
International Journal of Hospitality Management 94 (2021) 102877

Available online 24 February 2021
0278-4319/© 2021 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Frontline employee-driven innovation through suggestions in hospitality 
firms: The role of the employee’s creativity, knowledge, and motivation 
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A B S T R A C T   

As most hospitality firms turn to informal processes to create knowledge, employee-driven innovation becomes 
paramount in the sector, especially the one generated from frontline employees’ suggestions. The work studied 
creativity, knowledge and motivation as internal aspects of frontline hospitality employees for making innovative 
suggestions. The study of these three broad aspects leads to the presentation of six research hypotheses after 
discussing the potential influence of six specific factors on the generation of innovative suggestions; those factors 
are creativity, work experience and formal education (knowledge), along with internal motivation, direct re
wards, and the perception of the validity of the suggestion system (motivation). Those hypotheses are tested with 
data from 153 front office employees from hotels in Tenerife (Spain). 

Results show the relevance of frontline employees’ creativity, work experience and perception that suggestions 
will be analysed and heeded, along with the positive effect of working in leisure hotels (versus business ones).   

1. Introduction 

In today’s highly competitive environment, the capacity for inno
vation is paramount for hospitality firms to compete successfully 
(Martin-Rios and Ciobanu, 2019). Innovation in service companies, and 
especially in hospitality firms, is more oriented towards informal sources 
of knowledge (Bogers and Lhuillery, 2006; Den Hertog et al., 2011), 
such as employee-driven innovation. Service employees in contact with 
customers often acquire exclusive, valuable and context-specific 
knowledge, which is often not possessed by managers (Kesting and 
Ulhøi, 2010). Thus, firms that promote employee-driven innovation will 
have a higher innovation performance, as it will stimulate cooperation 
between employees and managers (Hansen et al., 2017). To this end, 
firms must develop channels of knowledge distribution and exchange, 
such as suggestion systems, through which employees can share their 
creative ideas and are motivated to do so (Fairbank and Williams, 2001; 
Akram et al., 2011). 

Presenza et al. (2019) highlight how innovation is gaining attention 
internationally as a critical issue for contemporary tourism. Kim and Koo 
(2017) recently found that hotel employees’ innovative behaviour in
fluences their job performance. When a company includes innovative 
and creative competencies in the strategic decision-making approach of 

the firm, it becomes the main driver of its success (Presenza and Messeni 
Petruzzelli, 2019). In fact, innovativeness is positively associated with 
company performance in the hospitality industry (Tajeddini and True
man, 2012). 

McLeod et al. (2010) defend that knowledge sharing among network 
members could drive innovation behaviour in hospitality firms. Ac
cording to Hon (2011), one way to address the current challenges in the 
hospitality industry is to take into account the creative ideas put forward 
by employees, as these can contribute to innovation, productivity and 
the long-term success of hospitality companies. In fact, the study and 
management of the knowledge exchange between employees and their 
hospitality firm are considered essential due to the high turnover of 
employees (Yang, 2004). Employees in hospitality firms often contribute 
original and valuable ideas to better meet customer needs or better carry 
out internal tasks, which may involve creating or improving products, 
services or processes in the organisation (Zhou and Shalley, 2003). Hotel 
chains are increasingly studying and implementing different suggestion 
systems to identify innovative contributions by their employees that 
have an impact on customer satisfaction or the organisational financial 
performance (Hinojosa, 2014). 

Every organisation depends daily on the citizenship behaviour of its 
employees including acts of cooperation, helpfulness, and suggestions 
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(Smith et al., 1983). Based on Li and Zhou’s work (2019), a suggestion is 
a behaviour that aims at improving the environment and proposes 
constructive language to organisations or individuals through changing 
ways. Employee suggestion is a “technical, organisational or financial 
improvement that would introduce changes in the practices and solu
tions applied so far, which would benefit the company” (Szewczyk, 
2019: 54). Brem and Voigt (2007) declare that suggestion systems have 
been used to include employees in the innovation process for decades. 
Innovative work behaviour is an individual’s behaviour “that aims to 
achieve the initiation and intentional introduction (within a work role, 
group or organisation) of new and useful ideas, processes, products or 
procedures” (De Jong and Den Hartog, 2008: 5). Innovative suggestions 
are a measure of the employee’s innovative behaviour (Choi et al., 
2016). Thus, an employee’s innovative suggestion is an explicit contri
bution by an individual that provides an improvement in the organisa
tional products, processes or activities through any internal 
communication mechanism. Hinojosa (2014) documents the efforts of 
several Spanish hotel chains to ‘listen’ to employees, especially to those 
in direct contact with the customer, and obtain their suggestions, such as 
Meliá Hotels (through employee meetings supervised by a manager or 
“idea contests”) or NH Hotel Group (with the NH Idea programme or 
corporate blogs). Examples of innovative suggestions in those pro
grammes are invoice standardisation for less complex processing, the 
creation of a centralised stock system for products consumed in the 
hotels in search of more efficient management of the same, or the 
implementation of a certain award system in the customer loyalty pro
gramme based on customer expenses or overnights. The leading French 
chain Accor developed Innovaccor, an online tool to promote innovation 
among its employees. This tool allows staff to propose ideas, develop 
creativity and take initiatives in order to apply the best practices in the 
organisation. During 2011 the Accor Group implemented 2000 ideas 
suggested by its employees (Hassanien and Dale, 2013). 

Axtell et al. (2000) state that making suggestions is more related to 
the individual characteristics of the employee, while their imple
mentation is undoubtedly linked to the characteristics of the team and 
the organisation. Amabile provides the theoretical foundations of the 
individual approach to understand the formulation of suggestions in the 
work context when she addresses the social psychology of creativity. In 
that line, this author presents the three elements of creative perfor
mance: creativity-relevant skills, domain-relevant skills, and task moti
vation. Thus, employee creativity, knowledge and motivation are 
considered relevant factors in making innovative suggestions (Amabile, 
1983) and hospitality firms could take advantage of those resources for 
their innovation strategy. Suggestions are the results of employees’ 
creativity, which leads to innovations driven by them (Lasrado et al., 
2016). Not only does creativity play an essential role in generating in
novations, but it is also fundamental to consider that individuals are 
knowledge holders, with their prior knowledge being one of the most 
important inputs in the processes of creating new knowledge and 
innovation (Holcomb et al., 2009). Furthermore, it is essential to 
consider that what drives the individual to act is his/her motivation 
(Locke and Latham, 2004). Thus, firms use the suggestion system to 
motivate employees to contribute new and useful ideas for the benefit of 
the organisation, turning creative ideas into potentially valuable in
novations (Dunn and Lloyd, 1997; Fairbank and Williams, 2001). 

