
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=sjht20

Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality and Tourism

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/sjht20

The effect of a caring climate on frontline
employees’ turnover intention in the service
industry: a serial multiple mediation model

Boshra H. Namin, Einar Marnburg & Åse Helene Bakkevig Dagsland

To cite this article: Boshra H. Namin, Einar Marnburg & Åse Helene Bakkevig Dagsland (2022)
The effect of a caring climate on frontline employees’ turnover intention in the service industry: a
serial multiple mediation model, Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality and Tourism, 22:3, 235-254,
DOI: 10.1080/15022250.2022.2047778

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/15022250.2022.2047778

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 07 Mar 2022.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 468

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=sjht20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/sjht20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/15022250.2022.2047778
https://doi.org/10.1080/15022250.2022.2047778
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=sjht20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=sjht20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/15022250.2022.2047778
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/15022250.2022.2047778
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15022250.2022.2047778&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-03-07
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15022250.2022.2047778&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-03-07


The effect of a caring climate on frontline employees’
turnover intention in the service industry: a serial multiple
mediation model
Boshra H. Namin , Einar Marnburg and Åse Helene Bakkevig Dagsland

Norwegian School of Hotel Management, University of Stavanger, Stavanger, Norway

ABSTRACT
Drawing upon ethical climate theory and conservation of resource
theory, this study provides a theoretical model to explain the effect
of a perceived caring climate in the workplace on the employees’
turnover intention through the serial multiple mediation of
workplace incivility (caused by coworkers) and employees’
emotional exhaustion. A total of 291 frontline employees from
the service industry in Norway participated in this study, and
structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to analyze the data.
The findings indicated that a caring climate has a significant
negative effect on turnover intention. The mediating effect of
coworker incivility was not supported in the multiple mediation
model; however, it was supported if it was considered as the only
mediator in the relationship between caring climate and turnover
intention. Moreover, emotional exhaustion mediated the
relationship between caring climate and turnover intention. The
serial mediation effect of coworker incivility and emotional
exhaustion was also supported in the relationship between caring
climate and turnover intention. The results of this study enable
managers to create a caring climate in the workplace and
minimize the detrimental effects of incivility and turnover
intention in the service industry.
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Introduction

Today’s intense competition and pressure to expand productivity in the service industry
reveals the crucial role of frontline employees who are in charge of delivering high-quality
services and complaint-handling processes. They act as the face of the organization
through their frequent face-to-face or voice-to-voice interaction with customers (Yavas
et al., 2011) and form the core of the customer’s service experience (Paek et al., 2015).
Frontline employees’ high level of job performance is a key factor in organizational per-
formance and in gaining a competitive advantage (Dessler, 2011). However, employee
turnover is a challenge in the tourism and hospitality industry (Gjerald et al., 2021)
since its rate is “nearly twice the average rate for all other sectors” (Deloitte, 2010,
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p. 35), which leads to excessive costs for recruiting and training employees (Panwar et al.,
2012). Thus, it is crucial to investigate the antecedents of turnover intention and to find
the best way to decrease it.

The quality of the service work environment and the role of emotions are significant
issues in hospitality management (Gjerald et al., 2021; Lundberg & Furunes, 2021). Nega-
tive workplace experiences, especially those with a social relationship theme (e.g. inter-
personal treatment, workplace climate, and peer relationships), result in employees’
emotional exhaustion and their intention to leave their jobs (Shapira-Lishchinsky &
Even-Zohar, 2011). One of these negative interpersonal interactions is workplace incivility,
which could frequently happen over long periods of time in the organization (Cortina &
Magley, 2009) and leads to negative behavioral responses such as turnover intentions
among targeted employees (Griffin, 2010; Lim et al., 2008; Miner-Rubino & Reed, 2010;
Wilson & Holmvall, 2013). The concept of workplace incivility is introduced and defined
by Andersson and Pearson (1999, p. 457) as “low-intensity deviant behavior with ambig-
uous intent to harm the target, in violation of workplace norms for mutual respect. Uncivil
behaviors are characteristically rude and discourteous, displaying a lack of regard for
others.” Based on this definition, the intention to harm, the targets, the intensity of the
actions, and continuation are the most important factor in differentiating between work-
place incivility and other types of negative work behavior such as aggression, violence,
and antisocial behavior (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Generally, workplace incivility
refers to any repetitive rude and low intensive behavior at work, which could be easily
overlooked and cause harmful effects at the individual, and the organizational level
(Reio & Ghosh, 2009). Moreover, uncivil behaviors are more verbal, passive, indirect,
and subtle compared to other negative treatments in the organization (Pearson et al.,
2005). Since the reliance on coworkers is an important aspect of service jobs, being a
victim of coworkers’ uncivil behaviors and having poor relations with them lead service
employees to feel unhappy, angry, tired, and consequently exhausts them emotionally
(Hur et al., 2015). Emotionally exhausted employees, in turn, may show negative job out-
comes such as turnover intention (Hur et al., 2015).

