LRy L
b INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS)
: I* ¢ ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1IRISS | Volume X Issue VIIT August 2026

Determinants of Service Agility among Frontline Retail Employees
Jurina Md Rothi, Mohd Zamri Abu Bakar, Nazura Mohamed Sayuti, Ariff Azly Muhamed
Faculty of Business and Management, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Selangor, Malaysia

DOI: https://doi.org/10.47772/1JRISS.2026.100800304

Received: 21 August 2026; Accepted: 26 August 2026; Published: 03 September 2026

ABSTRACT

This article examines the relationship of digital competence (DC), digital leadership (DL), and structural
empowerment (SE) drives service agility (SA) among frontline retail employees navigating increasingly
automated and volatile work environments. This study contributes a conceptual framework that reconciles
individual-level digital skills with organizational-level structural support to explain how workforce
adaptability fosters operational resilience in the retail sector. By situating service agility at the intersection of
human agency and technological integration, this conceptual analysis addresses a vital gap in understanding
how workforce adaptability dictates competitive advantage in evolving retail land. The proposed framework
provides a critical lens for exploring how these antecedents mitigate the challenges inherent in the digital era,
where traditional retail models are increasingly strained by rapid technological disruption. By delineating these
relationships, the study clarifies how decentralized decision-making and digital proficiency facilitate the rapid
responsiveness required to align service delivery with shifting consumer preferences. Ultimately, this inquiry
underscores the necessity of fostering a digitally empowered frontline to enhance organizational productivity
and operational adaptability. This theoretical integration aligns individual micro-agility with organizational
dynamic capabilities, emphasizing that the reconfiguration of internal resources is essential for sustaining long-
term competitive performance. Thus, the framework positions frontline employees not merely as recipients of
digital transformation but as active contributors to sensing customer needs, seizing service opportunities, and
adapting retail operations.

Keywords: Service agility, digital competence, digital leadership, structural empowerment, frontline retail
operations, digital transformation.

INTRODUCTION

The rapid integration of sophisticated technologies in the retail sector has intensified the need for frontline staff
to exhibit heightened service agility, defined as the capacity to sense and respond to volatile market conditions
with speed and precision. While traditional retail management often prioritizes operational efficiency through
standardized protocols, the current digital shift necessitates a paradigm where employees function as adaptive
nodes capable of managing complex, tech-enabled customer. Despite this imperative, current literature remains
largely fragmented, often treating employee-level adaptability as a peripheral outcome of broader
organizational restructuring rather than a foundational strategic capability (Cuong et al., 2025). By positioning
these employees as primary boundary spanners who interpret real-time digital footprints, this analysis moves
beyond empirical observation to delineate the theoretical mechanisms through which internal resources are
mobilized to satisfy the idiosyncratic demands of modern consumers.

Retail organizations currently face an intensifying paradox while digital transformation offers unprecedented
tools for personalization, it simultaneously risks overwhelming frontline personnel with complex, hybrid
service demands that traditional operational structures are poorly equipped to support (Mele et al., 2024; Wirtz
& Stock, 2025). This organizational tension highlights a critical gap between the deployment of automated
systems and the development of the requisite digital adaptive performance needed to navigate these hybrid
service landscapes (Sun et al., 2026). Existing scholarship disproportionately concentrates on either human-
centric service models or purely technological deployments, leaving a significant void in our understanding of
the hybrid, sociotechnical frontline (Gnewuch et al., 2023). This narrow focus obscures the essential synergy
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between an employee’s digital competence and the structural empowerment required to leverage intelligent
technologies for superior service outcomes (Jooss et al., 2025; Waelbers et al., 2026). While prior research
highlights the evolving work characteristics of service roles within Al-integrated environments, it fails to
explicitly connect individual digital proficiency with the organizational configurations that enable or stifle
responsive service behavior.

