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Abstract 

Satisfying complaining customers is challenging, especially when dealing with the increasing 

number of customers with culturally diverse backgrounds. The purpose of this study is to 

show whether and how frontline employee cultural intelligence (CQ) is related to their 

service recovery performance. The results of among 155 flight attendants of a Southeast 

Asian airline indicate that frontline employee CQ is positively associated with their service 

recovery performance. Work engagement mediates this relationship. This study reveals that 

organizations likely benefit from investing in frontline HPSOR\HHV¶ CQ to optimize their work 

engagement and service recovery performance. 

 

 

Keywords: Cultural intelligence, Work Engagement, Service Recovery Performance 
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How to boost frontline employee service recovery performance:  

The role of cultural intelligence  

1 Introduction 

International trade and tourism are on the rise due to a number of factors, such as 

worldwide market liberalization, fewer travel restrictions, and openness to other cultures 

(Kotabe and Kothari 2016). Frontline employees working in the hotel and travel industry are 

therefore increasingly confronted with customers with diverse cultural backgrounds. How 

cXVWRPHUV aQd HPSOR\HHV SHUcHLYH µUHJXOaU¶ LQWHUcXOWXUaO VHUYLcH HQcRXQWHUV KaV bHHQ 

relatively well-documented (e.g. Rizal et al. 2016; Sharma et al. 2009, 2012; Wang and 

Mattila 2010). Unfortunately, not every service encounter is successful. Service failures can 

cause significant customer dissatisfaction which requires frontline employees to engage in 

service recovery.  

Research examining service recovery encounters between customers and employees 

predominantly take a customer perspective, seeking to understand how customers react to the 

organizational responses to complaints (see Table 1). Customers perceive a service recovery 

as satisfactory if the employee dealing with the complaint resolves the problem effectively 

within a reasonable period of time, offers compensation, listens carefully to the complaining 

customer, offers explanations, shows empathy, or allows the customer to participate in the 

recovery, among others (Gelbrich and Roschk 2011, Hazée et al. 2017, Liao 2007). Current 

studies examining customer reactions to service recovery in an intercultural context provide 

more nuance to these findings. They show that customers with different cultural backgrounds 

attach different value to recovery options like compensation, the status of the frontline 

employee who offers an apology, or an explanation depending on their cultural background 

(e.g. Hui and Au 2001; Orsingher et al. 2010; Patterson et al. 2006; Sengupta et al. 2018). 

Recovering from a service failure occurring in an interaction among customers and frontline 
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employees who do not share the same cultural background thus adds a significant layer of 

complexity in service recovery performance. 

Table 1 here. 

How organizations can PaQaJH IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ VHUYLcH UHcRYHU\ SHUIRUPaQcH LQ aQ 

intercultural service recovery encounter is understood less clearly. The current literature 

taking an employee perspective to service recovery focuses exclusively on interactions 

between frontline employees and customers sharing the same cultural background. This 

research shows that IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ VHUYLcH UHcRYHU\ SHUIRUPaQcH LV aVVRcLaWHd 

primarily with training, empowerment, or rewards for good customer service (Van 

Vaerenbergh and Orsingher 2016). We contend that focusing only on these job resources may 

bH LQVXIILcLHQW WR IXOO\ XQdHUVWaQd IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ UHcRYHU\ SHUIRUPaQcH LQ LQWHUcXOWXUaO 

service recovery encounters. As may become evident from the research on service recovery 

from a customer perspective, frontline employees who are increasingly confronted with 

customers with a dLIIHUHQW cXOWXUaO bacNJURXQd QHHd WR XQcRYHU WKHVH cXVWRPHUV¶ H[SHcWaWLRQV 

in order to provide a satisfactory service recovery.  

Using the Job Demands Resources (JD-R) theory as a theoretical anchor (Bakker and 

Demerouti 2007; Bakker et al. 2014), the purpose of this paper is to address this apparent 

shortcoming in literature by examining ZKHWKHU IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ cXOWXUaO LQWHOOLJHQcH 

(CQ) serves as a valuable personal resource that is positively related to their recovery 

SHUIRUPaQcH. CQ UHIHUV WR aQ LQdLYLdXaO¶V abLOLW\ WR PaQaJH cXOWXUaOO\ dLYHUVH VHWWLQJV 

effectively (Ang et al. 2007). We therefore contend that frontline employees may benefit 

from being culturally intelligent in providing successful service recovery.  

Specifically, this paper offers two main contributions to the service recovery literature. 

First, prior research focused mainly on understanding customer reactions to intercultural 

service recovery encounters, with little emphasis on the role of frontline employees. By 
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H[aPLQLQJ ZKHWKHU CQ, aV a SHUVRQaO UHVRXUcH, aIIHcWV IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ VHUYLcH UHcRYHU\ 

performance, ZH VHHN WR SURYLdH VXSSRUW IRU VaQ VaHUHQbHUJK aQd OUVLQJKHU¶V (2016) 

assertion that research may cRQVLdHU WKH UROH RI IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ SHUVRQaO UHVRXUcHV (OLNH 

CQ) LQ VHUYLcH UHcRYHU\ VLWXaWLRQV. IQ RUdHU WR dHPRQVWUaWH WKH addHd YaOXH RI CQ¶V 

relationship with service recovery performance, we will also examine whether CQ is related 

to service recovery performance above and beyond more established drivers of service 

recovery performance, that is training, empowerment and rewards (Van Vaerenbergh and 

Orsingher 2016). 

