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ABSTRACT

This study examines customer service among high tech Chinese entrepreneurs in the health care and hospitality industries.  This research explores the need to address anticipated employees’ behavioral response when customer service is introduced into an organization and an incentive system that may or may not be incorporated in the organization. We discuss how total quality management can improve an organizations’ main resource – its employees, and how to maintain improvements in customer service (Tesch & Levy, 2008).   This research examines the traits of the Big Five personalities concerning attitudes and personalities of agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, extraversion, and openness to experience and examines customer service levels among Chinese entrepreneurs in the high technology, health care, and hospitality fields.
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INTRODUCTION

To compete in the global marketplace, organizations must provide exceptional customer service. However, customer satisfaction and attitudes can change rapidly, sometimes on a daily basis. For instance, associates that work in call centers are expected to have pleasant voices, polite demeanor, and have a desire to listen to the customer’s needs and concerns. With many organizations employing those with diverse backgrounds functioning in customer service positions, consistency of performance can be a challenge. 

Customer service is an integral part of everyday encounters. When we go for our morning coffee, we expect the employee to provide cheerful, helpful service in filling our order.  When we visit a retail store to purchase gifts for special occasions, again we depend on store associates to assist in providing suggestions and completing the final purchase process. Good customer service performance begins once the customer enters the organization and should continue until the sale is closed and even after the sale with a phone call in certain instances, such as large ticket items such as automobiles or appliances. However, oftentimes sales associates do not share the passion to provide customer service.  Instead, employees commonly lackadaisically stand around and not acknowledging the customer.  However, collecting their paycheck is important. Organizations need to determine if poor customer service behavior is due to a lack of training or if there is an attitude problem that will be difficult to change (Holdeman, Aldridge, & Jackson, 1996). “The best marketers of a facility are its own employees- those who feel recognized and appreciated for their contributions toward the facility’s success” (Stahl, 1997, p.25).

Managers within an organization frequently overlook the fact that there are at least two types of customers. First, there are internal customers-those who work within the company. Customer service is imperative to the internal organization. New hires maintain the quality and commitment of the organization when they make decisions that affect other employees and the organization (Stahl, 1997). There should be written, visible, and understandable standards of ethics and behavior, including a code of conduct, and what the organization holds up as behaviors to emulate and those behaviors that are not acceptable. Additionally, the employee guidelines should stipulate the disciplinary steps that will be taken with employees when undesirable behaviors or actions occur.

 Unfortunately, hearsay, behind the door whispers, and sometimes physical encounters within organizations are all too common (Longenecker & Meade, 1995). These types of actions are not acceptable in an organization and managers must address these issues in order to boast camaraderie within the organization and have an open, positive environment and culture.  If customer service fails internally, managers should quickly   find out who caused the conflict, why the conflict happened, and what can be done to eliminate adverse internal customer service. Managers should encourage their employees to be supportive of one another, take initiative to assist when asked, and take responsibility to develop solutions to problems that may arise within an organization (Birkinshaw, Hamel, & Mol, 2008).

Second, there are external customers-those that do not work for the organization, yet have a great impact on the success of the organization’s profits, sustainable longevity, and reputation for social conscientiousness. Many customers who patronize service organizations are not receiving the services they expect or deserve. Many service employees lack the skills, motivation, or concern to interact with customers. Organizations have resorted to mystery shoppers to audit their employees and to monitor standardized processes. Organizations will have a customer or someone posing as a customer who expresses a complaint, asks challenging questions, or makes a non-routine demand of some kind (Martin, 2000). While there is room for argue as to how each situation should be handled, guidelines and actions will vary, but the important issue is whether employees take responsibility and ownership of the concern that customers have (Martin, 2000). Studies at Southeastern and Midwestern recreational facilities in the United States found that only 64.4 percent of these employees thanked the customer, 17.2 percent made positive remarks or suggestions, and only 20.7 percent asked or encouraged the customer to return to the facility again (Bower & Martin, 1990). In this case, educational programs that demonstrate positive interactions with customers who are dissatisfied, irate, and sometimes reserve in demeanor may be the key. However, not all programs fit all employees, but gathering information through mystery shoppers and customer surveys that show the level of customer service satisfaction and commitment by employees can begin improvement in the employees’ customer service with customers and ultimately perceptions of the organization by customers. Wal-Mart now asks the customer to respond yes or no when using a credit card if the cashier greeted them pleasantly.  