Despite research conducted on the importance of organisational 
conditions for the development of frontline employee-driven innovation 
in service companies (e.g. Sørensen et al., 2013), authors such as Høyrup 
(2012) consider that what needs to be studied in greater depth in 
regarding employee-driven innovation is the search for new resources 
and innovation drivers. Academic research has tended to focus mainly 
on the generation of ideas and has neglected the study of knowledge 
exchange between employees and the organisation, especially the fact 
that employees have the ability and willingness to share their innovative 
suggestions, which is fundamental for innovation to occur (Axtell et al., 
2000). Moreover, Martin-Rios and Ciobanu (2019) empirically find that 

the patterns of innovation in hospitality differ from other sectoral ac
tivities, and Gomezelj (2016) observes that innovative activities in 
tourism industries are still quite limited. Employees are a relevant aspect 
of innovation success in the hospitality sector (Ottenbacher, 2007). For 
Enz and Siguaw (2003), innovations are significantly affected by 
outstanding hospitality individuals. In that line, Slåtten and Mehmeto
glu (2011) consider that frontline employees in the hospitality industry 
and their characteristics are paramount in the innovative behaviour of 
hospitality firms. 

Attempting to bridge this research gap in the hospitality industry, 
and based on the theoretical foundations of the individual factors in the 
model of creative performance formulated by Amabile (1983), this work 
aims to analyse the role played by frontline employees’ creativity, 
knowledge and motivation to suggest organisational changes as a basis 
for employee-driven innovation in hospitality firms. The work studies 
the employee from an individual perspective as an informal source of 
innovation in hotel firms and their participation in the company’s sug
gestion system. The potential influence of the frontline employee’s 
creativity, knowledge and motivation on innovative suggestions is dis
cussed, leading to the presentation of six research hypotheses. These 
hypotheses are tested with data collected from a survey of hotel 
receptionists. 

2. Employee-driven innovation in hospitality services: 
suggestions as a key element of informal innovation 

In the context of services, innovation refers to “the changes affecting 
one or more elements of one or more vectors of characteristics (both 
technical and service) or of competences” (Gallouj and Savona, 2009). 
Changes that add novelty to the service in any dimension lie at the base 
of service innovation. Most innovations in the service industry tend to be 
a mixture of major and minor changes and adaptations of existing 
services/products (Den Hertog, 2000). 

Lusch and Nambisan (2015) indicate that the body of scholarly 
research on service innovation has grown considerably, probably 
because service innovation is increasingly observed as the main engine 
of differentiation and growth (Helkkula et al., 2018). García-Villaverde 
et al. (2017) add that the study of innovation in the hospitality and 
tourism industry does not have a long tradition in comparison with 
manufacturing industries. However, innovation in the hospitality in
dustry has generated a great deal of interest in recent times and has 
become a fairly broad field of research. As Kallmuenzer (2018) points 
out, the study of innovation in hospitality firms has so far mainly focused 
on investigating the role of entrepreneurship (e.g., Jogaratnam and Tse, 
2006), innovation as a growth engine for companies (e.g., Ottenbacher, 
2007), or the influence of company characteristics and markets on 
innovation (e.g., Martínez-Ros and Orfila-Sintes, 2012). Kallmuenzer’s 
work (2018) shows that innovation in hospitality companies is driven by 
four main actors: entrepreneurs and employees are the main innovation 
drivers as internal company actors, while guests and competitors are the 
external innovation drivers. In their analysis of the streams of hospitality 
innovation, Chang et al. (2011) outline the relevance of the human 
resource management practices to innovation in hospitality firms, and 
address the study of frontline employees as example of important topic 
across the three main research streams that they identify: critical pro
cedures to develop innovation, typology of hospitality innovation, and 
factors to enhance innovation in the sector. According to Babakus et al. 
(2017) frontline employees in the service sector serve as a critical link 
between an organization’s internal operations and external customers 
and play a crucial role in analysing customer needs that can lead to 
innovation initiatives and improved customer relations. This highlights 
the importance of studying employee-driven innovation. Hospitality 
literature indicates that with increasing competition, product and ser
vice innovations have become priorities and frontline employees are 
seen as key players in making these innovations happen (Schuckert 
et al., 2018). In their final remarks, Chang et al. (2011) connect the 
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study of frontline employee’s suggestions and innovative ideas with the 
achievement of hospitality firm innovation and call for more future 
studies on the topic. Despite the popular research trend on service 
innovation and the key role of employee contributions in improving 
service quality, only a few recent studies specifically address frontline 
employees as innovation drivers in service enterprises (Schuckert et al., 
2018). In that line, Slåtten and Mehmetoglu (2011) mention the lack of 
research related to hospitality innovation on the individual level, and 
more recently Kallmuenzer (2018) has observed that the study of 
innovation drivers in hospitality companies has been neglected. Hence, 
understanding hospitality frontline employees’ innovative suggestions is 
an aspect that needs further academic exploration. 

A relevant taxonomy for the development of studies on organisa
tional innovation is the source/method to generate innovation. Small 
and medium-sized firms tend to carry out their innovative activities 
without specific financial and managerial resources and, in particular, 
without formalised procedures (Santarelli and Sterlacchini, 1990). Thus, 
a distinction can be made between formal or planned innovation and 
informal or unintentional one. For Gallouj and Savona (2009), the 
changes to generate service innovations can be planned/intentional or 
unintentional. The planned/intentional approach would be based on 
managerial systems with clear goals to come up with novel solutions, 
such as the outputs of formal research and development activities; the 
unintentional approach has an emerging nature based on an inertial 
learning process by the agents involved. Santarelli and Sterlacchini 
(1990) indicate that the concept of informal innovation is based on 
knowledge generation outside specific research and development de
partments and focused on design, production and sales activities. Moosa 
and Panurach (2008) narrow that approach and underline that formal 
innovation is usually generated by the marketing or R&D department, 
while frontline employees generate informal innovation. The analysis of 
the innovation process in the hospitality industry shows the relevance of 
informal innovation since innovation activities tend to be less for
malised, less explicitly managed and less often budgeted as compared to 
manufacturing sectors (Den Hertog et al., 2011). 

