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Abstract: This study investigated the relationship between customer-employee exchange (CEX) and employee work
engagement (vigor, dedication, absorption), and the role of psychological safety and self-efficacy mediate that relationship.
Survey data were collected from 329 Chinese hotel employees (females = 52.9%, tenure: 1–3 years = 50.5%). The
results following ordinary least squares regression and the SPSS PROCESS macro indicate that higher customer-employee
exchange is associated with employee vigor, dedication, and absorption. Psychological safety and self-efficacy mediate
the relationship between customer-employee exchange and vigor and dedication to be stronger, while the work absorption
mediating effect is not significant. Our findings underscore the importance of adopting a social exchange theory lens
for high-quality customer–employee exchange in service settings–and how this exchange translates into engagement
through the socio-cognitive mechanisms of psychological safety and self-efficacy. These findings suggest a need for
human resources managers in the hotel industry to engage in customer-employee exchange practices for higher employee
work engagement.
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Introduction
In the current highly competitive hospitality service indus-
try, employees are key to service quality for improved
business performance and development (Kim & Qu,
2020). Engaged employees exhibit high levels of energy
(vigor), actively participate in their work, show enthusiasm
(dedication), and immerse themselves in (absorption) their
tasks (Schaufeli et al., 2006). Necessarily employee work
engagement is associated with the quality and efficiency
of service delivery, which in turn impacts customer sat-
isfaction and loyalty—factors that collectively shape an
organization’s market competitiveness and brand reputa-
tion (Hassan et al., 2023). In service-oriented enterprises,
customers serve not only as the primary points of contact
and service recipients for employees, but also as core
participants in the value creation process of the business.
For employees to deliver to organization goals, they need
a level of workplace psychological safety and sense of
self-efficacy, self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief in
their capability to complete tasks (Bandura, 2011). Work-
place psychological safety refers to individuals’ subjective
perceptions of interpersonal relationships, team dynamics,
and the organizational environment in which they can be
authentic selves (Kahn, 1990). However, the hospitality
industry is varied and they ways they engage customers in
service co-creation would ne unique to the industry sector.
We aimed to investigate these relationships in the hotel
industry sector.

Customer-employee exchange and work engagement
Customer-employee exchange is by the quality of social
interaction during service encounters with customers (Kim
& Qu, 2020; Ma & Qu, 2011). In the hotel industry,

services are highly interactive, with employees primar-
ily tasked with serving customers (Victorino et al.,
2005), which would require high levels of employee
work engagement. This assumes an individual employee’s
with stable disposition or tendency to prioritize cus-
tomers’ needs and satisfaction (Lee & Wei, 2023). Unlike
traditional antecedents of employee work engagement,
which focus on stable organizational or personal fac-
tors, CEX highlights the dynamic, reciprocal interactions
between customers and employees. Through these high-
quality exchanges—characterized by trust, support, and
responsiveness—employees gain valuable social and psy-
chological resources. This energizes them and promotes
greater involvement in their work, leading to higher levels
of vigor, dedication, and absorption beyond what would be
expected from their preexisting attitudes alone (Kim & Qu,
2020).

Vigor refers to employees’ ability to maintain high
energy levels, resilience, and the capacity to confront
challenges at work (Schaufeli et al., 2006). Customer-
employee exchange (CEX) facilitates this vigor by
providing emotional support and positive feedback, which
help employees sustain their psychological vitality and
energy. When customers express positive emotions and
satisfaction, employees not only experience an enhanced
sense of self-worth but also gain access to valuable emo-
tional resources from customers. This positive feedback
can boost employees’ energy and stress resilience, thereby
enhancing their overall vigor. Haryati Shaikh Ali and
Oly Ndubisi (2011) emphasize that high-quality customer
interactions can build employees’ self-confidence, making
them more likely to exhibit vigor at work and willing to
invest greater effort in resolving challenges they encounter.
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Dedication refers to employees’ high level of com-
mitment to their work, a sense of meaningfulness in
what they do, and a genuine passion and enthusiasm
for their roles (Schaufeli et al., 2006). When individuals
are recognized with dignity, respect, and appreciation for
their contributions, they are likely to derive a meaning-
ful sense of satisfaction from these interactions (May
et al., 2004). Social exchange theory further explains
that positive interaction experiences between employees
and customers encourage employees to exhibit citizenship
behaviors that benefit the customers (Scott, 2007). When
employees perceive positive feedback from customers,
they often feel motivated to reciprocate, seeking to repay
the customers’ trust and support through increased work
engagement (Lawler, 2001; Putra et al., 2017).

