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1. Introduction
The following section presents the background, problematization, purpose and research
question. Firstly, the background gives a brief overview of the current state of retailing and the
frontline employees working there, as well as a summary of the current situation during which
this research is conducted. Secondly, the problematization explains not only why this research
topic is relevant, but also how it is affected by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore,
the gap found in previous research is presented. Lastly, the purpose of this study and the
research question is stated.

1.1.

Background

Over the past decades, online retailing has had an incrementally stronger presence in the world
of shopping. Today almost every retailer has an online website, and to some, it is all they have
(Hagberg et al., 2017). However, even though online shopping has become more accessible
than ever, the physical stores, often referred to as brick-and-mortar stores, still stand strong.
Why is this? One explanation is mentioned by O’Reilly and Paper (2012, p. 865) where they
present what is described in the book In Search of Excellence: Lessons from America’s BestRun Companies by Peters and Waterman (1982) as “being close to the customer,” and achieving
“productivity through people.” How does a retail store achieve this? By the use of the frontline
employees working in the store.

The physical store has faced challenges over the years, for example, the technological
development and the rise of e-commerce which has followed. Online shopping increased 13%
between 2018 and 2019 (Mikalsen, 2020). While this is a challenge that has had an impact on
physical stores over time, the COVID-19 pandemic has increased the pressure on physical
stores. The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in several restrictions to the ability to shop in a
physical store. The public health authority has presented restrictions and guidelines for both
retail stores as well as customers in order to minimize the transmission of the virus
(Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021b; Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021a). The restrictions regarding the
maximum number of customers in a store and guidelines to keep a safe distance from others
1
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have made shopping in a physical store more regulated. Restrictions and guidelines are
important for retail stores to follow in order to stay open and operating, but there is a fine line
to walk in order to make the customers experience as good as possible during the circumstances
(Krisinformation, 2021). The retail store industry has suffered, and some had to rely on online
shopping to survive whereas others have closed down due to the lack of sales (Bränström,
2020). During 2020, e-commerce in Sweden increased 40% which equals 35 billion Swedish
Krona (Nyhetsbyrån Direkt, 2021). The increase is to a great extent due to the ambition to
minimize transmission of the Coronavirus. The results of these restrictions and guidelines do
not only affect the physical stores but also the employees within these stores. The question is
how the ongoing pandemic has changed and shaped the role of frontline employees?

The frontline employees working in the store act as a link between the company and the
customer and give the customer a unique shopping experience. One of the biggest reasons
people still go to physical retail stores is because of the frontline employees working in the
store (Bäckström & Johansson, 2017). Bäckström and Johansson (2017) found that the frontline
employees in a physical store are central for both the positive and negative aspects of the store
visit. Therefore, it would be interesting to investigate the role of the employees in retail stores
and how their role has evolved and will keep on evolving going forward.

During 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a different impact on different retail sectors.
According to Mårtensson (2021) shoes, clothes and specialized groceries have had the worst
results while Wichmann (2020) found that the grocery chain ICA and their ICA Maxi stores
increased their sales by 11.5% in July 2020 compared to July 2019. The in-store sales increased
5.2% in the food retail sector during 2020 (Svensk Dagligvaruhandel, 2021). E-commerce sales
have increased 94.5% in 2020 in the food retail sector (Svensk Dagligvaruhandel, 2021)
compared to 21.9% during 2019 (Svensk Dagligvaruhandel, 2020). While e-commerce has seen
a greater increase in 2020 compared to 2019 it is still only accountable for 4.8% of sales in the
food retail sector (Svensk Dagligvaruhandel, 2021). The e-commerce with home delivery in the
food retail sector has increased by 54.9% during 2020 to great extent due to the pandemic and
the click and collect in food retail has increased by 173.1% during 2020 (Svensk
Dagligvaruhandel, 2021). With this in mind, while e-commerce in the food retail sector almost
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doubled during 2020 most of the sales are still in the store when it comes to food retail. This
makes it interesting to research the employees in food retail and how their role has evolved and
will keep on evolving.

1.2.

Problematization

Previous research, such as Martínez-Ruiz et al. (2017) and Martínez-Ruiz et al. (2011), has
explored the role of grocery stores and how they can create value and customer satisfaction.
Earlier research such as Kotler (1973) explored the relationship between store experience and
the customer senses (Martínez-Ruiz et al., 2011). How should the store be designed to
maximize consumption and customer satisfaction? Kotler’s study explored areas such as which
product should be at the beginning of the store and which should be in the end, to what types
of music should be playing that is: focusing on sight, sense and smell (Martínez-Ruiz et al.,
2011). Researchers such as Bäckström and Johansson (2017) had another view and stated that
it is the frontline employees that consumers value most in terms of customer experiences and
not the store layout. Bäckström and Johansson (2017) concluded in their study that aspects of
the store such as layout, atmosphere, technology were not the main factor for customer
satisfaction. Instead, it was the frontline employees that were the driving force in enhancing the
customer experience (Bäckström & Johansson, 2017)

As mentioned earlier brick-and-mortar stores and frontline employees have faced new
challenges with the development of technology. Despite the technological advancements being
made and the introduction to the online channel, and to a certain degree the COVID-19
pandemic, which is discussed below, consumers still visit the brick-and-mortar stores. As
Bäckström and Johansson (2017) presented in their study this is because the consumers still
have the same traditional values. The areas that have the biggest impact on the consumer
experience are the employees and the layout (Bäckström & Johansson, 2017). Whereas the
major factor that drives the increase of online sales is the availability and the easiness of the
shopping experience (Hagberg et al., 2017). Even if the online shopping channel is increasing
the majority of sales still is, and will continue to be, conducted in physical stores (Hagberg et
al., 2017). This is because the online channel can never provide what the consumer values most
in terms of customer experience, the frontline employees (Bäckström & Johansson, 2017).
3
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While frontline employees are important for the physical store, they are also important to the
online store as the physical store affects the online store (Wang & Goldfarb, 2017). Frontline
employees and their competence as well as their friendliness have an impact on the online store
as well (Verhagen et al., 2018). Physical stores still account for most of the retail sales even
though e-commerce has grown over the last few years, and exponentially during 2020 due to
the COVID-19 pandemic. Evans (2011) states that even though retail will face difficulties they
will change and adapt to the new market. The physical stores are a key marketplace for retail
businesses and their online sales benefit from the presence of physical stores (Wang &
Goldfarb, 2017). Arguments in previous studies indicate that frontline employees are important
for the retail business as a whole in all channels.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic there has been a transformation in the way service is delivered
(Voorhees et al., 2020). Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, frontline employees face new
challenges and responsibilities that were not present before the COVID-19 pandemic.
According to Voorhees et al. (2020) the COVID-19 pandemic affected the frontline employees
in three areas: (1) employee morale, (2) managing the social services scape, and (3)
transformational negative events. COVID-19 has had an impact on the employees’ morale in
terms of increased stress and anxiety due to the uncertainty of their work situation. Voorhees et
al. (2020) further state that a lot of frontline employees are afraid of losing their job or not being
able to work full time, which causes heightened stress. The second area is that COVID-19
provides the frontline employees with new responsibilities that are being thrust upon the
employees. Voorhees et al. (2020) state that new responsibilities has arisen to ensure that instore customers follow the restrictions and create a safe environment for everyone in the store.
Lastly, because the frontline employees are the face of many organizations, they have had to
endure the brunt force of negative emotions and behaviors from consumers.

Voorhees et al. (2020) found that while most consumers were well behaved and understanding
some consumers acted aggressive both verbally and sometimes physically toward the frontline
employees. This was mostly consumers who acted out of either frustration over new procedures
or lack of availability of products and services (Voorhees et al., 2020). This implies that the
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employees’ role has changed, but are they provided with the right knowledge and resources to
handle the challenges and are they given enough support by their organization?

There is a need to understand the frontline employees’ role in the relationship with the customer
from the frontline employees’ perspective, especially now during COVID-19 (Voorhees et al.,
2020). Frontline employees, placed at the center of the customer-organization interaction and
representing an organization to its customers, play a crucial role in customer encounters, which
often involve dyadic interactions between customers and frontline employees (Liao & Chuang,
2004). According to Liao and Chuang (2004), empirical evidence shows that to the extent
frontline employees can deliver high-quality service, customers are more likely to experience
higher satisfaction, generate positive evaluations of service encounters, and increase their
frequency and their purchases of future visits. Based on the argument above it seems that it is
important to understand what predicts employee service performance during the challenging
circumstances frontline employees face today with the COVID-19 pandemic.

