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ABSTRACT

Personality traits and adaptive behavior are central issues in research on call center performance. However, the current
literature offers little guidance on the relationship between personality traits and adaptive behavior and how they work
together to enhance employee performance. This study investigates the mediating role of adaptive behavior between
Five-Factor traits and employee performance with customers. Empirical evidence from a Canadian call center supports

this proposition for three Five-Factor traits. Managerial implications are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Call center employees represent the main point of cus-
tomer contact; therefore, their performance with custom-
ers is critical for a call center’s success. In light of this, it
is important to understand the factors that explain and
predict effective employee performance in the call center
industry. Personality traits are a critical factor of em-
ployee performance. Many call centers, especially in Ca-
nada, take personality traits into account in the hiring
process. Researchers have found that when selective hir-
ing methods are used, there is less employee turnover,
and training efforts are more effective [1,2].

Employee turnover in Canadian call centers is appro-
ximately 29%. This success indicates that focusing on the
right personality traits in selecting employees is critical
for Canadian call centers to maintain a competetive ad-
vantage.

Despite the fact that many studies have been condu-
cted in both marketing literature and psychology to as-
sess the relationship between personality traits and per-
formance, data about this relationship in the call center
environment is limited. However, primary studies and
meta-analyses have shown that under certain conditions,
there are relationships between personality traits and call
center performance dimensions (e.g., [3-6]). These stud-
ies suggest that personality traits explain only a fraction
of variance in employee performance (only for 4% in
Churchill et al. [7] meta-analysis). Because of this, many
authors (e.g., [8-12]) call for further investigation on the
indirect relationship, via moderators or mediating vari-
ables, between personality traits and employee perform-
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ance.

Because market research shows that employee per-
formance is related to adaptive behavior [13,14], signifi-
cant attention in research and practice has recently been
devoted to adaptive behavior in face-to-face environ-
ments. However, despite the prominence of adaptive be-
havior techniques in telephone sales environments [15],
there have only been a few studies that have investigated
the importance of adaptive behavior in call center con-
texts [15]. In fact, little is known about the relationship
between personality traits, performance and adaptive be-
havior in call centers.

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship
between personality traits, performance and adaptive be-
havior in call centers. By addressing this issue, our re-
search makes three contributions. First, our hierarchical
model better explains the relationship variance between
personality traits and performance in call centers. Second,
we have raised questions about and have discovered the
need to confirm the qualitative findings of Eveleth and
Morris’s [15] call center research. Although adaptive be-
havior has been investigated in other environments [14],
we expected that the characteristics of a call center sell-
ing environment would require adaptive behavior even
more than it would in a face-to-face sales environment.
Finally, understanding the characteristics of effective em-
ployee is critical for call center competitiveness.

This article is divided into five sections. In the second
and third sections, we discuss the theoretical background,
address key constructs and present our research model
and hypotheses. Data collection methods and analysis
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techniques are explained in the fourth section. In the fifth
and sixth sections, we present the results and discuss our
findings. The paper concludes with managerial implica-
tions, limitations and future research.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Personality Traits

Employee personality can be analyzed in terms of levels
of consistency in modes of cognition, affect and behavior
[16]. Among personality trait models introduced in the
literature, the Big Five model developed by Costa and
McCrae [17] has emerged as a popular tool for under-
standing the relationship between personality and various
individual behaviors [18]. It has been employed by many
researchers (e.g., [19-22]). The so-called “five factors”
are conscientiousness, agreeableness, extraversion, emo-
tional stability and openness to experience. The consci-
entiousness character of a person indicates the capacity
to be responsible, achievement-striving, dependable, ef-
ficient, organized, hardworking and persevering. Agree-
ableness refers the tendency to be sympathetic, helpful,
friendly, tolerant, trusting, good-natured, courteous and
cooperative. An extraverted person is understood to be
ambitious, reward-seeking, gregarious, sociable, adven-
turous and assertive. Emotional stability refers to the abi-
lity to remain calm, resilient, even-tempered, tolerant of
stress, well-adjusted and self-confident. Finally, open-
ness to experience indicates the capacity of a person to be
broad-minded, imaginative, perceptive, intelligent, creative,
curious and cultured.

