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Abstract

:

This paper aims to investigate the mediating role of work engagement for the effects of deep acting, perceived organizational support, and self-efficacy on service quality under the conservation of resources (COR) theory and the job demands–resources (JD-R) model. Questionnaires were rigorously distributed by stratified random sampling. Data were collected from hospitality frontline employees (HFLEs) of hotels and restaurants in Taiwan during a period of two months. Structural equation modeling analyses were conducted to assess the data. Empirical results demonstrated work engagement is a significant mediator, enriching the antecedents and consequences of work engagement in hospitality literature. The findings suggest hospitality practitioners should consider a high-performance work system (HPWS) as an employee management tactic to implement sustainable human resource management (HRM). This practice can augment hospitality frontline employees’ willingness to stay in organizations in the long term and to maintain a satisfying service quality.
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1. Introduction


Hospitality frontline employees (HFLEs) are indispensable for a firm for their responsibility of delivering successful services in today’s competitive service industry [1]. Additionally, they are considered the key to customer’s service experience [2]. Accordingly, HFLEs are valuable for a service firm [3], and their well-being and strengths in the workplace are worth researching [4]. However, psychology has been ignoring mental wellness, the opposite of mental illness [5,6]. Besides, hospitality industry is regarded as one of the most stressful jobs [7]. To illustrate this, employees in the hospitality industry are exposed to burnout [8], anti-social work hours [9], and work-family conflicts [10]. Therefore, it is more important to focus on employee’s well-being than to train employees to perform service quality [11]. Furthermore, to have a long-term successful enterprise, it is indispensable to conduct sustainable human resource management (HRM) to attract and retain valuable employees. In other words, research in positive organizational behaviors, such as work engagement, is necessary [12].



Since employee participation is seen as one of the core characteristics of sustainable HRM [13], the main concern of this study was to understand how to inspire HFLEs to perform service quality, engaging them in their work. Hence, according to the conservation of resources (COR) theory [14,15] and the job demands–resources (JD-R) model [16,17], selected positive antecedents of work engagement were empirically examined and demonstrated a positive influence on service quality. This finding enriches the previous results on work engagement reported in a limited number of empirical studies. Furthermore, this study provides valid reasons for hospitality practitioners to reconsider the importance of positive psychology and develop a sustainable HRM in order to decrease HFLEs’ high turnover intentions. Finally, combining deep acting, perceived organizational support (POS), and self-efficacy with a high-performance work system (HPWS) in a consistent way and explaining the importance of service quality is beneficial to the sustainability of successful hospitality companies.



The purpose of this study was to probe the mediating role of work engagement for the effects of deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy in service quality using the COR theory as well as the JD-R model. First, deep acting was found to produce positive outcomes when an organization adopts a positive display rule that calls for the expression of positive emotions [18]. Secondly, how HFLEs behavior with customers will reflect the way they are treated by the organization [19]. Thirdly, HFLEs who strongly believe in their capabilities enjoy more their job and perform better [20,21]. Moreover, work engagement is seen as a critical mediator among HFLEs [22]. Finally, it was revealed the more HFLEs are engaged in their work, the better they perform [23].




2. Literature Review


2.1. Sustainable HRM


In the past decades, strategic HRM led organizations to short-term business success [24]. It focused more on financial performance than on other organizational outcomes, ignoring employee’s well-being [25]. Humanity has not been valued by the service industry until recently, when it has become apparent that it can promote unique and touching experiences. Hence, stimulating employees to bring their humanity into the working environment has become a contemporary practice [26]. For an organization, satisfying customers requires satisfying employees first. Strategic HRM was, therefore, expanded to sustainable HRM, which further develops people management. Namely, the sustainability of an organization mainly emphasizes profitability and human performances [27]. The hospitality industry particularly relies on a high level of interactions between customers and employees. Obtaining and retaining high-quality employees is, thus, a survival strategy for hospitality practitioners to reach a long-term successful business from the perspective of sustainability [24]. Several studies have integrated sustainable HRM into the workplace [28,29], yet few have examined sustainable HRM under a research framework, especially in the hospitality industry, to better comprehend its effects on human work performance.