1.3.

Purpose

The purpose of this study is to explore challenges the frontline employees and their store
managers perceive they face during the COVID-19 pandemic in the retail store context.

1.4.

Research question

How does the retail organization and in-store managers support frontline employees in the
interaction with the customer in a COVID-19 context?

5
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2. Theory
The following section includes a literature review, theoretical background, two research models
and the conceptual framework. Firstly, this section includes a brief literature review of the
literature used in this dissertation. Second, the theoretical background of physical stores and
frontline employees in physical stores are presented. Third, Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019)
research model is presented. Fourth, Liao and Chuang’s (2004) Multilevel Model of Service
Performance is presented. Finally, the conceptual framework and the conceptual model
developed for this dissertation are presented.

2.1.

Literature review

This section will present a short literature review presenting articles used for the key aspects of
this dissertation. The articles are presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Overview of articles

Area

Description

Author

Consumer behavior

Study presenting that frontline
employees’ are most important
to customers experiences

Bäckström and Johansson (2017)

Online/offline
presence

Studies which stated that offline
presence is important for the
online retail store as well

Wang and Goldfarb (2017)
Verhagen et al. (2018)

COVID-19

Study on how COVID-19 affects Voorhees et al. (2020)
the retail sector

Customer
satisfaction

Studies in the frontline employee Bäckström and Johansson (2017)
perspective
Liao and Chuang (2004)

Frontline employee
models

Studies which models are used
to develop this dissertation’s
conceptual model
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Studies like Bäckström and Johansson (2017) show that frontline employees are the most
important to customers in-store experiences. This study is relevant for this dissertation as they
claimed that it is relevant to do further studies from the frontline employee perspective. Wang
and Goldfarb (2017) stated that physical stores are important as a marketing channel for online
stores. Verhagen et al. (2018) found that frontline employee’s competence and friendliness are
important not only for the offline store but for the customer’s experience of the online store as
well. The effect frontline employees have on the retail organization in all settings further builds
relevance for the study.

Voorhees et al. (2020) have conducted a study where they identify how the COVID-19
pandemic affects the retail sector. The authors concluded that the frontline employees have
found themselves with new responsibilities due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The most notable
responsibility is to check the customers and make sure they follow the restrictions. Bäckström
and Johansson’s (2017) study has a frontline employee perspective as well. The study found
that organizations tend to focus on frontline employees and layout as opposed to the
advancement of technology. As this study found that the frontline employees are important
from both the customer perspective, as well as the frontline employee perspective, it is relevant
when further studying the frontline employees with new relevance, the COVID-19 pandemic.
Liao and Chuang’s (2004) study stated that both the individual level and the organizational
level will affect employee service performance, which will lead to either a positive or negative
effect on customer satisfaction. As this study relates to the effect of the organization on the
individual during the COVID-19 pandemic, Liao and Chuang’s (2004) study of the
organizational effect was relevant.

Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) and Liao and Chuang (2004), which are the most essential
scientific papers for this dissertation, each developed quantitative models which creates a base
to develop a qualitative conceptual model for this dissertation. Edinger-Schons et al. (2019)
stated that frontline employees are the main communicators of the organization’s corporate
social responsibility. Liao and Chuang (2004) stated in their study that the organizational level
affects employee service performance, and thus also affects customer satisfaction. Both
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Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) and Liao and Chuang’s (2004) articles are presented in-depth later
in this dissertation.

2.2.

Retail stores

Physical stores are either defined as bricks-and-mortar which are only offline, or they are
defined as brick-and-click which are stores that are available both as physical offline stores as
well as online stores (Fallgren & Sundborg, 2013). In the 21st century, grocery stores provide a
greater range of goods and services such as prescription drugs, dry cleaning, flowers, liquor,
and retail banking, as well as postal, catering, and carry out ready‐to‐eat meals (Maxwell et al.,
2010). Maxwell et al. (2010) explained that there are many kinds of grocery stores. There are
supermarket chains, organic and health food stores, drug stores, dollar/discount stores, super
centers, warehouse stores, neighborhood convenience stores, and local co‐ops. Old-style
supermarkets and small‐scale grocers have found that the biggest competition is with both
value‐based retailers such as supercenters and warehouse clubs, and the emergence of new
rivals such as drug stores, dollar stores, and independent stores that heavily focus on ethnic
food sale (Maxwell et al., 2010). On the other hand, there are researchers such as Hagberg et
al. (2017) who found that the introduction to the online channels are the biggest rivals. Hagberg
et al. (2017) further stated that it is important to focus on the technological aspects and
incorporating technological aspect, such as the online channel, self-checkout, incorporation of
mobile phones to name a few, for the store’s survival.

2.2.1. Retail store frontline employees during COVID-19

Frontline employees are those who have close contact with customers on a daily basis (Slåtten
& Mehmetoglu, 2011). These frontline employees are tasked with sensing market demand,
distributing information to customers about company offerings, and delivering value in ways
that contribute to customer acquisition and customer loyalty (Korschun et al., 2014). By
providing consumers with the needed information and acting in a social, friendly manner,
frontline employees are a driving force behind the generation of customer loyalty and store
revenue (Rutherford, 2012; Mägi & Julander, 1996). Furthermore, the importance of frontline
employees in forging quality relationships is evidenced by the finding that a customer's loyalty
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to an employee can outweigh the customer's loyalty to the firm as a predictor of sales
effectiveness and sales growth (Korschun et al., 2014). In other words, the frontline employees
are one of the most important assets a physical store has.

Over the past year, the frontline employees have had to handle a new and difficult task, the
COVID-19 pandemic (Voorhees et al., 2020). This pandemic had led to frontline employees
having increased responsibilities thrown upon them and they have been asked to implement
new rules that are not universally well-received by consumers (Voorhees et al., 2020). One of
the biggest issues frontline employees have faced according to Voorhees et al. (2020) was the
need to intervene with consumers failing to adapt to the new policies. Besides the task of the
new challenges, the level of stress for employees has seen an increase. The increase is a result
of the increased need to intervene in consumer-to-consumer interaction, which previously has
been very low (Voorhees et al., 2020).

As presented, the frontline employees’ role in customer interaction plays a major role in
customer satisfaction. Even if what makes frontline employees so valuable for customer
satisfaction is unexplored, we know from Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) that the communication
between managers and the frontline employees will have a great effect on the outcome of the
frontline employees. Frontline employees need to be trained and educated in company values
and policies so they then can communicate these further to the customer (Edinger-Schons et
al., 2019). Further, the company needs to provide ongoing education, training, and knowledgesharing opportunities to employees at all levels so they can serve to meet the organization’s
goals. Training such as the service delivery context has been shown to enhance the quality and
quantity of frontline employee output on the subject of the training (Edinger-Schons et al.,
2019). This especially becomes important in today’s society considering the ongoing COVID19 pandemic.

In order to increase the understanding of the relationship between store managers and frontline
employees as well as how this affects the handling of challenges, this dissertation used two
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models from two studies to develop a conceptual framework. The models are presented in the
next two sections.

2.3.

Edinger-Schons et al.’s research model

In a study Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) identified the frontline employees as the main
communicators of an organization’s corporate social responsibility. The study had a
quantitative approach which includes data from a customer survey as well as interviews with
store managers. The study concluded that the frontline employees training affects the customers
if the store manager supports the corporate social responsibility efforts (Edinger-Schons et al.,
2019).

Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019) research model consist of five hypotheses, H1-H5. Together the
five hypotheses aimed to explore the success of the organization’s corporate social
responsibility efforts. Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019) research model is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1
Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019) research model

Note: From Edinger-Schons et al. (2019, p. 364)
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According to Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) engaged frontline employees are generally more
customer-focused, which in turn would be beneficial for the organization. In order to improve
the output quality and quantity of a frontline employee training is positive. The organization’s
result reflects the leader of the organization’s values as it is passed on to the frontline
employees. That is, what the leader in the organization thinks about the corporate social
responsibility has a great effect on the frontline employees and as a result, affects the stores
financially (Edinger-Schons et al., 2019). The leaders’ values are identified as an important
aspect for the frontline employees. The leaders’ values are also applicable to the handling of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, it is relevant to take this aspect into consideration when
developing the conceptual model for this dissertation.