2.2. Adaptive Behavior in
Call Center Environments

Adaptive selling is defined as “the altering of sales be-
havior during a customer interaction or across customer
interactions based on perceived information about the
nature of the selling situation.” Weitz et al. [43]. In other
words, to practice adaptive selling a salesperson must
change or adapt his selling strategies for each customer.
The Weitz et al. (1986) adaptive framework posits that
an adaptive selling strategy is critical to the employee’s
performance in face-to-face interactions. The concept of
“adaptation” is also used by researchers in the context of
service. Hartline and Ferrell [23] define it as the ability
of employees in contact with customers to adjust their
behavior according to the application context of clients.
In a call center environment, each employee is located
within an individual cubicle and receives several hetero-
geneous customer calls on a given work day. In contrast
to the employee who works in a B-to-B market, em-
ployee in call centers interact with customers via phone
technology, with calls received through a computer sys-
tem. In a call center, communication is limited to verbal
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interaction, thus it is critical for employee to have selling
strategies to suit the needs of each customer [15]. Quali-
tative research conducted by Eveleth and Morris [15] in
call centers shows that many employees claim that adap-
tive behavior significantly affects their work effective-
ness.

2.3. Performance with Customers

Define Sales performance can be defined as “behavior
evaluated in terms of its contribution to the goals of the
organization” (Johnston and Marshall [24], p. 412). In
the literature, many criteria or types of sales performance
have been used (e.g., supervisory rating performance,
profit, sales and performance with customers). In our
research, we have used performance with customers as
the criteria of performance for four reasons. First, Hunter
and Perreault [25,26] highlight that performance with
customers is a good criterion of performance for a tech-
nological organization. They define performance with
customers “as developing an understanding of a custo-
mer’s unique problems and concerns-marketing, tech-
nology, operations, or otherwise-and recommending so-
lutions that address those concerns” Hunter and Perreault
([25], p- 99). This definition fits with a call center envi-
ronment where employees must understand each unique
customer’s need or objection and be able to provide a
personalized solution. In addition, many call centers in
Canada deal mainly with phone and Internet companies.
Hunter and Perreault’s [25,26] definition of performance
with customers and the context in which they recom-
mend it is appropriate for call centers in Canada. Second,
some researchers (e.g., [3,4,6]) have highlighted the idea
that the relationship between some Five-Factor traits (e.g.,
agreeableness) and performance depends on performance
criteria. Therefore, we think Sawyerr et al.’s [22] call
center study result, which found that only one trait of the
Five-Factor model is associated with performance, is due
mainly to the type of performance studied. Sawyerr et al.
[22] have used service performance ratings composed of
three items, accuracy of information provided to custom-
ers, speed of response to customer requests and the abil-
ity to solve problems. Finally, Hunter and Perreault [25]
have shown that some Five-Factor traits have been sig-
nificantly associated with employee performance with
customers.

3. Research Model and Hypotheses

This study proposes a model that investigates the effects
of Five-Factor traits on employee performance with cus-
tomers at call centers. Specifically, Figure 1 hypothesizes
that Five-Factor traits (Conscientiousness, Agreeableness,
Extraversion, Emotional Stability and Openness to Ex-
perience) directly affect the employee’s performance
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= Conscientiousness

= Agreeableness
Performance
with customer

Adaptive

= Extraversion behavior

= Openness

= Emotional stability

Figure 1. Research model.

with customers. Further, Five-Factor traits can also affect
the employee’s performance with customers indirectly.
We elaborate on these linkages below.

3.1. The Effects of Personality Traits on
Performance with Customers

There has been very little research that has directly ex-
amined the relationship between Five-Factor personal-
ity traits and performance in call centers. Sawyerr et al.’s
(2009) call center research has shown, in contrast to the
author’s prediction, that only openness to experience was
significantly correlated with employee performance. We
think this result is attributable mainly to the performance
criteria used. Sawyerr et al. [22] determined service em-
ployee performance to be measurable by three factors: 1)
the accuracy of information provided to customers; 2) the
speed of response to customer requests; and 3) the ability
to solve problems. However, these items do not capture
all aspects of employee performance with customers in
call centers. For example, their performance criteria do
not include the ability of employees to generate sales.
This example shows how many authors [6,27] have high-
lighted the importance of choosing relevant performance
criteria when investigating the relationship between per-
sonality traits and performance. In our research, we have
chosen performance with customers as the criterion of
employee performance in call centers, and we have justi-
fied the relevance of this choice below.

Many studies and meta-analyses have shown that con-
scientiousness and emotional stability are the most robust
predictors of performance across all jobs and settings [3-
6,11,28], specifically in jobs that require interaction [28].
Therefore, we predict that conscientiousness and emo-
tional stability are correlated with performance with cus-
tomers. In addition, based on Sawyerr et al.’s [28] results,
we predict that openness to experience also has a positive
effect on performance with customers.