This study systematically maps the convergence of individual skill sets and organizational support, arguing
that service agility operates through a sequential process of sensing environmental cues, mobilizing digital
tools, and executing responsive service interventions (Bouguerra et al., 2023; Hamid & Eledum, 2026). This
conceptual exploration transcends mere descriptive analysis of the retail workforce to provide a theoretical
architecture that delineates the prerequisites for such adaptability (Arkenback-Sundstrom, 2021). Specifically,
this study addresses the inherent tensions arising from the widespread adoption of high-convenience
technologies and autonomous systems, which simultaneously create novel service opportunities and impose
significant psychological demands on the workforce (Willems et al., 2022). By critically examining the
alignment between organizational technology investments and frontline staff capabilities, this study provides a
conceptual roadmap for resolving the disconnect between managerial strategic intent and the lived experience
of the service provider.

This study therefore transcends empirical reporting by theorizing how digital leadership and structural
empowerment act as organizational catalysts that modulate the sociotechnical implications of consumer-facing
technologies (Bonetti et al., 2023). Rather than viewing digital transformation as a static infrastructural
upgrade, this paper frames the phenomenon as a dynamic reconfiguration of the service encounter that
necessitates high-level cognitive and relational shifts among staff (Judijanto, 2026). This conceptual shift
acknowledges that while service convenience remains a primary retail objective (Nanni & Ordanini, 2024), the
realization of such value hinges upon the frontline's ability to navigate the complexities inherent in these
sophisticated technological interfaces. Consequently, this paper formalizes the theoretical nexus between
human agency and agentic Al, positioning the frontline employee as a critical orchestrator of technology-
mediated service encounters.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Service Agility (SA)

Service agility (SA) is defined as the frontline employee's capacity to fluidly reconfigure service delivery
protocols in response to real-time, technology-mediated shifts in customer expectations (Akter et al., 2020).
This construct is distinct from general service quality, which prioritizes standardized excellence, and
flexibility, which refers to latent capacity, as agility emphasizes the proactive adaptation of cognitive and
interpersonal strategies during complex, Al-supported customer interactions (Yang et al., 2025). This
operational versatility allows employees to bridge the divide between standardized automated processes and
the nuanced demands of personalized customer engagement (Le et al., 2024). By situating this adaptive
capability within the job demands of dynamic retail environments, this conceptualization treats agility not as a
fixed trait but as a responsive behavioral outcome driven by an employee’s readiness to manage unpredictable
environmental stressors (Salmen & Festing, 2021). This behavioral manifestation of agility enables frontline
staff to reconcile environmental turbulence with operational continuity, thereby transforming static
organizational resources into competitive advantage.

Service agility specifically addresses the tension between intelligent machine usage and proactive service
behavior, where the ability to navigate algorithmic outputs determines whether technology serves as an enabler
or an inhibitor of role efficacy (Cai et al., 2026). At its core, this agility represents a discretionary departure
from standardized scripts, allowing employees to improvise in real-time when algorithmic outputs fail to
resolve idiosyncratic customer concerns (Rayburn et al., 2025; Vredenburg et al., 2023). Such responsiveness
relies on the alignment of individual digital self-efficacy with an environment that facilitates autonomous
navigation of Al-mediated service tasks (Rastogi & Pandita, 2025). Furthermore, this capability is
fundamentally tied to the employee's proactive engagement in "job crafting agility," as they actively reshape
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their service roles to maintain coherence between their own human judgment and the autonomous responses of
Al service agents (Dhanpat, 2024; Pitardi et al., 2021). By leveraging customer analytics and process
digitization, empowered employees can better interpret algorithmic cues, thereby facilitating more sustainable
service outcomes than those achieved through rigid adherence to automated protocols.

Digital Competence (DC)

Digital competence (DC) in the retail frontline transcends basic technical literacy, encompassing a
multifaceted capacity for algorithmic fluency and the critical evaluation of data-driven service insights. This
proficiency enables employees to perform "Al crafting," whereby they actively calibrate machine-generated
outputs to suit specific, nuanced customer needs (Zhang et al., 2026). Consequently, this capability allows staff
to focus on high-order cognitive tasks such as empathy and emotional resonance while delegating repetitive
operational demands to automated systems (Singh & Pandey, 2024). This synergy between human emotional
intelligence and algorithmic precision is further moderated by the employee’s ability to interpret complex
service data as a boundary-crossing object that facilitates adaptive, rather than strictly procedural, job
performance (Prentice et al., 2023). Moreover, this sophisticated level of digital competence empowers
employees to bridge the gap between machine-generated analytics and the context-specific nuances of the
customer experience, effectively transforming data points into actionable insights for personalized service
delivery.

