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Balancing Frontliners’ Customer- and Coworker-Directed Behaviors
when Serving Business Customers
ABSTRACT

In this digital era, where many product-oriented business-to-business (B2B) companies are
shifting to a product-service systems approach, frontline employees (FLEs) are urged to
complement customer-directed behaviors with coworker-directed prosocial behaviors to achieve
optimal performance. Surprisingly, little is known about the relationship between FLEs’
coworker-directed and customer-directed behaviors in product-service systems settings. This
research addresses this void and serves two purposes. First, drawing on role balance theory the
authors develop and test a model of an FLE’s relative emphasis on serving coworkers (i.e.,
helping) relative to the emphasis on serving business customers (i.e., proactive selling) as well
as the antecedents and consequences of customer-coworker (im)balance. Second, the authors
propose that managers can influence antecedents and consequences through an incentive system
and access to information sources, respectively. Multivariate time-lagged analyses using survey
and secondary performance data reveal that customer-coworker balance is beneficial for an
FLE’s performance, especially when leveraging their coworkers as a prime information source.
Interestingly, the increasingly damaging impact of an imbalance toward customer-directed
behaviors can be countered by using the IT system. Also of interest is that managers can correct
imbalance—caused either by work group identification or expected customer demand—via
individual-based incentives.

Keywords: product-service solutions; frontline employees; customer-directed behaviors;
coworker-directed behaviors; role balance theory
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In this digital era, many product-oriented business-to-business (B2B) companies are moving
toward a product-service systems approach in which product solutions are complemented with
new service solutions, such as leasing, automatic upgrading, and remote monitoring
maintenance, to provide improved product functionality (Ostrom et al. 2010). In these productoriented firms, frontline employees’ (FLEs) core tasks traditionally revolved around customerdirected behaviors, including activities such as identifying customer needs, initiating customer
encounters, and overcoming customer complaints and problems.
The core challenge for managers in a product-service systems setting is to create a
service mindset in which FLEs learn by harnessing both customer and coworker knowledge
(Ostrom et al. 2010). The complexities of these product-service offerings require greater
flexibility, integrative service effort, and team-based collaboration among FLEs. As a result,
FLEs must complement their customer-directed behaviors with coworker-directed behaviors,
which aim to help peers with or prevent the occurrence of task-related problems.
While time is scarce at the frontline and should be spent well, top-performing companies
invest heavily in increasing “peer time”, as engaging with coworkers reportedly improves
overall FLE performance (Frick and Kovac 2017). For example, Siemens has invested in the
development of a social media application to facilitate connections and synergies among FLEs,
enabling them to learn from coworkers’ successfully implemented solutions, which was
ultimately beneficial for the FLEs own performances (Müller 2007). Indeed, many FLE leaders
consider improving the effective sharing of best practices between coworkers a top priority
(i.e., 49%; CSO Insights 2014), yet time spent with coworkers may also go at the expense of
“customer time”. The question is how to balance these tasks at the frontline.
[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]
Previous research has demonstrated the importance of both customer-directed and
coworker-directed behaviors in attaining high FLE performance, satisfied customers, and job
satisfaction. Table 1 provides an overview of the studies in marketing and related disciplines
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examining customer- and coworker-directed behaviors. We identify three challenges based on
the information presented in Table 1. First, although the extant research indicates the
importance of customer- and coworker-directed behaviors at the frontline, only a few studies
consider the issue of (im)balance (see column ‘Consideration of Balance’). Balancing duties
and expectations from internal (coworkers) and external (customers) stakeholders is not an
easy task, and its desirability can be questioned (Plouffe et al. 2016). Growing theoretical
(Bergeron 2007) and empirical evidence (e.g., Podsakoff and Mackenzie 1994) suggests that
spending more resources on coworkers may lead to imbalance and come at the expense of the
customers, resulting in lower performance outcomes (Locke et al. 1994). However, Rapp et al.
(2013) have demonstrated that spending more time helping coworkers does not have to be
detrimental for FLE performance if FLEs possess proficient time management skills. This
ongoing debate concerning the role of balance underlines the importance to conduct further
research examining this concept.
In response, we introduce the concept of customer-coworker balance, which refers to an
FLE’s equal engagement in customer- and coworker-directed service behaviors and extends
role balance theory (e.g., Aryee, Srinivas, and Tan 2005; Marks and MacDermid 1996) to
understand fully the intrinsic relationship between both types of behaviors. While the concept
of balance is not new to marketing research (e.g., Evanschitzky et al. 2011), we are the first to
conceptualize and operationalize role (im)balance across the full range of combinations
regarding presence (i.e., balance or imbalance) and direction (i.e., positive and negative
balance; over/underemphasizing coworker-directed behaviors).
Although the use of such broad concepts of behavior is useful and versatile, scholars urge
researchers to select carefully specific concepts, that is, fitting the job or occupational sector
being studied (cf. Bakker, Demerouti, and Verbeke 2004). Following this advice, we
investigate helping behaviors directed at coworkers and proactive selling directed at customers
as representatives of these two broader categories. Helping refers to providing proactive
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assistance to coworkers and preventing work-related problems regarding the sale of the newly
introduced product-service solutions (Van der Borgh, De Jong, and Nijssen 2017b). Proactive
selling reflects an FLE’s initiative in selling newly introduced product-service solutions,
anticipating opportunities rather than threats, and persisting in offering such new solutions until
customers have adopted them (e.g., Pitt, Ewing, and Berthon 2002). Combining these two
behaviors helps address the main challenge FLEs face when selling product-service systems;
the need to align these customer- and coworker-directed behaviors.
Second, we test the widely held assumption that the best-performing FLEs engage in
both customer- and coworker-directed behaviors (Mayer and Greenberg 2006) and under which
conditions this assumption holds. Few empirical studies have examined the boundary
conditions of customer and coworker-directed behaviors, and no study has considered how
these conditions affect (im)balance (see Table 1, ‘Contingencies’). In response, we adopt a
broader view by exploring how different types of information sources (i.e., coworker, IT
system, and internal business team) moderate the effect of (im)balance on FLEs’ performances
when delivering product-service combinations. Third, previous research has largely ignored
how managers can control the formation of coworker-directed (im)balance by FLEs. Frontline
relationships generally have low interdependence and, as a result, FLEs tend to focus on
maximizing personal utility without concern for others (Grant and Patil 2012). While managers
then often turn to group incentive schemes to foster helping behaviors directed at coworkers,
we expect adverse effects of group incentives in such complex, loosely knit environments in
which FLEs must combine multiple roles (Lim and Chen 2014). We consider the contingent
role of group incentives to examine this phenomenon.
Next, we build on role balance theory to develop a model of FLEs’ engagement in
customer-directed (proactive selling) and coworker-directed (helping coworkers) and account
for their level of (im)balance. We then develop our hypotheses. After discussing our empirical
study, we close with a discussion of the study’s theoretical and managerial implications.

