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Abstract

Confronting diverse working pressure during office time, front-/ine sales staffs’ service
quality will be threatened, which can affect customers’ satisfaction and loyalty degree,
then influence market share and competitive edge of the company further. Thus, this
paper focuses on the front-line sales staffs and aims at identifying the influence
mechanism of transformational leadership on their service quality and the role of
psychological capital among the triadic relationship. The result of hierarchy regression
analysis about 250 sample data showed that both transformational leadership and
psychological capital had significantly positive effect on front-line sales staffs’ service
guality, while psychological capital acted as mediator between transformational
leadership and front-line sales staffs’ service quality. Organizational management is
advised to adopt transformational leadership and promote the employees’ level of
psychological capital so as to improve the service quality of front-line sales staffs and the
entire company.
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1. Introduction

Service quality has been a hot issue in the field of human resource management
practice and academic community in recent years. It has become increasingly important
and has been recognized as a key factor for enterprises seeking to gain competitive
advantages [1-2]. Service quality is defined as the difference between customer
expectations of the service to be received and perceptions of the actual service received
[3]. As one of the closest commercial links to consumers, front-line sales staffs should
strive to enhance their service quality to attract and retain customers and to maintain their
competitiveness. Meanwhile, the enterprise's products depend on the sales staffs to
convert them into value, so as to realize the profit maximization. And service quality of
front-line sales staffs affects customers’ satisfaction and loyalty directly, and then
influence the market share and competitive edge further. Research by Su, Swanson and
Chen (2016) showed that perceived service quality has a positive influence on overall
customer satisfaction and customer-company identification respectively, which are
positively related to customers’ repurchase intentions and subjective well-being [3].
Previous studies have shown that employees’ characters [4], the staffs’ service
consciousness [5], employees' service behavior [6] employees’ human capital [7], the
service attitude [8] and leadership style [9] can make significant impact on the quality of
service. Thus, managers should pay much attention to how to identify the sales staffs’
psychological status and feelings, and adopt appropriate leadership style to improve their
service quality. It is known that some leadership styles such as empowering leadership
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[10] and servant leadership [11] are positively related to employees’ service quality.
However, current research on the effects of transformational leadership on employees'
service quality has not been given due attention, especially the study about the special
group of the sales staffs in the front line is relatively insufficient. Transformational
leadership displays a class of behaviors enacted by a leader spanning four dimensions:
idealized influence—the leader causes followers to trust, admire, and identify with them;
inspirational motivation—the leader articulates a compelling vision of the future that
inspires followers; intellectual stimulation—the leader encourages followers to take risks;
individualized consideration—the leader tends to employees’ individual needs [9]. Many
studies have shown that transformational leadership can improve employees’ job
satisfaction [12], employees’ well-being [13], organizational citizenship behaviors [14],
task performace [15]and organizational commitment [16]. Meantime, positive working
outcomes such as job satisfaction and organizational commitment have significant
influence on employees’ service quality in high-contact service industries [17]. Therefore,
observing and exploring whether transformational leadership has significant influence on
front-line sales staffs’ service quality can deepen the relative studies and help managers
promote their followers’ service quality.

Employees’ service quality are influenced by both internal and external factors.
Psychological capital is one of most important internal factors affecting individuals’
attitude and behavior. It is defined as individual’s positive psychological capacities that
can be measured, developed and harnessed for performance improvement [18]. Previous
studies showed significant correlations between employees’ psychological capital and
task performance [19], contextual performance [19], organizational commitment [20],
organizational citizenship behavior [20]. According to the expectation theory, the
individuals with high psychological capital are likely to be more confident to overcome
the difficulties encountered in the work process, which makes them be willing to invest
more energy to perform their duties, so as to provide better service quality. And
transformational leaders display personal charm, stimulate employees’ higher level values
and beliefs and give them personal care, which can enhance employees’ positive
psychological capacities such as confidence, hope, resilience and optimism [21]. So it is
expected that psychological capital plays an important role in the relationship between
transformational leadership and staffs’ service quality.