An additional important aspect according to Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) is that the intensity
of corporate social responsibility communication has an effect on the customers’ knowledge
about corporate social responsibility. In addition, the design of the corporate social
responsibility training is also important. The middle managers, leaders in the aspect of frontline
employees, support of the corporate social responsibility efforts are important. Therefore, it is
important to make middle managers aware of training programs as well as contemplating
including them and frontline employees in the design of the communication strategy (EdingerSchons et al., 2019). This is an aspect where the key point, including employees, are relevant
in the training regarding COVID-19 as well. The commitment of the frontline employees should
be secured before external communication of the corporate social responsibility efforts as well
as the information conveyed should be relevant for the frontline employees (Edinger-Schons et
al., 2019). In order to succeed managers, middle managers, as well as frontline employees have
to be on board. Well-designed training initiatives supported by managers have the opportunity
to make their way through frontline employees to the customers (Edinger-Schons et al., 2019).
This aspect transpires into the purpose of this dissertation as it can be applied to the
communication about COVID-19 as well. As a result, the communication strategy and having
the mangers, as well as frontline employees, on board are relevant to include when developing
the conceptual model for this dissertation.
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Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) has made a quantitative study regarding corporate social
responsibility. This dissertation has a different focus and will be qualitative but there are key
aspects of the Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) study which are relevant for this dissertation
regarding how the frontline employees are supported by their organization and their leaders.
Relevant aspects of Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019) research model, in particular communication
and the leaders’ values are used to build the conceptual model.

In order to develop a qualitative model, another study and their model will be used as well. In
order to build a good qualitative model quantitative studies can be used. This dissertation
presents a second model presented by Liao and Chuang (2004) which will be used to
complement Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019) research model when developing a conceptual
framework.

2.4.

Multilevel Model of Service Performance

The second model which is developed by Liao and Chuang (2004) has similarities with the
model presented by Edinger-Schons et al. (2019). Both models are based on quantitative
studies, and both found the importance of store-level managers’ impact on the frontline
employees and their role in the customer interaction. Liao and Chuang (2004) developed ten
hypotheses, which are called H1-H4 and then H1 and H2 further divided into subcategories
with a-d. The model of Liao and Chaung (2014) can be found in figure 2. This thesis will
disregard the aspects of personality since it is the managers’ impact that is of interest.

When Liao and Chuang (2004) explored what underlying factors contribute to customer
satisfaction they divided the factors into three steps: antecedents, service performance and
customer outcome. Liao and Chuang (2004) then further divided the model into two levels, the
individual levels and store levels. The first step in the model is the antecedents which are further
divided into individual-level antecedents and store-level antecedents. The individual-level
antecedents examine four of the big five personality traits and their effect on service
performance. From this assumption, Liao and Chuang (2004) developed H1a-H1d where each
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hypothesis represents one of the four personality traits and whether or not it would have a
positive or negative effect on employee service performance. These hypotheses surrounding
the individual level will not be used in the development of our conceptual model since the focus
of our model is the impact of the managers and not the role of individuals’ personality traits.

The second hypothesis has its foundation in the belief that the store-level antecedents will affect
employees’ service performance. From the second hypothesis, Liao and Chuang (2004) once
again divided this into four sections, H2a-H2d. H2a suggests that store-level service climate
will be positively related to employee service performance. H2b’s purpose is that store-level
employee involvement in decision making will be positively related to employee service
performance. H2c advises that store-level service-related training will be positively related to
employee service performance. Lastly, H2d suggests that store-level service-performance
incentives will be positively related to employee service performance. Of these hypotheses,
Liao and Chuang (2004) showed that H2a and H2b were supported, while Hypotheses H2c and
H2d were not. Despite the negative results of H2c, this hypothesis will still be used in the
development of our conceptual model, due to the interesting aspect of frontline employees’
impact on customers and how training can improve the store performance. Moreover, Liao and
Chuang (2004) do not tie the training of personnel to an enhancement of changing
circumstances which will be done in this study. In addition to H2c this study will use H2b as
well since the employee’s involvement in decision making is of interested due to the different
experience the store-personnel has contra the management. In the store it is the frontline
employees that interacts with the customer and thus are at greater risk in the current pandemic
which implies that the frontline employees could have valuable insight in the measures taken
during COVID-19. H2a and H2d will be disregarded and only H2b and H2c will be used in the
conceptual model development as they are most relevant to this study’s purpose.

The model from Liao and Chuang (2004) will be used as a foundation for the development of
our conceptual model. The model that Liao and Chuang (2004) present concludes how
managers, and the store level are related to the job performance and effect of frontline
employees. The hypotheses of interest are H2b and H2c as they aimed to tie the importance of
what happens on the store-/managerial levels to the outcome of the frontline employees. These
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hypotheses surround employee involvement and employee training. From these fundamental
aspects, Liao and Chuang (2004) creates a chain all the way to the customer outcome. H2b-H2c
will impact the employee service performance which will impact the store-level service
performance through something referred to as the “Bottom-up process”, which refers to the
information starting at the store-personnel, which is the bottom, and going up to the
management, thus going bottom-up which emphasizes the effect store-personnel has on
management (Liao & Chuang, 2004, p. 42). Lastly, the store-level performance will affect the
customer outcome in terms of service quality, customer loyalty and customer satisfaction (Liao
& Chaung, 2004).

Figure 2
A Multilevel Model of Service Performance

Note: Liao and Chuang (2004, p. 43)

2.5.

Conceptual framework

This section presents the conceptual model for this dissertation, shown in Figure 3. This
conceptual model was used to build the method section of this dissertation as well as used to
analyze the empirical data. This conceptual model was developed in an effort to understand and
analyze information in an attempt to increase the understanding of challenges frontline
employees face due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the efforts to mitigate them. The
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conceptual model is based on Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019) research model, and Liao and
Chaung’s (2004) Multilevel Model of Service Performance.

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in restrictions that physical retail stores had to manage; the
restrictions also affected in-store sales (Voorhees et al., 2020). This conceptual model, shown
in Figure 3, commences with the changed circumstances. The changed circumstances then
affect the second layer which consists of three components: employee involvement, store
managers personal support and training of the frontline employees. Within the second layer
store managers personal support affects training of the frontline employees. Finally, all
components in the second layer affect the bottom level, which is the frontline employees’
interaction with customers, this is visualized with the three arrows. The bottom level correlates
with this dissertation’s aim to explore the frontline employees’ role in the interaction with the
customers. The model and how the different components are connected is presented in Figure
3.

Figure 3
Conceptual model

Note: Developed from Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019) research model and Multilevel Model of Service
Performance (Liao & Chuang, 2004)
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The first component in the second layer affected by the changed circumstances is employee
involvement and refers to granting the frontline employees’ discretion and inviting them to
participate in the decision-making. Employee involvement also refers to how involved the
employees are in the communication with management. Communication refers to the need for
efficient internal communication throughout all levels within the organization. In order for the
grocery store to implement suitable initiatives for changing circumstances to its brick-andmortar stores and belonging frontline employees, the provided communication from central
management must be transferred to a store level management for interpretation (EdingerSchons et al., 2019). H2b, store-level employee involvement in decision making will be
positively related to employee service performance, from Liao and Chuang (2004) has been
integrated where the importance of employee involvement is connected to service quality. The
more the employees get to be involved in the decision making the more positive effect this will
have on the frontline employees in their interaction with the customer (Liao & Chuang, 2004).
This will make the employees feel empowered and also give the frontline employees a chance
to share the knowledge they collect on customer behavior. The knowledge-sharing will help
them serve customers better and thus enhancing service quality (Liao & Chuang, 2004).
Furthermore, employee involvement could help the stores adapt to the COVID-19 pandemic
and develop new and better measures that create a higher customer satisfaction. Employee
involvement is beneficial to the entire store since the frontline employees have the most
interaction with the customers and thus, could have a better insight in what measures are most
in line customer preference.