4

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Role Balance Theory
In this study, we aim to examine how FLEs can effectively balance customer- and
coworker-directed behaviors when developing and delivering product-service solutions. We
draw on role balance theory (e.g., Greenhaus, Collins, and Shaw 2003; Marks and MacDermid
1996) and role theory (Katz and Kahn 1978). Role balance refers to the equal engagement of an
individual in performing each role in his or her total role system (Marks and MacDermid
1996). Role balance theory contends that full engagement, that is, high participation in all role
domains, reflects a condition of a positive role balance, which contrasts negative role balance
in which individuals are fully disengaged (i.e., low participation in all role domains). Role
imbalance occurs when an individual overemphasizes one role, such as family or work, over
the other. Importantly, balance is relative and does not reflect actual effort in terms of hours.
A key assumption of role balance theory is that balanced employees perform better. First,
engagement in multiple roles buffers employees from the negative experiences encountered in
any one role (Barnett and Hyde 2001). For instance, when an FLE fails to successfully design
and deliver a new product-service solution to a customer, he or she may still be able to use this
experience to help colleagues facing similar challenges. Balance then reduces role-overload,
enhances role-ease, and fosters a more positive mindset (Marks and MacDermid 1996).
Furthermore, balanced employees have developed routines and time management skills,
enabling them to meet all role demands and making them more effective. If employees
overemphasize one role over other roles, this imbalance generally leads to conflict and
frictions, which can lower overall performance because the expectations and goals of each role
domains are not met. In a frontline setting, positive balance is associated with a more enduring
engagement to overcome task-related problems for oneself and coworkers.
We build on role theory to understand why FLEs engage in specific roles. Role theory
(Katz and Kahn 1978) asserts that role behavior is more a function of the social setting than
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employee characteristics. A focal FLE’s role behavior is mainly determined by his or her
perception of role expectations communicated by stakeholders of the role set (Katz and Kahn
1978; McAllister et al. 2007). Role theory contends that to acquire insight into FLE role
compliant or deviant behavior, it is essential to study the focal FLE’s perceptions of role
expectations rather than the actual signals sent by the role set, as only the former directly
influences behavior (Katz and Kahn 1978). The full range of role expectations in the role set
should be considered to fully understand role behavior (McAllister et al. 2007). In boundaryspanning settings, the role set generally consists of (1) customers, (2) coworkers, and (3) the
FLE manager, but also (4) the internal business team (Plouffe et al. 2016).
Whether an FLE’s perception of stakeholder expectations translates into actual rolecongruent behavior depends on the instrumentality of these role expectations, which refer to
the extent to which role expectations are related to performance outcomes regarding rewards
and punishment (McAllister et al. 2007). Only when FLEs think there is a link between
stakeholder (e.g., manager) expectations—concerning desired behaviors (e.g., offering new
product-service solutions)—and consequences for personal outcomes (e.g., job promotion), can
it influence their behavior. Hence, we focus on the expectations related to customers,
coworkers, and the manager, since these stakeholders have a direct influence on the
consequences of FLE task performance. Specifically: (1) customers who will or will not adopt
product-service combinations, (2) coworkers who praise or criticize or punish members’
behaviors (e.g., not reciprocate) relative to work group goals, values, and norms, and (3)
managers who positively or negatively evaluate the FLE’s performance.
We posit that FLEs exhibiting role balance are better capable of meeting the multiple role
expectations within the role set and engage more actively in multiple behavioral roles. That is,
these FLEs display role balance because they understand that it fosters their performance.
Although many variables may determine FLE behavior, we are guided by the rich
marketing literature on FLE behavior and role balance theory in selecting role-specific
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antecedents. Research has demonstrated that expected customer demand and work group
identification are core drivers of proactive selling and helping behavior, respectively (e.g.,
Blader and Tyler 2009; Wieseke, Homburg, and Lee 2008). This evidence is consistent with a
focal FLE’s belief that addressing the concerns of customers and/or coworkers effects their
performance and personal outcomes (i.e., instrumentality).
The Moderating Role of Information Sources on the (Im)Balance-Performance Relationship
Consistent with role theory, we focus on the contingent effect of information sources.
Role theory emphasizes that the efficacy of role execution is contingent on the extent to which
there is informational interdependence with other roles in the role set (Biddle 2013). Source
informational interdependence can be characterized regarding personal or impersonal versus
biased or unbiased information sources (Moriarty Jr and Spekman 1984). These information
sources can be biased when the source itself directly benefits from a particular outcome
generated by the focal FLE (e.g., coworkers). We consider three important information sources
which can be classified as follows: (1) coworkers are personal, biased sources of information,
(2) the internal business unit is a personal, unbiased source of information, and (3) the IT
system is an impersonal, unbiased source of information. Note that informational
interdependence is lowest if an FLE mainly draws information from the IT system.
The two characteristics of interdependence affect the efficacy of role execution in
different ways. First, the degree to which information sources are (im)personal determines the
extent to which rich and tacit information can be exchanged between the focal FLE and
information source (e.g., Tamer Cavusgil, Calantone, and Zhao 2003). More complex, rich, and
tacit information is more easily transferred and internalized when the information source is
personal. Information gained from coworkers provides more detail on and insight into how to
manage a problem, while information from the more impersonal information system generally
cannot capture tacit information but primarily contains explicit information, which can be
easily codified and transferred without knowing the specific context (e.g., customer).
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Second, the degree to which an information source is (un)biased affects whether the FLE
is reciprocated with high-quality advice and information (Biddle 2013). Biased information
sources such as coworkers benefit from interactions with the focal FLE, either directly by
receiving help and advice from the focal FLE (Van der Vegt, Bunderson, and Oosterhof 2006),
or indirectly via, for instance, reputational benefits of being associated with the focal FLE
(Tyler and Blader 2003). In contrast to unbiased information sources, biased information
sources have expectations from the focal FLE’s specific role behaviors and reward (or punish)
the focal FLE for meeting (or not meeting) these expectations by adjusting their reciprocation
efforts accordingly (Agneessens and Wittek 2011).
The Moderating Role of Group-Based Rewards in Shaping (Im)Balance
Role theory indicates that managers can shape subordinates’ role engagement by
influencing the instrumentality of role expectations via incentive systems (Katz and Kahn
1978). Given that most FLEs who deliver complex solutions such as product-service system
solutions operate in work groups (e.g., Menguc et al. 2016), the most prevalent tool for
managers to shape FLE attitudes and behaviors are rewards emphasizing either the work group
or the individual’s own task via a group-based and/or an individual-based component (Lim and
Chen 2014). While research on group-based incentives is scant, the underlying rationale of
emphasizing the group-based component is to make FLEs more aware of their duties toward
the group, thereby increasing their emphasis on helping coworkers with task execution (Lim
and Chen 2014). We posit that FLEs’ perceptions about the importance of group rewards are
likely to affect the drivers of customer-coworker (im)balance. For instance, emphasizing
group-based rewards may undermine the intrinsic motivation of FLEs to help coworkers (Deci,
Koestner, and Ryan 1999). In addition, research has indicated that group-based rewards make
FLEs feel more dependent on other members’ contributions (Lim and Chen 2014). This higher
dependence makes FLEs feel they have less control over the total reward (e.g., commission)
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they receive, thereby lowering perceptions of instrumentality, which should influence whether
FLEs act on expectations communicated by their role set.
Conceptual Framework and Definitions
Figure 1 depicts our conceptual model, which centers on an FLE’s level of customercoworker (im)balance. Here, we examine how customer-coworker (im)balance influences FLE
performance for product-service offerings. Specifically, we distinguish between the level of
balance and the direction and degree of imbalance. In this study, balance resembles a situation
in which the level of customer-directed behavior matches the level of coworker-directed
behavior. Consistent with role balance theory, we refer to equally high engagement in both
behavioral roles as positive balance and equally low engagement in both roles as negative
balance (Marks and MacDermid 1996). On the other hand, FLE imbalance occurs when the
levels of customer- and coworker-directed behavior do not match. Given that customerdirected behaviors are considered the primary task by many FLEs, we focus on the
overemphasis or underemphasis of coworker-directed behaviors relative to customer-directed
behaviors. Finally, given that the effect of (im)balance on FLE performance does not occur in a
social vacuum, we also consider the contingent role of information sources consulted by the
focal FLE, that is, coworkers, the IT system, and internal business team.
For the antecedents, we posit that FLE engagement in customer- and coworker-directed
behaviors is differentially influenced by expected customer demand and work group
identification. Expected customer demand is an FLE’s momentary belief concerning the
likelihood that spending effort on the sale of product-service solutions creates customer
demand and, ultimately, a customer’s adoption of that solution (Wieseke, Homburg, and Lee
2008). Previous research has indicated that in B2B settings, customers primarily learn from
FLEs about new offerings, (i.e., a push marketing strategy) resulting in a strong effortperformance relationship, and hence, high instrumentality (e.g., Fu et al. 2010). Work group
identification can be defined as the perception to which an individual member feels
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emotionally attached to, involved with, and committed to the work group’s goals, norms, and
values (Allen and Meyer 2000). Managers can influence the instrumentality of these drivers by
installing group-based versus individual-based incentives.
[INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]
HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT
Effect of Customer-Coworker (Im)Balance on FLE Performance
Our theoretical rationale for the effect of role balance and imbalance on FLE
performance in a product-service system context consists of three elements: (1) customerdirected behaviors associated with access to important customer resources (e.g., information
about specific customer needs and problems), (2) coworker-directed behaviors associated with
access to important coworker resources (e.g., reciprocity regarding help and advice, reflecting
on own selling activities), and (3) FLE performance for product-service solutions results from
the interaction between customer- and coworker-directed behaviors. We posit that balance
indicates a more conscious FLE who engages in both behavioral roles for instrumental reasons.
If there is FLE customer-coworker balance, the FLE is better able to effectively address
customer needs because this employee better understands idiosyncratic customer needs via
customer-directed behaviors and how to effectively address unique situations through best
practices. The marketing literature suggests that FLE performance is a function of both
customer- and coworker-directed behaviors (Bolander et al. 2015; Gonzalez, Claro, and
Palmatier 2014). Negative customer-coworker balance (i.e., a low-level of emphasis on both
role domains) hinders an effective and efficient development of product-service solutions, for
instance, how to effectively manage bottlenecks during the customer interaction, but still offers
solutions aligned with customer needs. In contrast, a positive role balance (i.e., a high level of
emphasis on both domains) enables an FLE to quickly understand how new product-service
system offerings align with specific customer needs. Thus, role balance in itself leads to better
performance, but more quickly when engagement is higher (i.e., positive role balance).
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Support for this argument is evident research on the importance of time management
skills (Rapp, Bachrach, and Rapp 2013). FLEs who are skilled time managers are likely better
able to effectively generate and leverage reciprocal help from coworkers. Similarly, Plouffe
and Grégoire (2011) have demonstrated that FLEs who consciously engage in behaviors which
improve their situation have access to more organizational resources and therefore perform
better. Following this, we posit that an FLE who exhibits customer-coworker role balance will
perform better than coworkers who do not exhibit role balance and that this effect is larger
when role balance is positive. Hence, we postulate:
H1. A more positive customer-coworker balance leads to a higher level of FLE
performance.
Customer-coworker imbalance weakens an FLE’s ability to learn how to effectively
address customer problems. More specifically, we posit that imbalance lowers task
performance through either a lack of generic knowledge, that is, best practices, or the failure to
understand idiosyncratic customer problems and needs. Furthermore, we expect that the
negative effect is more severe with increasing levels of imbalance, namely, overemphasizing or
underemphasizing coworker-directed behaviors. If either generic or idiosyncratic information
is incomplete, FLEs are unable to adapt effectively to the situation at hand. When FLEs
underemphasize coworker-directed behaviors relative to customer-directed behaviors, they
have less opportunity to reflect and elaborate on their ideas, routines, and task-related skills and
then match idiosyncratic needs with available product-service solutions (Webb 1989). In
contrast, when FLEs overemphasize coworker-directed service behaviors, they may fail to
understand fully and overcome idiosyncratic customer problems. Yet, when the extent of an
imbalance is small, the negative effects are also expected to be small. Hence:
H2. Higher customer-coworker imbalance leads to increasingly lower FLE
performance.
Moderating Effect of Primary Information Sources Consulted
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We argue that when an FLE primarily consults coworkers on how to develop and deliver
product-service solutions, this approach should lead to a positive effect of customer-coworker
balance on performance. First, the personal nature of this action increases the chance that larger
amounts of rich and tacit knowledge are exchanged. Second, coworkers are biased in the sense
that they often expect certain role behaviors from the focal FLE. When the focal FLE acts as a
good citizen (e.g., high level of emphasis on both domains), he or she creates “credit slips”
with coworkers (Agneessens and Wittek 2011), which increase reciprocation regarding highquality information and advice. In contrast, at low levels of engagement, his or her coworkers
are less likely to reciprocate. Following this, we posit,
H3a. When FLEs prefer coworkers as an information source over the internal business
unit or IT system, positive customer-coworker balance has a stronger positive
effect on FLE performance.
Extending the notion of information richness and reciprocity, we argue that customercoworker imbalance has a weaker negative impact on performance when FLEs source their
information from coworkers. Previous studies have indicated that personal interaction and
information exchange is especially important in situations where information is highly tacit
(Madhavan and Grover 1998), a situation highly prevalent when delivering product-service
solutions. Yet, the exchange of highly tacit information requires commitment from both
information exchange partners since the interchange takes more time and effort to transfer this
type of information, implying that coworkers only reciprocate (i.e., spend scarce time and share
useful tacit information with the focal FLE) if they are committed to doing so. Previous studies
have also demonstrated that commitment can result from having expertise in a particular role
domain (Van der Vegt, Bunderson, and Oosterhof 2006). Along this line, we argue that when
an FLE exhibits customer-coworker imbalance, he or she signals to coworkers to be more
experienced in either servicing coworkers or customers. Either way, signaling this rolecongruent behavior to coworkers may increase this coworker’s status in the work group as the
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“go-to” person for help or how to handle unique customer problems. This status makes
coworkers more willing and committed to reciprocate when asked for help. Hence:
H3b. When FLEs prefer coworkers as an information source over the internal business
unit or IT system, customer-coworker imbalance has a weaker negative effect on
FLE performance.
Drivers of Customer-Coworker (Im)Balance
Expected customer demand. A key driver of customer-directed behavior is the FLE’s
perceived expectancy that goals can be obtained. FLEs often evaluate a product-service
offering from the customer’s point of view (Wieseke, Homburg, and Lee 2008), that is,
assessing a solution’s attributes, added value over competing solutions, difficulty of use, and
implementation by a customer, to determine whether it is worthwhile to exert effort designing
and offering new product-service solutions. While previous studies have reported that expected
customer demand positively impacts an FLE’s adoption of an innovation (i.e., brand adoption;
Wieseke, Homburg, and Lee 2008), it also may increase role stress as certain opportunities
should not be foregone (i.e., opportunity costs). This effect is likely to be larger for more
prestigious selling activities such as newly introduced product-service systems. In such
conditions, the role balance research (Aryee, Srinivas, and Tan 2005) contends that in complex
task environments (e.g., B2B selling), challenging demands, that is, when customer demand for
innovative product-service solutions is high, may lead to a psychological overemphasis on
uncompleted tasks. As a result, a focal FLE is less able to effectively respond to the demands
of other roles in his or her role set (Greenhaus, Collins, and Shaw 2003). This overemphasis on
customer-directed behaviors may lead to cognitive depletion, which then negatively influences
one’s motivation to respond to the demands of other domains (Aryee, Srinivas, and Tan 2005).
High levels of customer demand may preoccupy an FLE such that it comes at the expense of
performing coworker-directed behaviors tasks. As a result, an FLE experiences an imbalance in
customer- and coworker-directed behaviors (i.e., unequal engagement). Thus, we posit:
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H4. An FLE’s expected customer demand increases customer-coworker imbalance; it
has a stronger positive effect on customer-directed behaviors than on coworkerdirected behaviors
Work group identification. Work group identification is believed to be the primary driver
of coworker-directed behaviors, including helping coworkers with their task execution (Tyler
and Blader 2003). In line with prior studies, we expect a positive effect of identification on
coworker-directed behaviors. Yet, the role balance literature emphasizes that high commitment
to a particular role may undermine the potential for role balance (Aryee, Srinivas, and Tan
2005). High commitment to the work group’s goals, values, and norms increases the focal
FLE’s concern for problems within the work group, thereby increasing neglect for other roles.
Consistent with previous research demonstrating that involvement in one role is linked to an
underemphasis of the other role (e.g., Aryee, Srinivas, and Tan 2005; Greenhaus, Collins, and
Shaw 2003), we expect that work group identification will lead to imbalance, that is, higher
engagement in coworker-directed behaviors than in customer-directed behaviors. Hence:
H5. An FLE’s work group identification increases customer-coworker imbalance; it has
a stronger positive effect on coworker-directed behaviors than on customerdirected behaviors.
Moderating Effect of Group-Based Rewards
Implementing group-based rewards inherently increases the psychological strain of FLEs
to adhere simultaneously to multiple duties, that is, pursuing individual and group goals, and as
such, lowers role clarity (Langfred and Moye 2004). Role balance theory (Sumer and Knight
2001) asserts that employees resort to compensation tactics under such a stressful condition
(i.e., when one has low control over obtaining group rewards) by becoming more involved in
the domains where they perceive they have more control over the outcomes (i.e., executing
their tasks and performing well). The consequence of such compensation tactics is a higher
imbalance between customer- and coworker-directed behaviors. More specifically, we expect
that emphasizing group-based rewards will make FLEs with high work group identification
relatively more engaged to execute customer-directed behaviors, while FLEs with high
14