2.2. Emotional Labor


Emotional labor is the process of adjusting feelings and expressions to organizational requirements [30]. Emotional labor can be commoditized as a service product, and, hence, it can be sold for a wage as an exchange value [31,32]. Besides, emotional labor is determined by the interactions between individuals and the social environment [31,32,33]. Since emotional expression is based on display rules established by an organization, it is relatively easy for customers, supervisors, and colleagues to observe whether an employee complies with the rules. Accordingly, emotional labor is an important job demand in the service industry and requires a certain degree of mental effort [32]. Even if an employee’s inner feeling is consistent with the display rules, this kind of mental effort is still needed, because the employee must convert the inner feeling into appropriate expressions.



The strategy of emotional labor is separated into two categories according to the degree of camouflage [31]. One is surface acting, which focuses on external emotional expression. The other is deep acting, focused on the expression of internal emotional feelings. Both of them are viewed as a way of managing emotions to adjust feelings and expressions [30]. Specifically, deep acting will happen first and, if it is not appreciated during an interaction, it will be followed by surface acting [34]. Likewise, surface acting occurs in response to a certain event, while deep acting happens continuously throughout the day [30]. Furthermore, emotional labor is classified as job-focused and employee-focused. The former includes interpersonal job requirements (frequency, duration, intensity, and diversity) and emotional controls (expressing hidden negative emotions and positive emotions), while the latter includes both surface acting and deep acting [35]. So far, the employee-focused approach has been the main one applied because it complies with Hochschild’s emotion management process [36,37,38].




2.3. Perceived Organizational Support (POS)


The concept of POS was proposed as a reversion of organizational commitment [39]. Employees usually pay more attention to organizational commitment toward them [40]. In other words, previous researches emphasized mainly contribution, recognition, and emotions of employees with respect to an organization, whereas POS reflects the support of an organization to employees. POS indicates the overall conviction of employees regarding their own contribution to an enterprise and whether the enterprise values their well-being. The higher the degree of conviction, the higher the efficiency and satisfaction of employees [41]. When employees perceive organizational supports, a reciprocity will be generated, influencing employees’ working attitude and working behavior [42]. Moreover, they will have a sense of obligation for an organization and work harder to achieve organizational goals [43]. Rhoades and Eisenberger [40] indicated that the more the firm values the contributions of employees and is concerned about their well-being, the higher the POS by the employees. Instead of trying to improve organizational commitment through old-fashioned methods such as promotions, wage increases, and benefits, organizations could concentrate more on policies and practices which increase POS among employees [44]. Therefore, it is essential to provide adequate organizational support that can motivate employees to offer high-quality performance in the workplace [45].




2.4. Self-Efficacy


Self-efficacy is the conviction that an individual has the ability to perform a specific task [46]. When accomplishing a particular goal, self-efficacy will determine the level of motivation, the degree of efforts, and how long an individual can persist in facing obstacles and aversive experiences [47]. Based on the social cognitive theory, both personal self-efficacy and environmental factors affect employee’s performance [48]. Accordingly, self-efficacy is a critical factor for the change of behavior and is considered a self-control mechanism, managing the motivation and actions of human beings [49]. Besides, an individual’s self-efficacy can prevent the negative effects of stress [50] and it influences personal work attitudes such as interests, goals, and behaviors in the working field [51]. However, most research about self-efficacy has been focused on the education domain over the last two decades [52,53,54,55]. Self-efficacy has not become a valued organizational variable until recently. Within an enterprise setting, self-efficacy plays a crucial role in job performance. For instance, it affects the levels of efforts and persistence of employees, especially when learning difficult tasks [56]. Likewise, self-efficacy significantly influences in a positive way frontline employees’ outcomes [57]. Despite few studies of self-efficacy on work performance in hospitality industry, some information can be obtained from recent empirical research. Self-efficacy enhances HFLEs’ performance and organizational commitment in hotels in Northern Cyprus [58]. To handle high-demand working conditions, self-efficacy is regarded as an indispensable trait for HFLEs [59]. Hence, it is important to encourage employees to have faith in their own abilities to perform the requested tasks and achieve success in their work [60]. Once they believe in themselves, they acquire high self-efficacy, related to a positive self-regulatory mechanism [47].




