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Abstract

Recently, healthcare sector is facing increasing challenges and growing expectations from the
patients. Ministry of Health Malaysia received increasing number of complaints for public
hospitals on unsatisfied service quality which involved nursing services. Satisfaction with
nursing services has been reported to contribute more significantly than any other service to
overall perceptions of healthcare service quality. Researchers reported the new generation
of nursing graduates were being criticized for their dissatisfactory attitudes towards patients
and deterioration in the standard service delivery performance which has been identified as
the contributing factors to the increasing number of complaints and criticisms on nurses.
Customer-oriented behaviour has been validated as an essential approach to achieve higher
quality of care and improving patients’ satisfaction with the healthcare service delivered.
Owing to that fact, this paper aims to impart a conceptual analysis of the mediating effects of
emotional intelligence on the relationship between big five personality traits and customer-
oriented behaviour among Malaysian nursing students. This paper is guided by trait theory
and emotional intelligence theory in establishing the proposed theoretical framework. Our
conceptual analysis suggests that emotional intelligence significantly mediates the
relationship between big five personality traits and customer-oriented behaviour. In addition,
this study provides an avenue to researchers to examine nursing students’ customer-oriented
behaviour level and its relationship with big five personality traits and emotional intelligence.
It also offers a beneficial guideline for Student Recruitment Department of nursing colleges
to enrol the best candidates with the right personality traits into the nursing program and
lead towards the sustainability of nursing care quality deliver by the future nurses.
Keywords: Customer-Oriented Behaviour, Personality Traits, Emotional Intelligence, Nursing
Students, Healthcare.
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Introduction

Healthcare is a critical service environment due to the unforeseeable circumstances,
demanding patients, workload and organizational complexity (Bruno, Dell’Aversana and
Zunino, 2017). Healthcare services are intangible product. It cannot physically be touched,
counted, measures, sensed or viewed like manufactured goods (Tam, 2007). Healthcare
services rely on the service process, customer and service provider engagement and often
require patient to be involved in the process (Tam, 2007). The engagement between the
patient and the healthcare provider typically included interactions and extensive
communication (Tam, 2007). Patients are unable to properly assess the value of medical
treatment technologies and tend to rely on behaviours and interpersonal interactions as a
measure of assessment (Yoon, Choi and Park, 2007). The interpersonal interactions of service
providers with patients is the main factor of evaluations on the healthcare service delivery,
thus customer-oriented behaviour is crucial in the service industry (Hartline and Ferrell,
1996).

Customer-oriented behaviours required the service provider to actively listen to the
customers during interactions and propose the necessary solutions in order to meet
customers' needs and satisfaction (Jin, Tom and Alex, 2017). Lanjananda and Patterson (2009)
and Ong and Johari (2013) stressed that customer-oriented behaviour is also critical in the
healthcare sector in order to provide higher quality of nursing care. Nurses represent the
majority of positions in any hospital (Atefi, 2014) and the duration of interaction between
nurses and patients is known to be the longest than any other workforce in the hospital
(Fleischer et al., 2009). Hence, nursing services contribute more significantly than any other
service to overall perceptions of healthcare service quality. Nurses play key roles in providing
care for patients, helping organizations to meet their goals and overcoming challenges
through quality performance (Amadi, 2015; Broom and Tilbury, 2007). The demand for nurses
is high in developed and developing countries, Malaysia is not excepted (Barnett,
Namasivayam and Narudin, 2010). The increasing in ageing populations, customer
engagement, rapid development of medical technologies contributed to the increasing
demand of nursing personnel (Simoens et al., 2005) as well as population growth and the
associated burden of diseases (Barnett, Namasivayam and Narudin, 2010). Consequently, a
drastic growth in the number of schools and nursing colleges, nursing students and
consecutive increment in the proportion of new graduates within the workforce can be
observed (Barnett, Namasivayam and Narudin, 2010). However, the new generation of
nursing graduates were being criticized for their dissatisfactory attitudes towards patients
and deterioration in the standard service delivery performance which has been identified as
the contributing factors to the increasing number of complaints and criticisms on nurses
received by Ministry of Health Malaysia (Barnett, Namasivayam and Narudin, 2010; Ministry
of Health, 2019). Researchers argued that such a rapid expansion of schools and nursing
colleges, nursing students and increasing new graduates proportion within the workforce are
alarming since the workforce long-term sustainability and quality of care are uncertain, unless
impactful approach is taken to resolve the issues (Barnett, Namasivayam and Narudin, 2010).