Prior research (e.g., [3-6,11,28]) has highlighted the
idea that the other five-factor personality traits (agree-
ableness and extraversion) are correlated with some per-
formance criteria and some jobs [4]. In addition, Mount
et al.’s [28] meta-analysis reported that Agreeableness
and Extraversion are associated with performance in jobs
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that require interpersonal interaction. Bakker et al.’s [29]
research also showed that Agreeableness is an important
predictor of performance in cases of negative encounters
between employees and customers. The cases described
above cover two aspects of employee performance in call
centers. Therefore, we expect that Agreeableness and Ex-
traversion predict employee performance with customers
in call centers. In sum, we expect the following:

H,,. Conscientiousness will be positively associated
with employee performance with customers in call cen-
ters.

H,. Agreeableness will be positively associated with
employee performance with customers in call centers.

Hy;. Extroversion will be positively associated with
employee performance with customers in call centers.

H\,. Emotional stability will be positively associated
with employee performance with customers in call cen-
ters.

Hs. Openness to experience will be positively associ-
ated with employee performance with customers in call
centers.

3.2. The Effects of Personality Traits on
Adaptive Behavior

Headings, Very few researchers have investigated the re-
lationship between personality traits and adaptive behav-
ior. Spiro and Weitz [13] showed that five personality
traits (self-monitoring, empathy, androgyny, being an
opener, and locus of control) are positively associated
with employee adaptiveness. Based on that study, Ver-
beke [30] investigated the impact of four personality
traits (self-monitoring, interpersonal control, openness
and rigidity). The results revealed that three personality
traits (self-monitoring, interpersonal control and opening)
are positively correlated with adaptive behavior, and,
conversely, the results revealed that the personality trait
of rigidity is negatively correlated with adaptive behavior.
Studies also reported that Openness to Experience has a
positive impact on adaptive performance [31] and on
team adaptiveness [32]. Based on the above research, we
expected the following:

H,,. Openness to experience will be positively associ-
ated with employee adaptiveness in call centers.

To our knowledge, no prior research in general sales
or in call centers has specifically addressed the relation-
ship between the remaining four Five-Factor traits (Con-
scientiousness, Agreeableness, Extraversion and Emotio-
nal stability) and adaptive behavior.

People who score high on Conscientiousness seem to
be hardworking, self-disciplined, task focused, and achie-
vement oriented [33,34]. Prior studies have reported that
this trait is associated with service orientation [35], and it
is an important predictor of interpersonal interactions in
service settings [28]. Recently, Brown and O’Donnell
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[36] showed that conscientiousness is a significant pre-
dictor of learning goal orientation, which in turn is rec-
ognized as a determinant of adaptiveness [37]. Guided by
these studies, we expected the following:

H,,. Conscientiousness will be positively associated
with employee adaptiveness in call centers.

An individual who scores high in Agreeableness is
friendly, cooperative, flexible, and has successful rela-
tionships with others [3,38]. Hogan et al. [35] have re-
ported that Agreeableness is associated with service ori-
entation. Mount et al.’s (1998) meta-analysis showed that
Agreeableness is a determinant for positive interpersonal
interactions in the workplace. In addition, Bonzionelos
[39] indicates that agreeableness is related to the ten-
dency to care for others. These qualities may be particu-
larly relevant for employee who need to interact with
each customer on a case-by-case basis. Therefore, we
conclude the following:

H,;. Agreeableness will be positively associated with
employee adaptiveness in call centers.

Extroversion is characterized by sociability, activeness,
energy, and assertiveness [17]. Onyemah (2008) [40] showed
that extraversion can be linked to proactive behavior.
Furthermore, some studies (e.g., [33,40,41]) have repor-
ted that extraversion is positively related to learning goal
orientation. Finally, Judge et al. [42] highlighted that ex-
traversion helps individuals to effectively communicate
interpersonally. This disposition has the potential for in-
creased success in adaptiveness selling. Based on these
findings, we expect the following:

H,,. Extroversion will be positively associated with
employee adaptiveness in call centers.

Mount et al. [28] reported that people who score high
in Emotional stability seem to have good interpersonal
interactions in service settings and are able to fit their
personalities to any particular context. Prior studies have
also reported that Emotional stability is associated with
service orientation [35]. Therefore, we expect the fol-
lowing:

H,s. Emotional stability will be positively associated
with employee adaptiveness in call centers.