expected customer demand will be less engaged in executing coworker-directed behaviors.
Based on this, we hypothesize:
H6. Emphasizing the group-based component in a reward scheme makes (a) the effect
of an FLE’s expected customer demand on coworker-directed behaviors weaker
and (b) the effect of an FLE’s team identification on customer-directed behaviors
stronger.
METHOD
Research Context and Data Collection
We gathered a unique, multisource (survey and objective) dataset from a global ICT
company which operates in several countries and is representative of typical B2B, FLE
contexts. In this company, customer interactions are multistep and relatively complex, and
relational rather than transactional, by servicing approximately 500 business customers in
sectors such as finance, the chemical industry, and logistics. Before data collection, we
conducted 29 in-depth interviews with three executive managers, ten managers, five support
staff, and eleven FLEs to become familiar with the setting, and to ensure that our survey fit the
company’s context. During the study’s duration, the company transitioned to a product-service
systems approach in which ICT product solutions are complemented with innovative, cloudbased service solutions. This study focusses on these new product-service solutions.
We collected data from three sources at different points in time. First, we asked 258
FLEs, organized into 32 work groups, to complete a questionnaire. After two reminders, sent
over a three-week period, we received 180 responses from the FLEs (a 69.8% response rate).
All units sampled featured at least three responding FLEs. Second, we obtained information
regarding job experience, work group tenure, and the percentage of new clients from company
databases. Third, six months after collecting the questionnaire data, we obtained an objective
measure from company databases which reflects each FLE’s performance for new productservice solutions. Consistent with previous studies examining FLE performance, we use the
percentage of quota. It represents a strong measure of individual FLE performance because it
captures measurable task performance output while accounting for environmental factors (e.g.,
15

Agnihotri et al. 2014). We tested for potential nonresponse bias by first dividing the sample
into thirds based on response times. Note that we found no significant differences in mean
responses between early and late responders. In addition, we compared respondents and nonrespondents and found no differences in performance, job experience, or work group tenure.
Measures
We assessed the constructs in our conceptual model with well-established scales and
adjusted where necessary the wording to match the research context. The eight-factor
confirmatory factor analysis revealed a good fit to the data (χ2 = 723.197; d.f. = 532;
comparative fit index = .94; Tucker-Lewis fit index = .93; root mean error of approximation =
.045; standardized root mean square residual = .053). As we report in the Appendix, the multiitem measures have acceptable reliability (composite reliabilities > .70), factor loadings are,
with some exceptions, above .70, and regarding the discriminant validity for all measures, the
average variance is greater than .50 and larger than the squared correlations. The maximum
VIF of 2.57 is below the threshold value of 10 for all predictors (Hair et al. 2010), indicating
that there are no multicollinearity issues. See Table 2 for descriptive statistics.
[INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]
We measured helping coworkers—coworker-directed behavior—using five items
adapted from the helping scale developed by Podsakoff, Ahearne, and McKenzie (1997).
Helping coworkers is the most frequently studied form of OCB and a strong predictor of group
and organizational performance (Podsakoff et al. 2000). We measured proactive selling—
customer-directed behavior—for the newly introduced product-service solutions using five
items based on the proactive behavior scales developed by De Jong and De Ruyter (2004) and
Bateman and Crant (1993). Proactive selling is a focal aspect of the core selling tasks directed
at customers and especially important in complex product-service environments (Van der
Borgh, De Jong, and Nijssen 2017a). We measured customer- and coworker-directed behaviors
relative to the behaviors of other work group members (“Within group Y, I am…”). That is, we