Customer-oriented behaviour is an essential approach should be taken by the organization
and individual level in order to attain excellent quality service (Peccei and Rosenthal, 2001) as
it encourage more efficient service delivery, improves customer satisfaction and facilitates
the organization to meet customers’ changing needs (Bettencourt et al., 2001; Tang and Tang,
2012; Teng and Barrows, 2009). As the behaviour of nurse moves towards a sustainable
advantage of service quality, Ong and Johari (2013) suggested that the new generation of
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nursing workforce should adapt their customer-oriented behaviour according to the
customized needs of the patient in order to provide them with better service or treatment.
Without understanding customer-oriented behaviour, the entrusted responsibilities of
nursing personnel may not be able to be delivered effectively and tend to miscarry the main
goal of prioritizing the patients’ needs (Lim, 2016). Consequently, proper care and attention
may not be delivered to the patients and resulting in patients feeling neglected and
unsatisfied.

Meanwhile, personality traits have been established to predict and determine human
behaviour at work (Barrick and Mount, 1991; Barrick and Mount, 2005; Brown et al., 2002). It
is crucial to understand on how personality traits can influence or predict customer-oriented
behaviour. Big five personality model has been preferred in psychology and management
researches (DeShong et al., 2015; Thompson and Prendergast, 2015). It has been established
as the best description of personality structures across cultures (Digman, 1990; Harari et al.,
2014; Wiggins and Trapnell, 1997) and proven as a robust indicator to determine individual’s
personality (Goldberg, 1981; Haq et al, 2010; Poropat, 2009; Wortman et al., 2012). This study
adopts all five dimensions of big five personality model to holistically examine the nursing
students’ personality traits as it can serves as the predictor towards customer-oriented
behaviour.

In addition, researches showed emotional intelligence relates with behaviours (Jordan and
Troth, 2004; Ramachandran et al., 2011; Robbins et al., 2010; Shih and Susanto, 2010). Kong
et al. (2016) indicated that emotional intelligence was positively associated with clinical
ability, this is because nursing students with high emotional intelligence may be able to
understand the patient’s perspective better and they are also likely to experience empathy.
Hence, emotional intelligence may have significant influence towards nursing students’
customer-oriented behaviour. Therefore, the present study aims;

e To examine the effects of the big five personality traits on customer-oriented
behaviour

e To examine the effects of big five personality traits on emotional intelligence

e To examine the effects of emotional intelligence on customer-oriented behaviour

e To examine the mediating effects of emotional intelligence on the relationship
between big five personality traits and customer-oriented behaviour

Literature Review

Customer-Oriented Behaviour

Customer-oriented behaviour is conceptualized from customer orientation where it is a
concept and a belief that often gives priority to the interest of the customer. This concept has
been addressed by Jaworski and Kohli (1993) explaining that it is a collection of organizational
behaviours employed to gather and use customer information in order to gain customer
satisfaction. Many researchers stressed the critical importance of frontline employees
customer-oriented behaviour regarding quality service delivery and customers’ satisfaction
from diverse global perspectives (Narver and Slater, 1990; Brown et al., 2002; Chen and Chen,
2010). Customer-oriented behaviour refers to specific behaviours exhibited by service
personnel during service delivery which behaviours that results to satisfied customers (Farrell,
Souchan and Furden., 2001; Winsted, 2000a, b). Ong and Johari (2013) described customer-
oriented behaviour as a particular individual behaviour that is necessary to satisfy the
customer’s needs by providing the right solutions.
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In the healthcare context, it is explained that the term customer-oriented behaviour
applies to the behaviour of service providers and the ability of care providers to offer in order
to reflect the reality of patients (Daniel and Darby, 1997). Chien, Chou and Hung (2008)
identified customer-oriented behaviour in the healthcare context as the degree to which
nurses understand patient needs and wishes. On the same note, Daniel and Darby (1997)
made it clear that the term customer-oriented behaviour refers to the behaviour of caregivers
in the service and the ability to adjust their service to reflect the reality of the patient. Darby
and Daniel (1999) indicated that the interface between nurses and patients involves elements
of nurse-patient interaction in the service delivery process. Therefore, customer-oriented
behaviour is an essential interface element for nurses to meet the increasing expectations
from patients.