The central elements of informal innovation are the employees and 
their knowledge, outside formal structures created to generate new 
knowledge such as specific departments or projects, since organisations 
are increasingly aware that their employees have great potential to 
develop innovation (Hansen et al., 2017). Kesting and Ulhøi (2010) 
define employee-driven innovation as the creation and implementation 
of new ideas, products and processes that originate from an employee or 
the interaction of a group of employees, who are not entrusted with the 
task of developing innovation. In this sense, employee-driven innovation 
consists of employee initiatives that are recognised and supported by 
managers, and it can be initiated without a clear goal of innovation. 
Thus, employee-driven innovation is not strictly constrained ex-ante by 
managerial perspectives. According to Radu and Vasile (2007), em
ployees in the hospitality industry represent a source of value for the 
innovation process and, therefore, for the creation of competitive 
advantages. 

The management literature has emphasised the relevance of the 
personal interaction between customers and employees on the frontline 
of service firms (Bettencourt and Gwinner, 1996). Frontline employees 
are paramount to delivering and providing quality services, building 
customer relationships, and increasing customer satisfaction (Singh, 
2000). Additionally, these employees are also in a privileged position to 
detect customer needs, obtain information about competitors, identify 
potential resources and capabilities that the organisation can develop, 
and process knowledge to innovate. In fact, Moosa and Panurach (2008) 
recommend that organisations should encourage decentralised innova
tion and emphasise the role of frontline employees since it is they who 
are responsible for delivering products and services and are in direct 
contact with customers. In particular, employees in the hospitality in
dustry have closer contact with customers than in many other industries 
(Grissemann et al., 2013). Frontline employees in the sector play a key 

role in developing innovation because of the simultaneity of production 
and consumption and the importance of human factors in service de
livery (Ottenbacher and Harrington, 2007). Thus, employees know 
first-hand the specific demands and preferences of customers, which 
allows them to create new ideas, processes, products or services to adapt 
the service to the consumer (Hallin and Marnburg, 2008). According to 
Chang et al. (2011), the interaction between employees and customers 
greatly favours service quality and innovation in hotels. Research shows 
that many innovative ideas in the hospitality industry are produced by 
employees in contact with the customer, who in turn implement and 
examine them (e.g. Ottenbacher, 2007; Ottenbacher and Harrington, 
2009). 

The role of frontline employees in innovation is further emphasised 
from some streams of recombinatory search literature that defends the 
need for employing external knowledge sources in the innovation pro
cess (Ardito and Messeni Petruzzelli, 2017). This is in line with the 
central tenets of the open innovation paradigm (Chesbrough, 2003). 
Thus, the inflow of knowledge from external sources such as customers 
or competitors can complement internal knowledge creation efforts 
(Ardito et al., 2018). Moreover, due to the interaction with customers, 
frontline employees would be in a position to obtain an adequate level of 
absorptive capacity regarding such external knowledge. As Natalicchio 
et al. (2018) indicate, the lack of absorptive capacity in the firm’s human 
resources could hamper the innovation process in this context. More
over, and based on the ideas of Messeni Petruzzelli (2008) the proximity 
dimensions between frontline employees and customers could foster the 
effective knowledge inflows in the firm. In the hospitality context the 
close physical proximity between a frontline employee and a customer is 
due to the inseparability of production and consumption in some ser
vices. At the same time, the more distant knowledge/technological 
proximity expected between these two agents would be eased due to the 
nature of the direct service encounter that facilitates the transfer of 
knowledge via face-to-face interaction since it is a rich communication 
mechanism (Daft and Lengel, 1986; García-Almeida and Bolívar-Cruz, 
2020). 

The success of employee-driven innovation lies primarily in the 
development of a fair and transparent process that encourages, captures 
and reviews the ideas suggested by employees (Hansen et al., 2017). 
Employee involvement in the development of innovation brings with it 
the need for good and clear communication between employees and 
managers. In fact, managers may be involved in employee-driven 
innovation because they coordinate and systematise the process initi
ated by employees and because they foster those initiatives by inviting 
employees to participate (Høyrup, 2012). For Akram et al. (2011), or
ganisations must develop channels of knowledge distribution and ex
change through which employees can share their ideas. According to 
Yang (2010), hotels can boost their organisational effectiveness by 
promoting knowledge sharing among employees. Kim and Lee (2010) 
point out that this exchange of knowledge between employees is deeply 
linked to innovation in hotels as it encourages the development of cre
ative ideas by employees. Likewise, the coordination of employees and 
their joint creative thinking is essential to increase customer satisfaction 
and service quality (Bouncken, 2002). 

One of the most critical organisational channels in providing em
ployees with the opportunity to share their innovative ideas is the 
implementation of suggestion systems. According to van Dijk and van 
den Ende (2002), suggestion systems consist of administrative proced
ures and infrastructures to collect, judge and compensate ideas that are 
conceived by the employees of the organisation. Employee suggestion 
systems play a crucial role for organisations that want to be more 
innovative and stand out in the marketplace (Buech et al., 2010). Du 
Plessis et al. (2008) consider suggestion systems as tools that encourage 
employees to think creatively and innovatively about their work and 
everything around them, thus generating ideas that are beneficial to the 
organisation and for which the employee receive recognition. In the case 
of frontline employees, and according to their literature-based 
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meta-analysis, Storey et al. (2016) indicate that systems must be in place 
to manage the knowledge that innovation driven by customer engage
ment generates. In the hospitality industry, the quality of service de
pends considerably on the ability of companies to obtain, develop, 
collect and distribute knowledge assets (Bouncken, 2002). For individ
ual knowledge to be converted into organisational knowledge that forms 
valuable intangible assets in tourism firms (Yang and Wan, 2004), 
suggestion systems become relevant. Thus, when hospitality companies 
identify and leverage their organisational knowledge, they become more 
dynamic and achieve higher business performance (Baloglu et al., 
2010). 