Therefore, from the perspective of transformational leadership and psychological
capital, this paper aims at identifying how transformational leadership affect the front-line
sales staffs’ service quality, and exploring the role of psychological capital among the
triadic relationship. The result of this study will enrich relative research of service quality,
leadership and psychological capital and help front-line sales staffs service customers
better, then improve the enterprise's overall service quality, enhance the competitiveness
of enterprises.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Transformational leadership is a leadership style that enhances subordinates'
awareness of the importance of task outcomes, inspires higher-order needs, and
motivates subordinates to transcend self-interests for the sake of the organization
[22]. According to transformational leadership theory, transformational leaders
could stimulate front-line sales staffs’ intrinsic motivation, inspire them identify
with their company’s supply chain planning and make them comply with corporate
coordination. Meantime, Research by Q Yinan, M Tang, M Zhang (2014) showed
supply chain planning and corporate coordination are positively related to mass
customization, which are conducive to achieving better customer services as well as
improving front-line sales staffs’ service quality [23]. Previous studies showed that
transformational leadership is positively related to many positive outcomes such as
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job satisfaction [12] and organizational commitment [16]. Meanwhile, job
satisfaction and organizational commitment have significant influence on
employees’ service quality in high-contact service industries [17].When employees
feel that they are a part of the organization and identify with the goals set by the
organization, they will fulfill their responsibilities and obligations in good faith such
as improve service quality, rather than be forced to do so. At the same time,
according to the social exchange theory, when the members feel themselves benefit
from the organization, they tend to use pro-social behaviors such as helping
customers to repay the organization. The kind of pro-social behaviors will improve
relationship quality between customers and company, which can enhance customers’
perceived service quality. Besides, research by Kopperud, Martinsen and
Humborstad (2014) showed that transformational leadership can improve the service
climate by influencing employees' work engagement [24]. And service climate has a
significant effect on service quality [25]. Based on this, we propose the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Transformational leadership has a significant and positive effect on
front-line sales staffs’ service quality.

Psychological capital is a kind of positive psychological capacity which is measurable,
exploitable, and can improve individual’s performance [18]. Previous studies showed
significant correlations between employees’ psychological capital and job performance
[19], organizational commitment [20], organizational citizenship behavior [26].
Meanwhile, organizational commitment, organizational citizenship behavior have positive
effect on service quality [11-17]. In addition, the staff with higher psychological capital
will be more optimistic, tough and full of hope [27], and for employees, higher level of
hope brings higher level of job performance, and the retention rate and degree of job
satisfaction is also higher [28]. And job satisfaction is positively related to service quality
[17].The staffs with higher resilience can cope with the challenges and adversities better
and be more likely to achieve success [29]. In the same way, when confronting with some
unfriendly attitude of the customers, those staffs with high resilience can be indomitable
and adjust their emotions and attitude in time to provide customers with better services,
ensure their own service quality. Based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2: Psychological capital promotes front-line sales staffs’ service quality.

Supervisors’ leadership style is an important factor that affects the front-line sales
staffs’ service quality [9]. Research by Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes and Salvador
(2009) showed that the leadership behaviors of top management staffs will produce a
"trickle-down effect” on the front-line employee's behaviors, that is, the status of leaders
occupying various organizational levels are different, and the effect of leadership trickles
down from top managers to immediate supervisors and front-line employees [30].
According to the social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986), personal cognition, personal
behavior and environment are reciprocal determined. Thus, as a kind of external factor,
transformational leadership can influence the cognitive process of employees to improve
their psychological capital, and thus to promote and improve the quality of their service.
From the perspective of psychological resource theory [31], transformational leadership
can mobilize employees' positive psychological resources such as confidence, hope,
resilience and optimism, which will promote the service quality of the front-line sales
staffs. In addition, through the creation of organizational climate and construction of
psychological contract between organization and employees, transformational leaders can
develop the employees’ psychological capital [32]. Meantime, under transformational
organization climate, employees with higher psychological capital level tend to be more
optimistic and tough, and they can keep better state of mind to face and overcome the
difficulties in their service process [29], and they are also willing to put more energy to
perform their duties and improve their service quality. Based on this, the hypothesis is put
forward:
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Hypothesis 3: Psychological capital acts as a mediator between transformational
leadership and front-line sales staffs’ service quality.