Absorption refers to the state in which employees are
fully immersed in their work, experiencing time as passing
quickly and finding it difficult to detach themselves from
their tasks (Schaufeli et al., 2006). When interactions
with customers are positive and meaningful, employees
are more likely to invest greater cognitive and emotional
resources into their work, leading to heightened attention
to tasks and challenges. This deep engagement not only
allows employees to find fulfillment and enjoyment dur-
ing their interactions with customers but also strengthens
their ongoing focus and commitment to their work. A
meta-analysis by Mazzetti et al. (2023) indicates that
when employees engage in their work, positive emotional
feedback plays a crucial role in enhancing work engage-
ment, which is essential for improving employees’ levels
of focus.

Psychological safety mediation
Psychological safety would mediate the relationship
between CEX and work engagement, assuming supportive
leadership (Liu et al., 2020), and management practices
in which employees can experiment, learn from mistakes,
and contribute ideas without fear of penalty (Edmondson,
1999; Kahn, 1990).

In the context of hotel enterprises, customer-employee
exchange (CEX) plays a crucial role in shaping psycho-
logical safety. Customers are not only primary contacts for
employees but also active partners in co-creating value (Li
& Hsu, 2016). High-quality interactions with customers,
characterized by respect, politeness, and constructive feed-
back, provide social support and foster employees’ sense of
belonging and acceptance (Lerman, 2006). This relational
reinforcement enhances employees’ psychological safety,
making them more willing to share ideas, engage in team-
work, and take initiative in their service activities (Li &
Hsu, 2016).

Empirical evidence shows that employees who per-
ceive a psychologically safe environment exhibit higher
engagement, stronger organizational commitment, and
more positive attitudes toward teamwork (De Clercq &
Rius, 2007). In essence, psychological safety serves as
the key mechanism through which relational inputs from
customer interactions translate into enhanced engagement
and discretionary effort among hotel employees.

Self-efficacy mediation
As previously noted, self-efficacy defines individuals’
intrinsic belief in their ability to perform or engage in
specific behaviors to achieve their preferred goals. In
the service industry, positive feedback and support from
customers are key sources for enhancing employees’ self-
efficacy. For instance, when customers express satisfaction
and gratitude, employees often feel that their work is
recognized, which boosts their self-efficacy. This positive
feedback mechanism helps fulfill employees’ psycho-
logical needs, leading to higher levels of engagement
in their work. Furthermore, effective customer-employee
exchange has lasting impacts on employees’ self-efficacy
(Kim & Qu, 2020). For instance, ongoing positive feed-
back can help employees develop a more robust belief
in their self-efficacy, thereby enhancing their creativity,
adaptability, and work engagement.

Specifically, employees with high self-efficacy possess
intrinsic motivation to pursue their goals and believe they
can meet job demands, which stimulates their high lev-
els of engagement at work (Luthans et al., 2007). Such
employees tend to view their work as an opportunity for
personal growth and achievement, resulting in a greater
sense of work engagement and responsibility. The degree
of self-efficacy directly influences how employees commit
to their work, subsequently affecting their sustained focus
and engagement with tasks.

Theoretical basis. Social Exchange Theory (SET) is
considered one of the principal conceptual frameworks
for understanding workplace behavior (Cropanzano et al.,
2017). Through social exchange mechanisms, support-
ive interactions with both colleagues and customers are
internalized, motivating employees to reciprocate with
proactive behaviors, knowledge sharing, creativity, and
improved performance (Ahmad et al., 2019). According to
SET, the fundamental principles of interpersonal interac-
tion are reciprocity and exchange. Employees gain social
and emotional rewards through their interactions with cus-
tomers, which in turn stimulates their work engagement.
Positive feedback from customers, such as politeness,
praise, or satisfaction, enhances employees’ emotional
resources and encourages them to engage more actively in
their work.

Goal of the study. This study examined customer-
employee exchange and employee work engagement
relationships with psychological safety and self-efficacy,
We propose to test the following hypotheses based on our
conceptual model (see Figure 1):

H1. Customer-employee exchange is associated with
higher work engagement.