Second, using the Job Demands-Resources theory as theoretical anchor, this research 

suggests that CQ relates to service recovery performance through work engagement. By 

proposing and testing work engagement as a mediator, we address Ott aQd MLcKaLORYa¶V 

(2016) cRQcHUQ WKaW ³WKHRU\-based explanations for why CQ should be expected to increase 

[«] SHUIRUPaQcH RU RWKHU RXWcRPHV UHPaLQ YHU\ VOLP´ (S. 7). TKLV VWXd\ RIIHUV a WKHRUHWLcaO 

account of how CQ relates to service recovery performance.  

To examine the role of CQ on service recovery mediated by engagement, we report the 

results of a survey among a sample of flight attendants of a Southeast Asian airline. The 

UHVXOWV UHYHaO WKaW CQ IRUPV a YLabOH SHUVRQaO UHVRXUcH IRU IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ service 

recovery performance in a culturally diverse context. Moreover, the results support an 

indirect effect of CQ on service recovery performance through work engagement. 

These findings offer managers additional insights in how to manage their frontline 

employees for completing intercultural service recovery encounters effectively. Even though 

practitioners realize they cannot use a one-size-fits-all approach anymore when designing 

service recovery in a globalizing landscape (Accenture 2008), many organizations are still 

struggling with providing satisfactory service recovery. This study thus demonstrates how 
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IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ VHUYLcH UHcRYHU\ SHUIRUPaQcH LQ aQ LQWHUcXOWXUaO VHUYLcH HQcRXQWHU caQ 

be managed, using CQ as a personal resource.  

 

2 Literature review 

2.1 Employees’ service recovery performance and personal resources 

The goal of service recovery is to turn dissatisfied customers into loyal ones by resolving 

the problem resulting from a previous service encounter (e.g. Gelbrich and Roschk 2011). 

Service recovery requires a complex set of processes at different levels of the organization. 

On the one hand firms need to develop service recovery systems which for example formalize 

the recovery process, provide guidelines to employees, and develop a range of solutions that 

are both practical, possible, and fair to customers (Smith et al. 2009). On the other hand, 

firms also need to manage their frontline employees, as these typically play a boundary-

spanning role between the organization and the complaining customer (Van Vaerenbergh and 

Orsingher 2016). After all, frontline employees are the ones who need to provide proper 

solutions to the complaining customers that fit within the boundaries of WKH RUJaQL]aWLRQ¶V 

recovery system. Moreover, they need to VROYH cXVWRPHUV¶ SURbOHPV b\ VKRZLQJ HPSaWK\ aQd 

handling the venting of customers' dissatisfaction well, and by providing explanations for the 

inconveniences of the customers, among others (Gelbrich and Roschk 2011; Liao 2007).  

Against this backdrop, researchers started to examine how firms can manage frontline 

HPSOR\HHV¶ VHUYLcH UHcRYHU\ SHUIRUPaQcH, ZKLcK UHIHUV WR the effectiveness of employees 

dealing with customer complaints to the satisfaction of customers (Boshoff and Allen 2000). 

To date, research in service recovery offers insights on various job-related antecedents of 

service recovery performance, such as job demands (e.g. role ambiguity, role overload) and 

job resources (e.g. level of training, rewards, coworker support; Ashill and Rod 2011; 

Boshoff and Allen 2000; Kim and Oh 2012). Important to note, however, is that frontline 
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HPSOR\HHV¶ VHUYLcH UHcRYHU\ SHUIRUPaQcH LV QRW RQO\ LQIOXHQcHd b\ WKHLU MRb-specific 

demands and resources, but they also bring their own, personal resources to the table (Van 

Vaerenbergh and Orsingher 2016).  

Previous studies indeed show that personal resources, as part of the JD-R theory, can be 

important determinants of how employees perform in a work environment (Hobfoll 1989; 

Judge et al. 1997). The JD-R theory divides characteristics of the work environment into job 

demands and job resources, which evoke a health impairment process and the motivational 

process respectively (Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Van den Broeck et al. 2013). On the one 

hand, the health impairment process indicates that job demands drain energy and result in 

exhaustion, which is the core of burnout. On the other hand, the motivational process entails 

that the availability of job resources increases work engagement and other motivational 

outcomes such as organizational commitment (Schaufeli and Bakker 2004). More recently, 

personal resources were added to the JD-R theory (Xanthopoulou et al. 2007). Personal 

resources are defined as self-evaluations referring WR LQdLYLdXaOV¶ VHQVH RI WKHLU abLOLW\ WR 

successfully control and impact their environment (Hobfoll et al. 2003). They are linked to 

resilience, are positively related to physical and emotional well-being (Scheier and Carver 

1992) and have a positive impact on performance (Salanova et al. 2005; Xanthopoulou et al. 

2007). Previous research in the realm of customer service examined personal resources such 

as customer orientation (e.g. Choi et al. 2014) or emotional intelligence (e.g. Lee et al. 2013), 

yet these studies did not take into account differences in cultural backgrounds between 

employees and customers.  

 

2.2 Cultural intelligence 

Customers with different cultural backgrounds have different expectations about a 

satisfactory service recovery (Orsingher et al. 2010; Patterson et al. 2006). Therefore, 
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employees must have the necessary knowledge to properly assess what customers expect 

following a service failure. We advance that fURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ cultural intelligence (CQ) 

facilitates this process. CQ LV a PXOWLdLPHQVLRQaO cRQVWUXcW LQcOXdLQJ SHRSOH¶V NQRZOHdJH 

about cultures, the behavioral enactment of this knowledge, the ability to regulate their 

energy for a specific task or situation in cultural situations, and the processes to gain and 

understand this cultural knowledge (Ang et al. 2007). CQ can be conceptualized as a personal 

resource, as it LV aQ aVSHcW RI WKH VHOI WKaW UHIHUV WR aQ LQdLYLdXaO¶V VHQVH RI WKHLU abLOLW\ WR 

successfully adapt to their culturally different environment and is linked to resilience (Ang et 

al. 2007; Lin et al. 2012). CQ is also ductile and can be developed over time (Ng et al. 2012).  

