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Abstract: Cultural intelligence (CQ) and psychological capital (PsyCap) are two critical characteristics
that can be leveraged to develop dynamic hotel frontline employees capable of sustaining service
excellence. While both the hotel industry and researchers have followed this trend, there are few
studies in the research setting that delve into this relationship. This study examines the effects of
cultural intelligence on service quality with psychological capital serving as a mediating variable.
To confirm the proposed hypotheses, this study collects 300 questionnaires from four- and five-star
hotels. For quantitative analysis, partial least squares structural equation modelling was used. The
findings revealed that PsyCap is favorably associated with three components of CQ (metacognitive,
motivational, and behavioral elements). Simultaneously, the CQ cognitive and behavioral elements
were found to be positively related with service quality (SQ). These findings offer hotel managers
practical guidance on how to evaluate critical internal resources and capabilities as a source to
implementing and sustaining human resource practices.

Keywords: cultural diversity; skills development; training development; frontline employees; hotel;
hospitality and tourism; Sabah; Malaysia

1. Introduction

The hotel industry, being a major part of the travel and tourism sector, like many
others, is always changing. It thrives during times of prosperity, weathers economic
downturns, and continues to be a key source of wealth, employment, and development
for the regions in which it operates [1]. Prior to the 2019 coronavirus pandemic, the sector
accounted for 10.4 percent of global GDP; however, due to continued mobility limitations,
this segment dropped to 5.5 percent the following year [2]. Nonetheless, this progression
enables hotel companies to maintain a laser-like focus on the bottom line—the demands
and wishes of their guests. Due to the industry’s unique service orientation whereby
each interaction between a customer and a guest is crucial, the industry has historically
emphasized service quality as a critical component to sustain its business [3–6]. Past studies
have shown that the skills required for the hotel industry are important and should not
be disregarded because the industry is service-oriented [3,4,7]. In this regard, recognizing
the elements influencing internal resources and capacities, as well as obtaining desired
competitive advantage, is vital for survival, regardless of country.

1.1. Malaysia’s Tourism Aspiration and Sabah’s Development Corridor

Malaysia’s service sector, in 2014, represented 53.5% of the Development National
Product (GDP) with some 8.4 million staff members (60.9%) accounted for in the service
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sector [8]. The service sector grew significantly to have contributed 56.5% to the GDP in 2020
while offering 9.3 million jobs [9]. Tourism in Malaysia has certainly seen growth over recent
years and is one of the most significant contributors to the country’s economic growth [10].
Malaysia is likely to be faced with a considerable number of challenges in the future; in
particular, regarding Malaysia’s initiative to make the tourism industry feasible, more
experienced staff members are needed to handle the boom in tourism [10]. In this research,
the focus is on the hotel industry in Sabah, Malaysia, whereby the state is challenged by
the lack of trained and skilled employees who can provide higher service quality [11,12].
In 2018, visitor arrivals to this state notably increased with an arrival growth of 10.2%
for the year compared to that of 2017, which was 9.4% [13]. Tourism in this state is of
interest as natural resources, culture, and heritage branch from this region [14,15]. Sabah’s
possibilities in the services market can be seen in the state government’s implementation
of the Sabah Development Corridor (SDC) Plan (2008–2025), in which the tourist industry
was determined as one of the financial drivers in Sabah [15,16]. Hence, this ambitious plan
will undoubtedly be a challenge in terms of human capital management to enhance the
quality of services and to sustain its competitive advantage [17]. Service providers are
expected to be more concerned about the bottom line, which is customer satisfaction, as
this is a starting point to create and strengthen customer loyalty (repeat visitors), which
could develop into a long-term relationship [12,15]. To cater for such demand and to create
a strong pool of competent employees, human capital will have to be strengthened to fill
the gap in service quality [18].

In the context of Sabah, even though the tourism industry has grown steadily over
the last decade, reports show that the industry is still faced by a dearth of experienced
and trained staff capable of providing a fitting level of quality service [12,17]. The same
report also related that the state needs to enhance its quality of services to make tourism
viable economically [11]. The problem lies in the workers lacking skills, specifically soft
skills [19]. Broadly speaking, soft skills or generic skills, in general, are attributes that can
be cultivated through time to enable good communication skills, social skills, teamwork,
customer service, and problem-solving abilities and are not acquired in a formal academic
setting [20]. It has been documented that more studies should examine the issue of service
quality in the state [11,12,17]. This scenario alone demonstrates that there is a significant
disadvantage because, in the hotel industry, service quality is primarily based on guests’
perceptions, and it is these guests who ultimately decide on the benefits of service quality
in the respective hotels.

1.2. Cultural Intelligence (CQ) and Psychological Capital (PsyCap)

In this study, two critical characteristics, namely cultural intelligence (CQ) and psy-
chological capital (Psycap), are examined. Scholars such as Ang et al. [21] and Arora and
Rohmetra [22] have specifically advocated for cultural intelligence in their study, which
they argue is necessary to complement high-quality service. The impact of cultural intelli-
gence is essential in supporting employees, mainly those in the hotel industry, to carry out
and handle themselves better in their daily jobs [23].

In terms of psychological capital, this has significant consequences for human resource
management, since it reveals how employees are managed, which can positively influence
how people use their creativity in the workplace. Though the benefits of employees’ psycho-
logical capital (PsyCap) in the workplace are well documented, the extent to which PsyCap
stems from the context in which people work is still inconclusive. Psychological capital
(PsyCap) fits the call for a positive approach to understanding employee attitudes and how
it functions as a personal resource, particularly within the hotel frontline employees as this
variable acts a buffer to undesirable daily encounters with diverse guests [24].

