (1990). Role 

ambiguity and role conflict scales were adapted from Rizzo, House and Lirtzman (1970) and 

Agarwal and Ramaswami (1993). Finally, internal communication was measured using a 
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modified and shortened version of Clampitt and Downs’ (1993) communication scale, as 

used by Conduit and Mavondo (2001). This scale comprises three dimensions: 

Organizational perspective, which refers to the broadest kind of information about the 

organization as a whole that the employees receive. It includes items on notification about 

important changes in the organization, information about its financial position, and overall 

policies and goals. Organizational integration refers to the degree to which employees 

receive information about the immediate work environment, such as information about 

departmental plans, the requirements of their jobs, and other personnel news. Media quality 

deals with the extent to which meetings are well organized, written directions and guidelines 

are clear and concise, and the degree to which the amount of written communication (i.e. 

newsletters, brochures, magazines, and internal memos) is adequate. All constructs are 

measured on 7-point Likert-type scales, anchored by “1 = strongly disagree” and “7 = 

strongly agree”.  

 

4. Data analysis 

4.1 Measurement and structural models 

Latent variable structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS 20.0 (Arbuckle, 

2011) was adopted as the method of analysis for this study. SEM is considered to be an 

appropriate technique for empirical model building (Bollen & Long, 1993) because it permits 

the simultaneous estimation of multiple and interrelated dependence relationships (Fornell & 

Larcker, 1981) whilst accounting for measurement error in the estimation process (Hair et al., 

1998). To assess the measurement properties, the items were first subjected to a confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA). The fit statistics for the CFA model are as follows: CFI=.92, TLI=.91, 

IFI=.92, RMSEA=.05. Our results indicate that internal communication emerged as a uni-

dimensional construct with all three dimensions loading on a single factor. Because all factor 
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loadings are strongly significant and the composite reliability for the scales exceed .70 (range 

from .72 to .91), internal consistency and convergent validity of the scales is supported. There 

is also evidence of discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Refer to Table 1 for the 

correlations, means, standard deviation, composite reliability, AVE and Cronbach’s Alpha for 

the scales used in this study.  

Harman’s single-factor test was also performed, and we also ran single-factor 

confirmatory analysis (using AMOS 20.0) with all items loading on a single common method 

variance factor to assess whether common method variance (CMV) is a concern. 23.3% of 

the variance was explained by Harman’s single-factor. The fit indices of the resulting single-

factor CFA (CFI=.50, TLI=.47, IFI=.51, RMSEA=.13) indicates that the six constructs in the 

conceptual framework are different, and CMV is not a major concern. We also employed the 

marker variable technique (Lindell & Whitney, 2001). A marker variable is one that is 

theoretically unrelated with one or more research variables of interest in the study. As such, 

CMV can be indicated based on the correlation between the marker variable and the research 

variables (Malhotra et al., 2006). We included ‘social desirability’ as marker variable in our 

study, which is measured by 5 items (Hays et al., 1989). The correlations matrix indicates 

that the marker variable is found to be unrelated to all (-.02 to - .13; p>.05) but one research 

variable where the correlation was found to be low (.19). We also included the marker 

variable in our measurement model and compared the two models, with and without the 

marker variable. The results remained stable as none of the significant correlations became 

insignificant, indicating that CMV is not a major concern in our study. Attention now turns to 

the testing the hypotheses, i.e. the estimation of the structural model. 

“Insert Table 1 about here” 

The model fit statistics of the structural model are as follows: CMIN = 611.48, DF = 

395, p < .000, CFI = .91, TLI = .90, IFI = .91, RMSEA = .06. The standardized parameter 
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estimates for the structural model and significance levels are reported in Table 2. In support 

of hypotheses 1a and 1b, the relationships between organizational commitment and extra-role 

customer service (.32, ρ ≤ .01) and cooperative (.27, ρ ≤ .01) behaviors are positive and 

significant. As predicted in hypotheses 2a and 2b, role ambiguity has strong negative 

relationships with extra-role customer service (-.48, ρ ≤ .01) and cooperative (-.65, ρ ≤ .01) 

behaviors. Hypotheses 3a and 3b are rejected, because the proposed negative relationships 

between role conflict and extra-role customer service and cooperative behaviors are not 

supported. However, both parameter estimates are positive and significant (.22, ρ <.01; .15, ρ 

