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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
 
This introduction explains the importance of frontline service employees’ 
(FSEs’) boundary spanning position for continuously improving a 
manufacturer’s after-sales service. It explores the upcoming research field of 
using FSEs for after-sales service innovation, which acknowledges that FSEs 
can be a useful source to develop new and refine existing products and 
services within firms. Insights from this field are used to formulate the 
research questions and specify the research aim. The introduction concludes 
with the dissertation’s contributions and an outline of the three studies 
performed to address the research aim. 



2 Chapter 1 
 
1.1. Manufacturers and after-sales service 
Modern-day manufacturers increasingly attempt to differentiate themselves by 
augmenting their physical goods with repair and maintenance service, also 
known as after-sales service: the provision of service after a product has been 
sold to the customer (Cohen, Agrawal and Agrawal 2006; Guajardo, Cohen, 
Kim and Netessine 2012). Philips Healthcare, for instance, adds after-sales 
service to their medical equipment (e.g., MRI scans) to make sure hospitals 
can constantly rely on these products in their daily operations. Similar 
activities are employed by companies like Canon, Cisco and GE, who provide 
after-sales services with their printers, security systems, and turbines 
respectively. For many manufacturers, such as Rolls-Royce and Xerox, the 
after-sales service business has rapidly grown and now contributes 50% or 
more of total revenues. A Deloitte study pegs the revenues from after-sales 
services in the United States at approximately 11% of the gross domestic 
product (Glueck, Koudal and Vaessen 2011). This means that U.S. business 
customers spend approximately 1.5 trillion dollars every year on assets they 
already own (Koudal 2008). 
 Besides being profitable, after-sales service enables manufacturers to 
engage in after-sales service innovation, i.e., the continuous improvement of 
product and service offerings after the product has been released to the 
market. More specifically, while manufacturers try to develop their products in 
line with market needs as much as possible, product problems are often 
unavoidable since customer usage patterns are complex and tend to quickly 
change over time (Windahl and Lakemond 2010). After-sales service is a 
perfect way to learn about customers’ dynamic business needs and constantly 
improve products and services in accordance to these needs. Customer contact 
moments, such as service calls or site visits, are essential for this; they can 
provide crucial information on recurring product problems and additional 
customer needs, but also provide the opportunity to implement subsequent 
product or service refinements (Ulaga and Reinartz 2011). Unfortunately, 
many manufacturers still focus on after-sales service to make extra profits and 
forget to leverage the full potential of after-sales service innovation. 
 
1.2. The pivotal role of frontline service employees 
Frontline service employees (FSEs), such as call center employees or field 
service engineers, may play a crucial role in after-sales service innovation by 
translating customer needs into improved service and product offerings. 
While FSEs are traditionally responsible for helping customers with their 
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problems, FSEs’ potential to exchange information with customers to improve 
the after-sales service is increasingly recognized. Due to their constant 
customer contact, FSEs see many customers who all have their own 
experiences with the firm’s service and products. Customer interactions may 
reveal information on recurring problems, complaints, or even stimulate 
customers to give explicit suggestions on how products and services could be 
improved. A contemporary example comes from Southwest Airlines, a 
company that leads the way in stimulating frontline improvement initiatives 
(Gadiesh and Gilbert 2001); FSEs receive feedback ranging from very critical 
("The boarding process is a joke") to very practical ("Why do you not provide 
[a] schedule between Tulsa & Boise? [...] This does not take [an] additional 
aircraft, the aircraft and flights are there, just a matter of a computer entry 
showing the connection") (Taylor 2008).  

Spanning the boundary between the firm and customer, FSEs are in 
an ideal position to translate customer feedback into product adaptations and 
service refinements. FSEs are the few within an organization speaking the 
language of customers, leading them to truly understand their feedback 
(Melton and Hartline 2013). Frontliners’ unique position also enables them to 
more easily think outside dominant organizational paradigms. Rather than 
direct colleagues, support staff or managers, customers are the primary actors 
FSE interact with on a day-to-day basis. By filtering out relevant customer 
feedback and combining it with their current knowledge and experience, FSEs 
can develop new solutions that better address customers’ needs. They read the 
value of these new solutions directly from customer reactions to their 
improved service provision. Hence, apart from providing after-sales service, 
FSEs’ boundary spanning position is also well-suited for exchanging 
information with customers and improving after-sales service. Figure 1.1 
depicts how the FSE’s boundary spanning position can be used for after-sales 
service innovation. 