2.5. Work Engagement


The factors that influence work engagement and the effects of work engagement are both considered critical in an organization. Since academia realized the importance of positive psychology [61], it has become clear that also the hospitality field should consider it [62,63,64]. Building positive qualities rather than repairing negative things in life is a main concern of positive psychology [65]. Psychology research is thus developing the analysis of these positive aspects, and it is important to also understand the effects positive psychology in working environments [61]. One example of positive organizational behavior is work engagement, which is viewed as the opposite of burnout [12]. In contrast to a momentary and particular state, work engagement indicates a more consistent state and emotional cognition, which distinguish it from other work-related dimensions [66]. For instance, work engagement is distinct from job involvement and organizational commitment [67]. Work engagement is regarded as a mood or psychological state in which an individual is concentrated on performing work rather than on the organization [68]. It is found that engaged employees feel that time flies owing to their energetic and enthusiastic attitude [69]. Furthermore, they experience active and positive emotions and the integration of their job resources and personal resources [70].




2.6. Service Quality


The Nordic school [71,72] focuses on the outcomes of the interactions between customers and the firm, whereas the American school [73,74] emphasizes the methodology of service delivery. However, this results in overstating service quality’s cognitive aspects and ignoring its emotional features [75]. Accordingly, service quality was conceptualized on the basis of the complex customers’ lived experiences, moving beyond such static dimensions as responsiveness and reliability [76]. Furthermore, service quality was defined on the basis of consumption experiences involving various types of emotions and was considered the overall evaluation of a service provider [77]. Although service quality has been a popular research variable, the concept of service quality is still interpreted in multiple ways [78,79,80].



The service sector has dominated the hospitality economy in the past decades. Since service quality is regarded as the key element to affect business performance, how employees engage in their work has become a main issue, influencing an organization’s financial performance [81]. Objectively measuring the quality of service is harder than measuring the quality of products, owing to the well-known five dimensions of service quality [82]. Apart from the above distinguishing characteristics of service, particularly in hospitality industry, other attributes have further complicated the task of measuring service quality, such as fluctuating demand, information exchange, and peak periods [83,84]. As the saying goes, “Half a loaf is better than none”. With the growing number of competitors in hospitality industry, measuring service quality is still important for managers to adjust strategies leading their firm to success.




2.7. Integration of the COR Theory and the JD-R Model


Anything perceived by individuals to fulfill their targets is defined as a resource [85]. Since resource loss is faster than resource gain, it is necessary to invest in resources [15]. In addition, resources tend to produce other resources. Increasing resources generates more and more resources contributing to positive performances [86]. Accordingly, the COR theory states that individuals try to protect and accumulate resources. On the other hand, on the basis of the JD-R model, job resources lead to work engagement owing to their motivational potential [16]. Besides, job resources promote personal resources, which also result in work engagement [87]. The JD-R model is, therefore, expanded by demonstrating that job resources and personal resources are correlated. Moreover, both of them are viewed as the best premises of work engagement [88]. Finally, work engagement will benefit work-related outcomes in return. That is to say, employees who are engaged are able to create their own resources. Those resources will foster work engagement continuously and further enhance resources.





3. Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses Development


3.1. Relationship between Emotional Labor and Work Engagement


If the employees display their internal feelings in a workplace, deep acting can decrease the negative influence of emotional labor on work and health outcomes [89]. Authentic emotive expression positively related to work engagement among Chinese public servants [90]. In the limited hospitality literature, a meta-analysis reported that deep acting has positive outcomes when an organization adopts a positive display rule requiring the expression of positive emotions [18]. Hospitality and tourism frontline employees used to adopt a deep acting strategy when encountering emotional labor to protect them from emotional exhaustion [91].