3. Ability and motivation as potential determinants of 
employee-driven innovation 

Though it is crucial to outline that there are organisational charac
teristics which make up the relevant context that may foster or hamper 
innovation processes (Høyrup, 2012; Sørensen et al., 2013), Axtell et al. 
(2000) empirically find that the suggestion of innovative ideas is linked 
to individual factors. Regarding the individual factors that determine 
the formulation of suggestions, this work is based on the theoretical 
model presented by Amabile (1983). That model addresses the elements 
of creative production through three major components: 
creativity-relevant skills, domain-relevant skills, and task motivation. 
This author views creativity skills as the capacity to produce work that is 
considered creative; moreover, domain-relevant skills include knowl
edge and familiarity with the specific domain for the innovation; and 
task motivation deals with the attitudes towards the task and percep
tions of self-motivation for undertaking the task. 

The theoretical foundations of the use of Amabile’s model (1983) in 
the suggestion context is reinforced with advances in the behavioural 
performance of actions. Vroom (1964) explained performance in an 
activity as a function of the employee’s ability and motivation. Thus, the 
two significant aspects concerning the execution of actions whether by 
individuals, groups, etc., are the ability and willingness to carry out 
these actions (García-Almeida et al., 2012). Consequently, frontline 
employees’ creativity, constructed knowledge, and motivation could be 
relevant factors in making innovative suggestions. These factors are 
explained below. 

3.1. Creativity as a process-based ability for innovative suggestions 

The successful implementation of new products, services or pro
cedures depends on a person or group having a good idea and devel
oping it. As Amabile et al. (1996) outline, any innovation starts with 
creative ideas. According to Hargrove and Nietfeld (2015), creativity 
can be defined as an individual’s ability to produce both original and 
useful work. When employees show creativity at work, they develop 
new responses that are helpful to face tasks in the organisation (Ama
bile, 2013). These creative responses may involve the creation of new 
procedures or processes to carry out tasks or the development of prod
ucts or services to better meet customer needs (Zhou and Shalley, 2003). 
According to De Bono (1970), creativity is a basic human capacity. 
Creative thinking involves the ability to break conventional rules of 
thinking or to develop new strategies, among others (Fink et al., 2007). 
Dietrich (2004) explains how creativity results from the factorial com
bination of several neurological mechanisms: neural computation that 
generates novelties could occur during two modes of thought (deliberate 
and spontaneous) and for two types of information (emotional and 
cognitive). 

Suggestions are the result of the creativity of the employees (Madjar, 
2005). Kirton (1989) states that not all employees are creative to the 
same extent, and indeed some employees are likely to think more 
creatively than others. According to Ford (1996), people who believe 
they have creative skills tend to be more creative, so employees who 
believe they have the ability to make suitable suggestions are more 

likely to share their ideas with the company. Ideas or suggestions are the 
results of employees’ creativity, and that creativity gives rise to 
employee-driven innovations (Lasrado et al., 2016). 

In the hospitality industry, employee creativity is also relevant. As 
this sector is labour-intensive and hospitality firms face a highly 
competitive environment, companies need a more creative workforce to 
deliver high-quality services and achieve high levels of customer satis
faction (Wong and Pang, 2003; Claver-Cortés et al., 2006; Mohsin and 
Lockyer, 2010). Therefore, the key to success for the performance of 
companies in the hospitality industry is to meet the multiple demands of 
customers by providing creative products and services (Horng et al., 
2016). Thus, the creativity of employees favours the achievement of 
competitive advantages in organisations through innovation (e.g. Shal
ley, 1995; Kim et al., 2010). Consequently, the first research hypothesis 
of this work is set: 

H1. Employee’s creativity influences the creation of innovative sug
gestions in hospitality firms. 

3.2. Knowledge as a content-based ability for innovative suggestions 

Individuals’ knowledge favours the production of new innovative 
ideas that allow organisations to achieve a competitive advantage 
(Urbancova, 2013). Holcomb et al. (2009) determine that prior knowl
edge is one of the most important contributions in the processes of 
creating new knowledge and innovation. Thus, this existing knowledge 
and skills in individuals are essential drivers of their behaviour and 
preferences (De Clercq and Arenius, 2006). Some studies in the field of 
hospitality have advocated the importance of employee knowledge 
management and transfer in optimising innovation, service quality and 
organisational effectiveness (e.g. Hu et al., 2009; Kim and Lee, 2010). 
Regarding knowledge sources relevant in the work context, Holcomb 
et al. (2009) determine that the knowledge constructed by individuals is 
acquired in three ways: through direct experience, through observation 
of the actions and consequences of others, and education or codified 
sources such as books, articles, etc. The academic literature on knowl
edge management tends to outline the role of work experience and 
formal education to acquire content knowledge to innovate. 

Tesluk and Jacobs (1998) indicate that an individual’s past and 
current life experiences are continuously affecting the development and 
shape of their knowledge and skills. For Quiñones et al. (1995), work 
experience is relevant for many human resource functions and refers to 
events, which are experienced by an individual in relation to the per
formance of some job, and Ford et al. (1991) observe that most studies 
used time on the job to measure this concept. Knowledge constructed by 
individuals in years of experience as professionals allows them to un
derstand customer needs and activities that require improvement and to 
evaluate the success or failure of possible innovations. Work experience 
allows individuals to detect innovation needs and new business oppor
tunities, and it influences innovation (Hadjimanolis, 2000). Gabrielsson 
and Politis (2011) draw on experiential learning theories to explore the 
extent to which previous work experience is associated with business 
knowledge that can be used productively in those value creation pro
cesses. According to Hallin and Marnburg (2008), much of the specific 
knowledge of frontline staff in hotel organisations originate from their 
interactions with customers, colleagues, managers, suppliers, etc. Like
wise, the effective management of such valuable knowledge contributes 
to creating competitive advantages over competitors in the hotel and 
tourism industry (Bouncken and Pyo, 2002). Carland and Carland 
(2000) argued that business ideas arise from knowledge and experience 
and are fostered by creative insight, which helps individuals to identify 
new opportunities in the organisation. Besides, in their empirical work 
focused on a food company, Cardoso et al. (2014) find a positive link 
between employee tenure in the firm and the number of suggestions 
made. 