The second component in the second layer affected by the changed circumstances is store
managers’ personal support. This is relevant to take into consideration when developing this
conceptual model as the essence of this could be developed into the managers’ personal support
for the training in regard to the COVID-19 pandemic. Managers values have an impact on the
entire organization as they affect the frontline employees and therefore the organization
(Edinger-Schons et al., 2019). In order for grocery stores to implement successful support for
the frontline employees’ store managers need to support it. To succeed when conveying
information store managers have to be on board in order to bring frontline employees on board
(Edinger-Schons et al., 2019). This could be applicable when store managers are to convey the
restrictions and guidelines due to the COVID-19 pandemic to the frontline employees. EdingerSchons et al. (2019) stated in their study that frontline employee training is dependent on the
16

Andersson & Johansson
support of store managers’ personal support. Therefore, this conceptual model presents that
store managers’ personal support affects the third component, training of the frontline
employees.

The third component in the second layer affected by the changed circumstances is training of
the frontline employees. This component is also affected by the changed circumstances as well
as the store managers personal support, as mentioned above. This component helps us in two
ways. Firstly, training of the frontline employee will increase employee service knowledge and
skills and consequently improve employee service performance according to Liao and Chuang
(2004), which implies that training is relevant in a COVID-19 context as well and should be
taken into consideration when developing this conceptual model. Secondly, when the frontline
employees want to communicate information or policies to the customers, it is referred to
“create publicity and a good reputation through word-of-mouth advertising,” which EdingerSchons et al. (2019, p. 361) state in their study. The second point is also highly relevant as the
frontline employees will be the main way for retail stores to communicate the new policies and
changes of the store to the costumer. Thus, the better equipped the frontline employees are, the
better the outcome will be in the interaction with customers (Edinger-Schons et al., 2019).

These three components lead to the next level called the frontline employees’ interaction with
the customer, which is important to the conceptual model as it has great importance for the
development of the frontline employees and how they manage the challenges that arise with
changing circumstances. The employee service performance of Liao and Chuang’s (2004)
model is developed into the final part of this conceptual model. As we learn from Liao and
Chuang (2004) employee service performance is distinguished from service effectiveness,
which refers to the results of service performance, such as customer retention and satisfaction.
Factors beyond employees’ control influence variance in effectiveness measures, but the
behavioral measure of service performance we employed in this study is less contaminated
since this dissertation only focuses on the employees and disregards the customer perspective
(Liao & Chuang, 2004). Therefore, the customer aspect of both Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019)
model as well as of Liao and Chuang’s (2004) model is disregarded in this conceptual model.
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This conceptual model is used to analyze the empirical data which is collected for this
dissertation. The next section presents the methodology used in this dissertation including, the
theoretical and empirical methodology.
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3. Methodology
This section will present the methodology of this study. First, the theoretical method will be
presented, by introducing research philosophy and research approach. Thereafter the empirical
methodology will be presented which will cover the empirical data for this study and how it
was gathered.

3.1.

Theoretical methodology

In this subchapter, we argue for our epistemological assumptions and the way we acquired
knowledge. A brief introduction of chosen research philosophy and research approach is
presented.

3.1.1. Research Philosophy

There are three main research philosophies that explain how humans see the world and which
allow the writer to make assumptions about how the research is viewed. The three research
philosophies are positivism, realism and interpretivism (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The positivism
philosophy advocates the study of the social reality and beyond through natural science methods
and thus often results in generalizations (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Realism argues that the way
people perceive the world does not always match with reality. Lastly, interpretivism, which is
the opposite of positivism, is the philosophy that regards all human relationships, the nature of
the world, and actions as complex. Interpretivism, therefore, requires the social scientist to
gather a deep and subjective meaning of social action (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As this thesis is
concerned with understanding the relationship between two humans through an interaction,
interpretivism is the preferred research philosophy for this research purpose.

3.1.2.

Research Approach

The research approach relates to how to use and involve the theory in the research. There are
three different research approaches: induction, deduction and abduction (Bryman & Bell,
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2011). In the inductive approach, researchers build a theory on the data collected, often
connected with qualitative data. The deductive approach is the opposite of the inductive
approach and relates to building theories and hypotheses from already existing theories and
literature (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The abductive approach also enables an analysis of existing
data, in combination with incorporating new unexplored findings, by performing empirical
testing and then referring back to the theory (Bell & Bryman, 2011).

As this thesis is based on the employees’ perspective rather than the customers as in previous
research and requires an understanding of the frontline employees’ role regarding customer
interaction, a constant shift between theory and data collection is required. Thus, the third
approach, abductive, is most suitable for this study. The abductive approach is a mixture
between induction and deduction in order to develop new theories (Saunders et al., 2009). The
data are collected through semi-structured interviews from strategically selected participants
and are then analyzed with existing literature.

3.2.

Empirical methodology

In this chapter, the empirical method is presented. This chapter will not only present the chosen
research methods of this thesis but also how the data was gathered and further analyzed. This
chapter will discuss the research design, strategy and data collection. The chapter continues
with sample selection, interviews, and trustworthiness.

3.2.1. Research design and strategy

Saunders et al. (2009) explain that there are three different research methods: exploratory,
descriptive, and explanatory. The exploratory research design aims to explore what is
happening and create a better understanding of a problem. Saunders et al. (2009) mention that
there are two advantages of exploratory research: adaptability to changes and flexibility. This
dissertation aimed to develop an understanding of the challenges the frontline employees and
their store managers perceive they face during the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, the
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exploratory research design is appropriate, since the purpose of this dissertation is to seek new
insights and clarify understandings of a problem.

According to Saunders et al. (2009), there are seven different research strategies divided into
categories: survey, experiment, case study, grounded theory, action research, ethnography, and
archival research. The seven research strategies can be combined in any way and used with the
three research designs (Saunders et al., 2009). This thesis is inspired by a case study design that
can be constructed with any kind of research and should be selected by the anticipation of
gaining as much information and knowledge about the case as possible (Bryman & Bell, 2011).
A case study is concerned with the intensive and detailed analysis of a case and usually focuses
on a particular system or situation. A case can be either a person, a location, an organization,
or an event (Bryman & Bell, 2011). This study involves an organization since the dissertation
aimed to investigate frontline employees in a grocery store.

3.2.2. Data collection

According to Saunders et al. (2009), there are two different ways to collect data, primary data
collection or secondary data collection. The first method, primary data collection, is the
collection of new data with a specific purpose to research. The second method, secondary data
collection, can be both compiled data and raw data (Saunders et al., 2009). In this dissertation,
the main method used is primary data collection, since this research aimed to develop an
understanding of the frontline employees. Another aspect is to develop a new understanding of
the challenges’ frontline employees face during COVID-19, which is established with primary
data. Interviews contribute with reliable, in-depth, and relevant data to the research question.
Therefore, the data was collected using semi-structured interviews (Saunders et al., 2009).

3.2.3. Selection of store

Due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic gaining access to a physical store was challenging.
Several stores did not have the time during this time to take part in this study, and several stores
did not return our messages. Despite these challenges, we did manage to get access. One store
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accepted to take part in our study and share their valuable insights. An ICA Maxi store in the
south of Sweden was able to meet with us and attend the interviews face to face.

3.2.4. Selection of participants

Participants were selected by using purposive or subjective sampling. The purposive sampling
is useful when researchers already have existing knowledge about the research field, and the
participants are chosen due to the belief that their insights will result in the most valuable
empirical data (Denscombe, 2009). The purposive, subjective sampling is also suitable when
creating an exploratory selection. In addition, Denscombe (2009) explained that it provides
researchers with the tools to gather qualitative data by the selection of participants with the
qualities and expertise that will examine the research subject on a deeper level. Since this
dissertation examined the challenges frontline employees face due to the COVID-19 pandemic
we have chosen to select grocery store personnel and store managers with insight into the daily
operations. This course of action aimed to retrieve empirical data, which would correctly reflect
the frontline employees’ situation and challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic.

