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Overview:

 Our Research Journey
 The Agenda
 Your Journey?



Service Research
 At roughly 35 years old, service research has reached a certain 

level of maturity (as have I…).

 Like my own research journey, the literature has tended to follow 
a relatively general to more specific trajectory.



Service Research

• One emphasis of early service research was understanding 
constructs:
 Service quality (PZB 1985, 1988; Brady & Cronin 2001)
 Value (Zeithaml 1988)
 Satisfaction (Oliver 1981, 1997)
 Behavioral intentions (ZBP 1996)
 Loyalty (Oliver 1999)
 Service recovery (Smith, Bolton & Wagner 1998; Tax and Brown 1998)



Service Research

Another focus had to do with understanding how constructs relate to 
each other (“path models”):

 Bolton & Drew 1991
 Ostrom and Iacobucci 1995
 Fornell et al. 1996
 Boulding et al. 1993
 Sweeney, Soutar, and Johnson 1999
 Andreassen 1998
 Cronin, Brady, and Hult 2000
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Service Research

 Over time, more specific sub-areas within services marketing 
naturally emerged.
 ….. And then they themselves are fairly broad and ultimately narrow

 Transformative Service Research
 How do we know “it’s a THING”?



Service Research

 Likewise, my own research was fairly general …



Service Research

 And then became more specific and focused … on OFR.



Service Research

 So what’s OFR??   

?



OFR

• Organizational Frontlines Research (OFR) is the study of 
boundary interactions and interfaces involved in the exchange of 
valued resources between an organization and its external 
stakeholders.

• OFR is about what happens at the boundary of the firm, how it happens, 
and why it happens.

Boundary: 



OFR
• Interactions: the actions, communications, and processes that 

occur during contact between the customer and firm.

• Interfaces: the modes, artifacts, and servicescapes that serve as 
the medium and/or foreground for the contact between the 
customer and the firm.
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Focus on:



OFR

 Yes, but is it a THING??



Our purpose is to promote knowledge 
of, and stimulate interest in, the 
emergent field of Organizational 
Frontline Research (OFR)

It’s a THING!!



 OFR Background
 History 
 From an adjective to a Noun
 Where, Why OFR?

 OFR’s Domain
 Interactions x Interfaces
 An Example of Research in the Domain

 Why is OFR for You?

 What’s Next?

Today’s Agenda



Frontline History
• First used in 1520 as a military term

– the location of war operations or “foremost part of the army”
– at the boundary of the opposing army
– use as an adjective (frontline personnel) and noun (sent to the frontline)

• Early use in OB in the 60s (e.g., Smith 1965, ASQ), in Health in the 70s (e.g., 
Ronaghy 1976), and Marketing (Berry 1981) and Psychology in the early 80s 
(Friedsen 1980)
– As an adjective, as in frontline management

• Also adopted by the Popular Press
– 1983:  PBS Frontline Series



Frontline History
• Growth period: 1990s, mostly in services

– frontline employees/managers (boundary spanners)
– Used as an adjective that signifies a job description (FLE), group of 

employees (frontline staff), or type of service (frontline service 
encounter)

– To qualify constructs: interaction quality, functional quality, service 
delivery

• 2010 and beyond:  from adjective to noun

Service 
Delivery

Service 
Environment

Service 
Product

Rust and Oliver 1994

An no, this 
doesn’t count …



Frontline as a Noun

• We argue that frontline should hold much more meaning than 
in just the word it qualifies, as in FLEs

• As a noun, frontline is the site of a service firm’s contact with 
customers
– it deserves attention in its own right



Where Frontline?

• As a site, or place, where contact occurs customers, the 
frontline has soft boundaries
– The back of the house can sometimes become the front of the house



Why Frontline?

 It matters
 Companies that provide superior frontline experiences yield 4%-8% 

revenue growth above market and 6-14 times greater CLV (Bain & Co., 
2015).

 The frontline is the site where: 
 the customers’ service experience is shaped (Verhoef et al., 2009)
 customer needs and wants and uncovered and met (or not)
 loyalty is built (Bove & Johnson, 2001; Rafaeli, Ziklik, & Doucet, 2008)
 Additional revenue is generated (Yu, Patterson, & de Ruyter, 2012)



Why You?
 Because the frontline presents real and interesting 

problems 
• There’s an old adage: “People are the most important asset” 
• Wirtz and Lovelock (2016, p. 417) added: ‘ … and the wrong people are a 

liability that is often difficult to get rid of.’