On the other hand, however, the perception of social support in the organization is a
critical emotional resource for employees to positively manage their emotions and deal
more effectively with job stressors (Lai & Chen, 2016). Kao et al. (2014) considered a
caring climate as one of the most significant factors in addressing the relationship
between social stressors and the resulting negative behaviors. The focus of a caring
climate is on how the perceptions of organizational policies and procedures affect
employees’ behavior in relation to team interest, friendships, and concern for coworkers’
well-being (Cullen et al., 1993; Victor & Cullen, 1988). In the current study, a perceived
caring climate is considered as a significant preventive remedy and control mechanism
for stressors and negative behaviors in the workplace.

Themain purpose of the current study is to develop a theoretical framework, where the
link between employees’ perceptions of a caring climate and turnover intention is
explained by the serial multiple mediation effect of both coworker incivility and
emotional exhaustion. This study contributes to the relevant literature in two ways.
First, although scholars have broadly studied turnover intention from different lenses in
past research, it is only just beginning to attract close academic attention from the per-
spective of an ethical climate in recent literature (e.g. Demirtas & Akdogan, 2015; Joe
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et al., 2018). Thus, the current study is an effort to complement the relevant literature by
investigating how turnover intention is affected by a caring climate – an important type of
ethical climate – in the workplace, which can help managers to evaluate employees’ turn-
over intention in a more timely fashion and improve personnel reviews. More explanation
is available in the next section “theoretical underpinning and hypotheses”.

Second, the general focus of workplace incivility literature is on the social, psychologi-
cal, and financial consequences of negative behavior that harms the interpersonal
relationship of employees and organizational outcomes (Andersson & Pearson, 1999;
Bai et al., 2016; Cortina et al., 2001; Jin et al., 2020; Lim et al., 2008; Liu et al., 2019;
Namin et al., 2022; Porath & Pearson, 2013; Schilpzand et al., 2016). However, research
into the antecedents of workplace incivility is scarce. In particular, our knowledge
about the effect of a caring climate on social stressors is severely limited (Kao et al.,
2014). One of the important research areas in workplace incivility literature that deserves
scholars’ attention is understanding how the organizational climate as a situational attri-
bute can affect the pervasiveness of incivility in the working environment. In a review
study, Schilpzand et al. (2016) encouraged researchers to examine different organizational
climate characteristics and their effects on workplace incivility. Moreover, previous studies
(e.g. Abubakar et al., 2017; Arasli et al., 2018; Namin et al., 2022) revealed that perceived
incivility among service employees has highly detrimental impacts on individual and
organizational outcomes such as well-being, emotional exhaustion, and retention of
staff, which is especially true for the service sector with its high employee turnover
rate. Thus, this study investigated the antecedent of workplace incivility from an organiz-
ational climate perspective to reveal how the perception of a caring climate can influence
workplace incivility and its detrimental results, including employees’ emotional exhaus-
tion and turnover intention. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to inves-
tigate the effect of a caring climate on frontline service employees’ turnover intention
through testing both coworker incivility and emotional exhaustion as mediation mechan-
isms in the service industry in a Norwegian context.

Theoretical underpinning and hypotheses

Perception of a caring climate and turnover intention

As a type of workplace climate, the ethical climate was defined by Victor and Cullen (1987)
as “the shared perceptions of what is regarded ethically correct behaviors and how ethical
situations should be handled in an organization” (p. 51). Five important types of theoreti-
cal ethical climate are instrumental, law and code, independence, rules, and caring
climate (Victor & Cullen, 1988). A meta-analytic review subsequently revealed that
these five types of ethical climate are also found in most of the other relevant empirical
studies (Martin & Cullen, 2006). Fu and Deshpande (2012) indicated that the biggest posi-
tive correlation exists between the perception of a caring climate and employees’ ethical
behavior. According to Victor and Cullen (1988), a caring climate, which encompasses the
benevolence criterion of ethical climate, refers to employees’ shared perceptions of pol-
icies, procedures, and systems within the organization that influence employees’ beha-
viors by emphasizing friendship and team interest (Cullen et al., 1993). In fact, the main
aspect of a caring climate is to find the best for everyone in the organization. Working

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF HOSPITALITY AND TOURISM 237



in a caring climate generates a range of positive behaviors among employees; they show
good manners toward others, protect each other’s rights, participate in social responsibil-
ity programs, and strive for the benefit of the organization (Kalafatoğlu & Turgut, 2019).

According to ethical climate theory (Victor & Cullen, 1987, 1988), providing an ethical
climate in the organization in terms of norms, rules, culture, and policies may decrease the
level of negativity in individuals. This theory describes detailed feelings that employees
have about the organizational environment and its ethical content and issues, which
may help to change employees’ turnover intention (Rothwell & Baldwin, 2007). Previous
studies indicated that a caring climate had a significant positive direct and indirect impact
on a number of organizational outcomes, including employees’ job performance, job sat-
isfaction, organizational commitment, and well-being (e.g. Filipova, 2011; Fu & Desh-
pande, 2014; Martin & Cullen, 2006; Okpara & Wynn, 2008). Based on ethical climate
theory, Joe et al. (2018) demonstrated that a strong perception of caring climate
decreases employees’ turnover intention. It forms the basis of hypothesis 1 in the
current study. People are less likely to quit their positions when they feel that they are
working in a supportive environment with strong caring or benevolent values (e.g.
Sims & Keon, 1997). Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

(H1) A perceived caring climate is negatively related to employees’ turnover intention.