In sum, in this study we expect the following:

H,. Five-Factor traits will be positively associated
with employee adaptiveness in call centers.

3.3. The Effects of Adaptive Behavior on
Performance

The impact of adaptive behavior on sales performance
has been studied widely in sales literature. According to
Weitz et al. [43], the adaptive selling framework and the
practice of adaptive selling have a positive impact on em-
ployee performance. However, mixed results have emer-
ged from empirical studies. Several salesforce resear-
chers (e.g., [13,14,44,45]) have shown that adaptive be-
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haviors positively influence performance. However, a
few authors (e.g., [46,47]) have found no relationship be-
tween adaptiveness and performance [44].

In this study, there are at least two reasons to conclude
that employee adaptiveness in call centers will positively
affect performance with customers. First, the qualitative
call center research of Eveleth and Morris [15] high-
lighted the idea that many employees consider adaptive
behavior to be critical for effectiveness in a call center
environment. Second, Hunter and Perreault [25] showed
that practicing adaptive behavior improves performance
with customers. Therefore, we expect the following:

H;. Adaptive behavior will be positively associated
with employee performance with customers in call cen-
ters.

3.4. The Mediating Role of Adaptive Behavior

Despite the many studies that have been conducted be-
tween personality traits and performance and between
adaptive behavior and performance in both marketing
literature and psychology, our knowledge about the rela-
tionship between those constructs in call centers is until
recently quite limited. Based on the theorizing of the
previous hypotheses, we expect that adaptive behavior
mediates the relationship between Five-Factor traits and
employee performance with customers at call centers.
Specifically, we postulate that Conscientiousness, Agree-
ableness, Extraversion, Emotional Stability and Open-
ness to Experience lead to greater employee adaptiveness
in call centers, which in turn affect employee perform-
ance with customers. This mediating relationship is con-
sistent with prior studies (e.g., [3,4,6]), which noted that
mediating variables can explain uncounted variances be-
tween personality traits and performance. This mediat-
ing relationship is also consistent with recent develop-
ments in personality traits literature [20,48]. These stud-
ies suggest that a hierarchical model can better explain
performance variability than a direct model between per-
sonality traits and employee performance. Therefore, we
expect the following:

H,. Adaptive behavior will mediate the relationship
between Five-Factor traits and employee performance
with customers in call centers.

H,,. Adaptive behavior will mediate the relationship
between conscientiousness and employee performance
with customers in call centers.

H,,. Adaptive behavior will mediate the relationship
between agreeableness and employee performance with
customers in call centers.

H,;. Adaptive behavior will mediate the relationship
between extraversion and employee performance with
customers in call centers.

H,,. Adaptive behavior will mediate the relationship
between emotional stability and employee performance
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with customers in call centers.

H,s. Adaptive behavior will mediate the relationship
between openness to experience and employee perform-
ance with customers in call centers.

4. Research Design
4.1. Sample

The Respondents were drawn from an important call
center in New Brunswick, Canada. This call center ad-
dresses the principal Canadian internet and telephony
organizations. A cover letter and questionnaire were sent
to 200 employees. Completed questionnaires were re-
ceived from 108 employees. Female respondents consti-
tuted 58.3% of the sample. 41.7% of respondents were
young (less than 24 years old), and only 42.1% of em-
ployees held BAA degrees.

4.2. Measures of Study Variables

The questionnaire was developed by integrating ques-
tions used in previous researches. Table 1 summarizes
the scale items. The scale for performance with custom-
ers comprises five items developed by Hunter and Per-
reault [25]. The Five-Factor traits (Conscientiousness,
Agreeableness, Extraversion, Emotional Stability and Open-
ness to Experience) were measured using 16 items used
by Sawyerr et al. [22] and developed by Goldberg [49].
Finally, adaptive behavior was determined based upon
the four items used by Hunter and Perreault [25] and
developed by Spiro and Weitz [13].

4.3. Analysis Strategy

In this study, the method of structural equations is adop-
ted as an analysis strategy, as recommended by Roussel
et al. [50] for numerous assumed relations between vari-
ables. In the literature, there are primarily two types of
statistical approaches based on structural equations: Lin-
ear Structural Relationships (“LSR”) and Partial Least
Squares (“PLS”). In this research, we adopted the PLS
approach for three reasons. First, the size of our sample
is insufficient to render an adequate analysis by the Lisrel
approach. Second, the PLS approach tolerates non-nor-
mality and especially multicollinearity [51]. Finally, beta
PLS path coefficient estimation is more accurate than the
Lisrel approach [51].