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

HFLEs’ deep acting positively influences work engagement.






3.2. Relationship between Perceived Organizational Support and Work Engagement


A meta-analysis suggests that in organizations that support their employees, employees’ well-being is improved and employees manifest a beneficial orientation toward the organization [92]. HFLEs who feel supported by the organization they work for experience less turnover intentions and emotional exhaustion and display better customer service behaviors [93]. Similarly, when HFLEs perceive their organization helps resolve or alleviate complex conflicts with customers, their levels of engagement are significantly influenced [94]. Additionally, HFLEs will increase and improve the quality and quantity of their job when they perceive to be crucial and valued in a business firm [95].



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

HFLEs’ POS positively influences work engagement.






3.3. Relationship between Self-Efficacy and Work Engagement


HFLEs who strongly believe in their capabilities enjoy more their job and perform better in their current and future jobs [20,21]. That is to say, high self-efficacy, as a dimension of psychological capital, contributes to work engagement because personal resources will foster work engagement on the basis of the JD-R model [96,97]. Self-efficacy is more beneficial for engagement when employees encounter high levels of emotional demands [98]. In addition, self-efficacy fosters HFLEs’ psychological empowerment and work engagement [62].



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

HFLEs’ self-efficacy positively influences work engagement.






3.4. Relationship between Work Engagement and Service Quality


HFLEs play a vital role in hospitality customers’ service experience [2]. Engaged employees are willing to produce outcomes that will benefit the organization [99]. Furthermore, it was revealed in a study of 36 organizations in 8000 business sectors that the more HFLEs are engaged, the better they perform [23]. When within a setting of HFLEs, it is critical for supervisors to understand that work engagement plays a significant role in service quality and innovation [100]. The more highly HFLEs are engaged, the better their service quality [101]. In the same way, another recent research argues that engagement is related to HFLEs’ service delivery [102]. Nonetheless, according to the authors’ literature review, the effect of work engagement on service quality has not been addressed and, therefore, it is exciting to broaden the knowledge of work engagement.



Hypothesis 4 (H4).

HFLEs’ work engagement positively influences service quality.






3.5. Mediating Effects of Work Engagement


The abovementioned relationships imply work engagement mediates the effects of deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy on service quality. Recently, hospitality academia has focused on the mediating role of HFLEs’ work engagement and its impact on occupational performances such as innovative behavior [94], service recovery performance [103], and job satisfaction [96]. However, no empirical research was found investigating the mediating role of work engagement for the effects of deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy on service quality. Despite a lack of antecedents, we advance some hypotheses based on the following studies. First and foremost, emotional labor is positive not only for employees but also for customers [18]. In addition, HFLEs with positive affective displays can motivate a positive customer experience [104]. Second, work engagement mediates the relationship between POS and job performance [105]. Third, work engagement mediates the impact of self-efficacy on in-role and extra-role performance [106]. Finally, according to the COR theory and the JD-R model [16], positive resources appear to influence work engagement and will have positive impacts on job outcomes, leading to resource caravans [86]. Additionally, work engagement is considered a critical mediator among HFLEs [22]. The purpose of this study, therefore, was to investigate the mediating role of HFLEs’ work engagement for the effects of deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy on service quality.



Hypothesis 5a (H5a).

HFLEs’ work engagement mediates the effects of deep acting on service quality.





Hypothesis 5b (H5b).

HFLEs’ work engagement mediates the effects of POS on service quality.





Hypothesis 5c (H5c).

HFLEs’ work engagement mediates the effects of self-efficacy on service quality.







4. Methodology


4.1. Research Framework


The COR theory and the JD-R model indicate that positive resources will influence the attitude of work engagement and will have positive impacts on job outcomes, leading to resources caravans. A research framework was, therefore, proposed to investigate whether work engagement mediates the effects of deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy on service quality considering the COR theory and the JD-R model (see Figure 1).