The mediating role of coworker incivility and emotional exhaustion

Workplace incivility has been reported to be a highly prevalent interpersonal mistreat-
ment in various workplaces (Lim et al., 2008; Porath & Pearson, 2013). According to pre-
vious studies, 77.6% of nurses in Canada (Spence Laschinger et al., 2009), and around 75%
of 3000 employees in Sweden have experienced coworker incivility at work. Frontline
service employees are particularly prone to coworker incivility in their daily working
life. Coworker incivility refers to uncivil behavior by an employee towards his/her fellow
coworker(s), such as not saying “please” or “thank you”, raising their voice, leaving rude
messages, blaming others, spreading rumors, ignoring a coworker in the group, or any
gestures that could be perceived as offensive (Pearson et al., 2001; Pearson et al., 2005).

Based on ethical climate theory, a perceived caring climate may create awareness and
develop positive attitudes among employees (Kalafatoğlu & Turgut, 2019), and improve
their morality, responsibility, and positive behaviors (Yang et al., 2014). It can stimulate
employees to internally combine consistent, employee-supporting, and caring-oriented
organizational values, which in turn affects internally directed outcomes (Kao et al.,
2014). This means that working in a caring climate motivates employees to think more
before acting, by considering the impact of their behaviors on others, especially their
coworkers.

On the other hand, workplace incivility has been recognized as a factor in the under-
mining of social relationships and increasing employee turnover (Cortina et al., 2001; Lim
et al., 2008; Taylor et al., 2017). Frontline employees require social acceptance and support
from colleagues, especially those who work in service teams. Thus, coworkers’ unpleasant
behaviors break down respect and social support and cause an imbalance in the network
(Andersson & Pearson, 1999), which in turn results in turnover intention (Viotti et al.,
2018).
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It has been previously demonstrated that a caring climate mitigated the negative
effects of social stressors (e.g. workplace incivility) (Kao et al., 2014) and decreased
employees’ misconduct (Mayer et al., 2010). Therefore, the perception of a caring
climate may lead to a lower level of uncivil behavior among service employees. In
addition, in organizations that develop caring systems through emotional support and
social care, even when employees experience workplace incivility they are less intended
to leave the organization (Kao et al., 2014). Therefore, in this study, we argue that
coworker incivility could be considered as a mediator in the relationship between the per-
ception of caring climate and turnover intention. Thus, the following hypothesis is
proposed:

(H2) The relationship between perception of caring climate and turnover intention is
mediated by coworker incivility.

In the framework of spiraling incivility (Andersson & Pearson, 1999), the behavioral
response of individuals to incivility illustrates a social interaction process involving inter-
personal mistreatment (Lim et al., 2008; Sakurai & Jex, 2012), where the victims of incivility
are more likely to become distressed (Lim et al., 2008) and eventually experience
emotional exhaustion (Spence Laschinger et al., 2009; Taylor et al., 2017), which refers
to a situation where an employee feels overextended emotionally and exhausted by
his/her work (Wright & Cropanzano, 1998). Reduced or low quality in workplace life
caused by emotional exhaustion is a strong factor resulting in turnover intention
(Korunka et al., 2008). Employees who experience emotional exhaustion are most likely
to show turnover intention and try to find job opportunities in other organizations
(Bridger et al., 2013). However, based on ethical climate theory, providing an ethical
climate in an organization may also reduce emotional exhaustion (Yang et al., 2014).
Working in a caring climate and perception of support from the organization could be
a significant emotional resource for the employees, which may help them to deal more
effectively with emotional exhaustion resulting from experiencing uncivil behaviors in
the workplace.

The conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001) is also a good theory
to provide a better understanding of the relationship between the cause of stress and the
loss of resources. Moreover, previous studies considered this theory as a useful theory for
justifying emotional exhaustion as a mediator for turnover intention (e.g. Cole et al., 2010).
COR theory posits that people try hard to acquire, maintain, and secure their resources
including their emotional energy and socio-emotional support in the workplace
(Hobfoll, 1989). However, these valuable resources are restricted in most cases and
according to COR theory, the cognitive, emotional, and physical resources could be
gradually lost when employees try to protect themselves while, for example, dealing
with work stressors such as coworker incivility in the workplace (Hur et al., 2015). Such
a decline in resources is an important part of emotional exhaustion (Neveu, 2007) and
leads employees to become emotionally drained (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007).

In service work environments with a caring climate, where managers provide
emotional support for their employees and are concerned with their well-being, frontline
employees who suffer from distress may end up with fewer resource losses and recover
more quickly (Rathert et al., 2022; Stiehl et al., 2018). Based on COR theory this study pro-
poses that providing a caring climate in the workplace facilitates a “pool” of emotional
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and psychological resources (Hobfoll, 2011), which helps employees to conserve their
valuable resources and in turn, decreases their emotional exhaustion. Therefore, in this
study, emotional exhaustion is also considered as a mediator in the relationship
between the perception of caring climate and turnover intention by the following
hypothesis:

(H3) The relationship between perception of caring climate and turnover intention is
mediated by emotional exhaustion.