To test mediation, this study followed the procedures
suggested by Baron and Kenny [52]. This method in-
volves establishing four equations of regression that link
up three types of variables. The first regression deter-
mines whether the independent variable has a direct ef-
fect on the dependent variable. The second regression
examines whether the independent variable has a hitting
action on the mediating variable. The third regression
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analyzes whether the mediating variable has an impact
on the dependent variable. Finally, the last regression
examines whether the influence of the independent vari-
ables on the dependent variable is considerably reduced
when the mediating variable is added. In this respect, the
test of Sobel will be used to prove if the reduction of the
effect of independent variables in the dependent variable
in the presence of the mediator variable is significant.
This test involves calculating the z value (z = (axb)/N(b**
s. + a’*sy’); a and b: designed the non-standardized re-
gression coefficients due respectively to the effect of the
independent variable on the mediating variable and the
effect of the mediating variable on the dependent vari-
able; s, and sy: standard errors of a and b).

5. Results
5.1. Measure Validation

As recommended by Anderson and Gerbing [53], we
developed a measurement model before estimating the
structural paths to test the hypothesized relationships be-
tween constructs. Unidimensionality was assessed prior
to examining reliability and validity [54]. To assess the
unidimensionality of the constructs, all independent and
dependent variables were analyzed by using varimax ro-
tation, taking three criteria into consideration: 1) all items
having a lower community under 0.4 will be eliminated;
2) the factors extracted are those that have a value higher
than 1; and 3) Cronbach’s exceeded the minimum ac-
ceptable values, which was 0.7. The results illustrate that
all constructs are unidimensional. As Table 1 reports, all
items had a significant loading on corresponding con-
structs because the lowest 4 was 0.71 (>0.7) and the
lowest t-value was 6.53 (>1.96). Using Chin’s [51] crite-
ria, the convergent validity of the constructs is acceptable.
All composite reliabilities, ranging from 0.90 to 0.93, are
also above the cut-off value of 0.70, and the extracted
variances [55] were higher than 0.5. Therefore, reliability
is also acceptable.

The study then assessed the discriminant validity of
the key constructs by using the procedures recommended
by Fornell and Larker [55]. It consisted of checking whe-
ther the square roots of the AVE values were consistently
greater than all corresponding correlations as shown in
Table 2. As reported in Table 2, the analysis showed
that each construct shares more variance with its corre-
sponding measures than it shares with other constructs in
the model. Therefore, all constructs reveal an acceptable
discriminant validity.

5.2. Structural Model

The hypotheses were tested by simultaneously testing the
proposed relationships using Partial Least Squares (PLS) path
modelling. PLS is a prediction-oriented, variance-based
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Table 1. Survey items, reliability and validity for measures in the study.

Dimension Items Authors A t a CR AVE
I am always prepared 0.847 28.709
1 pay attention to details 0.813 20.717
Conscientiousness I get chores done right away Goldberg [48]  0.877 28.069 0.894 0.922 0.704
I like order 0.875 28.412
I follow a schedule 0.779 14.183
I sympathize with others’ feelings, I have a soft 0.887 35201
heart
Agreeableness I take time out for others Goldberg [48]  0.934 59.665 0.889 0.931 0819
I feel others’ emotions 0.893 36.479
I feel comfortable around people 0.829 20.021
I start conversations 0.897 40.028
Extraversion Goldberg [48] 0.851 0.900 0.696
I talk to a lot of different people 0.916 36.739
1 do not mind being the center of attention 0.675 7.990
I have a rich vocabulary 0.843 22.773
) I have a vivid imagination 0.866 23.907
Openness to experience Goldberg [48] 0.890 0.924  0.752
I have excellent ideas 0.891 35.804
I am full of ideas 0.868 21.680
I seldom feel blue 0.782 14.606
I feel comfortable with myself 0.862 28.582
Emotional stability Goldberg [48] 0.871 0.912 0.722
I readily overcome setbacks 0.896 36.885
I am relaxed most of the time 0.855 24.092
I treat all of the buyers pretty much the same 0.710 8.401
el st taers b el vihn. SRSV 039 22704
Adaptive behavior pretty d P h 0.852 0.899 0.691
I vary my sales style from situation to situation 20 [gélir]eau t 0.866 35.665
I can easily use a wide variety of selling 0.899 51982
approaches
Convmcmg customers that I understand their 0913 47.120
unique problems and concerns
Working out_ solutions t9 a f:ustomer S 0935 72804
Performance with ) quest_lons and objections Hunter and 0.906 0.934 0.781
customer Quickly generating new sales of new company  perreault 241 o312 22482 : : :
products ’ '
Listening attentively to identify and understand 0871 28,308

the real concerns of your customers

Table 2. Discriminant validity.

