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Coping with Customer Participation through Improvisation 

Relevance of the Phenomenon  

Customers bring a wide range of experiences, knowledge and personality traits to the 

service encounter, implying that customer behavioral variability is inherent to service 

contexts (Spreitzer and Doneson 2005). More recently, the view that customers are 

proactive co-creaters and not simply passive receivers of value has driven many 

firms to encourage customer participation in the provision of service (Payne, 

Storbacka and Frow 2008). The benefits of customer participation and co-creation to 

the customer such as increased customizability and control (Dabholkar 1990; Xie et 

al. 2008), and to the firm through increased profitability (Lovelock and Young 1979; 

Mills and Morris 1986) until now have been the focus of most research in this area. 

However, despite these inherent benefits, increased customer participation also 

implies increased variability and uncertainty within the service encounter, potentially 

resulting in increased employee role stress (Chan et al. 2010). Due to the inherent 

uncertainty accompanying increased customer participation and co-creation, 

especially in contexts where there is high scope for participation, the concept of 

frontline employee improvisation, which is based on the premise of reacting 

spontaneously in the moment, is proposed as a resource and capability that 

employees could develop to manage the potentially stressful effect of increased 

customer participation. 

Potential Contributions to the Field 

In traditional management practice, variability has been seen as something to be 

controlled or ‘managed out’ of the service process to increase consistency and 
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predictability for both employees and customers. Thus, emphasis has been placed 

on job design and control systems to manage the service process (e.g. Murray 1991; 

Varkey et al. 2007) which resulted in interactions where traditionally the service 

provider was the ‘expert’ and the customer the ‘novice’. However, in recent years, a 

shift has been seen in the way in which service interactions unfold, particularly in 

professional services with customers moving away from their traditional ‘novice’ role 

to co-create with the service providers. Therefore, the purpose of this research is to 

address the limitations in the current knowledge of the relationship between customer 

participation and employee role stress. Role stress, if not managed properly, often 

results in burnout, decreased employee performance and job satisfaction (Behrman 

and Perreault Jr 1984; Boles et al. 1997; Schaubroeck et al. 1989). This negative 

chain of events highlights the importance of adequate resources for employees to 

manage the changing and increasing demands of their service role. Thus, the main 

contribution of this research lies in the management of the potentially stressful role 

demand of increased customer participation on service employees. 

Research Question(s) 

Does frontline employee improvisation reduce the role stress resulting from customer 

participation? 

Theoretical Foundations  

This research draws on and contributes to two theories: Role theory and Job 

Demands-Resources theory. Role theory is based on the premise that individuals 

behave in predictable ways as dictated by their role and role scripts (Biddle 1986; 

Katz and Kahn 1978). However, as service contexts become increasingly complex, 
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roles are more difficult to define, thus requiring a degree of flexibility in determining 

one’s behavior within one’s role. By considering employee resources and 

capabilities, this research is also well positioned to contribute to JD-R theory, which 

states that when job demands exceed the resources available to the employee, 

negative outcomes such as an increase in employee role stress/strain can ensue 

(Demerouti et al. 2001). Increases in customer participation and co-creation 

challenges the service provider’s ‘expert’ role, often resulting in increased role 

demands. With more resources and capabilities, employees will be better able to 

manage their job demands. 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 
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Methodology  

Data were collected from employees of a radiology healthcare provider in Australia 

and dental providers in the United States. The link to the online survey was 

distributed to a sampling frame of employees from both industries with response 

rates of 63% and 13% respectively. Where possible, this study used existing scales 

to measure the focal constructs of interest: customer participation (Chan et al. 2010), 

employee role stress (Rizzo et al.1970), and employee job satisfaction (Chan et al. 

2010). However, given that the literature contains no widely accepted scale that 

measures individual frontline employee improvisation directly, an eight-item scale 

was adapted from Vera and Crossan’s (2005) measure of team improvisation and 

Moorman and Miner’s (1998) measure of organizational improvisation. EFA and CFA 

calculations resulted in a measurement model comprising five multi-item constructs 

with 24 indicators. Multiple regression analysis was then used to test the 

hypotheses. 