4.2. Pilot Test


Duane and Consenza Robert [107] recommended to conduct a pilot test in a similar population before data collection to increase content validity. Accordingly, a pilot test was coordinated among 50 HFLMs, and the result showed a low Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value of five reverse-coded items. However, if we delete them, the items of each construct will not be adequate to represent its validity. We altered the five reverse-coded items into forward ones, instead. For instance, “The organization shows very little concern for me” was revised to “The organization shows concern for me”.




4.3. Sampling Frame and Data Collection


Participants were frontline employees in three- to five-stars hotels and restaurants in Taiwan. Although some of them were foreign employees from Australia, Japan, Malaysia, and Thailand, the majority was Taiwanese. For those who completed the questionnaire, stainless steel straws and hand-made soaps were available as an appreciation gift and as an incentive to fulfill their jobs. Additionally, stratified random sampling and e-surveys were utilized in this study. Data collection was accomplished in a period of two months, for a rigorous sampling method requires sufficient time to distribute questionnaires and to communicate to each distinct unit. To ensure the sampling process could go continuously and simultaneously, the respondents were divided into two different groups. Nunnally [108] suggested the size of samples should be more than 10 times the number of the items. In this study, there were 34 items in sum, meaning a minimum size of 340 samples was needed. A total number of 536 questionnaires were collected before eliminating 16 invalid ones. Eventually, 520 questionnaires were analyzed, with group 1 containing 320 questionnaires and group 2 holding 200 questionnaires, resulting in an effective response rate of 97.01%. More specifically, the sample was composed of 63 firms, each firm had 1 to 5 departments, and each department contained 3 to 22 respondents.




4.4. Construct Measurement


This study adopted instruments which have been widely used to evaluate each of the constructs under study, so that content validity would ensure the accuracy of our particular assessment purpose [109]. A seven-point Likert Scale was used to score from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Firstly, to assess deep acting, this study adopted five items from the Hospitality Emotional Labor Scale [110], whose Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was measured as 0.82. Secondly, six items were adopted to measure POS from the Survey of Perceived Organizational Support [39], whose Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was measured as 0.70. Thirdly, four items were selected to evaluate self-efficacy from the scale of Schwarzer and Jerusalem [111], whose Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was measured as 0.80. Next, nine items were selected from the nine-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale [112] to examine work engagement, whose Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was measured as 0.86. Lastly, participants were questioned about 10 items representing service quality with the scale of SERVQUAL [113], whose Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was measured as 0.82. Additionally, employee sex, age, work experience, and education level were included as control variables.




4.5. Analytic Approach


Since work engagement was thought of as the consequence of three selected positive resources and a crucial mediator, ANOVA was employed to investigate if it determines any significant difference between group 1 and group 2. Additionally, the two-step approach recommended by Anderson and Gerbing [114] was applied for structural equation modeling in this study. Data screening and preparation were assessed by AMOS 24.0 with maximum-likelihood estimation. In the first place, the evaluation of the measurement models was conducted through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to examine whether the existing measurement was appropriate for the current population [115]. In CFA, convergent validity test, discriminant validity test, and goodness-of-fit test were taken into consideration before path analysis. As for the goodness of fit of the model, it was evaluated by the overall chi-square (χ2) measure, the degrees of freedom by the chi-square (χ2/df), goodness of fit index (GFI), adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI), standardized root mean square residual (SRMR), comparative fit index (CFI), and non-normed fit index (NNFI). Then, path analysis was illustrated to determine whether the data fit the model and to confirm the hypotheses of this study. Finally, Sobel test was utilized to analyze if the mediating effects of work engagement were significant [116].