1.3. Aim of Study

This study examines the influence of cultural intelligence and psychological capital
as two essential attributes that may be harnessed to produce dynamic frontline hotel staff
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capable of sustaining service quality. This research investigates how the four dimensions of
cultural intelligence, namely, metacognitive, cognitive, motivational, and behavioral, may
influence the quality of service provided by frontline employees. CQ is notably a significant
predictor of service quality in the tourist industry [25]. This present endeavor also responds
to research findings that suggest more studies need to be done to examine the mechanism
of PsyCap [26,27]. Given the aspects described in the previous sections, and responding to
calls by scholars, this study develops a conceptual model that connects organizational prac-
tices, employees’ psychological capital (PsyCap), and employee/organizational outcomes;
this cultural intelligence and psychological capital research contribute to an organization’s
success by improving frontline employee services. Additionally, this study may enlighten
hoteliers and human resources experts to develop useful training components in develop-
ing core proficiencies of their frontline employees. Four research questions were derived to
address the aim of this study:

1. Does cultural intelligence (CQ) have an influence on the psychological capital
of employees?

2. To what extent does psychological capital (PsyCap) influence service quality (SQ)?
3. Does cultural intelligence (CQ) have a significant influence on service quality (SQ)?
4. What is the mediation effect of psychological capital (PsyCap) in the relationship

between cultural intelligence and service quality?

This paper is divided into six sections. The section that follows describe the under-
pinning theory and hypotheses development divided into six areas. The third section
explains the methodology used, divided into four areas. Then, the findings are described
in the fourth section, followed by discussion of the findings. Lastly, in the conclusions are
presented with implication for academics and practitioners, proceeded by limitations and
directions for future research.

2. Underpinning Theory and Hypotheses Development
2.1. COR and JD-R Theories

The present study’s aims were two-fold. First, this paper examined the influence
of cultural intelligence (CQ) on psychological capital (PsyCap) and service quality (SQ).
Second, it investigated psychological capital (PsyCap) as a potential mediator between
these two variables. Anchored by the theories of job demand-resources (JD-R) [16] and con-
servation of resources (COR) [24], this study adopted the conception that when resources
are available, this subsequently improves employees’ level of service quality.

The theory of conservation of resources (COR) theorises that, naturally, people strive to
acquire, preserve, and protect resources invaluable to them [24] and they are motivated to
expand their resource caravan. Thus, they would feel more empowered [28] and are more
willing to “walk the extra mile” [29]. This theory affords vital implications for hospitality
employees and their service interactions, whereby any adversity could in turn hurt or
break the organisation. Such a notion could have an impact on Sabah’s efforts to improve
the quality of its services in order to make tourism economically feasible [11]. Research
shows that consumers of the hotel industry have become more demanding and diversified,
constantly seeking for high-quality and consistent hospitality services [3,30]. In other words,
they want to get their money’s worth and be exposed to quality experiences. As such, it
is naturally expected that hotels must provide greater service quality to set themselves
apart from their competitors and improve their reputation. From the customer’s viewpoint,
the most visible evidence of service of quality occurs during the service encounters, often
known as the “moment of truth,” when a customer engages with the employees, leaving
an unforgettable impression. In these service encounters, the frontline employees are
usually the first port of call for the customers: showing patience in difficult situations,
handling problems, overcoming obstacles, yet striving to provide the best service. They
play an immeasurable role in connecting hotels and customers, and contribute to building
long-term relationships [31–33].



Sustainability 2021, 13, 10809 4 of 20

JD-R theory centers around employees’ welfare and their work environment, classified
as job demand and job resources [34]. This approach proposes that workplace flexibility
and employee welfare as a result of a balance between positive and negative job demands
can lead to quality performance and returning customers [35]. According to Schaufeli [16],
the JD-R model is especially relevant in the hospitality business when it comes to service
quality and customer retention. Because of the high demand for diversified customer con-
tact, the nature of hospitality employees’ work puts them at a higher risk of burnout, which
affects the quality of their work [36]. Frontline employees face stressful and uncertain
situations in which they must maintain a cheerful disposition while dealing with demand-
ing consumers [37]. Pienaar and Willemse [32] revealed that frontline employees should
be given certain exposures to recognise stressful interpersonal interaction and taught the
strategies to regulate these impacts. The role of frontline employees is critical in service
delivery as customers’ opinion of the establishment’s service quality is represented by
how skilful and motivated frontline employees are; this, therefore, requires identification
of proper management of employees [21,38]. Studies conducted by Ang et al. [21] reveal
that cultural intelligence allows prediction of performance and situational adjustment of
individuals to function effectively in intercultural settings, and hence helps to prevent the
exhaustion of their emotional resources [39]. Psychological capital, in this instance, can
render a useful counterbalance between frontline employees’ demanding daily work and
the motivation to provide better service, entailing both the positive and negative work
outcomes. This ultimately transcends to the enhancement of trust and loyalty of employees
and customers.

2.2. Cultural Intelligence (CQ) and Psychological Capital (PsyCap)

According to Youssef and Luthans [37], the demand for cross-cultural abilities (cul-
tural intelligence) has become increasingly vital in today’s global economy. It was also
suggested that CQ could improve PsyCap’s relationships. The growing diversity in the
workplace, particularly in the resort or tourism industry, necessitates employees’ under-
standing of many cultures (Cognitive CQ) as well as the ability to interact effectively and
appropriately in a diverse environment. Comparable to PsyCap, CQ can be improved via
cultural training [40].

CQ consists of motivational CQ as the determination required to interact despite
unfamiliarity and ambiguity, cognitive CQ is knowing and understanding the differences
in diverse settings, and meta-cognitive CQ relates to the ability to plan and manage cul-
tural differences. Finally, behavioral CQ refers to the capability to be situational when
confronted with diverse situations [3]. CQ is detrimental to hotel employees as they need
to be adequately exposed (or trained) to create meaningful guests experience [3]. Ang
et al. [21] reported that CQ is considered state-like; for that reason, it can be developed
over time. This is especially crucial for hotel front-line employees, who deal with people
from all walks of life and must be properly taught in order to provide the best possible
service [3]. The availability of CQ intervention (encouraging environment) results in in-
creased productivity [41] and higher PsyCap that allows them to recharge their capabilities
(replenish) meaningfully, which in return results in greater performance, lower tension lev-
els, and better outlook [27]. A study by Dollwet and Reichard [42] endorsed the association
between CQ and PsyCap, whereby the findings found a favourable relationship between
cross-cultural PsyCap (an extended domain of PsyCap) and CQ.