16

focus on relative levels of customer- and coworker-directed behavior within the work group.
Furthermore, we relied on self-rated measures because only FLEs themselves are aware of their
specific actions which make them engage in a particular behavior. We measured each FLE’s
work group identification using the four-item scale from Van der Vegt and colleagues (2003).
Regarding expected customer demand for the product-service combinations, we adapted a scale
developed by Wieseke, Homburg, and Lee (2008), and expanded the original scale to four
items to cover the most important performance metrics, namely, order intake, volume, revenue,
profit, used to assess expectations of customer demand. FLEs categorically rated their primary
source for information. We focused on the following three sources: internal business team,
work group members, and the information system. FLEs’ perceptions of work group-based
rewards were assessed using a four-item scale adapted from Wei and Atuahene-Gima (2009).
We included several control variables for correct model estimation. First, we considered
several background variables. Consistent with previous research (e.g., Ahearne et al. 2010), we
obtained details about the FLE’s job experience and work group tenure from company
databases. We also controlled for organizational identification, measured using Mael and
Ashforth’s (1992) six-item scale, because inclusion of this measure accounts for a person’s
extra motivation to engage in customer- and coworker-directed behaviors. We operationalized
each FLE’s perceived work group efficacy using a four-item scale from De Jong et al. (2006)
to control for perceptions of task instrumentality of the work group. Task autonomy was
adapted from De Jong, De Ruyter, and Lemmink’s (2004) scale. Finally, the percentage of
product-service solutions sold to new clients served as a customer portfolio-specific element.
Multilevel Considerations
Given the nested structure of our dataset (i.e., FLEs were nested within units), responses
from FLEs from the same unit may be interdependent. Therefore, we first assessed whether we
should explicitly account for multiple levels in our analyses by examining the intraclass
correlation coefficients (ICC) and corresponding design effects for the variables in our model.
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Results indicated that the ICCs range from .034 to .189. As small ICC values (e.g., .05) can
already lead to considerable bias in the results when the dependence of observations is not
controlled for (Cohen et al. 2003, p. 538), the ICC values are of sufficient size to warrant a
multilevel approach. Also, results from Satorra and Muthen’s (1995) procedure suggest that a
multilevel structure should not be ignored as design effects approached the threshold of two.
Endogeneity Considerations
The effect of work group identification on helping coworkers may be spurious because
common unobserved factors (e.g., team-level factors) may influence both work group
identification and helping coworkers. For example, salespeople may be allocated to a work
group based on their similarity with other coworkers, leading to issues regarding selection bias.
Finally, it is possible that helping influences work group identification. These situations of
“endogeneity” lead to violations of the required assumptions in estimating the parameters. As
such, we tested for various sources of endogeneity.
First, to test for endogeneity due to an omission of important team-level (Level 2) fixed
effects, which can produce inconsistent estimates for the individual-level (Level 1) predictors,
we conducted a Hausman test (1978). In line with the suggestion made by Antonakis et al.
(2010), we ran a model in which work group identification was group-mean centered at Level1—and no other predictors or covariates were entered into the analysis—and compared the
resulting coefficient (B = .351, p < .000; s.e. = .076) with the one obtained from a model in
which work group identification was grand-mean centered (B = .272, p < .001; s.e. = .052).
The Hausman test was not significant (z = .82, p > .10), thus alleviating concerns about
endogeneity in our results. We also included the mean of work group identification as a
covariate in our model to ensure correct estimation (Antonakis et al. 2010).
Second, we adopted Garen’s (1984) control function procedure to correct for possible
endogeneity in our analyses. First, we regressed work group identification on a set of predictors
to obtain the structural residual term (!̂), in which we used collective work group identification
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prevalence (CWGIP) within each of the four departments as our primary predictor (cf.
Germann, Ebbes, and Grewal 2015). CWGIP is the average value of group-mean centered
perceptions of collective work group identification for each department, that is, the referent of
the items is the group instead of the individual. This scale was adopted from Van der Vegt and
Bunderson (2005). The relevance of this predictor rests on two premises. First, we argue that
focal FLEs face similar conditions as peers in other groups within the same department as they
execute similar tasks and as such engage in similar levels of helping. Moreover, we assert that
the managerial orientations of the departmental leaders are comparable across the work groups.
Thus, similar task conditions and similarity in managerial orientations should make the
instrument relevant, that is, the relevance criterion. Second, we also argue that the predictor
meets the criteria for the exclusion criterion, that is, the exogeneity condition, namely, why it is
uncorrelated with the omitted variables affecting the helping behavior of salespeople. We argue
that workgroup members cannot easily observe helping behaviors exhibited by coworkers in
other workgroups. Since we examine field FLEs, these employees only understand the true
level of helping when they directly interact with coworkers by receiving help from or providing
help to them. Furthermore, when individuals do receive information about other groups, this
information is often biased (e.g., only successes are shared) or perceived as unreliable (e.g.,
success is attributed to luck). As such, there is no direct motivation to change individual
helping behavior toward coworkers within one’s workgroup.
Following Antonakis et al. (2010), we also included other predictors to (i) prevent
misspecification due to a possible weak instrument and (ii) enable the overidentification test to
be conducted. Specifically, we included past performance, work group size, the age of the focal
FLE, mean collective work group identification, and group-mean centered, collective work
group identification. We then calculated the interaction term (!̂ × %&') and (%&' × %&')
to allow for the modeling of unobserved heterogeneity over the range of values of our
endogenous variable, work group identification (WID). Finally, we added these three variables
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to our model to obtain consistent estimates. The multivariate F-test in the model with work
group identification as an endogenous variable revealed that the instruments were sufficiently
strong, with an F-value of 20.420 (d.f.1 = 6; d.f.2 = 163; p < .001). The Sargan test showed that the
exclusion criterion was satisfied (c2 = 1.632, d.f. = 5, p = .897). The Durbin (and Wu-Hausman)
test cannot reject the null hypothesis of no systematic differences in coefficients between a model
which corrects for endogeneity and a model that does not (c2 = .034, d.f. = 1, p = .854). In short,
the results of these analyses provide sufficient confidence that our results are robust and reliable.

Model Specification
We examined FLEs’ engagement in customer- and coworker-directed behaviors using a
dyadic framework (e.g., Menguc et al. 2016). As such, we were forced to take a two-step
analytical approach to analyze our full model (see Kraus et al. 2015). In the first step, we
analyzed, with a multilevel multivariate regression model, each antecedent’s relative impact on
the FLEs’ customer- and coworker-directed behaviors as well as the moderating effect of
group-based rewards. The multivariate model enabled the two dependent variables to be
correlated and can therefore more effectively control for type I errors, often increasing power
when compared with a series of univariate statistical tests. The multivariate multilevel model
consists of a system of two interrelated sub-models of coworker-directed behaviors (i.e.,
helping behaviors) and customer-directed behaviors (i.e., proactive selling) and is specified as:
BEH+,- = b+0- + b+2- ECD,- + b+5- WID,- + b+8- GBR ,- + b+;- <ECD,- × GBR ,- = +
,-

b+>- <WID,- × GBR ,- = + b+?- INFS,- + b+C- INFW,- + b+D- EXP,- + b+G- WGT,- +
,-

b+20- AUT,- + b+22- OID,- + b+25- WGT,- + b+28- PNC,- + b+5- WID- + b+2>- !L,- +
b+2?- <!L,- × WID,- = b+2C- <%&',- × WID,- = + u+0- + ε+0,- ,
(1)
,-

,-

where h = 1 is customer-directed behaviors, h = 2 is coworker-directed behaviors, i is
individual FLEs, j is work groups, BEH is customer-directed or coworker-directed behavior,
ECD is the salesperson’s expected customer demand, WID is work group identification, GBR
is work group-based rewards, INFS is information from the information system, INFW is
information from work group members, EXP is job experience, WGT is work group tenure,
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AUT is task autonomy, OID is organizational identification, WGE is perceived work group
efficacy, PNC is the percentage of new clients, and !̂ is the structural residual term. The
individual-level error term ɛh0ij ~ N(0, σ2), and uh0j denotes group-specific variances.
Furthermore, bh0j is a random coefficient (i.e., intercept) which captures individual-specific
unobserved heterogeneity within groups and as such, βh0j provides a mean value for the group
effect and accounts for group-specific variances (uh0j).
The second step involved the analysis of the outcomes for (im)balance between
customer- and coworker-directed behaviors using a response surface analysis. The full
multilevel model is:
PERF,- = b0- + b2- CWB,- + bβ5- CUB,- + b8- <CWB,- × CWB,- = + b;- <CUB,- ×
,-