 

Findings 

Results of this study found that despite a strong theoretical basis for positing the 

positive relationships between customer participation and employee role stress, 

these effects were not significant (p > .05). However, the regression results indicated 

a significant interaction effect of customer participation and improvisation on 

employee role stress (β = -.235, p <.01; β = -.191, p <.05 in the two samples 

respectively). This finding supports the hypothesis that improvisation weakens the 

relationship between role stress and customer participation. Aiken and West’s (1991) 

simple slope test was carried out to explore the direction of the relationship between 
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customer participation, improvisation and role stress. The simple slope tests 

indicated that at high levels of improvisation customer participation had a negative 

(favorable) effect on employee role stress (β = -.323, p < .05; β = -.297, p < .05), 

whereas at low levels of improvisation this effect was not statistically significant (p < 

.05) (see Figures 2 & 3).  

Further, it is evident that at higher levels of customer participation, individuals who 

display high levels of improvisation experience less role stress than do individuals 

who display low levels of improvisation. In addition, individuals who display high 

levels of improvisation experience a statistically significant decrease in role stress as 

customer participation increases. Thus, employees who reported higher levels of 

improvisation experienced lower levels of role stress with increasing customer 

participation. However, individuals who display low levels of improvisation 

experience an increase in role stress as customer participation increases.  

Results from this study also provide support for the negative relationship between 

employee role stress and employee job satisfaction (β = -.349, p <.001; β = -.345, p 

<.001). 
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Figure 2. Simple Slopes at Different Levels of Improvisation (radiology) 

 

Figure 3. Simple Slopes at Different Levels of Improvisation (dentistry) 
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Discussion 

This study presented a model of improvisation moderating the potentially tenuous 

relationship between customer participation and employee role stress. Building on 

JD-R theory, improvisation is being proposed as a coping mechanism, resource, or 

‘buffer’ between the job demand of customer participation and the negative job 

outcome of role stress/strain. Thus, as a job resource, improvisation would contribute 

to the motivational potential of the employee, the underlying mechanism behind the 

job resource argument, by reducing job demands through permitting flexibility and 

spontaneity, which in turn lead to positive outcomes such as a reduction in role 

stress (Demerouti et al. 2001). 

Further, improvisation could reverse the nature of the demand into a resource. When 

combined with employee improvisation, customer participation could actually be a 

source of benefit, value or stimulation to help the employee perform his/her job 

better. Thus, the introduction of improvisation could potentially cause a shift in how 

customer participation is perceived – from a demand into a resource – by delaying 

the depletion of individual coping resources through providing a means to adapt and 

alter typical responses, providing more options to manage and even benefit from the 

demand or challenge presented and reducing perceived stress. 

A main contribution of this research therefore is an interactionist/fit argument, to 

improvise effectively one needs an improvisatory partner: if customers are not 

participating in the service encounter, this partner is missing, which could be 

perceived as stressful by employees. Thus the conclusion can be drawn is that high 

improvisation is good when customers are engaged (high CP), whereas low 

improvisation is preferred when customers are less engaged (low CP).  
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Role theory highlights the need for flexibility in determining one’s behavior within 

one’s role, with this behavior ultimately leading to job outcomes such as reduced role 

stress and increased job satisfaction. Thus, with the addition of the concept of 

improvisation, role theory should be better able to predict the evolution of roles over 

time.  

Conclusion 

A general conclusion that could be drawn is the utility of improvisation in reducing 

employee role stress in the context of customer participation. Due to its inherent 

flexibility, improvisation would permit employees to adapt the service interaction as 

they see fit, which would lessen their role stress as they would not be faced with 

‘trying to fit a square peg in a round hole’. Thus, this research has addressed a call 

in the literature for training in appropriate coping and problem-solving skills to 

manage increased customer participation (Bitner et al. 1994; Chan et al. 2010). 

Through improvisation, employees can be trained to adjust and adapt their behaviors 

to the interpersonal demands of the service encounter. 