H2. Psychological safety mediates the customer-
employee exchange and work engagement relationship to
be stronger.

H3. Employee self-efficacy mediates the customer-
employee exchange and work engagement to be
stronger.

Methodology

Participants and setting
For this study, a total of 329 hotel employees in China were
recruited by demographics, the sample comprised 47.1%
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Figure 1. Hypothetical model. Note. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.

males, and 52.9% females. The majority of participants

were in the age groups of 26–35 years (45.3%) and

36–45 years (34.3%). Regarding educational background,

most respondents held an Associate’s degree or bachelor’s

degree in college (42.0%) or had completed high school

(31.0%). Only 19.4% of respondents had less than one year

of experience in the hotel industry, while the remaining

participants had over one year of work experience in

hotels. And the characteristics of the collected samples are

presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic traits of the participants
(n = 322)

Sample characteristics Number %

Gender
Male 155 47.1
Female 174 52.9

Age
18–25 21 6.4
26–35 149 45.3
36–45 113 34.3
More than 45 46 14.0

Education background
Elementary and Middle School 56 17.0
High school graduate 102 31.0
Associate’s degree and

bachelor’s degree in college
171 42.0

Organizational tenure
Less than 1 year 64 19.4
1–3 years 166 50.5
4–6 years 61 18.5
More than 6 years 38 11.6

Monthly salary
Less than �3000 69 21.0
�3000–3999 110 33.4
�4000–4999 98 29.8
�5000–5999 41 12.5
�6000 or more 11 3.3

Measures

Measures of the constructs were adopted from existing
English language publications, which were back-translated
into Chinese. Items were scored from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree).

Customer-employee exchange

Customer-employee exchange was measured on a twelve-
item scale adopted from Keith et al. (2004). Participants
indicated their agreement with statements such as “Cus-
tomers and I are committed to the preservation of a good
relationship”. Scores from this scale achieved a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.932 in the present study.

Psychological safety

Psychological safety was measured by using three items,
adopted from May et al. (2004). It includes statements like
“I’m not afraid to be myself at work”. The present study,
scored from this scale, achieved a Cronbach’s alpha of
0.777.

Self-efficacy

We measured self-efficacy utilizing an 8-item scale devel-
oped by Chen et al. (2001). Example item is “I will be able
to achieve most of the goals that I have set for myself”.
Scale scores demonstrated a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.933 in
the present study.

Work engagement

Work engagement was assessed based on the dimen-
sions of vigor, dedication, and absorption, as proposed
by Schaufeli et al. (2006). Each dimension was measured
using three items, totaling nine items. A sample item is “I
feel powerful and alive at work”. Scores from this scale
achieved Cronbach alpha reliabilities of 0.866, 0.776, and
0.770, respectively.

Control variables

Control variables in the analysis included gender,
age, educational background, organizational tenure, and
monthly salary.
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Data analysis
We used ordinary least squares (OLS) to conduct
regression analysis. Specifically, we regressed customer-
employee exchange on the three dimensions of work
engagement: vigor, dedication, and absorption. Then we
used the SPSS process macro to examine the media-
tion hypotheses, we conducted bootstrap analyses with
5000 repetitions using bootstrapped samples. We calcu-
lated 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (95% BC
CI) to assess the (conditional) indirect effects, follow-
ing the approach outlined by Preacher and Hayes (2008)
and Preacher et al. (2007).

To assess the reliability and validity of the measure-
ments, we conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA).
The results of the EFA are presented in Table 2. Sub-
sequently, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA), with the results outlined in Table 3. This table
lists the convergent validity, loadings, and average variance
extracted (AVE) for our measurement model. For a few

items with external loadings still below 0.7, we followed

the recommendations of Hair et al. (2019) and decided to

retain these items, as long as the AVE exceeded 0.50, rather

than removing them.

Result

Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics and correlations

among the variables. There were significant correlations

among variables. Customer-employee exchange was pos-

itively correlated with vigor (r = 0.424, p < 0.001),

dedication (r = 0.257, p < 0.001), and absorption

(r = 0.134, p < 0.05). Additionally, customer-employee

exchange was also positively correlated with the two

hypothesised mediators: interpersonal trust (r = 0.457,

p < 0.001) and critical consciousness (r = 0.396,

p < 0.001).