CWB,- = + b>- <CUB,- × CUB,- = + b?- INFS,- + bC- INFW,- + bD- <CWB,- ×
,-

,-

INFS,- = + bG- <CUB,- × INFS,- = + b20- <CWB,- × CWB,- × INFS,- = +
,-

,-

,-

b22- <CUB,- × CWB,- × INFS,- = + b25- <CUB,- × CUB,- × INFS,- = +
,-

,-

b28- <CWB,- × INFW,- = + b2;- <CUB,- × INFW,- = + b2>- <CWB,- × CWB,- ×
,-

,-

INFW,- = + b2?- <CUB,- × CWB,- × INFW,- = + b2C- <CUB,- × CUB,- ×
,-

,-

INFW,- = + b2D- EXP,- + b2G- WGT,- + b50- PNC,- + u0- + ε0,- ,
,-

(2)

where PERF is FLE performance, CWB is coworker-directed behaviors, and CUB is
customer-directed behaviors.
Sample Considerations
Our test of the conceptual model relies on a multilevel, multisource dataset with lagged
FLE performance from a single company. Although collecting such data in B2B settings is
difficult and reliance on one company and setting reduces the potential confounding effects of
company- or industry-level variables, this approach also may limit the generalizability of our
findings to other domains and settings. In our quest to demonstrate the suitability of our sample
and hence, the generalizability of our findings, we triangulated our outcomes with previous
studies on customer- and coworker-directed behaviors. Specifically, we compiled a metaanalytic overview of the relationship between coworker-directed behaviors, customer-directed
behaviors, and individual job performance research. We present this overview in Table 3,
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which shows that our results closely mirror and replicate the stream of related work, thereby
providing some evidence of the suitability and generalizability of our work.
[INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE]
RESULTS
Consequences of Customer-Coworker (Im)Balance
To test our hypotheses regarding the consequences of FLE balance and imbalance, we
followed previous studies using response surface modeling (e.g., Menguc et al. 2016). We
plotted a three-dimensional surface plot displaying the relationship between customer- and
coworker-directed behaviors to facilitate the interpretation of these analyses. Consistent with
previous studies, we highlight the cross-sectional plot lines for balance and imbalance used to
support each main effect hypothesis (H1 and H2).
H1 posits that increasing FLE balance is associated with higher levels of FLE
performance. Table 4 indicates that the surface analysis for the performance along the balance
line was nonsignificant (b1 + b2 = -.001, p > .05). Similarly, the balance curvature was also
nonsignificant (b3 + b4+ b5 = .082, p > .05). As such, H1 is not supported.
[INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE]
Furthermore, H2 posits that an imbalance between customer- and coworker-directed
behaviors relates negatively to FLE performance. The results revealed a significant negative
curvature (b3 - b4+ b5 = -.445, p < .01) and significant slope along the imbalance line (b1 - b2 =
-.475, p < .01), providing support for H2. As Figure 2 illustrates, there is an inverted U-shape
along the imbalance line, with a larger negative effect on FLE performance when the FLE’s
emphasis is on coworker-directed behaviors.
[INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE]
Moderating Effect of Primary Information Sources Consulted
We also found that the FLE balance line was insignificant when information was
obtained primarily from the internal business team (b1 + b2 = .125, p > .05) or information
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system (b1 + b2 + b8 + b9 = .116, p > .05), but became positive and significant when help was
sought from coworkers (b1 + b2 + b13 + b14 = .384, p < .05), supporting H3a. As Figure 3, Panel
A further illustrates, FLEs only benefitted from coworkers as a source of information when
they themselves exhibited an increased level of customer- and coworker-directed behaviors. At
low levels of engagement (i.e., negative balance), sourcing for information among coworkers
was not effective and even led to lower FLE performance. This effect was not observed for
unbiased sources of information (i.e., information system; internal business team).
[INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE]
In support of H3b, the results demonstrate a significant dampening effect for the
imbalance line when FLEs sourced information primarily within the work group (b1 - b2 + b13 b14 = -.301, p > .05), whereas the negative relationship became more negative when
information was sourced from the information system (b1 - b2 + b8 - b9 = -.656, p < .05) and the
internal business team (b1 - b2 = -.786, p < .05). Moreover, the results also support a significant
dampening effect for the imbalance curvature when FLEs sourced information within the work
group (b3 - b4 + b5 + b15 - b16 + b17 = -.145, p > .05) or from the information system (b3 - b4 + b5
+ b10 - b11 + b12 = -.019, p > .05), whereas the negative curvature became more negative when
information was sourced from the internal business team (b3 - b4 + b5 = -.610, p < .05).
In sum, as Figure 3, Panel B reveals, these results support H3b, as indicated by the
weakened effect of imbalance, through either overemphasizing or underemphasizing coworkerdirected behavior, when FLEs mainly sourced information within their work group.
Interestingly, when FLEs sourced information mainly from the information system, they
benefitted from underemphasizing coworker-directed behavior, that is, the emphasis is on
customer-directed behaviors, whereas FLE performance decreased when they overestimated
coworker-directed behavior. Finally, FLEs were unable to counter the negative effects of
imbalance via information sourced from the internal business team, suggesting the importance
of coworkers for FLE performance when delivering product-service solutions.
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Drivers of Customer-Coworker (Im)Balance
Table 5 lists the results for the antecedents of customer- and coworker-directed
behaviors. The main effects model reveals that the antecedents differentially affected each
outcome. Expected customer demand had a positive significant effect only on customerdirected behaviors (b11 = .092, p < .05), while FLE work group identification had a positive
significant effect only on coworker-directed behaviors (b22 = .185, p < .01). We used the
BIEMS software (Mulder et al. 2009) to formally test H4- H5, the so-called informative
hypotheses in which (in)equalities (=, <, or >) between

