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ABSTRACT

Drawing on the theory of stress and coping, this dissertation examined the
cognitive appraisal of frontline service employees (FLES) when dealing with customer
aggression and the consequential impact on their psychological well-being. This study
employed a mixed method research design. In the qualitative stage, the critical incident
technique was used to examine how each of thirty five frontline employees (FLES)
appraised a recent customer aggression incident. The results revealed that FLEs
appraised customer aggression as threatening (or violating) several of their fundamental
psychological needs. These cognitive appraisals, in turn, affected FLEs psychological
well-being. In addition, factors (potential moderators) that exacerbate or weaken the
negative impacts of cognitive appraisal on psychological well-being emerged. In
quantitative stage, 319 FLEs in retail stores were sampled. The aim of this stage was to
empirically examine a number of hypotheses where (a) customer aggression impacted
various categories of cognitive appraisal, and (b) which in turn were predicted to drive
FLEs emotional exhaustion, and to (c) test the moderation effects of a ‘customer is
always right’ organizational philosophy, and emotional intelligence. Structural equation
modeling and moderator regression analyses were employed to test the hypotheses.
Results indicated that customer aggression and attribution of blame were positively
related to all primary appraisal dimensions (e.g., threats to self-esteem, sense of
fairness, threats to physical security), and most of the cognitive appraisal dimensions

and secondary appraisal were in turn, positively associated with FLE’s emotional



exhaustion. The moderating effects concluded that a ‘customer is always right’
organizational philosophy moderated the relationship between customer aggression and
four dimensions of primary appraisal, whereas emotional intelligence moderated only

the relationship of threats to physical well-being and emotional exhaustion.