In this dissertation, one ICA Maxi store has participated, which resulted in a total of five
participants with different positions within the store. The two different types of positions within
the store were either frontline employees or management roles. The choice of selecting
participants from both frontline employees and management positions was made to gather
greater insight from two different perspectives as well as trying to identify differences in the
way the current COVID-19 pandemic has been handled in terms of employee involvement, store
managers personal support and training of the frontline employees. Two employees from a
management position and three frontline employees from the store were chosen for the semistructured interviews. The participants are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2
Presentation of participants

Interview

Length of
interview

Employment position

Work experience
in retail

Store

1

39 minutes

Store manager

10+ years

ICA Maxi

2

25 minutes

HR-manager

29 years

ICA Maxi

3

29 minutes

Cashier

20 years

ICA Maxi

4

25 minutes

Charcuterie Employee

1.5 years

ICA Maxi

5

25 minutes

Frontline Employee

7 years

ICA Maxi

3.2.5. Case presentation

As this dissertation focused on creating a deeper understanding in the area it was conducted as
a case study. The store selected was an ICA Maxi store in the south of Sweden. The store has
about 130 employees and five of those participated in this study. Out of the five participants
two have managerial positions and three frontline employees who have varying positions on
the floor. This ICA Maxi store has similarities to most ICA Maxi stores and has about the same
departments as other retail stores which made it a good representative in this study. This study
focused on capturing the views of both managers and frontline employees.

3.2.6. Interview guides

The interview guides are presented in full in Appendix A and B and contain relevant questions
in order to answer this dissertations research question. The first interview guide in Appendix A
is focused on the participants working as frontline employees. The second interview guide in
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Appendix B is focused on the participants who have managerial positions. Both interview
guides contain basic questions about the participant, such as their current position and
experience in retail. The interview guides are based on the conceptual model developed for this
dissertation and include questions related to the four components which affect the frontline
employees’ interaction with customers.

The first area the interview guides address is changed circumstances where the participants
were asked to explain how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected their job assignments and
interaction with customers. The questions also explored what their biggest challenges has been
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. These questions were asked in order to create a better
understanding of how the pandemic has affected the frontline employees.

The second area the interview guides address is employee involvement where the participants
were asked how the store communicates, if the employees are involved in the design of the
communication as well as if the communication were successful. These questions were asked
in order to explore how the store communicated guidelines and restrictions to the frontline
employees. It was important to understand how the frontline employees were involved in this
process and if they were taken into consideration in the decision-making process.

The third area the interview guides address is training of the frontline employees where the
participants were asked how the organization made sure the frontline employees had sufficient
information to do their job and whether they thought there should be additional training. These
questions were asked as the development of the conceptual model for this dissertation indicated
that training was part of how the frontline employees interacted with customer thus making it
relevant in this context as well.

The fourth and final area the interview guides address is store managers’ personal support. In
this area the questions varied more between the first and second interview guide. In the first
interview guide the frontline employees were asked about the importance of managers actions
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and how important it was for the managers to follow the same guidelines as the frontline
employees and lead by example. On the other hand, the second interview guide focused on
whether the managers found it challenging to convey information and guidelines to the frontline
employees as well as what they did to set a good example. The next section will describe how
the interviews were conducted.

3.2.7. Interviews

The data in this study was collected through interviews. We used one grocery store with five
participants as a basis for the interviews. The advantage of interviews is that it gives the
interviewers a deeper understanding of the information. The interviews used in this study were
semi-structured, which gives the interviewer the flexibility to adapt and go more in-depth into
the issues that are most relevant (Denscombe, 2009). The disadvantage of interviews is that
there is a risk that the person being interviewed distorts their answers to make themselves look
better, this phenomenon is called the interviewer effect (Denscombe, 2009).

All the interviews were recorded and later transcribed into separate documents. The
transcription of the collected data amounted to 32 pages of written data. In order to eliminate
the risks of interpretation errors, the transcription should be performed by the interviewers
(Ahrne & Svensson, 2015). The interviewers, therefore, performed the transcriptions to confirm
that the answers were correctly transcribed and minimizing the risk of interpretation mistakes.
The interviews were conducted in Swedish as this was the native speaking language for all the
participants. The collected data was transcribed in Swedish after the interviews, and only
important and relevant statements were translated into English and then cited in this
dissertation. This was done to ensure that significant voice modes were not missed and that the
translations are as accurate as possible (Ahrne & Svensson, 2015).

3.2.8. Analysis of interviews

When analyzing the interviews, the interview guides, see Appendix A and Appendix B, were
used as a basis. These interview guides were used during the semi-structured interviews and
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are formed from our model in Figure 3 – a conceptual model. The interview guides consist of
open-ended questions to gain new knowledge and insights about the store personnel experience
during the COVID-19 pandemic as well as questions adapted for the managers’ point of view.
When working through the interview guides specific and relevant answers have been picked
for the analysis of each theory in the conceptual model, which is referred to as meaning
categorization (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Meaning categorization was used to identify key
elements to the different components in the conceptual model. When analyzing the data, the
transcriptions was read through separately to make sure that the authors did not influence each
other when choosing important sections. Since the question and answers were divided into the
different components based on the conceptual model, due to our interview guide, we went over
each section at a time choosing relevant and important quotes to be used in the analysis section
of this dissertation.

3.2.9. Trustworthiness

According to Bryman and Bell (2011), there are four criteria for achieving trustworthiness in a
qualitative study. These are credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
Credibility is how reliable the study is and how reasonable the result is (Bryman & Bell, 2011).
In order to ensure our credibility participants with expertise and experience within the field of
retail were interviewed. The use of semi-structured interviews with open-ended question gave
the participants the ability to reveal underlying attitudes and opinions which creates credibility.
Furthermore, the interviews were conducted anonymously which allows the participants to
speak freely which further strengthens the credibility.

Transferability refers to how the result can apply to other contexts and how generalizable the
result is (Bryman & Bell, 2011). This study aims to understand the new challenges the frontline
employees face due to the COVID-19 pandemic and how the grocery stores equip the
employees with relevant information to deal with the challenges. Therefore, it is not possible
to apply this study to areas outside the studied area. Qualitative studies often suggest that
research is specific to the situation in which it was conducted, which makes this criterion
complicated.
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Dependability explains how the study is consistent with the results from it. This involves storing
transcripts, interviews, and other data of interest (Bryman & Bell, 2011). All the transcripts,
interview guides and other data collected with this study are saved and available.

Finally, confirmability, which refers to the belief that researchers carry out the study in “good
faith” and that the researchers' beliefs and values do not affect the result (Bryman & Bell, 2011).
We can see that this study lives up to this as it has no financial support behind it, which
strengthens the belief that the researchers are impartial. Also, that the data is saved and that it
is available for re-analysis increases the confirmability according to Bryman & Bell (2011).
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4. Analysis
This chapter presents the findings and analyzes the conducted semi-structured interviews. This
chapter will be divided into different themes that represent the components of the conceptual
model presented in chapter 2.5; changed circumstances, employee involvement, store managers
personal support and training of the frontline employees.

4.1.

Changed circumstances

According to Voorhees et al. (2020) the COVID-19 pandemic has been the biggest
circumstance to change over the last decade. According to the participants COVID-19 impacted
their work to a great extent at the beginning of the pandemic but as the pandemic has progressed
it has been less and less impactful. At the start of the pandemic, the store had to make quick
adjustments to deal with the changed circumstances and the new guidelines and restrictions.
The managers were asked how COVID-19 has impacted their work which merited the following
response:

…it has affected us over time in different ways, in the beginning of 2020 it was somehow
more, what to say, of a firefighting if you can say so, we had to constantly react to new
situations… - Store manager

This indicates that the grocery store has managed to cope with the situation that is COVID-19
over time. The biggest struggle seems to be the sudden initial changes that the store faced at the
beginning of the pandemic. This was because there were a lot of initial changes at the start of
the pandemic that had not been precedented before. As there was no blueprint of the solution
to the situation everyone had to adapt as they go. What an organization has to do is to address
factors that value service and establish practices that facilitate and reward excellent service and
from this, a “climate for service” is likely to emerge (Liao & Chuang, 2004). In the beginning,
this was difficult, hence the store manager referred to it as a firefight, but over time as they got
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more comfortable and managed to get more control over the situation as stated in the following
response:

I think we had a team meeting 3 times a week in the beginning to somehow talk to each
other in our market group to interpret in some way what the Public Health Agency says
what Ica Central says and so on, then it has somehow become a, more a way of working
that you update yourself with the new restrictions and then just act as based on them. –
Store manager