Psychological capital (PsyCap) is a psychological resource comprising four capacities:
hope, described as redirecting exertions toward goals and success; self-efficacy, described
as having confidence; resilience, the ability to sustain and bounce back; and optimism,
the capacity to generate encouraging attributions. CQ intervention can lead to increased
productivity, and higher PsyCap enables employees to replenish their resource caravan,
leading to higher performance, lower stress levels, and better well-being [42,43]. The
construct of PsyCap has been empirically proven to be an important predictor of desirable
work outputs [44,45]. These researches indicated a strong emphasis on developing personal
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capacities and skills, as this notion translates to significant positive relationships between
PsyCap and positive employee attitudes and behavior as well as positive outcomes fo-
cused on job satisfaction and motivation [46]. While this is desirable in all industries, it
is especially beneficial in labour-intensive industries such as the hotel industry, as the
effects translate into increased service quality [47]. PsyCap inspires individuals to be
confident positive thinkers with elevated job satisfaction and commitment towards work
responsibility [48]. It allows tactfulness in exploring different options when presented with
work challenges. Other studies have also indicated that a higher PsyCap has a significant
effect on employee behavior, which impacts their job performance and outcomes [49,50].

Based on the above, the following is hypothesised:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Perception of metacognitive CQ is positively related to PsyCap.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Perception of cognitive CQ is positively related to PsyCap.

Hypothesis 1c (H1c). Perception of motivational CQ is positively related to PsyCap.

Hypothesis 1d (H1d). Perception of behavioral CQ is positively related to PsyCap.

2.3. Psychological Capital and Service Quality

Simons and Buitendach’s [51] research identified significant positive connections
between psychological capital, occupational engagement, and organisational commitment.
The findings suggest that employees’ PsyCap (hope, optimism, strength, and self-efficacy)
can be considered as a source of positive emotions that influence employees’ mindsets and
behaviors, ultimately improving service quality. Employees with high PsyCap are satisfied
with their life and career in general. These employees are also engaged in their work [41],
subsequently leading to enhanced employee performance relevant to the hotel industry [51].
Karatepe and Karadas [52] in their research studies contended that employees with higher
PsyCap are more satisfied with their life and job as a whole; these employees are also much
more engaged in their work. PsyCap, as a potential source of positive emotions, relates to
employee attitudes and behaviors, as well as their willingness to go the “extra mile,” which
results in enhanced service quality [53]. A similar view has likewise been put forward by
Paek et al. [54], adding that it results in outstanding employee efficiency which matters in
all industries. Nevertheless, in a service-oriented industry such as the hotel, this becomes
primarily important. Drawing upon the findings put forth, the following is hypothesised:

Hypothesis 2 (H2a). PsyCap is positively related to SQ.

2.4. Cultural Intelligence and Service Quality (SQ)

Many studies have been conducted which highlight a link between training and
aspects such as efficiency and commitments in different countries [55–58]. Nonetheless,
to the author’s knowledge, there have been minimal research studies being conducted
in Sabah, Malaysia, related to influence of CQ on service sustainability and none that
integrate the effects of CQ and SQ. This kind of integration is of importance to the hotel
establishments as, logically, a suitable approach has to be in place to improve employee
skills. One of the essential aspects behind greater service quality which has long been
recognized is training of employees [28]. Past studies show a strong correlation between
training of employees and level of service quality extended by frontline workers [59,60]. To
complement training, Dhar [59] in his findings suggested taking into account the aspects
of culture when investigating the relationship between various aspects concerning skills
upgrade of employees. Customer-oriented and skilled employees who are capable and can
anticipate customer needs often ensure a higher quality of service [61]. The current study
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is critical for hotel operations because, presumably, a strategy for improving employees’
abilities must be in place as the hotel operation is service-oriented in nature [58,59].

Therefore, the following is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). Perception of metacognitive CQ is positively related to SQ.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). Perception of cognitive CQ is positively related to SQ.

Hypothesis 3c (H3c). Perception of motivational CQ is positively related to SQ.

Hypothesis 3d (H3d). Perception of behavioral CQ is positively related to SQ.

2.5. Psychological Capital (PsyCap) as the Potential Mediator

PsyCap is particularly valuable in labor-intensive industries, such as the hotel industry,
as the effects translate to quality of service [24]. Reciprocal in nature, a higher PsyCap
significantly affects employee behavior, impacting job performance and outcomes [62]. In
2014, a team led by Newman [27] called for researchers to study the underlying mechanism
of how PsyCap influences individual-level outcomes. According to Luthans [41], PsyCap
is “state-like”—more adaptable and developable over time. Taking into account the sample
population of this study, the FLEs meet people of different background with varying needs
and are exposed to a variety of situations daily, hence the need for them to be adaptive to
a variety of situations. As such, and based on earlier discussions, this study investigated
whether the emerging core construct of psychological capital plays a role in the relationship
between CQ and SQ, and the following is hypothesized:

Hypothesis 4a (H4a). PsyCap mediates the relationship between metacognitive CQ and SQ.

Hypothesis 4b (H4b). PsyCap mediates the relationship between cognitive CQ and SQ.

Hypothesis 4c (H4c). PsyCap mediates the relationship between motivational CQ and SQ.

Hypothesis 4d (H4d). PsyCap mediates the relationship between behavioral CQ and CQ.

2.6. Research Model

This study posits that employees’ assumptions regarding cultural intelligence have an
effect on their level of service quality. Additionally, this study asserts that by fostering psy-
chological capital, the FLEs’ level of hope, efficacy, resilience, and optimism will influence
their level of service quality. Thus, a research model, depicted in Figure 1, was presented
to show the correlations between variables.
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3. Materials and Methods

Using a survey as the main vehicle for data collection, this study adopted a quanti-
tative, non-probabilistic purposive sampling method. Acknowledging the requirements
set-forth by the participating hotels, the researchers used the drop-off/pick up method.
This method is known to be able to minimize interviewer bias effects [63] and concurs
that allowing people to answer questionnaires anonymously yields more credible reports.
The human resources managers of the respective participating hotels were provided with
a set of questionnaires to be distributed to the respondents as briefed, and the terms of
anonymity, freedom of withdrawal, and the survey form returning process were explained.

3.1. Scope of Study

This study was focused on the hotel industry in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, Malaysia,
whereby the state is confronted with the lack of trained and skilled employees who can
provide higher service quality [14]. Contextualising the theories of JD-R and COR, this
study aimed to investigate the influence of cultural intelligence (metacognitive, cognitive,
motivational, behavioral) and psychological capital (hope, efficacy, resilience, and opti-
mism) on service quality (tangibility, responsiveness, communication, confidence, and
reliability). The respondents were frontline employees and guests in the participating four
and five-star rated hotel in Kota Kinabalu.