Why Frontline?





The Frontline Domain

 OFR exists at the intersection of interactions and interfaces
 It used to be that frontline interactions were face-to-face or voice-to-

voice (phone)
 Focus was on body language, eye contact and vocal cues 

 Advances in technology have enhanced the nature of variety of 
possible interactions

Interactions*Interfaces



The Frontline Domain

 The Henn’na Hotel – staffed almost entirely by robots who can 
speak four languages
 translates to “strange hotel” 
 near Nagasaki, Japan 

Interactions*Interfaces
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Face-to-Face / Tech  Quadrant:

An Example of Research in the OFR Domain



An Example of Research in the OFR Domain

What is the impact of self-service technology 
on frontline service encounters?

Touch v. Tech



Touch v. Tech



 Positive rapport between employees and 
customers is a key factor that drives service 
assessments and long term financial returns 
(Gremler & Gwinner 2000, 2008)

 Rapport building behaviors:
 Warmth
 Courtesy
 Knowledge sharing
 Responsiveness

Rapport

Touch v. Tech



Technology may prevent consumers from 
reciprocating employee rapport-building behaviors 
 Causes a violation of reciprocity norms

Technology as a Barrier in Frontline Exchanges

Technology may also provide welcomed 
relief from an unpleasant interaction 



S1 Results

• n = 43,357

J.D. Power North 
American Hotel Guest 

Satisfaction Index 



2 Rapport (positive, negative) x 2 Technology (present, absent) 

Study 2



Study 2 - Results
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An Example of Research in the OFR Domain



What do these companies have in common?



• Factors like brand strength, prior experience, and price are known heuristics 
that have broad effects on purchase

• Less is known about purchases that involve unfamiliar brands and first-time 
purchases

• Context: Unfamiliar online firms where a prospective consumer is considering 
buying a (big ticket) product for the first time
• Trust is understandably low

Research Context

http://www.quietpcusa.com/index.aspx
http://www.tigerdirect.com/


 Bricks & Mortar retailer – a retailer that operates only in a physical space; no 
online presence

 Hybrid retailer – a retailer that operates both in a physical space and online

 Virtual retailer – a retailer that operates only online

Defining Some Terms



• What is a key mechanism behind the mistrust and, hence, the hybrid 
retailer advantage? 

• How can virtual retailers offset some of the advantages of hybrid 
retailers? 

• Is it possible to compete effectively without a large capital outlay for 
branding and bricks & mortar? 
• If so, how can virtual retailers mimic hybrids?

Research Questions



• We draw on Psychological Distance as the foundation for our predictions

• Psychological distance refers to the degree to which an object is perceived to 
be close/far, tangible, or immediately present.

• Sometimes distances seem closer or farther than they                                                  
are in reality

• We believe that virtual retailers feel far away and this                                                 
accounts for some of the hybrid retailer advantage

Psychological Distance



Results

Told respondents 
they were buying 
online from a 
retailer with local 
store, a store very 
far away, or one 
without a physical 
store at all  



• Theory suggests that location familiarity should be a surrogate for 
psychological proximity
• Familiar locations should feel closer and therefore enhance trust and encourage 

purchase

Managing Psychological Distance



1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

6.00

7.00

Identifying Familiar Cities



Results



Why Is Frontline for You?

 It exists at the intersection of theory and practice
 It passes the HBR test





Why Is Frontline for You?

 It exists at the intersection of several fields of study
 Marketing, OB/HR, Strategy, Sales, Technology



Why You?

 Because important problems and opportunities remain

 Beatty et al. 2015 found that only 29% of executives believe that 
employees have the tools and authority necessary to solve customer 
problems and to delight customers.

 A recent Gallup survey showed a customer who is emotionally 
connected to your place of business is likely to spend 46% more 
money than a customer who is merely satisfied but not emotionally 
bonded.

Why Is Frontline for You?



What’s Next? JSR Special Issue



What’s Next? JSR Special Issue



 The Third Annual OFR Symposium
 Oklahoma State 
 Florida State
 Winter AMA – Orlando
 Winter AMA – New Orleans 2018!!

What’s Next?





QUESTIONS???

 Our Research Journey
 The Agenda
 Your Journey?
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