Yet, while the importance of FSEs’ boundary spanning position for 
after-sales service innovation has been recognized by practitioners, it has 
hardly been addressed by empirical research. Research on frontline employees 
is plentiful, but has mainly focused on how FSEs can restore customer justice 
perceptions and satisfaction after a problem or complaint has occurred 
(Gremler and Gwinner 2008; Ma and Dubé 2011; Maxham and Netemeyer 
2002). Most studies have looked at individual service encounters in consumer 
settings, such as hotels, restaurants and retail stores, where satisfying 
individual customers is needed to secure customer return intentions and 
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positive word of mouth. Research has examined various types of FSE 
behaviors, such as courtesy and rapport building, that are needed to create 
pleasant personal interactions (e.g., Liao 2007). In addition, several studies 
have examined the more general extra-role behaviors (ERBs), which refer to 
“discretionary” actions in which employees proactively go the extra mile for 
the customer (Netemeyer et al. 2005). However, it remains unknown how 
FSEs can learn from service situations and improve after-sales service over a 
wide portfolio of customers. In addition, it remains unknown what is the 
payoff of such improvement initiatives concerning customer evaluations of 
the after-sales service.  
 
Figure 1.1. How the FSE’s boundary spanning position can be used for after-
sales service innovation. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To find out how FSEs can use their boundary spanning position to 

continuously improve after-sales service and customer evaluations of the 
service, we will derive insights from an upcoming field of research which may 
contribute to an understanding of the role of frontline employees in after-sales 
service innovation. This literature acknowledges that FSEs can be a useful 
source of ideas for the development of new and refinement of existing 
products and services within firms. Insights from this literature can be used 
to formulate the research gaps and further specify our research objective. 
After that, we will provide an outline of how this dissertation will contribute to 
current literature. 
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1.3. The upcoming research field of using FSEs for after-sales service 
innovation 

During the last decade, a small but growing body of research has emerged 
about frontline employees as a source of product and service improvement. 
The central tenet is that FSEs are a good source of ideas due to their dynamic 
work environment, in which they are exposed to a large variety of customer 
needs and demands. Our literature review focuses on this emerging literature 
about the role of FSEs in after-sales service innovation. We explain criteria 
used for the literature review next. 

We first carried out a computerized search by using multiple 
keywords (e.g., “frontline”, “customer contact”, “after-sales”, “innovation”, 
“learning”, “ideas”, “new service”, “new product”, “improvement”) in four 
databases, namely Proquest’s ABI/INFORM, Elsevier’s ScienceDirect, Scopus 
and Google Scholar. To be considered for inclusion a study had to: (1) 
explicitly mention frontline employees as a source of ideas, improvement or 
innovation and (2) be published in a highly ranked and peer-reviewed journal. 
Rather than only focusing on service employees, we included all studies on 
frontline employees in general. Although these may also include sales 
employees having different job descriptions and goals, insights from this field 
may still help to better understand the boundary spanning position of FSEs. 

Subsequently, we systematically searched all the articles published 
between 1987 and 2013 in 18 renowned journals in the marketing, innovation, 
and management fields, namely Journal of Marketing (JM), Journal of 
Marketing Research (JMR), Journal of Product Innovation Management 
(JPIM), Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science (JAMS), Journal of 
Service Research (JSR), International Journal of Research in Marketing 
(IJRM), Industrial Marketing Management (IMM), Marketing Science, 
Journal of Retailing, Harvard Business Review (HBR), Journal of 
Management (JOM), Journal of Management Studies (JMS), Journal of 
Organizational Behavior (JOB), Journal of Applied Psychology (JAP), Academy 
of Management Journal (AMJ),  Academy of Management Review (AMR), 
Management Science, and Organization Science. In total, we identified a total 
of 28 relevant articles. 