This response shows that the initial practices they initiated were meetings three times a week.
This aligns with the literature from Liao and Chuang (2004) that theorized that managerial
practices have a great impact on the service climate and thus service quality. From this, the
interviewees were asked what the biggest challenges have been due to the COVID-19 pandemic
to which the interviewees in managerial positions responded with the following:

The biggest challenge has been to ensure that it is not to crowded in the store…
especially in front of the meat counter in the Christmas time and as well in front of the
herring counter in midsummer times and so on. So, the biggest challenge is to ensure
the customers safety and that it does not occur any crowding. - Store manager

The biggest challenge, I think it is that we can’t have our meetings, so all information
becomes much harder to transfer. - HR manager

Their answers reveal that if you are in a managerial position and have more responsibility you
have broader concerns. The store manager’s concern reaches the entire store and the entire
customer base. The HR manager’s concern reaches all the employees from top positions to the
lowest position. On the other hand, the frontline employees’ answers on what the biggest
challenges have been due to the COVID-19 pandemic varied from the mangers. The frontline
employees responded with the following:
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It is probably the feeling of worry; everyone is a little worried since you don’t know you
are going to be sick, and you don’t know if the customer is healthy or not. - Cashier

It is to predict… how much do they shop, how much do I need to order, it is hard to
calculate. - Charcuterie Employee

What I think is hard is that customer does not keep their distance… that they don’t take
their responsibility. - Frontline employee

When interviewing the frontline employees, we can see that they mainly focus on areas which
are closely related to them and their department or tasks. The Charcuterie employee’s concerns
surround the charcuterie and her section. Both the cashier and the frontline employees
expressed concern on the floor level on an individual level in the customer interaction. This is
in line with Liao & Chuang (2004) which describes employee performance as behavior relevant
to the organizations goal that are under the individual employees’ control. Thus, it appears that
frontline employees’ concerns stop within the borders of what they can individually control and
rarely exceed that area. This also explains why employees in managerial positions have broader
concerns as they have more control.

4.2.

Employee involvement

According to Liao and Chuang (2004) organizations should involve employees in the decisionmaking and have good communication between managers and frontline employees as this will
have a positive impact on the service quality. The interviewees revealed that this mostly
happens through a chain of communication. The interviewees answers revealed that the store
uses different communication channels, for example in form of a note board and different digital
means. According to Hagberg et al. (2017), it could be beneficial to incorporate digital means
of communication to enhance the transference of information. Since the information from the
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meeting transferred from person to person in physical form the employees not working also
have to get the information somehow. To do this the store put up extra important information
on a note board that the employees could check at the start of their shift. Additionally, in
correlation with the findings of Hagberg et al. (2017), the store used digital means such as apps
and Facebook to mediate certain information, as the managers answers revealed:

We have something called I-pool. You can see your schedule, how you are supposed to work and through
this channel we can communicate through text messages to their phones. Then we have Facebook, our
own Facebook group that we use to communicate with the personnel… - HR-manager

This indicates the communication seems to work well. However, the managers expressed some
concern with the internal communication. One concern they had was that sometimes the
information got lost somewhere along the chain. This concern is in line with what
Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) presented could be harmful to the organization, that the frontline
employees does not have adequate knowledge. The general view was that the internal
communication was good but could be improved, this was expressed during the interviews:

I would like to say that the internal communication overall need to be improved… but I
experience that the internal communication is not ideal… Up here, I, or any of the
others, inform to eight persons who are then supposed to distribute this information to
130 employees. There I experience a concern that the information does not reach
everyone. - Store manager

The frontline employees also stated that they got messages both digitally as well as on the note
board:

Sometimes you get a text message as well if it is something urgent you need to know,
then you get a text message… you have to check the note board but if it is something
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urgent you get a text message, so everyone gets it instantly, but otherwise you have to
check the note board. - Frontline employee

Information and changes being made are accessible to all personnel and contain both mandatory
and recommended actions that the frontline employees should take. The frontline employees
were asked about the internal information sharing and how they received the information, which
resulted in the following responses:

…they have a meeting every morning, the management teams have a meeting and then
that information will proceed down to us… - Cashier

… they have a meeting everyday where they address all that is relevant and how we
should adapt and react to things and such… it is all managers from all different
departments. Then we have a meeting downstairs, so we on our department have a
meeting where our supervisor brings up what was discussed on the management’s
meetings… - Charcuterie Employee

This reveals that the information starts from the top at the managers and then works its way
down to the frontline employees. The interviewees also revealed that this chain works both
ways:

So, it’s kind of like a chain from up here down to our meeting and then back again if we
have anything. We can also… We can always go and ask the store manager directly…
- Charcuterie Employee

As seen in the comments of the interviewees above the store uses both a top-down approach and
a bottom-up approach. According to Liao and Chuang (2004) service performance will merge
from a bottom-up process. This is because the social aspects, and social information and learning
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processes that may operate in a retail store, as well as its shared organizational environment,
tend to result in relatively homogenous performance and behaviors across employees within the
same store (Liao & Chuang, 2004).

The concern about internal communication which mangers revealed were shared by the frontline
employees as well. The general view, that the internal communication was good but could be
improved, was shared by the frontline employees as well. Frontline employees also stated that
the information did not always reach the intended recipient:

They have their morning meetings, the management, everyday where they discuss thing.
These things are then supposed to move on to us and that doesn’t always work. - Cashier

The empirical data that surrounded the COVID-19 communication landed in interesting
discussions with the store personnel. The interviewees described the communication as a chain
of information that starts at the top and works its way down. Likewise, the chain works
backward if the frontline employees have feedback or additional input. It does however not
seem like the frontline employees are a part of the decision-making process in the organization.
When the frontline employees were asked if they felt they were a part of the decision-making
they all responded with a “no”. This, according to Liao and Chuang (2004) could be a mistake
as involving employees in the decision-making could empower them and thus improving the
service quality. However, the fact that the chain works both ways and that the frontline
employees can give feedback to the managers shows that they are involved in the organizational
communication. This finding corresponds with the statement by Edinger-Schons et al. (2019)
that indicates the importance of employees’ involvement as a tool for enhanced organizational
commitment.

4.3.

Store managers personal support

Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) state that in order for initiatives to be successful they have to be
supported by the leaders in the organization. The leaders’ values and support are mediated to
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the frontline employees which has an effect on the final result. In this study, Edinger-Schons et
al.’s (2019) statement is assumed and conveyed to see if the leaders’ values and support are
important to the frontline employees in the context of COVID-19 guidelines. The managers
were asked what they do in order to set a good example for their frontline employees? The store
manager said:

… but it is really more the rules so to say, or the structure of our meetings, are more or
less cancelled. That we cannot sit confined in a room, over eight people together for 1
to 2 hours. I ensure we have crowd-hosts on site. It is a hard question… - Store manager

The HR manager listed several things she thought about when being in the store interacting
with frontline employees and customers:

… you try to, like, and show that, okay, you might tell someone, if they are two standing
and having a conversation to think about the distance. Our customers see that… So, I
try myself like, to set a good example. Too keep the distance and wash hands and what
needs to be done. - HR-manager

Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) state in their article that manager’s identification with the
organization and their efforts are directly linked to how the frontline employees identify with
the organization’s efforts. The empirical data from the interviews conducted for this dissertation
show that the managers of the organization understand that their attitude towards the COVID19 initiatives we investigated was of value for the frontline employees. The frontline employees
in turn valued the manager’s attitude which is in line with Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019)
statement.

The interviews revealed that it is important to the frontline employees in different positions that
their leaders follow the restrictions and guidelines. This is in line with Edinger-Schons et al.
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(2019) who stated that the outcomes of a strategy, in our case obeying to the guidelines, depends
to an extent on the leaders’ support. The frontline employees were asked how important it is
for them that their leaders or managers follow the restrictions and guidelines that are presented
to them. Two frontline employees stated that:

…it is important, they have to set a good example… - Cashier

Very important! It is clear that they also need to follow them, it is not supposed to apply
to just us on the floor, it should apply to everyone in the organization. - Charcuterie
employee

The result of this study shows that frontline employees find it important for their managers to
be on the same page and follow the same guidelines. This is in line with Edinger-Schons et al.
(2019) who stated that the frontline employees’ behavior can be affected by their managers’
attitudes and behaviors across hierarchical levels as managers’ attitudes spill over to the
frontline employees due to their status as leaders.