The construct of cultural intelligence was developed by Ang and colleagues (e.g. Earley 

and Ang 2003) based upon theories of intelligence (Sternberg and Detterman 1986). 

Specifically, they designed a four-dimensional CQ framework that builds on the integration 

RI a SHUVRQV¶ YaULRXV ORcL RI LQWHOOLJHQcH (SWHUQbHUJ aQd GULJRUHQNR 2006). These four 

dimensions are metacognitive, cognitive, motivational and behavioral CQ. Metacognitive CQ 

refers to the processes people use to gain and understand knowledge. Cognitive CQ refers to 

the structure of their knowledge about other cultures. Motivational CQ is the mental ability to 

have control over RQH¶V energy for a specific task or situation. Finally, behavioral CQ refers 

to how people openly react and is more about what they do then how they think (Ang et al. 

2007). CQ is generally measured with the 20-item Cultural Intelligence Scale (CQS), which 

was developed and validated by Ang et al. (2007).  

CQ shares resemblance to, yet is different from emotional intelligence (EI) or intellectual 

capacity (Crowne 2009, 2013). Intellectual capacity is mostly measured by intelligence 

quotient (IQ) scores testing peoples raw basic processing functions and their ability to deal 

with complexity (Block and Kremen 1996). Given that intelligence is multifaceted, CQ can 

be seen as a type of intelligence. Furthermore, CQ is related to emotional intelligence (EI), 
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which is PRVW RIWHQ dHILQHd aV ³WKH abLOLW\ WR PRQLWRU RQH¶V RZQ aQd RWKHU V¶ HPRWLRQV, Wo 

dLVcULPLQaWH aPRQJ WKHP, aQd WR XVH WKH LQIRUPaWLRQ WR JXLdH RQH¶V WKLQNLQJ aQd acWLRQV´ 

(Salovey and Mayer 1990, p.189). EI and CQ share the tendency to be susceptible to new 

LdHaV aQd bHKaYLRUV, WKH caSacLW\ WR WKLQN abRXW RQH¶V RZQ cRJQLWLRQV aQd bHLQg open to and 

capable of engaging in new behaviors (Crowne 2009). However, while EI pertains to other 

SHRSOH¶V LdLRV\QcUaWLc HPRWLRQV, CQ UHIHUV WR SaUWLcXOaULWLHV LQ SHRSOH¶V HPRWLRQV RU 

behaviors that can be linked to their membership of cultural groups and ± hence- can be 

JHQHUaOL]Hd WR aOO PHPbHUV RI WKLV JURXS. CQ WKXV ³picks up where emotional intelligence 

leaves off´ (Earley and Mosakowski 2004, p. 1). Empirical evidence supports the idea that 

CQ and EI are distinct yet related, as their correlation varies around .30 (Crowne 2013).    

The concept of CQ was developed to understand why some individuals are more 

effective than others in culturally diverse situations (Ang et al. 2007; Earley and Ang 2003). 

Some studies show that culturally intelligent associates positively with different performance 

outcomes such as job performance and adaptive performance (Ng et al. 2012; Ott and 

Michailova 2016). This may be because CQ enables employees to understand and enact their 

role expectations with cultural sensitivity and cultural appropriateness (Ang et al. 2007). 

Employees with high levels of CQ use context, for example of a service encounter, to gain 

more knowledge about cultural features that may come into play. They are also very 

proficient in looking for additional cues and suspending judgment based on stereotypes 

(Triandis 2006). Employees with high levels of behavioral CQ are subsequently flexible in 

adapting their behaviors, both verbal and nonverbal, to meet the expectations of the other 

party from a different cultural background. This  ultimately leads to a decrease in the number 

of misunderstandings in cross-cultural interactions. In short, highly CQ employees are aware 

of their culturally diverse environment and easily adapt their behaviors according to the 

situation (Ang et al. 2007). 
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Whether the positive effects of CQ also hold for service recovery performance, is yet to 

be examined. However, given that customers with different cultural backgrounds have 

different recovery expectations (Orsingher et al. 2010; Patterson et al. 2006), and culturally 

intelligent employees are better able to adapt and respond to culture specific sensitivities and 

expectations (Ang et al. 2007), we propose that this may be the case such that culturally 

intelligent employees report higher levels of service recovery performance. Specifically, we 

hypothesize:  

Hypothesis 1: Cultural intelligence is positively associated with service recovery 

performance. 

 

2.3 The mediating role of work engagement 

Although knowledge on the beneficial effects of CQ on performance is growing, the 

processes underlying these effects are less well-understood (Ott and Michailova 2016). To 

shed light on the process through which CQ relates to service recovery performance, we rely 

on the JD-R theory and the construct of work engagement in particular. Work engagement is 

defined as an active, positive work-related state of mind which is characterized by vigor (i.e. 

high levels of energy), dedication (i.e. feeling SURXd abRXW RQH¶V ZRUN) aQd abVRUSWLRQ (L.H. 

losing track of time when working) (Schaufeli et al. 2006). Following the JD-R theory, 

engagement may be a valuable candidate for mediation since personal resources, such as CQ, 

influence engagement positively (Ng et al. 2012) and engagement is known as a predictor of 

performance (Demerouti et al. 2010).  