Table 2. Results of exploratory factor analysis

Items
Varimax rotation loadings (n = 329) Percent variance

explainedFactor 1
(CEX)

Factor 2
(PS)

Factor 3
(SE)

Factor 4
(VI)

Factor 5
(DE)

Factor 6
(AB)

CEX1 0.755 0.295 0.172 0.067 0.088 −0.040

21.698

CEX2 0.784 0.053 0.093 0.188 −0.019 0.008
CEX3 0.729 0.122 0.073 −0.049 −0.052 0.035
CEX4 0.772 0.128 0.253 0.144 0.102 0.043
CEX5 0.780 0.169 0.277 0.095 0.148 0.057
CEX6 0.714 0.126 0.068 0.106 0.007 −0.006
CEX7 0.675 −0.011 0.076 0.192 0.012 0.059
CEX8 0.756 0.075 0.214 0.125 0.075 0.062
CEX9 0.771 0.022 0.082 0.107 0.177 0.068

CEX10 0.628 0.316 0.189 0.017 0.147 −0.041
CEX11 0.754 −0.027 0.035 0.086 0.024 0.012
CEX12 0.574 0.128 0.215 0.083 0.041 0.084

PS1 0.332 0.635 0.138 0.110 0.214 0.076
6.952PS2 0.179 0.815 0.041 0.112 0.089 0.028

PS3 0.201 0.830 0.128 0.056 0.008 0.069
SE1 0.135 0.182 0.727 0.052 0.068 0.084

17.903

SE2 0.189 0.062 0.963 0.081 0.120 0.036
SE3 0.146 0.106 0.667 0.060 0.250 −0.044
SE4 0.161 0.198 0.703 0.073 0.165 −0.006
SE5 0.175 0.034 0.812 −0.018 0.059 0.032
SE6 0.141 0.007 0.838 0.055 0.071 0.013
SE7 0.173 −0.034 0.855 0.093 0.063 0.051
SE8 0.130 −0.044 0.842 0.079 0.078 0.081
VI1 0.286 0.143 0.086 0.818 0.049 0.071

7.398VI2 0.246 0.017 0.184 0.804 0.101 −0.046
VI3 0.173 0.117 0.060 0.895 0.088 0.048
DE1 0.124 0.070 0.170 0.069 0.777 0.099

6.822DE2 0.045 0.137 0.166 0.063 0.787 0.143
DE3 0.110 0.041 0.230 0.079 0.794 −0.003
AB1 0.121 0.006 0.097 0.097 0.086 0.810

6.569AB2 0.026 0.164 0.048 −0.006 0.132 0.777
AB3 0.024 −0.030 0.009 −0.026 0.002 0.862

Note. Loadings on a relevant factor are shown in shaded in dark gray. CEX = customer-employee exchange;
PS = psychological safety; SE = self-efficacy; VI = vigor; DE = dedication; AB = absorption.
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Table 3. Results of reliability and validity assessment using confirmatory factor analysis

Variable Items FL AVE CR Cronbach’s alpha

Customer-employee exchange

CEX1 0.797

0.541 0.933 0.932

CEX2 0.758
CEX3 0.665
CEX4 0.844
CEX5 0.864
CEX6 0.684
CEX7 0.635
CEX8 0.783
CEX9 0.754

CEX10 0.696
CEX11 0.690
CEX12 0.603

Psychological safety
PS1 0.654

0.555 0.788 0.777PS2 0.767
PS3 0.805

Self-efficacy

SE1 0.768

0.689 0.946 0.933

SE2 1.000
SE3 0.725
SE4 0.759
SE5 0.805
SE6 0.836
SE7 0.869
SE8 0.849

Vigor
VI1 0.842

0.698 0.873 0.866VI2 0.758
VI3 0.900

Dedication
DE1 0.729

0.538 0.778 0.776DE2 0.725
DE3 0.746

Absorption
AB1 0.756

0.532 0.772 0.770AB2 0.667
AB3 0.761

Note. n = 329. AVE = Average variance extracted; CR = Composite reliability;
FL = Factor loading.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics, correlations, and discriminant validity