4.4.

Training of the frontline employees

Frontline employees are the face of the store and interaction with customers occurs on a daily
basis. Liao and Chuang (2004) suggest by training the frontline employees they will increase
their knowledge and skill and consequently improve the service quality. Furthermore, EdingerSchons et al. (2019) suggest that the knowledge frontline employees gather from training could
have a spill-over effect on the customer which increases the customer’s knowledge as well. We
asked the personnel questions regarding COVID-19 related training and how ICA ensures that
the correct knowledge is given to each frontline employee. Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) stated
that training could be beneficial to enhance the frontline employees’ interaction with customers.
Our study however shows that the store did not have any specific training for their frontline
employees. Instead, ICA use information meetings to inform and spread the knowledge to their
employees which the store manager stated in the following response:
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We could interpret it as information meetings maybe because we have started with these
morning meetings that have to great extent been connected to when we are supposed to
have people responsible for crowding in the store, how they should act so to speak.
- Store manager

In addition, the frontline employees made sure to seek information for themselves as well, this
information is then shared between co-workers and is referred to as knowledge-sharing
opportunities by Edinger-Schons et al. (2019). This is recognized by the managers and stated
during the interviews:

No, I actually think we have it pretty good, and people update themselves also in a very
good way. - HR manager

When asked if the employees got any specific training the interviewees said the following:

No… what is there to be trained in like… - Cashier

Well, it’s also hard for them to give us any training in something that is this new, so I
guess it’s something we’ll have to learn together. They learn as much as we do so
don’t know what they could do. Its more to have an open dialog and be able to discuss
the different challenges as they come. - Charcuterie Employee

These answers reveal that the frontline employees get no specific training in COVID-19 and
how to better handle the challenges that come with it. As the store manager stated ICA rather
use information meetings to inform and spread the knowledge to their employees which the
frontline employees stated as well:
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It is more information meetings… we get the information more verbally. - Frontline
employee

Furthermore, the frontline employees not only receive their information from the information
chain but also from other frontline employees, which is referred to as knowledge-sharing
opportunities by Edinger-Schons et al. (2019). Knowledge-sharing opportunities additionally
incorporate the fact that a lot of frontline employees also seek information on their own and
share this with their co-workers. This phenomenon is expressed by the frontline employees as
well:

Yes, that we talk like this among colleagues… - Cashier

This citation implies that information is collected and shared between colleagues rather than
gathered by any formal training. As Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) states in their study
knowledge-sharing opportunities were only one of three factors to ensure that the employees
have adequate knowledge. Discussions were made regarding the concerns that the frontline
employees might need more training. Both the managers and the floor personnel reflected on
the question from both perspectives. Their opinion was that there was not enough to be trained
in. We further asked if any of the new responsibilities that the frontline employees get due to
COVID-19 is something they require more training in which resulted in the following answers:

No, I don’t think so, we have a pretty good idea about that. - Cashier

No, I think it has worked fine in our department. - Charcuterie Employee
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The empirical findings surrounding COVID-19 training of the frontline employees involved
dialogue with the store personnel. Our findings do not only indicate that the frontline employees
do not feel the need to have any training, but rather do not see anything beneficial with any
additional training. Another interesting aspect was further discussed surrounding the new
responsibilities that occur due to COVID-19. A new role has been thrown upon frontline
employees that is acting responsible for the customer and ensure that they follow the
restrictions. This finding correlates to Voorhees et al. (2020) which state that frontline
employees have been forced into a new role that they refer to as a rule enforcer. This aspect
resulted in the same responses, that the frontline employees do not see the need for any training
in this area.

These findings do not correlate with the underlying theories of Liao and Chuang (2004) and
Edinger-Schons et al. (2019). According to Liao and Chuang (2004), skipping over employee
training could lead to missed opportunities in enhancing service quality and customer
satisfaction. Furthermore, by not training the employees, the organization cannot ensure that
the employees are informed about the organization’s strategies and communicate them in ways
that align with the firm’s goals and strategies (Edinger-Schons et al., 2019). According to
Edinger-Schons et al. (2019), companies have to find ways to promote a consistent level of
knowledge among the employees. This is done by providing ongoing education, training and
knowledge sharing opportunities (Edinger-Schons et al., 2019). Of these three, our data showed
that only knowledge-sharing opportunities were utilized. Neither ongoing education nor
training was used according to our findings. These findings do not correlate with the assumption
of our conceptual model.
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5. Conclusion
This chapter presents a summary of the dissertation, followed by a conclusion of the three main
findings. Finally, there is a section with contributions, limitations, and suggestions for future
research.

5.1.

Summary of dissertation

This thesis investigated how COVID-19 affects the store personnel in grocery stores and what
measures are being implemented to assist the frontline employees with the ongoing challenges
due to COVID-19. Previous research laid the foundation for a conceptual model to support the
content analysis. The conceptual model was developed and contained five different
components: changed circumstances, employee involvement, store managers personal support,
employee training and the frontline employees’ interaction with the customer. Semi-structured
interviews with different employees in different positions at an ICA Maxi store in the south of
Sweden contributed with empirical data for the analysis. Through a qualitative approach, we
shed light on the internal communication from managers to frontline employees, the importance
of managerial support and the frontline employees’ viewpoint of adding training to aid with the
challenges that they perceive due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

5.2.

Conclusion

The empirical data showed that the frontline employees’ involvement in the decision-making
process was non-existent. The communication in the store was one way from the management
in the store to the frontline employees. Liao and Chuang (2004) stated in their article that it is
beneficial for managers and frontline employees to have a discussion where everyone is
involved. As a result of COVID-19, the managers explained that they are not allowed to gather
more than eight people in the same room. This leads to the information having to go through
many steps in order to reach the recipients. First, the managers inform the heads of departments
during morning meetings. The heads of departments then inform the frontline employees
individually which means that information can get lost on the way. The reason information got
lost was mainly due to information being distributed by word of mouth and therefore did not
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always get to the end destination. If the frontline employees wanted to, they were welcome to
raise their concerns with the heads of departments or go to the store manager directly. This
finding was in line with Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) and their finding of involving employees
in the organizational communication to improve employee commitment. The frontline
employees were not involved in how the information was distributed when conveyed from
Folkhälsomyndigheten or ICA. We draw the conclusion that the employee involvement is not
as formal as Liao and Chuang (2004) found to be beneficial, by being a direct part of the
decision-making. The involvement was rather more informal by being included in the
communication which aligns with Edinger-Schons et al.’s (2019) findings. We further draw the
conclusion that the information sharing process is lost due to the restrictions as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, we argue that some information got lost along the way as a
result of the different steps it had to take in order to reach the recipients as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

In this dissertation, we explored the assumption that the manager’s and leader’s support is
important for the initiatives to be successful. Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) state that the
organization’s values are passed down to the frontline employees through the managers. In this
dissertation, this was conveyed into the interview guide as the importance of managers
following the same guidelines as the frontline employees. Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) also
state that in order for initiatives and efforts to have maximum effect, managers support is
crucial. All interviewees stated the importance of everyone following the same routines and
guidelines. We draw the conclusion that managers support is important for the success when
implementing initiatives for the frontline employees.

As theorized earlier in this dissertation, training could have a positive effect on dealing with the
challenges that come with COVID-19, this was however not supported by our findings. Our
findings revealed there was no additional training to support the frontline employees and their
perceived challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic. Of the three aspects presented by
Edinger-Schons et al. (2019) to improve the frontline employees’ knowledge and ensuring
frontline employees are informed about the organization’s strategies and communicate them in
alignment with the organization’s goal, only knowledge-sharing was utilized. Neither training

40

Andersson & Johansson
nor ongoing education were found to be used in the store. Furthermore, this study showed that
the frontline employees found themselves having new responsibilities, such as taking on the
role of a safety guard, which aligns with the findings of Voorhees et al. (2020), to make sure
customers follow the restrictions. Despite the new responsibilities no employee saw any
additional value in adding any specific training. The frontline employees felt that the new
responsibilities they were assigned due to COVID-19 were nothing they could not handle. Thus,
we draw the conclusion that the frontline employee felt they had no need for any additional
training to support them.