Personality Traits and Customer-Oriented Behaviour

The traits theory notes that traits guide an individual’s behaviour in which that behaviour is
compatible with that person’s personality traits (Allport, 1961). This theory underpins three
key assumptions: (1) everyone has traits; (2) the goal of life is to discover one's traits; and (3)
the goal of personality assessment is to evaluate traits (Allport, 1961; Hogan and Sherman,
2020). Traits tend to be divided between circumstances and hence incorporate for
permanent, robust and general characteristics of the behaviour of individuals (Allport, 1961;
Hogan and Sherman, 2020). Personality traits are considered to be a consistent set of
characteristics that are responsible for the personality of a person and thus influence
behaviour (Kinicki, 2008). The Five-Factor Model or also known as Big Five Personality Traits
consisting of openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and
neuroticism has been described as a trait descriptive characteristic (Saucier, 1997). It
implicitly adopts the basic tenets of trait theory (McCrae and John, 1992). The big five
personality traits are the most commonly accepted model for the study of individual
personality (Goldberg, 1990; McCrae and Costa, 1987; McCrae and John, 1992). In fact, many
psychologists established the big five personality traits as the best personality traits
description due to its authenticity and effective model for assessing the personality of an
individual across various cultures (Digman, 1990; Harari et al., 2014; Wiggins and Trapnell,
1997). It has been proven as a robust predictor for the determination of individual personality
(Goldberg, 1981; Haq et al., 2010; Poropat, 2009; Wortman et al., 2012). Researchers have
shown that the behaviour of service personnel is influenced by their personality traits (Liao
and Chuang, 2004; Schneider and Smith, 2004) and have significant relationship with
customer-oriented behaviour (Johari and Ong, 2013).

The factor of openness to experience refers to intellectually curious and creative
individuals (Costa and McCrae, 1992). Individuals with high openness factor are typically
associated with intellectual ability and supported by several studies through significant
correlation between intelligent and openness to experience. They are also anticipated to be
more insightful, intellectual, analytical and logical (Judge and Zapata, 2015; McCrae and Sutin,
2009). Open individuals able to accept and to understand uncommon occurrence (Watanabe
et al., 2011). In addition, individuals with a high degree of openness to experience have a
multiplicity of interests, versatility of thinking and responsive to new ideas. They are likely to
take an active part in their work as they view it as a medium for their curiosity, genuine
interests and new insights (Bozionelos, 2004). They always think creatively and tend to figure
out alternative ways to solve an issue, particularly during a stressful situations (Mount, Barrick
and Stewart, 1998). Wanberg and Kammeyer-Mueller (2000) defined openness as a predictor
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of proactivity in the process of socialization. Johari and Ong (2013) in their study reported
that openness to experience is capable to indicate the customer-oriented behaviour of nurses
in the Malaysia healthcare tourism hospitals. Hence, openness to experience is an important
element to predict customer-oriented behaviour among nursing students. Openness to
experience is likely to generate customer-oriented behaviour. Therefore, it is proposed that:
Proposition 1(a): Openness to experience trait has a significant positive relationship with
customer-oriented behaviour.

Conscientiousness has been correlated with many organizational and individual outcomes.
For example, Liao and Chuang (2004) reported that conscientious service personnel appear
to perform better than those low in conscientiousness. DeShong et al. (2015) stressed that
conscientiousness is the only indicator of counterproductive workplace behaviour. Ellershaw
et al. (2015) reported that conscientious nurses had substantially higher performance as
compared to low conscientious nurses. According to Judge and llies (2002), the conscientious
employees’ higher performance has been associated to their decisive and orderly
characteristics, which offer them an advantage in different job roles. Johari and Ong (2013) in
their study emphasized that conscientiousness trait able to predict nurses’ customer-oriented
behaviour in the Malaysia healthcare tourism hospitals. Conscientious individuals have the
ability to depersonalize stressful circumstances and always prioritize work performance.
Therefore, conscientiousness is likely to generate customer-oriented behaviour among
nursing students. On this basis, it is proposed that:

Proposition 1(b): Conscientiousness trait has a significant positive relationship with
customer-oriented behaviour.