<.10), although the relationship between role conflict and cooperative behaviors is somewhat 

weak at ρ <.10. Hypotheses 4a and 4b are rejected, because the proposed effects of role 

ambiguity/conflict on organizational commitment are non-significant (.15 respectively -06; ρ 

>.01). Internal communication does not significantly influence either extra-role customer 

service or cooperation behaviors (-.05, ρ >.10; -.05; ρ >.10). Thus, hypotheses 5a and 5b are 

not supported. Consistent with hypotheses 6, the relationship between internal 

communication and organizational commitment is strongly positive (.49, ρ < .01). Thus, the 

results of the structural model broadly support our conceptual framework.  

 “Insert Table 2 about here” 

We also tested for mediation effects using bootstrapping analysis in AMOS, which is 

preferred to Sobel tests as the latter has its limitations because it assumes the sampling 

distribution of the indirect effect to be normal (e.g. Hayes, 2009; Preacher & Hayes, 2004; 

2008; Zhao et al., 2010).We tested the significance of indirect effects as recent literature 

indicates that the only requirement qualifying mediation is the significance of indirect effects 

(Zhao et al., 2010). The results (see Table 3) demonstrate that all indirect effects except one 

are significant thereby establishing mediation. In all these cases, we also found evidence of 

full mediation (Baron & Kenny, 1986). 
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“Insert Table 3 about here” 

 

5. Discussions, Limitations, Future Research and Conclusions 

Our study significantly contributes to service management literature by investigating the 

impact of organization’s internal communication on the two types of PSBs, incorporating the 

mediating mechanisms of role stress and organizational commitment in a single parsimonious 

framework. While previous empirical studies have found direct effects of supervisor 

communication practices on employees’ job performance (see Johlke and Duhan, 2000; 

Johlke et al. 2000), our findings indicate that organization-related information provided by 

organization’s internal communication system influences their prosocial behaviors indirectly. 

Moreover, in contrast with previous findings that did not find role ambiguity to mediate the 

effects  of supervisor communication practices on employee job outcomes (Johlke and 

Duhan, 2000), our findings demonstrate role stress and commitment to fully mediate the link 

between organizational internal communication and PSBs. As such, our findings provide 

useful insights on the mediating mechanisms by which organization’s internal 

communication influences PSBs. Reinforcing the contention in literature that the link 

between management practices and employee performance may be better explained by 

mediating variables (Batt, 2002; Ellinger et al., 2013), our results highlight the significance of 

studying role stress and organizational commitment as mediators in the relationship between 

internal communication and PSBs. This useful finding implies that different levels of internal 

communication practices can impact employee outcomes differently. While line management 

communication or the communication between employees and their immediate line manager 

influences employee outcomes directly, the impact of organization’s internal communication 

on PSBs seems to be rather indirect.  
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Previous empirical research on the relationship between internal communication and 

organizational commitment has been limited and equivocal (see Ackfeldt & Wong, 2006; Ng 

et al., 2006), but our results fully support this link. Internal communication practices 

demonstrate and reinforce organizational support and care towards its employees, and help 

FLEs identify with their organization and its goals, thereby eliciting a sense of belonging 

towards their organization.  

Consistent with previous research on supervisor communication practices (Johlke et 

al., 2000; Nelson et al., 2007), the proposed links between organization’s internal 

communication and role ambiguity/conflict are found to be negative. Our findings 

demonstrate that availability of pertinent information from the organization enables FLEs to 

better understand how to perform their jobs well (Nelson et al., 2007). Because internal 

communication enhances FLEs knowledge of their jobs and the organization, it helps FLEs in 

coping with the inherent challenges of their boundary-spanning positions by reducing 

uncertainties about their roles and responsibilities, and thereby diminishing their role stress. 

Consistent with attitude theory, organizational commitment is found to exert a strong, 

positive influence on both extra-role customer service and cooperative behaviors. Thus, FLEs 

who are psychologically attached to the organization and identify with its goals tend to go 

beyond their call of duty to help out their customers and colleagues. Similarly, in line with 

role theory, the negative relationships between role ambiguity and extra-role customer service 

and cooperative behaviors are strongly supported. This indicates that FLEs who are unclear 

about their roles and responsibilities are dissuaded from engaging in any form of 

discretionary behavior.  