Specifically, following the JD-R theory, we advance that the culturally diverse work 

environment may tap into high CQ HPSOR\HHV¶ extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, and 

therefore increase work engagement: CQ likely leads to work engagement because it helps 

employees working in a culturally diverse environment to reach their goals (Locke and 
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Latham 2002). Apart from being extrinsically motivating, CQ may also be intrinsically 

motivating as working in a culturally diverse environment furthermore enables employees 

with high CQ to use and develop their cultural knowledge, values, verbal and non-verbal 

inter-cultural behavior. This likely makes them feel competent and autonomous when 

interacting with cultural diverse customers, and adds to their experience of relatedness. Such 

feelings are known to result in high work engagement (Deci and Ryan 2000; Van den Broeck, 

et al. 2016).  

Furthermore, various studies also show that work engagement relates positively to 

performance (Demerouti et al. 2010). One explanation for this engagement-performance link 

is that engaged workers have more mental and physical resources (Schaufeli et al. 2008). This 

means that people scoring high on work engagement experience are in good mental health, 

are sociable and experience many resources in their job environment, which ultimately results 

in better performance. Additionally, when employees feel vigorous, involved, and happy in 

the workplace ±hence- engaged, it results in positive perceptions about the service climate, 

which increases employee performance (Salanova et al. 2005). The engagement-performance 

relationship has already been demonstrated in a service recovery context, with employee 

work engagement being positively associated with their recovery performance (Karatepe 

2012; Kim and Oh 2012). Given the fact that high CQ employees are more likely to be 

engaged when interacting with culturally diverse customers, and engagement relates 

positively to service recovery performance, we propose the following hypothesis:  

Hypothesis 2: Work engagement mediates the relationship between cultural intelligence and 

service recovery performance. 
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Sample and procedure 

To test our hypothesis, we collected survey data among a sample of flight attendants of a 

Southeast Asian airline. The airline offers routes to Europe, Australia and Asia1. Only flight 

attendants serving customers on the long-haul international routes were allowed to participate 

in the survey, as they are most likely to interact with international customers on a day-to-day 

basis. Moreover, customers experiencing a service failure during a flight typically complain 

to the flight attendant, instead of complaiQLQJ WR WKH aLUOLQH¶V KHadTXaUWHU OaWHU (GRRdPaQ 

1999).  

The research team had direct contacts with the human resources department of this 

particular airline, which was willing to distribute the online survey to their long-haul flight 

attendants via email. Participants were informed that the survey was part of academic 

research, and participation was voluntary. The survey was administered in English, as the 

airline requires high proficiency in English from its flight attendants. To make sure all 

questions are clearly understood, we pretested the surveys with five flight attendants. This 

resulted in only minor changes to the survey. The researchers guaranteed the flight 

aWWHQdaQWV¶ anonymity, in several ways: TKH VXUYH\ ZaV VHQW RXW XVLQJ WKH XQLYHUVLW\¶V VXUYH\ 

software, using the university logo and color schemes, to underscore the independent 

character of this research. The flight attendants were informed that the data were collected, 

processed and analyzed by a university researcher and that their supervisors and managers 

would receive aggregate insights only and would never receive or be able to track the flight 

aWWHQdaQWV¶ individual responses. We sent a reminder to those flight attendants who did not 

complete the survey after one week. 

                                                 
1 Because of confidentiality agreements, we do not disclose the name nor the country in which the airline is 
based. 
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All 768 flight attendants and pursers serving on long-haul international flights were 

invited to participate in the survey via email. In total, 155 flight attendants provided usable 

answers to the survey, which is equivalent with a response rate of 20.2%. The majority of the 

respondents were female (68.4%). 16.1% of the respondents was between 20 and 27 years 

old, 49.1% between 28 and 37 and 34.8% between 38 and 45 years old. The majority of the 

respondents (75.5%) had more than 5 years of work experience in the company, 14.2% had a 

3 to 5 years tenure and 10.3% had a 1 to 3 years tenure. These statistics reflect the population 

of flight attendants working for the airline. 

Measurement instrument 

We use established scales to measure all constructs. Table 2 provides an overview of all 

definitions of the constructs, while Table 3 provides an overview of all measurement items, 

their reliabilities, means, and standard deviations. In order to avoid common method bias, 

questions measuring service recovery performance, work engagement, job resources and 

cultural intelligence were separated throughout the questionnaire. In order to avoid order 

effects, which typically arise when researchers measure the independent variables before the 

mediating variables and before the dependent variables (Krosnick and Presser 2009), we first 

PHaVXUHd HPSOR\HHV¶ VHUYLcH UHcRYHU\ SHUIRUPaQcH, WKHQ ZRUN HQJaJHPHQW, WKHQ MRb 

resources and finally cultural intelligence.  

Table 2 and 3 here. 

Cultural intelligence. CQ is measured using the 20-item seven-point Likert scale from Ang et 

al. (2007). The CQ scale is a second-order reflective construct (Thomas et al. 2015), 

including the four sub dimensions of CQ (metacognitive, cognitive, motivational and 

behavioral CQ) as first-order reflective constructs.  

Work engagement. Work engagement is measured using the nine-item Utrecht Work 

Engagement Scale (UWES-9) of Schaufeli, Bakker and Salanova (2006). The UWES-9 on a 
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seven-point Likert scale is a shorter version of the original Utrecht Work Engagement Scale, 

but has satisfactory psychometric properties. The UWES-9 scale is modeled as a second-

order reflective construct, with vigor (3 items), dedication (3 items), and absorption (3 items) 

as first-order reflective constructs. 