1 2 3 4 5 6 8
Agreeableness  1.000
Adaptive behavior 0.549 (0.905)
Conscientiousness 0.750 0.558 (0.839)
Emotional stability 0.702 0.503 0.656 (0.850)

0.534 0.433 0.589 0.574 (0.834)

Extraversion

Openness to
experience
Performance with
customer

0.262 0.296 0.354 0.352 0.550 (0.867)

0.609 0.828 0.622 0.567 0.533 0.416 (0.883)

Diagonal entries show the square roots of average variance extracted, others
represent correlation coefficients.
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approach to Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), which
makes very few assumptions about the distribution of the
variables, and requires relatively few observations, com-
pared to more traditional Maximum Likelihood (ML)
SEM techniques such as LISREL. PLS has been chosen
over LISREL because PLS is highly appropriate for com-
plexes predictive models [52]. Furthermore, our sample
size (N = 108) is small, then it is inadequate for LISREL
analysis.

We used specifically SmartPLS, to estimate both the
main and mediation effects stated in the hypotheses shown
in Figure 1. The results are reported in Table 3.
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Table 3. Main and mediating effects.

Model 1 Model 2
Independents Performance  Adaptive Performance
variables with customer  behavior  with customer
- 0.24” 0.25" 0.08
Conscientiousness (3.16) (3.36) (1.53)
Agreeableness 025" 021" 0.10"
g (3.67) (2.74) @.11)
. 0.10° 0.06
Extraversion (1.89) (0.96) -
Emotional stability ?2'1026) ?1 1938) (84(7)47‘)
. 0.17" 0.07
Openness to experience (3.39) (1.14) -
Adaptive behavior - (?'56‘;.1)
R? 0.49 - 0.75

ARZMudel 12 = 0.26 (Fumodel 1.2 = 16.64 > Feritical = 3.94)

"p<0.05,p<0.1.

5.2.1. The Effects of Personality Traits on
Performance with Customers

Hypothesis 1 posits that each Five-Factor trait positively
affects employee performance with customers. The re-
sults reported in Table 3 show that Conscientiousness,
Agreeableness, Extraversion, Emotional, Stability and
Openness to Experience are significantly positively re-
lated to performance with customers (f3; = 0.24; t = 3.16,
p <0.5), (fin=025t=3.27,p <0.5), (fi; =0.10; t =
1.89, p < 0.1), (B1a= 0.12; t = 2.06, p < 0.5) and (fis=
0.17; t =3.39, p <0.5), supporting Hy;, Hy», Hy3, Hy4 and
H,s. We suspect that the lowest t-value of H,; is due only
to the size of our sample (only 108 respondents). There-
fore, as expected, the Five-Factor traits predict employee
performance with customers in call centers. This result is
consistent with previous research (e.g., [3-6,11,27]. How-
ever, these findings run contrary to Sawyerr et al.’s [22]
call center research, which indicated that only openness
to experience was significantly correlated with employee
performance.

With respect to t-value, Table 3 reported also that
Agreeableness is the biggest predictor of performance
with customers, followed by Openness to experience, Con-
scientiousness, Emotional stability and Extraversion, res-
pectively.

5.2.2. The Effects of Personality Traits on
Adaptive Behavior

We hypothesized that in call centers each Five-Factor
trait has a positive influence on adaptive behavior. As
reported in Table 3, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness
and Emotional stability positively effect adaptive behav-
ior in call centers (f; = 0.25; t = 3.36, p < 0.5), (S =
0.21;t=2.74,p <0.5) and (S = 0.13; t = 1.98, p <0.1),
supporting H,;, Hy, and H,,. However, Table 3 shows
that, contrary to our predictions, we found no significant
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associations between Extraversion and Openness to ex-
perience and adaptive behavior (£; = 0.06; t = 0.96, p >
0.1) and (55 = 0.07; t = 1.14, p > 0.1). Thus, our results
do not support H,; and H,s. Accordingly, H, is partially
accepted.