3.2. Target Respondents

In light of the study’s objectives, the target population comprised frontline employees
(FLEs) and their respective guests were selected. This study suggests that employees’
perceptions of cultural intelligence and psychological capital, as well as their increased
knowledge of them, are reciprocal in nature, affecting the level of service quality they
provide. The target population was chosen because the hotel industry is a service-oriented
industry driven by individuals (people) and primarily staffed by frontline employees. Two
different sets of instruments were generated for this study: First, the fulltime frontline
employees in the three major departments—front office, food and beverage, and house-
keeping; second, their guests in the respective department in which they worked. For the
purpose of this research, data collection was conducted in four- and five-star hotels in Kota
Kinabalu, Malaysia. Kota Kinabalu, the point of entry of the majority of tourists, was a
target location as it is the booming capital city of the state of Sabah, Malaysia. A total of
300 questionnaires were used for analysis.

3.3. Participants

Among the 188 questionnaires returned by frontline employees, a total of 150 responses
were usable. The majority of the participants were female (51.33%), whereas the remaining
48.67% were male. The largest number of employees were from the front office at 44.67%,
and the least were from the housekeeping department (20.67%). This study yielded 210 guest
respondents; out of this total number, 157 responses were valid for use. The majority of the
guest’ respondents were female (50.57%) while there were slightly fewer male respondents
(49.33%). A fairly large number of guests were tourists (84%), followed by business travelers
(12.67%). The majority of the guests were from China (36.67%), followed by Korea (20%), and
then domestics tourists (17%). The remaining respondents were from the U.K. and the rest of
South-east Asia.

3.4. Instruments and Questionnaire Development

CQ was assessed via 20-item Cultural Intelligence Instrument scale [21], of which all
four dimensions of this item were tested: metacognitive CQ, cognitive CQ, motivational
CQ, and behavioral CQ. This instrument has been validated with internal consistency;
the four components showed good internal consistency, with alpha values above 0.70
(Nunnally, 1978): α = 0. 89 for CQ Strategy (4 items), α = 0.84 for CQ Knowledge (6 items),
α = 0.84 for CQ Motivation (5 items), α = 0.84 for CQ Behavior (5 items), and α = 0.90 for
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the global scale, overall CQ [64]. Findings of other researchers: Cronbach’s alpha ranging
between 0.77 to 0.96 for the four items [21].

For the SQ, the item was measured via the 26-item Getty and Getty [65] Lodging
Quality Index (LQI). The measurement has been tested, with all items showing a strong
consistency and its constructs indicated by values of Cronbach’s alpha higher than 0.70 [66].
A seven-point Likert scale was used to measure the four facets of CQ, namely, metacognitive
CQ, cognitive CQ, motivational CQ, and behavioral CQ, and the four dimensions of SQ,
namely, tangibility, reliability, responsiveness, confidence, and communication, using scales
that ranged from “1” for strongly disagree to “7” for strongly agree.

PsyCap was measured via the PCQ-24 questionnaire across four dimensions that
were developed by Luthans et al. [49]. The reliability and validity of the PCQ-24 ques-
tionnaire have been validated in previous research [41]. The reliability and validity of
this measurement have been validated [67] with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.84–0.89 for all
subscales, suggesting that the major measure for the study was within the acceptable
range. The scales ranged from “1” for strongly disagree to “6” for strongly agree. The
questionnaires were translated into three different languages: English, Bahasa Melayu
(Malay language), and Chinese. Back-translation was performed to compare/contrast the
back-translation with the source text and to evaluate the quality of the translation. The
translation allowed the diverse respondents to effectively respond to the questionnaires.

4. Results

Smart PLS (ver3.3.2) was used to predict the structural relationships between the
independent variable, the mediator, and the dependent variable [68]. The researchers
performed the analysis confirming the internal consistency and convergent validity as
shown in Table 1. The results show factor loadings of more than 0.50, AVE values higher
than 0.50, and CR values higher than 0.70, respectively [68]. For the CQ constructs, all
factor loadings exceeded the threshold of 0.50, except for MET2, which showed a value
of 0.671.

Table 1. Results of the measurement model.

Construct Second-Order Construct Item Loading CR AVE

Behavioral BEH1 0.855 0.847 0.734
BEH3 0.859

Cognitive COG1 0.775 0.914 0.641
COG2 0.824
COG3 0.824
COG4 0.755
COG5 0.792
COG6 0.829

Metacognitive MET1 0.839 0.875 0.637
MET2 0.671
MET3 0.847
MET4 0.824

Motivational MOT1 0.768 0.851 0.590
MOT2 0.718
MOT3 0.869
MOT4 0.706

Hope HOP2 0.799 0.870 0.575
HOP3 0.784
HOP4 0.785
HOP5 0.774
HOP6 0.638
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Table 1. Cont.

Construct Second-Order Construct Item Loading CR AVE

Efficacy EFF1 0.751 0.852 0.538
EFF2 0.810
EFF3 0.729
EFF5 0.760
EFF6 0.599

Resilience RES2 0.807 0.828 0.547
RES3 0.695
RES4 0.778
RES5 0.669

Optimism OPT1 0.613 0.805 0.514
OPT2 0.582
OPT3 0.791
OPT4 0.846

Tangibility TAN1 0.849 0.938 0.655
TAN2 0.811
TAN3 0.812
TAN4 0.757
TAN5 0.778
TAN6 0.791
TAN7 0.846
TAN8 0.828

Reliability REL2 0.896 0.920 0.793
REL3 0.876
REL4 0.899

Responsiveness RESP1 0.869 0.952 0.800
RESP2 0.905
RESP3 0.934
RESP4 0.891
RESP5 0.871

Confidence CON2 0.864 0.927 0.761
CON3 0.946
CON4 0.903
CON5 0.766

Communication COM1 0.861 0.927 0.759
COM2 0.853
COM3 0.910
COM4 0.860

Service quality Communication 0.821 0.925 0.713
Convenience 0.840

Reliability 0.834
Responsibility 0.904

Tangibility 0.820

Psychological capital Hope 0.786 0.899 0.690
Optimism 0.824
Resilience 0.827
Efficacy 0.883

The HTMT results are shown in Table 2. This study detected no HTMT value that
exceeded 0.90 and the square root of AVE is higher than the relationships between the
indicators, thus indicating adequate discriminant validity for the constructs proposed in
this research [69]. The path coefficient, coefficient of determination (R2), effect size (f 2), and
predictive relevance (Q2) were utilized to examine the structural model [68].
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Table 2. HTMT results.