This evolution of technical skill facilitates a seamless human—AlI collaboration, wherein frontline staff can
iscern when to augment algorithmic recommendations with human-centric reasoning (Dubey, 2024). By
cultivating this collaborative intelligence, employees function as "superminds" capable of achieving superior
service outcomes that neither the human nor the autonomous agent could reach in isolation (Schneider &
Kokshagina, 2021). Consequently, such competence serves as a primary determinant of an individual's
cognitive experiential state, enabling them to transition from passive system users to active agents who
optimize interdependent workflows (Le et al., 2022; Phan et al., 2026). Building on this foundation, digital
competence enables frontline employees to combine technology-related, work-related, human—machine, and
learning capabilities to interpret algorithmic outputs, calibrate Al recommendations to customer needs, and
translate service analytics into adaptive, customer-responsive action. Such individual capabilities effectively
bridge the divide between standardized AI automation and the emotive, relationship-driven experiences
required for high-value service encounters.

Digital Leadership (DL)

Digital leadership (DL) acts as a critical strategic lever that cultivates this competence by fostering a culture of
psychological safety, which allows employees to engage in the experimental behavior necessary for high-level
improvisational service (Zhang et al., 2026). By championing a strategic vision that emphasizes autonomy and
curiosity, digital leaders enable frontline staff to move beyond rigid protocols toward a more agile,
personalized approach to service (Hanandeh et al., 2024; Tigre et al., 2024). These leaders effectively
moderate the translation of organizational technological investments into competitive frontline performance by
prioritizing evidence-based development and iterative capability building (Garem, 2026). Through consistent
digital interaction, these leaders facilitate the development of the strategic foresight and cognitive agility
necessary for employees to navigate complex service landscapes (Zia et al., 2024). By aligning organizational
digital infrastructure with human-centric developmental goals, these leaders establish a climate of "HRM 5.0"
readiness that prioritizes continuous reskilling and adaptive decision-making.

Digital leaders catalyze this process by integrating human-centric communication strategies with technological
adoption, ensuring that frontline staff possess both the technical proficiency and the digital empathy required
for high-quality service interactions (Takbir et al., 2026). By acting as architects of this digital environment,
leaders ensure that individual digital skills are strategically synchronized with broader organizational
objectives to enhance overall competitive performance (Hanandeh et al., 2024; Qiao et al., 2024). This
alignment further enables frontline employees to convert technological resources into timely, context-sensitive
service responses, thereby strengthening the organization’s capacity to sense changing customer needs and
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adapt service processes with agility (AINuaimi et al., 2022). By adopting a mindset rooted in transparency and
collaborative experimentation, these leaders move beyond mere technological oversight to actively cultivate a
workforce capable of interpreting digital insights for data-based decision-making. They encourage employees
to question, contextualize, and refine algorithmic outputs through open dialogue and iterative feedback rather
than treating data as an unquestionable basis for action.

Structural Empowerment (SE)

Structural empowerment (SE) is defined as the organizational provision of access to the information,
resources, and institutional support necessary for employees to exercise their agency (Li et al., 2024). In this
context, empowerment functions as a situational strength that furnishes frontline staff with the autonomy to
select bespoke approaches when navigating customer-facing obstacles. By decentralizing control and granting
broad access to operational data, organizations mitigate the restrictive constraints of rigid service scripts,
allowing employees to exercise discretion in real-time (Darvishmotevali et al., 2024). This shift toward open
information access ensures that frontline personnel possess the requisite knowledge to make informed,
autonomous decisions that deviate from standard operating procedures when customer situations demand it
(Coun et al., 2021). Such structural alignment fosters a culture where employees feel entitled to experiment
with service delivery, thereby transitioning from rule-bound actors to empowered problem-solvers who
integrate unique organizational resources to create sustainable competitive advantages.