-+ ′R

were hypothesized. In contrast to

traditional approaches, this approach can account for the direction of a hypothesis while
including other variables as covariates. The software uses the Bayes Factor (BF) as a selection
criterion when testing inequality constrained models (Mulder et al. 2009). The BF can be
interpreted as the amount of evidence in favor of the constrained model Mq against the
unconstrained, or most complex, model Mq0 (Mulder et al. 2009). When BF > 1, the odds are in
favor of model Mq. To test H4, we imposed a constraint on the model for expected customer
demand (b11 > b21). The analysis revealed that b11 (.105) > b21 (.052), as indicated by a BF of
1.57, supports H4. As such, we can conclude that expected customer demand affects customerdirected behaviors more than coworker-directed behaviors. Likewise, the analysis demonstrates
that work group identification coefficients are unlikely to be equivalent to customer-directed
behaviors and coworker-directed behaviors (b22 [.175] > b12 [.080]; BF = 1.98), supporting H5.
[INSERT TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE]
Moderating Effect of Work Group-Based Rewards
H6a–b posit that more emphasis on the group-based component may reduce customercoworker balance. We added group-based rewards to our model as an interaction variable to
test this claim. Including the interaction coefficients significantly increased the model’s
explanatory power (χ2 (4) = 10.759, p < .05), providing justification for the full model. The
main effects of expected customer demand on customer-directed behaviors and work group
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identification on coworker-directed behaviors remained significant and positive (b11 = .105, p <
.05; b22 = .175, p < .05). Similarly, the effect of expected customer demand on coworkerdirected behaviors and the effect of work group identification on customer-directed behaviors
remained nonsignificant (b12 = .080, p > .05; b21 = .052, p > .05). However, in predicting
coworker-directed behaviors, the interaction between expected customer demand and groupbased rewards was significant and negative (b24 = -.090, p < .05). In predicting customerdirected behaviors, the interaction between work group identification and group-based rewards
was significant and positive (b15 = .099, p < .05). These findings support H6a–b. Figure 4
illustrates that, consistent with our hypotheses, more emphasis on group-based rewards makes
the effect of an FLE’s expected customer demand on coworker-directed behaviors turn
negative (Figure 4, Panel A), while the effect of an FLE’s work group identification on
customer-directed behavior becomes positive (Figure 4, Panel B). These findings suggest that
under such conditions, a large customer-coworker imbalance is likely to occur.
[INSERT FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE]
DISCUSSION
Although firms largely rely on FLEs’ boundary-spanning role behaviors in obtaining
performance targets for product-service offerings, our understanding of FLEs’ role-balancing
behaviors is still limited. This study provides important insight into when and how companies
benefit most from these role-balancing behaviors in a product-service system context. We offer
new understandings of antecedents and outcomes of customer-coworker balance.
Research Implications
Importance of an inclusive FLE behavior model. Previous FLE research has focused
either on customer- or coworker-directed behaviors as relatively independent activities (e.g.,
Rapp, Bachrach, and Rapp 2013). Our approach contributes to this research in one significant
way: We integrate both types of FLE performance behaviors in one model and focus on
customer-coworker (im)balance. Balancing customer-coworker behaviors is critical but
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difficult in loosely knit, group-based frontline settings (Grant and Patil 2012), because on the
one hand, the FLE must be loyal to his or her coworkers, while on the other hand, he or she
wants to serve customers competently. Using response surface modeling, we examined the
complex matter of customer-coworker (im)balance and demonstrated its distinct linear and
curvilinear effect on FLE performance. This approach can easily be extended to other work
settings.
Impact of customer-coworker (im)balance on FLE performance. Our results reveal that
balance does not harm FLE performance in a product-service context. Surprisingly, the results
demonstrate that negative and positive states of customer-coworker balance do not significantly
differ in their effect, which suggests the existence of contingencies. Adopting an information
acquisition perspective, our research indicates that when the focal FLE relies primarily on
coworkers within their work group for information, a positive relationship between balance and
FLE performance is present. This finding can be explained by the type of information source;
coworkers are both a personal and biased information source. When there is a negative balance,
that is, low emphasis on both behavioral domains, the focal FLE does not benefit from seeking
help regarding product-service solutions from coworkers. Possibly, low engagement leads to
low levels of reciprocity of useful information by coworkers. An alternative explanation of the
nonsignificant main effect of role balance may be whether FLEs engage in hard versus smart
working styles (e.g., Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar 1994). The degree to which FLEs can work
smart determines their relative level of engagement in one or both role domains and how this
affects their performance.1 We urge future research on this topic.
Higher levels of customer-coworker imbalance result in lower levels of FLE
performance. We empirically substantiate the sociotechnical systems theory perspective
(Pasmore et al. 1982; Trist et al. 2013), which contends that the most effective organizations
are those in which the social- and task-related systems are integrated and supportive of one
another (Emery 1959), by testing this theory in the organizational frontline and demonstrating
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that individual FLEs who overemphasize either their core task (i.e., serving customers), or their
social task (i.e., helping coworkers), suffer deteriorated performance. This finding implies that
for complex settings in which FLEs provide customized product-service solutions, it becomes
increasingly difficult to behave as “lone wolves”. Overemphasizing coworker-directed
behaviors is especially harmful. Neglecting one’s core task may lead to a lack of customerspecific knowledge necessary to identify and overcome idiosyncratic customer problems.
The effects of customer-coworker imbalance can be detrimental to FLE performance.
Yet, our study reveals that relying on specific information sources can cancel out the negative
impact of imbalance. As Figure 3, Panel B illustrates, when the focal FLE relies on coworkers
in their work group for information, he or she is, on average, performing well, irrespective of
the direction of imbalance. Interestingly, when an FLE relies primarily on the information
system for guidance, the negative effect of underemphasizing coworker-directed behaviors is
canceled out and even becomes positive. Apparently, the general information and best practices
available in the information system can substitute low levels of coworker-directed behaviors.
This finding provides evidence for the importance of an information system in FLE
performance. Finally, our results reveal that information from the internal business team cannot
counter the negative effect of customer-coworker imbalance. The type of information provided
by employees from the internal business team with different functional backgrounds, for
example, finance, marketing, operations, cannot substitute FLE-specific intelligence.
Antecedents to customer-coworker imbalance. Because imbalance between customerand coworker-directed roles can cause suboptimal outcomes, scholars have called for a better
understanding of the drivers of FLE engagement in such behaviors (Plouffe et al. 2016). In
response, we demonstrate that expected customer demand leads to underemphasizing
customer-directed behaviors, whereas work group identification leads to overemphasizing
coworker-directed behaviors. Although research has demonstrated that both identification and
expected customer demand are typically associated with increased FLE performance (e.g.,
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Wieseke, Homburg, and Lee 2008), our results reveal that their effect can lead to imbalance in
the boundary-spanning role, thereby limiting the effect on FLE performance (see Figure 4,
Panels A and B). Without examining both customer- and coworker-directed behaviors in one
model, it is impossible to determine how balance and imbalance occurs. Furthermore, our
findings reveal that managers can counter customer-coworker imbalance via the control
system. By placing greater emphasis on the individual component—relative to the group
component—managers can reduce the level of imbalance. At first, this finding may seem
counterintuitive as group-based components in incentive systems are often used to balance
engagement in task- and contextual (i.e., group)-directed behaviors (Lim and Chen 2014).
However, the results support our rationale that group-based incentives reduce the
instrumentality, that is, perceived control regarding a desired outcome, which therefore makes
FLEs focus more on their task accomplishment.
Managerial Implications
Our study provides guidelines for managers on how to motivate their FLEs to balance
effectively customer- and coworker-directed behaviors when designing and delivering productservice systems and curtail the negative effects of imbalance.
Managing drivers of imbalance. While previous research has indicated the importance of
expected customer demand and work group identification, our study indicates that these drivers
also have undesired effects on FLE engagement in customer- and coworker-directed behaviors.
Specifically, our results demonstrate that high expectancies of customer demand lead to
underemphasizing coworker-directed behaviors. In contrast, high identification with the work
group leads to a neglect of customer-directed behaviors. Additionally, our findings show that
managers can curb unwanted imbalance situations by emphasizing the individual over the
group-based component in their incentive scheme.
The findings also provide useful insights into how to manage undesired effects of FLEs
handling high customer demand or those with high levels of work group identification.
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Specifically, managers should try to recognize how their subordinates perceive the customer’s
demand and how FLEs are involved in their work group. Symptoms of imbalance are present
when FLEs experience high customer demands while displaying a low commitment to the
work group, or vice versa. In such instances, we advise managers to emphasize both the
importance of the individual’s role and task within the work group with that of the customer’s
perspective. This approach helps ensure that FLEs feel self-control in obtaining targets but also
makes clear how individual FLE performance adds to the work group. In addition, the manager
may stress the competence of the work group, provide more task autonomy, or build greater
organizational identification as these mechanisms provide an extra incentive for FLEs to help
coworkers and serve customers (see Table 5).
The balancing approach to manage FLE behaviors. Firms are increasingly recognizing
the importance of coworker-directed behaviors at the frontline as a way to share best practices
and improve FLE performance (CSO Insights 2014). By monitoring how much FLEs engage in
both activities, managers can measure role imbalance and consequently, improve job
performance, job satisfaction, and on-the-job learning. Despite its importance, firms have
mainly focused on facilitating customer-directed behaviors, for example, aligning sales tools to
customer behaviors, revising channel strategies, and improving sales representatives’ access to
information (CSO Insights 2014). Our findings reveal that both behaviors are often not aligned
or at a low-to-medium level (pairwise correlation .6), indicating the potential for improvement.
To foster positive role balance, managers may need to monitor how many contributions an FLE
is making toward coworkers, for example, by attendance at work group meetings or logging
data in the information system. Managers can compare these data with other FLEs in the work
group to identify potential imbalances and guide reps toward more balance.
Using information sources as leverage. The primary information source consulted by the
focal FLE also has important implications for the effectiveness of their role engagement. First,
we stress the importance of distinguishing between personal or impersonal and biased or
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unbiased sources. Our findings reveal that biased and personal information sources, that is,
coworkers, have the largest impact on the relationship between customer-coworker (im)balance
and FLE performance. When subordinates rely primarily on coworkers for help, managers
should ensure that these FLEs exert high levels of engagement in at least one role domain.
Furthermore, when a subordinate is unwilling or unable to participate in the work group, the
manager should stress the importance of using the information system. In this case, it is
important to track how often an FLE consulted the information system for help. This approach,
however, requires companies to possess an excellent information system. Finally, when FLEs
rely on the internal business team for help, it is crucial that managers guide these FLEs toward
customer-coworker balance because imbalance leads to considerable impediments in FLE
performance, which cannot be substituted with information from the internal business team.
Limitations and Future Research
This study primarily examines FLE-specific perceptions which cause perceptions of
balance or imbalance. Further research could benefit from investigating how these perceptions
are formed. Research on stakeholder theory (Plouffe et al. 2016) can provide a starting point.
Specifically, future research should examine how perceptions of behavior differ from actual
behavior and how these biases may explain FLE performance. Although the information in
Table 4 suggests that the findings presented here are consistent with prior research, a more
systematic replication in other firms or industries with larger samples could help extend our
understanding of and generalizability of the current findings. In our study, we focus on work
group identification and expected customer demand as drivers of customer-coworker
(im)balance. Other studies could investigate other variables linked to, for instance, other actors
in the role set, for example, considering multiple actors in the decision-making unit. Finally,
many frontline settings involve teams in which customer investments are collective. Future
studies should adopt a multilevel model in which customer- and coworker-directed behaviors
are compared at both the individual and team levels. Given the large investments in team-based

30

selling and account management, we believe that investigating team-level behavioral processes
is a critical area for further research.
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FIGURE 1
Conceptual Model of Customer-Coworker (Im)Balance when Delivering Product-Service Combinations
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FIGURE 2
Main Effects Response Surface for FLE Performance

Note: Customer-directed behaviors = proactive selling. Coworker-directed behaviors = helping coworkers.
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FIGURE 3
Impact of (Im)Balance on FLE Performance Under Different Conditions of Primary
Information Source Consulted
Panel A: Customer-Coworker Balance

Panel B: Customer-Coworker Imbalance

Note: CWB = coworker-directed behavior (helping coworkers).
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FIGURE 4
The Moderating Role of Group-Based Rewards in Shaping (Im)Balance
Panel A: Effects of Expected Customer Demand

Engagement

5.00
4.50
4.00
3.50
3.00
High Expected
Low Expected
Customer Demand
Customer Demand
CUB
CWB under individual-based reward scheme
CWB
CWB under group-based reward scheme