Moreover, given the arguments related to H2 and H3 and the relationship between the
variables, we proposed the following hypothesis considering the serial mediating mech-
anisms of both coworker incivility and emotional exhaustion:

(H4) The relationship between perception of caring climate and turnover intention is serially
mediated by employees’ perceptions of coworker incivility and emotional exhaustion.

Figure 1 demonstrates the direct and indirect effects of a caring climate on turnover
intention through serial multiple mediation of coworker incivility and emotional
exhaustion.

Methodology

Sampling and procedure

The study used a quantitative approach with cross-sectional design and the non-prob-
ability purposive sampling technique (non-random), which relies on the judgment of
the researcher (deliberate choice) to select people who are able and willing to provide
necessary and relevant information for the study based on their knowledge or experience
(Bernard, 2002). The respondents were undergraduate students studying tourism man-
agement and hotel management at a university. Based on the purpose of the study, eli-
gible respondents were only the students who had work experience in the hotel or
restaurant sectors in Norway, as full-time or part-time frontline service employees, for a
minimum of six months prior to participation in the study. These frontline employees
were front-desk agents, reservations agents, waiters or waitresses, and bartenders. The
rationale for selecting frontline employees rather than other hotel and restaurant staff
is because of their frequent face-to-face or voice-to-voice interactions with the custo-
mers/guests, which highlights their key role in improving customer satisfaction, building
loyalty, managing customers’ requests, and solving their problems (Daskin, 2015). Due to

Figure 1. The conceptual model of the study.
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the specific features of service jobs, including deep-rooted stress (Arasli et al., 2018), and a
heavy reliance on coworkers (Sliter et al., 2012) to provide quality service for the custo-
mers, these employees are more likely to experience workplace incivility in their daily
working life.

Data collection

A self-administrated questionnaire in English was distributed among respondents. Prior to
survey distribution, the researcher provided a brief introduction of the study for the stu-
dents and emphasized the eligibility conditions for the right respondents (as mentioned
earlier). Thus, only eligible students received the survey and participated in the study. To
pre-test the questionnaire, 10 master’s degree students in the same field were asked to
complete the questionnaire two weeks before data collection in order to check the under-
standability of the items. Required changes were considered in the questionnaire. The first
page of the questionnaire contained information about the purpose of the study and
contact information, as well as a polite request encouraging them to participate in the
research, emphasizing the voluntary nature of participation, and informing them of full
anonymity and that the data would be treated confidentially. Completing the question-
naire took approximately 10–15 min.

The completed questionnaires were placed in a special box, which was subsequently
collected by a researcher in order to make responses anonymous and confidential. This
was done to reduce the potential threat of common method bias (CMB), which is high-
lighted in previous studies (Line & Runyan, 2012; Podsakoff et al., 2003). From 465 distrib-
uted questionnaires, 322 were returned, which corresponds to a 69.2 percent response
rate. Questionnaires with more than 20 percent unanswered questions were considered
as missing data. Consequently, 291 responses were used for data analysis.

Measurement

All constructs were measured using scales that are well-established in existing research. In
order to measure the perception of a caring climate, 4 items were taken from Cullen et al.
(1993). A sample item states, “Our hotel primarily cares about what is best for each
person”. The 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree) was used.

An extensive literature review was conducted to find the latest validated measure-
ments for coworker incivility. To measure perceived coworker incivility, 4 items were
used from Martin and Hine (2005), who developed and validated the Uncivil Workplace
Behavior Questionnaire (UWBQ) by evaluating several facets of perceived incivility
related to hostility, privacy invasion, exclusionary behavior, and gossiping. They
showed convergent, divergent, and concurrent validity of the measurement by collecting
data from 368 employees of different workplaces in Australia. A sample item asks, “How
often have your coworkers spoken to you in an aggressive tone of voice?”. The 5-point
scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often) was used.

Three items were used from the Maslach Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1981)
to measure emotional exhaustion. A sample item includes “I feel frustrated with my job”.
Additionally, three items from Mitchel (1981) were considered to measure turnover
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intention. Sample item: “I often think about leaving my job.” The 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) was used for the last two variables.
Gender and tenure were included as demographic variables.

Data analysis

The Statistical Package for Social Science (IBM SPSS) and AMOS, version 26, was used to
analyze the collected data. First, descriptive statistics, correlations, and reliability were
provided. A confirmatory test of the operationalization of constructs in the measurement
model was then conducted in confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in AMOS (Hair et al.,
2010). The model fit was also assessed in AMOS. Moreover, in order to test the hypotheses,
structural equation modeling (SEM) was used, which has the advantage of being more
parsimonious than other methods, such as regression, as well as using both measurement
and a structural model to test all the hypotheses at the same time (Hair et al., 2010).