The extraversion trait is correlated with the tendency of individuals to be talkative, active,
gregarious, assertive and sociable (Salgado, 1997). Throughout the literature, many positive
effects have been linked with extraversion. According to Judge et al. (1999), extraversion has
a beneficial impact on the progress of an extrinsic career which highlighted income and
professional status as the main motivation. The extraverts are more likely to excel in their
careers and prone to be in higher jobs, thereby posses higher earnings than individuals with
low extraversion. Extraverts who typically seek social attention and excitement tend to spend
more time with others, maintain more social contact, socializing and spend most of their time
engaging in social activities, while introverts are quite the opposite (Bono and Judge, 2004;
Bruck and Allen, 2003; Kandler, 2012; Smillie et al., 2015; Wanberg et al., 2000). Moreover,
extraverts tend to be happier both in general and in short periods of time. According to Barrick
and Mount (1991), extraverts are reported to exhibit higher results in jobs that require higher
degree of interpersonal skills such as sale representatives and managerial positions. In their
research, Barrick and Mount (1993) noted that there is a positive relationship between
extraversion and job involving high-social interaction. Since nursing profession requires high
degree of interpersonal skills and social interaction, hence, extraversion trait is prone towards
nursing students’ customer-oriented behaviour. Therefore, it is proposed that:
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Proposition 1(c): Extraversion trait has a significant positive relationship with customer-
oriented behaviour.

Individuals high in agreeableness are generous, trusting, honest, sympathetic to others,
soft hearted, courteous, altruistic, good-natured, modest, helpful and tolerant (Bruck and
Allen, 2003; Driskell et al., 2006). Individuals with high agreeableness are indicated by their
willingness to trust others and to create and sustain relationships (Bono and Judge, 2004). In
addition, researchers believed that agreeableness is a social trait (Judge and Bono, 2000). In
fact, the degree of agreeableness in individual is one of the key determinants of how people
relate to each other and how much people value interpersonal relationship (Myers and
Myers, 2010). Agreeable individuals are best in establishing and sustaining relationships both
within and outside of the work environment (Bono et al., 2002). They appear to be happier
as they experience less conflict due to the high value they offer to their relationship with
others (Bono et al., 2002). Barrick, Stewart and Piotrowski (2002) noted that agreeable
employees prone to be more successful in their jobs since they prioritize teamwork and
customer service as the key performance indicators. This is due to the fact that agreeable
individuals are generally friendly, empathetic and altruistic in delivering their job and
respectful in handling their peers (Salgado, 1997). Based on the above mentioned, it is
proposed that:

Proposition 1(d): Agreeableness trait has a significant positive relationship with customer-
oriented behaviour.

Neuroticism is associated with susceptibility of individuals to negative emotions.
Individuals with higher neuroticism are said to be low emotional stability which susceptible
to feel guilt, paranoid, depression, anxiety, anger, fear, embarrassment, disgust, self-
consciousness and mood swings (Alessandri and Vecchione, 2012; Hui-Hua and Schutte,
2015). In addition, they are prone to lose control and being reactive (Alessandri and
Vecchione, 2012; Hui-Hua and Schutte, 2015). Neurotic people are more likely to experience
anxiety which may affect their cognitive and behavioural actions (McCrae and John, 1992).
High neuroticism individuals are likely to focus on negative encounters and experience a
broad range of psychiatric disorders. Neurotic individuals are insecure, stress and indecisive
(Ehrhant, 2006). Provided the nature of work in the hospital setting, emotions instability will
certainly result in poor service to the patients. Hence, individuals which high in neuroticism
are less likely to display customer-oriented behaviour (Ong and Johari, 2014). Thus, it is
proposed that:

Proposition 1(e): Neuroticism trait has a significant negative relationship with customer-
oriented behaviour.