Although some authors consider that the importance of education in 
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the business world has been overestimated or that the link between 
education and innovation capacity is weak or non-existent (e.g. Hadji
manolis, 2000), other authors such as Guzmán and Santos (2001) 
maintain that education can have a decisive impact on the ability to 
understand the market, innovate and foster collaboration. For Romero 
and Martínez-Román (2012), education is closely related to innovation, 
since education is a tool that provides techniques and content that allow 
us to observe things under new paradigms and seek new solutions to 
traditional ways of doing things. In that line, Orfila-Sintes and Mattsson 
(2009) find that employees with higher education in the hospitality 
industry are positive determinants of innovation. Furthermore, Cardoso 
et al. (2014) report that the employee’s schooling is positively associ
ated with the number of suggestions. 

The discussion of these ideas on the impact of constructed knowledge 
allows for setting two additional research hypotheses: 

H2. Employee’s work experience influences the creation of innovative 
suggestions in hospitality firms. 

H3. Employee’s formal education influences the creation of innovative 
suggestions in hospitality firms. 

3.3. Motivation for innovative suggestions 

Nelson and Winter (1977) state that the motivation to innovate is a 
key component in the innovation process. According to Locke and 
Latham (2004), motivation is made up of internal and external factors 
that drive the individual to act. Many authors state that both intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivation of employees influences their innovative 
behaviour (e.g. Lin, 2007; Aalbers et al., 2013). Though those are gen
eral approaches to work motivation, discrete work tasks rather than 
entire jobs are the most useful level of analysis of differences in work 
motivation (Stamov-Roßnagel and Biemann, 2012). 

Deci (1971) stresses the importance of intrinsic motivation since 
intrinsically motivated behaviour consists of that activity which the 
individual performs for the pleasure or satisfaction it brings. Osterloh 
and Frey (2000) state that intrinsic motivation is of crucial importance, 
especially in tasks involving creativity and the transfer of tacit knowl
edge. According to Kreps (1997), intrinsic motivation is the key to the 
successful completion of these tasks. The reason for the relevance of this 
type of motivation stems from a desire for self-realisation and growth at 
a personal and/or professional level (Deci, 1971). 

Extrinsic motivation responds to instrumental reasons, and it is 
stimulated from the outside offering economic incentives, promotions or 
recognition, among other rewards; behaviour is carried out to achieve 
an end, and the individual does not get involved by himself (Gagné and 
Deci, 2005). The literature on the effectiveness of motivation indicates 
that externally provided incentives have limited success in motivating 
human behaviour over time (Kohn, 1993; Frey, 1997). However, 
extrinsic motivation is useful in the short term, but it decreases with the 
achievement of particular objectives (Morgan et al., 1993). Büschgens 
et al. (2013) add that the reward system is an effective mechanism for 
motivating employees to innovate, as it produces positive changes in 
employee attitudes and behaviour. 

The literature on suggestions and their impact on innovation pay 
attention to another organisational factor with clear connections to 
suggestions at the individual level: the existence of an effective sug
gestion system in the firm and how employees perceive it. According to 
Dunn and Lloyd (1997), the suggestion system is a formal mechanism 
that encourages employees to contribute new and useful ideas for the 
benefit of the organisation. For Fairbank and Williams (2001), sugges
tion systems in organisations motivate employees to think more cen
trally about organisational change and to share these thoughts with the 
company. However, the perception that the suggestion system is cred
ible to heed and analyse the proposed suggestions seems to be a relevant 
motivational factor for the employee. When suggestions are ignored or 
rejected, and no adequate response is given to the individual, employees 

feel that they have not been taken into account and experience a failure 
that diminishes their confidence and, therefore, their participation in the 
suggestion system. Lasrado et al. (2016) consider that when employees 
propose suggestions, it is essential that they are given feedback for two 
reasons: the lack of it can make employees feel ignored and dissatisfied, 
and the feedback can help discover errors, and thus employees can 
further improve the quality of their ideas. Also, Fairbank and Williams 
(2001) indicate that motivation to make suggestions is greater when 
employees believe that their performance will be crucial to obtaining 
valuable results for the company and know that the company will 
consider their suggestions. Credible suggestion systems are thus 
paramount. 

Focusing on the hospitality industry, Chang and Teng (2017) state 
that employees’ intrinsic and extrinsic motivations reinforce their 
creativity and work performance. Besides, Chen (2011) states that 
hospitality management that encourages employees to take risks and 
rewards their creative ideas can motivate innovative behaviour. Like
wise, when hospitality employees perceive that generating innovative 
ideas in their work environment is considered a valued and rewarded 
behaviour and management listens and takes into account their input, 
they are more likely to feel prepared to take risks and motivated to make 
innovative suggestions (Alzyoud et al., 2017). 

The discussion on the potential role of motivation on innovative 
suggestions leads to the presentation of three research hypotheses: 

H4. Employee’s intrinsic motivation to innovate influences the crea
tion of innovative suggestions in hospitality firms. 

H5. Employee’s extrinsic motivation to innovate through direct re
wards influences the creation of innovative suggestions in hospitality 
firms. 

H6. Employee’s perception of the existence of a motivating suggestion 
system influences the creation of innovative suggestions in hospitality 
firms. 

3.4. An ability and motivation model of frontline employees’ innovative 
suggestions 

As a result of the discussion in the three former subsections, Fig. 1 
presents the model to be tested in this research work. That model ad
dresses the ability factors in terms of the employees’ creativity and 
knowledge along with their motivational factors, and it shows six 
research hypotheses. The employee’s knowledge reflects the education 
and work experience sources. The employee’s motivation is observed 
from three different dimensions: intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motiva
tion, and the perception of the existence of a motivating suggestion 
system. 