Sixty-six percent of the respondents (n = 291) were female. More than half of the
respondents (65%) were working in hotels and 35% were working in restaurants. Forty-
four percent of them were waiters/waitresses, 41 percent were receptionists, 12
percent were bartenders, and only 2 percent were housekeeping staff. The majority of
the respondents (78%) were part-time employees. More than 45 percent had one to
three years of work experience, followed by 22 percent who had six to eleven months,
17 percent had four to five years, and only 15 percent had more than five years of experi-
ence (see Table 1).

Results

Measurement results

The results of the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) are available in Table 2 including stan-
dardized factor loadings (FL), composite reliability (CR), average variance extracted (AVE),
and maximum shared squared variance (MSV). The study measurements were assessed on
a 5-point Likert scale and the reliability was evaluated through Cronbach’s Alpha. Values
were all above the threshold value of 0.60 (from 0.70–0.89). The first test for model validity
showed convergent and discriminant validity issues for turnover intention since the AVE

Table 1. Demographic profile of the respondents (n = 291).
Variable Category Frequency (n = 291) Percentage (100%)

Gender Male 98 33.7
Female 193 66.3

Tenure 6–11 months 65 22.3
1-3 years 132 45.4
4–5 years 50 17.2
More than 5 years 44 15.1

Industry Hotel 190 65.3
Restaurant 101 34.7

Job title Waiters/Waitresses 129 44.3
Receptionists 120 41.2
Bartenders 36 12.4
Housekeeping staff 6 2.1

Work status Full-time 63 21.6
Part-time 228 78.3
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(0.48) was less than 0.50, which indicated a convergent validity issue, while its MSV (0.53)
was more than AVE indicating a discriminant validity issue (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Thus, we dropped the first item for turnover intention (TI1) as this was the most pro-
blematic item, and removing it has the least impact on the reliability of turnover intention
(Cronbach’s α = 0.71, still ideal). We then checked the model validity again, and both
issues had been solved as the AVE was higher (0.61) and the new MSV (0.51) was less
than the AVE (see Table 2). The AVE for coworker incivility was also less than 0.50, indicat-
ing convergent validity. However, the average variance extracted is often very strict com-
pared to composite reliability, which is a more forgiving measure. Since the CR value for
coworker incivility was equal to its minimum recommended threshold of 0.70, we, there-
fore, concluded that this showed convergent validity for multi-purposing based on CR
alone (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Malhotra & Dash, 2011). According to Kline (2005), discri-
minant validity is also confirmed when the estimated correlations between the variables
are less than 0.85 (see Table 3). The descriptive statistics and correlations are also demon-
strated in Table 3. Based on the results available in Table 2 and Table 3, reliability, conver-
gent validity, and discriminant validity for the current study are established.

Table 2. The confirmatory factor analysis results.
Scale items α FL CR AVE MSV

Caring Climate (CC) 0.89 0.89 0.66 0.22
CC1 0.88
CC2 0.80
CC3 0.90
CC4 0.84

Coworker Incivility (Co-Inc) 0.70 0.70 0.37 0.14
Co-Inc1 0.72
Co-Inc2 0.73
Co-Inc3 0.69
Co-Inc4 0.76

Emotional Exhaustion (EE) 0.82 0.82 0.61 0.51
EE1 0.83
EE2 0.93
EE3 0.82

Turnover Intention (TI) 0.71 0.75 0.61 0.51
TI2 0.90
TI3 0.52

Notes: Model fit statistics: χ2 = 76.65, df = 59, χ2/df = 1.30, NFI = 0.95, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.03, PClose = 0.94, SRMR =
0.04; (FL) standardized loadings; (CR) composite reliability; (AVE) average variance extracted; (MSV) maximum
shared squared variance; (CFI) comparative fit index.

Table 3. Mean, standard deviations, correlations, and collinearity statistics of the study variables (n =
291).

Collinearity
statistics

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 Tolerance VIF

1. Caring Climate 3.44 0.89 – 0.84 1.19
2. Coworker Incivility 1.61 0.54 −0.25** – 0.86 1.15
3. Emotional Exhaustion 2.70 1.00 −0.35** 0.28** – 0.82 1.21
4. Turnover Intention 3.06 0.98 −0.45** 0.17** 0.52** – 0.72 1.38
5. Gender 0.66 0.47 −0.12* −0.09 0.13* 0.05 – 0.95 1.05
6. Tenure 2.25 0.97 −0.07 0.11 0.05 −0.002 0.06 – 0.98 1.02

Notes: M = mean, SD = standard deviation, **p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, Gender: male = 0 & female = 1, VIF = variable inflation
factors.
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The model fit indices for the four-factor structure (χ2 = 76.65, df = 59, χ2/df = 1.30, NFI
= 0.95, RMR = 0.03, GFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.98) were acceptable (Hu & Bentler, 1999). As
suggested by Hu and Bentler (1999), the comparative fit index (CFI = 0.99, values > 0.95
indicate excellent fit), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA = 0.03, values <
0.06 indicate excellent fit, and PClose = 0.94, values > 0.05 indicate excellent fit), and
(SRMR = 0.04, values < 0.08 indicate excellent fit) are perfectly acceptable.