Personality Traits and Emotional Intelligence

Interest in the potential value of emotional intelligence development in order to build and to
retain nursing competence has getting attention since the last decade. Emotional intelligence
is defined as an individual’s ability to understand his or her own and others’ emotions in a
timely manner and utilizing those emotions wisely to produce desirable results (Kunnanatt,
2004). Emotional intelligence theories can be broadly divided into two models named as the
mental ability model or ability model (Mayer and Salovey, 1997) and mixed model (Goleman,
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1999) that are widely studied in the past. The ability-based model is regarded as absolute
ability emotional intelligence model that has been put forward by Mayer and Salovey (1997),
with four branches of emotional intelligence namely as self-emotions appraisal, other’s
emotional appraisal, regulation of emotions and utilization of emotions. The mixed model of
emotional intelligence proposed by Goleman (1999) has been conceptualized into a construct
encompassing five competencies namely as self-awareness, self-regulation, self-motivation,
empathy and social skills (Pettijohn, Rozell and Newman, 2010). This model measures the
ability, social competencies and character (Zeidner et al., 2002). Researchers claimed that big
five personality traits were significantly related to emotional intelligence (Mahasneh, 2013;
Nawi et al., 2015; Saklofske et al., 2003; Vakola et al., 2004; Zee et al., 2002).

Openness to experience is known as intellectual trait. Individuals high in openness to
experience are considered to be original, cultured and able to take risks (Costa and McCrae,
1992). Zee et al. (2002) mentioned in their study that quasi-ability factor makes this trait
somewhat similar to intelligence. In addition, openness to experience is utilized to define the
intelligence of human beings features like creative-minded, bright and smart (Ashton et al,,
2000). Thus, it can be expected that individuals high in openness to experience are
intelligence to appreciate and managing their emotions. Researchers found that openness to
experience trait has positive correlation with emotional intelligence (Ciarrochi et al., 2000;
Dawda and Hart, 2000; Kappagoda, 2013; Matthews et al., 2006; Nawi et al., 2012; Petrides
and Furnham, 2001; Schutte et al., 1998; Shulman and Hemenover, 2006). Saklofske et al.
(2003) noted a positive significant correlation between openness to experience and
emotional intelligence. Similarly, Mahasneh (2013) and Nawi et al. (2015) empirically proven
that openness to experience has a significant effect on the emotional intelligence construct.
Thus, it is proposed that:

Proposition 2(a): Openness to experience has a significant positive relationship with
emotional intelligence.

The conscientiousness trait of personality refers to the personality attributes like vigilance,
responsibility, discipline, carefulness, reliability, dependability and persistence (Barrick and
Mount, 1991), high degree of thoughtfulness, being organized and mindful of information,
with good impulse control and goal-oriented behaviour (Yusoff et al, 2013). Some
researchers reported that there is no significant relationship between conscientiousness trait
and emotional intelligence (Kappagoda, 2013; Shulman and Hemenover, 2006; Warwick and
Nettelbeck, 2004). On the other hand, numerous of researchers emphasized on the significant
relationship between conscientiousness and emotional intelligence (Beshart, 2010;
Christoper et al., 2011; Douglas et al., 2004; Hudani et al., 2012; Matthews et al., 2006;
McCrae, 2000; Nawi et al., 2012; Sala, 2002). The study of Zee et al. (2002) concluded a
positive significant relationship between conscientiousness trait and emotional intelligence.
In the study of Austin et al (2008), they have proven through their structural equation
modelling that conscientiousness positively predicts emotional intelligence. In fact, Nawi et
al. (2015) declared that conscientiousness trait as the strongest predictor of emotional
intelligence as compared to other personality traits. Therefore, it is proposed that:
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Proposition 2(b): Conscientiousness has a significant positive relationship with emotional
intelligence.