5. Results


5.1. Demographic Statistics


Among the respondents (n = 520), 58.5% were female employees, and 41.5% were male. In terms of age, the majority were in their 20s (60.4%) and 30s (25.0%). Work experience was distributed across the following categories in descending order: 1 to 3 years (33.1%), 3 to 5 years (27.9%), below 1 year (22.1%), 5 to 7 years (10.6%), above 9 years (3.8%), and 7 to 9 years (2.5%). As for education level, 88.3% of the participants held a bachelor’s degree, and 10.0% owned a degree of senior high school. Please refer to Table 1.




5.2. ANOVA


Work engagement was tested by ANOVA in this study to assess whether group 1 and group 2 were distinct from each other. The total number of 520 participants was separated into group 1 with 320 participants and group 2 with 200 participants. As reported in Table 2, the average of group 1 was 4.32, and that of group 2 was 4.29. The variance of group 1 was 1.18, and that of group 2 was 0.58. Furthermore, the variation between group 1 and group 2 was rejected on the basis of the p-value (0.68) presented in Table 3. Namely, group 1 had no significant difference from group 2 in terms of the crucial mediator of work engagement.




5.3. Confirmatory Factor Analyses


Fornell and Larcker [117] suggested that to meet the satisfactory standard of convergent validity, two principles need to be accomplished. One is that construct reliability has to be higher than 0.60; the other is that each latent variable’s average variance extracted (AVE) has to be higher 0.25 [118]. In this study, construct reliability came with a good result ranging from 0.71 to 0.85. Additionally, AVE also performed well, with a score from 0.39 to 0.42. In sum, the proposed model possessed convergent validity. On the other hand, to ensure discriminant validity, the square root AVE of each construct has to be higher than the correlation value of each construct and, in overall comparison, the total number of qualified values have to account for more than 75% [118]. As shown in Table 4, the total number of correlation values among constructs in this study was 10, and that of qualified ones, lower than the square root of AVE, was 8. Apparently, the total number of qualified values accounted for 80%, resulting in good discriminant validity.



As shown in Table 5, the constructs were evaluated by the degrees of freedom by the chi-square (χ2/df), which did not reach the criteria, except for POS scoring χ2/df = 2.30. For the domain of absolute fit indices, in terms of GFI, the constructs received satisfactory results with GFI scores from 0.93 to 1.00. As for AGFI, the constructs performed well, with AGFI scores from 0.87 to 0.98. Most of the constructs satisfied the recommended index of SRMR, lower than 0.08, except the service quality, scoring SRMR = 0.09. For the domain of incremental index, in terms of CFI, the constructs achieved convincing consequences, with CFI scores from 0.94 to 1.00. As for NNFI, it also indicated satisfying results, with the scores from 0.90 to 0.99. In short, most of the goodness of fit of the model indices tended to have good outcomes, indicating the proposed model passed the goodness of model fit. Finally, convergent validity test, discriminant validity test, and goodness-of-fit test were performed via confirmatory factor analysis. The proposed model showed acceptable internal and external qualities, suitable for path analysis.




5.4. Path Analysis


Figure 2 indicates that deep acting significantly influenced in a positive way work engagement (path coefficient = 0.64, p < 0.001). Therefore, H1 was confirmed. It was also proved that POS significantly influenced in a positive way work engagement (path coefficient = −0.13, p < 0.001). Thus, H2 was confirmed. Besides, self-efficacy significantly influenced in a positive way work engagement (path coefficient = 0.22, p < 0.001). Hence, H3 was confirmed. Finally, work engagement significantly influenced in a positive way service quality (path coefficient = 0.16, p < 0.001). Consequently, H4 was confirmed.




5.5. Sobel Test


It was recommended to take advantage of the mathematical equation of the Sobel test to assess the significance of indirect impact. A z-value higher than 1.96 (z > 1.96) indicates that the mediating effect is significant [119,120]. Consequently, the relationship between deep acting and service quality is significantly mediated by work engagement (z = 3.82, p <.001). Secondly, POS and service quality are significantly mediated by work engagement (z = 2.59, p < 0.01). Finally, the relationship between self-efficacy and service quality is also mediated by work engagement (z = 3.24, p < 0.01). In brief, deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy exerted a greater total effect on service quality, with indirect effects mediated through work engagement. Hence, it confirmed that there were mediating effects of work engagement for deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy on service quality. Accordingly, H5a, H5b, and H5c were supported (refer to Table 6).