CUSTOMER SERVICE EXPECTATIONS
Not all employees purposely ignore customers; however, some employees may have the training or the knowledge on what to say to customers to delight them. Customer service employees who customarily interact on a daily basis with customers should have ample to say if they are truly service-oriented (Martin, 2000). Many employees put forth efforts to satisfy customers daily by greeting the customer as they walk in their areas or organization.  Is it probable that the expectation levels of customers are too high? Do customers expect the perfect employee to greet or assist them each and every service encounter? Some customers’ expectation may be too extreme. This is often attributed to the “me” society we live in, particularly those born from 1960 on.  When multiple customers walk into an establishment, it is hard for employees to handle more than one customer at a time. Many have been trained to remember they can only serve one customer at a time effectively. Nonetheless, there are customers who are impatient, in a hurry, and even rude. Again, these types of customers have high expectations from the organization and its’ employees.  Generally speaking, it has been found that customers’ unreasonable behavior is inversely related to customer satisfaction, which in turn influences the way the customer will behave (Eshgi, Houghton, Teebagy, & Topi, 2006). These customers have a higher tendency to report a problem with a company’s product or service. When the perfect encounter becomes the standard for customers’ expectations, service providers must meet the challenges of service to the customer at any cost or the organization should consider training programs for its employees to enable them to better respond to adverse situations (Schroer, 2003).  Is it up to management and its staff to decide what services are offered and level of customer service demands that are acceptable and when these demands are outside the realm of reasonable business practices (Schroer, 2003). What is reasonable service practices can be addressed in multiple ways and should involve the input on management, staff, and customer service employees. The minimum solution is posted signage and management contact information that is clearly displayed in conspicuous places at the organization for customer compliments or complaints. 

QUALITY MANAGEMENT IN SERVICE
Total Quality Management (TQM) is a well-known approach for endlessly improving the quality of every facet of business life and the people from the beginning to the end of the experience. All around the globe employees and organizations have been striving in a highly competitive world marketplace to empower their employees in order to convince them of the seriously improving customer service consistently and continuously (Sureshchandar & Anantharaman, 2001). As customers gain more confidence or experience with quality service, the customer weighs their prior assessment of service quality more heavily and places less weight on evaluating service excellence (Bolton, 1998). Without a solid explanation, an organization is prone to lose focus. Programs and businesses become caught up in the same ‘ole routines of doing business by treating customers based on past practices (Tesch & Levy, 2008).  Many people believe that not everything is perfect, but for many employees, they feel they are the ones who are doing what is right for the customer (Kotter, 2008).  The primary goal for total quality is to specify improvements and the goals expected from the organization in order to carry out financial gains and customer satisfaction expectations (Ward, Poling, & Clip, 2008). Management enhancement fads may come and go, but substantive, realistic programs can gather, continue, and lead to ultimate success in improving the quality of services in an organization (Barlow, 2008). An organization cannot take for granted that hiring kind-mannered, hard-working and sincere people is adequate (Wilcock, 1989).

Big Five Personality Traits
Personality traits are a way to explain the differences that individuals present themselves to others (Korzaan & Boswell, 2008). Within customer service-oriented organizations, at least one of these personalities can be discovered within the organization of its employees. Researchers have narrowed these traits down to what is now known as the Big Five Personalities (Korzaan & Boswell, 2008). 

Agreeableness

There are two personality characteristics to predict task performance and helping behavior of professionals working in teams. These characteristics are conscientiousness and agreeableness (Kamdar & Van Dyne, 2007). The identifying factors associated with agreeableness are good-natured, accommodating, trusting, and compassionate (Barrick & Mount, 1993). Based on this limited information, it is probable that a person with these personality characteristics would be well-suited to work in customer service.  A person with these personality characteristics would be more likely to assist a customer by bagging purchased items, display a calm demeanor when confronted with a service demand, and involve others as a team player in resolving customer service problems. In general, persons with agreeable qualities have an over-whelming desire to help others in the time of need and assistance (Korzaan & Boswell, 2008). 

Conscientiousness

Conscientiousness may be the single best personality predictor of work performance according to research on personality characteristics and employee selection. Those that have a conscientious personality characteristic have behaviors that predict positive job performance (Komar, Brown, & Robie, 2008). When an individual enters an organization, the new employee forms a relationship with the employer that consists of perceived mutual obligations (Orvis, Dudley, & Cortina, 2008). Scholars have long recognized that job performance depends heavily on how employees perceive their jobs (Grant, 2008). If an employee perceives their job as just a means to earn pay, then certain demeanor behaviors will begin to appear. This can include arriving late to work, verbal disagreements about the organization’s plans, or even distancing themselves from other employees. Customer service can be adversely affected by this type of behavior. This in turn will have a negative effect on the organization and its reputation in the marketplace.   However, in reference to the Big Five Personality Traits (Korzaan & Boswell, 2008), conscientiousness has the following characteristics: responsible, dependable, persistent, and achievement-oriented (Barrick & Mount, 1993). Conscientious individuals are sensitive of the risks involved whenever data is being collected for projects; therefore, these individuals are careful to give credit to sources that have been obtained in order to help the individual succeed in their projects (Korzaan & Boswell, 2008). 