To measure the problem of common method bias (CMB) we used Harman’s single-
factor test, which is about a condition in which a single latent factor explains more
than 50 percent of the total variance of the construct measures (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
The result was 30.19 percent. Moreover, in line with a new approach suggested by
Kock (2015), we used multicollinearity as a test for method bias through checking the vari-
able inflation factors (VIF). This approach is used due to the fact that multicollinearity is a
symptom of method bias and if a collinearity test shows that all VIFs are equal or less than
3.30 it can be concluded that the model is free of potential CMB (Kock, 2015, p. 7). The
results of the collinearity test are shown in the last two columns of Table 2. All tolerance
values are more than 0.20 and all VIFs are less than 3.30, indicating that there is no multi-
collinearity problem and consequently no common method bias.

Test of the hypotheses

The results of the Pearson correlation in Table 3 showed that a perceived caring climate
had a significant negative correlation with coworker incivility, emotional exhaustion, and
turnover intention. Coworker incivility had a significant positive correlation with
emotional exhaustion and turnover intention. The correlation between emotional exhaus-
tion and turnover intention was also positive and significant. Thus, the result shows pre-
paratory support for H1.

In order to test the mediating hypotheses, the SEM analysis was performed in AMOS
and the hypothetical structural model (Figure 2) was tested. Additionally, gender was
included as a control variable since it was closely associated with emotional exhaustion
in the current data. Furthermore, the coefficients of the three-path mediated effect

Figure 2. Mediating effect model.
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were simultaneously estimated (Hayes et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2008) through the plugin
(Gaskin et al., 2020) in the structural equation modeling (Figure 2) and the results are pre-
sented (see Table 4). This approach separates the indirect effect of the mediators:
coworker incivility and emotional exhaustion, as well as finding the indirect effect
passing through both mediators in a serial multiple mediation (Taylor et al., 2008). To esti-
mate the significance of the indirect effect, 5000 bootstrap resamples were run (Preacher
& Hayes, 2008), and to consider the effect as significant, the 95% CI should not include
zero. Estimated direct and indirect effects for all the paths are shown in Figure 2 and
Table 4.

According to the results, a perceived caring climate had a significant negative effect on
turnover intention directly (β =−0.52, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−0.58, −0.44]) and indirectly (β
=−0.19, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−0.26, −0.12]), which provides collateral evidence for H1, and
thus H1 was supported. H2 predicted a mediation effect of coworker incivility in the
relationship between caring climate and turnover intention. The coefficient value for
this relationship is β = 0.01 with the insignificant p-value (p = 0.33, 95% CI = [−0.01,
0.03]), and thus H2 was not supported. However, when we ran this model independent
of emotional exhaustion, the mediation of coworker incivility in this path became signifi-
cant (β =−0.07, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−0.09, −0.03]). H3, which predicted the mediation
effect of emotional exhaustion in the relationship between caring climate and turnover
intention was supported since β =−0.24 and it is significant (p < 0.01, 95% CI = [−0.24,
−0.12]).

Finally, in H4 we predicted that the relationship between a perceived caring climate
and turnover intention is serially mediated by coworker incivility and emotional exhaus-
tion. The result revealed that coworker incivility mediates the relationship between
caring climate and emotional exhaustion (β = −0.12, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−0.16,
−0.08]), and subsequently emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship between
coworker incivility and turnover intention (β = 0.24 p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.25, 0.45]).
The formal test for H4 showed a significant coefficient value for this serial mediation
path (β = −0.12, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−0.09, −0.04]), and thus the result provided evi-
dence for H4 supporting the serial mediation effect of coworker incivility and emotional
exhaustion in the relationship between caring climate and turnover intention. The effect
size was 66.20%.

Table 4. Structural equation modeling (SEM) results for the serial multiple mediation model.
Direct and indirect effects Standardized coefficients (β) SE p-Value 95% CI

Direct effect
CC→TI (H1) −0.52 0.04 *** (−0.58, −0.44)
CC→Co-Inc −0.38 0.03 *** (−0.46, −0.30)
CC→EE −0.33 0.05 *** (−0.42, −0.23)
Co-Inc→EE 0.33 0.09 *** (0.24, 0.42)
Co-Inc→TI −0.04 0.06 0.35 (−0.11, 0.03)
EE→TI 0.72 0.03 *** (0.66, 0.78)
Indirect effect
Total: CC→TI −0.19 0.03 *** (−0.26, −0.12)
CC→Co-Inc→TI (H2) 0.01 0.01 0.33 (−0.01, 0.03)
CC→EE→TI (H3) −0.24 0.03 ** (−0.24, −0.12)
CC→Co-Inc→EE→TI (H4) −0.12 0.02 *** (−0.09, −0.04)
Note: N = 291, **p < 0.01, ***p < .001, SE = standard error, 95% CI = 95% confidence interval, CC = caring climate, Co-Inc
= coworker incivility, EE = emotional exhaustion, TI = turnover intention.
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Discussion

Given that there is still a lack of research on the antecedents of service employees’ turn-
over and the potential role of workplace climate in relation to turnover intention (Demir-
tas & Akdogan, 2015; Joe et al., 2018), this study focused on how employees’ turnover
intention is deeply affected by their perception of a caring climate in the workplace.