5.2.3. The Effects of Adaptive Behavior on
Performance with Customers

As predicted, adaptive behavior has a significant impact
on employee performance with customers in a call center
environment (B = 0.64; t = 15.51, p < 0.5), supporting
Hs. This result is consistent with previous empirical re-
search (e.g., [13,14,44]). This result also confirms Eve-
leth and Morris [15] qualitative call center research.

5.2.4. The Mediating Role of Adaptive Behavior

As previously shown, all Five-Factor traits influence
performance with customers, while only three traits (Con-
scientiousness, Agreeableness and Emotional stability)
have a positive effect on adaptive behavior selling, which
in turn influences employee performance with customers.
Therefore, our results do not support Hy; and Hys.

To test the mediating role of adaptive behavior be-
tween these three traits (Conscientiousness, Agreeable-
ness and Emotional stability) and performance with cus-
tomers, two structural equation models (Model 1 and
Model 2), which used SmartPLS, were developed and
compared. Model 1 stressed that Y (performance with
customer) is influenced only by X (personality traits),
Model 1: X = Y. Model 2 described a scenario whereby
these traits influenced only employee performance with
customers through adaptive behavior (M), Model 2: X -
M = Y. A comparison of Models 1 and 2 shows that the
positive impact of Conscientiousness and Emotional sta-
bility on performance with customers in Model 1 be-
comes insignificant in Model 2 (8, = 0.24; t = 3.16 in
Model 1 become f; = 0.08; t = 1.53 in Model 2; and S, =
0.25; t = 2.06 in Model 1 become S, = 0.04; t =0.77 in
Model 2). Therefore, adaptive behavior mediates the re-
lationship between two traits (Conscientiousness and
Emotional stability) and employee performance with cus-
tomers at call centers. Accordingly, H4; and Hy4 are sup-
ported. In addition, the comparison of Models 1 and 2
indicates that the direct impact of Agreeableness on per-
formance with customers (Model 1) was also significant
when a mediating variable (adaptive behavior) was in-
corporated (Model 2). However, this impact becomes
weaker from Model 1 to Model 2 (5, = 0.25 in Model 1
versus S, = 0.10 in Model 2). The Sobel test also shows
that this reduction is significant (z-score = 3.34, p < 0.05).
Therefore, adaptive behavior partially mediates the rela-
tionship between Agreeableness and employee perform-
ance with customers in call centers, supporting Hj,. In
sum, our results partially support H,.
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As reported by Table 3, the AR? between Model 1 and
2 is important (26% = 75% - 45%). The difference is

statistically significant (Fyoder 1.2 = 16.64 > Feyiticar = 3.94).

Therefore, the incorporation of adaptive behavior in Mo-
del 2 reduces the uncounted variance between personality
traits and performance.

6. Discussion

To our knowledge, no prior call center research has spe-
cifically addressed the relationship between the four
Five-Factor (Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, Extra-
version and Emotional stability), adaptive behavior and
employee performance. Therefore, this study adds to re-
search efforts to understand the relationship between these
constructs in call centers.

Many authors (e.g., [3-6,8,11,12]) have highlighted the
idea that that personality traits, specifically Five-Factor
traits, are good predictors of performance in a selling
context. However, Sawyerr et al.’s [22] call center stud-
ies have shown, in contrast to the author’s prediction,
that only openness to experience was negatively corre-
lated with employee performance. Therefore, the first
objective of this study is to replicate the relationship be-
tween these constructs. Instead of the service perform-
ance criteria used by Sawyerr et al. [22], we employed
performance with customers because it serves as an ef-

fective indicator of employee performance in call centers.

The results of this study support the positive relationship
of all Five-Factor traits and employee performance with
customers in call centers. These results are highly con-
sistent with findings in the extant literature. We think the
Sawyerr et al. [22] result is primarily attributable to the
performance criteria used.

Adaptive behavior is an important driver of employee
performance in face-to-face interactions [14]. Surpris-
ingly, despite the fast growth of the call center industry,
very few studies have analyzed adaptive behavior in call
centers. Recently, the qualitative call center research of
Eveleth and Morris [15] reported that employee highlight

the importance of adaptive behavior in phone interactions.

The second aim of this study was to assess this proposi-
tion empirically by examining the relationship between
adaptive behavior and employee performance with cus-
tomers. Our results showed a strong positive impact of
adaptive behavior on performance with customers. Thus,
this study confirms the exploratory findings of Eveleth
and Morris [15].