3. Methods

3.1. Data and Sample

We collected data from front-line sales staffs of 3 companies in Beijing. The total of
300 self-report questionnaires were issued and 280 of them were collected, among which
250 were actually valid. As a result, the response rate and the valid response rate were
93.3% and 83.3%. Invalid questionnaires refer to those presenting obviously disorder or
incomplete answers. In the 250 valid samples, 59.2% were males and 40.8% were
females. Additionally, in terms of their education background, about 5.2% of the
participants had vocational degree or lower degree, 81.1% had bachelor degree, and
10.8% had master degree, the rest had doctor degree. It’s also worthy to mention 54.4% of
them have already been married and 40.6% have not yet. Their working experiences
varied from half year to more than 10 years, with an average of 2.62 years.

3.2. Measures

3.2.1. Transformational Leadership: This paper used the scale developed by Bass, B.
M., & Avolio, B. J.(1997). All responses were recorded on a 6-point Likert-type scale
with 1=(strongly disagree) to 6=(strongly agree), and the Cronbach’s o coefficient for this
scale was 0.94.

3.2.2. Psychological Capital: For this part, we used the scale designed by Ke , Sun, & Li
(2009) and included 26 items. All responses were recorded on a 6-point Likert-type scale
with 1=(strongly disagree) to 6=(strongly agree), and the Cronbach’s o coefficient for this
scale was 0.88.

3.2.3. Service Quality: For this part, we used the scale designed by Parasuraman,
Zeithaml, Berry (1988). All responses were recorded on a 6-point Likert-type scale with
1=(strongly disagree) to 6=(strongly agree), and the Cronbach’s a coefficient for this
scale was 0.84.

3.2.4. Control Variables: Gender, working experience, marital status and highest
education were controlled. These variables were presented as following: gender, 1=male,
2=female; working experience, 1 = ‘<3y’, 2=3-5 y’, 3=6-10 y’, 4=>10 y’; marital
status: 1=unmarried, 2=married, 3=others (like divorced or widowhood); highest
education: 1=vocational degree or lower, 2=bachelor degree, 3=master degree, 4=doctor
degree.

3.3. Methods of Data Analysis

After data collection, correlation analysis and hierarchy regression analysis was
conducted by SPSS 19.0 to explore the relationship among transformational leadership,
psychological capital and front-line sales staffs’ service quality.

4. Data Analysis

4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

The mean values of each variable, standard deviation and correlation coefficients were
shown in Table 1. According to the results of correlation analysis, transformational
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leadership is positively related to both psychological capital and service quality. The
results indicate the correlation coefficient between transformational leadership and
psychological capital is 0.418 (p <0.001). And the correlation coefficient between
transformational leadership and service quality is 0.279 (p <0.001). Meanwhile,
psychological capital has a significantly positive effect on service quality (r=0.655,
P <0.001), Hypothesis 1 & 2 have been preliminary validated.

Table 1. Mean of Variable, SD and Pearson Correlation Coefficient

Mean SD 1 | 2 3 4 5 6
1.Gender 1.41 | 0.492

2 fdlddales | 2.62 | 1.083 | -
experience 0.019

< \Clageni | 164 | 0572 | 0.078 | 0.497

4 Education sl 0.511 -0.083 | 0.046

0.024

SHEEUdem 4.19 | 1.088 -0.143" | -0.087 | -0.071

mational 0.061
leadership

S0 | 493 | 0.808 -0.042 0.418™

gical capital 0.015 0.244™ | 0.250"

7.Service 5.07 |0.835 0.094 |-0.104 0.2797" | 0.655

quality 0.061

0.250"