Indicator Construct BEH COG METCOG MOT PSYCAP SQ

BEH Behavioral
COG Cognitive 0.601

METCOG Metacognitive 0.763 0.706
MOT Motivational 0.873 0.611 0.900

PSYCAP Psychological capital 0.579 0.216 0.417 0.528
SQ Service quality 0.106 0.240 0.072 0.108 0.280

Note: Discriminant validity established at HTMT0.90.

Table 3 shows the results of the structural model with an indication of a large R2 of
0.268 for PsyCap and a moderate R2 of 0.167 for SQ. A blindfolding technique was used to
generate the Q2 values [68]. As shown in Table 3, the Q2 scores for PsyCap (0.163) and SQ
(0.101) were higher than zero, demonstrating adequate predictive relevance [68].

Table 3. R2 and Q2.

Predictors Target Construct R2 Evaluation Criteria Q2

Behavioral, cognitive, metacognitive, motivational Psychological capital 0.268 Large 0.163
Behavioral, cognitive, metacognitive, motivational Service quality 0.167 Moderate 0.101

Exhibited in Table 4 are the f2 results following Cohen [70] recommended f2 val-
ues of effect sizes of 0.02 (small), 0.15 (moderate) and 0.35 (large). The results indicate
that metacognitive CQ, motivational CQ, and behavioral CQ had a large effect on Psy-
Cap (f2 = 0.055, 0.036, and 0.064, respectively). Additionally, cognitive CQ at 0.029 had a
moderate effect on PsyCap (f2 = 0.029). The predictor constructs metacognitive CQ and
motivational CQ had a moderate effect on SQ (f2 = 0.018 and 0.021, respectively), while
behavioral CQ had a large effect on SQ (f2 = 0.043). The mediator construct of PsyCap
similarly had a relatively large effect on SQ (f2 = 0.066).

Table 4. f 2 values.

Predictor Target f 2 Effect Size

Metacognitive Psychological capital 0.055 Large
Cognitive Psychological capital 0.029 Moderate

Motivational Psychological capital 0.036 Large
Behavioral Psychological capital 0.064 Large

Metacognitive Service quality 0.018 Moderate
Cognitive Service quality 0.001 Small

Motivational Service quality 0.021 Moderate
Behavioral Service quality 0.043 Large

Psychological capital Service quality 0.066 Large

Table 5 shows the hypotheses results of the dimensions of cultural intelligence
METCOG H1a (β = 0.182, t = 1.607, p < 0.05) as positively related to PsyCap; however,
COG H1b (β = −0.210, t = 1.729, p = 0.042) presented non-statistical significance. MOT H1c
(β = 0.270, t = 2.564, p < 0.01) and BEH H1d (β = 0.258, t = 2.969, p < 0.01) were shown to be
positively related to PsyCap. For the relationship between the dimensions of CQ and SQ,
out of the four dimensions of CQ, two were not positively related, namely, METCOG H3a
(β = −0.046, t = 0.331, p = 0.370) and MOT H3c (β = −0.209, t = 1.865, p = 0.031). Similarly,
the set of hypotheses testing PsyCap and SQ H2a (β = −0.273, t = 3.180, p = 0.001) showed
a negative outcome and, hence, were rejected. On the contrary, COG H3b (β = 0.303,
t = 2.261, p < 0.05) and BEH H3d (β = 0.207, t = 1.976, p < 0.05) were positively related to
SQ, and therefore, supported.
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Table 5. Results of hypothesis testing.

Hypothesis Beta STDEV t-Value p-Values 95% CI Decision

H1a METCOG→PsyCap 0.182 0.113 1.607 0.054 * [0.006; 0.374] Supported
H1b COG→PsyCap −0.210 0.121 1.729 NS 0.042 [−0.407; 0.018] Not supported
H1c MOT→PsyCap 0.270 0.105 2.564 *** 0.005 ** [0.018; 0.426] Supported
H1d BEH→PsyCap 0.258 0.087 2.969 *** 0.002 ** [0.097; 0.388] Supported

H3a METCOG→SQ −0.046 0.139 0.331 NS 0.370 [−0.281; 0.178] Not supported
H3b COG→SQ 0.303 0.134 2.261 * 0.012 * [0.015; 0.474] Supported
H3c MOT→SQ −0.209 0.112 1.865 NS 0.031 [−0.388; −0.020] Not supported

H3d BEH→SQ 0.207 0.105 1.976 *** 0.024 * [0.022; 0.368] Supported

H2a PsyCap→SQ −0.273 0.086 3.180 NS 0.001 [−0.404; −0.124] Not supported

Note: * p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, NS—Not significant. Note: METCOG, metacognitive; COG, cognitive; BEH, behavioral; MOT,
motivational; PsyCap, psychological capital; SQ, service quality.

A bootstrapping procedure (5000 resamples) [68] was carried out to test for media-
tion (H4a). The results shown in Table 6 indicate that METCOG (β = −0.050, t = 1.417,
p = 0.157; 95% CI LL = −0.141; and UL = 0.003); COG (β = 0.057, t = 1.570, p = 0.116;
95% CI: LL = 0.003; and UL = 0.150), and MOT (β = 0.074, t = 1.919, p = 0.055; 95% CI:
LL = −0.165; and UL = 0.014) indicated no positive indirect effect on service quality and,
therefore, were not supported. On the contrary, BEH (β = −0.071, t = 2.016, p = 0.044;
95% CI: LL = −0.140 and UL = −0.002) showed a positive indirect effect on service quality
via psychological capital.

Table 6. Mediation effect analysis.

Beta STDEV t-Value p-Values 95% CI Decision

H4a METCOG→PsyCap→SQ −0.050 0.035 1.417 0.157 [−0.141; 0.003] Not supported
H4b COG→PsyCap→SQ 0.057 0.037 1.570 0.116 [0.003; 0.150] Not supported
H4c MOT→PsyCap→SQ −0.074 0.038 1.919 0.055 [−0.165; 0.014] Not supported
H4d BEH→PsyCap→SQ −0.071 0.035 2.016 0.044 [−0.140; −0.002] Supported

Note: METCOG, metacognitive; COG, cognitive; BEH, behavioral; MOT, motivational; PsyCap, psychological capital; SQ, service quality.