Ultimately, these empowering structures catalyze adaptive employee behaviors, as access to diverse
organizational resources provides the necessary foundation for prosocial service and autonomous problem-
solving (Lim et al., 2024). By facilitating this decentralization of power, firms signal a commitment to
employee agency, which serves as a motivational precursor for discretionary service behaviors that extend
beyond prescribed role requirements (Yuan et al., 2022). Furthermore, providing such structural access enables
frontline staff to leverage organizational knowledge to make effective, improvisational decisions during
volatile service encounters, significantly bolstering their adaptive performance (Sait, 2024). Such
organizational routines effectively create a participative infrastructure that ensures flexibility-relevant data
flows directly into the frontline decision-making process. This institutional architecture empowers staff to
transcend static task boundaries, providing the tangible support and authority required to translate digital
insights into genuine service innovation.

Building upon the extant literature and relevant theoretical foundations, the proposed conceptual framework
was developed to delineate the key constructs and systematically articulate the hypothesized relationships.

Figure 1 illustrates the proposed framework for Determinants of Service Agility Among Frontline Retail
Employees

Digital Competence (DC)

Digital Leadership (DL) Service Agility (SA)

Structural Empowerment
(SE)
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DISCUSSION

Within the domain of service management, this framework shifts the focus from technology adoption to the
"agencement" of on life agents and phygital resources, where service agility emerges through the reciprocal
co-evolution of human discretion and systemic support. This perspective transcends traditional IT-centric
models by positioning digital leadership and structural autonomy as the vital connective tissue that transforms
technical infrastructure into sustained organizational performance (Seraj et al., 2025; Troise et al., 2021). For
retail organizations undergoing digital transformation, this requires moving beyond mere platform
implementation toward fostering an ecosystem where digital competence and structural empowerment are
strategically leveraged as dynamic capabilities. Such a transformation necessitates a shift in operational focus,
prioritizing the integration of human-centric decision-making with the firm’s broader omnichannel strategy to
ensure that frontline personnel can effectively navigate both digital and physical service layers.

The model extends Dynamic Capabilities Theory by positioning digital leadership as a primary catalyst that
translates technological assets into realized service agility, addressing a critical gap in current organizational
behavior literature (Jasim et al., 2024). Furthermore, by conceptualizing frontline empowerment and digital
competence as micro-foundations of agility, this research delineates the precise mechanisms through which
employee-level discretion drives organizational resilience (Gloria, 2025; Sharma et al., 2024). Nonetheless, the
generalizability of these findings is constrained by the retail sector's distinct frontline environment, which may
not fully map onto high-complexity professional service settings or industries characterized by rigid regulatory
oversight.

Retail leaders should prioritize the coordinated development of digital skills through targeted training, ensuring
employees can effectively interpret and leverage emerging data-driven tools (Ciampi et al., 2021; Yamin &
Murwaningsari, 2023). Moreover, managers must cultivate a leadership style that promotes psychological
safety and clear criteria for performance, enabling staff to confidently apply these technologies when
responding to volatile customer demands (Azzam et al., 2023). Furthermore, firms should implement structural
mechanisms that decentralize operational authority, thereby providing the necessary autonomy for employees
to translate their technological proficiency into meaningful value creation (Mamdouh et al., 2025). By
institutionalizing these feedback loops, organizations can bridge the capability-to-performance gap, ensuring
that technological adoption transcends isolated IT projects to become a core engine of organizational
resilience.

While this conceptual framework offers a novel integration of organizational and individual drivers of service
agility, it is fundamentally limited by its reliance on theoretical synthesis rather than empirical validation.
Consequently, future inquiries must prioritize large-scale quantitative studies and qualitative case research to
substantiate these theoretical propositions and calibrate the framework's predictive power within dynamic retail
environments. Specifically, researchers should move beyond static assessments of digital skills to examine
how shifting human—AlI resource relations alter the boundaries of frontline discretion and service cocreation.
Additionally, scholars should investigate whether the integration of agentic Al necessitates a fundamental
reconfiguration of organizational power structures to maintain employee engagement and agency.
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