The extraversion trait of personality refers to attributes like being assertive, active,
talkative, sociable and full of positive emotions (Costa and McCrae, 1992). These individuals
are considered to be unreserved and more informal in developing contacts with others. They
enjoy frequent interactions and strive to get along with other (Costa and McCrae, 1992). The
aforementioned attributes are related to the concept of interpersonal intelligence defined by
Gardner (1983). Thus, it is expected that extraversion trait has a significant relationship with
emotional intelligence. Moreover, past studies discovered positive relationship between
extraversion and emotional intelligence (Austin et al., 2008; Bagby et al., 1994; Brackett and
Mayer, 2003; Davies et al., 1998; Matthews et al., 2006; McCrae, 2000; Newness et al., 2012;
Saklofske, 2003; Sala, 2002; Vakola et al., 2004; Warwick and Nettelbeck, 2004). In addition,
Pettijohn, Rozell and Newman (2010) reported that emotional intelligence positively
correlated with customer orientation levels. Based on the past studies that supported the
significant relationship between extraversion and emotional intelligence, extraversion trait
predicted to exhibit customer-oriented behaviour and emotional intelligence correlated to
customer orientation level, therefore it is proposed that:

Proposition 2(c): Extraversion has a significant positive relationship with emotional
intelligence.

The agreeableness trait refers to the personality attributes as warmth, cooperation,
sensitivity to others’ feelings, trust, sympathy and altruism (Costa and McCrae, 1992).
Individuals high in agreeableness are indicated to have better relationships and effective
communication with others (Shaffer, 2004). Zee et al. (2004) hypothesized in their study that
agreeableness trait has significant relationship with behavioural and cognitive process of
controlling the emotions of others. There are numerous of past studies reported positive
correlation between agreeableness and emotional intelligence even though the correlation
results are not as strong as the correlation score of extraversion and conscientiousness with
emotional intelligence (Dawda and Hart, 2000; Matthews et al., 2006; Newness et al., 2012;
Petrides and Furnham, 2001). Austin et al. (2008) and Nawi et al. (2015) in their studies also
have empirically proven that agreeableness trait positively and significantly predicts
emotional intelligence. On the basis of the findings aforementioned and establish relationship
between emotional intelligence and customer orientation levels (Pettijohn, Rozell and
Newman, 2010), it is proposed that:

Proposition 2(d): Agreeableness has a significant positive relationship with emotional
intelligence.

Neuroticism trait is associated with the attributes of being depressed, anxious, worried,
vulnerable, insecure and can be easily provoked (Costa and McCrae, 1992). In contrast,
individuals with high emotional stability are more relaxed, secure, confident, well-adjusted,
and able to cope with stressful circumstances (Bruck and Allen, 2003; Kandler, 2012).
Individuals high in neuroticism trait are less likely to display customer-oriented behaviour
(Ong and Johari, 2014). In addition, numerous studies have established positive correlation
between emotional stability and emotional intelligence (Austin et al., 2008; Bagby et al., 1994;
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Davies et al., 1998; Dawda and Hart, 2000; Matthews et al., 2006; Newness et al., 2012;
Petrides and Furnham, 2001; Roger and Najarian, 1989; Warwick and Nettelbeck, 2004).
Saklofske et al. (2003) and Vakola et al. (2004) discovered an overall negative correlation
between neuroticism and emotional intelligence score. Since researchers have established
relationship between emotional intelligence and customer orientation levels (Pettijohn,
Rozell and Newman, 2010) together with the supported aforementioned findings, it is
proposed that:

Proposition 2(e): Neuroticism has a significant negative relationship with emotional
intelligence.