  



 
 

9 
 

References 

Aiken, Leona S. and Stephen G. West (1991), Multiple Regression: Testing and 

Interpreting Interactions. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Behrman, Douglas N. and William D. Perreault Jr (1984), "A Role Stress Model of 

the Performance and Satisfaction of Industrial Salespersons," Journal of Marketing, 

48 (4), 9-21. 

Biddle, B. J. (1986), "Recent Developments in Role Theory," Annual Review of 

Sociology, 12 (1), 67-92. 

Bitner, Mary Jo, Bernard H. Booms, and Lois A. Mohr (1994), "Critical Service 

Encounters: The Employee's Viewpoint," Journal of Marketing, 58 (4), 95-106. 

Boles, James S., Mark W. Johnston, and Joseph F. Hair Jr (1997), "Role Stress, 

Work-Family Conflict and Emotional Exhaustion: Inter-Relationships and Effects on 

Some Work-Related Consequences," Journal of Personal Selling & Sales 

Management, 17 (1), 17-28. 

Chan, Kimmy Wa, Chin Kin Yim, and Simon S. K. Lam (2010), "Is Customer 

Participation in Value Creation a Double-Edged Sword? Evidence from Professional 

Financial Services across Cultures," Journal of Marketing, 74(3), 48-64. 

Cohen, Jacob (1988), Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences (2nd 

ed.). Hillsdale NJ: Erlbaum. 

Demerouti, Evangelia, Arnold B. Bakker, Friedhelm Nachreiner, and Wilmar B. 

Schaufeli (2001), "The Job Demands-Resources Model of Burnout," Journal of 

Applied Psychology, 86 (3), 499. 



 
 

10 
 

Dabholkar, Pratibha (1990), "How to Improve Perceived Service Quality by 

Improving Customer Participation," Developments in Marketing Science, 13, 483-

87.Katz, Daniel and Robert L. Kahn (1978), The Social Psychology of Organizations. 

New York: Wiley. 

Lovelock, Christopher H. and Robert F. Young (1979), "Look to Consumers to 

Increase Productivity," Harvard Business Review, 57 (3), 168-78. 

Mills, Peter K. and James H. Morris (1986), "Clients as" Partial" Employees of 

Service Organizations: Role Development in Client Participation," Academy of 

Management Review, 11 (4), 726-35. 

Moorman, Christine and Anne S. Miner (1998), "The Convergence of Planning and 

Execution: Improvisation in New Product Development," Journal of Marketing, 62 (3), 

1-20. 

Murray, Keith B. (1991), "A Test of Services Marketing Theory: Consumer 

Information Acquisition Activities," Journal of Marketing, 10-25. 

Payne, Adrian F., Kaj Storbacka, and Pennie Frow (2008), "Managing the Co-

creation of Value." Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science 36(1), 83-96. 

Rizzo, John R., Robert J. House, and Sidney I. Lirtzman (1970), "Role Conflict and 

Ambiguity in Complex Organizations," Administrative Science Quarterly, 15 (2), 150-

63. 

Schaubroeck, John, John L. Cotton, and Kenneth R. Jennings (1989), "Antecedents 

and Consequences of Role Stress: A Covariance Structure Analysis," Journal of 

Organizational Behavior, 10 (1), 35-58. 



 
 

11 
 

Spreitzer, Gretchen M. and David Doneson (2005), "Musings on the Past and Future 

of Employee Empowerment," in Handbook of Organizational Development. 

Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Varkey, Prathibha, M. Katherine Reller, and Roger K. Resar (2007), "Basics of 

Quality Improvement in Health Care," Mayo Clinic Proceedings Vol. 82: Elsevier. 

Vera, Dusya and Mary Crossan (2005), Improvisation and Innovative Performance in 

Teams," Organization Science, 16 (3), 203-24. 

Xie, Chunyan, Richard P. Bagozzi, and Sigurd V. Troye (2008), "Trying to Prosume: 

Toward a Theory of Consumers as Co-Creators of Value," Journal of the Academy of 

Marketing Science, 36 (1), 109-22. 