5. Discussion

The present study had the aim to investigate the relationship between cultural in-
telligence (CQ) and service quality (SQ), with psychological capital (PsyCap) serving as
a mediator.

Data analysis seemed to support three of the four dimensions of cultural intelligence,
namely the metacognitive, motivational, and behavioral aspects, significantly related to
employees’ psychological capital (Hypotheses 1a,c,d), while cognitive cultural intelligence
was however insignificant (H1b).

The fact that metacognitive CQ positively affects PsyCap (H1a) suggests that FLEs
can plan for eventual cultural differences [23]. Individuals with a higher metacognitive CQ
are capable of planning, monitoring, and adjusting in response to cultural norms [21]. As
a result, individuals are more aware of their surroundings during and after interactions,
which contributes to increased feelings of hope in terms of being more motivated to
accomplish goals, raised confidence or efficacy, the ability to cope (resilience) given the
capability to respond to ambiguous situations, and optimism regarding life in general [42].
Additionally, past research has shown that motivated and energized employees are more
likely to willingly contribute fresh resources to their caravan, resulting in a more re-
energized capability, which leads to an improvement in overall well-being [71].

Motivational CQ also has a positive influence on employees’ PsyCap (H1b), as ex-
pected. Frontline employees are conscious of their interest, context of work, and work
environment, and it has been observed that they could navigate their skills effectively
during unfamiliar and ambiguous situations. Those with high motivational CQ tend to
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divert their energy towards effectiveness in their work to realize their goals [3]. They enjoy
dealing with people from different cultures, and they are self-assured in unfamiliar cultural
circumstances [71,72]. The motivational aspects of cultural intelligence, as well as the four
PsyCap capacities (hope, optimism, self-efficacy, and resilience), are regarded as essential
traits and motivation [41], allowing employees to acquire and pursue personal resources
such as creativity and productivity [73]. Drawing upon the JD-R and COR theories, these
four capacities enable employees to cope with stressful and challenging situations.

Behavioral CQ (H1d) regards an individual’s capacity to use acceptable verbal and
nonverbal acts while engaging with people from diverse cultures [21]. This dimension en-
hances social interactions and focuses on how individuals modify their behavior to adapt to
cultural differences. In this context of study, FLEs may have had a supportive environment,
which is critical, as they are exposed to a variety of scenarios during their interactions with
guests of diverse background. Increased confidence in their capacity to complete tasks
efficiently benefits them, and this is normally complemented by a willingness to go the
extra mile in completing work. That is, the more productive, the better the outcome. In
this regard, employees who value these characteristics are more likely to have high PsyCap
and be more involved in their work [52,73].

Cognitive CQ refers to an individual’s cultural knowledge of the environment attained
through education and experience in which he or she operates. The more knowledgeable
the individuals, the more appropriate their behavior [21]. Similarly, the study findings
by Brislin et al. [74] posited that such behaviors are displayed in those with high cogni-
tive CQ whereby they can compare the similarities and differences across cultures, thus
allowing them to respond accordingly. These behaviors complement the perspectives of
PsyCap which has been empirically proven to be an important predictor of desirable work
outputs [45,75]. The results generated for this study for the linkage between cognitive CQ
and to PsyCap (H1b) however indicated that cognitive SQ does not influence employees’
psychological capital. Further insights into the indifference unveiled two practical explana-
tions. First, lack of support. This could have been associated with the absence or lack of
supportive management in the work environment. To employees, a supportive working en-
vironment assures that the process of guiding, facilitating, and developing of employees is
present to help them accomplish their goals. Iskhakova [76] in her research with a different
set of respondents who are international students, attested that this is particularly so with
those who are newly adjusting in an environment. All employees desire a workplace with
such provision as this motivates them to adjust appropriately and accordingly. Second, lack
of exposure. It is highly likely that the management may not have adequately prepared the
FLEs in terms of cultural knowledge prior to commencement of their work. Many of them
are from the Generation Z and Millennials group. Being exposed and trained to handle
diverse guests is critical in this setting as the employee-guest interaction is high therefore a
vast amount of knowledge and exposure is needed to navigate themselves effectively. As
enlightened by the theory of COR, the lack of work preparation for the employees would
negatively hasten their work commitment and job satisfaction, particularly in a situation in
which there is a failure to gain key resources to allow them meaningful interaction; this
could lead to stress [77]. This outcome is consistent with the JD-R theory, which claims
that individuals endure stressful and uncertain situations and are expected to maintain a
cheerful demeanor when dealing with difficult situations. Therefore, frontline employees
should ideally be provided with some exposures, such as training to identify stressful
interpersonal actions, and the techniques to manage these effects thus help them build
their resource caravan [77].

Regarding the relationship between cultural intelligence and service quality, out of the
four hypotheses (H3a, H3b, H3c, H3d), two were supported, which are discussed first. The
findings imply that cognitive CQ (H3b) and behavioral CQ (H3d) are positively related
to SQ.

In light of the findings, cognitive CQ, also known as knowledge, seems to be an impor-
tant predictor of service quality (H3b). In the services sector, FLEs who have knowledge
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of diverse and comparable cultures can accomplish their intended task better. This also
means that employees with the knowledge and ability to deal with cultural differences
can handle multiple situations [78]. This outcome is in line with Lam and Cheung’s [79]
theory that hotel employees should ideally possess features of CQ in order to communicate
effectively with culturally diverse guests. Age and years of employment, which are both
associated with enhanced knowledge and work experience, may also have played a role in
this positive result. In this present study, respondents who have been in their jobs for more
than 4 years account for 18.7 percent, while those who have been in their jobs for more
than 7 years accounted for 22.7 percent: a straightforward indicator that employees stay
longer in their jobs. Even though it is changing, the approach to career management in
the hotel industry is still traditional [80]. Employees continue to rise through the ranks by
starting at the bottom and working their way up, which could take years. Employees who
have been with the company for a longer amount of time, on the other hand, gain from this
because it allows them to gather the resources needed to compete for job promotions or
transfers. According to the COR theory, people are naturally motivated to obtain and pre-
serve resources that are valuable and meaningful to them [77]. Additionally, employment
experience, particularly within the same department or industry, makes them appear more
confident and mature in their ability to withstand negative consequences, as they have
gathered sufficient resources to allow for positive outcomes. The JD-R theory asserts that
employee well-being is determined by a balance of available resources and the demanding
nature of the job. This is especially true in the hotel industry, where service quality and
customer retention are critical [16].