Our results showed that a perceived caring climate decreases the employees’ turnover
intention in line with ethical climate theory. Employees who feel cared for and supported
in the workplace are less likely to leave their current job. This results from a reduction in
both coworker incivility and employees’ emotional exhaustion (Yang et al., 2014). Working
in a caring climate stimulates positive behavior and friendship among employees through
concern for the rights, interests, and well-being of others, while simultaneously reducing
uncivil behavior towards coworkers. We also showed that if employees believe that the
organization really cares about them and their well-being in a supportive work environ-
ment, they will be less likely to feel emotionally exhausted. Emotional exhaustion caused
by workplace incivility is a resource-draining component of COR theory while a positive
atmosphere within a caring climate, which helps to reduce employees’ uncivil behaviors
and negative feelings, is a supplementary emotional resource, that consequently leads
them to stay in the organization.

Based on the results, a perceived caring climate had a significant negative effect on
employees’ turnover intention directly (H1) and indirectly only through emotional
exhaustion (H3), and serially through both coworker incivility and emotional exhaustion
(H4). Moreover, the results revealed that emotional exhaustion partially mediated the
negative effect of a caring climate on turnover intention since the beta for caring
climate decreased but remained significant after adding emotional exhaustion as a
mediator in the model. This result complements the study by Yang et al. (2014), which
found that emotional exhaustion partially mediates the effect of ethical climate on turn-
over intention. H2 was rejected and the findings showed that coworker incivility did not
show a mediation effect in the relationship between caring climate and turnover inten-
tion. However, the mediating effect of coworker incivility became significant when we
removed emotional exhaustion from the model and checked the model only with one
mediator (i.e. coworker incivility). This indicates that emotional exhaustion has a higher
positive effect on turnover intention than coworker incivility as well as a stronger mediat-
ing effect between caring climate and turnover intention. Yet, we should not underesti-
mate the importance of coworker incivility as a mediator in the mentioned
relationship, since the results clearly confirmed the exclusive mediating effect of coworker
incivility (independent of emotional exhaustion) as well as its mediating effect in the serial
mediation model (H4). Considering the sources of workplace incivility (Cortina et al.,
2001), some previous studies showed that employees’ outcomes are less affected by
coworker incivility compared to supervisor and customer incivility, because coworker inci-
vility may be perceived as a less threatening – but still significant harmful– job stressor
(e.g. Cho et al., 2016; Sliter et al., 2011). It has been also clearly evidenced in previous
studies that emotional exhaustion is a strong factor leading to turnover intention
(Babakus et al., 2008; Hur et al., 2015; Korunka et al., 2008; Yang et al., 2014). Moreover,
employees could feel emotionally exhausted not only through workplace coworker inci-
vility but also through other sources of incivility such as customer incivility (Alola et al.,
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2021) or other negative factors or events in the workplace, such as increased work
demands (Babakus et al., 2008) or job insecurity (Lawrence & Kacmar, 2017).

Theoretical implications

Supported by ethical climate theory and COR theory, our serial multiple mediation model
provides useful findings to complement the turnover and workplace incivility literature.
This study contributes to our knowledge of frontline service employees’ perceptions of
a caring climate, and extends our understanding of the role of workplace climate on indi-
viduals’ attitudes and behaviors (Demirtas & Akdogan, 2015; Joe et al., 2018).

Most previous studies concentrated on the moderating effect of a caring climate in the
organization (e.g. Chen et al., 2013; Kao et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2019). However, this study
contributes to ethical climate theory (Victor & Cullen, 1988) by focusing on the effect of
caring climate perception (as a specific type of ethical climate) and its established behav-
ioral mechanism, which leads to lower levels of turnover intention among frontline service
employees (Joe et al., 2018). Our results develop a better understanding of the conditions
under which uncivil behaviors are less likely to occur while providing further support for
earlier studies about the antecedent role of a caring climate in the formation of turnover
intention (e.g. Joe et al., 2018; Sims & Keon, 1997).

Moreover, the result of this study contributes to COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001). Our
model assumed that a caring climate in the workplace serves as a resource pool (Hobfoll,
2011), which could compensate for employees’ resource loss resulting from dealing with
workplace incivility. Our result shows that the perception of a caring climate could work as
a supplementary emotional resource for employees, which enables them to have more
control over their emotions, increases their tolerance toward others’ uncivil behaviors
(Kalafatoğlu & Turgut, 2019), and leads them to be less emotionally exhausted (Sakurai
& Jex, 2012) and reduces the level of turnover intention (Podsakoff et al., 2007).

Finally, our novel result regarding a serial mediation effect provides a broader view of
the relationship between a caring climate and employees’ turnover intention. With a con-
tribution to ethical climate theory and COR theory, this study revealed the mediation
mechanism of both coworker incivility and emotional exhaustion, from the frontline
service employees’ perspective (Namin et al., 2022; Poddar & Madupalli, 2012).