Based on these three findings we draw the conclusion that employee involvement and store
managers personal support, see figure 3, is the components grocery stores use to support their
frontline employees in their interaction with customers. Moreover, this dissertation contributes
to new findings regarding the communication from management to frontline employees.
Revealing that information tends to get lost and there is room for improvement. Additionally,
this dissertation showed that employee training, see figure 3, is not a component utilized by the
organization to aid frontline employees when dealing with changed circumstances. Neither did
the frontline employees see it necessary for their work. These important dimensions have not
been highlighted in other areas used in this dissertation (Edinger-Schons et al., 2019; Liao &
Chuang, 2004).

5.3.

Contribution

The aim of this dissertation was to fill the gap in the academic research field by providing
insight into the components’ organizations use to aid the frontline employees in their interaction
with the customer, from a frontline employee perspective. Previous research has focused on
customer interaction from the consumer’s perspective. Therefore, this dissertation aimed to
gather and compile new insights from the store personnel perspective, in order to create a
greater understanding of the field.

For practical reasons, the results and conclusion of this thesis can be of value for a store manager
who seeks to enhance customer interaction during COVID-19. We believe that the model can
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be used as a guideline for store managers who try to improve the customer interaction and
seeking a first overview but may not be optimal for store managers who want to go into
specifics. This is because there are many areas that influence customer interaction, and the
model only focuses on a few.

5.4.

Critical reflection

Although the research question is of relevance to grocery stores in general, only one grocery
store was investigated. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, our collection of data was substantially
impacted, which resulted in difficulties to find a grocery store. Furthermore, the limited number
of participants for the semi-structured interviews could affect the credibility of this thesis.
However, we managed to find one store and have face-to-face interviews with five employees
in different positions which gives a good general picture. We believe this strengthens the
trustworthiness. Additionally, the interviews were conducted in Swedish and later translated
which could result in some problems with the translation since we did the translations ourselves
and did not use a professional translator.

5.5.

Suggestions for future research

There is still a need for further academic research within the field of customer interaction from
the frontline employees’ perspective, especially during COVID-19. One area that came up
during this research was the mental stress frontline employees experienced due to COVID-19.
Suggestion for future research is to examine the effect COVID-19 have on the mental and
phycological aspect of frontline employees. One additional problem that came up during the
interviews were the problem of the internal communication chain. Another suggestion for future
research is to examine this chain and try to identify alternatives to improve communication and
reduce the loss of certain information. The last suggestion would be to examine if employee
training would have positive effects on customer interaction. This study merely explored if
employee training was a component used and what the frontline employees’ opinions were.
Therefore, it could be beneficial to examine what the effect of implementing any training would
have. These areas with customer interaction are three suggestions for which future research
could be based on.
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Appendix A – Interview guide – frontline employees
Introduction
What is your current position in the company?
How long have you been with the company?
Have you had prior experience in the retail sector before this employment?
-

If yes: What type? Where?

Questions related to the conceptual framework

Question

Could you in your own

Conceptual framework
relevance

Changed circumstances

words, describe how the

Theoretical approach

Liao & Chuang (2004)
Service Climate

COVID-19 pandemic have
affected your job
assignments?

What, in your opinion, has

Changed circumstances

been the biggest challenge

Service Climate

due to COVID-19?

How has your interaction

Changed circumstances

with customers changed due

Liao & Chuang (2004)
Service Climate

to the COVID-19 pandemic

Could you describe a

Liao & Chuang (2004)

Changed circumstances

situation where your actions

Liao & Chuang (2004)
Service Climate

have changed due to
COVID-19, how did you
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handle it before and how do
you handle it now?

Could you describe how

Employee involvement

Edinger-Schons et al.

your store communicates

(2019) Customer-company

internally with the vital

identification

COVID-19 information?

Is the provided information

Employee involvement

Edinger-Schons et al.

and initiatives mandatory for

(2019) Customer-company

the store to follow or are

identification

there exceptions? - Open to
interpretation?

Do you believe that there is

Employee involvement

Edinger-Schons et al.

something missing or left

(2019) Customer-company

out in the provided

identification

information?

Do you feel like you are a

Employee involvement

part of the decision making

Employee involvement

in the store?

Do you sometime feel that

Liao & Chuang (2004)

Employee involvement

your leaders do not consider

Edinger-Schons et al.
(2019)

your input on the handling

The importance of

of the challenges due to the

involving frontline

COVID-19 pandemic?

employees when designing

If yes – what type of

the training

consideration are you
missing?
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How does your store ensure

Training of the frontline

Edinger-Schons et al.

that the employees have the

employees

(2019) Training of frontline

appropriate knowledge in

employees

order to properly deal with
the challenges of COVID19?

Do you believe that more

Training of the frontline

Edinger-Schons et al.

training could be offered to

employees

(2019) Training of frontline

personnel in the order to

employees

better handle the challenges
of COVID-19?
If yes – what do you think
are missing?

How much training do you

Training of the frontline

Edinger-Schons et al.

have in your store? How has

employees

(2019) Training of frontline

it changed due to COVID-

employees

19?

How important is it to you

Store managers personal

Edinger-Schons et al.

that your leaders

support

(2019)

support/attend the frontline

Leaders’ support of the

employee training?

organization’s efforts

How important is it to you

Store managers personal

Edinger-Schons et al.

that your leaders follow the

support

(2019)

guidelines that are

Leaders’ support of the

implemented?

organization’s efforts
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Appendix B – Interview guide – leadership positions
Introduction
What is your current position in the company?
How long have you been with the company?
Have you had prior experience in the retail sector before this employment?
-

If yes: What type? Where?

Questions related to the conceptual framework

Question

Could you in your own

Conceptual framework
relevance

Changed circumstances

words, describe how the

Theoretical approach

Liao & Chuang (2004)
Service Climate

COVID-19 pandemic have
affected your job
assignments?

What, in your opinion, has

Changed circumstances

been the biggest challenge

Service Climate

due to COVID-19?

Could you describe a

Liao & Chuang (2004)

Changed circumstances

situation where your actions

Liao & Chuang (2004)
Service Climate

have changed due to
COVID-19, how did you
handle it before and how do
you handle it now?
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Which challenges due to

Changed circumstances

COVID-19 has the frontline

Service Climate

employees conveyed to you?
-

Liao & Chuang (2004)

What do you think is
the greatest
challenge for the
frontline employees?

Could you describe how

Employee involvement

Edinger-Schons et al.

your store communicates

(2019) Customer-company

internally with the vital

identification

COVID-19 information?

Is the provided information

Employee involvement

Edinger-Schons et al.

and initiatives mandatory for

(2019) Customer-company

the frontline employees to

identification

follow or are there
exceptions? - Open to
interpretation?

Is it important for you to

Employee involvement

Edinger-Schons et al.

involve the frontline

(2019) Customer-company

employees when designing

identification

frontline employee training?
How are the frontline
employees involved?

How does your store ensure

Training of the frontline

Edinger-Schons et al.

that the employees have the

employees

(2019) Training of frontline

appropriate knowledge in

employees

order to properly deal with
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the challenges of COVID19?
-

Do you believe that
more training should
be offered to
personnel in the
order to better handle
the challenges of
COVID-19?
If yes – what do you
think are missing?

How much training do you

Training of the frontline

Edinger-Schons et al.

have in your store? How has

employees

(2019) Training of frontline

is changed due to COVID-

employees

19?

Could you describe any

Store managers personal

Edinger-Schons et al.

challenges when conveying

support

(2019)

information from the

Leaders’ support of the

organization to the frontline

organization’s efforts

employees in your store?
-

Do you feel that you
have part in the
decision making of
how you convey the
guidelines/routines
from ICA to the
frontline employees
in your store?
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Do you have specific

Store managers personal

Edinger-Schons et al.

training in regard to

support

(2019)

COVID-19, or do you attend

Leaders’ support of the

the same training as

organization’s efforts

frontline employees?

What do you do in order to

Store managers personal

Edinger-Schons et al.

set a good example for the

support

(2019)

frontline employees?

Leaders’ support of the
organization’s efforts
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