Service recovery performance. Respondents rate their service recovery performance on a 

seven-point Likert scale using the scale adopted from Boshoff and Allen (2000). Ashill and 

RRd (2011) VXJJHVW WKaW IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV ³aUH LQ WKH bHVW SRVLWLRQ WR HYaOXaWH SHUIRUPaQcH 

RXWcRPHV´ (S. 1120). SHOI-rated performance ratings and performance ratings by others 

typically converge in case of non-managerial jobs (Conway and Huffcut 1997), and when the 

data is collected anonymously (Singh 2000). Hence, the focus on frontline employees and the 

use of an anonymous online survey justifies the use of self-rated performance measure.  

Control variables. Considering that the job resources training, empowerment and 

rewards play a significant role in daily functioning and service recovery of employees (Van 

Vaerenbergh and Orsingher 2016), we also test whether CQ is related to service recovery 

performance above and beyond these variables by adding them as covariates in a later stage 

of the analysis. Training is referred to as educating the skills of employees to improve 

customer interactions and increase service quality (Babakus et al. 2003). Empowerment 

UHIHUV WR HPSOR\HHV¶ IHHOLQJV RI aXWhority and autonomy to make decisions and commitments 

regarding customer complaints, while rewards refer to financial and non-financial 

compensations for good customer complaint handling (Babakus et al. 2003). Respondents 

rated their level of training, empowerment and rewards using scales adopted from Boshoff 

and Allen (2000).  
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4 Results 

4.1. Psychometric properties 

Before testing the hypotheses, we assessed the constructs¶ psychometric properties. 

Construct reliability is achieved when all factor loadings are larger than 0.60. Convergent 

validity is achieved if all composite reliability (CR) values exceed 0.70 and all average 

variance extracted values (AVE) exceed 0.50. Discriminant validity is achieved when the 

AVE estimate for every construct exceeds the squared correlation between the two constructs 

(Bagozzi and Yi 1988; Fornell and Larcker 1981).  

After the initial run, two items of the service recovery performance measure did not meet 

the construct validity threshold (i.e. factor loadings > 0.60). As shown in Table 3 and 4, after 

excluding both measurement items, all constructs show satisfactory levels of construct 

validity (all factor loadings > .60), convergent validity (all CRs >.70 and all AVEs > .50) and 

discriminant validity (all AVEs > squared correlations between constructs). Despite that the 

other fit indices (comparative fit index [CFI] = .81 and Tucker±Lewis index [TLI] = .80) are 

not satisfactory, the measurement model therefore seems appropriate. 

 Table 4 here.  

4.2. Hypotheses testing 

We test the first hypothesis using a linear regression model and use the PROCESS 

analysis (model 4; Hayes 2013) to test the second, mediation hypothesis. Parameter estimates 

were obtained using a bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 resamples. 

The model with only CQ as independent variable explains 17.3% of the variance in 

service recovery performance. Adding engagement as a mediator increases the explained 

variance in service recovery performance to 31.9%. Table 5 lists the results of both models. 

The findings show that the relationship between CQ aQd IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ VHUYLcH 

recovery performance is positive (β = 0.38, p < .001), supporting hypothesis 1. The second 
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hypothesis proposes that this relationship is mediated by work engagement. CQ has a positive 

association with work engagement (β = 0.22, p = 0.03), which in turn has a positive 

association with service recovery performance (β = 0.33, p < 0.001). The indirect effect of 

CQ on service recovery performance through work engagement appears to be positive (β = 

0.07) and the confidence intervals of the indirect effect do not include zero [0.004, 0.172], 

indicating a significant indirect effect. These findings support hypothesis 2. 

4.3 Robustness tests 

In order to test the robustness and significance of our results, we examine the 

relationship of CQ with service recovery while controlling for training, empowerment, and 

rewards. This allows us to assess whether CQ explains variance in the service recovery 

performance measure above and beyond more traditional drivers of recovery performance. 

Moreover, we conducted a relative weights analysis (Johnson 2000) to assess the relative 

ZHLJKW RI CQ¶V aVVRcLaWLRQ ZLWK VHUYLcH UHcRYHU\ SHUIRUPaQcH YLV-à-vis training, 

empowerment, and rewards. The model with four independent variables explains 21.8% of 

the variance in service recovery performance. Table 6 lists the results. The results show that  

even when controlling for more traditional drivers of recovery performance, CQ is positively 

associated with service recovery performance (β = 0.32, p < .001). Training (β = 0.20, p < 

.015) relates also positively to service recovery performance, while empowerment (β = 0.09, 

p < .782) and rewards (β = 0.09, p < .100) are unrelated to service recovery performance. CQ 

contributes most to the explained variance in service recovery performance (44.5%), 

followed by training (25.6%), rewards (17.4%) and empowerment (12.5%).  

In order to fully understand the relative effects of these four independent variables, we 

test whether the slopes of the independent variables are significantly different from each 

other (see Gujarati 2003).  The results show that CQ is more strongly related to SRP than 

empowerment (t(151) = 2.29, p=.023) or rewards (t(151) = 2.48, p=.014), but not compared 
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to training (t(151) = 1.15, p=.250; Johnson 2000; Gujarati 2003). These findings suggest that 

CQ and training have a similar effect on service recovery performance, while CQ has a 

significantly stronger impact on service recovery performance than empowerment or rewards. 