Emotional Stability

The normality-as-mental-health perspective defines normality mainly in the negative: normal people are those who are not mentally ill (Wood, Goslinga & Potter, 2007) but may lack confidence and experience anxiety (Barrick & Mount, 1993). For these types of employees, management must have patience in training the employee to be relaxed and not apprehensive to open up to customers. Yet, there are those types of employees that never recoup from their shyness, lack of confidence, or uneasiness. Some may eventually resign from the organization for lack of job fit. 

Extraversion

The extraverted employee is sociable, talkative, and assertive (Barrick & Mount, 1993).  An employee exhibiting this behavior strives to get the big sales, help improve the bottom line within the organization, and likes meeting customers. Psychologists would label this type of employee who works in customer service between agreeableness and extraversion because there are some parallel personalities involved. Extraverted employees are sensation seeking, sensitive to reward signals, achievement seeking, and are connected to happy, positive personality types (Furnham & Christoforou, 2007). Extraversion personality individuals enjoy being associated with large groups of people and enjoy being socially involved (Korzaan & Boswell, 2008). 

Openness to Experience

Openness to experience is the last of the Big Five characteristics factors. With an openness to experience personality characteristic, the employee is inventive, artistically sensitive, and scholarly (Barrick & Mount, 1993). According to Barrick and Mount (1993), additional factors and traits include educated, inquisitive, unique, and broad-minded (Barrick & Mount, 1991). These individuals exercise substantial choice in the kinds of social environments they frequent based on their own individualities (Dollinger, Orf & Robinson, 1991).

The purpose of this study is to examine the predictive ability of the Big Five Personality Characteristics with two types of customer service-oriented performance – general customer service oriented performance and technical customer service oriented- performance across three samples of Chinese leaders from the entrepreneurial high technology, health care, and hospitality management industries.

METHODOLOGY
Sample

The sample included 170 entrepreneurs involved in high technology ventures, 175 health care management executives, and 178 hospitality management executives.  Their average age was 36.3 years. Three hundred two were male and 221 were female. No significant differences were found in age, sex, general customer service orientation, or technical customer service orientation between the three sub-samples.

Measures

The primary instrument utilized in the study was the Customer Service Selection instrument developed by McBride (1988; 1997; McBride, Mendoza & Carraher, 1997) as modified by Carraher and Associates (1998), with the modifications having been recommended by McBride et al. (1997). Results of the principal components analyses supported the five dimensional solutions for this sample. Due to problems with the use of coefficient alpha reliability estimates (Sethi & Carraher, 1993), limited information factor analysis as suggested by Schoenfeldt and Mendoza (1994) was employed before the calculating alphas.  These ranged from .74 (openness to experience) to .86 (extraversion). Carraher and Associates (2002) found the six-month, test-retest reliability estimates to range from .73 (openness to experience) to .84 (extroversion).

In addition to demographic items, many of the questions contained in the inventory consisted of experiential, attitudinal, and behaviorally-based items (e.g. "When you were a member of a small group, how much do you participate? How comfortable are you in new places and situations?”). A five-point Likert scale was utilized.

Performance was measured by on-site performance observations. Three trained raters evaluated the performance of each respondent.  Inter-rater reliability estimated averaged .78.  Each of the raters had graduate training in psychology and assessments and received additional training in order to accurately and consistently identify differing levels of service-oriented performance and technically-oriented performance in China.  Both instruments have previously been used in China (Carraher, Franklin, Parnell & Sullivan, 2006).

RESULTS
 The results of the relationship between the Big Five Personality Traits and general customer service and technical customer service performance are shown in Tables 1 and 2.  There were significant differences between the three occupational groups (See Table 1).  Forty-three point eight percent of the variance in general customer service oriented performance for the entrepreneurs was accounted for, while only 30.2% of the variance was accounted for health care management executives and 18.9% of the variance for the hospitality management executives.  The specific traits that are significant also varied across occupations.  For the technology entrepreneurs, extraversion, openness to experience, and conscientiousness were significant predictors of general customer service.  For the health care management executives, agreeableness, openness to experience, conscientiousness, and extraversion were the significant predictors of higher levels of general customer service.  For the hospitality management executives, only agreeableness and extraversion were significant predictors.
Table 2 shows the results of the Big Five Personality Traits on technical customer service. The results are similar for technology entrepreneurs and hospitality management executives, but are slightly different for the health care executives. Openness to experience was not a significant predictor of a high level of technical customer service  for health care managers.  Forty-seven percent of the variance in technical customer service was accounted for the technology entrepreneurs, 32.4% for the health care management executives, and 26.0% for the hospitality management executives.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
The results of the current study suggest that there may be occupational differences in customer service performance and technical customer service performance.  Future research should examine other factors which might influence various facets of performance – and examine which facets of performance are most important in particular occupations (Carraher, Sullivan & Crocitto, 2008; Sturman & Carraher, 2007).
It is imperative to recognize that there are diverse personalities and levels of customer service performance. This research attempted to focus on a five identifiable personalities that are found in organizations. The Big Five Personality Traits (Korzaan & Boswell, 2008) can be used as an additional tool to aide in understanding individuals and their behaviors while performing customer service functions.  Additional research beyond this preliminary study could sample diverse occupation and cultural backgrounds in order to see how generalizable performance measures and customer service measures may be (Carraher, Carraher & Whitely, 2003; Sullivan, 1999). This would lead to better measures that would impact customer service performance and allow for training to better meet the needs of the workforce.
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Table 1: Regression Analysis Results of McBride’s Big Five Personality Traits on General Customer Service
	Entrepreneurs