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Gender 0.529 0.500 —
2. Age 2.559 0.810 −0.048 —
3. Education

background
2.350 0.755 0.018 −0.007 —

4. Organizational
tenure

2.222 0.892 −0.114* −0.058 −0.002 —

5. Monthly salary 2.438 1.058 −0.070 0.041 0.056 −0.126* —
6. Customer-employee

exchange
3.979 0.945 0.054 0.066 0.095 −0.034 0.027 0.735

7. Psychological safety 3.097 1.156 0.057 0.122* 0.012 0.012 0.019 0.457*** 0.745
8. Self-efficacy 3.850 1.235 0.048 0.025 0.018 0.031 0.011 0.396*** 0.268*** 0.830
9. Vigor 4.209 1.130 −0.012 −0.050 0.044 −0.038 0.052 0.424*** 0.294*** 0.260*** 0.835
10. Dedication 4.351 0.877 0.074 −0.018 −0.001 0.008 −0.121* 0.257*** 0.291*** 0.381*** 0.233*** 0.734
11. Absorption 4.255 0.869 0.105 −0.019 −0.081 0.053 −0.041 0.134* 0.154** 0.128* 0.090 0.198*** 0.729

Note. n = 329. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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Table 5. Results for regression analyses with potential mediating effects

Variables Model 1
(VI)

Model 1
(DE)

Model 1
(AB)

Model 2
(PS)

Model 3
(VI)

Model 3
(DE)

Model 3
(AB)

Model 2
(SE)

Model 3
(VI)

Model 3
(DE)

Model 3
(AB)

Constant 2.491*** 3.703*** 3.859*** 0.462 2.427*** 3.624*** 3.820*** 1.621*** 2.325*** 3.323*** 3.767***
Gender −0.091 0.090 0.180 0.099 −0.105 0.073 0.172 0.082 −0.099 0.071 0.175
Age −0.117 −0.030 −0.020 0.137 −0.136 −0.053 −0.032 0.005 −0.117 −0.031 −0.021
Education
background

0.002 −0.024 −0.109 −0.048 0.009 −0.016 −0.105 −0.034 0.006 −0.016 −0.107

Organizational
tenure

−0.036 0.006 0.063 0.050 −0.043 −0.003 0.059 0.069 −0.043 −0.011 0.059

Monthly salary 0.039 −0.101* −0.019 0.014 0.038 −0.103* −0.021 0.012 0.038 −0.104* −0.020
Customer-
employee
exchange

0.513*** 0.243*** 0.130* 0.553*** 0.437*** 0.149** 0.084 0.520*** 0.460*** 0.121* 0.100

Psychological
safety

0.138* 0.170*** 0.083

Self-efficacy 0.103* 0.235*** 0.057
R2 0.190 0.086 0.042 0.221 0.205 0.125 0.052 0.161 0.200 0.178 0.048
Adjusted R2 0.174 0.069 0.024 0.207 0.188 0.106 0.031 0.145 0.183 0.160 0.027
F statistics 12.551*** 5.071*** 2.356*** 15.228*** 11.834*** 6.570*** 2.498*** 10.276*** 11.470*** 9.931*** 2.287***

Note. n = 329. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. VI = vigor; DE = dedication; AB = absorption;
PS = psychological safety; SE = self-efficacy.

Table 6. Results of mediating effect test

Path Boot SE Effect (β)
95% CI

BootLLCI BootULCI

Direct Effect
CEX=>VI 0.067 0.437 0.305 0.569
CEX=>DE 0.055 0.149 0.041 0.256
CEX=>AB 0.057 0.084 −0.027 0.194
CEX=>VI 0.066 0.460 0.331 0.589
CEX=>DE 0.052 0.121 0.020 0.222
CEX=>AB 0.055 0.100 −0.008 0.208
Indirect Effect
CEX=>PS=>VI 0.027 0.077 0.013 0.117
CEX=>PS=>DE 0.026 0.094 0.051 0.154
CEX=>PS=>AB 0.026 0.046 0.000 0.104
CEX=>SE=>VI 0.022 0.053 0.003 0.088
CEX=>SE=>DE 0.026 0.122 0.084 0.186
CEX=>SE=>AB 0.027 0.029 −0.020 0.090

Note. CEX = customer-employee exchange; VI = vigor; DE = dedication; AB = absorption; PS = psychological
safety; SE = self-efficacy.