2.4 Emotional Intelligence and Customer-Oriented Behaviour

Emotional intelligence is a crucial concept for nurses to understand the patients’ perspectives
and demands (McQueen, 2004). Extensive researches have empirically supported that
emotional intelligence is related to behaviour. Previous studies have affirmed the predictive
power of emotional intelligence on behaviour such as conflict resolution (Jordan and Troth,
2004; Shih and Susanto, 2010). Jordan and Troth (2004) highlighted that individuals with
emotional intelligence are able to resolve interpersonal conflicts. Consistently, emotional
intelligence is commonly seen as the ability to understand and to manage emotional
experiences and responses in self and others and then combining these to improve thought
and consequent behaviours (Serrat, 2017). Each of the five competencies of emotional
intelligence proposed by Goleman (1999) has an impact on how individuals perceives and
responds to all kind of events (Pettijohn, Rozell and Newman, 2010). For instance, there is a
strong connection between self-regulation and behaviour choice since it involves self-control,
adaptability and self-monitoring within a specific conditions. Moreover, empathy and
motivation are likely to guide the way individuals perceive circumstances and indirectly
influence the choice of responsive behaviour (Pettijohn, Rozell and Newman, 2010).
Goleman’s competencies set has embarked the concern in adopting and implementing the
emotionally intelligent policies within organizations (Pettijohn, Rozell and Newman, 2010).
Thus, the concept discussed by Goleman (2001) seems to be closely linked to the behaviours
and predispositions of a customer-oriented behaviour especially for nursing students.
Therefore, it is proposed that:

Proposition 3: Emotional intelligence has a significant positive relationship with customer-
oriented behaviour.

2.5 Mediating Effects of Emotional Intelligence

Nursing usually be seen as an intense profession which takes place in a demanding working
atmosphere (Kaya, Senyuva and Bodur, 2018). This profession demanded nurses to have
emotional intelligence skill in order to recognize patient’s needs, to make fast and precise
decisions, to interpret patients’ complex information from various angles (Altuntas et al.,
2010; Fidanci et al., 2012; Heffernan et al., 2010; Ip et al., 2000; Kawashima and Petrini, 2004;
Kaya and Yalniz, 2012; Kucukguclu and Kanbay, 2011; Mangena and Chabeli, 2005). Owing to
that fact, it is important to acquire these skills during undergraduate education (Kaya,
Senyuva and Bodur, 2018). However, the number of empirical studies conducted in the
subject of emotional intelligence on nursing students is limited. In fact, study on the mediating
effect of emotional intelligence on customer-oriented behaviour among Malaysian nursing
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students has not yet been done. Therefore, a study of mediating effect on the relationship
between big five personality traits and customer-oriented behaviour among Malaysia nursing
students is indispensable to fill up the gap.

Emotional intelligence construct as a mediator variable serves to define the nature of the
relationship between the independent and dependent variables. Significant numbers of
studies have tested the mediating effect of emotional intelligence. Kang and Bae (2015)
showed that emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between emotional labour and
psychological well-being. The study also suggested that hospitals should develop education
and training programs to enhance emotional intelligence skills among nurses and promote
clinical nurses’ psychological well-being. In addition, De Haro, Castejon and Gilar (2018)
confirmed the mediator effect of emotional intelligence on the relationship between
personality traits and earnings. Emotional intelligence also confirmed to fully mediates the
effect of occupational stress on job performance (Ismail et al., 2009). According to Schutte
and Malouff (2011), emotional intelligence did significantly mediate between mindfulness
and subjective well-being which comprised of higher positive affect, lower negative affect and
greater life satisfaction. Individuals with emotional intelligence manage their emotions in
order to excel at work and in life and practice empathic prosocial behaviours (Miao,
Humphrey and Qian, 2017). Research conducted by Saklofske et al. (2007) indicated that
emotional intelligence is significantly mediated the relationship between personality and
exercise behaviour. This view suggests that emotional intelligence would be an important
variable predicting the relationship between big five personality traits and customer-oriented
behaviour. This gives an implication that studying emotional intelligence as a mediator is valid
and thus, guaranteed that the present study is likely to achieve its objectives by viewing
emotional intelligence as a mediator between big five personality traits and customer-
oriented behaviour. Therefore, it is proposed that:

Proposition 4: Emotional intelligence significantly mediates the relationship between big five
personality traits and customer-oriented behaviour.