Personality traits are a critical factor of employee per-
formance. Many call centers, especially in Canada, take
personality traits into account in the hiring process. Re-
searchers have found that when selective hiring methods
are used, there is less employee turnover, and training
efforts are more effective [56]. Employee turnover in call
centers in Canada is approximately 29%. Therefore, hir-
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ing employees with the right personality traits is critical
for Canadian call centers to maintain a competitive ad-
vantage. Surprisingly, very few authors have investigated
the link between the Five-Factor traits and adaptive be-
havior. To our knowledge, only four studies [13,30-32]
have analyzed the impact of openness to experience on
adaptive behavior, but not in a call center environment.
Therefore, the third goal of this study is to investigate the
relationship between Five-Factor traits and adaptive be-
havior in call centers. Our results show that three of the
Five-Factor traits are associated with adaptive behavior.
Specifically, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness and Emo-
tional stability positively affect adaptive behavior in call
centers, while we found no significant associations be-
tween Extraversion and Openness to experience and ada-
ptive behavior. The findings in our analysis of the rela-
tionship between openness to experience and adaptive
behavior do not comport with previous finding [13,
30-32]. We believe the difference in findings is due to
the small size of our sample. Indeed, the t-value between
the constructs in our study is 1.14, and therefore we pre-
sume if our size were to exceed 200 respondents, this
t-value would become higher than the critical value
(1.96).

Many researchers (e.g., [8,9,11]) call for further inves-
tigation on the indirect relationship, via moderators or
mediating variables, between personality traits and em-
ployee performance. Consistent with this line of re-
search, our last goal was to investigate whether adaptive
behavior mediates the relationship between Five-Factor
traits and performance with customers. Our results show
that adaptive behavior mediates the relationship between
three traits (Conscientiousness, Agreeableness and Emo-
tional stability) and employee performance with custom-
ers at call centers. In addition, our results indicate that
the model incorporating adaptive behavior between Five-
Factor traits and performance with customers shows 26%
more employee performance with customers variability
than the direct model. This finding reinforces the rec-
ommendations of previous literature (e.g., [20,48]) that
the hierarchical model between personality traits and
employee performance can better explain performance
variability than the direct model. Indeed, Adaptive be-
havior can be considered to be a surface trait, and Five-
Factor can be considered to be an elemental trait.

7. Managerial Implications

The results of this research allow us to address many
managerial implications. First, our research confirms the
validity of the Five-Factor traits as a hiring tool in the
staffing of call centers. Indeed, our study shows that
Five-Factor traits account for 47% of employee per-
formance with customers at call centers. This study also
reported that Agreeableness is the biggest predictor of
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performance with customers, followed by Openness to
experience, Conscientiousness, Emotional stability and
Extraversion, respectively. Therefore, call center sales
managers have to take these traits into account in the
process of employee selection. Second, our study con-
firms the critical role of adaptive behavior for employee
performance in call centers. Therefore, sales managers
should encourage employee to be more adaptive and able
to evaluate customers to better satisfy them. Along these
lines, this study finds that the three traits (Conscien-
tiousness, Agreeableness and Emotional stability) are
positively associated with adaptive behavior. Conscien-
tiousness was the biggest predictor of employee adaptive
behavior, followed by Agreeableness and Emotional sta-
bility, respectively. Therefore, it appears that two traits
are very important for employee performance in call
centers. These traits are Conscientiousness and Agree-
ableness because there are strongly associated with sell-
ing adaptiveness and performance with customers. For
call center sales managers, this result is significant be-
cause understanding key traits can improve hiring pro-
cedures and in turn can increase call center performance
as well as reduce employee turnover.

8. Limitations and Future Research

Although the results obtained provide general support for
the proposed theoretical framework, a few potential
limitations of this study should be noted. First, the sam-
ple size of respondents is not sufficient. Second, the gen-
eralization of this study may be a limiting factor because
the research sample was drawn from only one call center
in Canada. Finally, we have used only one hierarchical
level to describe the relationship between personality
traits and performance. Mowen and Spears [20] have re-
commended three levels, and Mowen [19] recommen-
ded four levels.

To enhance external validity, future research efforts
should obtain a representative sample from more call cen-
ters. Other personality dimensions (e.g., Locus of control,
rigidity) and other performance criteria should be used to
better assess the relationship between personality traits
and performance. Finally, it is better to use four hierar-
chical models (3M) as suggested by Mowen [18] to fur-
ther understand the relationship between personality
traits and performance. In this hierarchical model, adap-
tive behavior can be considered to be a surface trait and
personality traits can be considered to be elemental. Fur-
ther, other variables can be integrated into our model,
such as compound traits and situational traits.
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