Behavioral CQ contributing positively to SQ (H3d) signifies the importance of flexibil-
ity in displaying appropriate behavior while interacting with people of diverse cultures.
This research finding suggests that FLEs possess the requisite verbal and nonverbal skills
to effectively communicate their intention. Behavioral CQ is essentially about how one is
able to communicate with people from various cultural backgrounds through acceptable
verbal and nonverbal behaviors in a diverse setting [21]. That is to say, those with a high
behavioral CQ can quickly adapt to another’s gestures to enable a pleasant intercultural
conversation. Aside from having the ability to adjust both verbal and nonverbal behavior
for effective communication, an individual must also have a varied range of behaviors
that can be deployed flexibly in response to a variety of challenging situations [21,81].
Individuals with high behavioral CQ also understand how to employ culturally appro-
priate vocabulary, tone, gestures, and facial expressions [21]. The possible factors that
contributed to the positive outcome are discussed. First, this study recorded 40 percent of
those aged above 30 with longer employment. Employees who have worked for a longer
period of time would have accumulated the necessary resources to present themselves
maturely, and are therefore more likely to be able to handle ambiguous interactions better.
According to a research study by Groves, Feyerherm, and Gu [82], behavioral CQ can be
developed through observation of others and practice in a simulated environment. In their
comparative study on negotiators improving negotiation skills, they discovered that those
exposed to skilled negotiators performed at the highest level, but were unable to clearly
explain the reason. Second, the language competency might have aided the employees in
better engaging with their guests. Based on the researchers’ interviews with the managers
of the participating hotels, the capacity to communicate in at least two languages, English
and Bahasa Melayu (the national language), is required for recruitment. Furthermore,
some of the employees were able to converse in Chinese or other local dialects, which was
not unusual. This important factor may have also had a role in the beneficial outcomes.
When employees have enough resources (experience) and accumulated skills to handle
guests from various backgrounds, they gain confidence, perform well ([83], and their
employee-guest experience improves; therefore, they become more committed [84]). Third,
the employees may enjoy their jobs (personality-fit jobs), hence naturally have a positive
outlook towards work. Consequently, it is possible that their insights, personalities, and
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behavioral actions influence their ability to perform their jobs with flair, thereby increasing
the likelihood of repeat visits [64].

The paragraphs that follow deliberate on the meta-cognitive (H3a) and motivational
(H3c) aspects of CQ that do not influence service quality. This study reveals that the meta-
cognitive aspect does not influence service quality (H3a) which implies that the employees
were not consciously aware of the cultural preferences of others. The lack of appropriate
training, younger workforce, and educational background may have played a role in the
outcome. From this study, the respondents profile shows that a vast majority of them were
between the age of 18 to 29, an indication that they had either no or minimal work exposure.
Furthermore, they may have lacked educational credentials necessary to assist them in
properly grasping the fundamental concepts of workplace dynamics, particularly those
relating to communication in a variety of situations as this requires high-order thinking
skills to understand, analyze, and evaluate ambiguous situations. Lacking in adequate
guidance, training, and supervision could all have a negative impact on the overall quality
of their work if they are not provided with suitable resources. This is supported by the
JD-R theory, which states that if employees are not provided with adequate resources,
they may face stressful and unpleasant situations [16]. They would struggle to replenish
the resources that would allow them to retain a meaningful connection to their work,
themselves, and their work environment. This can be inferred from the theory of COR,
which proposes a concept that is comparable.

Despite the fact that hypotheses set H3c proposed the perception of motivation as
significantly related to service quality, it was discovered that there was no statistical
relationship. The findings contradicted prior research, such as that of Ang et al. [21]. Two
factors that may have played a role in these findings are discussed next. First, supervisory
support. Supportive management is critical to this discussion. Supportive management
has been defined as the expression of concern and support by management for their
employees’ performance at their jobs [85]. Managers and supervisors make a genuine
effort to help employees under their supervision develop their full potential so they can
relate to the bottom line which is work outcome. Because of the demanding and extensive
employee-guest contact that occurs in the hotel industry, some degree of supportive role
is naturally expected. This is one of many crucial factors in keeping an employee happy
and motivated since it affects their work performance. Not only can work demands sap
employees’ motivation and prevent them from achieving significant work goals, they
can also be exacerbated by a lack of job resources. When considerable resources are lost
or exhausted, job strain occurs [24]. Supervisors who are not adept in overseeing the
employee work performance would likely encounter their adverse work results [86]. In this
context of study, there could have been insufficient supporting supervisory role to enable
the employees to interact with individuals from diverse backgrounds. Second, lack of skills.
The success of hotels is heavily reliant on their employees providing exceptional service to
their guests [66]. To provide this level of service, employees should ideally have the know-
how of effective interpersonal skills in addition to knowledge of the product or service
they provide [67]. The FLEs may have lacked the essential resources, such as interpersonal
skills, to deal with their guests more effectively, especially in ambiguous encounters. It can
be highly frustrating to be unable to satisfy day-to-day work expectations owing to a lack
of abilities, especially for new employees. Morale and motivation may suffer, which may
have a negative impact on the hotel’s overall competitiveness. Furthermore, they would be
more susceptible to emotional exhaustion [16]. While they would be motivated to try their
best, they may also be limited by a lack of basic job abilities.