6. Discussion


6.1. Evaluation of Findings


The results suggested that deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy significantly influenced in a positive way work engagement and that work engagement significantly influenced in a positive way service quality. Firstly, on the basis of the emotion regulation framework of Grandey [30], if HFLEs are required to express their positive emotions, this will have a positive outcome, leading to work engagement, which is consistent with Humphrey, Ashforth and Diefendorff [18]. Secondly, when HFLEs perceive they are supported by the organization, their work engagement significantly increases. The finding is in line with those of two recent studies, demonstrating HFLEs’ levels of work engagement were affected by the degrees of POS, and HFLEs would increase and maintain the quality and quantity of their work [94,95]. Thirdly, HFLEs with strong beliefs toward themselves were proved to significantly increase their work engagement, echoing with the study of Huertas-Valdivia, Llorens-Montes and Ruiz-Moreno [62]. Lastly, although the effect of work engagement on service quality had not been addressed so far, in this study, work engagement was proved to have a significantly positive influence on service quality. Namely, those HFLEs who immerse themselves into a pleasant work atmosphere will provide better service quality. Finally, in terms of HFLEs’ work engagement as a core mediator, this study revealed that work engagement significantly mediates the effects of deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy on service quality. In addition, the mediating role of work engagement in this study is also confirmed by the findings of other similar research [22,94,105]. The principles of the COR theory [85] and the JD-R model [17] were empirically tested by the proposed model in this study. That is, deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy are considered positive resources and contribute to work engagement, which will have positive influences on service quality and will lead to resource caravans.




6.2. Theoretical Implications


This study provides valuable academic implications, since it enriches the empirical information about the mediating effect of work engagement under the COR theory and the JD-R model. HFLEs had multifunctional job-related tasks, antisocial working hours, and even low pay, leading to high turnover rates, health alerts, and low service quality [121]. Unlike other previous other studies, this study emphasizes how to decrease the negative influences of the aforementioned situations, organizations should focus on positive behaviors, which means they should find out practical yet natural methods that would be able to increase employees’ potential and promote their career development [17]. Additionally, this study investigated antecedents and outcomes of work engagement, as it was considered a critical factor influencing the job-related well-being of employees and firms in response to research calls [17,97].



Despite the fact that little research has discussed HFLEs’ work engagement as a mediator, on the basis of our careful literature review, none of the studies has examined the mediating effect of work engagement on service quality. Since service quality was seen as one of the critical keys to a successful hospitality business, and frontline employees were valued for their core role to deliver it [122], how to inspire HFLEs to engage in their work and perform service quality was the main concern of this study. Consequently, HFLEs’ deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy were empirically tested, being considered positive antecedents of work engagement and they, in turn, demonstrated positive influences on service quality leading to resource caravans according to the COR theory and the JD-R model. This finding enriches the antecedents and consequences of work engagement in a limited number of empirical studies.




6.3. Managerial Implications


Since work engagement has been considered a critical mediator influencing HFLEs’ outcomes, enhancing it has become challenging for organizations in today’s competitive hospitality industry. Three practical implications are suggested for human resource strategic planning as well as organizations. First, although it is encouraged to authorize employees to be spontaneous in their works, employee orientation and employee training are still essential to offer a proper performance guidance. Second, it is important to always make sure HFLEs feel supported by their supervisor and their company, for they do not distinguish between supervisor and company. Once they perceive organizational support, they will perform better in their job. Third, blaming is not the best way to fix mistakes, while compliments are a good way to improve moods and attitudes.