4. Methodology 

Data were collected through a survey on frontline employees of ho
tels in the north of Tenerife (Canary Islands, Spain) to meet the goal of 
this work. According to the Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Report 
(World Economic Forum, 2019), Spain is the most competitive country 
in the world regarding travel and tourism. The importance of innovation 
in tourism and hospitality has been stated by the government of the 
Canary Islands, which included innovation in tourism to maintain 
competitiveness as an area of action in its Smart Specialisation Strategy 
for the period 2014–2020 (Gobierno de Canarias, 2013). Tenerife is one 
of the eight Canary Islands and a relevant destination in Spain. The 
tourism activity on the island is concentrated in the north and the south 
of the island. 6,110,838 international and domestic tourists visited the 
island in 2019, and 18.20 % of them stayed in hotels in the north 
(Turismo de Tenerife, 2019). Tenerife is positioned as the island with 
most hotels (250) in the Canary Islands, followed by Gran Canaria with 
179 hotels (ISTAC, 2020). The relevance of innovation for the island is 
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shown in the tourism strategy formulated by its destination management 
organisation since the innovation and competitiveness strategy is one of 
the ten axes in its strategic plan for the period 2017–2020 (Turismo de 
Tenerife, 2017). 

In order to find a homogeneous sample of employees, the category of 
frontline employees selected was the one of front office employees/re
ceptionists. Front-office receptionists are relevant frontline employees in 
hotel firms and they have been often selected as representative subjects 
of study in research work about frontline employees (e.g., Patah et al., 
2009; Pinto et al., 2020). Moreover, Engen and Magnusson (2015) 
empirically find that frontline employees in hotels, including front office 
receptionists, possess a considerable potential to innovate. The popu
lation studied in this research includes the receptionists of 3, 4 and 5-star 
hotels in the north of the island in 2019. According to the data provided 
by Tourism of Tenerife (2019) and complemented by accommodation 
meta-searchers, 77 hotels of 3, 4 and 5-stars are located in the area of the 
study, encompassing 11,035 rooms. To further define the population, all 
the hotels were contacted to find out the number of receptionists 
currently employed. The number of receptionists that make up the 
population of the study is 484. 

The questionnaire was developed by using two primary research 
approaches. The first one was a literature review. The second one con
sisted of in-depth interviews with 8 experts to adapt the variables to be 
used, as well as to measure those for which no support was found in 
literature. The experts were three hotel receptionists, two hotel man
agers, two hospitality management university professors, and one hos
pitality consultant. The questionnaire was prepared in Spanish. All items 
were formulated with a 7-point scale of the Likert type ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), except for the number of sug
gestions. At the end of the first version, a pre-test was carried out with 
five receptionists. 

Regarding the dependent variable, the total number of suggestions 
made by the respondent in the last month was weighted by the degree of 
innovativeness of those suggestions. The degree of innovativeness of the 
suggestions was inspired by one of the items included in the scale of 
organisational citizenship behaviour by Smith et al. (1983) and by one 
of the items encompassed in the scale of off-role behaviour by Somech 
and Drach-Zahavy (2000). Consequently, the dependent variable con
sisted of an indicator of the respondent’s innovative suggestions. 

Concerning the independent variables, the scale of creativity 
comprised 6 items, and it was taken from Garciá-Almeida and 
Cabrera-Nuez (2020). The scale of the intrinsic motivation comprised 4 

items, and it was also taken from the work by Garciá-Almeida and 
Cabrera-Nuez (2020) due to its intrinsic approach. Besides, two items 
measured the employee’s extrinsic motivation and the employee’s 
perception of the existence of a motivating suggestion system, respec
tively; these items were developed after interviewing the experts indi
cated above. Moreover, respondents had to specify the level of education 
completed, and the variable was recoded to show if the respondent had 
earned a university degree. The work experience was measured by using 
a traditional proxy in management literature: the number of years 
working in the same professional work. Some additional questions 
included in the questionnaire were the respondent’s gender and age, and 
the type of hotel segment (business or leisure). 

Regarding the fieldwork, questionnaires were left at all the front 
offices of the hotels in the population. After a presentation of the study 
with its topic and main goals to the front office manager or senior 
receptionist in each hotel, collaboration to fill the questionnaires was 
asked and, in some cases, special authorisation had to be requested. In 
most hotels, authorisation to leave the questionnaires was granted, but 
in 12 hotels participation was denied due to confidentiality issues or lack 
of interest. As a result of the fieldwork, 167 questionnaires were 
collected, but only 153 were correctly completed and valid, and 
consequently make up the final sample for this research. This self- 
selection sample implies a valid response rate of 31.6 % and a 
maximum margin of error of 6.56 % to a 95 % confidence level. 
Regarding the characteristics of the sample, 58.2 % of the frontline 
employees are male. The average age is 35 years old. The current 
average salary is around 1,060 euros. On average, employees have been 
working as receptionists for 10 years, but only 7.5 years at the current 
firm. 

5. Results and discussion 

The primary variable of interest in this work is the number of 
innovative suggestions made by hotel receptionists. With the data from 
the survey, this variable was computed by weighting the total number of 
suggestions made by the employees by the degree of innovativeness that 
these employees recognised. The total number of suggestions by em
ployees and the innovative suggestions computed following that con
version is displayed in Table 1. Most respondents made one or two 
suggestions during the last month, and 15 % did not suggest any at all. 
Regarding innovative suggestions, some or part of those suggestions 
could not be considered innovative. However, still the majority of 

Fig. 1. An ability and motivation model of frontline employees’ innovative suggestions.  
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respondents could be assigned with some innovative suggestions with a 
positive value lower than 1. 

Due to the direct linear nature of the hypothesised relationships, 
multiple regression analysis was selected as the statistical tool to test the 
research hypotheses. Before that analysis, exploratory factor analyses 
were conducted to reduce the dimensionality of two scales: the one for 
creativity, and the one for intrinsic motivation. In both analyses, only 
one factor was extracted. 

Table 2 displays bivariate correlation values between the dependent 
variable and the explanatory ones. Table 3 shows the main results of the 
multiple regression analysis. In that regression model, three control 
variables were also included, namely the respondent’s gender, age, and 
if s/he works in a business hotel. The F value shows the existence of 
explanatory influence, and the adjusted R2 displays the level of that 
relevance. The analysis of multicollinearity confirms that all VIF values 
are lower than 10, and no condition index exceeds 30 as recommended 
in literature (e.g., Belsley, 1991; Hair et al., 2000). 