Managerial implications

The current study gives the following suggestions for service managers to improve the
workplace environment and decrease employees’ turnover intention.

It would be helpful to provide a positive climate in the organization. The moral content
of the organizational climate can influence employees’ moral development as it teaches
them appropriate behavior in the organization through climate perceptions (Liu et al.,
2019). The ethical climate is a specific work climate that steers ethical behavior within
an organization, and among its dimensions, the caring climate has the strongest corre-
lation with ethical behavior (Fu & Deshpande, 2014; Shapira-Lishchinsky & Even-Zohar,
2011), including responsibility, trust, high moral standards, well-being, increased toler-
ance for others’ weaknesses, and positive attitudes (Kalafatoğlu & Turgut, 2019; Martin
& Cullen, 2006).
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A caring climate seems particularly important for frontline service employees because
of their serious roles in providing a service to customers through team working and a
strong reliance on each other (Sliter et al., 2012). Thus, service managers may benefit
from establishing a particular ethical climate in the workplace mainly based on caring
aspects, in which employees’ main consideration is the effect of beneficial decisions on
others who are involved in the decision-making as opposed to their self-interest
(Cullen et al., 2003). A strong caring climate prevents unethical and uncivil behaviors
whilst simultaneously motivating frontline employees to behave well by improving
their values, assumptions, and belief systems, which in turn will minimize their turnover
intention (Kao et al., 2014). Since the high turnover rate in the service industry is a
major issue, harming both the individual and organizational outcomes (Deloitte, 2010),
managers can use a caring climate to steer the employees into the intention to stay in
their current job rather than quitting (Joe et al., 2018).

Given that coworker incivility has a detrimental effect on employees’ turnover inten-
tion, it should be considered not only as a personal-level conflict but also as a structural
issue that requires serious attention. It is necessary to control the hiring process by being
aware of employees’ attributes, and those displaying uncivil behavior towards coworkers
could be identified and stopped. Managers may formulate policies and establish appro-
priate regulations and behavioral criteria (Yang et al., 2014). Service managers first
need to properly identify unique types and patterns of uncivil behavior among employees
in the workplace and recognize how they feel and react to coworker incivility. Providing
adequate education within the organization is, therefore, an important task for the man-
agers. This education could increase awareness of the damaging effects of employees’
uncivil behavior towards others in the workplace and teach them more professional eti-
quette (Hur et al., 2015).

When employees perceive there to be a caring climate and feel supported by the
organization, their depletion of emotional resources will gradually decrease while their
work devotion will increase. Service managers’ promotion of personal ethics may
prevent individual employees from engaging in uncivil behavior. Moreover, care and
social support from managers to those employees who have faced workplace incivility
would substantially improve their work effort (Sakurai & Jex, 2012). Organizing meetings
or weekend gatherings could be beneficial for employees and raise their awareness of the
expected and correct ethics and the relevant measures in the organization. The CREW
(Civility, Respect, and Engagement in the Workforce) initiative is one of the programs
that can be implemented to facilitate civil interactions among employees (Taylor & Kluem-
per, 2012), and includes recognizing and improving controversial workplace interactions
and reforming teamwork and cooperation.

Limitations and future research suggestion

Although this study provided useful results and discussed theoretical and practical impli-
cations, it is not without limitations. The first limitation is related to the cross-sectional
design that is required to maintain caution when discerning a causal relationship
between the variables. A longitudinal study would be necessary to control this limitation.

The number of the respondents was quite good however, the replication of this study
with a larger dataset would resolve the lack of generalization of the findings. Using the
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self-reported measures for the variables in the current study is another limitation, which
may result in unavoidable response biases. Moreover, since this study was an early effort
to investigate the relationship between a perceived caring climate and employee turn-
over intention, it is recommended that the results from similar studies of frontline
service employees are compared in different national contexts to provide collateral evi-
dence for our results. Workplace climate is an interesting area to be examined in relation
to workplace incivility (Kao et al., 2014; Schilpzand et al., 2016), therefore future studies
could investigate the effect of other workplace climates (e.g. ethical climate) on
different sources of workplace incivility. One suggestion could be testing the relationship
between caring climate and supervisor incivility, or how the perception of a caring climate
can affect the employees’ incivility towards customers.

Future studies could also focus on the cultural differences in perceptions of the work-
place climate and workplace incivility (Vasconcelos, 2020). The investigation is also rec-
ommended into the effect of a caring climate on other work-related outcomes, such as
employees’ job performance and satisfaction in the same serial multiple mediation model.

Conclusion

This study emphasized the significant role of the work environment (i.e. workplace
climate) in decreasing the frontline employees’ turnover intention in the service industry.
Providing a caring climate focused on employees’ well-being and emotional support in
the workplace negatively affects employees’ uncivil behaviors (towards each other) and
their emotional exhaustion caused by experiencing workplace incivility. Service managers
need to consider a caring climate as a good solution for reducing incivility and negative
feelings among employees, which consequently helps to minimize the level of turnover
intention in the organization.
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