In addition to these three suggestions, this study also recommends conducting sustainable HRM to combine the selected positive resources into HPWS. Although HPWS was designed to increase both HFLEs’ outcomes and company’s profits, it should be noted that the hospitality industry is not suitable for some HPWS indicators, such as employment security, grievance procedures, job design, etc. [123]. From the view of the social exchange theory, HPWS significantly influences employee’s attitudes and behaviors. As a result, it ultimately contributes to higher levels of organizational citizen behaviors [124], which are regarded as margin benefits for promoting the effective functioning of organizations.




6.4. Research Limitations and Future Suggestions


Owing to lack of time and funding, employees themselves measured the dimension of service quality. For instance, employees were asked “I could well dress and appear neat at work.” Nonetheless, service quality still passed the Cronbach’s alpha and CFA tests, indicating its measurement possessed significant reliability and validity. In addition, other similar researches conducting self-measurements can be found in the literature [29,125]. Another limitation is the overall conceptual model values were slightly lower than the results of path analysis. Therefore, observable variables were analyzed in the second step of structural equation modeling instead of latent variables. However, all path coefficients were characterized by p-values lower than 0.001.



Since data were collected from HFLEs in 3–5-star hotels and restaurants in Taiwan by a random stratified sampling, participants from other countries were qualified to answer the questionnaire as well. Although effective participants of this study included few foreign employees from Australia, Japan, Malaysia, and Thailand, Taiwanese were the most numerous participants. Accordingly, cross-cultural issues can be examined with this model to evaluate the universality of the findings across the world.





7. Conclusions


In the past, profitability dominated everything, but financial outcomes and human management have recently taken over its place with the emergence of sustainable HRM. Additionally, the service industry is highly competitive, particularly the hospitality industry. Consequently, HFLEs are valuable for the hospitality business. The goal of this study, on one hand, was to motivate HFLEs to deliver satisfying service quality and make customers feel a unique and memorable service experience. On the other hand, to inspire HFLEs’ willingness to remain in a firm and to be engaged in their work in the long term. In other words, the former was to make employees feel like volunteers so to perform well, which can benefit the company, whilst the latter focused on making employees immerse themselves into their work, so to augment their intention to stay. Accordingly, three positive resources were selected, i.e., deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy as the antecedents of work engagement. The proposed research model was examined under the COR theory and the JD-R model. Empirical results indicated that service quality was indirectly influenced by deep acting, POS, and self-efficacy via work engagement, enriching the limited hospitality literature. The findings also suggested that hospitality practitioners should start a new phase, reconsidering the importance of employees’ well-being, which can lead to reducing HFLEs’ high turnover intentions and to pleasurable job outcomes. Finally, the combination of the selected positive resources and HPWS suggested in managerial implications can assist an organization to attract and to keep high-quality employees. Since HFLEs play a vital role in the hospitality industry, satisfying them is a priority to sustain a business. Sustainable HRM is, therefore, considered a survival strategy to maintain a successful enterprise in the long term.
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Figure 1. Conceptual research framework. 
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Figure 2. Path analysis of this study. Note. *** p < 0.001. 
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Table 1. Respondents’ profile.
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Sample Characteristics (n = 520)

	
Frequency (s)

	
Percentage (%)






	
Sex




	
    Male

	
216

	
41.5




	
    Female

	
304

	
58.5




	
Age




	
    20 or below

	
60

	
11.5




	
    21 to 30

	
314

	
60.4




	
    31 to 40

	
130

	
25.0




	
    41 to 50

	
15

	
2.9




	
    51 to 60

	
1

	
0.2




	
Work experience




	
    Below 1 year

	
115

	
22.1




	
    1 year or more, less than 3 years

	
172

	
33.1




	
    3 year or more, less than 5 years

	
145

	
27.9




	
    5 year or more, less than 7 years

	
55

	
10.6




	
    7 year or more, less than 9 years

	
13

	
2.5




	
    9 years or above

	
20

	
3.8




	
Education level




	
    Senior high school

	
52

	
10.0




	
    Bachelor’s degree

	
459

	
88.3




	
    Postgraduate degree or above

	
9

	
1.7
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Table 2. Summary of ANOVA analysis of work engagement.
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