Panel B: Effects of Work Group Identification
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Note: CWB = coworker-directed behavior (helping coworkers);
CUB = customer-directed behavior (proactive selling).
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TABLE 1
Research in Marketing and Related Disciplines on the Antecedents and Outcomes of Customer and Coworker Directed FLE Behaviors
FLE Behaviors

George (1991)
MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Fetter (1991)
MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Fetter (1993)
Podsakoff and MacKenzie (1994)
Settoon, Bennet, and Liden (1996)
Bettencourt and Brown (1997)
Kelley and Hoffmann (1997)
Netemeyer et al. (1997)
MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Ahearne (1998)
MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Paine (1999)
Piercy et al. (2006)

Mulki, Jaramillo, Marshall (2007)
Netemeyer and Maxham III (2007)
Restubog, Bordia, and Tang (2007)
Cohen and Keren (2003)

Coworker
Directed (CWB)
Altruism
Altruism
Altruism
Helping
OCB

Customer
directed (CUB)
Customer service
–
–
–

Cooperation

Customer service

Altruism

Customeroriented behavior
–

OCB (incl.
altruism)
OCB (incl.
helping)
Helping
OCB (incl.
altruism, team
building)

Consideration of
Balance
Interaction
Include
CWB and nonlinear
CUB
effects

Outcome
Objective
Performance
measure
a
a

b

–

a

–
In-role behavior
performance

a

Helping
Task performance
Employee-directed
Customerextra role
directed behavior
OCB
–
b
Altruism

Vilela, Gonzalez, and Ferrin (2008)

OCB

–

Kim, Tavitiyaman, and Kim (2009)
Raub and Robert (2010)

Cooperation
Helping

Customer service
Service behavior

Agnihotri, Krush, and Singh (2012)

Helping

Customer
relationship
performance
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Context
B2B

Driver
Hypothesized
Antecedent(s)
Positive mood; Fairness
–
–
–
Leader-member exchange;
Perceived organizational
support
Job satisfaction; Workplace
fairness perceptions
Employee positive affect

Contingencies
Hypothesized
Moderator(s)
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

Job satisfaction

–

Role conflict; Role ambiguity;
Organizational commitment;
Job satisfaction
–
Job satisfaction; Sales
manager behavioral control;
Organizational commitment;
Perceived organizational
support
Lone wolf tendencies
Customer justice measures

–

Breach
Justice; Commitment;
Individual values
Satisfaction; Organizational
commitment
Job satisfaction
Empowering leader behaviors;
Psychological empowerment
Empathy proneness; Guilt
proneness

Equity sensitivity (D)
–

–
–

–
–

–
–
Power values (D)
–

TABLE 1 Continued
Research in Marketing and Related Disciplines on the Antecedents and Outcomes of Customer and Coworker Directed FLE Behaviors
Cohen, Ben-Tura, and Vashdi (2012)
Marshall et al. (2012)

Altruism

b

OCB

Customer
orientation
Customer servicec
Customer service

Rapp, Bachrach, and Rapp (2013)
Malhotra and Ackfeldt (2016)

Helping
Cooperation

Rodwell, McWilliams, and Gulyas (2017)
Cheng and Chen (2017)

OCB
Employee
cooperation
Helping
Helping

Liao, Wayne, Liden, and Mueser (2017)
Van der Borgh, De Jong, and Nijssen (2017b)
Current study

Helping

Commitment; Leadership
Organizational commitment

b

Customer service
b

–
Proactive selling

a This

Social cohesion (D); Group size
(D)
–

–
Role ambiguity;
Organizational commitment;
Role conflict
Work engagement
Job resourcefulness; Work
engagement
Leader-member exchange
Work group identification

Time management skills (O)
–

Expected customer demand;
Work group identification

Work group-based rewards (D);
Primary information source (O)

–
–
–
Sales experience

study did not consider objective sales performance as an outcome of FLE behavior, but instead focused on explaining other outcomes (e.g., overall managerial
evaluation of FLE performance, FLE turnover).
b This study did measure task-related FLE behaviors (e.g., in-role behaviors), but did not focus specifically on customer-directed behaviors.
c This study considered this measure as an outcome of coworker directed behavior.
Notes: OCB = Organizational citizenship behaviors; O = moderation behavior-performance relationship; D = moderating antecedent-behavior relationship.
This overview focuses on studies that consider coworker directed measures. We do not consider the plethora of articles focusing merely on customer directed FLE behaviors
as our interest lies in understanding how coworker directed behaviors affect individual FLE performance above and beyond customer directed behaviors. We direct interested
readers to some of the meta-studies focusing on customer directed behaviors (e.g., Verbeke, Dietz, and Verwaal 2011).
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TABLE 2
Intercorrelation Matrix of Focal Constructs
Variables
1
2
3
4
5
1
Expected customer demand (ECD)
2
Work group identification (WID)
.22**
3
Perceived work group efficacy
.09
.50**
4
Work group-based rewards (GBR)
.12
.25** .19*
5
Info from internal business team
.14 –.09 –.01
.00
6
Info from information system
–.10 –.08 –.01 –.06
–.08
7
Info from work group members
.02
.08
.07
.17* –.19*
8
Job experience
.07
.12
.05
.06
.12
9
Work group tenure
.17*
.17*
.12 –.01
.00
10 Task autonomy
.07
.06
.19*
.12
.02
11 Organizational identification
.28** .29** .12
.01
–.01
12 % new clients
.11 –.04 –.01
.16*
.03
13 Coworker-directed behaviors (CWB)
.23** .39** .40** .22** –.10
14 Customer-directed behaviors (CUB)
.25** .21** .30** .08
.00
15 FLE Performance
.25** .04
.01
.04
.17*
Mean
3.15 4.02 4.17 3.41
.24
SD
.74
.82
.71 1.04
.43
* p < .05 (two-tailed test).
** p < .01 (two-tailed test).
Customer-directed behaviors = proactive selling. Coworker-directed behaviors = helping coworkers.
n (level 1) = 180 FLEs; N (level 2) = 32 work groups.

6

7

8

–.17*
.10 .00
.08 –.04
.23**
.04 –.04 –.06
–.20** –.01
.12
–.15* –.05 –.11
–.09 –.02
.08
–.18** –.07
.00
–.09 –.14
.03
.30 .59 12.38
.46 .49 6.77
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9

10

11

12

13

14

15

–.02
.22** –.03
–.10
.04 –.06
.24** .17*
.30** .19*
.11
.22** .28** .22** .62**
.10
.09 –.04
.34** .18*
.20**
3.50 3.83 3.68 27.88 3.79 4.19 25.29
2.83
.85
.76 3.01
.78
.75 28.26

TABLE 3
Descriptive Meta-analytic Triangulation of Relations between Coworker-directed
behaviors, Customer-directed behaviors, and Individual Job Performance Research

Study
Meta-analysis
Podsakoff et al. (2009)a
FLE studies
George (1991)
Bettencourt and Brown (1997)d
Bettencourt and Brown (1997)e
Kelley and Hoffmann (1997)
Piercy et al. (2006)
Mulki, Jaramillo, Marshall (2007)
Netemeyer and Maxham III (2007)f
Netemeyer and Maxham III (2007)g
Netemeyer and Maxham III (2007)f
Netemeyer and Maxham III (2007)g
Kim, Tavitiyaman, Kim (2009)
Raub and Robert (2010)
Agnihotri et al. (2012)
Marshall et al. (2012)
Rapp et al. (2013)
Malhotra and Ackfeldt (2016)
Cheng and Chen (2017)
Aggregated effect size:

Customer directed
Coworker
– coworker
directed – Job
directed
performance
Fisher’s Zr
Fisher’s Zr
.41b
.22b
(n = 12,649;
(n = 4,052;
k = 37)
k = 10)
Fisher’s Zr
.59b
.99b
.89b
.43b
.46b
.29b
.73b
.23b
.58b
.16b
.58b
.91b
.02b
.33b
.25b
.68b
.66b
.51

Fisher’s Zr
-.11c
–
–
–
.14b
–
.33c
.07c
.38c
.05c
–
–
.52b
.12b
.25c
–
–
.19

Customer
directed – Job
performance
Fisher’s Zr
.34b
(n = 4,224;
k = 11)
Fisher’s Zr
.20c
–
–
.27b
.48b
–
.68c
.12c
.69c
.27c
–
–
.30b
.03b
.20c
–
–
.28

n
221
232
232
122
214
331
132
132
320
320
194
541
125
207
212
184
282
4,001

Industry
Retail
Banking
Banking
Banking
Publishing
Pharma
Retail
Retail
Retail
Retail
Hotel
Hotel
Media
Cleaning & shipping
Hospitality
Travel
Hotel

The present study
.72b
.18 c
.20 c
180
ICT industry
Task performance in the Podsakoff et al. (2009) study also included non-customer directed tasks as the study does not differentiate between
FLEs and other employees; b = same data source; c = different data source; d = Extra-role customer service; e = Role-prescribed customer
service; f = Supervisor rated; g = Employee rated.
Notes: n = sample size; k = number of samples.
a
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TABLE 4
Polynomial Regression Results for FLE Performance
A: Variables
Main Effects Model Full Effects Model
b
SE
b
SE
.712 (.106) **
.572 (.118) **