The general overview of the results shows the significant relevance of 
four independent variables to explain the respondents’ innovative sug
gestions. Three of those significant influences (i.e., employee’s crea
tivity, work experience, and extrinsic motivation based on the 
suggestion system credibility) are related to the research hypotheses, 
and one refers to a control variable (i.e., the fact that the employee 
works in a business or a leisure hotel). 

The fact that creativity is an individual aspect required for innova
tion is consolidated in the academic literature in the area of manage
ment (e.g., Oldham and Cummings, 1996; Madjar, 2005), since creative 
employees make sure that new ideas continually appear, and they 
become valuable staff in contexts where innovation and change are 
relevant for competitiveness in the hospitality sector. Moreover, work 
experience seems to serve as a significant input for identifying oppor
tunities for improvement, as well as generating new ideas in the hos
pitality industry, since knowledge about the task, the business and the 
environment is constructed in a more extended period that allows for 
obtaining a deeper understanding of the business reality and being 
exposed to a broader array of situations, along with a longer develop
ment of networks. In addition, and in line with research into employee 
suggestion systems (Fairbank and Williams, 2001), the positive 
perception of the suggestion system in the sense that valid suggestions 

will be implemented is a significant motivational factor for employees in 
the front office of hotel firms, based on the idea that the rigorous 
consideration of their ideas acts as a catalyst factor to take the time to 
put the idea forward. 

Regarding the unexpected results of this work, the potential influ
ence of the employee’s knowledge on innovative suggestions was 
addressed from a double perspective that not only considered work 
experience but also higher education. Based on the results obtained, the 
employee’s higher education does not seem to exert any influence on 
suggestion creation. Consequently, the third hypothesis cannot be 
accepted. The lack of significance for the influence of a high level of 
education on innovative suggestions can be explained by over- 
education. Many non-managerial jobs in the hospitality sector are 
occupied by employees with university degrees, and in many cases of 
frontline jobs, such high qualifications are not required. Such a 
mismatch can generate problems of employee frustration. Agut et al. 
(2009) find that over-education is negatively associated with job content 
innovation. In that line, over-educated employees may feel that they 
receive inequitable rewards in terms of career development opportu
nities or salaries and consequently refrain from engaging in extra-role 
behaviours (Kulkarni et al., 2015). Thus, an implication for this idea 
to research innovation in the hospitality sector would be the need to 
consider the match between education and job requirements as relevant 
for innovation. In general, a higher level of education than the one 
required to perform one’s job seems to be negatively linked to extra-role 
behaviours. 

The third group of explanatory factors referred to the potential in
fluence of the employee’s motivation to innovate on the creation of 
innovative suggestions in hospitality firms; two of them do not exert a 

Table 1 
Innovative suggestions in the sample.   

Total number of suggestions 

0 1− 2 3 - 4 >4 

Number of cases 23 (15 %) 88 (57.5 %) 31 (20.3 %) 11 (7.2 %)   

Number of suggestions weighted by innovativeness  

0 >0− 1 >1− 2 >2 

Number of cases 24 (15.7 %) 58 (37.9 %) 48 (31.4 %) 23 (15.0 %)  

Table 2 
Correlation matrix for dependent and explanatory variables in the model.  

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Innovative suggestions 1       
2. Creativity 0.287*** 1      
3. Work experience 0.276*** 0.124 1     
4. Higher education − 0.080 − 0.032 − 0.379*** 1    
5. Intrinsic motivation 0.128 0.557*** − 0.025 0.257*** 1   
6. Extrinsic motivation: 

direct rewards 
0.119 0.131 − 0.077 − 0.046 0.121 1  

7. Extrinsic motivation: 
heeded suggestions 

0.240*** 0.056 0.220*** − 0.160** 0.152* 0.309*** 1  

* p < 0.10. 
** p < 0.05. 
*** p < 0.01. 

Table 3 
Results of the multiple regression analysis.   

Standardized 
coefficients 

t Sig.  

Beta   

Creativity 0.306 3.209 0.002*** 
Work experience 0.349 1.887 0.061* 
Education: university degree 0.044 0.500 0.618 
Intrinsic motivation − 0.096 − 0.947 0.345 
Extrinsic motivation: direct 

rewards 
0.051 0.618 0.537 

Extrinsic motivation: heeded 
suggestions 

0.160 1.909 0.058* 

Gender (female) 0.037 0.469 0.640 
Age − 0.146 − 0.791 0.430 
Business hotel − 0.132 − 1.723 0.087* 
F = 3.975 (0,000)*** 
R2 = 0.201 
Adjusted R2 = 0.151  

* p < 0.10. 
*** p < 0.01. 
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significant influence on innovative suggestions. Hence, H4 related to 
intrinsic motivation and H5 related to extrinsic motivation are not 
confirmed. Though the important role of intrinsic motivation is vigor
ously defended in the academic literature, this can be required to make 
general suggestions to change and correct problems. However, if those 
suggestions are not generated by creative individuals and/or with a 
knowledge base that targets innovative developments, the unique nature 
of those suggestions do not seem sustained. In addition, the cognitive 
evaluation theory of motivation suggests that the presence of a salient 
external constraint could induce a change in the perceived locus of 
causality from internal to external, resulting in reduced intrinsic moti
vation (Ryan, 1982). External factors such as an intense workload or a 
defective suggestion system could act as such constraints and limit the 
suggestion of innovative ideas despite a high intrinsic motivation for 
these tasks. This would open up the possibility of the existence of bar
riers for the effectiveness of intrinsic motivation to increasing the 
number of innovative suggestions in hospitality firms. 

Moreover, extrinsic motivation related to direct rewards is not 
revealed as being a determinant factor for making innovative sugges
tions. Shalley et al. (2004) indicate that there is little agreement among 
scholars concerning the likely direction of the effects of contingent re
wards on the individual’s expressed creativity. The findings of this work 
are in line with those by Yoon et al. (2015) who outline the lack of the 
direct effect of extrinsic rewards on creative performance. These authors 
indicate that the function of extrinsic motivation may be contingent on 
personal characteristics and/or other organisational contextual factors. 