However, the relationships between role conflict and extra-role customer service and 

cooperative behaviors are positive in this study. Although previous findings with respect to 

the effects of role conflict on employee behavior and performance have been mixed (see 
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Coelho et al., 2011), our findings lend support for a positive relationship rather than a 

negative one. In this context, our findings demonstrate that the positive effects of role conflict 

are more significant for extra-role customer service (ρ <.01) as compared to cooperative 

behavior (ρ <.10). Thus, the challenges induced by role conflict seem to be particularly useful 

for FLEs when dealing with customers rather than colleagues. Possibly, as role conflict is 

inevitable in front-line jobs, FLEs cope with it by being more creative in approaching task 

challenges (Coelho et al., 2011) and look out for constructive solutions (Goolsby, 1992) that 

can address perceived incompatibility among the expectations of their role partners (like 

customers and fellow colleagues). In this context, our findings indicate that one such solution 

seems to be engaging in extra-role behaviors/PSBs (Bettencourt & Brown, 2003). Because 

customers represent the central focus of FLEs’ efforts and are the key source of firm’s 

revenue (Johlke et al. 2000), when faced with role conflict, FLEs work hard and travel the 

extra mile to especially satisfy the demands and expectations of their customers, as role 

conflict significantly enhances their extra-role customer service behaviors.  

In contrast with most previous findings (Singh, 1998; Örtqvist & Wincent, 2006), our 

findings indicate that role stress does not have a significant relationship with organizational 

commitment, thereby, indicating that role stress has a direct impact on PSBs rather than an 

indirect one. Possibly, as role stress increases, employee behaviors become inefficient, 

misdirected, or insufficient (Michaels et al., 1987). Thus, role stress seems to exert an 

immediate direct negative impact on PSBs. The crucial role played by internal 

communication in positively enhancing organizational commitment on the one hand, and 

diminishing the effects of role stress on the other, may also be responsible for this 

insignificant relationship. However, future research should test this relationship further. 

From a managerial perspective, our findings indicate that customer-contact service 

organizations wishing to engage their FLEs in PSBs must pay attention to improving the 
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quality of internal communication with their FLEs. Effective communication of organization-

related information significantly influences employees’ psychological attachment towards 

their organization and enhances their commitment, which, in turn, spurs their discretionary 

behaviors towards both fellow colleagues and customers. Besides enhancing organizational 

commitment, it also diminishes FLE role stress regarding their roles and responsibilities. 

Although role ambiguity is detrimental and influences PSBs negatively, our findings indicate 

that some role conflict is beneficial as it seems to boost PSBs. Hence, managers should craft 

the internal communication practices with circumspection as too much information might 

actually take away the challenges induced by role conflict that is required to stimulate FLE 

discretionary customer service behaviors and good citizenship. 

There are some limitations of our study that should be considered. This study is based 

on self-reported, cross-sectional data. Consistent with literature that advocates CMV problem 

to be less of a concern in mono-method studies (Spector, 2006), our CMV tests demonstrate 

that it is not a problem in this study. However, future studies should aim for longitudinal 

designs. It may also be prudent to include supervisory evaluations of FLE PSBs to validate 

our findings. Also, data collected from cross-cultural contexts (Podsakoff et al., 2009) across 

a range of service organizations in multiple service industries may enhance the 

generalizability of our findings (Lages, 2012).  

Future research might also incorporate alternate mechanisms and boundary conditions 

to shed more light on the processes by which internal communication influences employee 

job attitudes and behaviors. It might help to study different dimensions/levels of internal 

communication in tandem to demonstrate any potential trade-offs between internal and 

external PSBs. Although internal communication is found to influence FLE role stress 

negatively, our findings also indicate that some role conflict is actually desirable for 

stimulating PSBs. Hence, it would be useful to further probe into the internal communication-
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role stress-PSB relationships. Finally, in future, the model could be extended to incorporate 

other important consequences like employee turnover, service quality and customer 

satisfaction to gain an in-depth understanding of the significance of internal communication 

and PSBs for both internal as well as external customers. 