Table 1.1 provides an overview of the studies published on using FSEs 
in after-sales service innovation and places each study in a specific stream. 
Three different literature streams can be identified: (1) frontline employee 
creativity, (2) frontline employee communication of insights and suggestions 
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to the firm, and (3) frontline employee involvement in formal improvement 
programs. We now discuss these streams in more detail. 

The first literature stream focuses on frontline employee creativity, 
and specifically considers FSEs’ ideas for improvement as a way to enhance 
firm competitiveness. Studies in this stream predominantly examine the 
individual and organizational drivers of employee creativity. Frontline 
employees often hold unstructured jobs and face a large diversity of customer 
requests. Dealing with such diverging requests limits the usefulness of 
detailed standard operating procedures, and instead requires frontliners to be 
flexible, creative, and think forward by developing ideas for improvement (e.g., 
Bettencourt 2004; Raub and Liao 2012). For example, a call center employee 
may think of new practices that enables him/her to help customers faster, or a 
field service employee may creatively develop new routines to repair products 
in a more thorough manner. Results show that personal attributes, such as the 
employee’s self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation and commitment to the 
organization, are important drivers of creative idea development (e.g., Sousa 
and Coelho 2011). Some studies also identify organizational antecedents to 
creativity, such as the relationship quality between the employee and his/her 
manager (e.g., Bettencourt 2004). Another important finding is that frontline 
idea development is to a large extent caused by job complexity and task variety; 
having a complex and varied job can stimulate employees to think “outside the 
box” and look for improved ways of doing their job (Coelho and Augusto 
2010; Coelho et al. 2011). Unfortunately, empirical evidence on the 
consequences of employee creativity remains scarce. 

The second literature stream concentrates on frontline employees’ 
initiatives to communicate their ideas and suggestions to the organization. In 
line with the first stream, this literature stream considers frontline employees 
as an important source of ideas, yet specifically focuses on how to motivate 
frontliners to share these ideas with their firm. Some studies focus on so-
called “internal influence behaviors” (i.e., taking individual initiative in 
communications to the firm and coworkers to improve service delivery by the 
organization) and find job satisfaction and employee commitment to be 
important antecedents (Bettencourt and Brown 2003; Bettencourt et al. 2001; 
Lages and Piercy 2012). Another important finding is that idea sharing can 
also originate from suboptimal work situations, such as conflict (Bettencourt 
and Brown 2003), customer complaints (Luria et al. 2009) or employee 
dissatisfaction (Boichuk and Menguc 2013). Ye, Marinova and Singh (2012) 
are one of the few studies to also examine the consequences of FSE idea 
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sharing; they find it can trigger a learning process in which firm units learn 
from each other and update their work procedures accordingly.  

Finally, the third literature stream takes a firm perspective and 
explores how companies can use frontline ideas in formal improvement 
programs. Firms increasingly recognize the importance of using external 
knowledge for innovation; frontline employees may play an important role in 
this because they constantly observe customer reactions to the firm’s service 
and product offerings (Umashankar et al. 2011). As a result, FSEs often know 
what customers like or dislike, and what can and should be improved about 
the firm’s products and services. Many companies therefore ask FSEs for their 
input for new product and service development programs. For example, 
Melton and Hartline (2010; 2013) examine FSE involvement in several stages 
of the new service development process. They find that frontline ideas are 
particularly relevant in the full launch stage, probably because FSEs can back-
translate customers’ new service experiences to the firm. Similarly, Ordanini 
and Parasuraman (2011) investigate the extent to which frontline workers are 
actively engaged in service innovation processes (e.g., idea screening and 
establishing priorities for strategies), and find that employee involvement 
positively impacts both the number and radicalness of a firm’s service 
innovations. In sum, frontline ideas can serve as useful input for formal 
innovations implemented by companies. 
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