	Model
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Stand. Coeff.
	T
	Sig.

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	
	

	1
	(Constant)
	10.674
	.147
	
	72.399
	.001

	
	Extraversion
	.831
	.167
	.326
	4.983
	.001

	
	Conscientiousness
	.569
	.166
	.242
	3.437
	.001

	
	Emotional Stability
	-.062
	.137
	-.028
	-.451
	.653

	
	Openness to Experience
	.747
	.162
	.313
	4.601
	.001

	
	Agreeableness
	.278
	.150
	.112
	1.853
	.066

	R2= .438 Sig. = .0001
	
	
	
	

	Health Care Executives

	Model
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Stand. Coeff.
	t
	Sig.

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	
	

	1
	(Constant)
	10.443
	.202
	
	51.621
	.001

	
	Extraversion
	.596
	.225
	.218
	2.644
	.009

	
	Conscientiousness
	.810
	.279
	.250
	2.903
	.004

	
	Emotional Stability
	-.485
	.264
	-.146
	-1.833
	.069

	
	Openness to Experience
	.794
	.209
	.268
	3.797
	.001

	
	Agreeableness
	.876
	.188
	.332
	4.651
	.001

	R2 = .302 Sig. = .0001
	
	
	
	

	Hospitality Management

	Model
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Stand. Coeff.
	t
	Sig.

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	
	

	1
	(Constant)
	10.844
	.169
	
	64.113
	.001

	
	Extraversion
	.572
	.189
	.234
	3.028
	.003

	
	Conscientiousness
	.151
	.185
	.064
	.817
	.415

	
	Emotional Stability
	-.340
	.179
	-.135
	-1.899
	.059

	
	Openness to Experience
	.265
	.171
	.112
	1.553
	.122

	
	Agreeableness
	.781
	.184
	.301
	4.242
	.001

	R2 = .189 Sig. = .0001
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Table 2: Multiple Regression Analysis Results of McBride’s Big Five Personality Traits on Technical Customer Service
	Entrepreneurs

	Model
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Stand. Coeff.
	t
	Sig.

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	
	

	1
	(Constant)
	11.154
	.121
	
	92.292
	.001

	
	Extraversion
	.351
	.137
	.163
	2.567
	.011

	
	Conscientiousness
	.821
	.136
	.414
	6.043
	.001

	
	Emotional Stability
	.214
	.112
	.116
	1.907
	.058

	
	Openness to Experience
	.514
	.133
	.255
	3.860
	.001

	
	Agreeableness
	.121
	.123
	.057
	.981
	.328

	R2 = .470 Sig. = .0001
	
	
	
	

	Health Care Management Executives

	Model
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Stand. Coeff.
	t
	Sig.

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	
	

	1
	(Constant)
	10.717
	.143
	
	74.915
	.001

	
	Extraversion
	.695
	.159
	.350
	4.361
	.001

	
	Conscientiousness
	.797
	.197
	.338
	4.039
	.001

	
	Emotional Stability
	.042
	.187
	.018
	.227
	.821

	
	Openness to Experience
	.030
	.148
	.014
	.202
	.840

	
	Agreeableness
	.491
	.133
	.255
	3.688
	.001

	R2 = .324 Sig. = .0001
	
	
	
	

	Hospitality Management

	Model
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Stand. Coeff.
	t
	Sig.

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	
	

	1
	(Constant)
	11.265
	.145
	
	77.682
	.001

	
	Extraversion
	.674
	.162
	.307
	4.160
	.001

	
	Conscientiousness
	.280
	.158
	.132
	1.767
	.079

	
	Emotional Stability
	-.266
	.154
	-.118
	-1.732
	.085

	
	Openness to Experience
	-.020
	.146
	-.009
	-.135
	.893

	
	Agreeableness
	.893
	.158
	.383
	5.654
	.001

	R2 = .260 Sig. = .0001
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