In conclusion, our study highlights the importance of organization’s internal 

communication, and is likely to stimulate future research attention on further understanding 

the significance and role of internal communication in services. The study’s key theoretical 

contribution to the services literature lies in the integration of attitude and role theories to 

explain the mediating mechanisms by which internal communication influences PSBs. As 

such, the study findings may be beneficial for both academics and practitioners in 

understanding the nature and role of internal communication for improving FLE prosocial 

service behaviors.  
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Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviation, Composite Reliability, Average Variance Extract, 

Cronbach’s α, Squared Correlations and Inter-Correlations 

 Means SD CR AVE 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 

1.ERCS 5.69 .87 .85 .59 .87 .35 .08 .18 .01 .08 

2.COOP 5.69 .72 .76 .40 .59 .80 .06 .27 .00 .07 

3.OC 4.08 1.36 .89 .57 .29 .25 .88 .00 .03 .23 

4.RA  2.14 1.04 .78 .65 -.42 -.52 -.07 .77 .01 .08 

5.RC 4.24 1.06 .72 .47 .01 -.07 -.18 .10 .72 .08 

6.IC 4.42 1.09 .91 .50 .28 .26 .48 -.28 -.28 .92 

Note: N=180, Cronbach’s α in bold on the cross-diagonal, squared correlations above the 

diagonal, Abbreviations: SD= Standard deviation, CR= Composite reliability, AVE= 

Average variance extracted, ERCS = Extra-role customer service, COOP = Cooperative 

behaviors, OC = Organizational commitment, RA = Role ambiguity, RC = Role conflict, IC 

= Internal communication  
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Table 2 

Hypotheses, Standardized Parameter Estimates and Significance Levels  

 

 Path 

Std. 

estimate ρ  

H1a Organizational commitment  ERCS .32 *** S 

H1b Organizational commitment  COOP .27 *** S 

H2a Role ambiguity  ERCS -.48 *** S 

H2b Role ambiguity  COOP -.65 *** S 

H3a Role conflict  ERCS .22 *** R (+ve) 

H3b Role conflict  COOP .15 * R (+ve) 

H4a Role ambiguity  Organizational commitment   NS 

H4b Role conflict  Organizational commitment   NS 

H5a Internal communication  Role ambiguity -.41 *** S 

H5b Internal communication  Role conflict -.35 *** S 

H6 Internal communication  Organizational 

commitment 

.49 *** S 

 R2 - ERCS .39   

 R2 - COOP .54   

 R2 – Organizational commitment .24   

 R2 – Role ambiguity .17   

 R2 – Role conflict .12   

Notes: Model fit: CMIN/DF=611.48/395=1.55, CFI=.91, TLI=.90, IFI=.91, RMSEA=.06;  

*** ρ ≤ 0.01, ** ρ ≤ 0.05, * ρ ≤ 0.10, Abbreviations: NS = Non-significant, S = Supported, R 

= Rejected, ERCS = Extra-role customer service behaviors, COOP = Cooperative behaviors,  
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Table 3  

Mediation Analysis 

 

Relationship 

Direct Effect 

(without 

mediator) 

Std. Reg. 

Coefficient  

(ρ -value) 

Direct Effect 

(with mediator) 

Std. Reg. 

Coefficient  

(ρ -value) 

Indirect Effect 

Std. Reg. 

Coefficient  

(ρ -value) 

Mediation 

 

IC - RC - ERCS .28 (ρ <.001) . 03 (ρ >.10) -.07 (ρ <.05) S* 

IC - RC - COOP .35 (ρ <.001) .02 (ρ >.10) -.05 (ρ >.10) NS 

IC - RA - ERCS .28 (ρ <.001) -.05 (ρ >.10) .30 (ρ <.01) S* 

IC - RA - COOP .35 (ρ <.001) -.08 (ρ >.10) .22 (ρ <.01) S* 

IC - AC - ERCS .28 (ρ <.001) -.01(ρ >.10) .15 (ρ <.01) S* 

IC - AC - COOP .35 (ρ <.001) -.02 (ρ >.10) .17 (ρ <.01) S* 

Abbreviations: IC = Internal communication, RC = Role conflict, RA= Role ambiguity, AC = 

Affective organizational commitment, ERCS = Extra-role customer service behaviors, COOP 

= Cooperative behaviors, S = Significant, NS= Non-significant, and * Results support full 

mediation 
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Fig. 1.  

Conceptual Model 
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