Finally, we calculated the statistical power of our hypotheses tests. Statistical power refers 

to the probability of correctly rejecting a false null hypothesis. The statistical power analysis 

can help determine whether our sample of 155 flight attendants is sufficient to derive 

meaningful conclusions. We used G*power to calculate the statistical power. The effect size, 

the alpha level (.05) and the number of respondents (Faul et al. 2009) serve as input. We 

proceed in two ways. First, we calculate the statistical power of the overall regression model 

(adjusted R² = .319). The analysis reveals a statistical power larger than .999. Second, we 

compute the statistical power for the three correlations among the focal variables. The results 

reveal a statistical power larger than .999 for the relationship between CQ and service recovery 

performance, a statistical power larger than .999 for the relationship between engagement and 

service recovery performance, and a statistical power of .88 for the relationship between CQ 

and engagement. The statistical power for all the relationships and the overall model largely 

exceed the recommended .80 threshold, suggesting that we can derive meaningful findings 

from the analyses.  

 

5 Discussion  

The purpose of this study was twofold. First, we aimed to examine whether cultural 

intelligence (CQ) is a viable personal resource IRU IURQWOLQH HPSOR\HHV¶ VHUYLcH recovery 

performance in a culturally diverse context. Second, we aimed to test whether this 

relationship can be explained by work engagement. This study broadens our understanding of 

the usefulness of CQ in an international market work context and contributes to the literature 

in the following ways. 
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First, with the current study, we broaden the scope of research on intercultural service 

recovery encounters. While the literature predominantly focuses on understanding cultural 

differences in the effectiveness of organizational responses to service failures, the current 

study approaches these encounters from an employee perspective. Interestingly, our findings 

reveal that CQ has a relationship with service recovery performance above and beyond more 

traditional antecedents such as training, empowerment, and rewards. In terms of strength of 

relationships, CQ has a stronger relationship with service recovery performance than 

empowerment or rewards, and an equally strong relationship with service recovery 

performance as employee training. The findings support Alshaibani and BaNLU¶V (2016) 

SURSRVLWLRQ WKaW CQ LV SRVLWLYHO\ UHOaWHd WR IURQWOLQH VHUYLcH HPSOR\HHV¶ SHUIRUPaQcH. Taking 

a broader perspective, they also provide empirical support for Van Vaerenbergh and 

OrsiQJKHU¶V (2016) QRWLRQ WKaW UHVHaUcKHUV need to direct their attention to understanding the 

role of personal resources in a service recovery context.  

From a theoretical point of view, this study adds to the literature on JD-R theory. This 

literature predominantly focused on job resources and demands, but personal resources 

deservedly gain more attention. The results of this study support the movement towards a 

focus on personal resources, as it evidences that personal resources such as CQ can be as ±

and even more- important than job resources (Van den Broeck et al. 2013). More specifically, 

the job resource training is as important as the personal resource CQ, but both are more 

important than the job resources empowerment and rewards. 

By supporting a relationship between CQ and service recovery performance, this study 

also contributes to a better understanding of the CQ concept. To date, researchers typically 

H[aPLQHd KRZ CQ LQIOXHQcHV OHadHUV aQd/RU H[SaWULaWHV¶ adMXVWPHQW aQd adaSWaWLRQ WR a QHZ 

culture, or increases their performance in a different culture (Huff et al. 2014; Lee and 

Sukoco 2010; Malek and Budhwar 2013). Recent review papers strongly questioned the 
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applicability of CQ (Ng et al. 2012), especially for employees lower in rank or non-

expatriates (Ng et al. 2012; Ott and Michailova 2016). Furthermore, they wondered whether 

CQ LV UHOaWHd WR ³RWKHU cKaOOHQJHV aVVRcLaWHd ZLWK LQWHUQaWLRQaO aVVLJQPHQWV´ (OWW and 

Michailova 2016, p. 14). Dealing with customer complaints coming from customers with 

diverse cultural backgrounds represents such a challenge. Our findings reveal an association 

between CQ and performance at a lower employee level and in a non-expatriate context (Ng 

et al. 2012). Hence, we show that CQ may have broader applications than assumed in extant 

CQ literature. This study uses a sample of flight attendants in an emerging market. They are 

residing in their home country, but have to deal with an influx of international customers. We 

expect that, due to globalization, fewer travel restrictions and open economies, frontline 

employees will have to deal with international customers more often in the future, which 

represents the relevance of CQ from the point of view of this study.  

Moreover, the paper aimed to unravel the process through which CQ relates to service 

recovery performance by relying on the JD-R theory and research on work engagement. The 

results support an indirect effect of CQ on service recovery performance through work 

engagement. This implies that culturally intelligent employees provide better service 

recovery, because they are more engaged. With these findings, we address Ott and 

MLcKaHORYa¶V (2016) call for a theory-based explanation for why CQ may affect performance. 

Moreover, we provide empirical support for the integrative framework of Van Vaerenbergh 

aQd OUVLQJKHU¶V (2016), ZKLcK SRVLWV WKaW personal resources influence service recovery 

performance through job engagement.  

5.1 Managerial implications 

This research assists researchers and managers to think differently about the possibilities 

of culturally intelligent employees and the advantage of cultural intelligence for the employee 

engagement and RUJaQL]aWLRQV¶ VHUYLcH UHcRYHU\. It shows that CQ is equally applicable to 
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lower level employees dealing with international customers, and is not restricted to 

expatriates and global leaders. Hence, managers need to recruit and select employees who 

have potential to develop good cultural intelligence for all frontline positions dealing with 

customers from diverse background. As international experience and exposure to different 

cultures increases CQ (Ott and Michailova 2016), organizations hiring new employees or 

willing to increase the CQ of current employees may consider putting these recruits into an 

international training program. These employees may live and work in another country for a 

certain period of time or work in culturally diverse teams, before starting to interact with 

culturally diverse customers.  