"p<0.001 ; "p<0.01 ; p<0.05

4.2. The Influence of Transformational Leadership and Psychological Capital on
Service Quality

In order to further explore the relationship among transformational leadership,
psychological capital and service performance, this paper employs the method of
hierarchical regression analysis with gender, working experience, marital status,
education etc. controlled. As shown in Table 2, Model 1, 2 and 3 illustrate how
transformational leadership and psychological capital affect the service quality of front-
line sales staff. VIF values of Model 1, 2 and 3 are all smaller than the critical value 10
and D-W values are significant at the level of 0.05. All these indicate that there is no
serious collinearity among these models and the corresponding analysis results are quite
reliable. In light of service quality, Model 1 suggests that gender doesn’t produce any
noticeable effect and working experience have positive influence on it, but on the
contrast, marriage and education produce negative effect significantly. On the foundation
of control variables, Model 2 shows that the B value of the transformational leadership is
0.274 (p<0.001), which further supported Hypothesis 1, that is, transformational
leadership significantly promotes the front-line sales staff’s service quality. As shown in
Model 3, B value of the psychological capital is 0.650 (p<0.001), which confirms that
psychological capital positively impact the front-line sales staff’s service quality.
Therefore, Hypothesis 2 has been further validated.
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Table 2. Regression Analysis of Transformational Leadership,

Psychological Capital on Service Quality

ervice Qua
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
ende -0.059 -0.041 -0.056 -0.055
0 " 0.157° 0.198" 0.119 0.122"
erie
arriage -0.1717 -0.170" -0.003 -0.005
ducatio -0.233" -0.210" -0.031 -0.032
gepenae
a abile
ansfo 3 0.2747 0.020
nade
ealalo
a able
p olog 0.650 0.6417"
dplla
= 0.096 0.169 0.450 0.450
Adjusted R 0.081 0.152 0.438 0.436
e 6.447 9.786" 39.388™ 32.729"

p<0.001 ; 'p<0.01 ; p<0.05

4.3. Psychological Capital Acts as a Mediator between Transformational Leadership
and Service Quality

Model 4 illustrates the mediating effect of psychological capital between
transformational leadership and service quality. VIF values of Model 4 are all smaller
than the critical value 10 and D-W values are significant at the level of 0.05. All these
indicate that there is no serious collinearity of this model and the corresponding analysis
results are quite reliable. In Model 4 , after introducing psychology capital, the p value
between psychology capital and service quality is 0.641 (p<0.001), while the B value
between transformational leadership and service quality is no longer significant. That
means psychological capital have full mediating effect between transformational
leadership and service quality. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is validated.

5. Conclusion

As the results show, transformational leadership produces a significantly positive effect
on front-line sales staffs’ service quality, the B value between them equals to 0.274
(p<0.001), which means the variable of service quality can be well interpreted by
transformational leadership. However, when we put transformational leadership and
psychological capital in Model 4 together, psychological capital still significantly affect
the service quality (B=0.641, p<0.001), while transformational leadership no longer cast a
significant impact. Thus we can say psychological capital works as a full mediator
between transformational leadership and service quality. The higher level of
transformational leadership in the organization is, the more conducive to improve front-
line sales staff’s psychological capital, which is in turn to promote their service quality. In
this regard, transformational leadership could spread their wholehearted care and kindness
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to employees , invoke their higher level values and beliefs in order to enhance their
positive psychological capacities, which can improve front-line sales staffs’ service
guality and the competitiveness of enterprises.

From a practical perspective, firstly, transformational leadership should be adopted in
the organizations, leaders should give more respect to front-line sales staffs, help those
who are in difficulty and meet their spiritual need in order to improve their service
quality. Secondly, each front-line sales staff should become more optimistic, confident
and resilient through all sorts of opportunities. Meanwhile, each organization should
develop its rich culture and wonderful vision, thus employees may gradually improve
their perceived happiness and hope about future, gain higher psychological capital and
further develop their individual service quality. Thirdly, culture building should be
focused, such as the friendly family culture, where each employee can satisfy their sense
of belonging. Such a wonderful organization can make each employee feel warm and
grateful, thus will strengthen employees’ psychological contract with the organization as
well as their emotional connection with the leaders. Organizations should pay attention to
front-line sales staffs’ psychological capital and broadcast the importance of service
quality through training and quality development projects, which can improve the front-
line sales staffs’ service consciousness to provide better services.
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