The fact that the employee works for a business hotel or a leisure one 
is also significant. The negative sign of the relationship of this variable 
with the dependent one indicates that front office employees working in 
leisure hotels tend to significantly put forward more innovative sug
gestions than their counterparts working in business hotels. This implies 
that frontline employees in hotels targeting the business segment are in a 
position characterised by greater difficulties or barriers to create sug
gestions leading to innovation than frontline employees working in 
hotels oriented to the leisure segment. A potential explanation of this 
unexpected finding could lie in the tourist’s behaviour, since leisure 
tourists could spend, on average, more time interacting with front office 
staff than business tourists. This longer time in the service encounter 
could translate into more inflowing information of needs, wishes, and 
detected problems that the receptionist obtains and uses as a knowledge 
input for novel suggestions. 

6. Conclusions 

This work analyses the impact of the employee’s ability and will
ingness to innovate in hospitality firms. Since innovation in the hospi
tality industry is mostly associated with informal innovation due to the 
lack of formal R&D departments in most firms in the sector, the analysis 
of employee-driven innovation sheds light on understanding and 
fostering innovation in many firms in the industry. Strategic actors in the 
innovation process of hospitality firms are employees in direct contact 
with tourists since they are situated in the centre of a valuable infor
mation network and witness customers’ reactions and needs. The 
empirical part of this study has focused on the innovative suggestions 
that employees in the reception department make, along with the abil
ity- and willingness- related factors to make them. The significant results 
of this work have shown that the employee’s creativity, work experience 
and positive perception of a working suggestion system increase the 
number of their innovative suggestions in the context of hotel front 
offices. 

The findings of this work allow indicating some recommendations 
for the hospitality industry to increase employee-driven innovation. 
Madjar (2005) defends that human resource professionals can play 
critical roles in increasing employee creativity. By encouraging crea
tivity through courses or seminars on how to stimulate creative thinking 
or advising on how to channel employee creativity, human resource 

specialists can increase the creative ideas suggested by employees. 
Moreover, creativity efforts and activities can be strongly constrained by 
an organisational culture that values risk avoidance and punishes be
haviours that are out of the usual paths. Nybakk and Jenssen (2012) 
emphasise trust and openness as essential in modelling the climate for 
innovation, and supervisors and managers should support an atmo
sphere characterised by the freedom to suggest new ideas and test new 
things if they are aligned to the organisational strategy or face new 
challenges. In that sense, the role of the general manager is key in 
enhancing the generation of new ideas. Another initiative to support 
these creative activities is based on the assumption that creativity re
quires social interaction (Perry-Smith and Shalley, 2003). Thus, the 
organisation of meetings and seminars with colleagues oriented to 
problem resolution or potential improvements could stimulate joint 
creativity. 

Regarding work experience, the primary recommendation is to push 
forward the experienced employees’ knowledge. In that line, Rasca 
(2018) advocates for taking advantage of retaining experienced em
ployees. An initial recommendation is to foster mentorship programmes 
in the hospitality firm where long-tenured employees or other em
ployees who have worked in the sector for many years assist and explain 
hotel tasks and dynamics to newly hired employees. The organisation of 
meetings where experienced-employees take the leading role in ana
lysing situations and showing potential areas of improvement could be 
another line of action; in this case, employees with shorter periods of 
work in the tourism industry could understand the challenges and sug
gest new ideas based on their diversity and creative orientation. 

The most relevant motivation factor that this study has highlighted is 
the positive perception of a working suggestion system in the firm. To 
increase those positive perceptions among employees, hotel general 
managers should emphasise the role and usefulness of the suggestion 
system for the desired innovation performance of the company. For 
Marx (1995), management commitment is an essential cornerstone for 
the success of the suggestion system. Thus, the general manager should 
communicate how suggestions will be communicated, analysed, and, if 
positively evaluated, heeded. Lower-level managers should also rein
force those messages and assure that they would give credit to em
ployees who suggest novel ideas. 

As this work has also found that there are fewer novel suggestions in 
business hotels, hotel management working in this segment faces an 
additional challenge to foster employee-driven innovation. An inter
esting recommendation would be that managers regularly provide in
formation about trends, needs and problems that the business tourist 
segment is facing. This way, the relative lack of direct information ex
changes with frontline employees could be corrected to a certain extent, 
and employees could have another knowledge input oriented to the 
generation of novel suggestions. 

It is also important to outline the main limitations of this work. The 
fact that knowledge has been addressed with two sources could also be a 
limitation. In that sense, employees can also construct knowledge from 
other sources such as personal networks, institutions or codified sources 
like the Internet or books (Calero-Lemes and García-Almeida, 2020), 
though the tradition in academic literature is to refer to education and 
work experience as reflected in this work. The use of a questionnaire to 
collect data on the independent variables may limit the understanding of 
the phenomena studied, since the variable measurement could not 
capture nuances and particular aspects in the responses. However, 
certain aspects have been mitigated by the methodological design. 
Moreover, the sampling method of self-selection may pose some repre
sentativeness obstacles in the study, but it does comprise a relatively 
high response rate. Besides, the study has been carried out only in hotels, 
and specifically in their front-office department, which limits the 
extrapolation of results to other hospitality firms. The geographical 
extrapolation of the results must be also done with caution, because the 
context of the research may affect innovation dynamics that are not 
present in other geographical areas. 
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This work also opens up opportunities for further research on the 
understanding of employee-driven innovation in hospitality firms. Thus, 
qualitative and longitudinal approaches would provide a thorough 
analysis of the individual view adopted in this study. In addition, the 
analysis of the external factors influencing innovative suggestions would 
complement the individual perspective. Another line of future research 
is to address models where the individual factors considered here 
interact among them and with external factors. In line with Singh et al. 
(2003), the replication of the study in the same industrial context (i.e. 
the hospitality sector) but in a different geographical scope would rise 
research validity and would also allow interesting conclusions to be 
drawn for comparison. It would also be of great interest to study other 
functional areas in hospitality firms, especially those departments with 
less interaction with the client, in order to find out their approach to 
innovative suggestions in their context. The creation of innovative 
suggestions in different types of hotel and non-hotel accommodation (e. 
g. low-end hotels, accommodation in the sharing economy, etc.) and 
even in restaurants and other F&B alternatives would contribute to 
increasing the academic knowledge of innovation in the hospitality 
sector from a global perspective. 
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