We believe that CQ is relevant in both mature and emerging markets. Nowadays almost 

all service employees have to serve culturally diverse customers. Due to globalization, all 

cities over the world are inhabited by people from different cultural backgrounds. A bus 

driver, bartender or any other service employee working in a city needs to be able to address 

the needs of a culturally diverse customers. Industry reports indicate that service employees 

in emerging markets struggle with their service recovery activities (Accenture 2008, 2013), 

an issue that becomes even more challenging when considering the increased number of 

interactions with culturally diverse customers. In order to provide satisfactory service 

recovery to these customers, organizations may try to foster CQ among their employees.  

 

5.2 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

As with any study, the current research carries some limitations that may serve as fruitful 

avenues for future research. First, the current study focuses on flight attendants of a single 

airline. As we rely on well-established constructs and sound theory that have been used in 

research around the globe (Van den Broeck et al. 2013; Ng et al. 2012), we are confident that 

the results hold beyond this specific sample. However, future research may aim to replicate 
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the current findings and investigate CQ in multiple airlines or other settings in which CQ is 

especially relevant. A possible avenue for future research could be to test whether the 

relationship of CQ with service recovery performance differs among flight attendants serving 

customers on long-haul flights and flight attendants mainly serving customers on shorter 

flights, (i.e. flights within a country or between countries with a similar culture). This may 

give insights into the breadth of application of the CQ construct. Additionally, other variables 

might mediate the relationship between CQ and service recovery performance, such as for 

example burn-out. Future research could investigate if  employees scoring low on CQ might 

exhaust their mental resources, leaving them depleted and burned out (Maslach, 1986). Burn-

out is typically negatively related to service recovery performance (Van Vaerenbergh and 

Orsingher 2016).  

Second this research relies on a self-rated service recovery performance measure. This is 

in line with previous research (e.g. Ashill and Rod 2011; Boshoff and Allen 2000). It is also 

relevant to focus on self-rated data since CQ and engagement are personal characteristics that 

are difficult to observe objectively by peers or customers. Future research may however want 

to replicate the current findings using a manager-rated and/or customer-rated service recovery 

performance measure. Third, the data of this research is cross-sectional. Although such data 

does not allow to draw causal relationships, this is not necessarily a problem as our model 

aligns with recent longitudinal studies showing that CQ relates to performance, rather than 

the other way around (Ang et al. 2007). 

In sum, the results of this study provide empirical support for the positive direct and 

indirect effect of CQ on service recovery performance. This study is a first step toward 

enhancing our understanding on the direct effect of personal resources in de JD-R theory and 

the comparison of CQ as a personal resource to the most established job resources in service 

recovery performance literature. 
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Table 2: Definition of the constructs 
 
Concept Definition Reference 
Cultural intelligence (CQ) ³AQ LQdLYLdXaO¶V caSabLOLW\ WR IXQcWLRQ aQd PaQaJH 

cXOWXUaOO\ dLYHUVH VHWWLQJV HIIHcWLYHO\, [«] WaUJHWHd 
at situations involving cross-cultural interactions 
arising from differences in race, ethnicity, and 
QaWLRQaOLW\´ (AQJ HW aO. 2007, S. 336).  

Ang et al. 
(2007), p. 
336-337 

Metacognitive intelligence "Control of cognition: the processes individuals use 
to acquire and understand knowledge."  

Cognitive intelligence "Knowledge structures, consistent with 
AcNHUPaQ¶V (1996) intelligence-as-knowledge 
concept, which argues for the importance of 
knowledge as part of the intellect."  

Motivational intelligence "The mental capacity to direct and sustain energy 
on a particular task or situation and recognize that 
PRWLYaWLRQaO caSabLOLWLHV aUH cULWLcaO WR µUHaO ZRUOd¶ 
problem solving (Ceci 1996)."  

Behavioral intelligence "Outward manifestations or overt actions: what 
people do rather than what they think (Sternberg 
1986, p. 6)."  

Service recovery performance 
(SRP) 

The effectiveness of employees in satisfying 
complaining customers 

Boshoff and 
Allen (2000) 

Work engagement An active, positive work-related state of mind 
which is characterized by vigor (i.e. high levels of 
HQHUJ\), dHdLcaWLRQ (L.H. IHHOLQJ SURXd abRXW RQH¶V 
work) and absorption (i.e. losing track of time 
when working). 

Schaufeli et 
al. (2006) 
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Table 3: Construct measures  

Scale items M SD 
Factor 
loading 

Service recovery performance (CR =0.96, AVE = 0.88)    
Considering all the things I do, I handle dissatisfied customers quite well 2.47 1.00 0.78 
I dRQ¶W PLQd dHaOLQJ ZLWK cRPSOaLQLQJ cXVWRPHUV 2.42 0.84 0.74 
No customer I deal with leaves with problems unresolved 2.59 1.01 0.63 
Satisfying complaining customers is a great thrill to me* - - - 
CRPSOaLQLQJ cXVWRPHUV I KaYH dHaOW ZLWK LQ WKH SaVW aUH aPRQJ WRda\¶V 
most loyal customers* - - - 