Hypothesis testing
Direct effects of customer-employee exchange on work
engagement
We tested all direct hypotheses using ordinary least
squares (OLS), these relationship as depicted in Figure 1.
Hypothesis 1 proposed a positive relationship between
customer-employee exchange and the three dimensions of
work engagement (β = 0.507, p < 0.001), (β = 0.238,
p < 0.001), (β = 0.123, p < 0.05). Thus, Hypothesis 1a,
Hypothesis 1b and Hypothesis 1c were supported.

Indirect effects of psychological safety and self-efficacy
We used model 4 in the SPSS process macro to fur-
ther validate the mediating effect. The results of the
mediation effect are shown in Tables 5 and 6. Customer-
employee exchange has a positive and significant indirect
effect via psychological safety on vigor (β = 0.077,
95% BC CI [0.013, 0.117]) and dedication (β = 0.094,

95% BC CI [0.051, 0.154]). Therefore, hypothesis 2a
and 2b are supported. In addition, customer-employee
exchange has a positive and significant indirect effect via
self-efficacy on vigor (β = 0.053, 95% BC CI [0.003,
0.088]) and dedication (β = 0.122, 95% BC CI [0.084,
0.186]). Thus, Hypothesis 3a and Hypothesis 3b were
supported. However, the mediating effect of psychologi-
cal safety (β = 0.046, 95% BC CI [0.000, 0.104]) and
self-efficacy (β = 0.029, 95% BC CI [−0.020, 0.090])
between customer-employee exchange and absorption are
not significant. Therefore, Hypothesis 2c and 3c are
not supported.

Discussion
This study found that: (i) customer-employee exchange
has a significant positive impact on vigor, dedication,
and absorption as dimensions of work engagement; (ii)
psychological safety mediates the positive effects of
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customer-employee exchange on vigor and dedication; and
(iii) self-efficacy also serves as a mediator in the positive
relationship between customer-employee exchange and
both vigor and dedication. However, the mediating effects
of psychological safety and self-efficacy on the relation-
ship between customer-employee exchange and absorption
are not significant.

Firstly, high-quality customer-employee exchange can
significantly enhance employees’ work engagement.
According to existing literature, the antecedents of
employee work engagement can be classified into job
demands and personal resources (Bakker & Demerouti,
2007, 2017). At the interpersonal and social relational lev-
els, one of the most researched resources is social support,
characterized by the social atmosphere in the work envi-
ronment, which includes relationships with supervisors
and colleagues (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Jolly et al.,
2021; Lesener et al., 2020). According to social exchange
theory (SET), the fundamental dynamics of interpersonal
interactions are based on principles of reciprocity and
exchange (Cropanzano et al., 2017). The work engagement
of employees in the service industry largely depends on
the relationship between customers and employees; those
employees who derive benefits from customers are more
willing to reciprocate with greater engagement in their
work (Lawler, 2001). Thus, this can lead to more positive
levels of work engagement.

Secondly, psychological safety mediates the positive
effects of customer-employee exchange on vigor and ded-
ication. This may be explained by the fact a positive
customer-employee exchange not only enables employees
to receive immediate feedback but also provides emotional
support and understanding when facing work challenges
(Lerman, 2006). This form of social support contributes
to a heightened sense of psychological safety, making
employees more willing to share ideas, engage in team-
work, and take initiative in their work. Self-efficacy refers
to an individual’s belief in their ability to accomplish
tasks (Bandura, 2011). In the service industry, positive
feedback and support from customers are key sources for
enhancing employees’ self-efficacy. Employees with high
self-efficacy typically exhibit greater vigor and dedication
because they have confidence in their abilities and are more
inclined to accept challenging tasks. This positive attitude
and behavior not only enhance their work enthusiasm but
also contribute to improved quality and efficiency in task
completion (Chan et al., 2017).

Thirdly, self-efficacy mediates the customer-employee
exchange work engagement, likely though “resource reci-
procity” (Lavoie et al., 2021). This may not be the case
for the: “absorption” effect if the tasks themselves lack
challenge or interest, as with “highly repetitive and low in
creativity” jobs of front desk registration, housekeeping.

Implications for research and practice
Our study provides the following three contributions. First,
we position customer-employee exchange (CEX) as a
critical antecedent of hotel employees’ work engagement
through the lens of social exchange theory. Given the
hotel industry’s high-interaction nature—where employ-
ees’ core role is customer service (Kim & Qu, 2020).