Theoretical Framework

There are limited empirical studies and scholars focus on the topic of customer-oriented
behaviour among nursing students. As for this study, trait theory and emotional intelligence
theory are integrated in designing the research framework. The framework of this study
presents its newness by investigating these variables together simultaneously which never
been tested previously especially in the context of Malaysia public healthcare as shown in
Figure 1. The relationship between big five personality traits and customer-oriented
behaviour and the mediating role of emotional intelligence on the relationship between big
five personality traits and customer-oriented behaviour among Malaysian nursing students
will be tested.
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Independent Variable Mediating Variable Dependent Variable

Openness to Experience Emotional Intelligence

Conscientiousness

Agr len i
greeableness Customer-Oriented

Extraversion Behaviour

Neuroticism

Figure 1: Proposed Theoretical Framework

Research Implications

This study aims to show a better understanding of nursing students’ customer-oriented
behaviour and the mediating effects of emotional intelligence on the relationship between
big five personality traits and customer-oriented behaviour. It further contributes to the
extant research of customer-oriented behaviour in the healthcare context by introducing
emotional intelligence as a mediator in the research model. Although in the past, few
researchers studied the mediation effect of emotional intelligence between psychological
processes and customer-oriented behaviour, however, the role of emotional intelligence is
not yet been discussed between the relationships of personality traits and customer-oriented
behaviour. The reason of this undiscovered mediating role of emotional intelligence might be
the lack of consensus among researchers about conceptualization of emotional intelligence
construct. As for this study, trait theory and emotional intelligence theory are integrated in
designing the research framework. Furthermore, from the review of literature, empirical
evidences on the relationship between personality and emotional intelligence (Mahasneh,
2013; Nawi et al., 2015); and emotional intelligence and customer-oriented behaviour have
been found. Hence, based on the theoretical and empirical underpinnings, the ability of
emotional intelligence construct to serve as mediator in the relationship between big five
personality traits and customer-oriented behaviour is going to be investigated in this study
which would be a significant contribution in the current empirical body of literature on
emotional intelligence. The findings of this study will serve as a new contribution and extend
to the existing knowledge on which dimensions of personality traits significantly contribute
towards customer-oriented behaviour among Malaysian nursing students and the mediating
effects of emotional intelligence.

In terms of practical implications, this study is highly important for Malaysian public
healthcare particularly nursing students. This study suggests the guideline regarding which
dimensions of personality can be considered high in emotional intelligence that will ultimately
lead to greater customer-oriented behaviour. This can be a beneficial guideline for Student
Recruitment Department of public nursing colleges to find and filter the best candidates
which having the best personality traits of becoming nurses to enrol in the nursing courses
which may lead to good achievement with high level of customer-oriented behaviour.
Consequently, it is also contribute towards the objective of Ministry of Health to become the
best healthcare provider globally and achieve the required nurse to patient ratio 1:200 as set
by the World Health Organization.
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Conclusion

This study builds upon the extant literature on customer-oriented behaviour, emotional
intelligence and big five personality traits which leads to the proposed theoretical framework.
Customer-oriented behaviour is a crucial antecedent in healthcare sector and as an important
approach in addressing the criticisms and complaints received by the nurses. Owing to the
fact that the quality of care delivered by nurses are questionable and the long-term
sustainability of the nursing workforce is uncertain, therefore, better understanding on
customer-oriented behaviour among nursing students is very crucial to resolve this matter.
Through better understanding of the customer-oriented behaviour among nursing students,
healthcare service performance could be improved and consequently enhance customer
satisfaction and organizations’ performance index.

This study is highly important from theoretical and practical aspects. It offers a new insight
on the effects of big five personality traits on customer-oriented behaviour and emotional
intelligence. Besides, this study will also establish the mediating effect of emotional
intelligence on the relationships between big five personality traits and customer-oriented
behaviour among Malaysian nursing students. The population considered in this study is also
very important from a theoretical aspect because nursing students are the successors of the
main representations of healthcare services since nurses constitute the majority positions in
any hospitals. In addition, this study also adds to the literature of customer-oriented
behaviour especially in the area of healthcare services which may guide future empirical
research in this context. In terms of practical contribution, the findings of this study are
expected to provide relevant information about which dimensions of personality traits are
significant predictors for customer-oriented behaviour. Recruitment managers can use this
information as a basis to select the right candidates for customer-oriented personnel. In
addition, measuring and identifying the existing state of customer-oriented behaviour can
essentially aid managers in designing training programs to improve the level of service
behaviour among various levels of personnel in the healthcare sector.
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