Intercept (b0)
Predictor Effects
Coworker-directed behaviors (b1)
-.262 (.113) **
Customer-directed behaviors (b2)
.263 (.112) **
Coworker-directed behaviors 2 (b3)
-.047 (.074)
Customer-directed behaviors × Coworker-directed behaviors (b4)
.285 (.107) **
Customer-directed behaviors 2 (b5)
-.149 (.071) *
Info from information system (b6)
Info from group members (b7)
Interactions
Coworker-directed behaviors × Info from information system (b8)
Customer-directed behaviors × Info from information system (b9)
Coworker-directed behaviors 2 × Info from information system (b10)
Customer-directed behaviors × Coworker-directed behaviors × Info from information system (b11)
Customer-directed behaviors 2 × Info from information system (b12)
Coworker-directed behaviors × Info from group members (b13)
Customer-directed behaviors × Info from group members (b14)
Coworker-directed behaviors 2× Info from group members (b15)
Customer-directed behaviors × Coworker-directed behaviors × Info from group members (b16)
Customer-directed behaviors 2× Info from group members (b17)
Controls
Job experience (b18)
-.002 (.038)
Work group tenure (b19)
.103 (.039) **
% New clients (b20)
.007 (.001) **
Deviance
∆ Deviance
Pseudo R-square
Sample size: employees (groups)

259.576
56.558 (d.f. = 9) **
27.8%
180 (32)

-.331
.459
-.084
.321
-.207
-.111
-.045

(.133)
(.144)
(.079)
(.135)
(.093)
(.094)
(.086)

.060
-.067
.199
-.295
.128
.375
-.118
.101
-.299
.067

(.126)
(.121)
(.075)
(.117)
(.076)
(.134)
(.138)
(.075)
(.122)
(.083)

**
**
**
**

**
**
*
**

**

.002 (.036)
.089 (.038) **
.008 (.001) **
232.582
26.994 (d.f. = 12) **
38.7%
180 (32)

B: Response Surface Analysis
Customer-Coworker Balance line (b1 + b2)
-.001 (.164)
H1
Info from internal business team
.125
(.194)
H3a
Info from information system
.116
(.260)
Info from group members
.384
(.172) *
Customer-Coworker Balance Curvature (b3 + b4 + b5)
.082 (.154)
Info from internal business team
.029
(.177)
Info from information system
.063
(.234)
Info from group members
-.098
(.242)
Customer-Coworker Imbalance line (b1 - b2)
-.475 (.164) **
Info from internal business team
-.786
(.194) **
Info from information system
-.656
(.260) *
Info from group members
-.301
(.272)
Customer-Coworker Imbalance Curvature (b3 - b4 + b5)
-.445 (.154) *
H2
Info from internal business team
-.610
(.177) ** H3b
Info from information system
.019
(.236)
Info from group members
-.145
(.242)
* p < .05. ** p < .01.
Notes: Customer-directed behaviors = proactive selling. Coworker-directed behaviors = helping coworkers. This table reports unstandardized
coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. Significant coefficients based on one-tailed tests are in bold. SE = standard error.
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TABLE 5
Multivariate Hierarchical Regression Results for Drivers of (Im)Balance
Main Effects Model
CustomerCoworkerdirected
directed
behaviors
behaviors
b (SE)
b (SE)
Simple Effects
Intercept (bh0)
4.108 (.060) **
Expected customer demand (bh1)
.092 (.050) *
Work group identification (bh2)
.076 (.089)
Work group-based rewards (bh3)
.004 (.053)
Interactions
Expected customer demand × Work group-based rewards (bh4)
Work group identification × Work group-based rewards (bh5)
Controls
Info from information system (bh6)
-.181 (.110) *
Info from work group members (bh7)
-.136 (.100)
Job experience (bh8)
-.024 (.049)
Work group tenure (bh9)
.031 (.051)
Task autonomy (bh10)
.110 (.050) **
Organizational identification (bh11)
.149 (.054) **
Perceived work group efficacy (bh12)
.167 (.059) **
% New clients (bh13)
.154 (.051) **
WID (group mean) (bh14)
-.155 (.119)
ε" (bh15)
.080 (.071)
ε" × WID (bh16)
-.010 (.062)
WID × WID (bh17)
.080 (.052)

3.747
.046
.185
.078

-.052
-.090
.002
.111
.069
.131
.175
.152
-.055
.021
-.005
.050

Full Effects Model
CustomerCoworkerdirected
directed
behaviors
behaviors
b (SE)
b (SE)

(.059) **
(.050)
(.090) *
(.053)

(.111)
(.101)
(.050)
(.051)
(.051)
(.055)
(.060)
(.051)
(.118)
(.071)
(.063)
(.053)

*
*
**
**
**

4.115
.105
.080
.005

(.059) **
(.050) *
(.088)
(.052)

3.753
.052
.175
.071

(.058) **
(.050)
(.089) *
(.053)

-.047 (.045)
.099 (.053) *

-.090 (.046) *
.054 (.053)

-.131
-.125
-.020
.025
.102
.152
.164
.150
-.061
.078
.051
.020

-.020
-.076
.016
.106
.062
.142
.168
.148
-.151
.039
.045
.012

(.112)
(.099)
(.049)
(.050)
(.050)
(.054)
(.059)
(.050)
(.116)
(.071)
(.069)
(.060)

*
**
**
**

(.113)
(.100)
(.050)
(.051)
(.050)
(.054)
(.059)
(.050)
(.118)
(.072)
(.070)
(.061)

*
**
**
**

Deviance
634.914
624.155
∆ Deviance
χ² (4) = 10.759*
* p < .05. ** p < .01.
Notes: Customer-directed behaviors = proactive selling. Coworker-directed behaviors = helping coworkers. This table reports unstandardized
coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. Significant coefficients based on one-tailed tests are in bold. h = 1 for customer-directed
behaviors, 2 for coworker-directed behaviors. n (level 1) = 180 FLEs; N (level 2) = 32 work groups. SE = standard error. ε", ε" × WID, and WID
× WID allow us to control for biases in estimates due to endogeneity. The nonsignificant results of these three coefficients indicate that there is
no concern for endogeneity bias, which is consistent with the Durbin and Wu-Hausman test results. Estimates without these parameters
provide similar results thereby corroborating the robustness of our model and findings, but for the sake of completeness we report the full
model including endogeneity control.
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H4
H5
H6a
H6b

Appendix
Measurement Scales
Factor Loading
Expected customer demand (n = 4; CR = .91; AVE = .64)
The following questions focus on new product-service solutions introduced by your company.
Please indicate your expectancies for products during their introduction concerning…
the size of the order intake.
the sales volume.
the size of the revenue.
the size of the profits.

.86
.87
.93
.70

Work group identification (n = 4; CR = .77; AVE = .52)
I strongly identify with the other members of my group.
I would like to continue working with my group.
I feel emotionally attached to this group.
I dislike being a member of this group. [R]a

.69
.64
.82
—

Work group-based reward (n = 3; CR = .86; AVE = .67)
The pay scheme strongly motivates me to achieve group performance goals.
I am keenly aware how to maximize the group-based part in my payment.
I am strongly motivated by the group-based pay scheme to be innovative and entrepreneurial.

.88
.75
.83

Customer-directed behaviors (Proactive selling scale) (n = 5; CR = .93; AVE = .74)
The following questions focus on new product-service solutions introduced by your company.
Within group Y, I am the one who…
is always taking the initiative in selling products.
does not give up easily when encountering a customer to whom it is difficult to sell products.
always anticipates potential problems with selling products.
is constantly on the lookout to identify opportunities to sell products.
actively scans the need for products.

.83
.85
.82
.89
.90

Coworker-directed behaviors (Helping scale) (n = 5; CR = .89; AVE = .61)
The following questions focus on new product-service solutions introduced by your company.
Within group Y, I am the one who…
helps a group member if s/he falls behind in selling the products.
shares his/her expertise about the products with group members.
“touches base” with other group members before initiating actions that might affect them in
selling the products.
encourages other group members when they are behind in selling of the products.
willingly gives of my time to help group members who have problems with selling the products.

.80
.67
.70
.85
.86

Organizational identification (n = 6; CR = .87; AVE = .53)
When someone criticizes ‘company X’, it feels like a personal insult.
I am very interested in what others think about ‘company X’.
When I talk about ‘company X’, I usually say “we” rather than “they.”
‘Company X’s’ successes are my successes.
When someone praises ‘company X’, it feels like a personal compliment.
If a story in the media criticized ‘company X’, I would feel embarrassed.

.70
.64
.75
.77
.89
.56

Perceived work group efficacy (n = 4; CR = .87; AVE = .64)
Our group has the necessary skills to sell products to customers.
In comparison to other groups, the selling approach of our team for products is first-rate.
Our group can set and achieve challenging sales objectives for products.
Our group is able to deal effectively with any selling problem that may occur with products.

.70
.85
.82
.81

Task Autonomy (n = 4; CR = .83; AVE = .56)
I am allowed complete freedom in selling products.
I am allowed to sell products the way I think best.
I am permitted to use my own judgment in selling products.
I am allowed a high degree of initiative in selling products.

.68
.86
.76
.68

48