Our findings reveal that CEX significantly shapes work
engagement highlights its actionable value. Unlike more
stable exchanges (e.g., leader-member exchange), CEX
is dynamic and context-dependent; however, its impact
on employee behavior is substantial. Guided by the reci-
procity principle (Kim & Qu, 2020), hotel managers can
proactively enhance CEX quality by:

(1) Training frontline staff in “customer interaction
literacy” (e.g., recognizing and responding to cus-
tomer emotional cues, de-escalating conflicts);

(2) Establishing a “communication feedback paths”,
because communication that conveys a positive atti-
tude, demonstrates understanding and builds rapport
fosters a sense of being valued (Deng & Zhu,
2025); and

(3) Equipping employees with tools to manage chal-
lenging customer encounters (e.g., clear service
protocols for handling complaints) to reduce nega-
tive CEX experiences. These steps help employees
perceive more supportive, positive customer interac-
tions, which in turn drive greater work engagement.

Second, this study found psychological safety and
self-efficacy make for stronger CEX and employee
work engagement. Managers could enhance psychological
safety for employee openness to learning opportunities and
self-efficacy with “success-building” tasks (e.g., assign-
ing junior employees to low-complexity customer service
roles first, then gradually increasing challenges) and pro-
viding specific, positive feedback on employees CEX
performance (e.g., “Your empathy during that guest com-
plaint really helped resolve the issue”). Such practices
would—reinforce employees confidence in their service
capabilities. These actions strengthen the mediating role
of psychological safety and self-efficacy, amplifying CEX
positive impact on work engagement.

Limitations and future directions
Several limitations warrant attention and offer oppor-
tunities for future research. First, our study relies
on cross-sectional data to examine the impact of
customer-employee exchange (CEX) on employee work
engagement. However, the stability of CEX may fluctuate
more significantly compared to leader-member exchange
(LMX) and peer relationships. The inherent variability
of CEX suggests that it may be less stable in the short
term, which could limit the generalizability of our find-
ings. Future research could adopt a longitudinal design to
capture the dynamic nature of CEX over time and explore
its potential long-term effects on employee outcomes. Fur-
thermore, in this study, the mediating hypotheses regarding
psychological safety and self-efficacy between CEX and
absorption were not supported. This finding encourages us
to consider additional mediators that influence the effects
of CEX on employee engagement more thoroughly. This
result also suggests two directions for future research: (1)
incorporating more appropriate mediating variables (e.g.,
“perceived task enjoyment,” “task challenge assessment”);
and (2) focusing on “high-creativity service positions” to
further validate the link between CEX and absorption.
Moreover, future studies could employ qualitative research
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methods, such as interviews, to further investigate employ-
ees’ psychological states in this process. Such insights
could provide a more comprehensive and in-depth under-
standing for promoting sustainable growth in the hotel
industry. Finally, these findings should be interpreted in
light of the Chinese hotel context. The Chinese collec-
tivistic cultural norms that emphasize harmony, customer
primacy, and respect for hierarchy may heighten the effect
of CEX on vigor and dedication, while the standardized
nature of hotel services may restrict employees’ absorp-
tion. In contrast, in individualistic cultural contexts that
value autonomy, direct communication, and task orien-
tation, CEX may operate through different mechanisms.
Future research is needed to examine these cross-cultural
differences to assess the generalizability of our results.

Conclusion
This study results indicate that customer-employee
exchange is associated with hotel employees’ work
engagement. High-quality CEX provides employees with
immediate feedback, emotional support, and understand-
ing, which in turn encourages them to reciprocate with
higher levels of work performance. Psychological safety
and self-efficacy play key mediating roles in this process:
psychological safety increases employees’ willingness to
share ideas and engage in teamwork, while self-efficacy
enhances their confidence in their abilities, making
them more willing to take on challenging tasks and
thereby further boosting vigor and dedication. Practically,
hotel managers can strengthen the impact of CEX on
work engagement by training frontline staff in customer
interaction skills, establishing positive communication
and feedback mechanisms, providing tools to manage
challenging customer encounters, and designing “success-
building” tasks with specific positive feedback. These
practices help employees perceive more supportive and
positive customer interactions, ultimately fostering greater
overall work engagement.
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