Similarly, the findings also showed that PsyCap is not positively related to SQ (H2a).
PsyCap is postulated in this study as a four-second-order construct: hope, optimism,
resilience, and efficacy. These four characteristics, when combined, have been shown to help
firms improve not only their staff productivity and happiness, but also the quality of their
customer service [87,88]. Numerous studies have shown the relevance of psychological
capital, demonstrating that the higher an employee’s level of psychological capital (PsyCap),
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the more devoted and fulfilled they are, which affects their degree of job results [89–91].
This supports the COR theory that motivated employees are likely more willing to fill
their resource caravans and go the extra mile. However, a perplexing finding from this
study, which contradicts previous research, suggests that psychological capital and service
quality have no significant association. This means the four PsyCap capacities of hope,
efficacy, resilience, and optimism were ineffective in helping employees enhance their
motivation, productivity, and satisfaction in efforts to enhance a meaningful employee-
guest interaction. The negative results may have been due to the construct of PsyCap
treated as a higher-order factor structure. Although conducted in a different setting, past
research has examined a model that analyzed PsyCap as a four-factor construct (treated
separately), indicating that the four-factor construct produced better results compared
to the higher-order construct [92,93]. The fact that PsyCap was treated as a higher-order
construct could have contributed to the unfavorable outcome. Previous research examined
a model that analyzed PsyCap as a four-factor construct (treated independently) and found
that it provided better results than the higher-order construct, despite the study being
conducted in different contexts [93,94].

This study has proposed that psychological capital mediates the relationship between
the aspects of cultural intelligence (meta-cognitive, cognitive motivational, and behavioral)
with service quality (H4a, H4b, H4c, H4d). The findings indicate that the current body of
evidence is insufficient to infer PsyCap as a mediator taken as one composite factor to me-
diate the relationship between CQ and SQ contradicting past studies that suggest PsyCap
has a role in predicting venerable job outcomes [47,48,73]. The possible reasons for such
findings could have been due to PsyCap being treated as a one composite factor. Previous
studies have tested a model treating psychological capital as a four-factor construct (treated
individually) and as one composite factor (treated collectively), which demonstrated a
different outcome when the results of the two models were compared [92–94]. Dawkin [94]
affirmed that a four-factor model of PsyCap established a greater criterion validity in
relation to individual-level outcome variables than a second-order model in which the
PsyCap components were merged into a single factor. Noting this, there is a need to take
into account more specific aspects of background for the evaluation of the PsyCap such
as replications of the questionnaire instruments in different contexts. Other likely reasons
bring back to the background of this present study. In particular, the respondents’ profile
in terms of age-educational attainment and work exposure.

While the metacognitive, cognitive, and motivational dimensions of cultural intelli-
gence do not indirectly pertain to service quality, psychological capital’s mediating effect
is noteworthy for the behavioral dimension of cultural intelligence. This result supports
the body of prior knowledge [76,79]. The main significance of this finding is that it implies
the FLEs as having the capacity to adjust and appropriately react to a variety of situations
and interactions in addition to producing self-generated interactions (meaningful inter-
actions) [53]. Further reflecting on this, the impact of psychological capital on employee
behavior reveals that psychological capital has a positive impact on employees’ innovative
behavior [95]. This most likely indicates that the employees’ inherent cheerful demeanor
(natural disposition) and enthusiasm for their jobs influenced their behavior at work and in
their surroundings [35]. Positive attitudes and interest in their jobs may have also impacted
their ability to perform well [39]. This outcome can be explained using both the COR
and JD-R theory: people are naturally motivated to acquire and safeguard resources that
are deemed acceptable to them in terms of individual relevance and significance. This
could aid them in developing personal characteristics and energies to obtain additional
resources [77]. The JD-R theory recognizes employees’ ability to modify their approach in
order to remain pleasant despite dealing with haughty individuals [16,37].

6. Conclusions

This research presented an investigation on the influencing factors of cultural intelli-
gence toward service quality with the use of psychological capital as a mediator in the hotel
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industry in Sabah, Malaysia. The outcomes highlight the effect of the influencing factors of
cultural intelligence on psychological capital and service quality and the significant roles
each play in explaining the fundamentals behind employees’ capacities and willingness
to nurture their employee-to-guest communication. It is suggested that hotel managers
develop strategies particularly in training programs and support, as the findings suggest
that an individual’s metacognitive, cognitive, motivational, and behavioral resources all
affect their overall service quality. As previously mentioned, frontline employees are
confronted with different kinds of situations as they interact with different guests, therefore
developing their soft skills will ultimately benefit both the employees and the organization.
The findings discovered that the employees’ natural disposition and interest in the job are
indicators of their productivity, and given the appropriate mechanism, such as training
and support, could help employees improve this.

Theoretically, this study documents that enhanced knowledge of cultural intelligence
has impacts on the psychological capital of frontline employees which overall affect service
quality. The model has been tested in the research setting and the result indicates the
theories of COR and JD-R play a role in the motivational, behavioral, and cognitive aspects.
This study contributes to the current body of knowledge in the given context by delving
into the JD-R model and COR theory and integrating their importance and practicality
into the aspects of cultural intelligence, psychological capital, and service quality relevant
to the research setting. Apart from contributing to the literature, the development of this
model and integration of theory has the potential to have implications for management and
employee training in the hospitality industry. Additionally, it adds to the current literature
of cultural intelligence and psychological capital, addressing calls from academics to
investigate cultural intelligence and its impact on the psychological well-being of hotel
frontline employees [3,23].

From the managerial perspectives, findings of this study provide practical guid-
ance for hotel managers on how to utilize cultural intelligence and psychological capital
to implement realistic training programs that continuously improve frontline employ-
ees’ performance and productivity. Moreover, this study aids managers in deciding on
the type of training to develop employees’ capabilities and enthusiasm. In retrospect,
given the challenges or uncertainty around the impact of the current coronavirus disease
(COVID-19) pandemic, developing sustainable training programs may serve as a founda-
tion for addressing industry-specific issues, increasing economic returns, and retaining
company competitiveness.

The major limitations of this study are the inability to obtain consent from several
hotels due to privacy and confidentiality concerns, and the fact that data collection was lim-
ited in Kota Kinabalu. This practice may affect the generalizability and representativeness
of the findings to some extent. In the future, sampling could take place in more Malaysian
regions or in other countries. This could enhance an understanding of the interactions
between various facets of cultural intelligence, psychological capital, and service quality.
This is especially important because globalization will not stop and workforce mobility
will continue apace.

On directions for future studies, researchers may focus on employing a longitudinal
study. Researchers may be able to detect changes or developments in the characteristics
of the target population at both the group and individual levels if their observations
are carried out over an extended period of time. Additionally, a large sample size is
recommended to obtain a robust result. Despite the fact that a large sample-size study
could necessitate greater financial and time commitments, larger sample sizes do have the
obvious advantage of providing more data for researchers to work with.
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