Work engagement (CR = 0.98, AVE = 0.93)    
Vigor (CR =0.98, AVE = 0.95)    
At my work, I feel bursting with energy 2.74 1.19 0.91 
At my job, I feel strong and vigorous 2.89 1.23 0.90 
I am enthusiastic about my job 2.45 0.96 0.77 
Dedication (CR  =0.96, AVE = 0.88)    
My job inspires me 2.64 1.03 0.79 
When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work 3.21 1.21 0.69 
I feel happy when I am working intensely 2.46 1.13 0.78 
Absorption (CR  =0.94, AVE = 0.85)    
I am proud of the work that I do 1.90 0.88 0.67 
I am immersed in my work 2.81 1.08 0.85 
I get carried away when I am working 2.71 1.08 0.91 
Cultural intelligence (CR = 0.94, AVE = 0.81)    
Meta-cognitive cultural intelligence (CR =0.98, AVE = 0.92)    
I am conscious of the cultural knowledge I use when interacting with 
people with different cultural background 2.14 0.79 0.86 

I adjust my cultural knowledge as I interact with people from a culture that 
is unfamiliar to me 2.35 0.92 0.71 

I am conscious of the cultural knowledge I apply to cross-cultural 
interactions 2.23 0.78 0.96 

I check the accuracy of my cultural knowledge as I interact with people 
from different cultures 2.43 0.87 0.75 

Cognitive cultural intelligence (CR =0.98, AVE = 0.88)    
I know the legal and economic systems of other cultures 3.18 1.16 0.74 
I know the rules (e.g., vocabulary, grammar) of other languages 3.43 1.15 0.67 
I know the cultural values and religious beliefs of other cultures 3.07 1.14 0.84 
I know the marriage systems of other cultures 3.45 1.15 0.83 
I know the arts and crafts of other cultures 3.54 1.08 0.84 
I know the rules for expressing nonverbal behaviors in other cultures 3.28 1.06 0.87 
Motivational cultural intelligence (CR =0.96, AVE = 0.82)    
I enjoy interacting with people from different cultures 2.34 0.91 0.68 
I am confident that I can socialize with locals in a culture that is unfamiliar 
to me 2.63 0.95 0.69 

I am sure I can deal with the stresses of adjusting to a culture that is new to 
me 3.01 1.02 0.73 

I enjoy living in cultures that are unfamiliar to me 2.76 0.96 0.73 
I am confident that I can get accustomed to the shopping conditions in a 
different culture 2.61 0.88 0.77 

Behavioral cultural intelligence (CR =0.99, AVE = 0.93)    
I change my verbal behavior (e.g., accent, tone) when a cross-cultural 
interaction requires it 2.60 1.09 0.83 

I use pause and silence differently to suit different cross-cultural situations 2.87 1.08 0.82 
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I vary the rate of my speaking when a cross-cultural situation requires it 2.66 0.98 0.90 
I change my nonverbal behavior when a cross-cultural situation requires 2.59 0.93 0.91 
I alter my facial expressions when a cross-cultural interaction requires 2.61 0.97 0.86 

Notes: * item dropped during measure purification process. M = Mean, SD = Standard 
Deviation, CR = Composite reliability, AVE = Average Variance Extracted, items are 
measured using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally agree) to 7 (totally disagree). 
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Table 3 (continued) 

Notes: * item dropped during measure purification process. M = Mean, SD = Standard 
Deviation, CR = Composite reliability, AVE = Average Variance Extracted, items are 
measured using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally agree) to 7 (totally disagree). 
 
  

Scale items M SD 
Factor 
loading 

Training (CR =0.97, AVE = 0.85)    
Employees of our company receive extensive customer service training 
before they come into contact with customers. 1.85 0.80 0.64 

Employees of our company receive continued training to provide good 
service. 1.99 0.81 0.77 

Employees of our company receive training on how to serve customers 
better. 1.85 0.74 0.79 

Employees of our company are trained to deal with customer complaints. 1.98 0.80 0.94 
Employees of our company receive training on dealing with customer 
problems.  2.03 0.82 0.93 

Employees of our company receive training on how to deal with 
complaining customers. with complaining customers. 2.04 0.78 0.89 

Empowerment (CR =0.95, AVE = 0.78)    
I am allowed to do almost anything to solve customer problems.  3.08 1.27 0.61 
I am empowered to solve customer problems.  2.86 1.36 0.61 
I am encouraged to handle customer problems by myself.  3.72 1.60 0.89 
I dR QRW KaYH WR JHW PaQaJHPHQW¶V aSSURYaO bHIRUH I KaQdOH cXVWRPHU 
problems.  3.83 1.59 0.96 

I have control over how I solve customer problems.  3.12 1.35 0.84 
Rewards (CR =0.96, AVE = 0.82)    
If I improve the level of service I offer customers, I will be rewarded.  3.46 1.30 0.69 
I am rewarded for satisfying complaining customers.  2.86 1.27 0.70 
The rewards I receive are based on customer evaluations of service.  2.75 1.41 0.67 
Employees in this company are rewarded for serving customers well. 2.90 1.39 0.72 
Employees of this company are rewarded for dealing effectively with 
customer problems. 3.30 1.44 0.65 
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Table 4: Means, standard deviations and correlations (N=155)   
          

 
  

   Correlation
s       

Variables M SD CR 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. SRP 2.65 0.85 0.96 0.88      
2. CQ 2.79 0.66 0.94 0.56 0.81     
3. Work engagement 2.73 0.71 0.98 0.51 0.22 0.93    
4. Training 1.96 0.69 0.97 0.35 0.35 0.36 0.85   
5. Empowerment 3.05 1.14 0.95 0.37 0.32 0.08 0.32 0.78  
6. Reward 3.32 1.09 0.96 0.28 0.45 0.26 0.38 0.49 0.82 
Notes: M = Mean, SD = Standard Deviation, CR = Composite Reliability, SRP = Service 
Recovery Performance, CQ = Cultural Intelligence, the diagonals (in bold) represent the 
average variance extracted, the other entries represent the correlations 
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able 5: R
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